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 After the collapse of the USSR, and the end of the Cold 

War, it has come under debate whether or not a new kind of 

war has appeared in the international stage. In this article 

we will try to show that while the essence of war remains the 

same, its methods of waging it have changed.  

  

 

The Strategic “Orthodoxy”-Clausewitzian Thought 

 

 In order to make any conclusions in the essence of war, we must start from the 

basics, which are Prussian military scholar Carl von Clausewitz. According to him the 

essence of war comprises from three ingredients, each of which is present in every 

confrontation, but in different doses.
1
 Those ingredients are i) hatred/violence, ii) 

chance, and iii) subjugation of the military to political goals. Each of these facets of 

war corresponds to a particular element of the society that fights. Hatred mainly 

regards the wider civilian population of the country at war, and its will to continue the 

fight. Chance regards the country’s military forces, where a small shift of luck can 

mean the difference between victory and defeat, eg a rainfall that cancels a 

breakthrough to the enemy lines. Political domination exclusively regards the 

country’s political elite.  
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 This was true in the Napoleonic era that the Prussian theorist lived and wrote, 

but is this also true in the era of ICBMs and smart weapons? In 1989 right after the 

fall of the Soviet Union, came an article that opened a debate that is still active today, 

and it claimed that we are entering a new generation of war, the fourth since the 

Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. The article was “The Changing Face of War: Into the 

Fourth Generation”, and it suggested that the very way we are conducting war is 

under constant evolvement.
2
 

 The main arguments for that were that four changes have taken place since the 

end of the Second World War which is so great that the nature of war has changed. 

The first of these changes is that because of the unit dispersion in a battlefield has 

vastly increased, it is near impossible for a commander to control all his units. Thus 

low level initiative must be exercised, something unthinkable before. The second is 

that this dispersion of action severely hampers logistic support of the units. This 

means that isolated units will have to sustain themselves from the land they operate 

in. The third change is due to the technological progress, an army comprised of small 

scale units is an asset, while in the past it was a deficiency. Finally due to the 

technological progress the military goal is no longer the physical neutralization of the 

enemy, but to collapse him by striking with surgical precision his command nodes and 

similar ‘soft targets’.  

 

The RMA Factor and the Incentive for New Strategies 

 

 All of the above points are directly linked to one factor, technology. The vast 

increase of technology in nowadays battlefield affairs has been called the “Revolution 

in Military Affairs” (RMA), and is defined as “discontinuous increase in military 

capability and effectiveness”.
3
 RMA can increase the tactical effectiveness of a 

military formation in an unprecedented manner. For example compare the American 

infantryman of World War 2 to his nowadays counterpart. The former was armed with 

a 5-round rifle, while the latter is armed with a 30-round automatic rifle. That is six 

times the firepower available. Nowadays soldier also cannot lose his bearing due to 

GPS systems, can move in the dark due to night vision goggles and has higher 

survivability expectancy due to body armor.  

 The above facts mean that contemporary armies need significantly less 

personnel to pack the same amount of firepower. This leads us to the major shift in 



military affairs today. That is the fact that in the past for one international actor to 

wage war he needed a substantial conscription pool, since that was the only way he 

could pack sufficient force and conduct the war. Today on the other hand the RMA 

allows a smaller force to pack the same amount of firepower as an earlier army.
4
 The 

first question that comes to mind is “What difference does that make? All nations 

benefit from RMA, so the international balance of power would roughly remain the 

same”. This question is true but only if we consider state actors. What the above 

question does not acknowledge is the appearance of non-state actors trying to achieve 

state status, or to promote their agenda.  

 This leads us to the core of our article, which is the appearance of terrorism 

and insurgencies in international affairs with great momentum. While in the past a 

group of people had no means to promote their political agenda whatever that might 

be (political, religious, sectarian etc), other than the democratic process, nowadays 

this group can wage a small war. That fact in the one hand destabilizes the sovereign 

states and on the other gives the incentive to displeased civilians to take arms. Since 

these insurgents can do little harm in conventional military forces, which as we saw 

benefit equally from the RMA, they move their battlefield to the civilian population.  

 Irregular warfare can benefit from all of the four new characteristics of war 

that we mentioned above. Insurgents operate in a decentralized manner and employ 

low level leadership (cell organization). Since they operate mainly in a civilian 

environment, they can sustain themselves from their area of operations. They are also 

organized in small units and cannot cause heavy casualties, but can successfully target 

society’s morale.  

 As the recent experience showed us in Iraq, small and highly motivated 

terrorist groups operated in the country and made use of the RMA to cause casualties 

both in civilian and occupational forces via the use of improvised explosive devises 

(IEDs).
5
 Their strategy worked and brought Iraq in the verge of open civil war and 

coalition forces in the verge of strategic defeat. Other cases of sub-state actors waging 

effective insurgencies against state actors include the Afghan campaign from 2001 

until today, Islamic insurgencies in the Caucasus waged against the Russian 

Federation, Palestinian insurgencies waged against Israel, etc. But still are these 

examples capable to claim that clauzewitzian thinking is obsolete and that we need 

new theories to study war? 

 



Is There a “New Kind of War”? 

 

 Our answer to the above question is emphatically no. To explain the shift in 

contemporary strategic theory, we will employ the Lakatos model. 
6
 According to 

that, a theory’s core theoretical assumptions are not subject to change if the theory is 

to remain legitimate, while its auxiliary hypotheses can change. To bring things in 

strategy, the Clausewitzian trinity is still valid. What has changed is the impact of 

each of the components in nowadays warfare.
7
  

 While during the Cold War the main element of the trinity was ‘political 

guidance’, after the end of it the main element became ‘hatred’. Thus we have a shift 

from the political elites to the peoples and their will to conduct war/ suffer casualties 

for their cause. This changes the strategies that need to be employed to combat the 

new phenomenon, but does not change the strategy itself. The same thing applied in 

the end of World War 2, when the main element of strategy shifted from the military 

to the political due to the appearance of nuclear weapons. Today’s catalyst for the 

shift is the RMA.  

 

The Future of War 

 

 Surely war in the future will have different facets, but it will not be different in 

its essence. Nations will have to find new norms to combat the new challenges but the 

clausewitzian statement that “war is an act of force, to compel the enemy to do our 

will”, is still true. Already new doctrines have began implementation 

(counterinsurgency - COIN), that are not based, as traditional doctrines did, solely in 

application of conventional force, but on ‘winning the hearts and minds’ of the 

population in question, in the collection of actionable intelligence and in the 

formation of small, extremely maneuverable units capable of responding immediately 

in threats.
8
  

 Proof of that statement is the Iraqi campaign from 2003 until 2011. When 

coalition forces chose to base their strategy in engaging the unconventional forces of 

the insurgents, they failed. That is because they identified the enemy military as their 

centre of gravity
9
, something that in practise proved to be wrong. When general D. 

Petraeus took command in 2007 and re-identified the enemy’s centre of gravity as its 



civilian morale and not its military forces, he changed the doctrine and it was 

successful.  

 In the future we will face more of this kind of challenges. Arab Spring 

revolutions bear witness that sub-national actors will pursuit their agenda by forcible 

means and if left unchecked, they could severely impact international politics. For 

example, one can imagine what the response would be of a nuclear Israel, should it 

find itself strategically encircled by radical Islamic neighboring states. What states 

need to do is to adapt to the new environment. Deeply rooted perceptions will have to 

be altered and this is easier to say than to implement, but it is the only way for states 

to promote their national as well as regional security and stability.  
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