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Maneuverist No. 2 (MCG, Oct20) discussed the 
Zweikampf (“two-struggle”) as the essential dy-
namic of war per MCDP 1, Warfighting. Ma-
neuverist No. 6 (MCG, Feb21) proposed the 

Dreikampf, or “three-struggle,” in which a population pursues 
interests independent of either of the main belligerents, as 
sufficiently different to qualify as an altogether other class of 
war. This paper explores the implications of the Dreikampf 

more deeply. Key to understanding the Dreikampf is that 
segments of the population are not interested in defeating 
the other two sides militarily but are merely interested in the 
freedom of action to pursue those independent interests.3 How 
should we understand this and how might this understanding 
inform what we should do about it?
 We acknowledged that the population in a Dreikampf 
likely will consist of numerous factions rather than a singular 
entity. We suggest that segments of the population will tend 
to bond together in common purpose when it is expedient to 
do so and will tend to act independently when it is not. We 
have argued that the shift from a “two-body problem” to a 
“three-body problem,” as in classical physics, increases the 
complexity of the challenge exponentially—to the point that 
it becomes relatively unsolvable when taken as a whole. This 
begs the question of whether the conflict is solvable in parts 
or pieces. Asking such a question illuminates the difficulties 
in reconciling strategy with tactics in such situations. Here, 
we aim to explain why this happens and what challenges 
Dreikampf poses for maneuver warfare theory reflected in 
current Marine Corps doctrine. It is appropriate to consider 
what doctrinal changes might be in order to address future 
challenges given the benefit of two decades of experience 
with 21st-century Dreikampf in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

The Population as Many-Sided
 The joint doctrinal notion of the population as the center 

Understanding the “three-sided struggle” is key to the modern application of maneuver warfare. (Photo by LCpl Samantha Barajas.)

“In the whole range of human activi-
ties, war most resembles a game of 
cards.” 1

—Carl von Clausewitz

“If you can’t spot the sucker in your 
first half hour at the table, then you are 
the sucker.” 2

—Mike McDermott
in the 1998 film Rounders



 www.mca-marines.org/gazette 101Marine Corps Gazette • January 2022

21st Century Dreikampf:
Challenges for

Maneuver Warfare
Maneuverist Paper No. 16

by Marinus

of gravity in counterinsurgency operations at least suggests 
a single entity as a source of power.4 Others, however, have 
been sensitive to the idea of the population as fragmented.5 
The notion of the population as a complex polyglot of in-
terests leading to organized violence is in fact a pre-modern 
phenomenon: 

In fact, before the Peace of Westphalia, many different enti-
ties waged wars. Families waged wars, as did clans and tribes. 
Ethnic groups and races waged war. Religions and cultures 
waged war. So did business enterprises and gangs. These wars 
were often many-sided, not two-sided, and alliances shifted 
constantly. Not only did many different entities wage war, 
they used many different means. Often, when war came, 
whoever was fighting would hire mercenaries, both on land 
and at sea. In other cases, such as tribal war, the “army” was 
any male old enough, but not too old, to carry a weapon ... In 
addition to campaigns and battles, war was waged by bribery, 
assassination, treachery, betrayal, even dynastic marriage. The 
lines between “civilian” and “military,” and between crime 
and war, were hazy or non-existent. Many societies knew little 
internal order or peace; bands of men with weapons, when not 
hired out for wars, simply took whatever they wanted from 
anyone too weak to resist them. Here, the past is prologue.6

 It is difficult to “operationalize” a military solution because 
conflict in such environments is not merely a military problem 
but fundamentally a political, social, and cultural one.7 The 
military operational approach should be considered merely 
“satisficing”8—that is, applying local responses that will not 
necessarily solve the core problems leading to popular violence 
but will instead reduce the level of violence applied against 
friendly forces and neutral noncombatants until other, non-
military pressures can be brought effectively to bear.

