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‘You didn't know it, 

you didn't think it could be done, 

in the final end he won the war 

after losin' every battle.’ 

 

- Bob Dylan
1
 

                                                 
1
 Bob Dylan, ‘Idiot wind’, Blood on the tracks (Columbia Records 2003). 
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Preface 

 

In warfare, as in any contest of strength, it seems only logical that the strong will defeat 

the weak. However, recent Western military history paints a very different picture. 

Despite vast military superiority, Western forces were strikingly unable to achieve 

meaningful victories against weaker opponents during the Cold War. While it may be 

argued that the threat of nuclear war with the Soviet Union kept Western states from 

utilizing their full military potential, the post Cold War period has not seen an 

improvement. The ongoing campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan highlight the fact that 

Western states are still unable to effectively use their military superiority to attain the 

desired political aims.  

 This thesis aims to discover what political, military and societal factors can 

explain these paradoxical outcomes. It hypothesizes that a lack of understanding 

regarding fundamental aspects of war’s nature has been one of the prime reasons for a 

lack of Western military victories against weaker opponents. While the volume of 

research concerned with this topic inevitably means that this work cannot claim to offer 

conclusive explanations or straightforward solutions, it is hoped that readers will gain 

new insights, or expand existing ones, that will allow them to approach the subject of 

modern warfare from a revealing perspective. 

 Although this thesis has been written between September and December 2008, the 

inspiration that has led to this topic has been gradually developing during courses 

followed at the University of Utrecht since 2004. The university lecturer and terrorism 

researcher Dr. Isabelle Duyvesteyn has been an important source of that inspiration and a 

hearty word of thanks is due to her on that account, and especially for her supervision and 

invaluable assistance with the research upon which this work is built. Finally, the author 

would also like to express his gratitude for James Sutton’s extensive proofreading and 

valuable commentary on many of the arguments presented here.
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Introduction 

 

In the more than sixty years since the end of the Second World War, the democratic 

states of Western Europe and North America have reached unprecedented levels of 

wealth and technological advancement. For most of these states’ citizens, war has 

become an ever more remote prospect since the defeat of Nazi Germany and Imperial 

Japan, yet their world has not been devoid of confrontation.  

The decades long Cold War with the Soviet Union forced Western states to 

develop nuclear and conventional forces capable of dissuading a Soviet invasion of 

Western Europe. Unable, or unwilling, to match the unequaled numerical might of the 

Soviet military, the Western states initially focused their hopes on the nuclear deterrent. 

Yet the West’s monopoly on atomic weapons was broken as early as 1949 by the first 

successful Soviet nuclear test.
2
 As the American policy of keeping the Soviet Union at 

bay with the threat of nuclear destruction appeared increasingly suicidal, alternatives had 

to be sought. Turning to the development of capabilities that could survive a nuclear 

surprise attack to retaliate in kind, the emphasis shifted to deterring nuclear attacks by 

guaranteeing their reciprocity.
3
 

 Deterrence, however, was not a constant. As both sides developed weapons of 

ever increasing power and the means to assure their delivery no matter what, deterrent 

capabilities had to be constantly reappraised and updated. The ensuing arms race made 

full use of the advent of electronics and computerization. This benefited Western states 

most, whose economies and research communities were better suited to gain maximum 

advantage from these developments.
4
  

 Aptitude for harnessing the potential of new technologies was matched by the 

strong belief that technological developments would bring corresponding strategic 

advantages. The conviction that the problems posed by warfare could be solved by new 

technologies is very much alive today, as shall be discussed in depth. What is important 

here is that Western states not only acquired high – tech nuclear arsenals but also 

                                                 
2
 The United States was the first Western country to develop nuclear weapons, with Great Britain following 

in 1952 and France in 1960. 
3
 Michael Howard, War in European history (New York: Oxford University Press 2001), 139. 

4
 Jeremy Black, An introduction to global military history: 1775 to the present day (London: Routledge 

2005), 192 – 193. 
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developed their conventional forces along similar lines. Although the threat of nuclear 

war meant that military force could only be employed for goals limited enough that 

neither superpower would risk escalation to the atomic level, a credible non – nuclear 

deterrent was still needed. By concentrating on high technology, Western states hoped to 

balance the Soviet numerical advantage in conventional forces through an emphasis on 

quality.
5
 

 Ultimately, the nuclear and conventional forces developed by the N.A.T.O. 

countries caused economic rather than material damage by tremendously taxing the 

Soviet Union’s economy in order to keep up with the arms race. It is very fortunate that 

the Cold War never escalated to the level of direct armed conflict between the Soviet 

Union and the N.A.T.O. allies. However, this did not keep Western armed forces from 

engaging in actual combat in the decades that followed the end of the Second World War. 

Some of these conflicts were wars of decolonization, such as those fought by the French 

in Indo – China and Algeria. Others were related to the worldwide struggle between 

democracy and communism, best exemplified by the long, costly, and ultimately 

unsuccessful American intervention in Vietnam.
6
 

The armed conflicts Western states became engaged in during the Cold War 

differed in origin, location, scope and goals, but shared one central feature: despite 

Western military superiority, the majority were lost.  

This is remarkable, yet the point could be made that the ever present threat of any 

conflict escalating to a nuclear war with the Soviet Union kept Western states from 

utilizing their full military potential. The demise of the Soviet Union between 1989 and 

1991 to a large extent removed this threat and the ‘victorious’ Western nations emerged 

into a decade seemingly full of promise, determined to use their now unrivalled military 

capabilities. Nevertheless, weak states were still able to defeat their militarily and 

economically far stronger Western adversaries: a few examples. 

In 1993, American –  led U.N. forces were forced out of Somalia, unable to defeat 

militias armed with the most basic of weapons. A year later in Rwanda, U.N. troops were 

                                                 
5
 Lawrence Freedman, The evolution of nuclear strategy (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan 2003), 93 – 

100, 147, 271 – 278; Steven Metz, ‘Strategic asymmetry’, Military Review 81 (2001) 23. 
6
 W. Klinkert, ‘De ontwikkeling van de moderne oorlogvoering in hoofdlijnen’ in: G. Teitler et al., 

Militaire strategie (Amsterdam: Mets & Schilt 2002), 408. 
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unable to prevent genocide despite clear advance warnings by U.N. commander Roméo 

Dallaire. In Europe, extensive aerial campaigns in Bosnia (1995) and later in Kosovo 

(1999) further revealed the West’s inability to back up humanitarian ideals with decisive 

action. Deployment of ground forces capable of providing actual security was deemed 

too dangerous, and so an attempt was made to use airpower to force the Serbian president 

Milosevic to negotiate. While this was partially successful, it was a factor among others 

and, more importantly, the N.A.T.O. air campaigns could not stop the escalation of the 

ethnic violence they were supposed to halt. The most recent examples of the West’s 

continuing inability to attain meaningful victories against weaker opponents are the 

ongoing campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq.
7
 

Respectively seven and five years since the attacks on those countries, Western 

military forces are still engaged in combat on a daily basis. Both campaigns started 

promisingly as hostile Afghan forces operating in the open were quickly routed and the 

forces of Saddam Hussein were crushingly defeated in an operation that seemed to 

exemplify the unparalleled military superiority of the American armed forces. In 2001 

and 2003, victory in Afghanistan and Iraq seemed only a matter of time.
8
 

 Yet these battlefield victories did not lead to any meaningful political gains. Large 

insurgencies in both countries have followed the conventional warfare phase and, as with 

the unconventional opponents of the past, Western forces still seem unable to effectively 

deal with them. The Cold War threat of nuclear war therefore does not seem to 

sufficiently explain the poor Western military performances witnessed since 1945 as it 

cannot clarify why military success rates did not improve after 1991. 

 Exploring the paradoxical logic that leads the strong to lose to the weak is at the 

heart of this thesis. A lot has been written about this very topical and pressing subject by 

a host of scholars and practitioners of the military art. In the following chapters, some of 

the most influential and relevant of these theories will be discussed and assessed through 

a theoretical framework based on the work of the 19
th
 century Prussian general and 

philosopher Carl von Clausewitz. It is the author’s hope that by combining a solid 

                                                 
7
 Rupert Smith, The utility of force: the art of war in the modern world (London: Penguin Books 2006), 

299; Nicholas J. Wheeler, Saving strangers: humanitarian intervention in international society (New York: 

Oxford University Press 2002), 215 – 219, 281 – 284. 
8
 Smith, The utility of force, 273; Black, Introduction to global military history, 252. 
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foundation of strategic thought based on Clausewitz with contemporary academic 

theories concerning the problems encountered by Western states at war, useful insights 

can be gained that will shed some light on this very complex issue. 

The purpose of the remainder of this introduction is threefold. Firstly, because the 

claim that powerful Western states have suffered a disproportionate number of losses at 

the hands of weaker enemies is so central to the justification for this thesis, it will be 

elaborated upon by a review of quantified data. Secondly, the aims and methods of this 

thesis will be described in more detail. Finally, several definitions will be offered to 

explain and clarify some of the terms used in this thesis. 

 Table 1.1 provides an overview of the armed conflicts which Western states have 

become engaged in since 1945 and whether they were won by the stronger Western 

power or the weaker opponent. As a basis for the definition of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’, the 

‘State system membership list’ put together by the Correlates of War Project has been 

used. A subset of this list indicates which states are to be considered major powers. Using 

this subset it is possible to designate the United States, Great Britain and France as great 

Western powers over the period 1945 – 2008, with the addition of Germany from 1991 

onwards.
9
  

 States that are not listed in the subset are not by definition weak. However, when 

they face one of the Western states described above as a major power, they become so in 

relation to their adversary. By combining this reasoning with an overview of conflicts 

waged by these major Western powers since 1945, taken from the ‘UCDP/PRIO armed 

conflict dataset’, it is possible to create table 1.1.
 10
 

                                                 
9
 Correlates of War Project. 2008. ‘State system membership list, v2008.1’, 

http://www.correlatesofwar.org. Retrieved December 12, 2008. 
10
 Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) and the International Peace Research Institute (PRIO), ‘1946 – 

2007 UCDP/PRIO armed conflict dataset version 4 – 2008’, http://www.prio.no/CSCW/Datasets/Armed-

Conflict/UCDP-PRIO/. Retrieved December 12, 2008; Nils Petter Gleditsch et al., ‘Armed conflict 1946–

2001: a new dataset’, Journal of Peace Research 39 (2002) 615 – 637. 
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Table 1.1: Armed conflicts fought by or involving major Western powers since 1945 and their outcomes. 

 Armed conflict Western power Start End Outcome  

1. Resistance to British occupation 

of Palestine (King David Hotel 

bombing) 

Great Britain 1944 1946 Weak
11
 

2. Indo – Chinese France 1945 1954 Weak
12
 

3. Corfu Channel Incident Great Britain 1946 1946 Diplomatic 

ties broken.
13
 

4. Malagasy Uprising (Madagascar) France 1947 1948 Strong
14
 

5. Malayan Emergency Great Britain 1948 1957 Strong
15
 

6. Jayuya Uprising (Puerto Rico) United States 1950 1950 Strong
16
 

7. Korean War U.S. led force 1950 1953 Ceasefire
17
 

8. Mau Mau uprising  Great Britain 1952 1956 Strong
18
 

9. Tunisian Independence France 1952 1954 Weak
19
 

10. Moroccan Independence France 1953 1956 Weak
20
 

11. Algerian Independence France 1954 1962 Weak
21
 

12. Greek Cypriot Insurgency Great Britain 1954 1959 Weak
22
 

13. Cameroon Independence France 1955 1960 Weak
23
 

14. Suez Crisis G.B., France 1956 1956 Weak
24
 

                                                 
11
 Gus Martin, Understanding terrorism: challenges, perspectives, and issues (Thousand Oaks: Sage 

Publications 2003), 270 – 272. 
12
 Black, Introduction to global military history, 157 – 159. 

13
 Philip E. Wynn, ‘Corfu Channel Incident’, in: Bernard A. Cook (ed.), Europe since 1945: an 

encyclopedia, volume I: A-J (New York: Garland 2001), 224. 
14
 Black, Introduction to global military history, 155. 

15
 Richard Stubbs, ‘From search and destroy to hearts and minds: the evolution of British strategy in 

Malaya 1948 – 60’, in: Daniel Marston and Carter Malkasian (eds.), Counterinsurgency in modern warfare 

(Oxford: Osprey Publishing 2008), 113 – 130. 
16
 Jeffrey D. Simon, The terrorist trap: America’s experience with terrorism (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press 2001), 51 – 52. 
17
 Black, Introduction to global military history, 176 – 181. 

18
 Ibidem, 162. 

19
 Ibidem, 159. 

20
 Ibidem. 

21
 Ibidem, 159 – 162. 

22
 James S. Corum, Bad strategies: how major powers fail in counterinsurgency (Minneapolis: Zenith Press 

2008), 79 – 122. 
23
 U.S. Department of State, ‘Cameroon (11/08)’, http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/26431.htm. Retrieved 

January 26, 2009. 
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15. Jebel Akhdar war (Oman) Great Britain 1957 1957 Strong
25
 

16. Taiwan Strait Crisis United States 1958 1958 Ceasefire
26
 

18. Bay of Pigs Invasion United States 1961 1961 Weak
27
 

19. Indonesia – Malaysia 

Confrontation (Brunei Uprising) 

Great Britain 1962 1966 Strong
28
 

20. Aden Emergency (Yemen) Great Britain 1963 1967 Weak
29
 

21. Vietnam War United States 1965 1975 Weak
30
 

22. Dhofar Rebellion (Oman) Great Britain 1965 1975 Strong
31
 

23. Northern Ireland (‘The Troubles’) Great Britain 1969 1998 Strong
32
 

24. Operation Lamantin (Mauritania) France 1977 1978 Weak
33
 

25. Falklands Great Britain 1982 1982 Strong
34
 

26. Lebanese Civil War  U.S. led force 1982 1984 Weak
35
 

27. Grenada Invasion U.S. led force 1983 1983 Strong
36
 

28. Panama Invasion United States 1989 1990 Strong
37
 

29. Gulf War U.S. led force 1990 1991 Strong
38
 

30. Somalia U.S. led force 1992 1995 Weak
39
 

31. Rwanda U.N. force 1994 1994 Weak
40
 

32. Bosnia U.S. led force 1995 1995 Strong
41
 

                                                                                                                                                 
24
 Martin van Creveld, The changing face of war: lessons of combat from the Marne to Iraq (New York: 

Presidio Press 2006), 190. 
25
 ‘The struggle for liberation in Oman’, MERIP Report 36 (1975), 10 – 16, 27. 

26
 Appu K. Soman, Double – edged sword: nuclear diplomacy in unequal conflicts: the United States and 

China, 1950 – 1958 (Westport: Praeger 2000), 165 – 212. 
27
 Black, Introduction to global military history, 232. 

28
 Smith, The utility of force, 206 – 209. 

29
 Black, Introduction to global military history, 165. 

30
 Ibidem, 181 – 191. 

31
 Ibidem, 230. 

32
 Ibidem, 242. 

33
 Tony Hodges, Western Sahara: the roots of a desert war (Westport: Lawrence Hill & Company 1983), 

247 – 256. 
34
 Black, Introduction to global military history, 169 – 172. 

35
 Martin, Understanding terrorism, 275. 

36
 Ibidem, 240; ‘Grenada, then and now’, Economist 369 (2003), 38.  

37
 Black, Introduction to global military history, 240, 243. 

38
 Ibidem, 236 – 240. 

39
 Wheeler, Saving strangers, 172 – 207. 

40
 Ibidem, 208 – 241. 

41
 Ibidem, 242 – 284. 
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33. Kosovo U.S. led force 1998 1998 Strong
42
 

34. Afghanistan War U.S. led force 2001 -- -- 

35. Iraq War U.S. led force 2003 -- -- 

 

As of January 2009, two of the thirty – five conflicts listed here are ongoing, two ended 

in a ceasefire and one had largely diplomatic implications. Of the remaining twenty – 

nine armed conflicts, the Western powers were victorious in fourteen instances, but were 

forced to abandon their goals or accept some form of settlement in the other fifteen. 

Therefore, of the thirty – three armed conflicts resolved at this time, nearly half were lost 

to weaker opponents.  

 To justify this claim, the data contained in table 1.1 requires additional 

explanation. The two most pressing problems with information of this kind are 

interpretive; what constitutes armed conflict and how can victory or defeat be measured? 

In addressing the first issue, the definition of armed conflict as offered by the creators of 

the UCDP/PRIO database has been adhered to, as ‘(…)”a contested incompatibility that 

concerns government and/or territory where the use of armed force between two parties, of 

which at least one is the government of a state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths.”’43  

It is useful to note that ‘armed conflict’ and ‘war’ are not taken to refer to 

fundamentally different phenomena, but rather that the term ‘armed conflict’ allows for the 

inclusion of a broader range of conflicts that, because of their relatively small size, would fall 

outside of a list of ‘wars’. In this thesis, ‘war’ does not necessarily refer to a conflict of a 

certain size, and it will be used interchangeably with ‘armed conflict’. The lower limit of 25 

casualties as a qualification for armed conflict has, however, been maintained. 

 As a result of this definition, such events as the 1979 – 1981 Iran hostage crisis, and 

the failed U.S. rescue mission that it spawned, or the 1986 U.S. air strikes on Libya, have not 

been taken into account. These events were certainly important international confrontations, 

yet they remained below the threshold of armed conflict as defined above and remain 

therefore outside of the scope of this thesis. Nor have the colonial conflicts of, for example, 

the Dutch and Portuguese governments been listed. The reason for this is, to repeat an 

                                                 
42
 Wheeler, Saving strangers, 242 - 284. 

43
 Lotta Harbom, Håvard Strand and Håvard M. Nygård, ‘UCDP/PRIO armed conflict dataset codebook: 

version 4 – 2008’, http://www.prio.no/CSCW/Datasets/Armed-Conflict/UCDP-PRIO/Armed-Conflicts-

Version-4-2008. Retrieved January 12, 2009. 
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important point, that this thesis is concerned with the paradox of strong states losing to weak 

ones. To keep this difficult distinction as clear as possible, only armed conflicts involving 

those Western states classified as major powers have been included. Finally, while it is 

certainly the case that Western forces faced opposition that often benefited from the arms and 

training given by the Cold War’s other major powers, the U.S.S.R. and China, a direct 

confrontation between equally powerful states did not occur.44 Table 1.1, therefore, provides 

a comprehensive overview of the occasions and outcomes of the use of armed force by major 

Western states against weaker opponents since 1945. 

 In defining which side should be considered the victor of a particular armed conflict, 

the choice has been made to measure victory politically rather than militarily. The outcome 

has been defined as a weaker side victory whenever the Western state in question was unable 

to achieve the goals for which it was fighting. Thus, while the French armed forces were able 

to crush the Algerian rebels, the withdrawal from that country in 1962 meant that France’s 

overall political goals of keeping Algeria within the empire could not be met. Subsequently, 

the Algerian nationalists were politically victorious even though they suffered military 

defeat.45 This recognition, that victory or defeat in armed conflicts is not merely decided 

upon the battlefield, reflects the essentially political nature of war which will be elaborated 

upon in the next chapters. Some cases, such as the Korean War and the Second Taiwan Strait 

Crisis, ended in a ceasefire and the return of the belligerents to pre – conflict positions. 

Finally, while the outcomes of most of the conflicts described here are common knowledge, 

references to printed or digital information detailing these outcomes have nonetheless been 

provided for all the conflicts listed. 

The high incidence of weaker power victories that table 1.1 shows, become even 

more puzzling when it is taken into account that the United States, Great Britain and 

France together currently account for over half the world’s military expenditures.
46
 With 

such incredible amounts of money being spent on defense related issues, the problems 

presented by these findings become all the more pressing. Therefore, not only does this 

data provide ample justification for research into weaker –  side victories, it also 

questions the American scholar Jeffrey Record’s ability to claim, without reference to 

                                                 
44
 Jeffrey Record, Beating Goliath: why insurgencies win (Washington: Potomac Books 2007), 23; Black, 

Introduction to global military history, 173. 
45
 Smith, The utility of force, 244 – 248. 

46
 Global Issues, ‘World military spending’, http://www.globalissues.org/article/75/world-military-

spending. Retrieved December 15, 2008.  
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similar quantified data, that ‘[m]ost insurgencies fail (…)’
47
 and that ‘[t]he stronger side 

usually wins; the best strategy, therefore, is to be strong.’
48
  

 War is an extensively researched topic that can be approached from a host of 

different perspectives. The basis for the analytical framework used in this thesis is the 

premise that war is a societal activity that emphasizes the interconnectedness between 

government, armed forces and people. Although the armed forces are most actively 

involved in waging war, they do so for goals set exclusively by the government and under 

its constant supervision and direction. Furthermore, both government and armed forces 

are dependent on society. From a military perspective, society is an essential source of 

recruits. For the government, maintaining the support of the citizens that voted it into 

power is vital to its continued existence.  

Approaching the problems identified in these pages by focusing exclusively on 

only one aspect of the trinity of government, armed forces and people while neglecting 

the others, is bound to come up short of a conclusive answer. Therefore, the choice has 

been made to divide the research into three sections, looking first at possible 

governmental explanations for Western states’ military failures and proceeding in a 

similar manner with those theories relevant to the armed forces and the people.  

This thesis is not concerned with discovering the specific reasons for a Western 

state’s defeat in a particular armed conflict. Instead, it seeks to uncover the obstacles to 

Western success that have been present in all of them. Its aims are therefore to identify 

broad trends rather than conflict – specific failures, goals that are best served by a 

theoretical analysis rather than a detailed case study. By populating the analytical 

framework described above with those theories that, on the basis of the research available 

to the author, are considered to be the most influential, an answer will be sought for this 

thesis’ central question: which political, military and societal factors can explain why 

since 1945 Western states have lost the majority of conflicts against weaker opponents 

despite conventional military superiority?  

Like the framework, the hypothesis to be tested is inspired by the thinking of the 

Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz. In his magnum opus On war, Clausewitz defines 

                                                 
47
 Jeffrey Record, ’Why the strong lose’, Parameters 35 (2005 – 06) 22.  

48
 Record, Beating Goliath, 131. 
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war as consisting of violence, chance and rational purpose.
49

 This thesis proposes that a 

lack of understanding regarding the nature of war thus defined is at the heart of the 

problems besetting the modern Western state when it engages in armed conflict. Failing 

to acknowledge fundamental truths about war has led politicians to use military force for 

tasks to which it is not suited, kept military leaders from recognizing that conventional 

military power means little against opponents waging insurgencies, and has given rise to 

societal misunderstandings about war’s violent and chaotic aspects. 

In the following pages it will be examined whether such misunderstandings 

indeed exists and if so, what the consequences for Western military performance have 

been. Additionally, it is expected that the analytical framework’s emphasis on 

interconnectedness will offer insights that extend beyond the merits of the individual 

theories to the relationship between government, armed forces and people and how it has 

influenced Western states’ conduct of war. 

A detailed overview of the theories that will be discussed can be found in the 

table of contents, where a glance at them will reveal the author’s military historical 

background reflected in the preponderance of theories related to the armed forces, as well 

as the extension of this thesis’ academic scope to the field of the social sciences. 

Before the theoretical analysis itself can begin in earnest, it is necessary to delve 

deeper into Clausewitz’s work to elaborate upon both framework and hypothesis, as well 

as to show how a book written in the early nineteenth century can still have relevance for 

military historians today. While this thesis holds that Clausewitz’s insights into war’s 

nature are still unrivalled, his enduring relevance is a point of heated academic debate. 

The first chapter will therefore examine those aspects of Clausewitz’s work which are the 

most relevant to this thesis, while simultaneously seeking to show why those authors who 

believe Clausewitz’s time has come and gone, do so on the basis of flawed arguments. 

Proceeding from this foundation of strategic theory, the main part of the thesis will 

follow. Finally, all the relevant theories will be summarized and brought together in the 

conclusion to assess the main hypothesis and to reiterate other important findings. 

                                                 
49
 Carl von Clausewitz, On war ((Michael Howard and Peter Paret (eds.)) New York: Everyman’s Library 

1993)), 101. 
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To conclude this introduction several definitions will be offered for terms that are 

heavily used in this thesis, some of which are the subject of academic debate.  

Strategy and grand strategy 

Clausewitz defines strategy as ‘(…) the use of the engagement for the purpose of the 

war.’
50
 He then continues to clarify that the military leader responsible for the 

formulation of strategy must ‘(…) define an aim for the entire operational side of the war 

that will be in accordance with its purpose.’
51
 Strategy is therefore concerned with the 

military’s planning and execution of operations in such a way that the overall purposes of 

the war can be attained. These ‘overall purposes’ are, as the next chapter shall show, 

purely political in nature, and will be referred to in this thesis as the ‘grand strategy’ for 

which armed force is used. Strategy and grand strategy, therefore, seek to distinguish 

between the military and the political levels, with the latter defining the overall goals of 

the war, and the first describing the way in which the military will attempt to attain 

them.
52
 

Conventional warfare  

In conventional warfare, victory is sought through the destruction of the opponents’ 

armed forces and his capacity to sustain and replace them, thereby undermining his 

ability and will to resist. Ultimately, the side that loses this contest of strength will be 

forced to give in to the political demands of the victor, thus resolving the conflict. This 

form of war is fought using conventional means such as aircraft, tanks, artillery and 

uniformed infantry. The distinction between combatants and civilians is thus clear, 

though this by no means implies that civilians are not wilfully targeted. Conventional 

warfare is most often practiced by states as they have the resources to raise and maintain 

such forces.
53
 The Second World War and the 1991 Gulf War are two examples of such 

conflicts. 

 

 

                                                 
50
 Clausewitz, On war, 207. 

51
 Ibidem. 

52
 Nederlandse defensie doctrine. Defensiestaf (The Hague 2005), 17. 

53
 Isabelle Duyvesteyn, ‘The concept of conventional war and armed conflict in collapsed states’ in: 

Isabelle Duyvesteyn and Jan Angstrom (eds.), Rethinking the nature of war (Abingdon: Frank Cass 2005),  

72 – 74. 
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Insurgency (unconventional warfare) 

The antithesis to conventional warfare encompasses guerrilla warfare and terrorism 

which are both tactics used by those who are too weak to meet a conventional opponent 

on similar terms. Its practitioners are frequently non – state groups such as 

revolutionaries seeking social change or an indigenous population opposing foreign 

invaders. As insurgents often start from a position of weakness, direct confrontations with 

the enemy are avoided. Instead, hit and run tactics and terrorism are used in a protracted 

campaign of attrition designed to wear down an opponent’s armed forces and, more 

importantly, his society’s will to continue the struggle.
54
  

By themselves, such methods are often insufficient to win a war. However, as the 

example of the Chinese People’s War illustrates, they are often used until sufficient 

strength has been gained by the insurgents for conventional operations to be successful. 

Above all, insurgents require both physical sanctuary (such as mountains, jungles or 

cities) and popular support in order to survive and have a chance at success. Insurgencies 

are especially dependent on popular support for recruits, sanctuary, concealment, supplies 

and intelligence.
55
 Record adds that insurgents are also to a large degree dependent on 

foreign aid from governments or organizations sympathetic to their cause for armaments, 

funds and training, and argues that external assistance may even be the key to explaining 

Western defeats by weaker opponents.
56
 

As Corum explains, ‘[i]n the modern era insurgency has been the preferred 

means, often the only practical means, by which a faction or group can confront the 

power of the government, or confront the forces of a major power.’
57
 In their 2004 

monograph, Raymond Metz and Steven Millen add that the current absence of large – 

scale war conventional war between states has allowed insurgencies to achieve a ‘(…) 

[strategic] significance [that] is likely to continue for at a least a decade, perhaps 

longer.’
58
 Indeed, most of the armed conflicts listed in table 1.1 saw Western armed 

forces pitted against opponents who resorted to tactics based on guerrilla warfare and 

                                                 
54
 James C. Bradford, ed., International encyclopedia of military history (New York: Routledge 2006), 567. 

55
 Ivan Arreguín – Toft, ‘How the weak win wars: a theory of asymmetric conflict’, International Security 
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terrorism. Exploring the question of strong power defeats will therefore mean 

investigating this currently dominant form of warfare and the various ways that Western 

armed forces have attempted to combat it. An extensive discussion of Western 

counterinsurgency strategy will feature in the ‘armed forces’ part of the literature review. 

This thesis prefers to speak of ‘insurgency’ rather than ‘unconventional warfare’ 

because the first term does this distinct form of warfare more justice than the latter, which 

implies the deviation from a norm. Furthermore, it is important to stress the adoption of 

the American academic Dr. Christopher Ford’s definition of insurgencies as an uprising 

against a foreign or domestic power, in regard to which guerrilla warfare is not an 

independent form of war, but rather a tactic employed by insurgents to attain a specific 

end.
59
 Extending this argument, this work argues that terrorism should be perceived in the 

same light, as a means to an end rather than a goal in itself. Because this definition of 

terrorism is controversial, a concise additional explanation is warranted. 

Terrorism   

Based on terrorist attacks such as those carried out by the Japanese sect Aum Shinrikyo   

and especially the events of September 11
th
, a trend has been developing in academic 

literature that views modern terrorism as a distinctly ‘new’ phenomenon. Authors like 

Gus Martin define these new terrorists as ‘(…) not necessarily interested in overthrowing 

governments or changing policies as their primary objectives. Rather, their intent is 

simply to deliver a high body count (…).
60
 

While the point can be made that even homicide can be seen as a goal and 

terrorism as the means to achieve it, Isabelle Duyvesteyn gives a more convincing reason 

for seeing terrorism as a method. She writes that ‘(…) annihilating the enemy was 

important for many traditional terrorists as well and bringing the state or government to 

its knees or even working toward its collapse does not seem to be so different from the 

interpretation of the new terrorists. The immediate effect that is aimed for in the old and 

new terrorist attacks is still geared toward achieving surprise and publicity.’
61
 

Duyvesteyn concludes that the continuities between the old and the new terrorism 
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outweigh their differences, making the distinction not only problematic but an obstacle to 

true comprehension.
62
  

Based on these observations, it is warranted to view terrorism as a method aimed 

at achieving goals beyond the immediate consequences of the attack itself. It is therefore 

not a goal in itself but, like guerrilla warfare, a tactic that insurgents can choose to engage 

in when they believe it will suit their needs.  

Western states 

Reiterating what has been stated earlier, ‘Western states’ refers to those Western nations 

that are considered by the Correlates of War Project to be major powers; the United 

States, Great Britain, France and Germany. This definition is expanded here to 

encompass any one of these states acting on its own, or in a coalition with other 

(Western) powers in which these states had a leading role. N.A.T.O. membership has 

been chosen as a criterion for determining which states are considered to be Western. 

 While there are many other criteria available to define a state as Western, 

N.A.T.O. membership encompasses both North America and Western Europe, two 

geographical areas traditionally considered to signify ‘the West’. Furthermore, N.A.T.O. 

members are all nation states with comparable democratic constitutions, which makes it 

viable to generalize theories that, for instance, discuss the inherent weaknesses of 

democracies. Finally, N.A.T.O. members have shared security interests and actively 

attune their armed forces to each other in order to effectively operate as a military 

alliance. This means that N.A.T.O. members prepare for the same kinds of conflicts, 

making the poor performance of one state liable to be copied by others. These shared 

values, interests and military preparations make N.A.T.O. membership a viable criterion 

for interpreting the term Western states as describing a group of nations with comparable 

institutions and outlooks on international relations. 

