Irregular Warfare
Defining the Debate

Col. Todd Schmidt, PhD, U.S. Army

here is a debate over how to define “irregular

warfare” Conventional thinking advocates for

a conservative definition of irregular warfare
that hinges on adversarial engagement utilizing lethal
force that is violent and militarized. For example, the
2007 Irreqular Warfare Joint Operating Concept defines
irregular warfare as “a violent struggle among state and
non-state actors for legitimacy and influence over the
relevant populations.

However, there is a growing awareness and recog-
nition that classical irregular warfare doctrine requires
rethinking and a less conventional understanding and
approach. Forward-thinking theorists believe that
irregular warfare exists across the cooperation-com-
petition-crisis-conflict continuum. Irregular warfare is
increasingly used to describe the ever-present condi-
tion of enduring competition among nations, whether
that competition is lethal or nonlethal; militarized or
nonmilitarized; embroiled in armed conflict or below
the threshold of armed conflict. Current doctrine
found in Joint Publication 1, Joint (Wa(ﬁgﬁting, for
example, defines irregular warfare as “a form of warfare
where states and non-state actors campaign to assure or
coerce states or other groups through indirect, non-at-
tributable, or asymmetric activities, either as the prima-
ry approach or in concert with conventional warfare”

This debate of definitions is important, because it
ultimately informs U.S. national security, defense, and
military policies. It also informs how resources are
allocated. Thus, it is a political issue, as well. Given this
complexity, predicting what future warfare and battle-
fields will look like is a dangerous and risky business, and
pundits or subject-matter experts are rarely accurate in
their predictions. Moreover, the U.S. military has often
been accused of preparing for the war that it wants to
fight, not the wars in which it is required to fight.
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Current U.S. Army doctrine and readiness focuses
on large-scale combat operations. Large-scale combat
operations are, by nature, extensive multinational, joint
combat operations involving multiple corps and divi-
sion size units and include conventional and irregular
forces on both sides.” But what happens if an adversary
elects for a strategy that depends wholly on unconven-
tional and asymmetric tactics and operations to achieve
a desired end state?

There may be a scenario wherein a sophisticated
adversary seeks to engage and attack the United States
in a manner for which it is unprepared. For example, it is
often stated that the support of the populace in dem-
ocratic nations is a center of gravity in war. However,

a democratic society, such as the United States, can be
divided and polarized to such an extent that trust be-
tween political parties does not exist. Truth and facts can
be called into question and politicized for personal and
partisan gain. The populace can be divided, confused,
frustrated, and hopeless to such an extent that they lose
significant trust and confidence in public institutions.

November-December 2024 MILITARY REVIEW



At a critical moment, perhaps during a major nat-
ural disaster or a national event such as a presidential
election period, for example, an adversary could con-
duct an asymmetric attack that damages or destroys
critical national infrastructure; debilitates our military
and strategic deterrence capabilities; or significantly
damages our international influence. Can a nation
so polarized and lacking trust in national leaders and
institutions see past their partisan divides to focus on
an external enemy? If a devastating attack under the
threshold of armed conflict can achieve a strategic
objective of the enemy or deny and damage the strate-
gic interests of the United States and its allies, it may be
worth the risk. And without the support of the public
or electorate in a democracy, our leaders cannot mobi-
lize the Nation for war.

Irregular warfare, liberally defined, takes these
scenarios into consideration. We must have the political
will, resources, doctrine, and capabilities to meet the
enemy where they are, not where we wish them to be.
We must be willing and able to engage our enemies with
all levers of national power on their homeland, in their
homes, on their airwaves, and against their national
interests. We must be willing and able to engage with
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persistent staying power to achieve long-term gains. We
must be willing and able to dominate our adversaries in
a comprehensive, absolute game of narrative, perception,
influence, and information.* We must be willing and able
to engage in infinite irregular warfare.

The articles that follow in this special edition discuss
all manner of issues and topics in irregular warfare.
We are deeply appreciative of the U.S. Army John F.
Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School at Fort
Liberty, North Carolina, for curating this edition and
thank the authors for their submissions. We hope you
enjoy this edition and that it instigates further con-
structive, professional debate and discourse. ®

Editor’s note: The 2025 General William DePuy
Writing Competition, the LS. ﬂrmy’s premier writ-
ing contest, is focused on the topic of security challeng-
es presented by a world that is increasingly borderless,
multicultural, and interdependent. The theme of the
2025 DePuy writing competition finds roots in the
defwnition of irreqular warfare, wherein state and non-
state actors struggle and compete for power. Read how to
enter the contest at https://www.armyupress.army.mil
DePuy-Writing-Competition/.
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U.S. Army Special Operations History Office

Located at Fort Liberty, North Carolina, the U.S. Army Special Operations History Office has the mis-
sion of preserving the institutional memory and organizational history of Army Special Operations
Forces (ARSOF); informing ARSOF leaders and soldiers, the Army, the Department of Defense, and
the Nation on ARSOF’s legacy; and inspiring ARSOF soldiers past, present, and future by connecting
them with their rich heritage. In discharge of these mission objectives, it maintains an unparalleled
collection of online unclassified published material that provides important, hard-to-find, and fasci-
nating details of ARSOF operations and missions—many from firsthand accounts that have had little
previous visibility to the public. Such accounts provide researchers with a rich source of material with
which to study not only tactical and operational decision-making but also to gain perspectives and new
insights on the context of evolving historical events involving U.S. foreign policy since the formal in-
ception ARSOF components during World War II and the beginning of the Cold War. To learn more,
visit https://arsof-history.org/.
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The Veritas archive provides a selection of important articles discussing Army special operations forces.
It is an example of the products the Army Special Operations History Office makes available to the pub-
lic and can be found at https://arsof-history.org/downloads.html.
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