 For those of us who have not spent significant time op-
erating on the ground “outside the berm” in these kinds of 
conflicts, the natural inclination is to think of people shoot-
ing at us as the bad guys in an oversimplified us-versus-them 
Zweikampf paradigm. We can easily label the shooters as 
“insurgents” or “anti-government forces,” even when such 
characterizations are not accurate. But it can be easier to treat 
them that way given military and physical security missions 
and mindsets. When all you have got is a hammer, you see 
anybody shooting at you as a nail.9 Metin Gurcan, a Turkish 
special forces officer, writes that this tendency leads to:

oversimplifying the incidents into a game with three play-
ers in the insurgency—and the habit of getting rid of every 

detail—[that] may lead to unintended consequences (the 
primary of which is the underestimation of all other dynamics 
in the game). ... [A]ll Afghan politics in rural areas is local, 
and in many incidents at the local level, COIN forces are the 
subject of the game rather than being the object. ... It was the 
actors of the local politics that shaped the environment and 
aptly made use of the fight between the insurgents and COIN 
forces. ... In many incidents, the fight has been, thus, among 
the actors in the local politics, which means it was not a fight 
between the insurgents and the COIN forces as we read and 
watch it in the media.10

 Gurcan’s book is filled with personal anecdotes illustrat-
ing how these tribal rural and Muslim perceptions within 
the population came into play in the Afghanistan war. U.S. 
counterinsurgency doctrine argues that we must understand 
the causes of the conflict. True, but that does not do justice to 
the nuanced complexity. Gurcan agrees but makes the more 
nuanced point that “an accurate analysis of who is exploit-
ing whom and for what purposes carries utmost importance 
when addressing an incident.”11 For U.S. forces, this is easier 
said than done given our status as foreigners (with a strong 
tendency to mirror-image) and our troop-rotation policies. 
When we cannot figure out what causes someone to shoot at 
us, we tell ourselves it is sufficient to recognize that they are 
a threat and must be neutralized. Thus, we naturally pursue 
this end through tactical actions devoid of strategic context 
or reason—which leads to bad tactics.12

Population Goals Are Local, But Not Always Political
 Not all organized violence in war has political goals—even 
in the local sense. As Martin van Creveld suggested in 1991, 
the violence of war itself may very well be an end, not just a 
means to an end. He opines that even the risk of death will 
not likely deter those seeking the pleasure of the fight as its 
own reward.13 As we now understand, self-radicalized jihad-
ists are even willing to fail in their terrorist acts—resulting 
in their arrest or deaths—as an act of personal redemption, 
a demonstration of their individual religious faith and devo-
tion.14

 But there is more to it than even this. In insurgencies 
and civil war, public safety institutions are usually weak or 
even completely ineffective; this condition gives license for 
individuals, families, clans, tribes, and other groups to pursue 
armed coercive methods for any number of purposes outside 
those of the insurgency/rebellion.15 Indeed, those caught 
up in such violence can be ignorant of the causes each side 
fights for, to the point of even being unable to identify what 
the causes of the overall conflict are.16 This is not merely a 
21st-century phenomenon, as Stathis Kalyvas describes in his 
magisterial book, The Logic of Civil War, with its treatments 
of insurgencies and civil wars ranging from the American 
Revolutionary War to the Iraq War as of 2005. This has 
always been true in human history.
 Unfortunately, this kind of micro-detail in understanding 
the human element in Dreikampf cannot help but get lost 
beyond the platoon and company commanders who daily 
come into contact with the local situation—if even they 

When we cannot figure out what 
causes someone to shoot at us, we tell 
ourselves it is sufficient to recognize 
that they are a threat and must be neu-
tralized.
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understand it.17 Gurcan laments that the reporting generated 
in Afghanistan was usually framed in terms of the overall 
strategic or operational concerns, with little flavor for what 
was really happening in tactical incidents beyond the quantifi-
able facts on the ground.18 This should be no surprise given 
mid-twentieth century and later American preferences for 
detailed quantification of observables in an irregular warfare 
operating environment, washing out what detailed insights 
exists through generalized trend analysis that cannot help but 
skew overall understanding. This is to be expected, given that 
the audiences for such analyses usually are senior military 
officers and government civilians with little time to absorb 
a dizzying variety of local nuances, even if given to them.19