 This definition excludes the Soviet Union and China, both of which are also 

designated by the Correlates of War Project as major powers during the Cold War, and 

both of which were involved in extensive insurgencies; namely, the Chinese People’s 

War, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Yet both states were communist regimes 

during the Cold War and they have not made the transition to democracy since that time. 
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As ‘The Economist intelligence unit’s index of democracy 2008’ shows, China is 

governed by an authoritarian regime and Russia’s political system is considered to be a 

hybrid of flawed democratic institutions and authoritarianism.
63
 Thus, even though the 

failed Soviet invasion of Afghanistan shows that powerful non – democratic states can be 

defeated by weaker opponents as well, the authoritarian nature of the U.S.S.R., China, 

and to a lesser extent Russia, means that they cannot be included in this analysis that 

seeks to identify the origins of Western democracies’ difficulties in defeating weaker 

adversaries.
64
 

 Also excluded from analysis is Israel, a state that has been threatened by violent 

insurgencies since its formation and which has thus aggregated considerable experience 

in combating this form of warfare. However, as an essentially besieged nation the 

peculiarities of its situation make comparison with the states of the N.A.T.O. alliance 

difficult. Furthermore, Israel is not considered to be a major power by the Correlates of 

War Project, nor is the democratic nature of its government on par with that of the United 

States, Great Britain and France, again making comparisons difficult and thereby further 

justifying its exclusion.
65
 

 Having explained the reasoning behind the analytical focus on the Western states 

of the N.A.T.O. alliance, one remaining issue remains to be clarified. Many of the 

theories that will be discussed over the following pages refer to American politics and the 

American armed forces. To a large extent, the conclusions and inferences drawn from 

these articles and books will be extended to cover all Western states as defined here. That 

is to say that, unless a specifically American problem is discussed, the theory at hand will 

be assumed to be as relevant in France and Great Britain as its author believes it to be in 

the United States. Such generalizations are, of course, a risky undertaking. Yet because 

this thesis seeks to identify broad trends rather than case – specific explanations, and 

because the definition of Western states given here provides for significant overlap 

regarding political institutions, the influence of public opinion and the structure and tasks 

of the armed forces, the author believes it is permissible.  
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This introduction has sought to convey the paradoxical and pressing nature of the 

problems that have faced Western states at war since 1945. Turning now to the first 

analytical chapter, it is time to explore Clausewitz’s legacy and argue for his continued 

relevance.  



 21 

Clausewitz 

 

Carl von Clausewitz, born in 1780, was a Prussian officer and military theorist whose 

life’s work, On war, has become the most influential book on the nature of war in the 

Western world. Clausewitz wrote On war during his tenure as director of the Allgemeine 

Kriegsschule but was unable to finish the manuscript before he died of cholera in 1830. 

Published posthumously by his widow in 1832, On war is essentially an unfinished work, 

only partly revised by Clausewitz before his death. This may account for the many 

different ways in which the book has been interpreted over the past 176 years.
66
 

 The study of war in Clausewitz’s time was heavily influenced by the scientific 

revolution that started roughly in the middle of the sixteenth century. In an age where 

scientists were discovering the laws that governed the natural world and laying them 

down in universally applicable formulas, many hoped that the same methods would allow 

the discovery of the laws governing the affairs of men. This hope still held true in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Clausewitz stood out precisely because he did not 

busy himself with trying to write strict guidelines on how war should be conducted, but 

instead took a philosophical approach to the nature of war. On war was not intended as a 

set of maxims or laws but, rather, as a guide on how think about war in the abstract. He 

wanted to provide his readers with a sound theoretical basis from which they could then 

proceed to develop their own strategic insights. It is because On war does not attempt to 

show how to fight war but instead focuses on how it can be understood, that it has 

attained such lasting significance.
67
 

 To be sure, On war is not flawless. Among other critiques, it is not an easy book 

to read, its partly revised nature has led to contradictions, technological change has 

certainly made several sections of the book obsolete and some aspects of warfare which 

are important today are not discussed.
68
 Yet despite these observations, this thesis will 

argue that the insights into the nature of war that Clausewitz offers are as relevant now as 

they were in the nineteenth century, and that a failure to understand these insights lies at 

                                                 
66
 Beatrice Heuser, Reading Clausewitz (London: Pimlico 2002), x, 1, 4 – 5. 

67
 Daniel Moran, ‘Strategic theory and the history of war’ in: Baylis et al., Strategy in the contemporary 

world, 20 – 23, 26 – 27; Heuser, Reading Clausewitz, 10 – 12. 
68
 Heuser, Reading Clausewitz, 180, 186. 



 22 

the heart of Western states’ inability to translate military supremacy into meaningful 

victory over weaker opponents. 

 Any argument for Clausewitz’s continued relevance has to take into account the 

criticisms modern day authors have leveled against such a claim. Thus, the following 

section will simultaneously highlight some of Clausewitz’s most influential insights and 

touch upon the academic discussion surrounding them. 

 Despite Clausewitz scholar Christopher Bassford’s warning that to understand 

Clausewitz one has to read his work in its entirety, only a selection from the ideas in On 

war will be discussed here.
69
 This is due to this thesis’ analytical focus on the level of 

‘grand strategy’, where governments define the goals for which military force is to be 

employed. Therefore, those elements in Clausewitz’s work that do not directly deal with 

the interplay of the political and the military levels, such as the role of military genius, 

and defense as the inherently stronger form of warfare, will be left out of the discussion. 

 Arguably Clausewitz’s most valuable insight into the nature of war is his 

description of its constituting elements being violence, chance and rational purpose. This 

‘(…) paradoxical trinity (…)’ has also been the focal point of most of the critique leveled 

at the Prussian strategist, but to fully understand this issue it is important to discuss the 

related concept of absolute versus real war first.
70
  

 It was this concept that led the influential 20
th
 century British military historian 

and strategist Basil Liddell Hart (1895 – 1970) to accuse Clausewitz of being an advocate 

of unlimited warfare and as such directly responsible for the carnage of the First World 

War.
71
 A similar point of view has been taken by another British historian named John 

Keegan, who calls Clausewitz ‘(…) the apostle of a revolutionary philosophy of 

warmaking (…)’ and believes that the Prussian advocated unconstrained warfare as being 

in the best interest of the state.
72
 

 In fact, both of these views are incorrect. Clausewitz does begin On war with a 

discussion of the nature of war which, on the face of things, might be taken to advocate 
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the maximum use of force. He defines war as ‘(…) an act of force to compel our enemy 

to do our will‘, and states that ‘[t]o introduce the principle of moderation into the theory 

of war itself would always lead to logical absurdity’, going on to say that because ‘(…) 

there is no logical limit to the application of that force (…)’ that this ‘(…) must lead, in 

theory, to extremes.’
73
 However, as these quotes make clear, Clausewitz was writing 

about war in theory and he points out that if one moves ‘(…) from the abstract to the real 

world (…) the whole thing looks quite different.’
74
 

 Essentially Clausewitz was not advocating anything, but exploring the 

philosophical notion of war’s ‘ideal’ type in the Platonic sense, as a phenomenon 

removed from the limitations of the real world. By going on to contrast war’s absolute 

tendencies with the factors that limit its scope in the real world, Clausewitz shows that 

war is not governed by one particular logic, but that it is a combination of elements that 

reflect its diverse nature. Part of the confusion, according to Bassford, arises from 

Clausewitz’s use of a dialectical method of presentation. As such, Clausewitz’s musings 

about war as an abstract phenomenon removed from reality should not be taken for 

granted by themselves, but should be seen as part of a larger argument. Clausewitz posits 

war’s tendency to extremes as the thesis to which his most famous statement that ‘[w]ar 

is merely the continuation of policy by other means’ is the antithesis.
75
 The thesis of war 

as unmitigated violence and its antithesis of war as a rational activity are synthesized, 

writes Bassford, in Clausewitz’s trinity with the addition of the element of chance.
76
 

 Thus, whether through honest misunderstanding or, as Bassford claims of 

Keegan, a complete lack of critical study, the claim of these influential authors that 

Clausewitz advocated that war should know no boundaries is shown to lack substance.
 77
 

This point is reinforced by another Clausewitz scholar, Andreas Herberg – Rothe, who 

agrees that the concepts of absolute war and war as the continuation of policy should not 
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be connected to each other but rather seen as opposites.
78
 More to the point, this 

discussion has laid the foundation for understanding Clausewitz’s most influential, and at 

the same time most criticized, insight into the nature of war. 

 One the one hand Clausewitz showed that, if war is observed in the abstract as a 

clash of forces ‘(…) obedient to no law but their own’ that the reciprocal nature of 

violence inevitably leads to extremes as both opponents attempt to gain the upper hand.
79
 

On the other hand, he also realized that in reality several factors kept war from escalating 

to extreme levels, and that it was politics that set war’s goals and boundaries. He 

synthesized these observations as follows: ‘[w]ar is more than a true chameleon that 

slightly adapts its characteristics to the given case. As a total phenomenon its dominant 

tendencies always make war a paradoxical trinity – composed of primordial violence, 

hatred, and enmity, which are to be regarded as a blind natural force; of the play of 

chance and probability within which the creative spirit is free to roam; and of its element 

of subordination, as an instrument of policy, which makes it subject to reason alone.’
80
 

 By describing war as more than a chameleon,  as something that does not just 

superficially change its appearance, Clausewitz emphasizes that war can take on a host of 

different forms but that all can be understood as a combination of irrational (violent 

emotion), non-rational (chance and luck) and rational (war as an instrument of policy) 

forces.
81
 As a general theory of war these insights are unparalleled, and as will become 

clear, of great value in analyzing the problems that beset Western states in modern day 

conflicts. 

 However, after describing what is known as the primary trinity, Clausewitz goes 

on to define the secondary one, stating that ‘[t]he first of these three aspects [violence] 

mainly concerns the people; the second [chance] the commander and his army; the third 

[rational purpose] the government.’
82
 This single sentence has become the focal point of 

criticism by authors who would consign Clausewitz to history’s dustbin. Focusing on the 

secondary trinity they argue that Clausewitz’s trinitarian model of warfare implies that 
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war is only waged by states as only these political entities have such a clear division 

between people, government and armed forces. Observing the post 1945 world they 

conclude that as most modern wars are, in fact, waged by non – state actors, Clausewitz’s 

work has become obsolete and irrelevant.  

 Besides the aforementioned Keegan, the internationally renowned scholars Martin 

van Creveld and Mary Kaldor are amongst the most prominent critics of Clausewitz who 

subscribe to this line of reasoning. While the modern day prevalence of insurgencies that 

these authors identify is also indicated by the quantified data reviewed at the start of this 

study, the conclusions they draw from this regarding Clausewitz’s continued relevance 

are not supported here. Therefore, in order for this thesis’ theoretical underpinnings to be 

validated, these authors’ criticisms have to be analyzed and discussed. 

 Van Creveld boldly states that ‘[i]f any part of our intellectual baggage deserves 

to be thrown overboard, surely it is not the historical record but the Clausewitzian 

definition of war that prevents us from coming to grips with it.’
83
 Van Creveld is led to 

this conclusion based on his reasoning that the Clausewitzian trinity consists of ‘(…) the 

people, the army, and the government (…)’
84
 and that this reflects Clausewitz’s belief 

‘[t]hat organized violence should only be called “war” if it were waged by the state, for 

the state and against the state (…)’.
85
 Thus he ascribes to Clausewitz and his work a very 

state – centric outlook which has led it to become obsolete due to the increase of non – 

state warfare in recent times.
86
 

 Mary Kaldor endorses a similar outlook, stating that Clausewitz has become 

outdated because he saw war as ‘(…) the use of military means to defeat another state’ 

and that this approach to warfare is no longer applicable in today’s conflicts.
87
 She argues 

that this is because states are no longer the primary actors but have been replaced by ‘(…) 

group[s] identified in terms of ethnicity, religion or tribe’ and that such forces rarely fight 

each other in a decisive encounter.
88
 Furthermore, both van Creveld and Kaldor attribute 

Clausewitz with an inability to come to terms with war serving anything but a rational 
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purpose aimed at the greater good of the state.
89
 They are supported here by Keegan who 

claims that many of today’s nationalistic, ethnically fuelled conflicts are irrational affairs 

of violent emotion and apolitical to such an extent that they stand outside of Clausewitz’s 

conception of war.
90
 

While such views are supported by some other modern scholars such as Steven 

Metz who argues that Keegan and van Creveld ‘(…) should be required reading for 

national security leaders in and out of uniform’, the arguments do not hold up under close 

scrutiny.
91
 As Edward J. Villacres and Christopher Bassford point out, Keegan, Kaldor 

and van Creveld miss the crucial point that Clausewitz describes war as consisting of 

violence, chance and rationality and that he only mainly connects these to the secondary 

trinity of people, armed forces and government by way of an example. This is a very 

important distinction as Clausewitz’s primary trinity implies nothing about the social 

structure of the political entity waging war.
 92
  

Whether state, warlord, communist revolutionary or international terrorist 

organization, all are subject to the interplay of the forces of violence, chance and 

rationality. Herberg – Rothe notes that Clausewitz even devoted a chapter in On war to 

the warfare waged by non – state actors and that there thus cannot be any other 

conclusion than that ‘(…) Clausewitz’s concept of state must be understood as any kind 

of community.’
93
 Daniel Moran emphasizes the point, stating that ‘Clausewitz’s trinity 

consists of abstractions (…)’ and that ‘[t]here is no question that [to view it as people, 

armed forces and government] is wrong.’
94
   

As to the question of Clausewitz’s particular notion of rationality precluding his 

work from being applicable to today’s non – state conflicts in which violence itself seems 

the goal, once again the primary trinity conclusively shows that he endorsed no particular 

rationale in the waging of war; hatred and enmity have as much a place as reason.  

Indeed, as Robert F. Baumann argues, ‘(…) the passions and rationales that move states 
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to roll the dice of war differ little from those which arouse tribes or insurgents.’
95
 And as 

Clausewitz put it; ‘[p]olicy, of course, is nothing in itself; it is simply the trustee for all 

these interests against other states. That it can err, subserve the ambitions, private 

interests, and vanity of those in power, is neither here nor there.’
96
 Clearly Clausewitz did 

not believe that war had to follow a certain kind of rationality aimed at a greater good. 

A final interesting argument in favor of Clausewitz’s enduring relevance is made 

by Christopher Daase, who writes that there is a conceptual schema present in On war 

that makes it applicable to any kind of conflict. Daase provides the best explanation of 

this schema himself. ‘By categorically distinguishing war and policy and subsuming the 

former under the latter, [Clausewitz] offers a tripartite stipulation of war as the 

application of violent means (Mittel) to realize military aims (Ziele) to achieve political 

ends (Zwecke). If we add the two actors from the initial situation, we arrive at five 

elements that constitute the conceptual schema of war which Clausewitz had in mind: the 

attacker, the defender, violent means, military aims, and political ends. With this schema, 

diverse forms of political violence can be described and compared without the need to 

draw strict conceptual boundaries or to identify conceptual cores.’
97
 

What this discussion has hoped to prove is that those who argue for On war’s  

dismissal as the Western world’s most insightful book on war have done so on the basis 

of seriously flawed arguments. Clausewitz is neither an advocate of total warfare (as, 

incidentally, van Creveld and Kaldor claim as well
98
) nor is his analysis of war in any 

way state – centric and therefore of no utility in analyzing conflicts where actors other 

than states participate. But how does this reflect on the subject of this thesis, namely the 

inability of Western states to effectively utilize their military superiority since 1945? 

Villacres and Bassford argue that the greatest strength of using the primary trinity 

as a tool to analyze conflicts lies in its multidimensional and dynamic approach to the 

subject that does not limit it to one – sided explanations.
99
 And this is precisely why this 

thesis argues that Clausewitz is indispensable when trying to understand the paradox of 
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powerful Western states losing to weaker adversaries. As the following chapters will 

show, there are many explanations for this phenomenon. Yet most of these theories limit 

themselves to one side of the Clausewitzian trinity, stressing military deficiencies, 

cultural weaknesses found in the nature of democracy, or politicians’ lack of experience 

regarding military affairs. While certainly not wishing to dismiss the many very 

insightful arguments these authors have offered, this work does modestly propose that the 

phenomenon of stronger power defeats can be better understood if all these various 

theories can somehow be brought together in a framework that allows them to be 

compared and weighed for relevance. A task to which Clausewitz’s secondary trinity is 

uniquely suited, for as the Prussian himself wrote, ‘[a] theory that that ignores any one of 

[the trinity’s aspects] or seeks to fix an arbitrary relationship between them would 

conflict with reality to such an extent that for this reason alone it would be totally 

useless.’
100

 

In order to accomplish this goal, and to test the hypothesis that a lack of 

understanding of Clausewitz’s enduring insights regarding the nature of war is at the 

heart of the problem discussed here, academic debate surrounding a particular theory will 

be first presented and then analyzed using Clausewitzian theory and the author’s own 

insights where applicable. Although the trinity will form an important part of these 

analyses, other aspects from On war that have not yet been discussed will also be 

introduced in the following pages.  

As discussed in the introduction, the framework in which these various theories 

surrounding strong power defeats will be brought together is based upon Clausewitz’s 

secondary trinity of state, armed forces and people. This may seem paradoxical in light of 

the foregoing discussion but, while this specific construct may not apply to many of the 

non – state actors found in modern conflicts such as transnational terrorist networks, it 

does very adequately describe the modern Western democratic state which is the focus of 

this thesis, and to which it now turns.
101
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Literature review: government 

 

Overestimation of the effectiveness of the military instrument for political goals 

In Western democracies, only political leaders can decide to employ military force and it 

is they who set the goals that are to be achieved by it.
102

 The first argument that shall be 

discussed is the theory that, through a lack of knowledge of military affairs, politicians 

overestimate the utility of military force, which leads to unrealistic grand strategy goals. 

 Reflecting upon Samuel Huntington’s influential 1957 work The soldier and the 

state, and the implications present in retired General Colin Powell’s famous doctrine that 

established the conditions that have to be satisfied before the decision to go to war is 

made, Todd S. Sechser shows that such views are prevalent in both the academic and the 

military world. Huntington and Powell believe that civilian leaders’ inexperience with 

combat has led them to have unrealistic expectations of what armed force can achieve. 

They argue that this inexperience may lead politicians to more quickly favor the use of 

armed force as a way to solve various crises.
103

 

 A survey published in 2001 showed that the American armed forces’ mistrust of 

politicians in this regard was not confined to the military leadership. The survey indicated 

that the majority of U.S. military personnel considered American political leaders to be 

ignorant of military matters.
104

 This lack of trust may be linked to the decline of veterans 

in the American Congress. A change that, as the editors of the survey theorize, may also 

come to reflect upon ‘(…) the level of understanding of military affairs in that body, and 

ultimately, the quality of legislative policymaking for, and oversight of, the armed 

forces.’
105

 

 Jeffrey Record holds that all the errors hampering U.S. strategy in the current war 

in Iraq ‘(…) stemmed from unfounded official optimism about the military and political 
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potential of [Operation Iraqi Freedom] (...)’.
106

 Record traces this optimism back to 

Francis Fukuyama’s belief that democracy is the universal goal of oppressed societies 

everywhere, which led U.S. policymakers to believe that the achievement of political 

success, as typified by the establishment of democracy in Iraq, would be relatively 

straightforward.
107

  

This view is taken further by Robert Mandel who argues that, especially in the 

post – Cold War period, policy makers have been guilty of wishful thinking not only in 

regard to the ability of Western military forces to win armed conflicts, but also regarding 

their ability to impose peace settlements and incite democratic change. More specifically, 

he accuses policy makers of over – optimism regarding the extent of the benefits they 

expect victory to bring, and the speed with which these benefits will present themselves. 

He points out that interventions take longer and cost more than politicians assume, that 

the dangers of internal revolt against the occupying forces are underestimated, and that 

the belief that soldiers also make effective peacekeepers is false. Mandel concludes that it 

is crucial for Western states to rethink the conditions on which they enter war and that 

these should be based on realistic assumptions of the difficulties to be encountered and 

the benefits to be gained.
108

  

Rupert Smith agrees with Mandel and holds that the basic purpose of a military 

force as a deadly instrument has become obscured in recent years by ‘(…) politicians 

who seek to both deploy and employ military forces for humanitarian and policing 

purposes for which they are neither trained nor intended.'
109

 Additionally, Smith argues 

that politicians are guilty of using the instrument of force without having a clear 

understanding of what it is meant to achieve, committing armed forces without clearly 

defining the political goals they are to fight for.
110

 

At its heart, implies Smith, armed force is a blunt instrument that has only ‘(…) 

two immediate effects: it kills people and destroys things.’
111

 For such an instrument to 

achieve the political aims of the state that employs it, politicians should to be mindful of 
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several factors. Firstly, Smith identifies the need for an understanding of the larger 

context in which force is being used. Secondly, a clear definition of the desired results is 

required, followed by an identification of the precise target to which force should be 

applied in order to achieve those results. Finally, the nature of the force applied must be 

understood.
112

 

As Smith explains, armed forces have four effective functions.
113

 Firstly, they can 

be used to ameliorate conflicts by delivering aid, participating in rebuilding projects, 

training police forces, et cetera. In this capacity force is not used except perhaps in self 

defense. In the second function, containment, a measure of violence is used, for example, 

to enforce sanctions, protect agreements or prevent the delivery of arms. The third and 

fourth functions, deterrence and destruction, involve a far wider use of force. In 

deterrence, force, or the threat of it, is used to keep an opponent from following a certain 

course of action or to coerce him to act according to one’s wishes. When the armed 

forces are deployed according to their destructive function their aim is to prevent the 

opposing side from attaining his political goals through the destruction of his armed 

forces and capacity to resist.
114

 

Using the military’s logistical capacities to provide aid in the wake of a natural 

disaster can create the conditions in which rebuilding can begin. Likewise, using the 

military to enforce a cease fire can create the conditions in which the warring parties can 

settle their differences. Amelioration and containment, as Smith explains, do not aim to 

create a specific endstate, but rather a condition that is favorable to seeking a longer – 

term solution. Therefore, the armed forces could be deployed according to these functions 

without formulating a specific grand strategy goal. Yet, as Smith asserts, this is 

undesirable because without such a goal, no true solutions can be achieved. When force is 

used to deter, coerce or destroy, it absolutely must be guided by clear political objectives 

in order to remain an effective instrument of policy.
115

  

As Mandel and Smith have highlighted, the problem of politicians 

misunderstanding the functions of military force, as well as the importance of clearly 
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defined goals, comes to the fore specifically when humanitarian missions are undertaken 

because ‘(…) expecting the same forces to do both high – intensity warfighting and 

stability operations requires a grinding shift of mental gears for individual warfighters.’
116

 

As an examination of the claims noted here regarding Western politicians’ lack of 

understanding regarding effective uses of military force, the question of humanitarian 

interventions’ effectiveness will be explored in some detail. 

Desmond Bowen underlines the points made by Smith and Mandel, arguing that, 

no matter how well trained, military forces will always be a blunt instrument, which 

means that using it for tasks other than war may have unforeseen and unwanted 

consequences. On a more fundamental level, Bowen believes that while the intention to 

alleviate the suffering of foreign peoples is laudable, policy makers have to be realistic 

and remember that a military intervention may halt the fighting but often cannot impose a 

long – term solution. In effect, Bowen argues that politicians must decide whether they 

wish to achieve justice or peace, where justice could mean siding with one party and 

peace could be no more than imposing a temporary cessation of hostilities. In this regard 

he echoes the underlying assumption of all the criticisms discussed in this section, 

namely that military goals need to be strongly tied to political objectives and that a clear 

idea of what is to be achieved, as well as, if not more so, what realistically can be 

achieved, must be present before the decision is made to use military force.
117

 

Perhaps the most outspoken critic of humanitarian interventions is Edward 

Luttwak who in his famous article Give war a chance argues that, however unattractive 

the idea is, wars do actually have a function: to solve conflicts by exhausting all 

participants or having one emerge as the victor. According to Luttwak it is folly to 

intervene in foreign wars for humanitarian purposes, because the imposition of ceasefires, 

the establishment of refugee camps, and aid distribution by NGOs only serve to prolong 

the conflict by giving the combatants the time and means to rest and regroup. 

Consequently, such interventions do not solve anything. Furthermore, Luttwak argues 

that the intervening countries, often operating under the banner of the U.N., N.A.T.O. or 

E.U., are primarily concerned with protecting their own personnel, which fundamentally 
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detracts from their ability to effectively help the civilians for whom they are intervening. 

Whereas Bowen is critical of how humanitarian interventions are carried out, Luttwak 

dismisses the concept out of hand, arguing that most of the states in which interventions 

have taken place would have been better off without them.
118

  

On the other hand there are authors such as Nicholas J. Wheeler, who believes 

that while past interventions in countries such as Somalia and Rwanda were disastrous, 

this does not mean the concept is flawed. In his book Saving strangers, Wheeler 

confronts the dilemma that humanitarian interventions challenge the international order 

because they violate a state’s sovereignty, while non – intervention prevents justice from 

being done. He argues that throughout the 1990’s a new norm of international solidarity 

has developed, evident in the U.N. Security Council’s unprecedented legitimization of 

several interventions on humanitarian grounds.
119

 Wheeler feels politicians are not only 

under a moral obligation to prevent such gross violations of human rights as genocide but 

points out ‘(…) that states have a long – term security interest in promoting and enforcing 

human rights because an unjust world will be disorderly one.’
120

 

Another proponent of humanitarian motives for military interventions is Mary 

Kaldor, who clearly states that she ‘(…) favour[s] humanitarian intervention to prevent 

crimes of humanity, crimes of war, massive violations of human rights, or genocide.’
121

 

However, she warns that armed forces only have a limited utility in such missions and 

that they should be confined to policing roles.
122

 

 Yet what stands out in both Kaldor’s and Wheeler’s arguments is that although 

they advocate humanitarian interventions, they simultaneously express doubts about the 

viability and realism of such missions. Wheeler admits that ‘(…) the solidarist project is 

“premature”, because state leaders have not taken the moral risks that would create in 

international law a doctrine that would give practical substance to Kofi Annan’s claim 

that we are finally becoming “a humanity that will do more” for fellow humans in 

danger.’
123

 And Kaldor answer her own question of whether her ‘(…) proposals for a 
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cosmopolitan response to new wars [are] utopian?’ with a resounding ‘[they] may indeed 

be (…).’
124

 

 Therefore, although it is easy to understand the attempt to construct a theory 

pleading for humanitarian interventions from an emphatic point of view, the arguments 

that expose its flaws hold more sway at this time. This is further underlined by the 

historical record which Wheeler thoroughly describes in his own book, pointing out the 

fallacies of, among others, the interventions in Somalia, Rwanda, Bosnia and Kosovo.
125

 

Additionally, as Mandel points out, ‘(...) in modern times “fifty-four percent of peace 

agreements break down within five years of signature.”’
126

 This rather bleak observation 

is supported by the Human Security Report, a quantified study of wars since 1945 which 

states that ‘(…) 40% of post-conflict countries [relapse] into war again within five years 

(…)’.
127

  

 It seems that, unappealing though her conclusion may be, Monica Toft may be 

right in arguing ‘(…) that military victories, especially those attained by rebels, are not 

only more stable [than negotiated settlements], but may help better promote 

democratization.’
128

 If, therefore ‘(…) military responses historically have achieved the 

most durable successes’, then humanitarian interventions, which preclude one side’s 

definitive military victory by adhering to impartiality, are a prime example of politicians 

engaging in wishful thinking and neglecting to understand that without clear goals, only 

indefinite results can be achieved.
129

 

 Clausewitz stated that in the real world, politics was the source of war. He was 

very clear that political primacy should be maintained not only in making the decision to 

enter war, but also during the conflict in its entirety.
130

 In his view, ‘[s]ubordinating the 

political point of view to the military would be absurd, for it is policy that has created 
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war. Policy is the guiding intelligence and war only the instrument, not vice versa. No 

other possibility exists, then, than to subordinate the military point of view to the 

political.’
131

 

 To Clausewitz, the flipside of political primacy was that it implied that political 

leaders knew the boundaries of the military instrument’s utility. ‘Only if statesmen look 

to certain military moves and actions to produce effects that are foreign to their nature do 

political decisions influence operations for the worse’, leading him to conclude that ‘(…) 

a certain grasp of military affairs is vital for those in charge of general policy.’
132

 

 Clausewitz stressed that military experience was by no means a prerequisite for a 

policy maker, pointing out that military professionals often did not make good political 

leaders. Instead, he emphasized the necessity of ‘(…) distinguished intellect and strength 

of character.’
133

 Of course, specific military knowledge would be required to make 

informed decisions, but Clausewitz was confident that this could always be acquired one 

way or the other. He suggested making the commander – in – chief part of the cabinet to 

ensure that politicians’ demands remained cognizant of the boundaries of military 

possibilities. Translated to the present day, this can be seen as the need for high level 

military advice to politicians.
134

  

For politicians to effectively use armed force as an instrument of policy, therefore, 

requires a keen grasp of the subject matter, unclouded by wishful thinking. As Clausewitz 

famously stated, ‘[t]he first, the supreme, the most far – reaching act of judgment that the 

statesman and commander have to make is to establish by that test the kind of war on 

which they are embarking; neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it into, something 

that is alien to its nature.’
135

 In other words, for grand strategy goals to be realistic, 

achievable, and in line with the capabilities of the military, political leaders need a 

competent understanding of what war is and what they can hope to achieve by engaging 

in it. 

James S. Corum makes several interesting comments in this regard which cover 

the topic of insurgencies more than they do humanitarian interventions. First of all, writes 
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Corum, the total defeat of insurgent forces is extremely unlikely, and governments 

engaged in counterinsurgency operations should therefore not make the unconditional 

surrender of their opponents a war aim.
136

 Instead, ‘[i]n fighting insurgents, most realistic 

endstates require the government to negotiate a political settlement that makes some 

concessions to the insurgents.’
137

 Secondly, Corum points towards the necessity of 

flexibility in defining the desired endstate. He typifies Western counterinsurgency wars 

as wars of choice because, while the insurgents often fight for survival, Western 

governments have rarely been so fundamentally threatened. This means that the Western 

state can choose in what way, and to which extent, it wants to pursue the insurgents. An 

additional consideration in this regard is that the democratic government waging 

counterinsurgency must be prepared to alter its aims when other, more serious, threats to 

national security arise, or when public support is waning.
138

 

In order to formulate realistic goals and a sensible strategy, Corum is convinced 

that close coordination between civilian and military planners is required. This echoes 

Clausewitz and Smith’s views on the necessity of military advice to the government. 

Such a coordinated effort seems only logical, but Corum attests that a distinct lack of it 

has been one of the main reasons for U.S. military failures since the Vietnam War. He 

writes that, as the American public became increasingly anti – military during that war, 

and because compulsory military service was abolished in 1973, the groundwork was laid 

for a future generation of politicians with little military experience. Depending on the 

political affiliation of the politician in question, according to Corum, this lack of 

experience could translate itself into policy fueled by mistrust of the military, or policy 

that overemphasized the capabilities of the armed forces.
139

 

Corum believes that the relationship between American political and military 

leaders became strained even further by the Goldwater – Nichols act of 1986. While this 

act led to improved operational military effectiveness and inter – service cooperation, it 

also effected changes in the relationship between the armed forces and the government, 

essentially limiting top military leaders’ ability to advise politicians on military planning. 
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After the act had been approved,‘(…) if the president, defense secretary, or presidential 

inner circle wished to exclude the military from strategic discussions, it could be done 

much more easily than in Robert McNamara’s day.’
140

  

As a result of the developments described in the above two paragraphs, Corum 

concludes that the American government’s strategic planning has come to show an 

increasing overconfidence regarding military capabilities. The ongoing lack of success in 

the current war in Iraq is to a large extent attributable to these factors, according to 

Corum.
141

  

These points underline what has been concluded earlier, namely that a cooperative 

military and political effort is essential for achievable and realistic goals to be formulated. 

Otherwise, politicians in modern democracies may be inclined to inappropriately use 

force due to a lack of understanding of its fundamental aspects, or a refusal to 

acknowledge those limitations. As Smith writes, ‘(…) the relationship between the 

political and [military] levels must always be very close, to the point of engaging in 

continuous reassessment and debate, which does not stop until the overall purpose or aim 

is achieved.’
142

 

This section has sought to investigate the role that Western politicians have 

played in regard to the difficulties that Western states have faced in achieving military 

success since 1945. As the various authors discussed here have attested, Western 

politicians have been apt to overestimate the effectiveness of the military instrument. 