Dissolving Linkage Between Strategy and Tactics
 The result of this is a decoupling of strategy from tactics 
and tactics from strategy in practice—regardless of the cam-
paigns and operations intended to link them—when operating 
in a Dreikampf environment.20 In Iraq and Afghanistan, the 
strategic framework assumptions regarding the legitimacy of 
the Baghdad and Kabul governments did not seem useful 
when dealing with people who either hated those in power 
or did not even recognize any sort of national or provin-
cial government, no matter who occupied the government 
buildings in the capital city.21 Far more pressing local issues 
governed how these people acted (and reacted). On the other 
hand, one senior Army officer lamented that the primacy of 
tactics at the boots-on-the-ground level seemed disconnected 
from strategic guidance and considerations, writing that 
“in the American Army’s new way of war, tactics—that is, 
carrying out of the ‘way’—has utterly eclipsed strategy” in 
counterinsurgency.22 Indeed, it seemed like it had to, since 
strategy often had little to no practical relevance to what 
was happening to those executing it.23 On the other hand, 
tactics could often be applied with no governing strategic 
rationale, as one officer described occurring in the Pech Val-
ley in Afghanistan.24

 Brett A. Friedman, in his latest book, argues why the 
operational level of war as a construct offers little help to 
connect strategy to tactics in these circumstances and oth-
ers.25 He summarizes earlier authors in observing that tactics 
in practice reflect linear problem-solving, whereas strategy 
requires a nonlinear approach, and there’s no logical space 
for the operational level to bridge these two very different 
things.26 Either operational art takes a linear approach, basi-
cally using the same logic as tactics but on a larger scale, or 
it mirrors the nonlinear nature of strategy, which makes it 
part of strategy itself.27 We disagree with this assertion, as 
our theory of war contends that war is chaotic and nonlinear 
in general, whether dealing with strategy, operational art, or 
tactics.28 But we readily concede that other Services, joint 
commands, and other DOD and external organizations may 
not see war the same way; this may contribute to the problem 
of strategy disconnected from tactics.
 In Dreikampf, the self-inflicted pressure to turn a local 
“three-body problem” into a more understandable “two-body 
problem” inaccurately oversimplifies the environment to better 

fit linear problem-solving approaches. According to Friedman, 
this perspective is echoed by military leaders planning and 
conducting campaigns and operations, rubbing against the 
complications of nonlinear strategic complexity but choosing 
to ignore them. Given local chaos falling outside the sim-
plistic us-versus-them mental model in coping with tactical 
problems, generalizing this in an accurate way in campaigns 
and operations to adequately inform strategy in a timely 
manner is very difficult. Because operational commanders 
fall back on Gurcan’s oversimplified paradigm in observing 
and analyzing what is going on—albeit across a larger area 
over longer periods of time—local nuance is usually lost in 
the aggregate. If operational art is supposed to assist in think-
ing about who, what, where, and when to fight, as well as to 
refuse to fight, wearing such cognitive blinders in planning 
and executing campaigns and operations is unhelpful at best 
and completely misleading at its absolute worst.29

 Indeed, in a Dreikampf, what does it mean to tactically 
defeat the enemy when some of those who oppose us today 
might not tomorrow? Might they oppose us next week over 
a totally different issue? What about those working with us 
who employ us as violent proxies to achieve their own indi-
vidualistic goals or eagerly solicit and receive our financial 
resources and material aid for the benefit of their family, clan, 
or tribe and no one else? The consequences of picking the 
wrong fight—whether in the wrong place, at the wrong time, 
with the wrong people, or fighting in the wrong way—can 
lead others not initially predisposed to work against us to 
subsequently do so.30 Despite our American proclivities to 
wash political considerations out of tactical decision making, 
this is anathema to the logic of Dreikampf and ultimately 
counterproductive. 
 We began this article with two quotes about playing cards. 
If war is a lot like playing a card game as Clausewitz suggests, 
a Dreikampf conflict requires us to ask ourselves a number of 
questions: How many players are sitting at the table? How 
many different types of games are the participants playing with 
the same decks of cards? Poker? If so, what kind? Or bridge? 
Rummy? Hearts? Or Spades? Are they changing from one 
type of game to another in-between and maybe even during 
a hand or a round of play? And maybe most important, are 
we the sucker at the table? And how can we know all this 
ahead of time so that we can take effective action? Is it even 
possible to know this ahead of time?