This has led to armed force being used in ways that have not been in accordance with its 

nature. Although the specific reasons for this lack of understanding among politicians 

have dealt mostly with the American political system and its reactions to Vietnam War 

and the end of the Cold War, several observations can made that are applicable to all 

Western states.  

Clausewitz defines war as ‘(…) an act of force to compel our enemy to do our 

will.’
143

 Defining that will is of critical importance, and often overlooked by politicians. 

Furthermore, as Smith pointed out, the functions that armed force can serve must be 
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understood, as well as the context within which force is to be used. Only by combining 

well – defined and realistic war aims with a clear understanding of how the armed forces 

can achieve them, can the use of force effectively serve policy. Finally, as Clausewitz, 

Corum and Smith have insisted, in order for politicians to make informed and realistic 

strategic decisions, a symbiotic relationship between political and military leaders must 

be maintained and where necessary, reestablished. A clear understanding of the utility of 

armed force, a clear definition of the goals it is to achieve, and sound military advice to 

political leaders, are the means by which the risk of politicians overestimating the 

effectiveness of military force can be reduced. 

 

Casualty phobia   

Luttwak’s argument that in humanitarian interventions concern for the safety of Western 

troops hampers their effectiveness is related to a phenomenon called casualty phobia or 

the ‘body bag syndrome’. These terms refer to the theory that Western political and 

military leaders believe that their citizens will, or can, only accept a very limited number 

of dead soldiers before their support of the war effort begins to falter. As public support 

is of paramount importance for elected government officials, strong emphasis has come 

to be placed upon incurring as few casualties as possible. Some authors perceive this to 

have had a negative influence on the effectiveness of military operations in the past 

decades, as ‘(…) the presumption that the United States must end future military conflicts 

quickly and at minimum cost has achieved almost the status of orthodox dogma.’
144

 

A quick glance through some of the conflicts that Western states were involved in 

during the last decade of the 20
th
 century reveals the extent to which considerations 

regarding casualties influenced those operations. As Nicholas Wheeler shows, 

expectations of low casualties were an important motivational factor for the government 

of George H.W. Bush to go into Somalia in 1992, and when this expectation proved 

fallacious, mounting casualties were also the prime reason for the Clinton administration 

to withdraw from the country. A year later in Rwanda, the U.N. failed to intervene 

decisively as genocide unfolded because of the belief that more lost peacekeepers would 
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cripple the organization. The U.S. government was equally unprepared to honor its 

commitment to the 1948 convention on the prevention of genocide, as any action that put 

U.S. personnel in harm’s way was deemed unacceptable in light of the Somalian 

debacle.
145

 

Similar considerations played a role in the Western interventions in Bosnia and 

Kosovo where N.A.T.O. airpower was used to bring Serbian president Milosevic to the 

negotiating table. As Wheeler shows, the air strikes undertaken in Bosnia in 1995 had an 

impact on Serbian military capabilities, but they could not prevent ethnic cleansing and 

U.N. safe areas from being overrun. The air strikes were the international community’s 

primary weapon of choice once more during the Kosovo crisis because, as in Bosnia, 

Western governments were unwilling to risk the lives of their soldiers in a ground 

campaign.
146

 As Wheeler writes, ‘[t]he humanitarian motives behind NATO’s action 

have to be located in the context of the overriding constraint that the operation be 

“casualty free”.’
147

 

  As these examples show, political and military leaders’ belief that their citizens 

will not accept casualties has had a major impact on how military force is used. However, 

while casualty phobia is recognized by many authors as a factor of influence on policy 

makers in democratic societies, there is less consensus on whether or not it truly reflects 

an inability of Western citizens to accept the costs of war, or whether it is a wrongly held 

belief that exists largely in the perception of politicians and military planners. 

Among those who ascribe casualty phobia with a real and tangible influence is 

Edward Luttwak who credits it with the rise of what he dubs the ‘post heroic era’. His 

argument is that societal changes related to the advance of prosperity have led to smaller 

families, and that the loss of a family member in combat has become fundamentally 

unacceptable.
 
The consequences of this are that while modern Western states retain the 

outward appearance of unparalleled military strength through their high technology 

armed forces, they lack the societal strength to continue their roles as great powers.
148
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Another author who believes casualty aversion to be a weakness that Western 

states suffer from is Rod Thornton. He finds that its effects become more pronounced the 

longer an operation continues.
149

 However, Thornton is far less outspoken on the issue 

than Luttwak and believes that its influence has declined in recent years. ‘The casualty 

aversion weakness may be less pronounced than it was, but it still exists.’
150

 

An even more nuanced opinion on the subject is given by Hugh Smith who, after 

reviewing national interest, the influence of the media, social change and the leadership 

qualities of politicians as the most important factors influencing public opinion related to 

the acceptance of casualties, concludes that ‘(…) [it] has complex origins, not all of them 

new, and that its influence is likely to wax and wane.’
151

 

While generally dismissive of the influence sometimes accredited to the media (a 

topic that will be covered later on) and finding the effects of societal change hard to 

define concretely, Smith does note that these factors can come into play when the public 

perceives participation in a particular conflict to not be in the national interest and thus 

not worth the risk to military personnel. Divisions among political leaders will further 

erode the public’s willingness to incur the costs of war.
152

   

Smith, Thornton and Luttwak all believe casualty phobia to be present within 

Western societies and a factor that should feature in policy makers’ decision to engage in 

war. It is important to note however, that the three authors significantly differ on the 

amount of influence they credit this theory with. Thornton believes its effects to be 

reduced but still present, Luttwak ascribes it great importance, but Smith is forced to 

conclude his overview by writing that ‘(…) there is no convincing evidence that casualty 

aversion has become the dominant factor in determining the use or non – use of military 

forces by democracies.’
153

  

As the number of authors who discredit the theory will show, Luttwak’s 

outspoken advocacy of it relegates him to a minority. His argument that lower birthrates 

are directly related to a society’s decreased willingness to risk its citizens in war is 
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effectively countered by Hugh Smith’s point that countries ‘(…) such as the former 

Yugoslavia, [have] lower birthrates than the United States but have displayed greater 

propensity for conflict.’
154

 

An outspoken critic of the theory is Andrew P.N. Erdmann, who finds the idea 

that the U.S. public lacks the strength to accept casualties ironic in light of that country’s 

history which resounds with long and deadly conflicts, including the Second World War 

and the decades – long fight against communism. He traces the origins of the theory to 

the Vietnam War and notes that policy makers were wrong to deduce that it was an 

inability of the American public to accept casualties that led to defeat. Instead, in an 

argument reminiscent of the earlier discussion on the necessity of clear goals, Erdmann 

proposes that it was an ineffective strategy that kept the U.S. bogged down for years in a 

conflict with no apparent purpose that led to the collapse of public support, not an 

inability to suffer casualties.
155

 

Erdmann believes a similar cause lies at the heart of the Somalian debacle, where 

the U.S. pulled out of that country after the loss of 16 soldiers in a firefight in October 

1993. Arguing that it was not weakness on the part of the American public that led to 

outcry after images of the carnage were broadcast but rather the Clinton administration’s 

inability to explain why such risks were necessary, Erdmann underlines his argument that 

casualties only become a critical issue when leadership is lacking.
156

 Erdmann dismisses 

such notions as increased prosperity, smaller families and the loss of a ‘warrior culture’ 

(another concept that will be covered later) by pointing out that none of these issues 

prevented the commitment of American forces when the public deemed this to be 

necessary.
157

 He concludes by stressing the need for strong leadership and clear goals that 

are perceived to be good and worthwhile when engendering public support for military 

engagements. Erdmann warns that a continued belief in the decreased will of American 

citizens to suffer the costs of war and the presumption that this necessitates quick and 

costless wars, ‘(…) could well become the United States’ Achilles’ heel.’
158
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Jeffrey Record is another critic of casualty phobia who, like Erdmann, believes it 

to be a dangerous misperception on the part of political and military leaders that is rooted 

in the Vietnam debacle. At that point in American history a healthy aversion to casualties 

was replaced by a fear of dead soldiers that hampers the effective use of military force to 

this day.
159

 Again like Erdmann, Record stresses that public attitudes towards war are 

conditional and to a large extent moldable by strong presidential leadership, pointing out 

that ‘[i]f the perceived stakes at hand and chances of success are high, then support for 

military action is also likely to be high; conversely, if stakes and feasibility are seen as 

low, public support is likely to be weak or even nonexistent.’
160

 

 Karl W. Eikenberry succinctly summarizes that ‘(…) a central factor in all cases 

is the degree to which involvement in a conflict is regarded as a legitimate defense of a 

nation’s vital interests.’
161

 James Corum underlines this point, writing that ‘[i]f the 

national leadership fails to convince the public on [the national security] issue, then 

public support will collapse.’
162

 But this line of reasoning, which is central to those 

authors who deny that casualty phobia plays a central role in explaining conflict 

outcomes where Western states are involved, is explicitly countered by its strongest 

proponent, Edward Luttwak. 

 Luttwak dismisses ‘[t]he notion that casualty tolerance is a function of the 

importance of the fight (…) as a mere rationalization[,]’ going on to state that ‘[w]hen 

institutions, political leaders, and societies still tolerate the casualties of combat, they will 

fight even for trivial reasons (…)’
163

 However, this seems a rather peculiar argument to 

make, as the point is not that casualty phobia inhibits Western states from pursuing trivial 

goals but, rather, from using force in defense of legitimate national security interests. And 

of the latter case there seems to be no conclusive evidence. As Erdmann points out, U.S. 

citizens supported the deployment of troops to Iraq in the 1990’s despite pre – conflict 

predictions of substantial casualties because they perceived the operation to be in the 
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nation’s interest. Conversely, public opinion demanded withdrawal from Somalia after 

very limited casualties because a national interest was perceived not to be present.
164

 

 Indeed, a similar logic underlies the influential work of Andrew Mack who posits 

that when strong states intervene in foreign wars their survival is not at stake, whereas 

that of their opponent is.
165

 This leads to an asymmetry of interest; the strong side has 

less to lose than their weaker opponent. One of the important consequences of this 

relationship is that the stronger side develops a political vulnerability. Because survival is 

not at stake, the citizens of that state will object more to the costs incurred during the 

conflict. As the war drags on, these criticisms will gain in strength and pervasiveness, 

ultimately undermining the war effort and leading to the stronger side’s defeat. The 

weaker side has so much more to lose that it accepts far larger costs and can persist over a 

longer period of time.
166

 Without the public perception of necessity, therefore, Western 

states are inherently vulnerable in counterinsurgencies because such wars are seldom 

about national survival. 

 The British – American strategist Colin S. Gray also dismisses Luttwak’s theory 

of the ‘post heroic era’ as a myth based on inadequate historical and empirical research 

and once more emphasizes the point that casualty aversion is related to perceptions of 

necessity.
167

 Empirical research carried out by Feaver and Kohn does indeed further 

undermine the belief that casualty phobia is an actual fear prevalent in American citizens, 

stating that ‘(…) the belief that the U.S. public is especially casualty – shy, widely 

accepted by policymakers, civilian elites, and military officers, is a myth (…) [a]ll 

populations dislike casualties, and democratic societies are particularly able to express 

this dislike. However, our study found evidence that the American public will accept 

casualties if they are necessary to accomplish a declared mission, and the mission is 

being actively pushed by the nation’s leadership.’
168

 

 It seems therefore that, strong political leadership, the perception that a certain 

military undertaking is in the interest of the state, and a cost – benefit relationship that 
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reflects this, are instrumental in gaining and retaining public support for war. Yet while 

the majority of academics agree that casualty phobia exists mostly as an illusion in the 

minds of political and military leaders, policy makers attitudes’ are harder to change. The 

extent to which casualty phobia features in their thinking is reflected by the U.S. Army’s 

field manual 100 – 5 which discusses operational doctrine and states that ‘[t]he American 

people expect decisive victory and abhor unnecessary casualties. They prefer quick 

resolution of conflicts and reserve the right to reconsider their support should any of these 

conditions not be met.’
169

  

 It is important that Western political and military leaders attain a more nuanced 

view of the impact of casualties on public opinion, not just because casualty phobia limits 

the effective use of military force, but also because it can engender an image of weakness 

that may embolden enemies. This point is made by Record, who dubs Western states’ 

exaggerated fear of casualties ‘force protection fetishism’.
170

 He draws his readers’ 

attention to an interview with Al – Qaeda leader Osama Bin Laden where Bin Laden 

referred to the American withdrawals from Beirut and Somalia after relatively light 

casualties as being examples of American weakness.
171

 

 How can a better understanding of Clausewitz help in addressing this problem? 

Most importantly, the debate surrounding casualty phobia highlights the effectiveness of 

the secondary trinity as a theoretical framework, showing the interdependency of people, 

armed forces and government in modern democratic states. Without public support, no 

democratic state can effectively wage war. Thus, casualty phobia represents political and 

military leaders’ concern about how to keep the people in the trinity. The rationale behind 

this is sound, but by mistakenly believing the basis of public support to be minimal 

casualties instead of the perception of national interest, policy makers expose flawed 

thinking. As Somalia showed, even minimal casualties can lead to public outcry if they 

are not perceived to be necessary. 

 Additionally, a Clausewitzian approach to this issue further reinforces the view, 

held by the majority of authors discussed previously, that perception is of prime 
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importance when establishing public support for war. Clausewitz states that ‘[t]he 

passions that are to be kindled in war must already be inherent in the people (…).’
172

In 

other words, the people must be able to relate to the goals for which war is being fought. 

If the stakes are high, as for example when national survival is at stake, the government 

will not find it difficult to engender support. However, ‘(…) if policy is directed only 

toward minor objectives, the emotions of the masses will be little stirred and they will 

have to be stimulated rather than held back.’
173

 

 Once again emphasis is placed upon the necessity of strong political leadership 

and the fact that public support has its roots in pragmatic calculations, not in a wish to 

avoid casualties no matter what the context. Of course, the emphasis on ‘perception’ that 

has been present throughout this discussion raises the possibility that behind the rhetoric, 

war may serve partisan interests. By no means does the author wish to advocate such a 

Machiavellian approach to politics, but personal convictions should not keep one from 

exploring possibilities, however unappealing. Yet, as shall become clear when this thesis 

discusses the influence of the media, the ability of Western governments to 

comprehensively mislead their citizens may have become markedly reduced in modern 

times, meaning that such a cynical approach to politics may have little to sustain it in the 

long run. 

 In conclusion, Western publics do not suffer from an inherent weakness arisen out 

of societal changes, such as smaller families and increased wealth, which makes them 

unable to suffer casualties. Instead, the problem lies with those civilian and military 

leaders who have learnt the wrong lessons from Vietnam, which has mistakenly led them 

to believe that all wars have to be as short and costless as possible. Of course, casualties 

do play a role in shaping public opinion and their influence will rise as a conflict drags 

on, as Thornton pointed out.
174

 However, a healthy aversion to casualties should not be 

confused with a phobia. The basis for understanding the public’s response to casualties 

lies not in the notion of a post heroic era. Instead, it is dependent on the context within 

which a particular conflict is taking place and subject to a variety of factors. But most of 
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all it is a function of a pragmatic weighing of costs and benefits on which the perception 

of national interest and strong political leadership can have a decisive influence. 

 

The influence of the media and public opinion 

A topic closely related to casualty phobia is the influence the media can exert on 

government policy through its ability to form public opinion. The advent of mass 

communications in the second half of the 20
th
 century has made Western democratic 

governments far more vulnerable to criticism from their own citizens. The ability to 

closely scrutinize their governments’ actions in such far away places as Vietnam, Algeria 

and more recently Somalia and Iraq has energized the public’s opinion on foreign policy 

matters. Similar to the debate surrounding casualty phobia, the influence of the media on 

Western governments’ freedom of action in international crises is widely debated, with 

the brunt of the discussion focusing on the extent of this influence.   

One author who believes that the media can exert considerable influence on 

policy is Robin Brown. He contends that the public arena was dominated by government 

propaganda and censorship during the two World Wars, which allowed for tight control 

of public opinion, but that this grip has since been loosened for two reasons. Firstly, the 

wars fought by Western states since 1945 have not been about survival, reducing the need 

for propaganda. Secondly, the development of twenty – four hour television has had a 

large impact on the information available to the public and has made government control 

of information much more difficult. As the public’s ability to scrutinize its government 

became stronger, politicians became ever more sensitive to the effects of how war was 

reported. This in turn led to increased governmental control of military operations in an 

attempt to prevent a negative portrayal of events in the media. Brown believes that the 

media can affect domestic public opinion because the way in which a crisis is reported 

has become an important part of that crisis. In a sense, presentation has become more 

important than the actual military or diplomatic events themselves.
175

  

 Rupert Smith also ascribes the media with an ability to influence policy. In 

Smith’s view, the wars that Western states have been waging from Vietnam onwards 
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have been largely about winning the support of the local population in the country where 

the intervention is taking place, while simultaneously keeping the support of the public 

on the home front. This argument will be discussed in more detail later on: what is 

important here is to note that Smith imbues the winning and retaining of public will with 

prime importance in modern warfare, and that he believes that the media are a crucial tool 

in achieving this aim. He believes the media capable of influencing public opinion to 

such an extent that ‘[t]he people of the audience have come to influence decisions of 

political leaders who send in force as much as – and in some cases more than – the events 

on the ground.’
176

 To Smith, the media have a crucial influence on public opinion, are 

hard to deceive because of their 24/7 coverage of events, and are used by all sides in a 

conflict in an attempt to win support by drawing attention to events that portray their 

side’s position in a favorable light.
177

 

 A similar belief in the power of the media is endorsed by Wheeler and Thornton. 

Wheeler argues that the television footage showing dead American soldiers being 

dragged through the streets of Somalia’s capital Mogadishu in 1993 enraged the 

American public and consequently forced the Clinton administration to withdraw from 

the country.
178

 Thornton also uses the example of the Somalian intervention, writing that 

‘(…) the brief firefight in Somalia in 1993, nothing much in itself, actually led to policy 

changes in large part because the images of naked, dead Americans being dragged 

through the streets of Mogadishu appeared on television screens in the United States.’
179

 

  In an argument somewhat similar to that made by Brown, Gil Merom proposes 

that the media have become a significant factor in shaping public opinion and, by 

extension, government policy.
180

 In essence Merom argues that as Western societies 

gained political influence over the past few centuries through the development of 

democratic rights and institutions, they concurrently undermined their governments’ 
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ability to wage an autonomous foreign policy. Seeking methods to retain this autonomy, 

governments responded by decreasing their dependence on society through selective 

conscription, censorship and nationalistic propaganda. By the end of the Second World 

War, however, the power of society was such that even these methods were no longer 

able to contain public criticism of military adventures overseas. An important reason for 

this, according to Merom, has been the development of communications technology that 

has empowered both the media and individuals with an unprecedented degree of 

awareness regarding their government’s activities worldwide. In order to contain the 

media’s ability to form public opinion, governments are tempted to turn to despotic 

methods. Yet by doing so, governments risk not only fatally undermining support for the 

war effort, but fundamentally threaten the domestic democratic order. Merom believes 

that that an autonomous foreign policy has thus become very difficult for democratic 

governments to pursue.
181

 

 The full extent of Merom’s theory, concerning democratic societies’ inherent 

inability to tolerate the brutality required by counterinsurgency warfare, will be addressed 

in due course. However, it is interesting to note Merom’s concept of ‘normative 

difference’ at this point in the discussion. Merom explains it as the ‘(…) growing gap 

between state and society concerning the justification of war and war fighting methods 

(…)’.
182

 The concept seems to imply an inherent disagreement between government and 

citizens on moral grounds that stand at odds with those authors who believe public 

opinion to be strongly tied to pragmatic perceptions of national interest.  

 Jeffrey Record is just such an author and explicitly discusses Merom’s theory 

with this contradiction in mind. In Record’s opinion, moral revulsion over the military 

methods used in counterinsurgency warfare is secondary to the influence of the 

perception of necessity. Record cites the Vietnam War as an example and mentions that 

wartime presidential candidate George McGovern was decisively defeated despite the 

fact that he made the morality of the war an explicit part of his election campaign. In a 

similar line of reasoning to that taken in regard to the question of casualties, Record 

underlines the importance of costs, benefits, conclusiveness and prospects for success as 
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determinants of public support. The media, by contrast, are scarcely worthy of a mention 

as an autonomous source of influence on policy.
183

 

 Hugh Smith thinks that more and better sources of information have led to 

increased public scrutiny and criticism of government affairs, and that this has led to a 

decline in the public’s trust of its government, as evidenced by the controversy 

surrounding the U.S. administration’s claim about weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. 

However, unlike Rupert Smith, Brown, Wheeler and Thornton, Smith does not think that 

the media are capable of autonomously influencing government policy and public 

opinion. Instead, Smith believes that the media overrate their own influence and are 

themselves subject to manipulation. In essence, he argues that the media do not so much 

create public opinion as they reflect it. In this regard he moves closer to Record’s point of 

view that public opinion is influenced primarily by other factors, most notably 

calculations of cost and benefit and national interest.
184

 

 As noted earlier, Erdmann finds that the withdrawal from Somalia was not so 

much due to outraged public opinion caused by the televised footage of dead American 

soldiers, but rather because of the U.S. governments’ inability to explain why these 

deaths were necessary. This finding is underlined by Chester A. Crocker, who points out 

that it was not the casualties themselves that led to the retreat from Somalia, but the fact 

that there was no coherent strategy in the first place.
185

 Lawrence Freedman makes a 

similar point, writing that ‘[i]t is only when they are uncertain about what policy line to 

take or start to have doubts about the direction policy has taken that [governments] will 

allow themselves to be influenced strongly by mainstream media, let alone internet 

campaigns.’
186

 

 Furthermore, Robert B. Oakley, Theo Farrell and Peter Malcontent provide a 

reminder that the government is not merely the victim of public opinion formed by the 

media but that it can play an active role in harnessing the media’s opinion – shaping 

powers for its own purposes. In a similar vein to the discussion surrounding casualty 
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phobia, they point out that the effects of the media on public opinion may be exaggerated 

by policy makers and that the public response to media reports depends on whether or not 

the intervention is perceived as necessary and purposeful.
187

  

 Lawrence Freedman makes several interesting arguments related to the point of 

the government’s ability to control the public debate in his 2006 monograph entitled The 

transformation of strategic affairs. In it, Freedman posits that in today’s global media 

environment it has become increasingly important to provide citizens with a ‘narrative’, a 

concept he describes as ‘(…) compelling story lines which can explain events 

convincingly and from which inferences can be drawn (…).’
188

 Freedman bases the 

narrative concept on the premise that ‘(…) opinions are shaped not so much by the 

information received but the constructs through which that information is interpreted and 

understood.’
189

 In essence a narrative is a storyline which explains events in a manner 

that is structured to provoke a certain response. This means they are not created ad hoc 

but are the result of planning, making narratives a strategic tool which governments can 

use to explain their actions as being in accordance with the values and interests of their 

citizens. Marxism and radical Islam are two examples of strategic narratives.
190

  

 The reason why Freedman thinks a compelling narrative should be an integral part 

of counterinsurgency campaigns is that such interventions are often discretionary because 

they are not about national survival. This means that they are often controversial, making 

the fostering of public support very important. Furthermore, understanding the narrative 

on which insurgent organizations function can be a very useful step towards reducing 

their popular support. By understanding what binds insurgents together, counterinsurgent 

forces can focus on expanding natural fault lines within a movement. Finally, it should be 

noted that the term ‘narrative’ is not merely a harmless sounding pseudonym for 

propaganda. Freedman believes that Western governments cannot develop a convincing 
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storyline to tie together the various strands of policy and its consequences without basing 

themselves on a sound strategy firmly rooted in democratic values.
191

 

 Analyzing the variety of views discussed here it seems that the ability of the 

media to influence public opinion and policy in Western democracies should not be down 

played, but neither should that influence be needlessly exaggerated. While Merom may 

very well be right in arguing that there is a normative difference between government and 

citizens, ascribing it a universal relevance seems to deny the importance of contextual 

factors, and thereby the points made by Record,  Erdmann, Oakley, Farrell and 

Malcontent. They argue that a democratic society will be more willing to incur the costs 

of war, if that war is deemed to be necessary and in the interest of national security.  

Certainly, when national interests and calculations of cost and benefit transpire to 

create the perception that a particular conflict does not merit the loss of life or 

transgression of democratic and humanitarian values, media reports can be expected to 

have a consummately larger influence. As Merom and Freedman point out, this is also 

true ‘[w]hen the truth starts to clash with the marketing of war as justified and clean 

(…)’.
192

 Western publics can be convinced that a certain military operation is in the 

interest of national security, but do not take kindly to being lied to.
193

 

Furthermore, Robin Brown and Rupert Smith are right to stress that the way 

publics perceive a conflict is not only influenced by the events that take place but also the 

way in which these are presented. Similarly, the development of communications 

technology, the mass media, and democratization have undoubtedly made it harder for 

democratic governments to suppress criticism and shape opinion through propaganda. 

Yet there is a danger in exaggerating the influence of these developments as it creates the 

perception that Western governments are at a disadvantage no matter what goals are 

being fought for. As Feaver and Kohn’s extensive survey of military officers, civilian 

leaders and members of the public shows, ‘[t]he “CNN effect” may influence the U.S. 

public’s willingness to endure the human costs of war, but this willingness is also 

affected by efforts of political and military leaders to provide a context for the images.’
194
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Clausewitz, of course, did not live to see these developments and they are 

consequently not mentioned in his work. This is one example of how On war has been 

overtaken by modern developments. Yet, because On war’s greatest claim to enduring 

relevance is its dedication to assisting its readers on how to think about war in the 

abstract rather than focus on its time – bound specifics, it remains a viable source of 

guidance in such matters.
195

 

 Admittedly, this is restricted to a repetition of the points made in regard to the 

issue of casualty phobia. Both casualty phobia and the influence of the media are strongly 

related to the public’s perception of war, and their influence varies according to whether 

or not this perception is supportive or critical of the stated war aims. Therefore, it is 

useful to reiterate Clausewitz’s advice that political leaders must take care to pursue war 

aims which correspond with the public’s perception of necessity and actively foster 

support through strong leadership. In democracies this means using force when national 

interests are threatened or to further democratic ideals. However, the latter approach, 

typified by humanitarian interventions, is a dangerous one. As the evaluation of this issue 

pointed out, clear and realistic goals are often missing, and such missions are frequently 

hampered by a preoccupation with the safety of the intervening nation’s personnel. It may 

therefore be advisable to restrict the use of force to situations where there is a clear threat 

to the national interest, and where military action can be reasoned to have a positive 

effect on the goals that are to be attained.
196

 

 

Globalization and the decline of state power 

Regardless of the extent of the influence that authors attribute to casualty phobia and the 

ability of the media to shape public opinion, at the core of both phenomena is the 

assumption that they undermine the authority and autonomy of a democratic state’s 

government and its ability to wage war. Another issue that is prevalent in the debate 

surrounding the paradoxical lack of Western military successes against weaker opponents 

is the influence of globalization as another factor that undermines the state’s powers. 

While this issue has not received the amount of attention in academic literature that the 
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theories discussed so far have, it is nevertheless worthy of notice in order to gain as 

complete an understanding of the issues at stake as possible.  

Similar to the other debates, academic opinion about whether or not globalization 

has a tangible influence on the power of the state is divided. Proponents of the idea are 

writers such as John Mackinlay, who points out that international communications and 

cheap worldwide travel have made rich states more vulnerable to insurgencies because 

migrant communities living within their borders are easily reached by insurgent leaders 

operating from anywhere on the globe.
197

  

A more fundamental argument for the influence of globalization is made by Adda 

B. Bozeman who, in her 1976 article, argues that the concept of the state as the world’s 

leading political and social entity is in decline because its power is being eroded by the 

formation of new social structures based on ethnic and communal sources of authority.
198

 

Mary Kaldor similarly believes that states have been, if not weakened, at least 

transformed by globalization. She asserts that the global economy has led to economic 

crises in countries whose markets have been unable to cope with competition on a world 

– wide scale, and she believes such economic motives to be at the heart of many of the 

intra – state wars that have arisen since the end of the Cold War. The global economy 

thus precipitated the collapse of state power and authority, a process Kaldor sees as 

further propelled by global communications’ ability to make the effects of war visible to 

publics worldwide, creating a sense of solidarity with strangers that has worked to 

undermine the legitimacy of war. Thirdly, the state has come to be replaced by actors 

focused on identity politics, representing the special interests of a certain ethnic 

community, religion or tribe. In Kaldor’s view, globalization has thus led to an 

undermining of state power and the concept of the state as the sole source of political 

authority.
199

 

Another proponent of the influence of globalization on states is Andrew 

Heywood, who claims that international organizations such as the United Nations and the 

International Monetary Fund have come to dominate international politics at the expense 
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of the state.
200

 Yet, this claim seems highly debatable in light of the fact that 

organizations such as the U.N. are fully dependent on their nation state members to agree 

on and implement policy. Also, recent history abounds with examples of Western states 

acting (largely) on their own accord, as for example was the case in the British and 

French wars of decolonization, the Vietnam War, many of the post –  

Cold War interventions led by the United States, and the current war in Iraq. 

More substantial is the argument Martin van Creveld’s book The rise and decline 

of the state puts forward. Van Creveld claims that because states have lost the ability to 

engage in full - scale war with each other due to the introduction of nuclear weapons, 

because the welfare state has proven economically unsustainable, because technology has 

empowered non – state actors to the detriment of the state, and because states are losing 

their monopoly on violence to private enterprise, their downfall is underway.
201

 Van 

Creveld offers stimulating insights, but his conclusions suffer from the tendency to 

overlook that change is a constant. As the discussion of Krasner’s arguments will show, 

the nation state has never been a globally consolidated norm and sovereignty has always 

been challenged. That technology is enabling non – state actors to challenge traditional 

areas of state control need therefore not indicate that the state’s lease on life is reaching 

its end, but rather that changing contextual factors have always been beyond state control.  

Furthermore, some of van Creveld’s claims are simply not convincing. One of his 

main arguments concerning why state power is declining is based on his assertion of 

citizens’ ‘(…) declining willingness to fight on its behalf.’
202

 As has been discussed at 

length, Western publics’ willingness to support their states’ military endeavors abroad is 

dependent on the perception of necessity, not on an inherent unwillingness to support 

such undertakings. While van Creveld is right to view this development as limiting the 

state’s ability to act internationally, especially in an arbitrary manner, it could also be 

argued that this does not so much signal the state’s decline as the rise in influence of 

democratic values that have placed restrictions on the use of force for anything less than 

vital interests. Additionally, as Colin Gray indicates, an unwillingness to fight on behalf 
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of the state can be attributed to a lack of clear and direct strategic threats to Western 

states.
203

 Finally, as shall be discussed in the military part of the literature review, the 

absence of interstate war need not necessarily be permanent. It may very well reflect the 

currently unassailable military superiority of the West, in which case it is a sign of 

Western states’ power rather than their lack of it. 

A full review of the merits and weaknesses of van Creveld’s book about the 

history of the state is inappropriate here. In general, however, his work should be 

approached with some skepticism because it implies that the nation state is retreating 

from a position of absolute power and autonomy that, as will be elaborated upon 

presently, it never truly enjoyed in the first place.
204

 

Among those scholars with a skeptical attitude towards the influences of 

globalization and the alleged decline of state power, is Paul B. Rich. He cites Al – Qaeda 

as an example of a threat empowered by globalization, arguing that the terrorist network 

profits from, for example, being able to make its funds hard to trace on the international 

financial markets. Yet while globalization has thus provided new means for groups like 

Al – Qaeda to threaten powerful states like the U.S., Rich does not think that it has 

fundamentally damaged the ability of those states to act internationally.
205

  

Perhaps the most salient criticism of theories asserting the undermining influences 

of globalization is made by Stephen D. Krasner. His argument is that globalization is 

nothing truly new, and that the current debate is lacking a historical perspective. 

According to Krasner, rulers have always been influenced by the international arena.
206

 

Giving the spread of Christianity and Islam as examples of centuries – old forms of 

globalization, Krasner asserts that ‘[i]n sum, global flows are not new (…) [t]ransnational 

activities have challenged state control in some areas, but these challenges are not 

manifestly more problematic than in the past.’
207

 

Additionally, Krasner points out that the state’s ability to enjoy fully ‘(…) the 

autonomy of domestic structures, has frequently been compromised through intervention  
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in the form of coercion or imposition by more powerful states, or through contracts or 

conventions that have involved invitations for external actors to influence domestic 

authority structures.’
208

 In conclusion, he writes that ‘[t]here has never been some ideal 

time during which all, or even most, political entities conformed with all of the 

characteristics that have been associated with sovereignty – territory, control, recognition, 

and autonomy.’
209

 These remarks place the alleged decline of the state in modern times 

into perspective by showing that the nation state has never been a universally accepted 

organizational structure, nor has total autonomy from domestic and international actors 

ever been achievable. 

Clausewitz has nothing to say on globalization; nor do most of the other authors 

whose work lies at the heart of this thesis give it more than a passing mention. That is not 

to say that it should be ignored. Indeed, global communications certainly empower 

organizations like Al – Qaeda by offering them unprecedented means of gaining support 

around the world while making it more difficult for states to avoid close public scrutiny. 

However, the autonomy – undermining influences of globalization should not be 

overstated. While the economic effects of globalization have undoubtedly played an 

important contributing role in many of the civil wars that have plagued the post Cold War 

world, its effects on the powerful Western states that are the focus of this thesis, remain 

limited.  

The emergence of non-state actors, a development highlighted by Bozeman and 

Kaldor, need not be seen to herald the end of the state either. Because, as Bob de Graaff 

shows, while the breakdown of state control in countries such as the former Yugoslav 

Republic gave rise to various non-state actors, their goals were actually aimed at the 

creation of a new state and not, as Kaldor argues, the perpetuation of violence for 

economical motives.
210

 

In effect, it seems wisest to view globalization as posing new threats and 

difficulties to Western states and their ability to wage war, but not as a process that 

fundamentally undermines the power of those states. As Jan Aart Scholte concludes his 
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contribution on the subject, ‘[g]lobalization is not dissolving the state, but it has not left it 

untouched either.’
211

 

 

Bureaucratic Politics 

So far this thesis has discussed politicians’ unrealistic assumptions regarding the 

effectiveness of military force, plus casualty phobia, the media and public opinion as 

factors that can undermine democratic governments’ ability to wage war. Following the 

review of globalization’s alleged influence as a process that threatens the state on a more 

fundamental level, this discussion now proceeds towards the nature and structure of 

Western society and government as factors that contribute to poor performance in war, 

starting with the theory of bureaucratic politics. 

 This theory challenges the traditional assumption that foreign policy is the result 

of purposeful acts by a unified government. Instead, it asserts that the various agencies 

that have a say in foreign policy matters compete with each other to promote their 

particular view of how the national interest is best served, and that policy arises out of 

compromise, bargaining and the application of standard operating procedures.
212

  

 As J. Garry Clifford explains, advocates of this theory, such as Graham T. 

Allison, believe that there is no single maker of foreign policy, and that the growth of 

bureaucracy in the United States after the Second World War has made the formation of 

effective policy increasingly cumbersome as those involved in the policy process use it to 

advance their personal and organizational interests.
213

 Proponents of the theory basically 

assert that ‘(…) intramural struggles over policy can consume so much time and attention 

that dealing effectively with external realities becomes secondary.’
214

 

 On the other hand, Clifford is reticent in ascribing the theory of bureaucratic 

politics too much influence. He writes that the role of the American President as a shaper 

of foreign policy should not be underestimated, nor should institutional rivalries be 

overstated, as the ideological core values of those organizations are often highly similar. 

Furthermore, Clifford shows that the theory of bureaucratic politics also suffers from a 
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lack of credible evidence. Because many relevant official documents were still classified, 

some academics who promote the theory based their work on interviews with government 

officials. The subjectivity of information acquired through this method is, however, 

debatable.
215

 

 Further arguments against the relevance of bureaucratic politics are given by 

Edward Rhodes, who tested the theory by examining U.S. Navy force structuring over the 

past decades. Rhodes reasoned that if the theory of bureaucratic politics held sway, then 

the ships and weapons bought by the Navy would reflect intra – service battles rather 

than the perceived prescriptions of reality. However, Rhodes found that ideas exerted a 

far larger influence than politics. Navy force structuring reflected the widespread 

influence of the 19
th
 century American naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan and the 

influence of major foreign policy events such as the Vietnam War, not institutional 

rivalries.
216

  

 Rhodes does not dispute that bureaucratic politics exist, but he questions the 

extent of their influence. Even Clifford, himself a proponent of the theory, marginalizes 

its influence by stating that it is better at ‘(…) illuminating proximate as opposed to 

deeper causes (…)’.
217

 He finishes his article with a plea for the theory’s value as a 

complement and enrichment to other approaches.
218

 On the basis of these conclusions, the 

theory of bureaucratic politics will not feature in the remainder of this study. While not 

wishing to deny the merits of this theory as a way of examining the creation of 

government policy, it is precisely because this thesis focuses on deeper causes rather than 

proximate ones, that it will not be discussed further. 

 

The nature of democracy 

Concluding this section on the limitations to Western governments’ ability to wage war is 

a review of the nature of democracy itself as an obstacle to success.  

 Gil Merom has put forward an elegant theory in this regard, claiming that Western 

states have suffered defeats in wars against weaker opponents because democracies 
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cannot escalate to the requisite level of violence and brutality necessary to win without 

clashing with the moral values inherent in democratic society.
219

 

 Merom shows that Western states have historically been very successful against 

weaker opponents because of a readiness to use extreme brutality and the willingness to 

suffer large losses in combat. However, starting in the 19
th
 century, these two abilities 

have been eroded by the development of democratic institutions that increased society’s 

power in relation to the government. More specifically, the growth of a politically 

empowered middle class that started to question the actions of its government on 

utilitarian and moral grounds increasingly hampered governments’ autonomy regarding 

foreign policy and the conduct of war.
220

 

 As Merom continues to explain, the result was that, roughly from 1945 onwards, 

Western states found themselves in the position where they possessed significant military 

superiority but lacked the ability to use it against weaker opponents because their 

societies opposed the brutality that this entailed. Consequently, those wars that were not 

about the elimination of a significant threat to national security became virtually 

impossible to win, despite an imbalance of military power that heavily favored the 

Western side. Merom gives Vietnam, Algeria and Somalia as some examples of where 

this mechanism has worked to prevent a stronger side victory.
221

  

 Delving into the specifics of this issue, Merom finds that government and society 

clash in three different realms. Firstly, the government is instrumentally dependent on 

society as a source of military personnel. Secondly, society has political relevance, 

meaning that the government is dependent on it for political survival. Thirdly, society and 

government often adhere to different values and norms, and this ‘normative difference’, 

as Merom calls it, is expanded when society is exposed to the brutality that is inherent to 

war. As instrumental dependence exposes politically relevant citizens to war, it creates a 

normative difference that can be crippling for the government and the war effort.
222
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 As observed earlier, Merom explains that Western governments have attempted to 

limit the growth of a normative gap by reducing their instrumental dependence through 

the abandonment of large conscription armies in favor of smaller volunteer forces, and by 

substituting manpower with technology. However, the development of communications 

technology and the rise of the international media have largely negated these attempts to 

limit the number of citizens exposed to war’s brutality. When governments attempt to 

limit or distort the information available to society, this often leads to resentment that 

adds to the anti – war movement. Finally, governments in democratic states cannot 

challenge the ability of their citizens to influence politics without fundamentally 

undermining the political system. In light of these observations, Merom argues that many 

wars against weaker opponents are doomed from the start.
223

  

Democracy’s inherent reluctance to use decisive force is further underlined by 

Robert Pape’s influential 2003 paper on suicide terrorism, showing that between 1980 

and 2001, democracies were the sole targets of such attacks. The reasons for this are 

twofold. Firstly, democratic publics are targeted because terrorists believe they are both 

easily intimidated and able to influence government policy, thereby making them 

especially vulnerable to coercive punishment. Secondly, even though Western 

democracies are militarily capable of crushing the terrorists, their reluctance to use force 

allows the terrorists to carry out attacks with a reasonable assurance that this will not 

result in the destruction of their constituent base.
224

  

Merom and Pape show that the nature of democracy not only inhibits victory over 

weaker opponents by making the use of decisive force politically unviable, but also puts 

Western states at risk by projecting an image of weakness. As Pape points out, there is no 

conclusive evidence to suggest that democracies are actually easier to coerce than other 

regime types, but it is what terrorists believe that matters in this case.
225

 

Is this bleak outlook universally accepted? Jeffrey Record agrees with Merom that 

the amount of violence necessary to successfully wage counterinsurgency warfare may be 

morally unacceptable to democratic societies and therefore politically unviable, but he 
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adds an important qualification, namely that these objections are related to the balance 

between costs and benefits, and whether the war is seen as being in the interest of 

national security. Furthermore, because Merom based his arguments on case studies in 

which Western states used large conscription forces, Record questions the applicability of 

Merom’s theory to conflicts in which technologically empowered volunteer forces are 

used. Finally, Record doubts that Western states faced with an insurgency have to choose 

between barbarism and defeat. He points out that strategies aimed at defeating insurgents 

by addressing genuine grievances and entailing a restricted use of force have worked in 

the past.
226

 

Thus, while Merom’s very insightful theory shows that democracies have inherent 

vulnerabilities when waging war for less than vital motives, this discussion has also 

highlighted the importance of contextual factors. If citizens recognize even a ‘small’ war 

as being in the interest of their state, than there need not be the de facto normative 

difference that is implicitly at the heart of Merom’s argument. 

Record and Rupert Smith also give additional advice on how to keep the 

disruptive effects of war’s human costs as acceptable as possible for democratic societies. 

Record points out that the use of proxy ground forces is effective in keeping the number 

of Western casualties low, although he is quick to point out that controlling such forces is 

not easy and their fighting power is sometimes highly dubious.
227

 But the use of proxy 

ground forces to do the dirty work also raises a moral question of its own; how to 

reconcile the humanitarian rhetoric of many current Western military interventions with 

the implication that Western lives are more valuable than those of the target population? 

Rupert Smith shows that nations can also enter into alliances to increase the legitimacy 

and moral force of an intervention while simultaneously decreasing the burden on their 

military means and spreading the risks.
228

 

Yet these measures seem piecemeal in light of the problems Merom and Pape 

have addressed. Rupert Smith may be right in arguing that the utility of armed force is 

dependent on it being used within politically acceptable boundaries.
229

 However, in light 
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of the foregoing it seems that these boundaries are quickly crossed when democratic 

states choose the war path. As Edward Luttwak concludes his article on 

counterinsurgency warfare as military malpractice, ‘[a]ll its best methods, all its clever 

tactics, all the treasure and blood that the United States has been willing to expend, 

cannot overcome the crippling ambivalence of occupiers who refuse to govern, and their 

principled and inevitable refusal to out – terrorize the insurgents, the necessary and 

sufficient condition of a tranquil occupation.’
230

 

Martin van Creveld may call democratic traditions and Western humanitarianism 

‘(…) nothing but feeble excuses’ and insist on solid military reasons to explain defeats by 

weaker opponents, but without qualifications these statements offer no reasonable 

alternative to the theories discussed in this section.
231

 As James Corum puts it, 

‘[d]emocracies can only conduct wars – even low – level ones – in accordance with their 

own constitutions and the rule of law. Any widespread violations of the law by 

government forces become a public issue and undermine public support.’
232

 

 In summary, what this discussion has highlighted is that the use of force for goals 

other than those clearly linked to matters of national security is highly controversial in 

democratic societies, owing to the influence of democratic and humanitarian values and 

the fact that governments are dependent on citizens who hold such values for their 

political survival. Consequently, military operations that require the explicit use of force 

to be successful have become increasingly difficult for Western states to engage in and 

win. Does this mean that Western states cannot wage wars other than those that are 

fought for national survival? Not so, because such a universal conclusion does not do 

justice to the complexity of the matter at hand. Moral outrage caused by war’s brutality 

may be especially damaging to democratic states, but like public opinion in general, its 

influence is subject to the way in which the war is politically and morally justified by 

politicians. 

 That the use of brutality in war has come to be delegitimized in Western society is 

a process to be thankful for. Western governments can no longer pursue war aims that are 
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not in correspondence with the values their citizens hold dear. In effect, this may mean 

that only when the national interest is clearly threatened that war can become a legitimate 

instrument of policy. The danger here is that war will become so delegitimized that any 

use of force is seen to be unacceptable. Once again emphasis is placed upon the need for 

competent political leaders who are able to explain and justify the use of armed force to 

their citizens. Well defined and attainable goals that promote the interests of the state can 

play a very important role in gaining the support of the public. 

 

Summary and evaluation 

In this first part of the literature review those theories have been discussed that identify 

Western governments as an important reason for the lack of military success that has 

plagued these states since 1945. These theories ranged from politicians’ inexperience 

with military affairs to casualty phobia, the influence of the media, public opinion, 

globalization, bureaucratic politics and the nature of democracy. The question at hand is, 

which explanations are the most crucial? 

 As noted previously, Clausewitz stresses the need for the use of armed force to 

serve policy and thus the military’s subordination to political control. However, this 

requires politicians to be familiar with the nature of war so as not to cross the boundary 

of armed force’s usefulness. To that end, a clear understanding of how military force can 

be used to attain the political objectives is imperative.
233

 A lack of this understanding has 

led politicians to use military force for goals that were not clearly defined, over – 

ambitious, or not in accordance with the nature of the military as an instrument that 

primarily trains in the application of violence. This was the first issue to be discussed. 

Thereafter the discussion turned to casualty phobia, public opinion and the 

influence that the media have on both. By overestimating the extent of the media’s 

influence on public opinion and misguidedly believing casualties to be the prime factor 

that undermines public support, politicians have shown a further lack of understanding of 

the nature of war and its relation to democratic society. As Clausewitz writes, ‘[t]he 

passions that are to be kindled in war must already be inherent in the people (…)’.
234

 In 
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other words, when Western societies perceive the use of force to be necessary, or when 

they believe the goals to be worthy of the costs, support will be forthcoming. Herein lies 

a critical role for politicians; namely, showing the leadership and solidarity required to 

convince their constituents that the use of force is justified. 

 Western politicians’ lack of understanding regarding the nature of war has led not 

only to incorrect assumptions about the utility of force and the creation of unrealistic and 

ill – defined war goals, but has thereby also created the context within which casualties 

and critical media reporting have been able to negatively influence public support for the 

war effort. 

Casualty phobia, public opinion and the influence of the media are intertwined, 

and their ability to affect government policy is not disputed here. Without popular 

support Western governments cannot effectively operate internationally, a relationship 

that Merom has explored and shown to be especially relevant in democracies. However, 

the extent of Western publics’ influence on government policy is strongly tied to the 

goals that their governments pursue through the use of armed force, and the way in which 

they do so. Western citizens’ opposition to war is not a given but is strongly tied to larger 

contextual factors. Thus, the underlying and most prevalent governmental explanation for 

a lack of Western success in wars against weaker adversaries lies in the realm of grand 

strategy. 

 As explained in the introduction, it is at this level of strategy that the overall goals 

of the war are formulated and the instruments of state power that are to attain them are 

decided upon. It is important to stress that these instruments encompass more than the 

armed forces, including, among others, diplomatic and economical means. What is 

crucial here is that a lack of understanding regarding the nature of armed force, coupled 

with incorrect assumptions about democratic societies’ ability to tolerate casualties, have 

combined to seriously hamper politicians’ ability to effectively define realistic grand 

strategy goals, as well as their ability to use the armed forces in attaining these goals.
235

 

 When politicians are considering how to use force to attain grand strategy goals, 

they must be aware of which functions it can serve, and remember that a clear definition 

of purpose that corresponds with these functions should be present at all times. In 
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defining that purpose, politicians must carefully assess whether it can be reasonably 

assumed to receive their citizens’ support. When a clear threat to national security is 

absent, this task becomes increasingly difficult as the use of force clashes with the values 

held by democratic societies. 

 Thus, clear political goals, strong leadership, and an intimate knowledge of the 

limits of armed force’s usefulness, are essential for Western governments to overcome 

the difficulties that they have faced during the past decades. In this respect it is useful to 

reiterate the exceptional difficulties raised by humanitarian missions. Undertaking a 

course of action based on a feeling that ‘something must be done’ leads to a poor grand 

strategy, as it may not be grounded in a realistic evaluation of possibilities and costs. As 

Smith explains, military objectives must be chosen for their value in achieving the 

political objective, not merely because they are possible. Activity should not be confused 

with outcome. In humanitarian missions one of the key reasons for a lack of success has 

been the priority given to protecting the personnel of the intervening countries. Following 

Smith’s argument, if the ends do not justify losing the military means used to attain them, 

than either the ways in which the military forces are used must be changed to reduce the 

risks they are exposed to, or the ends must be altered. In the case of humanitarian 

interventions it might be very prudent for Western governments to reconsider the extent 

to which they can truly effect change without choosing sides, using force and 

consequently risking that force.
236

  

 Do inadequate political planning, control and leadership at the level of grand 

strategy provide a conclusive answer to the question of why Western states have fared so 

poorly against weaker adversaries since 1945? They do not, for several reasons. 

Politicians rely on their military leaders to provide them with advice regarding the 

feasibility of a military undertaking and are dependent on them for the deployment and 

direct control of the military forces deemed necessary to achieve the political goals. This 

dependency extends to matters of force structuring and military doctrine. The political 

level formulates and guides policy, but the military level implements it. The troubles 

plaguing the governmental arm of Clausewitz’s trinity have been explored. Now it is time 

to proceed to those afflicting the armed forces. 
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Literature review: armed forces 

 

The ‘new wars’ debate 

If the armed forces are to effectively contribute to the attainment of the grand strategy 

goals defined by the government, they need to have a clear idea of the sort of opposition 

they can expect to face. What are the military capabilities of possible opponents around 

the world? What are their means, which tactics do they employ, what are their strong 

points and their weaknesses? In other words, what kind of wars can they expect to fight? 

Indeed, Clausewitz states that ‘[t]he first, the supreme, the most far – reaching act of 

judgment that the statesman and commander have to make is to establish (…) the kind of 

war on which they are embarking (…).
237

 

 Unfortunately, there is little unanimity regarding the nature of the threats that 

have faced Western states over the past few decades. Some authors see Western military 

misfortunes as stemming from a failure to adapt to certain ‘new’ types of warfare that 

have arisen in recent times. Their critics argue that there is nothing new about the wars 

currently prevalent and that categorization prevents true understanding.
238

 Because 

military doctrine and force structuring result from military planners’ perceptions of what 

future conflicts may be like, this fundamental debate will be the first issue to be 

addressed in the military part of the literature review. 

 An oft quoted author who supports the premise that the end of the Cold War has 

seen the rise of new type of warfare is Mary Kaldor. She believes that the increased 

lethality of modern weapons, the rise of international solidarity made possible by global 

communications, and the disintegrating effects of globalization on states have profoundly 

shaped this new form of conflict.
239

  

According to Kaldor, the main characteristics of these ‘new wars’ are that they are 

fought by groups based around ethnic identity, community solidarity or religion rather 

than states. Their goals are no longer a specific military victory but political mobilization 
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through the use of violence, which has led to civilians becoming the main targets for all 

parties engaged in these conflicts. Thirdly, these new wars speed up the processes of state 

disintegration that created them. Kaldor also recognizes the subcategory of ‘spectacle 

wars’. These are high technology wars fought by the U.S. and its allies that pose little risk 

to their armed forces and demand a minimum of participation from their citizens who 

instead become spectators courtesy of the international media. Spectacle wars are about 

spreading democracy and its associated values, in a sense making them moral crusades.
240

 

To a large extent Kaldor believes that new wars are driven and perpetuated by 

economical motives, with the participants in such conflicts coming to see the war itself as 

a source of income.
241

 As Edward Newman shows in his review of new wars literature, 

Kaldor is not alone in this line of reasoning, as many authors have ‘(…) argued that 

economic motives and greed are the primary underlying driving forces of violent conflict. 

Indeed, the violence itself creates opportunities for entrepreneurship and profit; the 

continuation of violence rather than military “victory” is primary.’
242

 

Do these characteristics truly mark a form of war that is fundamentally different 

from its previous incarnations? The title of Newman’s article, ‘a historical perspective is 

needed’ neatly summarizes his main critique against this way of thinking. Based on 

historical analysis, Newman concludes that none of these trends are new. The deliberate 

targeting of civilians, ethnic cleansing, genocide, economical and criminal motives and 

the privatization of violence are all shown by Newman to have been prevalent in many 

conflicts of the early 20
th
 century and before.

243
 

Likewise, James Corum insists that insurgency is a phenomenon as old as 

mankind itself and that its prevalence in modern times is due to it being the only practical 

way to challenge the conventional military superiority of Western states.
244

 

Colin S. Gray issues similar criticisms against the new wars label, pointing out 

that ‘[t]here always has been intercommunal strife. It is a global phenomenon today, but 
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then it always has been. We should not exaggerate its incidence.’
245

 Gray warns that the 

constant temptation to view contemporary trends as signs of a radical change leads to 

dangerous predictions about their future development. Dangerous, because ‘(…) the 

historical record of tolerably accurate strategic futurology is anything but impressive.’
246

 

The historical accuracy of the new wars claim, then, is doubtful. The creation of 

fundamentally different categories obscures the fact that war’s nature as defined by 

Clausewitz is unchanging. Such is also the view of M.L.R. Smith, who points out that the 

variety of terms such as ‘guerrilla warfare’ and ‘low – intensity war’ refer not to distinct 

forms of war, but to distinct tactics used in war. The factor that does distinguish one war 

from the other is context.
 247

 Other than that, ‘(…) call it what you will – new war, ethnic 

war, guerrilla war, low – intensity war, terrorism, or the war on terrorism – in the end, 

there is only one meaningful category of war, and that is war itself.’
248

 

Yet despite these criticisms of the new wars theory on historical and theoretical 

grounds, it can still count on many supporters. Frank Hoffman, for instance, argues that 

modern day insurgencies are markedly different from those waged several decades ago. 

Not only do the insurgents’ organizational structures break with historical trends, the 

goals they pursue are markedly new too. As opposed to the ‘old’ goals of overthrowing 

an existing regime to gain state control, the ‘new’ insurgencies often lack such clearly 

defined political goals and seem to wage insurgency for its own sake. Hoffman believes 

radical Islamic jihadists are an example of these new developments.
249

  

Christopher Coker adds another term to the lexicon used by new –  wars thinkers, 

namely that of ‘post – modern war’. Coker claims that modern warfare is typified by 

irony, a lack of ideological enemies, the privatization of violence connected to the decline 

of the state, and economical motives. Modern wars are ironic, claims Coker, because 

more soldiers have died on peacekeeping missions than in battle. Coker does away with 

Clausewitz on the basis of his observations but is as unclear about why this is the case as 
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he is about the origins and implications of his other arguments. Claims about war being 

post – modern are therefore very hard to investigate objectively.
250

  

The inclination to see war in the post Cold War world as markedly different from 

what has gone before can perhaps be attributed to William Lind’s influential work that 

has led to the term ‘fourth generation warfare’. Lind and his co authors propose that the 

history of warfare is divided into generations and suggest that Western militaries are still 

stuck in the second and third generations while the world around them has moved into the 

fourth. The third generation was ushered in with the German spring offensive of 1918 

which heralded the dominance of maneuver warfare, exemplified by Blitzkrieg. While 

fourth generation warfare carries over some of the elements from its predecessor, the 

influence of high technology weapons and information technology has lead to small, 

clandestine forces with disproportionately large destructive and disruptive capabilities. 

Lind and his colleagues speculate that these developments may come to be harnessed 

most effectively by terrorists. Furthermore, fourth generation warfare will focus on 

targeting civilians in order to collapse or gain public support.
251

 This is a carry – over 

from the third generation which ‘(…) shifted the tactical as well as operational focus to 

the enemy’s rear. Terrorism takes this a major step further. It attempts to bypass the 

enemy’s military entirely and strike directly at his homeland, at civilian targets. Ideally, 

the enemy’s military is simply irrelevant to the terrorist.’
252

 

The fourth generation warfare (4GW) theory has been further popularized by 

Thomas X. Hammes, who elaborates on the work of Lind by pointing out 4GW’s 

political and protracted nature. This form of warfare, writes Hammes, has been evolving 

over the past seven decades and differs from its predecessors because of its focus on 

changing minds instead of destroying armies. Public opinion and the public will to 

support the war effort have become the central targets in 4GW. Western high technology 

– empowered forces will mean little in this new generation as their opponents display the 

ability to outlast them due to stronger willpower. In a sense, 4GW reflects a reaction to 

the conventional military supremacy of Western states. Finally, Hammes warns that 
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5GW, typified by super empowered individuals, may be on its way while Western states 

are still caught up in dealing with the 4
th
 generation.

253
  

 Among Lind and Hammes’ supporters is van Creveld who feels that ‘(…) 

Hammes is to be congratulated on his effort to open our eyes to the nature of the problem 

much of the world is facing’, although he simultaneously criticizes the author for failing 

to come up with a viable answer to the threats posed by 4GW.
254

 Similarly, Rod Thornton 

embraces the concept of 4GW, praising it for ‘(…) providing an analytical lens through 

which to view the type of opposition that exists now “out there”, and to highlight the 

shortcomings of the current US military in dealing with that opposition.’
255

 

But, similar to Kaldor’s concept of new wars, the 4GW debate has given rise to a 

host of critics. Among them is Lawrence Freedman, who discards the theory because he 

perceives it to be based on selective historical sources and an oversimplification of the 

diverse nature of war though its attempt to divide war into neatly distinguishable 

categories.
256

 Antulio J. Echevarria agrees with Freedman and consigns 4GW to the 

dustbin, claiming that ‘[t]he concept itself is fundamentally and hopelessly flawed. It is 

based on poor history and only obscures what other historians, theorists, and analysts 

have already worked long and hard to clarify.’
257

 Echevarria claims that the only thing 

‘new’ about modern day warfare is the increased mobility of people, weapons and ideas 

as a result of globalization. Essentially he argues that ‘[t]hroughout history, terrorists, 

guerrillas, and similar actors have typically aimed at an opponent’s will to fight rather 

than his means; the difference now is that they enjoy enhanced access to that will.’
258

  

Yet another critique of 4GW comes from Michael Evans who finds its foundation 

on a Marxist – style division of warfare into clearly definable stages too neat to be of 

much value. Its linear model of progression is too generalized and occludes the fact that 
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contemporary war is in fact a synthesis of forms.
259

 Taking a more practical approach to 

Lind and Hammes’ work, James J. Wirtz points out that while modern means and 

methods may empower insurgents with an ability to launch innovative attacks, this by no 

means implies that such attacks will be more effective in attaining their political goals. 

He reminds his readers of Clausewitz’s conception of war as a duel, which means that the 

effectiveness of any new method of war has cannot be judged in isolation, but must be 

measured against an opponent. In effect, Wirtz disagrees with Hammes’ view that 

practitioners of 4GW are inherently superior to their conventional adversaries.
260

 

 In summary, it would seem that those who propose that war has taken on a 

fundamentally new form over the course of the past few decades have mistaken novel 

ways of waging war for signs of a distinctly new phase in its development. The historical 

record is against them, and their attempt to neatly categorize such a complicated 

phenomenon as war does an injustice to its true complexity, preventing a proper 

understanding of the subject.  

The current prevalence of intra – state, or civil, wars should not be taken to mean 

that the ‘old’ form of interstate warfare is down and out. As Colin Gray writes, ‘[w]ar, let 

alone “decisive war,” between major states currently is enjoying an off – season for one 

main reason: So extreme is the imbalance of military power in favor of the United States 

that potential rivals rule out policies that might lead to hostilities with the superpower. 

(…) The menace of major, if not necessarily decisive, interstate war will return to 

frighten us when great – power rivals feel able to challenge American hegemony.’
261

 A 

similar argument is presented by Lawrence Freedman who writes that ‘[t]here have been 

many predictions of the obsolescence of major war that turned out almost immediately to 

be wrong.’
262

 

 Proponents of 4GW or related concepts have correctly signaled a trend in modern 

day conflicts: namely, that of civil wars and wars in which Western military superiority is 

pitted against materially inferior non – state actors such as terrorist organizations. The 
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conclusions they have drawn from these observations, however, have been incorrect and 

misleading. One author who has attempted to guide our thinking on this matter without 

doing injustice to history or Clausewitz is Rupert Smith. 

 Smith’s book The utility of force starts from the premise that ‘(…) war as 

cognitively known to most non – combatants, war as battle in a field between men and 

machinery, war as a massive deciding event in a dispute in international affairs: such war 

no longer exists.’
263

 While a bold statement that would seem to fit well with the ‘new 

wars’ theorists, Smith’s qualification that wars as a massive deciding event have become 

obsolete seems to move him closer to Gray’s standpoint that interstate war may return, 

albeit not as a decisive phenomenon.
264

 Smith’s point is that nuclear weapons have made 

it impossible for conflicts akin to the two World Wars to be fought between powerful 

states. Inevitably, any war that seeks the complete destruction of the opposing side will 

lead to mutual nuclear destruction. Therefore, the waging of war for such total goals is no 

longer an option.
265

 

 The central argument in Smith’s book is that while Western armed forces are still 

trained, structured and equipped according to the obsolete concept of ‘industrial war’, the 

conflicts that they have overwhelmingly found themselves in since 1945 have been of a 

different ‘paradigm’, namely that of ‘war amongst the people’. In industrial war, force is 

used strategically to achieve the political objectives. Armed forces equipped along 

conventional lines seek battle with a similarly outfitted enemy and seek grand strategic 

victory, which is the achievement of the overall goals, through the destruction of their 

opponent. As nuclear weapons meant that grand strategies aimed at total victory became 

impossible, so did the armies created to achieve such goals start to lose their significance. 

Simultaneously, the many wars of decolonization fought by Western powers accelerated 

the demise of the industrial war paradigm by pitting Western forces against opponents 

who were organized for a very different mode of conflict, war amongst the people.
266

 

 Smith traces the roots of his concept back to Napoleon’s invasion of Spain in 

1808, when Spanish guerrillas managed to avoid being defeated by Napoleon’s materially 
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and numerically superior army. Ever since, this paradigm has existed parallel to that of 

industrial war, coming to the fore in such conflicts as the Boer War, Lawrence of 

Arabia’s campaigns against the Turkish army and Mao Tse Tung’s revolutionary war in 

China. A central feature of war amongst the people, epitomized by insurgencies, is that 

its practitioners avoid the battle that is so central to the concept of industrial war. Instead 

of using force strategically, as a means to achieve their goals, they use force at the tactical 

level, prodding, harassing and demoralizing their stronger opponent in an attempt to 

achieve victory by breaking his will to continue the fight. Smith writes that industrial war 

is about winning the trial of strength in order to break the opponent’s will to resist, while 

war amongst the people is about capturing the will of the people in order to win the trial 

of strength.
267

 

 War amongst the people did not become the dominant paradigm as soon as 

nuclear weapons made their introduction because, according to Smith, the decades long 

Cold War kept the image of decisive interstate war alive in order to convince the Soviet 

Union of the West’s readiness to engage in another cataclysmic showdown if provoked. 

Yet the many limited wars that were fought during the super power confrontation, from 

Algeria to Vietnam, already represented the paradigm of war amongst the people. When 

the Cold War came to an end between 1989 and 1991, the new paradigm asserted its 

dominance, tying down modern Western armed forces in places like Somalia, Rwanda, 

Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan and Iraq.
268

 

 Thus, one of the prime reasons why Western forces, despite their military 

superiority, have been defeated by materially inferior opponents is that they are still 

operating within the industrial war paradigm, aiming to resolve confrontations and attain 

peace by using military force. As Smith argues, specific conflicts might be resolved, but 

because decisive victory is ruled out in the new paradigm, the confrontations that gave 

rise to the use of violence often persist. By misunderstanding this important change and 

by continuing to believe that force can be used strategically, Western armed forces 

operate on fundamentally flawed principles.
269
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Secondly, in the new paradigm, winning the will of the people is vital to both 

Western states and their opponents. Insurgents rely on the neutrality and support of the 

population they move amongst for recruits, cover, supplies and information. They do not 

present many targets that warrant the application of force on the scale of industrial war 

because they lack the materiel typical to that paradigm such as tanks, aircraft and large 

naval vessels. Instead, writes Smith, Western armed forces should focus on defeating 

their opponents by depriving them of what they need the most; the people. In this pursuit 

force can only be used tactically; for example, to root out local strongholds, because 

collateral damage must be avoided in order not to risk losing the battle for the will of the 

people. Critically, Western states should not only aim their efforts at winning the will of 

the population in the territory that is disputed, but also at retaining the support of the 

home front. As noted earlier, Smith believes that the international media and 

communications technology play very important roles in this regard.
270

 

The essence of what Smith proposes is that a paradigm shift has taken place that 

Western militaries are still in the process of adapting to, which has led to the 

misapplication of force. War amongst the people is largely political, aimed at winning 

and securing the support of civilians. Such conflicts cannot be won through the strategic 

use of force, but must incorporate a host of measures to win support, of which the tactical 

application of force is only one. In this clash of wills, time is also a very important factor. 

The resolution of a conflict can no longer be achieved by a swift decisive battle, but must 

be attained over time.
271

 

Smith’s concept of a change in modern warfare is more nuanced than those 

visions offered by Kaldor, Lind and their supporters. In his work, Smith uses 

Clausewitz’s secondary trinity of government, armed forces and people to illustrate how 

modern warfare has come to emphasize the aspect of the people. By using this model, 

Smith shows his understanding of the fact that the wars currently prevalent are of a 

different type, but not of a fundamentally different nature than those of the era before 

1945. Smith’s distinctions between his two paradigms may be a little too neat, but his 

work offers a compelling insight into the question of why Western states have 
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encountered such difficulties in modern conflicts.
 272

 Incidentally, Smith’s view that 

modern warfare represents a shift in the balance between the elements of the secondary 

trinity is also accepted by John Nagl, who similarly believes that the communist 

insurgencies of the 20
th
 century are an example of the adaptation of Clausewitz’s trinity, 

not its dismissal.
273

 

Indeed, it is no coincidence that authors such as Kaldor and van Creveld are 

proponents of the ‘new wars’ theory as well as being anti – Clausewitz. Their flawed 

conceptions of war’s nature further undermine the credibility of their theories espousing 

war’s unique stages. Precisely because Smith does not do away with Clausewitz on false 

grounds does his analysis gain extra authority as a leading explanation for strong power 

defeats. 

At the end of this long discussion, it is possible to conclude that the nature of war 

has not been fundamentally changed. The methods and contexts have changed, leading to 

the current prevalence of Smith’s concept of war amongst the people. It is important that 

Western states adapt to these new challenges in order to protect and promote their 

interests overseas, yet it should not be forgotten that in war, change is a constant. Colin 

Gray’s warning about a possible recurrence of interstate war emphasizes this fact. Kaldor, 

Lind, Hammes and others have done an important service to the academic debate by 

analyzing and noting the particular features of modern day conflicts but have 

unfortunately overstated their uniqueness.  

Clausewitz recognized war’s ability to change its appearance in a more than 

superficial manner when he wrote that ‘[w]ar is more than a true chameleon that slightly 

adapts its characteristics to the given case.’
274

 And as Villacres and Bassford note on 

war’s different appearances, ‘[t]he basic sources of changes in those conditions lie in the 

elements of his "trinity."’
275

 Wars can therefore take on a multitude of forms, but all are 

shaped by the interaction between the eternal elements of violence, chance and rational 

purpose. That these forms are defined by a wide range of contextual factors is explicitly 

mentioned by Clausewitz, who writes that ‘[w]e can thus only say that the aims a 
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belligerent adopts, and the resources he employs, must be governed by the particular 

characteristics of his own position; but they will also conform to the spirit of the age and 

to its general character. Finally, they must always be governed by the general conclusions 

to be drawn from the nature of war itself.’
276

 

In other words, Clausewitz asserts that the general character of an age can have an 

influence on the goals pursued in war and the methods used to do so, without signifying a 

fundamental change in the nature of war. These observations support Smith’s argument 

that war amongst the people reflects the current impossibility to pursue total victory. 

Instead of the new paradigm being a radical break with the past, it reflects a new 

equilibrium between the elements of the secondary trinity, emphasizing the people. In all, 

Clausewitz and the contemporary authors who believe in his continued relevance offer a 

far more convincing and complete analysis of war’s nature, its history and its 

development than those writers who seek to identify new trends as radical departures 

from the past. 

 

Lessons of the past 

Proceeding from the understanding that modern day warfare does not represent a 

fundamental break from the conflicts of the past, does it follow that historical lessons can 

be applied to contemporary military problems?  

Although van Creveld asserts that ‘[t]o understand the future, study the past’, he 

simultaneously believes 99 percent of what has been written on counterinsurgency 

campaigns is useless.
277

 This feeling can perhaps be attributed to his view that a large part 

of modern day counterinsurgency doctrine is wrongfully based on the counterinsurgency 

war fought by the British in Malaya. While a success for the British, van Creveld thinks 

that the operation should not be taken as a blueprint for future counterinsurgency 

campaigns because it was singular in nature. The British government promised to 

relinquish control over their colony once the insurgency was defeated, and because most 

counterinsurgency campaigns are about gaining control, it is the wrong basis for 
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lessons.
278

 Ralph Peters makes the exact same point as van Creveld, stating that ‘Malaya 

and CORDS — the Civil Operations and Rural Development Support program in 

Vietnam — are treated as the definitive examples of [counterinsurgency] warfare, even 

though they’re anomalies from a specific historical juncture (…)’.
279

 Finally, Huw 

Bennett also believes that the characteristics of the Malayan Emergency have been over – 

generalized and ‘(…) ideals (…) are mistaken for actual empirical reality.’
280

 

Taking a less specific approach to the relevance of the past, David Kilcullen 

concludes his article on the renewed Western interest in counterinsurgency with the 

observation that ‘(…) today’s insurgencies differ significantly from those of the 1960s 

(…) classical theory is necessary but not sufficient for success against contemporary 

insurgencies (…) [this] should give us pause in seeking to “cut and paste” classical 1960s 

counterinsurgency.’
281

 Frank Hoffman shares this line of reasoning, arguing that in order 

to combat today’s insurgents, who are markedly different from those encountered in 

previous decades, ‘[w]e must do more than simply relearn classical [counterinsurgency], 

America’s military needs to adapt old doctrine to the new and increasingly complex 

strategic environment.’
282

 Finally, Steven Metz, Raymond Millen and Richard Stubbs all 

underline this point, emphasizing that each insurgency is a unique event.
283

 

 Van Creveld and Peters argue that current counterinsurgency doctrine is based on 

one campaign that exemplified the exception rather than the rule. Their criticism will be 

explored further when the Malayan Emergency’s influence on counterinsurgency 

doctrine is discussed in detail. Hoffman and Kilcullen stress the different nature of 

today’s insurgencies and, as a consequence of this, the need for counterinsurgency 

doctrines that are more than mere adaptations of those used in the past.  

 As the previous section showed, it is highly debatable whether war’s fundamental 

nature is subject to change. In that respect, both Kilcullen and Hoffman’s statements lose 

some of their power. They are correct in stressing that what worked in one war cannot 
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simply be copied to the next, but changed contexts and different military means do not 

necessarily imply that counterinsurgency principles have become outdated. Insurgents 

require public support in order to survive and this is no different for communist guerrillas 

in Vietnam, Marxist insurgents in Nepal or what Hoffman claims to be the ‘new’ 

phenomenon of jihadist fighters in Iraq and Afghanistan.
284

 

 Besides being wrongly interpreted, the past can also be ignored. Gil Merom 

identifies several lessons that, when applied, can prevent Western states from becoming 

embroiled in long, costly and ultimately fruitless wars against insurgents. Yet ‘(…) not 

all governments and leaders understand and apply the lessons of history, or identify 

properly the nature of conflict situations in which they either eagerly or grudgingly get 

involved.’
285

 Similarly, Arreguín – Toft bemoans ‘(…) the general tendency of policy 

makers to forget what their police and militaries have learned about responding 

effectively to insurgency.’
286

 

 In summary, none of the authors cited in this section feel the past is irrelevant and 

they seem to be in agreement that wrongfully interpreting, or simply neglecting, history is 

a factor in explaining the West’s problems with defeating weaker opponents. Based on 

the conclusion of the previous section that both present and past wars share the same 

basic characteristics, any claim that history has become irrelevant because a new phase in 

war has dawned, should be approached with caution. At the same time, authors such as 

Kilcullen and Hoffman are correct in arguing that war’s changing contexts mean that the 

lessons of one conflict cannot just be copied to the other. Likewise, Peters and van 

Creveld’s claim that basing military strategy on an historical anomaly is unwise, seems 

hard to deny. The influence of history will be further investigated in the following in – 

depth evaluation of Western military doctrine. 

 

Strategy and grand strategy: a mismatch? 

Politicians decide upon the goals armed force is to achieve, and the military implements 

these decisions. Doctrine plays an important role in this process as the expression of the 
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most effective use of military means based on the analysis of practical experience.
287

 It 

follows that if doctrine is based on faulty assumptions or an incorrect historical analysis 

of military operations, the usefulness of the armed forces as an instrument of policy will 

be sharply diminished. Armed forces have a variety of doctrines at their disposal and use 

the one that is the most suitable to the situation they find themselves in. Because this 

thesis is about strong states fighting weaker opponents using insurgency – based 

strategies, only doctrines relevant to combating such adversaries will be discussed. 

Therefore, the conclusions of this section should not be taken to reflect upon Western 

military doctrine as a whole, but solely on the way in which counterinsurgency wars are 

fought. 

 The structure of this part of the literature review will deviate slightly from what 

has gone before. First, the theories of Rupert Smith, Jeffrey Record, Ivan Arreguín – Toft 

and several other authors will be examined in some detail to highlight the 

counterinsurgency principles they believe to be the most important. Afterwards, those 

theories will be discussed independently in the form used up to this point, focusing on the 

debate surrounding them. A discussion of the role that technology plays in Western 

armed forces and a look at several less debated counterinsurgency principles will then 

round off the analysis of whether there is a discrepancy between the military’s planning 

for, and execution of, war, and the political goals the armed forces are to achieve. Or, in 

other words, whether there exists a mismatch between strategy and grand strategy. 

 As noted earlier, a key point made by Rupert Smith is that Western forces have 

performed poorly in counterinsurgency warfare because they have not been trained and 

equipped to fight such conflicts. Western forces prefer seeking a decisive victory on the 

battlefield, using force strategically, as opposed to fighting an opponent who is hard to 

identify, who refuses to accept battle and who must be defeated by isolating him from his 

main source of power; the people.  

Arreguín – Toft similarly argues that strong states are vulnerable when they meet 

an opponent who fights according to a different perception of war. He recognizes two 

broad strategic categories; the direct approach, aimed at undermining an opponent’s 

capacity to resist, and the indirect approach, aimed at undermining an opponent’s will to 
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resist. Western forces, seeking victory through battle and thus the direct approach, have 

lost to weaker opponents who utilized indirect methods focused on denying the Western 

forces the battles they sought while undermining their will through prolonged guerrilla 

campaigns.
288

 

Arreguín –Toft also makes the interesting point that when Western states adapted 

the indirect methods of their opponents, for example by bombing civilian targets to 

undermine their enemies’ will to continue the fight, they were often militarily successful 

but ultimately still defeated because such methods were politically unacceptable.
289

 

Rupert Smith gives a good example of this when he refers to the French success in 

quelling the Algerian insurrection between 1954 and 1962. Matching their Algerian 

opponents’ terrorist tactics with a brutality of their own proved a military success, but set 

the stage for political defeat, as news of the French military’s brutalities led to huge 

public outcry in France. Thus, the political costs outweighed the military advantages and 

were an important contributing factor to France’s withdrawal from Algeria in 1962. It is 

interesting to note how these arguments and Merom’s theory about the political 

vulnerabilities of Western democracies mutually reinforce each other.
290

 

 Both Smith and Arreguín – Toft argue that the Western approach to 

counterinsurgency emphasizes a preference for using force decisively and a disregard for 

the political nature of such conflicts. Their theories are well illustrated by the U.S. 

Army’s counterinsurgency doctrine published in 1986, Field Manual 90 – 8. Although 

the preface states that ‘[t]he aims, objectives, and methods of guerrilla warfare differ 

greatly from those of conventional warfare’, it nevertheless asserts that ‘[t]he basic 

concepts of AirLand Battle doctrine can be applied to counterguerrilla operations.’
291

 

This is paradoxical because ‘AirLand Battle’ was designed after the Vietnam War as a 

move away from counterinsurgency and towards a more synergetic cooperation between 

the different branches of the armed forces aimed at defeating a possible Soviet invasion 
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of Western Europe. In essence, it embodied a return to a very conventional approach to 

warfare.
292

 

 Although the U.S. Army has recently published a new counterinsurgency doctrine 

which will be discussed in due course, the example of FM 90 – 8 illustrates what Jeffrey 

Record calls the American aversion to counterinsurgency and the ‘(…) growing 

alienation between the kind of war the United States prepares to fight and the kinds of 

war it has actually fought in recent decades and will likely fight in the future.’
293

  

Additionally, Record points out that the American focus on victory through the use of 

force implies a separation of war and politics. The U.S. military overlooks the fact that 

winning battles is but one phase of winning a war and that a focus on military victories as 

goals by themselves ‘(…) encourages fatal inattention to the challenges of converting 

military wins into political successes.’
294

 This apolitical outlook on war, combined with 

an institutional dislike for counterinsurgency, leads Record to conclude that ‘(…) 

accordingly, the United States should avoid direct military involvement in foreign 

internal wars.’
295

 In this sense, Record supports Luttwak’s idea of ‘[c]ounterinsurgency 

warfare as military malpractice.’
296

 

If the views of Rupert Smith, Arreguín – Toft and Jeffrey Record are taken 

together, a powerful military explanation for Western states’ lack of success in 

counterinsurgency wars presents itself. By preparing for conventional warfare, Western 

armed forces have been unable to deal with opponents who have refused to fight 

according to the same rules. Military superiority is of little value when no adequate 

targets present themselves, and although using this power to out terrorize the terrorists 

can be very effective in a military sense, the political repercussions are devastating. What 

Arreguín – Toft calls a strategy of barbarism is therefore of little long term value.
297

 

Finally, the problem is compounded by the inclination to view military victories as goals 

in themselves, which risks strategy becoming counterproductive to grand strategy as it 
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separates war from politics. An example from the U.S. intervention in Somalia in the 

early 1990’s may serve to illustrate this argument.  

In response to the killing of several Pakistani peacekeepers by men allied to the 

Somali warlord Mohammed Aidid, U.S. forces initiated an operation intended to capture 

him and weaken his militia. This led to the use of significant military force such as air 

strikes in the densely populated Somali capital of Mogadishu. Although care was taken to 

avoid collateral damage, innocent Somalis still became victims, losing their lives or 

seeing their homes destroyed. As Nicholas Wheeler explains, ‘[t]he fundamental problem 

was that the hunt for Aidid not only prevented [the U.S. / U.N. operation] from fulfilling 

its mission of political reconciliation; it also fundamentally contradicted the humanitarian 

rationale that had led to the initial U.S. intervention in December 1992.’
298

 In other 

words, the hunt for Aidid may have led to military successes, but by alienating the very 

population whose support was crucial to the success of the larger U.N. reconstruction 

mission, the military strategy and the political grand strategy that it was supposed to 

serve, were at odds with one another. 

This example highlights once again the importance of Clausewitz’s observation 

that war must be subordinate to politics. It also reflects the more contemporary views of 

authors such as Colin Gray and Robert Mandel who point out that success in war is 

dependent on more than winning battles; it is about winning the peace that follows the 

fighting.
299

 The political objective remains of primary importance and in 

counterinsurgency warfare, to paraphrase Thomas X. Hammes, changing minds is more 

important than destroying armies.
300

 

Smith, Arreguín – Toft, Record, Wheeler, Gray and Mandel are highly critical of 

the American approach to counterinsurgency, typified by FM 90 – 8, which tackles the 

problem as if it were an interstate conventional war. Instead, they would like to see a new 

‘hearts and minds ‘ doctrine aimed at winning the will of the people, coupled with a 

restrictive use of force that embodies the recognition that in counterinsurgency warfare 

collateral damage must be avoided as it runs contrary to the aim of winning popular 

support. Fundamentally, they believe doctrine must recognize that counterinsurgency is a 
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political struggle at heart, not a clash of force. The use of armed force is but one aspect 

necessary to achieve success in such conflicts. As Rupert Smith writes in the conclusion 

to his book, ‘(…) the strategic object cannot now be achieved through the singular use of 

massive military force alone; in most cases military force can only achieve tactical results 

and to have more than passing value these must be stitched into a greater plan.’
301

 

But are heart and minds, the restrictive use of force and political primacy 

recognized across the board by authors who concern themselves with the topics at hand? 

Not surprisingly, this is not the case, and there is substantial debate about all these issues, 

which will now be examined in detail. 

 

Strategy and grand strategy 1: hearts and minds 

The hearts and minds concept can be traced back to the counterinsurgency campaign 

conducted by Great Britain in its erstwhile colony of Malaya from 1948 to 1957. As 

Richard Stubbs explains, although they initially followed a course aimed at physically 

eradicating the insurgents, the British soon realized that their aggressive approach only 

pushed more people to support their opponents. They then recast their strategy to fit the 

political nature of the conflict by prioritizing the winning of the Malayan people’s 

support. By addressing their grievances, instituting governmental reforms and retraining 

the police force, the British hoped to create a more attractive vision of society than what 

the insurgents where offering. Additionally, massive population resettlement programs 

provided security for the Malayan populace while making it possible for the British to 

prevent supplies from being snuck out to the insurgents. By providing security as well as 

economical and societal perspectives while simultaneously physically separating the 

insurgents from their support base, the British were able to isolate and delegitimize their 

opponents who subsequently withered away and were conclusively beaten over time.
302

 

 As the Malayan example shows, the use of military force is but one aspect of the 

hearts and minds approach. In the words of James Corum, ‘[e]ffective counterinsurgency 

is about nation building and addressing the needs of the population. (…) The combat 

forces, which are the main thing in conventional war, are likely to have a secondary role 
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as security providers.’
303

 In short, a hearts and minds strategy requires effective civil as 

well as military measures and thus necessitates the close cooperation between a multitude 

of government agencies besides the military.
304

 

 The British conduct of the Malayan Emergency has become perhaps the foremost 

example of a successful hearts and minds approach to counterinsurgency and can 

therefore count on numerous supporters. Among them are Steven Metz and Raymond 

Millen who argue that counterinsurgency planning should focus on fracturing insurgent 

movements by offering amnesties and alternatives while delegitimizing them in the eyes 

of their national and international constituencies, and demoralizing insurgents by 

continuous military and psychological operations.
305

 Such thinking is also evident in the 

work of Daniel Marston who believes that successful counterinsurgency efforts start with 

the ability to provide physical as well as economical security to affected populations 

while refraining from heavy handed approaches that alienate the people and which are 

insensitive to their cultural and societal attributes.
306

 

 Other contemporary authors such as Frank Hoffman are more skeptical of the 

universal validity of the hearts and minds approach. Hoffman criticizes the revival of 

1960’s counterinsurgency thinking and argues that the principles formulated during the 

counterinsurgency campaigns of the twentieth century are over – generalized, with the 

hearts and minds approach being particularly guilty of assuming that Western values and 

political preferences are universal.
307

 Because cultural sensitivity is an integral part of the 

hearts and minds approach, Hoffman’s critique validates a short investigation into the 

subject. 

Robert Tilman argues that cultural awareness gave the British the edge in Malaya 

and Nicholas Wheeler believes that a lack of it cost the American forces considerable 

goodwill in Somalia.
308

 Similarly, Carter Malkasian and Daniel Marston find that 

American ignorance of Iraqi and Afghani society and politics has been an important 
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factor in their continuing lack of success in the counterinsurgency campaigns raging in 

both countries.
309

 James Corum makes the same point and traces the mistake back to the 

Vietnam War where the Americans similarly failed to understand Vietnamese culture.
310

 

Finally, Rod Thornton also thinks that western militaries must develop a greater 

understanding of their opponents in order to be successful and Robert H. Scales even 

calls for a culture – centric approach to warfare.
311

 

 On the other hand, Patrick Porter warns that while cultural sensitivity can be 

useful up to a point, it may lead to stereotyping and by grouping non – western cultures 

together, to incorrectly defining today’s enemies based on past experiences that are 

superficially similar but fundamentally different.
312

 Adda B. Bozeman issues a warning  

similar to Hoffman’s, believing post – Second World War United States’ foreign policy 

failures to have been partly contributable to ‘(…) the inclinations, namely, to dissociate 

values from facts, to treat values as if they were norms, and to assume that privately or 

locally preferred values are also globally valid norms.’
313

 

 While Bozeman and Porter make very valid points, it seems only logical that any 

counterinsurgency attempt aimed at achieving success through a hearts and minds 

approach should be cognizant of the cultural and societal specifics of the country in 

which it is taking place. To take the current war in Iraq as an example, ‘[t]he two pillars 

of US strategy – democratization and the building of a national and integrated Iraqi Army 

– did not match the sectarian realities of Iraq. The democratization process put the Sunnis 

in a position in which they stood to gain more by waging war than accepting the outcome 

of the political process.’
314

 Arguably, if pre – war planning had taken this societal divide 

into consideration, steps might have been taken to prevent the outbreak of civil war. 

To conclude this short section on the cultural aspects of the hearts and minds 

approach, it seems wisest to argue that cultural sensitivity is a valuable tool for winning 
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the support of a target population and learning about one’s opponent. At the same time, 

the unique context of each conflict should not be overlooked. As Porter concludes his 

article, ‘[t]oday’s strategists cannot afford to presume that East is always East.’
315

 It may 

well be that cultural sensitivity begins with the insight that Western norms are not 

universal.  

Returning to the main discussion about the hearts and minds approach, another of 

Hoffman’s arguments presents itself. In addition to allegations of cultural insensitivity, he 

questions whether the specific nature of today’s media – empowered insurgents does not 

undermine the importance of winning local support in order to successfully combat them. 

By being able to reach out across the globe using the internet or the international media, 

insurgents may no longer be as dependent on local support as was the case during the 

Cold War era. Consequently, Hoffman argues that defeating insurgencies by isolating 

them from local support through a hearts and minds approach may not be a valid strategy 

anymore.
316

 

A weakness in Hoffman’s argument is that while insurgents might have 

supporters across the globe, they still depend on those in their physical proximity to 

supply them with cover, food, and weapons, as well as the bulk of their recruits. A more 

convincing argument of similar implications is made by Metz and Millen who divide 

insurgencies into two categories that each have distinct consequences for the possible 

success of the counterinsurgency effort. 

National insurgencies are aimed at reforming or removing the government and are 

mainly fueled by practical grievances held by the population. On the other hand, 

liberation insurgencies are not about righting societal wrongs but about removing foreign 

occupiers. Metz and Millen argue that while the hearts and minds approach can be 

effective in winning the support of a population by addressing their grievances, its ability 

to do so in liberation insurgencies is notably reduced. Liberation insurgencies are not 

about a lack of democratic rights or economic prosperity and reforms thus hold little 
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persuasive power. If the counterinsurgents are themselves the source of the insurgency 

than a hearts and minds approach may have very limited effect indeed.
317

 

Edward Luttwak similarly doubts whether winning the support of the target 

population is feasible in modern counterinsurgency operations. Drawing his inspiration 

from Napoleon’s disastrous campaign against the Spanish and the current U.S. war in 

Iraq, Luttwak argues that, when it comes to winning local support, it is not what is 

proposed that matters, but who proposes it. The United States is unlikely to win popular 

support in Iraq, just like Napoleon did not stand a chance in Spain, because it cannot 

overcome the distrust of the local population. The Iraqis simply cannot believe that 

foreigners would suffer significant human and economic costs to selflessly help them out 

of purely ideological considerations.
318

  

Christopher Ford likewise finds that the American effort in Iraq suffers from a 

credibility problem, with the majority of the Iraqi people seeing the occupying forces as 

unholy robbers of their country’s national resources. This compounds the problem of 

winning popular support. For insurgents, a population’s neutrality is sufficient to allow 

them to operate unobstructed, but counterinsurgents need active support in order to find 

and isolate their enemies. As Ford continues to explain, in the hearts and minds approach, 

the establishment of a fair and functional government that is seen as a better alternative to 

what the insurgents have to offer is a crucial tool in gaining this support. In his opinion, 

corruption, ineffective governance and the lack of a competent judiciary are seriously 

hampering this effort in Iraq. Additionally, the coalition’s reluctance to use force 

critically undermines its ability to coerce civilians who resist pacification. In short, Ford 

argues that persuasive measures suffer from a lack of credibility and corrupt governance 

while coercive measures suffer from unwillingness to use the necessary force.
319

  

The arguments presented by Metz, Millen, Luttwak and Ford illustrate just how 

difficult and multifaceted counterinsurgency campaigns can be. The distinction between 

national and liberation insurgencies can be an effective way to judge the receptiveness of 

a population to persuasive measures and can help provide a clearer picture of the chances 

of success. As Metz and Millen write, ‘[i]n liberation insurgencies, though, a strategy of 

                                                 
317
 Metz and Millen, Insurgency and counterinsurgency in the 21

st
 century, 2 – 3. 

318
 Luttwak, ‘Dead end’, 34 – 35. 

319
 Ford, ‘Speak no evil’, 52 – 55, 58 – 62. 



 88 

victory is a very long shot. (…) In such insurgencies, a strategy of containment is the 

more logical one.’
320

 This may be well worth remembering. 

Another critique of the hearts and minds approach that was touched upon earlier 

is that it is based on far too little empirical evidence. Recalling van Creveld and Peters’ 

comments that the Malayan campaign signified an exception rather than a rule, raises the 

question of how valid it is to base counterinsurgency doctrine on this one example.
321

 

Not very, assert Karl Hack and Simon C. Smith who both argue that further 

empirical proof of the effectiveness of the hearts and minds approach is missing.
322

 As 

shown, Ralph Peters similarly finds the Malayan campaign to signify an anomaly. He 

believes that the attention it receives has more to do with the current popularity of the 

hearts and minds concept than any historical proof that underlines its presumed 

effectiveness. In fact, Peters claims that ‘[t]he doctrine writers shun any examples that 

contradict their politically correct biases.’
323

 Indeed, a contemporary Western preference 

for non – violent solutions to conflicts may cloud the fact that, as Richard Popplewell 

writes, the success of the Malayan campaign had more to do with Britain’s decision to 

end Empire than anything else.
324

 Attempting to address the underlying grievances of a 

target population may be effective in securing their support, but if it means giving up 

what is being fought for in the first place, it may not be a solution with a wide range of 

applications. 

As noted in the previous section, the importance of winning the will of the target 

population in counterinsurgency warfare is recognized by Rupert Smith, Arreguín – Toft 

and Record. With the possible exception of Ralph Peters, the authors mentioned in this 

section do not deny that civilians are the primary targets for both sides in an insurgency, 

but they do express sharp criticisms of the feasibility of winning this support using the 

hearts and minds approach. Besides being based mainly on one example in which the 
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concept may not even have been of primary importance, authors have also expressed 

doubts about its cultural assumptions and fundamental principles. Winning local support 

may not just be difficult, it may prove impossible if the counterinsurgents are themselves 

the source of the unrest. Finally, as Christopher Ford and Edward Luttwak pointed out, 

the Western reluctance to using force and instituting effective governance in the countries 

they occupy, can critically undermine both the coercive as well as the persuasive aspects 

of a hearts and minds approach. 

Rupert Smith is undoubtedly correct when he writes that legality and morality are 

very important principles in the battle for the will of the people.
325

 But just as the 

conventional warfare approach to counterinsurgency epitomized by the U.S. Army’s 

1986 field manual erred too much on the side of the strategic use of force, the current 

hearts and minds approach is equally likely to fail if it delegitimizes force’s coercive and 

destructive functions. In the next section the role of military violence in a hearts and 

minds strategy will be discussed in detail. 

To conclude this part, it is interesting to note that the U.S. Army has recently 

published an update of its counterinsurgency doctrine, entitled Field Manual 3 – 24: 

counterinsurgency. Popularly known by the name of one of its authors as the Petraeus 

Doctrine, this new field manual embraces the hearts and minds concept and the political 

nature of counterinsurgency. In these regards it is an important step forward from the 

conventional warfare orientation of FM 90 – 8, but as this discussion has hoped to show, 

effectively putting this new approach to counterinsurgency into practice will require the 

surmounting of considerable obstacles.
326

  

 

Strategy and grand strategy 2: minimal force 

As this thesis has shown, Smith and Arreguín – Toft argue for moderation in the use of 

force. Barbarism may be a militarily effective strategy, but as the example of Algeria 

highlighted, it is ultimately politically self defeating for democracies to employ such 

methods. Smith and Record also pointed out that the strategic use of force is not a viable 

option in counterinsurgency operations. Not only do targets that warrant the use of 
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advanced and expensive weaponry seldom present themselves, but such a focus on 

victory through battle clouds these conflicts’ political nature. Finally, as Wheeler’s 

example of Somalia has shown, the inevitable collateral damage incurred when sizeable 

force is used is at odds with the political aims of winning the will of the people. 

However, as the foregoing discussion of the hearts and minds approach has highlighted, 

using too little force may present dangers of its own. The following paragraphs will delve 

deeper into this issue in order to gain a clearer understanding of the uses and abuses of 

military violence in counterinsurgency operations. 

 The current U.S. field manual on counterinsurgency, FM 3 – 24, endorses 

restraint in the use of force, urging ‘(…) commanders to adopt appropriate and measured 

levels of force and [to] apply that force precisely so that it accomplishes the mission 

without causing unnecessary loss of life or suffering’, because while ‘[e]xtremist 

insurgent combatants often have to be killed’ (…) ‘[a]n operation that kills five 

insurgents is counterproductive if collateral damage leads to the recruitment of fifty more 

insurgents.’
327

 The new manual’s claim that ‘[w]hile security is essential to setting the 

stage for overall progress, lasting victory comes from a vibrant economy, political 

participation, and restored hope’ is a recognition that force alone cannot achieve the 

desired results.
328

 This coincides with the observation made earlier that the hearts and 

minds approach revolves largely around non – violent methods, thus presenting further 

evidence of an important step forward in American counterinsurgency thinking. 

 Thornton similarly takes a stand against a strategy focused primarily on the use of 

force. Against opponents willing to sacrifice themselves, ‘[k]illing the contemporary 

asymmetric warrior cannot be counted as an end in itself. Numbers are not their centre of 

gravity. And, of course, if too great a degree of force is used in attempts to kill as many 

of them as possible, then collateral damage is inevitable in terms of destroyed 

infrastructure and the deaths of innocents.’
329

 Record makes the same point, stating that 

‘(…) pursuit of a “body count” strategy is doomed to failure against an enemy willing 

and able to replace his losses.’
330

 Finally, Richard Stubbs contends that out – terrorizing 
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the insurgents alienates the people on whom the success of the counterinsurgency effort 

depends while simultaneously strengthening the insurgent’s cause.
331

 

Taking a completely opposite view, Ralph Peters believes that in regard to the 

enemies facing Western states today, ‘[t]he only solution is to kill them and keep on 

killing them: a war of attrition.’
332

 Peters takes this uncompromising opinion even further 

when he writes that ‘(…) if [the insurgents] surrender, you must accord them their rights 

under the laws of war and international conventions. But, as we have learned so painfully 

from all the mindless, left-wing nonsense spouted about the prisoners at Guantanamo, 

you are much better off killing them before they have a chance to surrender.’
333

 

 Clearly Peters’ outrageous statement shows his complete ignorance of the 

political, social and moral contexts in which wars take place and a hopelessly naïve 

outlook on the solutions to contemporary international crises. Furthermore, his emphasis 

on success through large scale military violence as a counterinsurgency strategy is also in 

contradiction to recent historical events, most notably the Vietnam War. 

As John E. Mueller explains, a body count strategy was exactly what the United 

States attempted to win the Vietnam War with. The U.S. failed not because they were 

unable to inflict large numbers of casualties but because the North Vietnamese 

persevered regardless of the damage inflicted upon them. As a percentage of their total 

population the people of North Vietnam suffered a truly horrendous number of dead. At 

an estimated 2.5 to 3.5 percent, such losses are virtually unprecedented outside of the 

World Wars. What makes this figure even more remarkable is that North Vietnam was 

not fighting for national survival; withdrawal from South Vietnam did not put its 

continued existence at stake. Against such an ability and willingness to suffer, American 

firepower lost most of its utility. In the end, despite inflicting at least a 10:1 casualty ratio 

on their communist opponents, the Americans tired first.
334

 

  It may be, as Mueller believes, that the North Vietnamese were unique in their 

ability to suffer immense losses over an extended period of time.
335

 Nevertheless, writers 
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like Peters who advocate a purely attritional strategy are on very thin ice indeed. Yet 

Peters is not the only one to claim that ‘[o]ver the past 3,000 years, insurgencies 

overwhelmingly have been put down thoroughly by killing insurgents’ 
336

 It is a point 

elaborated upon by Luttwak, who argues that the Romans, the Ottoman Empire and Nazi 

Germany were very effective at dealing with insurgencies simply by using brutal 

measures. At least in Luttwak’s case this is not an endorsement of such tactics, but 

merely serves to illustrate his point that violence has historically proven effectiveness, a 

background that non – violent approaches to counterinsurgency largely lack.
337

 While it 

is beyond the scope of this thesis to investigate Luttwak’s historical claims in detail, it is 

interesting to note that the historical effectiveness of brutal military measures is not 

unchallenged. 

 In his analysis of Nazi Germany’s battle against Soviet partisans on the Eastern 

Front, Peter Lieb finds that the Germans were never able to truly secure their supply 

lines. The immense geographical space, combined with severe manpower shortages and 

the poor quality and mobility of the divisions tasked with anti – partisan operations, 

meant that security was very hard to establish. The extreme levels of indiscriminate 

violence used by the German forces may even have exacerbated the problem by driving 

more and more people to take up arms against them. At best, writes Lieb, the Germans 

achieved a stalemate in their fight against the partisans.
338

 

 However, the Germans were able to keep the partisan movement from 

spreading.
339

 Without further research it is hard to refute Luttwak’s claim that outright 

military violence has historically played an important role in countering insurgencies, 

even if more recent examples such as the British conduct of the Malayan Emergency 

show that waging a successful counterinsurgency campaign without resorting to extremes 

of violence is possible. What the examples of Vietnam and the Eastern Front do show, is 

that violence alone cannot be seen as the solution to insurgencies. These two cases 

represent extremes of, on the one hand, a dedication to firepower, and on the other hand a 

reliance on sheer brutality. Because democratic societies cannot, or will not, resort to 
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outright brutality, it can be seen as promising that such an approach need not necessarily 

lead to success. The question remains, however, at what point the use of military force 

crosses the line between necessity and counter productivity. 

In this regard van Creveld takes a dual standpoint, advocating either a very 

restrictive and discriminative use of force or outright, unapologetic and indiscriminate 

violence. The key to choosing one or the other seems to resolve around whether or not 

reliable intelligence is available that allows selective targeting, and whether the military’s 

morale and professionalism permits a long and drawn out campaign.
340

 Van Creveld’s 

contradictory conclusion is puzzling, the more so because he argues that the more 

ruthless the repression is, the more violent and widespread the resistance will be in 

turn.
341

 In light of democratic states’ inability to use indiscriminate and ruthless violence, 

the practical applicability of van Creveld’s advice seems negligible. 

Clausewitz scholar Christopher Daase presents an interesting point that further 

undermines van Creveld’s advice. Daase argues that a government using brutality and 

repression to combat insurgents will likely fall victim to the ensuing escalation of 

violence as the use of increasingly brutal methods threatens its institutions and normative 

standards.
342

 Thus, ‘[i]n small wars, the escalation dominance lies with the insurgent 

since the state will be the first to quit the “competition of outrage.”’
343

 It seems 

increasingly clear that, at least for democratic states, a reliance on excessive violence is 

simply not an option when waging counterinsurgency wars. 

 Occupying the middle ground in this discussion are authors like Robert Mandel, 

Christopher Bellamy and Christopher Ford. Mandel acknowledges the importance of 

maintaining the support of the target population but warns that ‘[t]oo much restraint or 

leniency by the victor in confronting unruly elements in the vanquished state can appear 

as a sign of weakness, and thus being perceived as overly sensitive about humanitarian 

concerns may sometimes actually worsen a victor’s capacity to maintain postwar social 

order.’
344
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 Christopher Bellamy believes that ‘[m]inimum force is the ideal, perhaps 

facilitated by the use of non – lethal weapons, but maximum strength should underlie 

minimum force.’
345

 Bellamy argues that militaries fighting limited wars should be 

prepared to quickly escalate the intensity of the force they can project in order to be as 

flexible as possible and to maintain credibility and effectiveness in situations where such 

an escalation can be used as a persuasive threat.
346

 Finally, it is useful to reiterate 

Christopher Ford’s point that without a willingness to use force, coercive measures lose a 

lot of their credibility, handicapping Western states’ ability to deal with those opponents 

who are not receptive to persuasion.
347

 

 A legitimate question at this point is: if winning popular support is incompatible 

with gross military violence, exactly how can armed force legitimately be used in 

counterinsurgency operations? A review of the literature shows several broad 

possibilities, all focused on providing protection to the people in disputed territories. This 

can be achieved by population resettlement programs whereby civilians are placed in 

guarded compounds, by raising local militias or police forces so that civilians take an 

active role in providing their own safety, or by a combination of these methods.
348

 A 

variation of this approach currently being used in Iraq known as ‘clear – hold – build’ 

focuses on using military force to remove insurgents from a certain area, instituting 

security measures to keep them from returning and finally bringing in the various other 

government agencies to start the economic, social and political (re)construction 

process.
349

 While using military force to kill insurgents is still an integral part of these 

methods, the focus is on providing safety to the population, not on winning the war by 

eradicating the opposition. Additional benefits of these approaches are the increased 

legitimacy caused by using local forces, the advantages these forces enjoy in regard to 

intelligence gathering capabilities, and crucially the longer term prospect of an end to the 
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counterinsurgency campaign when local forces are able to fully take over from the 

intervening state.
350

 

 As is the norm in counterinsurgency literature, these methods are not uncontested. 

Huw Bennett argues that the minimal violence label attached to such practices is 

misleading because ‘(…) measures such as [population resettlement] were usually 

unpleasant.’
351

 While certainly true, the consequences of a firepower intensive strategy 

will undoubtedly be far more than merely unpleasant. A more striking critique is given by 

Jeffrey Record who points out that isolating a population from insurgents requires a very 

large number of troops and sufficient patience. Both are commodities that Record 

believes the U.S. does not possess.
352

 This does indeed seem to be a very large problem. 

As both Malkasian and Corum also point out, the number of forces currently engaged in 

Iraq is far too small to both effectively deal with the insurgents and provide security, 

making force size an important contributing factor to the ongoing lack of success.
353

 It 

should be noted, however, that because the situation in Iraq is constantly evolving, these 

conclusions may no longer reflect current events. 

 Yet the fact that the U.S. currently has too few troops in Iraq to effectively 

implement a strategy aimed at providing security for the population and cutting 

insurgents off from their support, does not detract from such a strategy’s merits. As John 

Nagl writes, the North Vietnamese perceived the construction of fortified villages as a 

genuine threat to their ability to control people and territory, and American studies 

undertaken during the Vietnam War similarly highlighted their effectiveness.
354

 The 

number of historical examples in which similar approaches have yielded results may be 

limited, especially if compared to the quantity of cases in which a reliance on force has 

proven effective. Yet in light of the limitations placed on the use of force by the nature of 

democratic societies, military strategies aimed at providing security by population 

resettlement and the raising of local forces may present the best chance of success in 

counterinsurgency operations. 
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 In conclusion, minimal force as a concept seems to be theoretically sound but 

difficult to put into practice, where it has to be balanced with the need to operate 

aggressively. Extremes of violence may have been very effective in the past, but 

fortunately such practices are no longer acceptable to Western democracies. Yet at the 

same time, it cannot be ignored that the use of force against insurgents is an integral part 

of counterinsurgency campaigns. The difficult challenge will be to adjust the levels of 

violence in counterinsurgency warfare to allow for the effective destruction of insurgents 

and the coercion of unwilling civilians without causing unacceptable levels of collateral 

damage and the alienation of both the home front and the target population by acts of 

brutality.  

As such, this discussion is very closely tied to the one surrounding public opinion. 

Recalling one of the conclusions from the government part of the literature review, it is 

possible to argue that the amount of force deemed acceptable in counterinsurgency 

campaigns is strongly tied to the home front’s pragmatic weighing of costs and benefits 

and its perception of necessity and justness. Strong political leadership must harden 

public opinion for the aspect of counterinsurgency operations that is inherently violent. 

Clausewitz’s oft – quoted saying that the war upon which one embarks should not 

be turned into something that is alien to its nature cuts both ways. Too much emphasis on 

the use of force can obscure the political goals and risk the pursuit of military victories 

for their own sake. Too little emphasis on said force risks achieving equally little by 

substituting reality for ideology. In that respect, there is some truth to Clausewitz’s 

statement that ‘[k]ind – hearted people might of course think there was some ingenious 

way to disarm or defeat an enemy without too much bloodshed, and might imagine this is 

the true goal of the art of war. Pleasant as it sounds, it is a fallacy that must be exposed 

(…).’
355

  

In this regard, while the new U.S. field manual on counterinsurgency is an 

important step towards a more effective military doctrine, it remains to be seen if societal 

and political attitudes towards the use of military force will allow it the leniency and time 

span to be implemented effectively. Because if strategy is to serve grand strategy, then 

                                                 
355
 Clausewitz, On war, 83 – 84. 



 97 

the armed forces of Western states must be allowed to use the force necessary to achieve 

their objectives. 

 

Strategy and grand strategy 3: political primacy revisited  

The argument that war, regardless of whether it is of the counterinsurgency, the 

conventional or any other variety, is subordinate to political goals and the guidance of the 

government, has been a central theme in this thesis. Clausewitz’s views on the primacy of 

politics have been discussed, as have the affirmations of this argument by many 

contemporary authors such as Rupert Smith and Jeffrey Record. David Kilcullen even 

speculates that the pervasive media coverage of virtually all aspects of modern 

counterinsurgencies makes them one hundred percent political, and R.D. Hooker affirms 

that the application of military force is only of secondary importance in 

counterinsurgency warfare.
356

 But should the assertions of Ralph Peters, Monica Toft, 

Edward Luttwak, Robert Mandel and the Human Security Report that military successes 

have historically proven more durable than negotiated settlements not lead to a preference 

for a military solution rather than a political one? Do the difficulties raised by a hearts 

and minds approach not lead to the same conclusion?
357

  

 It is important to realize that political primacy does not imply that the use of 

armed force is somehow unallowable; the armed forces are a political instrument just like 

economic sanctions or diplomacy. A more valid way of looking at the issue is by 

speculating whether the Western preference for solving conflicts through a minimal use 

of force does not lead to unstable solutions. Luttwak is probably right when he berates 

Western humanitarian efforts for not truly solving the underlying causes of a particular 

conflict but merely freezing it in place, leaving all the parties concerned with the means, 

ability and will to continue it at a later date.
358

 Decisiveness is a necessary requirement 

for any effective use force, whether it is aimed at alleviating human suffering in some 

foreign country or at defending national interests abroad by military intervention; half 

hearted measures ultimately lead nowhere. 
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 As has been discussed earlier, decisiveness may mean choosing to back one 

particular party in a foreign civil war. It may also mean implementing coercive and 

destructive measures that add credibility to a ‘carrot and stick’ approach to winning the 

hearts and minds, as espoused by Mandel, Ford and Rupert Smith.
359

 It is likely that such 

policies will raise moral questions among Western states’ citizens. If policy makers find 

themselves unable or unwilling to defend and justify the realities of war, it may be a clear 

sign that the intervention should not have occurred in the first place. 

 Yet one factor that should not be overlooked is that the tendency of political 

settlements to deteriorate after a short period of time may simply be an inherent part of 

Rupert Smith’s paradigm of war amongst the people. He argues that before the large 

scale, decisive use of force had been made practically impossible by the development of 

nuclear weapons, the pattern of conflict was peace – confrontation – conflict – resolution 

– peace. In war amongst the people, the achievement of absolute victory is virtually 

impossible and the clear resolution of conflicts is therefore very difficult. Instead of 

conflict evolving into peace, the new paradigm sees ‘(…) a continuous criss – crossing 

between confrontation and conflict, regardless of whether a state is facing another state or 

a non – state actor. (…) [c]onflicts are resolved, but not necessarily confrontations.’
360

 If 

Rupert Smith is right, war amongst the people is inherently difficult to conclusively 

resolve. This may well be beyond the control of politicians and soldiers. However, bad 

planning, incorrect or unrealistic assumptions, poor doctrine, bad history and ignorance 

regarding war’s enduring features are all faults that can be improved upon.  

 Killing all the insurgents, as Ralph Peters so zealously advocates, would indeed 

subvert the political nature of counterinsurgency and focus on a purely military 

solution.
361

 Yet as this discussion and the ones that have gone before it have attempted to 

clarify, such a strategy would lead only to ruin. Blaming the lack of Western states’ 

success in counterinsurgency warfare on the primacy of politics and the boundaries 

politicians impose on their military leaders ignores the fact that wars can no longer be 

fought as isolated events. The international media and communications technology have 
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brought people, government and armed forces ever closer and increased their 

interdependence. Purely military approaches to counterinsurgency that ignore the 

political and social contexts risk the very integrity of Clausewitz’s secondary trinity. Not 

only would the political goals remain unattained, ‘the people’ would most likely 

withdraw their support of the war, thus jeopardizing the entire endeavor and risking 

domestic political turmoil as well. 

Even though purely military solutions can seem attractive on their own accord and 

in light of the difficulties presented by the hearts and minds approach, every effort should 

be made so that means and ends, strategy and grand strategy, remain strongly tied 

together. Ignoring the political dimension of war occludes the fact that in 

counterinsurgencies winning battles is not enough. Unfortunately, this tendency to focus 

on the engagement itself rather than the political outcome it is supposed to serve is 

reinforced by the promises offered by technology.  

 

Strategy and grand strategy 4: an over – reliance on technology 

The great interest that Western armed forces have shown towards technology dates from 

the Cold War, when it was hoped that a focus on quality could offset the Soviet military’s 

quantitative advantages.
362

 Just as importantly, as Karl Eikenberry explains, American 

government and military elites, believing their citizens unable to accept casualties, came 

to view technology as a way to realize decisive but costless wars. Eikenberry believes the 

debacle of the Vietnam War was of prime influence on this trend, which continues to be 

an integral part of Western military doctrine to this day. However, Eikenberry warns that 

technology has become overemphasized, that it is but one aspect of warfare and that it 

cannot substitute soldiers.
363

 As the following pages will show, Eikenberry is not alone in 

his criticisms but neither are his views unchallenged. This section’s review of the 

usefulness of technology shall begin by discussing several other authors who believe its 

benefits should not be overstated. 

 Like Eikenberry, Robert Mandel warns that high technology weaponry can 

efficiently destroy enemy forces but that it cannot occupy territory or exert control. These 
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tasks, especially important in counterinsurgency warfare, require actual soldiers on the 

ground. Another drawback that Mandel identifies in the dependence on advanced 

weapons and equipment is that it may lead to unwarranted high expectations of a quick 

victory. The promises of precision firepower and all – round surveillance obscure the fact 

that wars against weaker opponents emphasize the willingness to incur costs over a 

prolonged period of time, rather than short decisive military encounters.
364

  

Thornton shows that without proper targets, even the most cutting edge weapon 

systems are of little use. ‘The “speed and simplicity” of firepower delivered by high – 

tech means can only work to any degree, moreover, if there is something obvious that it 

can be pointed at. In places like Iraq and Afghanistan the asymmetric opponents seem not 

to present any “real” targets.’
365

 Furthermore he warns that if the firepower available to 

Western forces ‘(…) is all directed wrongly, (…) it can have markedly negative effects, 

especially if excessive force is used.’
366

 A lack of suitable targets and the risk of 

collateral damage therefore largely strip Western forces of the advantages bestowed upon 

them by technology.  

On a similar note, van Creveld writes that ‘[t]he cold, brutal fact is that much 

present – day military power is simply irrelevant as an instrument for extending or 

defending political interests over most of the globe (…).’
367

 Against weaker opponents 

who do not fight in ways that pander to the strengths of Western weapon systems, 

technological advantages in range, precision and destructive power are of little use. 

Additionally van Creveld postulates that the considerable financial, logistical, 

administrative and maintenance demands that these weapons place on Western armed 

forces are among the prime reasons for the lack of military success in recent decades. 

Personnel that would otherwise be able to fight are now tied up in supporting functions, 

and the complex electronics found in many high – tech weapons make them subject to all 

manner of counter measures that can negate their usefulness.
368

 

Like Thornton and van Creveld, Colin Gray also points out that technology has 

been, and will continue to be, negated by smart opponents who refuse to play to the 
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strengths of advanced armed forces. Secondly, fueled by globalization, the worldwide 

dissemination of new technologies diminishes the extent and the duration of the 

advantages that they grant. Thirdly, Gray finds that too much focus on the development 

of technologies that grant war fighting advantages obscures the basic premise that war is 

not a goal in itself.
369

  

Jeffrey Record laments the American obsession with military technology for 

exactly this last reason. ‘Infatuation with the perfection of military means can cause the 

user to ignore the political purpose on behalf of which those means are being 

employed.’
370

 This ties into and underlines Record’s earlier argument that the U.S. 

military’s focus on winning battles instead of winning wars is a dangerous negation of the 

political primacy necessary for war to serve a rational purpose.
371

  

Record attributes the American military’s love affair with technology to the 

optimistic nature of American society that engenders the belief that there is no problem 

that cannot be overcome by clever engineering. In a reference to Clausewitz’s 

contemporary and main rival Antoine – Henri Jomini, who in many ways epitomized the 

scientific – technological approach to the study of war, Record aptly summarizes the 

American military’s perspective on war as follows. ‘Clausewitzians argue that [the use of 

force without significant risk] is unattainable because fog, friction, and chance are 

inherent in war. In contrast, Jominians, especially prophets of the Revolution in Military 

Affairs, believe that the scientific component of war can be elevated to the point of 

rendering its artistic component insignificant, even irrelevant.’
372

  

 Such an approach to warfare is indeed directly opposed to Clausewitz’s most 

enduring insights. As Williamson Murray explains, ‘[w]hat makes this techno – craze so 

dangerous is that it flies in the face of 2,500 years of history, not to mention modern 

science. Friction, ambiguity, chance, and uncertainty are not merely manifestations of 

inadequate communications and technology that U.S. military organizations in the next 
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century may overcome, but rather manifestations of the fundamental nature of the world, 

where if something can go wrong, it will.’
373

 

 Record and Murray’s points are very interesting as they directly support this 

thesis’ central argument that a misunderstanding of the nature of war is at the heart of the 

problems facing Western states. Murray assesses this increasing dependence on 

technology as ‘(…) a reprise of the sort of mechanistic, engineering, systems – analysis 

approach that contributed so much to failure in Vietnam.’
374

 The dangers of a non – 

Clausewitzian approach are clear. Yet while many academics agree on this point, Murray 

shows that except for U.S. Marine Corps, the other services show a dangerous obsession 

with technology.
375

 One term that keeps recurring in this context is the so called 

Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA). 

 Using an historical example, Christopher Schnaubelt explains that revolutionary 

military technology can indeed bestow important advantages but that such developments 

are not decisive by themselves and are no grounds for ignoring war’s other aspects. As 

such, he criticizes the U.S. Department of Defense for its current focus on technological 

solutions aimed at increasing military capabilities in areas where the U.S. already has 

substantial dominance. This approach neglects those aspects of the U.S. military’s 

capabilities that are more deserving of attention. According to Schnaubelt, the single –

minded focus on technology has already claimed its first casualties by placing the U.S. at 

a distinct disadvantage in the current insurgency in Iraq.
376

 

 As Schnaubelt explains, the belief that the late 20
th
 century saw a RMA in the 

areas of information technology and long – range precision weaponry that empowered the 

U.S. military with the ability to crushingly defeat any opponent at any time and 

anywhere, set the stage for disaster in the 2003 invasion of Iraq. By assuming that the 

technological advantages of the RMA would obviate the need for a large contingent of 

ground forces, U.S. armed forces faced Saddam Hussein’s troops at a three, or even four, 

to one disadvantage. While Hussein’s army was nevertheless rapidly defeated, the small 

number of American troops proved highly ineffective in dealing with the subsequent 
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insurgency.
377

 Thus, technology’s ability to replace soldiers in conventional war 

backfired once the insurgents asserted themselves and a form of warfare especially 

dependent on manpower developed.  

James Corum even proposes that the planning for the 2003 attack on Iraq was 

strongly influenced by the ‘(…) desire to prove the validity of new theories of warfare 

being pushed not only by the top leadership of the Defense Department, but also by many 

in the U.S. military.’
378

 As a consequence, far fewer troops were deployed than were 

necessary to provide security in Iraq once the conventional warfare phase was over. By 

attempting to fight a cheap war and favoring technology over manpower, the U.S. 

administration set itself up for failure and it remains to be seen if recent developments 

can turn this tide.
379

  

Of course, the American government was primarily responsible for the decision to 

enter Iraq with a relatively small number of troops. Yet the allure of technology cannot be 

said to effect mainly civilian leaders. As Murray writes, with the exception of the Marine 

Corps, the new generation of American military officers, as well as several senior ones, 

have shown a tremendous attraction to the possibilities that technology seems to offer the 

conduct of war.
380

 

 In light of the arguments presented up to this point, technology is far from being 

the answer to all military problems. A narrow minded belief in its universal effectiveness 

is an impediment to understanding war’s complex nature and acting in accordance with it. 

As Colin Gray warns in his book Strategy for chaos, the Clausewitzian concepts of 

chance, uncertainty and luck cannot be removed from war, especially since one of their 

main sources is the opponent who will actively work to thwart Western militaries’ plans 

while engaging them with his own. Therefore, the idea that a RMA will lead to a war 

winning formula is false and dangerous because formulas make little allowance for 

deviations from the expected.
381
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 Gray’s book is one large indictment of everything that proponents of a modern 

day RMA stand for. By means of an historical analysis that covers Napoleonic France, 

the First World War and the development of nuclear strategy, Gray shows that the 

possession of advanced technology does not simply translate itself to strategic 

effectiveness. While there are certainly operational and tactical advantages, total military 

effectiveness can only be enhanced if the RMA addresses all the dimensions of strategy, 

which is highly unlikely. Furthermore, opponents are apt to copy successful methods or 

to operate in ways that negate their advantages. A historically proven and straightforward 

countermeasure to revolutionary military technology has been to simply overwhelm 

qualitatively superior forces. Those involved in the planning of war must never forget 

that it is a duel and that while technology is important to strategy, so are a host of other 

factors. In the end, the utility of any military instrument is dependent on its ability to 

serve the political goals, which Gray believes American forces are especially prone to 

forget.
382

 

While the authors noted so far have all been highly skeptical about the advantages 

offered by high technology, other writers wholeheartedly embrace them. Among those is 

Steven Metz, who sees technology as a central pillar of Western military might, and who 

encourages possible future developments that border on science fiction such as robotics, 

space based systems and psychological weapons capable of altering the mindset of 

opponents.
383

 

 Michael Vickers and Robert Martinage from the Center for Strategic and 

Budgetary Assessments, an American policy research institute that focuses on national 

security strategy and policy, also share this optimism about high technology. According 

to their analysis, the technologies developed during the Cold War have proven very 

effective in recent wars. Technology has bestowed such advantages as all – weather 

precision, stealth capabilities, unmanned systems and network centric warfare, which 

allows the sharing of vast amounts of information between systems. However, Vickers 

and Martinage warn that the next two decades could lead to the U.S. being overtaken in 

some areas or see a further development of the current RMA that could favor 

                                                 
382
 Gray, Strategy for chaos, 270 – 275, 279 – 280, 287 – 288. 

383
 Metz, ‘Strategic asymmetry’, 28 – 31. 



 105 

competitors. Warfare could be transformed by the advent of unmanned robotics and the 

ever increasing importance of information technology. The authors see it as crucial that 

the U.S. remain ahead in all fields if it is not to run the risk of facing grave threats.
384

 

 Vickers and Martinage present an extensive and interesting overview of recent 

developments in cutting edge military technology and their possible future developments 

that is a compelling read. Their analysis however, is almost exclusively focused on the 

use of such weapons in conventional warfare or against ‘asymmetric’ opponents who 

nevertheless posses significant military technological abilities. Not only does their work 

neglect the current prevalence of unconventional warfare, it makes no mention of how the 

tactical and operational advantages of high technology can be translated into political 

success. It is a throwback to the attractive, but faulty, thinking of success in war being 

dependent solely on the winning of the battles. It neglects the reality that war, and 

especially today’s conflicts, are about much more than fighting. 

 Yet despite all the persuasive criticisms reflected upon in these paragraphs, more 

advocates of RMA thinking are to be found. Charles Dunlap Jr., a Major General in the 

U.S. Air Force, is amongst them. In his opinion, improvements in the accuracy and types 

of aerial munitions coupled with improved intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance 

capabilities and the advent of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs), have greatly increased 

the effectiveness of air power in counterinsurgency operations.
385

 Dunlap sees these 

developments as having been so revolutionary that he approvingly quotes General Barry 

McCaffrey’s view that they ‘(…) “have fundamentally changed the nature of 

warfare.”’
386

 Such is Dunlap’s belief in the powers of technology that he urges the U.S. to 

develop systems capable of replacing actual soldiers. This would cut costs and, more 

importantly, make the government less susceptible to the negative effects of public 

opinion generated by casualties. In essence, Dunlap asserts that the effectiveness of 

technologically enhanced military means should not be underestimated.
387

  

                                                 
384
 Michael Vickers and Robert Martinage, The revolution in war (Washington: Center for Strategic and 

Budgetary Assessments 2004), i – iii.  
385
 Charles J. Dunlap, Jr., ‘Making revolutionary change: airpower in COIN today’, Parameters 38 (2008) 

56 – 57. 
386
 Dunlap, ‘Making revolutionary change’, 57. 

387
 Ibidem, 63 – 64. 



 106 

Yet Dunlap does not mention how it is that UAVs armed with precision guided 

weapons and high resolution surveillance equipment can be a more economical option 

than soldiers. Nor does he explain how such systems are to exert physical control over 

territory or how they would protect and interact with civilians in order to gain the trust 

necessary to find and combat insurgents. As Ralph Peters points out, ‘[t]he mere 

possession of technology does not ensure that it will be used effectively.’
388

 Dunlap’s 

vision of war is yet another technological pipe dream, guided by false perceptions of 

Western societies’ ability to tolerate casualties. 

Taking a more nuanced view of the benefits bestowed by technology, Rupert 

Smith stresses that technology should not be seen as an absolute where the more 

advanced it is, the better. Instead, technology should be adapted to the needs of modern 

operations and used especially to improve communications and surveillance techniques 

intended to separate foe from innocent civilian.
389

  

Edward Luttwak takes precisely the opposite view on this point. He argues that it 

is very difficult in practice to differentiate between ordinary people and insurgents 

carrying concealed weapons, but that this is nevertheless being attempted by using 

military equipment designed to find high profile military targets such as missile 

installations, bunkers and armored vehicles. Not only is this ineffective as the 

surveillance systems have not been designed for counterinsurgency, it is also a huge 

waste of money as this equipment is extremely expensive to operate.
390

 

Concluding this section, it seems that technology is a mixed blessing. Its 

advantages to firepower, protection, communications and information gathering are not 

disputed, but the extent to which it has come to dominate Western military doctrine, is. 

The conflicts that Western states have found themselves in since 1945 have been 

increasingly political and protracted. They are the anti – thesis of the short, high tech 

wars that Western armed forces have been preparing for. In short, the allure of 

technology blinds military leaders and civilian policy makers to the realities of modern 

day warfare and adds significantly to the disparity between strategy and grand strategy. 
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Strategy and grand strategy 5: intelligence, external assistance and CIMIC 

To round off the discussion of Western military strategy against unconventional 

opponents and its possible mismatch with grand strategy goals, this discussion turns to 

the importance of intelligence when fighting insurgents, the extent to which insurgent 

forces depend on external assistance and the need to coordinate civil and military affairs 

in order to effectively implement counterinsurgency strategy. 

 According to Rupert Smith, success in counterinsurgency warfare is heavily 

dependent on the garnering of useful intelligence in order to separate the insurgent from 

the people he hides amongst.
391

 So much so, ‘(…) that the priority design determinant of 

the strategy and campaign is the acquisition of information, to learn about the enemy and 

the people and to find out what separates the one from the other. (…) War amongst the 

people is conducted best as an intelligence and information operation, not as one of 

manoeuvre and attrition in the manner of industrial war.’
392

 However, Western forces are 

not just stuck in the industrial war paradigm with regard to force structuring and doctrine, 

but also concerning their intelligence gathering capabilities. Smith argues that a change 

needs to be made aimed at realigning intelligence operations to learn about the intentions 

of opponents rather than their material capabilities.
393

  

 Besides being focused on how to locate and defeat insurgents, Robert Mandel 

makes the interesting comment that ‘[i]ntelligence should more equally stress peace – 

winning as well as war – winning phases, and it “needs to determine the necessary and 

sufficient conditions that must exist for the conflict to terminate and the post – conflict 

efforts to succeed.”’
394

 This is an excellent point that forces a realistic appraisal of the 

feasibility of such contemporary war goals as democratization and the establishment of 

peace. Arguably, such an evaluation should be carried out before the decision to commit 

forces to a conflict is made. 

 Besides Smith and Mandel, Frank Kitson, van Creveld, R.D. Hooker and James 

Corum all underline the great importance of accurate intelligence in counterinsurgency 
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warfare.
395

 The opinions of some other authors, however, range from the skeptical to the 

outright critical.  

 John Nagl concurs that intelligence is important, but adds that obtaining it relies 

on gaining and maintaining the trust of the local population, which is a very complex and 

difficult task.
396

 Richard Popplewell points out that despite the many claims of 

intelligence’s prime importance in counterinsurgency warfare, empirical evidence that 

supports its position as a central tenet is missing.
397

 Somewhat similarly, Lincoln Krause 

reflects that despite intelligence’s high standing, critical analyses of how it actually works 

are virtually nonexistent.
398

 

 Added to these allegations of lacking empirical grounding and limited practical 

utility, is Luttwak’s observation that modern armed forces are structurally unsuited to 

gathering useful intelligence in counterinsurgency operations, which was remarked upon 

in the discussion of technology’s usefulness for Western armed forces.
399

 

 Clausewitz himself had little to say on hearts and minds and technology, but 

intelligence is covered in some detail in On war. It is closely tied to another well known 

Clausewitzian concept which has made an appearance in previous pages called friction. 

The Prussian theorist explains it as ‘(…) the force that makes the apparently easy so 

difficult.’
400

 Friction is caused by all the unexpected or unforeseeable obstacles that are 

inherent to the organization and conduct of war. It can be caused by the weather which 

may slow down troop movements by turning previously passable roads into mud traps. It 

can be caused by fear as soldiers waver in the face of battle, hampering the execution of 

what seemed a perfect plan. It may result from the inevitable breakdowns of equipment, 

or from the unexpected incompetence of any one of the many individuals that make up an 

army. ‘Action in war is like movement in a resistant element. Just as the simplest and 
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most natural of movements, walking, cannot easily by performed in water, so in war it is 

difficult for normal efforts to achieve even moderate results.’
401

  

 Friction thus makes the seemingly simple complicated and is a prime example of 

the roles of chance and luck, the second elements of Clausewitz’s primary trinity. Its 

relation to intelligence is that ‘[t]he difficulty of accurate recognition constitutes one of 

the most serious sources of friction in war, by making things appear entirely different 

from what one had expected.’
402

 What Clausewitz means is that intelligence gathering is 

an extremely difficult activity and that intelligence reports therefore often contradict each 

other or are downright false. Acting effectively on such dubious information places 

incredible demands upon the self reliance and judgment of the commander.
403

 The 

potential for misinformation to hamper military operations is consequently very large. 

 Intelligence’s standing as a central feature of modern Western counterinsurgency 

doctrine is exemplified by FM 3 – 24. The third chapter, ‘Intelligence in 

counterinsurgency’ revealingly opens with the statement that ‘[e]ffective, accurate, and 

timely intelligence is essential to the conduct of any form of warfare. This maxim applies 

especially to counterinsurgency operations; the ultimate success or failure of the mission 

depends on the effectiveness of the intelligence effort.’
404

 If anything, this section has 

shown that intelligence is a double – edged sword at best. The more important and central 

intelligence becomes to any war effort, the higher the probability that its unreliable nature 

will lead to bad judgments and unwanted operational outcomes. Counterinsurgency 

operations as currently conceived by Western states are especially at risk in this regard. 

As David Galula points out, the paradox is that the acquisition of reliable intelligence 

necessary to defeat insurgents relies on the trust of the people among whom the 

insurgents wish to hide. However, the trust of the people is dependent on the defeat of 

these insurgents.
405

 Or as Clausewitz puts it, ‘[e]verything in war is very simple, but the 

simplest thing is difficult.’
406
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 The penultimate subject to be discussed with regard to the mismatch between 

strategy and grand strategy is the importance of external assistance to insurgent 

movements. Jeffrey Record devotes a substantial part of his book Beating Goliath to this 

subject and he concludes that the availability of external assistance is of vital importance 

for insurgencies and has played a very important role in those that have succeeded. 

‘Indeed, the presence or absence of external assistance may be the single most important 

determinant of insurgent war outcomes.’
407

 As the witty title of Paul Staniland’s article 

‘Defeating transnational insurgencies: the best offense is a good fence’ reveals, Record’s 

views are not unsupported.
408

 

 The only critic of the concept encountered in this literature review is Ivan 

Arreguín – Toft, who marginalizes the importance of external assistance for the North 

Vietnamese ability to fight the American and South Vietnamese forces. Record quotes 

this criticism in his own book and dismisses it as absurd on the basis that North Vietnam 

was heavily reliant on other communist countries such as the Soviet Union and China for 

such basic supplies as armaments and ammunition.
409

  

 It seems only logical that cutting off external assistance to insurgencies can 

critically hamper their ability to operate. Theoretically, therefore, it seems a solid 

concept. Problems arise, however, when such ideas are actually implemented. While 

closing off a small island nation might be relatively straightforward, how are the borders 

of a large and inaccessible country like Afghanistan to be effectively patrolled? Further 

research is required to assess the feasibility of denying insurgents external assistance. 

 The last topic of this section to be addressed is the issue of the coordination 

between civilian and military efforts in counterinsurgency warfare, also known by its 

acronym as CIMIC (Civil – Military Coordination). Rupert Smith explains that in the 

paradigm of industrial war, CIMIC entailed a secondary military effort to keep the 

civilians out of harm’s way and to keep them from interfering with the military’s conduct 

of the war. In the new paradigm of war amongst the people, however, dealing with 

civilians has become central to the war effort. Where assignment to a CIMIC role was 
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once considered a bad career move for soldiers, Smith shows that there is now strongly 

increased demand for such personnel, which reflects the paradigm shift that has 

occurred.
410

 

 This change emphasizes the fact that, as the hearts and minds section has shown, 

counterinsurgency operations are about much more than using military force. As Metz 

and Millen describe CIMIC, ‘[t]he history of counterinsurgency shows that the full 

integration of all government agencies under unified control (and preferably unified 

command) is the only way to synchronize the elements of national power effectively.’
411

  

 Desmond Bowen similarly states that ‘[t]he optimum approach [to humanitarian 

emergencies] involves a meshing of the civil and military effort, with the military in 

support of the defined political end.’
412

 Christopher Bellamy also advocates a closer 

interaction between military forces and civilian agencies in order for Western states to be 

successful in unconventional warfare.
413

 And finally, as was noted previously, James 

Corum believes counterinsurgency wars can only be waged successfully if all 

governmental agencies work together in a coordinated effort.
414

 

 In FM 3 – 24, the new counterinsurgency doctrine of the U.S. Army and Marine 

Corps, CIMIC features heavily as evidenced by the title of the second chapter, ‘Unity of 

effort: integrating civilian and military activities.’
415

 This is further proof of the American 

military’s slowly growing understanding that the challenges of counterinsurgency 

operations cannot be overcome by force alone. The rise in importance of, among others, 

economic and diplomatic instruments automatically means that more civilians take an 

active role in the war effort. Thus, there are strong grounds for an integrated approach to 

counterinsurgency in order to make the various civilian and military efforts as 

complementary as possible. This shift away from a purely military solution to 

international conflicts recognizes the decreased ability of the armed forces to attain a 

strategic solution by force alone and is a change to be welcomed. 
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 Summarizing this section the point can be made that the importance of external 

assistance for insurgencies and the need to coordinate civil and military activities are, on 

the basis of the available evidence, perhaps the least contested principles in 

counterinsurgency thinking. As the discussions surrounding counterinsurgency doctrine 

have shown, this is the exception rather than the rule. Much more in keeping with the 

difficulties of formulating sound counterinsurgency principles is the questioning of 

intelligence’s suitability as a central tenet of doctrine due to its fundamental unreliability 

and the practical difficulties encountered when gathering it.  

Concluding this discussion of Western counterinsurgency doctrine it is clear that 

this form of warfare is fraught with obstacles, the most central of which is the paradox 

surrounding the effective use of force. Too much emphasis on the use of military 

violence occludes the political nature of counterinsurgency and risks losing the support of 

both the target population and the home front. Too great a reluctance to using the 

necessary force not only undermines the credibility of the intervening side but also makes 

it very difficult to effectively defeat insurgents. Persuasive measures alone are 

insufficient and violence will always remain an integral part of warfare. Unpleasant 

though it may be, obscuring or neglecting this elemental and enduring Clausewitzian 

truth will prevent the mismatch between strategy and grand strategy from being resolved. 

Unfortunately, military explanations for Western defeats by weaker powers are not 

restricted to faulty strategy and doctrine. As the following sections will show, the list of 

obstacles to Western military success grows longer still. 

 

Military culture   

The foregoing discussions have from time to time highlighted the U.S. military’s aversion 

to counterinsurgency warfare, its tendency to dissociate war from politics and an 

institutional preference for short and decisive high – tech warfare. In this penultimate 

section of the military part of the literature review, an assessment will be made of the 

impact of military culture on the war fighting capabilities of Western armed forces. 

 Thornton believes that the military culture of the United States stems from that 

country’s idea of its own exceptionality as an international beacon of democracy and 

individual rights. This self – image as a force of good and justice in the world has made 
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the U.S. inherently interventionist. At the same time, the U.S. has throughout its history 

also shown isolationist tendencies stemming from a dislike of foreign entanglements. 

Thus, when it does intervene, the U.S. has shown a preference for ‘big’ wars as opposed 

to ‘small’ ones, and it shrouds its interventions in terms of a defense of its exceptional 

creed; as a fight of good against evil. Such a view of wars as if they were crusades for a 

greater good form a mindset in which only total victory will suffice.
416

  

 According to Thornton, the downside of this mentality is that diplomatic measures 

and compromise are seen as signs of weakness and pandering to the opponent. This black 

and white view of the world implies that enemies are best dealt with harshly, swiftly and 

conclusively. Taken together, these observations lead Thornton to several conclusions. 

Firstly, the United States’ military culture shows a disdain for counterinsurgency because 

it prefers fighting grand crusades instead of messy small wars. Secondly, Americans 

prefer the short and decisive application of overwhelming military force to long 

engagements of an attritional nature, meaning that counterinsurgencies are fought with 

the same weapons and tactics as conventional conflicts. Thirdly, the military 

establishment is very resistant to change because it has a distinct view of the sort of wars 

the U.S. should fight, and the ones it should not become involved in.
417

 As van Creveld 

puts it, the Americans and other Western states have felt ‘(…) that counterinsurgency was 

not “their” kind of war (…).’
418

 

 It is interesting to regard these observations in light of Harry Summers’ influential 

analysis of the Vietnam War. One of Summers’ foremost conclusions is that the war was 

lost because the American forces’ stuck to a misplaced counterinsurgency dogma that 

obscured the war’s true conventional nature.
419

 Blaming the loss of a war generally taken 

to epitomize the conventional approach to counterinsurgency on the argument that it was 

still not conventional enough, may be a prime example of a military culture 

unaccustomed to counterinsurgency and inherently opposed to its implications. As both 
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John Nagl and Jeffrey Record attest, Summers’ account is an inaccurate rewriting of 

history that obscures fundamental truths about the Vietnam War.
420

  

 It may however also illustrate the American military historian Williamson 

Murray’s claim that ‘(…) military culture may be the most important factor not only in 

military effectiveness, but also in the processes involved in military innovation, which is 

essential to preparing military organizations for the next war.’
421

 Murray defines this 

important term as ‘(…) the intellectual and spiritual capacity of the armies, naval forces 

and air forces to come to grips with the business of preparing for and executing war.’
422

  

 Like Thornton, Murray believes that military culture is hard to change, a process 

that often takes decades and needs a painful defeat to be initiated. In a refinement of the 

argument put forward by Thornton, Murray shows that the U.S. armed forces do not 

adhere to one but many military cultures. Until recently, the Army and Marine Corps, 

emphasizing friction and chance, were more Clausewitzian then their Air Force and Navy 

colleagues who have always been very technology minded. However, generational 

changes are posing problems in this regard as the Clausewitzian and technology – wary 

Vietnam generation is on the way out, while the technology – obsessed voices in the 

Navy, Air Force and Army have become increasingly powerful. As the discussion 

concerning the effectiveness of technology showed, Murray strongly believes that 

technology cannot change basic aspects of war such as friction and chance. The 

unrealistic and narrow – minded visions of technology’s seminal importance stem from 

what Murray calls the U.S. military’s anti – intellectual and ahistorical inclination. 

Except for the Marine Corps, which has developed a realistic field manual and does not 

stifle doctrinal debate, Murray finds that the other services are intellectually stagnant, self 

satisfied and overconfident that technology will win the day.
423

 

 John Nagl traces the U.S. military’s inability to learn from its own operational 

history to an organizational culture strongly inclined to favor conventional warfare. He 

compares the American conduct of the Vietnam War with the British handling of the 

Malayan Emergency and concludes that differing organizational cultures allowed the 
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British to learn and adapt, while the Americans remained rooted in their dedication to a 

firepower – intensive approach.
424

 So strong was the U.S. military’s cultural preference 

towards conventional warfare that successful counterinsurgency programs in Vietnam 

were not continued because they clashed with these norms.
425

 At the same time however, 

the British performed relatively poorly in conventional warfare operations. These 

observations lead Nagl to conclude that ‘[i]f it is in fact impossible for the same 

organization to perform effectively two very disparate tasks because the organizational 

culture that makes it effective in achieving one is counterproductive in accomplishing the 

other, then organizations should focus on achieving just one critical mission.’
426

 

 To round off this discussion, a brief exploration of the question of whether or not 

the United States has lost their so – called warrior culture is in order. As James Burk 

points out, such a view has been put forward by retired Army General William C. Moore, 

who believes that civilian influences have worn away the warrior culture that is at the 

basis of military effectiveness.
427

 Yet as Andrew Erdmann explains, there has never 

existed a true warrior culture in the United States. Instead, the willingness to support the 

use of military force has been dependent on perceptions of necessity. Therefore, any 

arguments proposing that the loss of a martial culture has contributed to poor military 

performance in recent decades are based on incorrect interpretations of history.
428

   

 The primary value of this discussion of military culture has been to show how it 

can affect the way in which militaries prepare and plan for war. In the case of the United 

States, an institutional dislike of counterinsurgency and a preference for short, decisive 

and high – technology empowered military interventions can be seen to form contributing 

factor to the various military shortcomings discussed in previous sections. This review of 

military culture underlines the U.S. armed forces’ focus on technology, as well as their 

tendency to separate war from politics by focusing solely on the winning of battles. As 

mentioned by Murray and Nagl, it may be a difficult and time – consuming process to 

change such views, and it may not even be possible for one organization to be fluent in 
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both conventional and counterinsurgency warfare. The implications of this could be far 

reaching, yet it should be noted that because most of the theories discussed in this section 

related specifically to the American armed forces, a generalization of these conclusion to 

other Western states is discouraged. 

 

Casualty phobia and force protection 

The exaggerated perception of Western political and military leaders that their citizens 

are unable or unwilling to accept casualties has already been covered extensively in the 

‘government’ part of this literature review. However, as Jeffrey Record raises the 

possibility that Western military leaders are more casualty phobic than their political 

counterparts, a very short exploration of the military side of this issue is warranted.
429

   

 According to Hugh Smith, there are two important factors that shape the military 

outlook on casualties. The first is the availability of manpower and the second is the 

promise of technology. As Western states began to evolve into all – volunteer forces 

during the 1970s and 1990s, they found themselves increasingly in competition with the 

civilian sector in their quest to recruit personnel. During roughly the same time span, 

technologies were developed that promised military victories at minimal human cost. 

Because armed forces are usually concerned with keeping casualties on their own side 

low, and because manpower resources had dwindled, technology was not only embraced 

as a means to retain military effectiveness, but also as a way to overcome the manpower 

shortages by protecting valuable soldiers.
430

 

 Rupert Smith provides additional information on the specifics of casualty aversion 

in the military by raising two points. Firstly, many Western armed forces are over 

committed, taking part in various missions around the globe, none of them in response to 

a direct threat to national security. This makes preservation of the force of prime 

importance for logistical and public support reasons. Secondly, the materiel these forces 

use is so scarce and expensive that it often cannot be risked in battle as there are scant 

reserves and no war economy to quickly replace losses.
431
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 Edward Luttwak contends that the overriding priority of both U.N. and N.A.T.O. 

commanders has always been to protect the forces and the equipment attached to their 

commands. The decision to risk military forces in combat is of course not merely the 

commanders’ to make, but one has to wonder what use the military instrument is if it is 

deemed too expensive or too hard to replace to be deployed. As Luttwak shows, the 

necessity of force protection prevented N.A.T.O. from dealing effectively with Serbian 

aggression in the Yugoslav wars of secession even though the means to do so were at 

hand. A ground assault was ruled out because, while the best way to protect civilians, it 

would also result in significant casualties. Instead air strikes were used, but even here the 

priority was the safety of the pilots. This meant that only high altitude attacks were 

carried out, keeping the pilots safe from Serbian air defenses but simultaneously limiting 

their effectiveness, and increasing the likeliness of collateral damage.
432

 

 Karl Eikenberry warns that if military leaders learn to place the protection of the 

forces at their disposal above all other priorities, Western armed forces will develop a 

culture that places safety above daring. This could have very negative influences on 

military morale by inhibiting aggressive and inspiring behavior, leading to ineffective 

force structuring as more and more technology is used, and finally, decreasing the 

credibility of Western armed forces in the eyes of allies and enemies alike.
433

 

 Steven Metz would probably not agree with Eikenberry that force protection has 

been taken to extremes in Western armed forces. In Metz’s opinion, ‘[c]urrent force – 

protection efforts, augmented by developments in robotics and nonlethal weapons, can 

help counter terrorism and other attempts to cause casualties and erode US will.’
434

 Yet 

what Metz’s point illustrates most clearly is that the very same mechanism that underlies 

the political ‘variant’ of casualty phobia is at work here also. Whether or not Western 

citizens support the war effort is dependent on perception; is the war necessary, are the 

goals achievable, does it serve national interests, and perhaps most importantly, do the 

benefits outweigh the costs? Until Western military leaders realize the true causes and 

implications of casualty phobia, exaggerated concerns about casualties will continue to 

degrade military capacity. 
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Summary and evaluation 

The military part of the literature review began by discussing a fundamental question; 

whether or not modern wars are of a different nature than those that have gone before. 

Because all wars past and present have shared the fundamental characteristics identified 

by Clausewitz, namely the interplay between violence, chance and rational purpose, such 

a rift was found not to exist. Additionally, far from being a restrictive way of analyzing 

warfare, Clausewitz’s model in fact elegantly allows for limitless variations based on the 

same principles. In Clausewitz’s own words, ‘[t]hese three tendencies are like three 

different codes of law, deep rooted in their subject yet variable in their relationship to one 

another.’
435

  

 Thereby having discredited the ‘new wars’ thinking and synonymic terms such as 

‘fourth generation warfare’, this thesis implicitly answered the question of whether useful 

lessons can be drawn from the past. By extension of seeing war’s nature as continuous 

and unchanged, the past becomes a possible source of experience that can be of use in 

addressing the strategic issues at stake today. Conversely, adherents to the view that war 

has gone through various distinct phases do away with a tremendous wealth of human 

learning and experience. Thus this work disagrees with those authors who fundamentally 

deny the past its ability to inform and guide present – day actions. Yet their cautions 

should not be disregarded. The past cannot be studied in the hope of finding a blueprint 

that can be applied without adaptation to contemporary problems. In war, contextual 

factors are of great importance and cannot be ignored. 

 The main thrust of this part of the literature review covered the discrepancies 

between strategy and grand strategy; between means and ends. Based on Rupert Smith’s 

hypothesis that Western armed forces are still operating and planning according to the 

paradigm of industrial war while having been overtaken by what he calls war amongst the 

people, the groundwork was laid for a discussion of counterinsurgency doctrine. 

Crucially, Smith’s distinction between two paradigms represents a shift in contemporary 

wars’ emphasis towards civil wars and insurgencies, not a radical break with the past. 

 A failure to distinguish between the type of war for which Western forces have 

prepared and those that they actually fought, has been at the heart of Western military 
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failures against weaker opponents since 1945. By approaching counterinsurgency warfare 

as if it were a conventional operation, Western armed forces have attempted to use force 

strategically where it is no longer effective to do so. In the new paradigm, conflicts are 

not won by the side that succeeds in destroying his opponent’s forces, but by the side that 

manages to win and retain popular support. The will to persist, the will to resist and most 

importantly, the ability to win the will of the target population while maintaining 

domestic support, has come to have more value than the ability to destroy. Yet Western 

military leaders, as well as their political counterparts, resisted adaptation to the new 

realities forced upon them in places such as Vietnam, Somalia, Afghanistan and Iraq and 

continued to deny the essentially political nature of such conflicts, adhering to the belief 

that a sufficiently powerful and technologically advanced military force could win 

through. Recalling Clausewitz’s definition of strategy as ‘(…) the use of an engagement 

for the purpose of the war’, it becomes clear that the way in which Western forces have 

engaged their weaker opponents since 1945 has not benefited the Western states’ overall 

war aims. Strategy has not been in alignment with the grand strategy that it is to serve.
436

 

 Beyond recognizing and pointing out these important factors as contributing to 

Western militaries’ lack of success in counterinsurgency warfare, many of the authors 

discussed in this section have also advocated alternative approaches. First and foremost 

has been the insistence on the political nature of counterinsurgency and consequently the 

necessity to win the support of the target population. Insurgents depend on the people for 

recruitment, concealment and supplies; denying them these essentials is the key to their 

defeat. In order to win the will, or the ‘hearts and minds’, of the people, a restrictive use 

of violence is seen as necessary. Collateral damage and dead civilians merely fuel the 

insurgents’ cause. Because military means alone cannot win the battle for hearts and 

minds, additional policies such as those aimed at societal or economic reconstruction and 

diplomacy are also required. For military and civilian measures to complement one 

another calls for intensive civil – military coordination, once again underlining the 

political nature of counterinsurgency. Several authors have also pointed towards the 

importance of intelligence and of denying insurgents the external support without which 

they have historically been virtually unable to succeed.  
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 While the adaptation of many of these principles in the new U.S. 

counterinsurgency manual can be seen as an important step towards a better 

understanding of the nature of such conflicts, the principles themselves are far from 

uncontested. Chiefly, it is debated whether a ‘soft’ approach, focusing on hearts and 

minds, can actually achieve success in counterinsurgency warfare. The reasons for 

skepticism are a very limited historical record in its favor, implicit cultural biases and the 

fact that without the ability to use force or to threaten to do so, those elements in a target 

population that refuse to be persuaded to lay down their arms cannot effectively be dealt 

with. The use of military force is a necessity in counterinsurgency operations, but 

Western states face severe obstacles in this regard. 

 On the one hand, authors like Luttwak claim that excessive force has historically 

proven to be militarily effective. Yet in contemporary conflicts it undermines public 

support at home and abroad, making it politically much less feasible. On the other hand, a 

too restrictive use of force threatens Western militaries’ basic effectiveness. Both 

extremes have lead to failure in war. The challenge for the future is to find a middle 

ground that gives Western armed forces the freedom they need to operate effectively 

while preventing excessive collateral damage and casualties amongst both soldiers and 

civilians.  

Another contested aspect of Western military doctrine is the role that technology 

plays in it. Proponents believe that the possession of extremely accurate weapons that can 

be used with little risk to the operator, and intelligence gathering systems capable of 

spotting enemy troops from large distances, are the perfect way to keep casualties and 

collateral damage low while maintaining high effectiveness. Critics point out that while 

technology can certainly yield important benefits, an over optimistic belief in its value 

has turned it into a factor that has contributed to failure rather than success.  

Such critics argue that the majority of technological innovations are aimed at 

giving Western forces the edge in conventional warfare, focusing on the ability to quickly 

and decisively defeat an opponent. However, this merely reinforces the temptation to 

treat counterinsurgency warfare as little different from conventional war and emphasizes 

achieving victory through the application of force, which broadens the gap between 

military means and political goals. Furthermore, in counterinsurgency warfare the high 
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profile military targets that advanced weapons systems require to operate effectively are 

often completely lacking. 

 In order for strategy to once again serve the political aims of grand strategy, 

Western military forces must above all recognize that counterinsurgency differs from 

conventional warfare and that it therefore requires a different way of training, thinking 

and force structuring. By realizing that it is essentially a political struggle that is about the 

power to change minds rather than the power to destroy armies, Western militaries would 

set the first steps towards a less technology – and firepower – focused approach to 

counterinsurgency. The new counterinsurgency manual is a promising development in 

this regard, but it remains to be seen if it is sufficient to overcome the numerous problems 

this study has highlighted. As the discussion of American military culture has shown, an 

institutional dislike towards counterinsurgency can be hard to change. However, it is also 

crucial to remember that Western armed forces are under political control and guidance, 

and that the responsibility for using military force rests with the government. As the first 

part of the literature review has shown, the military instrument can only be as effective as 

the political hand that wields it.  

 Nevertheless, the mismatch between strategy and grand strategy has been 

fundamental to the difficulties encountered by Western militaries when they have 

engaged in counterinsurgency operations. By allowing this discrepancy to have come into 

existence, Western armed forces have shown a fundamental lack of understanding 

regarding several Clausewitzian insights into the nature of war. Foremost among them is 

the negation of political primacy by focusing on the military means as goals in 

themselves. No less important, however, has been the tendency to believe that 

technological developments can make war a controllable undertaking, which neglects that 

one of war’s fundamental aspects is chance and that any conflict is a duel with an 

opponent who has plans of his own. Technology can offer important advantages but it 

cannot yield a universally applicable war – winning formula. One of Clausewitz’s 

achievements was to show that war does not operate according to fixed rules, yet many 

contemporary Western military leaders seem apt to forget this. As long as these 

Clausewitzian truths continue to be denied or ignored, Western armed forces will not be 

able to fulfill their roles as instruments of policy. 
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 Yet even if steps are taken to address the most pressing problems in the military 

sphere, there is one fundamental problem that Western armed forces cannot solve by 

themselves. If counterinsurgency warfare is not to become the malpractice that Luttwak 

claims it is, then adjusting military doctrine and strategy to the realities of such conflicts 

must be supplemented by the acceptance of war’s fundamentally violent aspect by 

political and military elites alike. There is no war without casualties, collateral damage or 

atrocities. This is absolutely not an endorsement or an acceptance of these things on the 

basis of their inevitability. The best efforts must continuously be made to avoid such 

tragedies. Yet such is reality. Even if war is not about national survival, the soldiers on 

the ground are still fighting for their lives. And as R.D. Hooker puts it so well, ‘(…) the 

struggle for survival is inherently impatient with limits (…) rational and sober conduct of 

the war is constantly challenged and influenced by passionate and elemental currents 

closely related to the character of war itself.’
437

 

 Therefore, should politicians be unable or unwilling to accept that war is 

elementally violent and hard to control, then they should seriously reconsider their 

decision to enter into conflict. They must allow their military commanders to use the 

violence necessary to be successful, while realizing that no matter how high or how low 

they set the boundary beyond which force becomes excessive, it is in reciprocal and 

escalatory war’s nature that such limits will (unintentionally) be crossed. Critically, they 

must be able to explain to their own populations why the use of armed force is necessary 

and be prepared to handle the inevitable outcry when news of innocent deaths or unlawful 

conduct reaches the home front. Without a clear and realistic understanding of war and its 

violent nature, Western states will not be able to effectively wage war while retaining the 

support of their citizens. Far – reaching changes in Western military doctrine, force 

structuring and thinking are required to overcome the mismatch between strategy and 

grand strategy, but if the overarching issues faced by Western governments and their 

societies are not addressed simultaneously, the results could fall well short of the 

expectations. 
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Literature review: people  

 

In this final part of the literature review the last element of Clausewitz’s secondary trinity 

will be discussed; the people. The interrelated nature of the secondary trinity’s elements 

of government, armed forces and people means that it can be difficult to draw clear 

distinctions between them. As a result of this, the people have implicitly already been 

extensively discussed in the previous sections, specifically as part of those theories 

concerning the influence of the media, the ability of public opinion to shape policy, the 

alleged aversion of Western states to casualties and the nature of democracy 

The conclusion of the ‘nature of democracy’ discussion in the ‘government’ part 

of the literature review was that the democratic values held by Western societies have 

made waging war for goals other than those closely tied to matters of national security, 

very difficult. This conclusion was partly based on Gil Merom’s hypothesis that there 

exists a normative gap between society and government in Western states which can 

explain the negative public reaction to images and reports of their country’s war 

efforts.
438

 The aim of this section is to look more closely at cultural aspects of Western 

societies that can explain this distaste for war. 

In relation to the other two sections of this literature review, ‘the people’ receive 

only a very limited number of pages. This should not be taken to imply that society only 

plays a secondary role in warfare. Rather, it reflects the fact that the people have already 

been extensively, if implicitly, discussed elsewhere. 

 

Political culture  

As Ben Rosamond points out, ‘(…) there are notable variations in the ways in which 

politics is conducted from country to country’.
439

 Many of these differences can 

attributed to what is called political culture. Although hard to define, Dennis Kavanagh’s 

definition that political culture is “(…) a shorthand expression to denote the set of values 

within which the political system operates” adequately explains the concept for the 
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purposes of this chapter.
440

 This section will investigate whether or not particular aspects 

of Western political systems, and the values that these democracies hold dear, limit their 

wartime effectiveness. 

 As has been noted throughout this thesis, political primacy concerning the 

initiation and conduct of war is a strongly established norm in Western democracies. 

However, the combination of political primacy with politicians’ lack of experience with 

war is potentially dangerous. This was discussed extensively in the ‘government’ part of 

this thesis and as that section concluded, although it is an obstacle to effectively waging 

war, it can be no other way if war is to be an instrument of policy. Furthermore, if 

civilian control of the military was not so strongly established in Western democracies, 

the results could very well be far worse. As Sechser argues, ‘(…) when military officers 

have the authority to initiate militarized conflicts, they tend to do so at rates substantially 

higher than civilians.’
441

 

 Another noteworthy aspect of Western democratic political culture is the belief 

that conflicts can and should be resolved peacefully. Adda Bozeman argues that this view 

is peculiar to the Western world, and that conflict and violence are perceived as much 

more normal and acceptable in virtually all other parts of the globe. Western societies are 

used to viewing conflict as something that is solvable because they perceive its origin to 

be rational in nature. However, as Bozeman points out, many conflicts are not rational in 

the sense that they are about a rational dispute that has escalated into violence, but instead 

are fueled by emotions such as revenge, fear, power, profit and religion which do not lend 

themselves well to debate and bargaining.
442

  

 Bozeman’s argument highlights two important points. Firstly, since the end of the 

Second World War, Western societies have a cultural aversion to the use of violence. 

Secondly, there is the tendency within such societies to view their own norms and values 

as having universal appeal and applicability. The latter point was underlined by several 

authors when it was discussed in relation to the viability of the hearts and minds 

approach. In relation to Bozeman’s first point, R.D. Hooker warns that the growing 

distaste for war in Western societies must be curbed if their economic, political and social 
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achievements are to be safeguarded, because threats will continue to assert themselves.
443

 

Hooker is not the only author to raise this issue. 

 Western populations’ growing unwillingness to accept casualties, their own as 

well as their enemies’, when they do not perceive the use of military force to be 

necessary, justified and of pragmatic value, can be a considerable obstacle to Western 

military effectiveness. Colin Gray discusses possible explanations for this development, 

such as the growing need to legitimize military interventions through a U.N. Security 

Council resolution, and the development of a cultural taboo towards violence. Above all, 

according to Gray, it has been the international media who have had the strongest 

influence on these developments. Their televised reports have confronted the citizens of 

Western democracies with the ugly reality of what their governments do in their name. 

Gray calls it a luxury to be able to view war as unacceptable and assures his readers that 

it is only because of the lack of a sufficiently large and direct threat that this view 

persists.
444

  

A similar view of violence as an immoral activity may lie at the heart of many of 

the military interventions undertaken on humanitarian grounds after the Cold War. 

Bowen admits that the prevention of genocide and other gross transgressions of human 

rights are noble goals, but that intervening in such situations does not automatically lead 

to effective solutions. Unpleasant as it may be, he argues that Western states have to be 

selective in committing to such missions, and that sometimes it is best to let wars run 

their course. In other words, sensitivity to war and the suffering of others may cloud 

Western states’ judgment on what can reasonably be achieved and may have been an 

important factor in the failed humanitarian interventions of the 1990’s.
445

 

In contrast to Bowen, Gray and Hooker stands Mary Kaldor, who argues that 

‘[m]emories of the Holocaust and Hiroshima are becoming part of the global narrative 

that underpins the growing acceptance of human equality. The deliberate killing of 

people of a different nationality, even as ‘collateral damage’, is no longer acceptable 

especially if it can be observed on television. World – wide opposition to the war in Iraq, 
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when 15 million people demonstrated on the same day, illustrates the growing 

illegitimacy of all types of war.’
446

  

Unfortunately, Kaldor’s argument cannot but seem unconvincing in light of the 

continuing Western interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan and the continued global 

prevalence of war in such places as the Democratic Republic of Congo, where a large 

U.N. force is incapable of preventing or halting the atrocities that take place there on a 

daily basis. On a more academic level of critique, Kaldor’s reasoning offers no 

convincing rebuttal of the arguments presented in this thesis that define the public’s 

acceptance of war as a function the perception of necessity and a pragmatic evaluation of 

costs and benefits. That is not to deny that Western publics are far more critical of the 

wars that their governments undertake than they were half a century ago, and that public 

support is indeed crucial to any successful deployment of military forces. But as Gray 

notes, ‘[t]he taboo against war, if such it is becoming, will evaporate like the morning 

mist if, or more likely when, bad times of strategic insecurity return.
447

 This may seem 

cynical, yet Gray’s warning is difficult to dispute. 

 What this short discussion has hoped to highlight is Western societies’ preference 

for non – violent solutions to conflicts, and its tendency to view its own values as 

universally sought after. It does not seem unreasonable to assume that these cultural 

elements influence the preference for a hearts and minds approach to counterinsurgency 

warfare and a limited use of force. At the same time, the luxury of living in a part of the 

world that has not experienced war for over sixty years may have given rise to skewed 

perceptions of war and violence. Such perceptions may limit the effectiveness of Western 

militaries by placing too many restraints on the use of force. They may also contribute to 

obscuring war’s unchangeable and violent nature, thus leading to wrong analyses and 

ineffective policies. 

 Turning to Clausewitz for inspiration on this subject is a relatively fruitless 

exercise. As Beatrice Heuser explains, Clausewitz did not concern himself with issues of 

morality or ethics, writing On war from a largely amoral perspective.
448

 As has been 

remarked upon earlier, Clausewitz does point out the necessity of popular support and 
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politicians’ responsibility in engendering it when it is not naturally present.
449

 However, 

in regard to a societal distaste for war, Clausewitz has but a few relevant sentences to 

offer concerning the importance of boldness as a quality of a people and an army. 

‘Nothing else [but boldness] will counteract the softness and the desire for ease which 

debase the people in times of growing prosperity and increasing trade. A people and 

nation can hope for a strong position in the world only if national character and 

familiarity with war fortify each other by continual interaction.’
450

 

 While this thesis does not wish to suggest that Clausewitz’s statement should be 

taken as the simple truth, it is interesting to note how his views coincide with those of 

Gray and Hooker. What these authors have in common is the opinion that a strong 

societal aversion to warfare could lead to serious dangers when situations arise that 

require the use of force to protect vital national interests. Western citizens are fortunate 

enough to live in a time where war between Western states seems increasingly 

impossible, but as long as international relations remain anarchic in nature, and states 

have to provide for their own security, war will remain an instrument of policy.  

As a final observation it is perhaps instructive to note that the norms, values, 

traditions and beliefs that form the (political) culture of Western democracies are subject 

to change. As Erdmann shows, American attitudes to national security changed rapidly 

between 1940 and 1950. The so called Great Transformation, based on President Franklin 

D. Roosevelt’s conviction that American international leadership required American 

citizens to change their worldview, successfully ended decades of American isolationism 

and propelled the country to world leadership within a few years. Erdmann recognizes 

strong political leadership as a central factor that brought about this change.
451

 What this 

means is that, as opposed to the more conservative military culture, the values held by 

democratic societies are easier to alter. Once again, however, the precondition for change 

is the public’s perception of it being necessary.  
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis has attempted to shed some light on the obstacles preventing Western 

democracies from effectively utilizing their large military potential in wars against 

weaker opponents. The starting point for this research was the surprising fact that since 

1945 the powerful states of the Western world have more often than not been unable to 

defeat opponents who, at least on paper, were decidedly inferior. In this final chapter a 

summary of the research will be given and the most important conclusions will be 

highlighted.  

Based on the premise that war engages society as a whole, an analytical 

framework was chosen for this thesis that took into account political, military and societal 

explanations for Western states’ surprisingly poor military record in recent decades. This 

setup allowed for the comparison of diverse theories and reflected the interconnectedness 

of Clausewitz’s secondary trinity of government, armed forces and people on which it 

was based. This thesis’ central hypothesis asserts that a lack of understanding regarding 

the nature of war by Western political and military leaders lies at the heart of Western 

military ineffectiveness since 1945. Because this thesis argues that Carl von Clausewitz’s 

On war is still the leading theoretical work on the nature of war, even though nearly two 

centuries have passed since its publication, an examination of Clausewitz’s relevant ideas 

and a defense of his continued relevance provided a logical starting point for the research. 

 The most significant criticism leveled at On war holds it to be an outdated work 

because of its analytical focus on the nation state, a political entity that has today been 

joined by a host of non – state actors such as international terrorist networks, Marxist 

guerrillas and armed gangs. The first chapter of this work has shown this critique to be 

unfounded as its adherents incorrectly refer to Clausewitz’s secondary trinity and not his 

primary one, which states that war’s nature consists of violence, chance and rational 

purpose. These elements, as various authors have attested, are present in any armed 

conflict no matter what the organizational structure of the participants is. Violence, 

chance and rational purpose are timeless principles of war and, due to the variable nature 

of their relationships to each other, able to describe an infinite variety of conflicts. 

Whether a calculated use of force by a state, an insurgent’s attempt to usurp authority, or 
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a seemingly irrational bout of ethnically fueled violence, Clausewitz’s primary trinity is 

still unsurpassed as an analytical tool of warfare in all its forms. 

 For the Western nation state that has been the focus of this thesis, war’s violent 

and unpredictable nature means that there is a strong need for rational control if it is to be 

an effective instrument of statecraft. This second Clausewitzian insight asserts the 

primacy of politics in the planning and conduct of war, arguing that ‘[t]he political object 

is the goal, war is the means of reaching it, and means can never be considered in 

isolation from their purpose.’
452

 Equipped with Clausewitz’s trinity and his insights into 

the necessity of war’s subjugation to politics, the literature review itself could begin in 

earnest. 

 In the first part of the review several theories were discussed that held that 

deficiencies in Western governments have been responsible for those states’ poor 

performance in warfare since 1945. Politicians’ lack of experience with war, the 

constraints on policy caused by Western citizens’ inability to suffer even limited 

casualties, the ability of the media to shape government policy by influencing public 

opinion, the sovereignty – undermining effects of globalization and finally the nature of 

democracy itself were all reviewed as explanations for the apparent inability of the strong 

to defeat the weak. Setting a pattern that was to be followed in the rest of this thesis, the 

various theories were discussed and analyzed by weighing the arguments of both 

proponents and critics against each other, bringing in Clausewitz’s or the author’s own 

observations where applicable. 

 As the ‘government’ part of the literature review delved deeper into the theories 

listed above, several trends became visible, of which the most important will be reiterated 

here. Firstly, in regard to politicians’ inexperience with war, it was concluded that such a 

lack of knowledge does indeed seem to exist. Recent Western military interventions, and 

especially those undertaken after the end of the Cold War, have all suffered from 

politicians’ unrealistic expectations of what armed forces are able to achieve. By using 

soldiers as peacekeepers, policemen and bringers of political change, Western 

governments have obscured the blunt and violent nature of the military instrument.  
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Even more significantly, Western military forces have been deployed without 

clear political goals to guide them. Although the impulse to intervene when human rights 

are grossly violated is understandable, without clear goals and the necessary means to 

achieve them, the outcomes of such interventions have frequently been disastrous. 

Furthermore, the phenomenon is not limited to humanitarian interventions. As several 

authors have shown, a similar lack of clear and realistic goals has seriously hampered the 

recent campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

The causes of politicians’ lack of understanding regarding military force’s violent 

function and the limits of its utility may be related to the declining number of politicians 

with direct military experience, technology’s promises of precision and casualty free 

warfare and, in the case of the United States, the rift between the military and political 

establishments caused by the Vietnam War. Yet whatever the direct causes, at a 

fundamental level both these issues are the results of a failure to recognize the violent and 

chaotic elements of war’s nature that demand realistic planning as well as achievable 

goals, and the fact that military forces are primarily designed to apply physical force or to 

threaten to do so. An important first step in rectifying these problems would be to 

reinforce, or even reinstate, the close cooperation between civilian and military 

establishments in all phases of the planning and execution of war to ensure the necessary 

knowledge of military affairs is present. 

Clear goals, a realistic appraisal of their attainability, and a working knowledge of 

the limits of armed forces’ utility would all greatly benefit Western governments’ ability 

to effectively use the military as an instrument of policy. Yet if Western citizens are 

indeed unable to accept casualties, such improvements will ultimately matter little.  

As the discussion of this subject has shown, however, allegations of Western 

societies’ casualty phobia have been strongly exaggerated. Such fears are primarily 

prevalent among political and military leaders who have both falsely concluded that their 

citizens are inherently opposed to casualties. Instead, the overwhelming majority of 

academic research points out that the acceptance of casualties is dependent on the 

public’s perception of the war being necessary, just, winnable and whether or not the 

benefits outweigh the costs. Strong political leaders who can convey the message that a 

certain military intervention does indeed conform to these requirements will by and large 
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be able to count on the support of their constituents. On the other hand, weak leadership 

and divisions within the government will enable the casualty factor to exert far more 

influence on public opinion. 

The ability of the media to influence public opinion and thereby government 

policy was found to function according to a similar mechanism. While it is undeniable 

that the development of round – the – clock global media coverage and the internet have 

dramatically increased the national and international scrutiny of governments’ actions, 

the ability of the media to shape the public debate and thereby influence government 

policy are strongly tied to contextual factors. When war aims are disputed or 

controversial, when costs outweigh the benefits, when government rhetoric and reality 

clash, and when the political leadership is divided, then the influence of the media grows. 

Conversely, strong leadership and war aims that are seen to be both necessary and 

realistic can go a long way towards stemming the media’s ability to negatively influence 

public opinion. In this regard it is instructive to note that Western governments are not 

merely passive recipients of the media’s influences, but that they can themselves take an 

active role in shaping media coverage of the war in their favor.  

Because a false belief in Western societies’ vulnerability to casualties has led to a 

decreased effectiveness of military forces by emphasizing their protection rather than 

their employment, and has engendered an image of weakness to potential enemies, it is to 

be hoped that Western politicians will shed these false assumptions. Similarly, 

governments need to realize that they place themselves at a disadvantage and show a lack 

of true understanding when they take the so – called ‘CNN effect’ at face value. 

Convincing citizens of the necessity of a military intervention is the key to keeping the 

negative effects of both these mechanisms low, but the question remains what constitutes 

a legitimate motivation when wars of choice are concerned. As Lawrence Freedman 

summarizes, ‘[c]asualties in a war of necessity, to protect core values, to spare one’s 

homeland from devastation or occupation by an alien power, might be unavoidable; 

casualties for more marginal political purposes, especially if these appear impossible to 

achieve, are much harder to justify.’
453
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Due to the media’s global and unrelenting presence, Western governments who 

attempt to garner public support for the war effort by using propaganda and other 

explicitly deceitful methods will likely suffer severe domestic backlash when the truth 

comes to light. As a result, in the absence of a direct threat to national security Western 

governments can only hope to gain strong support for the use of armed force when it is 

used in accordance with their societies’ democratic principles. Gil Merom’s theory of a 

normative gap between Western governments and their citizens is especially instructive 

in this regard. It holds that Western governments are inherently disadvantaged when 

waging war because of the need to adhere to the democratic norms and values of their 

citizens. This makes the use of force for goals other than those necessitated by issues of 

national security highly suspect. 

To these already substantial obstacles were added theories relating to 

globalization’s ability to undercut state authority and autonomy, and a bureaucratic 

explanation for the creation of ineffective policy. However, neither of these two subjects 

proved to be especially influential. Even though globalization presents new challenges, it 

does not fundamentally undermine nation states’ ability to act internationally. Theories 

that attest to its sovereignty – eroding abilities often lack a historical context and thus 

neglect that absolute sovereignty has never been a reality. The theory of bureaucratic 

politics, which holds that the creation of foreign policy is determined more by the 

institutional interests of the parties involved in it than rational calculations, was shown to 

have only a secondary influence and was consequently not considered further.  

At heart therefore, the most influential explanations pertaining to Western 

governments as a factor in the paradoxical inability of the strong to defeat the weak 

revolve around two main issues. Firstly, politicians misunderstand and obscure the nature 

of war which has lead to unrealistic goals and the ineffective deployment of armed 

forces. Secondly and perhaps most significantly, when war is not waged for goals directly 

related to national security, the use of violence clashes with the beliefs held by Western 

democratic societies, which may result in the fatal undermining of public support for the 

war and for the government. 

The ‘armed forces’ part of the literature review started by addressing the question 

of whether or not modern wars are of a fundamentally different nature than those that 
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have gone before. No such break between past and present exists, this thesis argues, 

because Clausewitz’s trinity of violence, chance and rational purpose is a timeless 

description of war’s nature. Changes in the relationships between those elements allow 

for an unlimited scope in the variety of war, but its fundamental nature remains 

consistent. Therefore, the contemporary prevalence of civil wars and other forms of 

intrastate conflict do not signify a break with past wars of a more conventional nature but 

rather a shift in emphasis.  

Consequently, it was only logical to argue that the past can indeed form a rich 

source of knowledge that can be used for analyzing and evaluating modern day military 

campaigns. At the same time, this does not mean that the lessons of past campaigns can 

simply be copied; each war is unique due to its political, military, economical, social and 

international contexts. It is more useful to study the past in order to find general 

guidelines than it is to obtain specific instructions. 

With these observations in mind, the next part of the review focused on analyzing 

the military strategy and doctrine used in counterinsurgency warfare. Introduced to the 

idea that counterinsurgency warfare operates on different principles than conventional 

warfare by Rupert Smith’s idea of ‘war amongst the people’, this section highlighted 

those differences, the reasons why Western militaries were unable to cope effectively 

with them, and what recommendations existed within the literature regarding the changes 

necessary to overcome these deficiencies.  

The main military reason why Western armed forces have failed at 

counterinsurgency warfare is that their training, preparation and equipment have not been 

focused on addressing the challenges that insurgencies pose. The Cold War necessitated 

the N.A.T.O. allies to maintain strong conventional forces in order to dissuade the Soviet 

Union from launching an invasion of Western Europe. When the Berlin Wall came down 

in 1989 and the communist threat fell apart, Western armed forces were unparalleled in 

their conventional capabilities. In those conflicts where their opponents played according 

to the Western preference for conventional battle, Western militaries won stunning 

victories. Nevertheless, the vast majority of conflicts fought during and after the Cold 

War pitted Western forces against opponents who, left no other choice by the West’s 
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unassailable conventional superiority, used unconventional methods of warfare, 

commonly referred to in this thesis as insurgencies. 

These insurgents avoided confronting the West on its own terms and relied on 

guerrilla tactics and terrorism instead, whittling away morale, patience and public support 

in protracted engagements until the Western war effort collapsed on itself. Unidentifiable 

because they wore no uniforms, and hard to combat because they seldom presented the 

kind of targets that the advanced Western weapons systems favored, the key to their 

defeat lay not in bringing them to battle but in taking away that on which they were 

dependent; the support of the people.  

Insurgent forces, too weak to seek an open confrontation with their stronger 

opponents, rely on the support of the local population for recruits, concealment, supplies, 

weapons and intelligence. Because of this, insurgencies are of a decidedly political 

nature; winning and retaining the support of the population is vital to both sides, and the 

methods to achieve this goal go beyond the purely military. As opposed to conventional 

warfare in which force is used strategically to cripple an opponent’s military and 

economical capacity to resist, in counterinsurgency the application of force is secondary 

to the strategic objective of winning the will of the people. The failures of Western armed 

forces in counterinsurgency wars have been attributable to neglecting to recognize this 

distinction and an unwillingness to adapt to it. 

Through adhering to a dedication to seeking victory through battle, Western 

militaries have not only forgone effectiveness in counterinsurgency operations, they have 

also separated war from politics. By focusing on the use of force itself, rather than how 

its application can be used to further the political aims of the war, the primacy of politics 

has been undermined. These critical developments have led to what this thesis has called 

a mismatch between strategy and grand strategy, between the military means and the 

political goals. 

The reasons for this unwillingness to adapt may be found in military cultures that 

view fighting insurgencies as a second – rate activity, preferring a short and decisive 

showdown against a conventional opponent instead, and the promises issued by 

technology. Believing that technology has revolutionized warfare and is increasingly able 
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to replace soldiers, Western military leaders have embraced its potential as a way of 

maintaining combat power with smaller forces while keeping the dreaded casualties low.  

Yet as the discussion surrounding its usefulness has shown, technology cannot be 

relied on to provide a solution to all the problems posed by warfare. Historically, 

revolutionary technological developments have been copied, negated by further 

developments or rendered irrelevant by clever opponents. Adherents of the so – called 

‘Revolution in Military Affairs’ neglect the fact that war is not a science, that there are no 

laws to be discovered and no formulaic solutions to be devised. Chance will forever be an 

aspect of war and no amount of research and development can alter this. Believing 

technology to be able to make war a carefully controlled and precise activity shows a 

fundamental misunderstanding of Clausewitz’s insights into its nature. 

Furthermore, the majority of technological innovations focus on giving Western 

forces additional benefits in an activity that they are already very good at, namely waging 

conventional war. Counterinsurgency campaigns, on the other hand, emphasize the need 

for actual soldiers on the ground in order to provide security and occupy territory, tasks 

for which technology provides no substitutes. A focus on military technological 

advantages therefore not only misses the point that counterinsurgency is not about the 

strategic use of force, it also widens the gap between strategy and grand strategy by 

focusing on the perfection of military means without pondering their relation to the 

political goal. 

Ultimately the review did not merely focus on what was wrong with Western 

militaries’ approach to counterinsurgency; it also investigated alternative strategies. The 

primary requirement for a successful counterinsurgency strategy is that it must recognize 

the political nature of such conflicts. The military forces’ role is to provide security for 

the population, to physically isolate insurgents from their support base, and to train local 

police and military forces to aid them in these tasks. Because the emphasis is on winning 

the support of the population, force should be used sparingly and discriminately in order 

to prevent collateral damage as much as possible. Close cooperation with a host of 

civilian organizations is essential in order to synergistically work towards the creation of 

political, social and economic conditions that will bring citizens to the counterinsurgents’ 

side and undermine the legitimacy of their opponents’ call to arms. In this ‘hearts and 
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minds’ approach the addressing of legitimate grievances is an important step towards 

winning popular support. 

Proponents of such an approach emphasize that by providing a better alternative 

to the societal prospects offered by the insurgents, counterinsurgent forces can isolate and 

defeat their opponents over time. The British counterinsurgency success during the 

Malayan Emergency is often hailed as a prime example of the validity of just such a 

strategy. However, counterinsurgency doctrine is an especially heavily debated subject 

and many authors are critical of the principles outlined above. 

One point of criticism is that the hearts and minds thinking is based upon a very 

limited amount of empirical evidence in its favor, with the Malayan Emergency being the 

prime, and possible the only, example of its successful implementation. Other authors 

have suggested that cultural prejudices hamper the effectiveness of this strategy because 

Western norms and values are not universally sought after, consequently limiting their 

ability to persuade civilians to support the counterinsurgents’ cause. Perhaps most 

significantly, Steven Metz and Raymond Millen have argued that insurgencies can fall 

into two broad categories that each have distinct implications for the effectiveness of the 

hearts and minds approach. 

In national insurgencies, grievances held towards the government fuel the 

insurgents’ cause and their aim is to replace or reform it. Within such a context a hearts 

and minds approach may indeed yield results by removing the causes for the violence 

through social, political or economical reforms. However, when insurgencies are of a 

liberation variety their motivation is not the reform of a corrupt or repressive government, 

but the removal of foreign occupiers from a territory. In such a setting, the enticements of 

a hearts and minds approach will likely be of very little value as they are proposed by the 

very party that is seen to be the cause of the conflict. As a criticism of this theory, it could 

be said that during the Malayan Emergency the British were able to defeat insurgents 

who wanted to put an end to the British presence. However, the British promise to leave 

voluntarily once the insurgency had been defeated could provide an explanation for this 

exception and this example can thus not convincingly question the theory’s merits.
454
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Metz and Millen’s distinction between these two forms of insurgencies reinforces 

the importance of a realistic evaluation of the attainability of the political goals. Most 

importantly, however, it implies that Western states can only intervene in a select number 

of insurgencies. As a strategy based on military violence and repression is very difficult 

for Western states to justify, it follows that if a hearts and minds approach is inapplicable, 

there are few alternatives. 

The counterbalance for a strategy aimed at winning popular support by persuasive 

measures is one that emphasizes the use of force to quell dissent and destroy the 

insurgents. However, in an increasingly interconnected world, wars can no longer be 

fought in isolation from domestic and international public opinion. The atrocities 

committed by the French in Algeria allowed them to be victorious militarily but, in 

another example of the divide between strategy and grand strategy, because public 

opinion was outraged by news of these events, French domestic politics fell into turmoil, 

and the war was ultimately lost. Reiterating the conclusion of the ‘government’ section, it 

is very hard for Western states to use military violence if by doing so they trample on the 

democratic values of their citizens. A clear threat to national security will undoubtedly 

allow the armed forces far greater leniency in this regard, but counterinsurgency 

operations are often wars of choice in the sense that national survival is not at stake. In 

such circumstances, using extremes of violence is simply not an option for Western 

democracies who by doing so gain military effectiveness at the cost of making the 

political aims of the war unachievable. Additionally, even when national security seems 

to warrant the application of large scale military force overseas, as was the case during 

the Vietnam War, a strategy of attrition is not necessarily effective against insurgent 

forces. Even though the North Vietnamese suffered horrendous losses, their 

determination to continue the struggle never wavered. 

Counterinsurgency strategies based primarily on the use of military force are 

therefore ineffective for two reasons. Firstly, unless national security dictates the defeat 

of an insurgency at all costs, the use of considerable military force will challenge the 

democratic values of the Western state’s society, thereby risking the growth of an anti – 

war movement that could lead to the withdrawal of the armed forces and even to the fall 

of the government. Secondly, attempting to win a counterinsurgency war by focusing on 
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the military defeat of the insurgents loses sight of the fact that such struggles are political 

at heart, depending on the ability to win public support and not on the ability to destroy. 

Thus, by focusing on victory through the use of force, Western militaries are not working 

towards the political aims but away from them, widening the gap between means and 

ends. 

Consequently, the use of excessive force in counterinsurgency operations is not a 

viable strategy, which strengthens the validity of the hearts and minds approach and its 

insistence on a restricted use of force. However, while minimal force is a sound 

theoretical concept, it must not be allowed to obscure war’s fundamentally violent aspect. 

Without credible and effective coercive and destructive capabilities, counterinsurgents 

will be unable to deal with those opponents who cannot be persuaded to lay down their 

arms, a scenario which is all the more likely when insurgencies are of the liberation 

variety. Applying force to kill and deter opponents will always be a part of warfare. 

Collateral damage, the unintended deaths of innocent civilians and even the intentional 

commitment of atrocities are all part of war’s violent and uncontrollable reality, no matter 

what restrictions are placed on the use of force. All of these issues are tragic and utterly 

deplorable, yet engaging in war must mean facing up to reality. The key problem for 

Western armed forces and their political leaders in counterinsurgencies will be to find 

that delicate balance between using enough force to be militarily effective, while staying 

below the threshold above which public support at home and among the target population 

will be critically undermined. 

To this debate about counterinsurgency doctrine and its central dilemma 

surrounding the use of force were added the subjects of intelligence, civil – military 

coordination, the importance of external assistance to insurgents, and a short review of 

casualty phobia in the military. Jeffrey Record has shown that without external assistance 

in the form of arms, training and supplies, insurgencies are almost certain to fail. Denying 

them this outside support is therefore a key step in bringing about their defeat. However, 

depending on the geographical dimensions of the conflict the practical difficulties of 

putting this into practice can be immense. This is one of the many topics addressed in this 

study that deserves extensive additional research. 
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Intelligence is likewise recognized to be a vital necessity for a successful 

counterinsurgency campaign. However, its attainment faces the dilemma that the local 

population will be hesitant to supply it without having their security assured, while 

assuring their security demands defeating the insurgents, which in turn requires solid 

intelligence. Furthermore, as Clausewitz teaches, intelligence is often of a very dubious 

nature which makes its value hard to judge. As a consequence of this, any military effort 

that places it at the center of its operations runs the risk of acting on misinformation. 

The political nature of counterinsurgency operations and the hearts and minds 

approach’s emphasis on addressing the grievances of the local population as the key to 

winning their support means that the military effort will need to be supplemented by a 

host of civilian agencies working towards societal, political or economic reforms. 

Without close cooperation between all the parties involved in the war effort, a synergistic 

effort is hard to achieve. Close civil – military coordination is therefore a logical step in 

assuring the success of the operation.  

Regarding Western armed forces’ casualty aversion, which has resulted in their 

impulse to invest heavily in force protection, it was noted that the same false motivational 

factors have been at work as were identified in the ‘government’ section of the literature 

review. The acceptance of casualties among Western publics is dependent on their 

perception of whether or not the war is strategically important enough to warrant them. In 

the meantime, force protection may lead to decreased military effectiveness as 

preservation trumps application. Finally, excessive attention to force protection may also 

project an image of weakness to potential enemies. As with the political variant of this 

false understanding regarding the impact of casualties, military leaders would benefit 

from developing a more nuanced understanding of the way in which casualties can 

influence domestic public opinion. 

In the third and final part of the literature review the nature of Western society 

itself was examined. Compared to the previous sections it was distinctly shorter in length, 

a difference which it owed to the fact that ‘the people’ aspect of Clausewitz’s secondary 

trinity had been implicitly and explicitly discussed in various parts in the debate up to 

that point. Nevertheless, one aspect of Western societies that deserved additional 
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attention was that of political culture, or the norms and values within which Western 

political systems operate.  

Several interesting conclusions were reached pertaining to the influence of 

Western norms and values on cultural perceptions of war and conflict. The belief that 

conflicts arise from a rational dispute, implying that they can be solved through 

negotiation and compromise, was shown to be distinctly Western. In other parts of the 

world such a view is not as prominent, and violence and conflict are not seen as 

deviations from normal behavior but rather as an intrinsic aspect of human affairs. 

Western appeals to peaceful compromise may therefore have limited impact outside of 

democratic societies. 

Furthermore, Western societies’ aversion to violence and conflict may stem from 

the fact that most Western states have not been the victim of direct military aggression 

since 1945. As a consequence of a lack of experience with the ugly realities of war, 

unrealistic and even naïve perceptions of it have been able to take hold. Viewing war as 

an illegitimate activity can be an important motivational factor for the noble desire to 

assist societies that are beset by it. At the same time, however, it can hamper the Western 

state’s conduct of war by imposing restrictions on it that limit its effectiveness. 

Returning now to the main issues that this thesis has uncovered, several final 

observations present themselves. The central hypothesis which this work has tested has 

been the question whether Western states’ lack of military success against weaker 

opponents has been due to a misunderstanding of the nature of war. Arguing that 

Clausewitz’s view of war being comprised of violence, chance and rational purpose was 

correct, this work proceeded to discuss the various political, military and societal 

problems besetting Western states at war as identified by a host of scholars. Even though 

Clausewitz was not always explicitly present in those debates, his trinitarian view of war 

was as a steady undercurrent running through the discourse.  

In conclusion, an understanding of war’s nature is indeed missing among Western 

political and military leadership as well as society at large. A disregard for war’s 

inherently violent and chaotic aspects has led to an unwarranted belief in the ability of its 

rational aspect to turn war into an effective tool for a host of purposes that are not in 

accordance with its nature, such as humanitarian missions. By allowing war’s nature to 



 141 

become obscured, politicians have neglected the fact that clear and realistic goals are 

absolutely essential if violence is to serve a purpose. By focusing on the perfection of the 

application of military force and by putting too much faith in the promises of technology, 

Western military leaders have disregarded the role chance plays in warfare and have lost 

sight of the fact that the effectiveness of means can only be judged in relation to the goals 

they are designed to achieve. Finally, Western societies’ preference for non – violent 

solutions to conflicts, and their delegitimization of war, may lead to unrealistic 

assumptions about violence’s necessity and controllability. 

Of these obstacles to the effective use of military force the impact of Western 

societies’ growing dislike for war may be the least influential. As this thesis has 

repeatedly shown, if war is viewed to be necessary and its goals are deemed realistic, 

then public support will be forthcoming. More serious is politicians’ lack of 

understanding regarding the nature of war, how it can be used as an instrument of state 

and what the limits of its usefulness are. To remedy these faults a closer cooperation with 

military leaders who have the necessary experience with war’s reality may be effective. 

Unfortunately, Western military leaders have themselves shown several deeply rooted 

misunderstandings regarding the nature of the conflicts they have found themselves in, 

the relation of military means to political goals, and the usefulness of military 

technology.  

However, there are encouraging signs that a much needed adaptation to the 

demands of counterinsurgency warfare is underway that may lead to military strategy 

being realigned with political grand strategy. These changes, epitomized by the U.S. 

military’s new counterinsurgency doctrine, are essential if Western states are to improve 

their performance in the form of war that is currently prevalent and likely to remain so for 

the foreseeable future.
455

  

Indeed, as van Creveld writes, there are ‘(…) solid military reasons for defeat.’
456

 

But what this thesis has also brought to the surface is that the democratic foundation of 

Western states fundamentally limits their ability to wage war for anything less than 

matters of national security. Essentially, Western states are placed in a quandary in regard 
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to the use of military force. Using excessive force may yield military results but risks a 

domestic political catastrophe and the alienation of the target population. On the other 

hand, if too many restrictions are placed on the use of force, Western states gain domestic 

support at the risk of military defeat. Neither extreme will lead to success. As Lawrence 

Freedman elegantly puts its, ‘[t]he management of this tension between liberal ends and 

illiberal means is at the heart of many of the problems of contemporary strategy.’
457

 

The problems facing modern Western states at war are as numerous as they are 

diverse. The observations and conclusions mentioned in this thesis are in many ways 

merely a starting point for further research. Practically all the theories discussed in these 

pages are the subject of intense academic debate, and the number of authors who have 

contributed to their development extends well beyond those few referenced here. 

Therefore, a suggestion for future research would be to deepen as well as broaden the 

investigation of subjects that can explain the poor military performance of Western states 

over the past decades. In order for a fuller understanding to be reached, such studies will 

need to be of a multidisciplinary nature, incorporating the work of historians as well as 

social and political scientists. While such an attempt has been made here, the 

preponderance of theories related to the armed forces reflects the author’s historical 

background and interest in security studies.  

On the basis of the conclusions of this thesis, two specific avenues for future 

research can be suggested. Firstly, can Western military forces be transformed so that 

they excel in counterinsurgency operations as well as conventional warfare, and would 

such a change be in the best interest of Western states’ security? Secondly, does the 

tension between Western societies’ liberal values and war’s illiberal nature preclude the 

effective execution of counterinsurgency warfare, or can a balance be achieved? 

The evidence gathered so far suggests that Western military forces are indeed 

capable of transforming themselves into effective counterinsurgency instruments, as the 

British did in Malaya and the new American counterinsurgency manual proposes to do 

with the U.S. forces in Iraq. The question remains, however, whether such a change 

would undermine Western armed forces’ conventional superiority, and consequently if 

adapting to wars of choice should take precedence over preparing for potential wars of 
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necessity. In regard to the second question predictions are difficult to make. If Western 

governments can convince their citizens that a military intervention is necessary and its 

goals achievable, the public may support the endeavor. What remains to be seen is if this 

level of support is high enough to allow the armed forces the leniency in regard to the use 

of force that they need to operate effectively. Without the ability to intervene decisively, 

the disheartening experiences of the failed humanitarian interventions of the 1990’s may 

be repeated in which concern for casualties seemed to outweigh the humanitarian motives 

behind the deployment of the armed forces. While the interventions in Iraq and 

Afghanistan are based on motives more robust than humanitarian ones, progress has so 

far not been promising. In sum, the historical record seems to tend towards pessimistic 

rather than optimistic conclusions in this regard. 

These are but a few suggestions for possible future research. What this thesis has 

hoped to accomplish is to show that war is not merely waged by militaries, but that it is 

an activity that engages all elements of society. By using Clausewitz’s secondary trinity 

as a framework it has been possible to argue that the problems raised by war, as well as 

their possible solutions, cannot be assessed in isolation but must be reviewed in relation 

to the larger context of government, armed forces and people. Addressing the problems 

of the individual parts, such Western militaries’ lack of an effective counterinsurgency 

doctrine or politicians’ lack of understanding regarding the nature of war, are a very 

important part of working towards a solution. But, due to the interdependent nature of the 

secondary trinity, if Western citizens do not support their governments’ war aims than no 

matter how well the military means are attuned to the political goals, success will remain 

elusive.  
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