Challenges to Current Marine Corps Doctrine
 This last question is a good place to begin looking at our 
maneuver warfare doctrine to understand the kind of chal-
lenges we must face in Dreikampf. Certainly, maintaining an 
outward focus—on the so-called enemy or anybody pursuing 
their own interests—still matters, but grows more difficult 
as not only must we comprehend the military context but 
also the social, cultural, political/legal, economic, and related 
contexts as well. As MCDP 2, Intelligence, tells us “it may be 
extremely difficult to know in advance what [intelligence and 
information] is relevant and what is not.”31 While we tend 
to put more attention on physical forces that threaten us, the 



 www.mca-marines.org/gazette 103Marine Corps Gazette • January 2022

nature of 21st-century warfare is that practically anything can 
be weaponized, including information.32 Traditionally, intel-
ligence favored understanding potential and actual adversary 
capabilities over intent because of the difficulty in assessing 
the latter.33 Now, intent of all possible potential adversaries 
must be given at least equal (and arguably more) emphasis 
in a Dreikampf environment.
 Because of the diffusion and ambiguity of a polyglot array 
of actors in such settings, the speed of learning may seem to 
be most important, but if this comes at a cost in accuracy, it 
could lead adaptation in the wrong direction—and rapidly. 
It is natural to focus on how quickly we can spot threats 
to preempt them and neutralize them. But these must be 
understood in terms of larger contexts, particularly if one 
or more sides is “playing us for the sucker” and convincing 
us to engage others in a way we should not be or in creating 
situations in which we become the enforcement arm in a 
purely local vendetta that has nothing to do with supporting 
our goals in the wider conflict.34

 Given the difficulty in spotting, understanding, and as-
sessing physical threats without sufficient local context in 
these conditions, delving into moral and mental factors of 
combat power is essential. How to frame questions in our 
investigations of these factors in the Dreikampf environment 
is important. “Who is willing to fight on our side or other-
wise support us?” may not be as insightful as asking, “Who 
is willing to die to oppose us—and why?” We have lacked 
conceptual methods to comprehend the interplay of human 
will in our assessments in the past, but there are available 
analytical frameworks we can now use.35

 In the context of colliding moral factors, traditional notions 
of dominating the battlespace will likely prove counterpro-
ductive, as this will encourage others to vector our resources 
towards promoting their ends, possibly increasing the array of 
actors working against our purposes for their own individual 
reasons. We are perceived as one competing faction in the 
kaleidoscopic political landscape and must be conscious of 
optics and potential perceptions of others in all quarters. There 
will be tension between priorities in the neighborhood, in 
tactics, and at higher levels, to include national-level strategic 
leadership, corporate executives, global media, publics around 
the world, international organizations, and more. We cannot 
afford to appear a massive Goliath, lest someone search for 
and find the boy David to bring us down.36

 Decentralization of command, intelligence, and com-
munication will be even more necessary. The term “strategic 
corporal” must be backed up by essential training and edu-
cation, and perhaps requires even greater maturity that an 
older age might bring. Intelligence and C2 communications 
must be shared even more widely and deeply than just to 
commanders and staffs—it must be readily available at the 
point of decision and action, wherever that may be, informing 
whoever is taking local matters into their own hands. Formu-
lating commander’s intent to provide adequate guidance to 
effectively operate when estimates and associated plans and 
orders are rendered obsolete will be both more necessary and 
more difficult to frame and articulate.

 Lastly, reconciling the strategic-to-tactical disconnect often 
endemic to Dreikampf—whatever its cause—will require 
tougher moral courage in decision making. When strategic 
guidance is incompatible with the situation on the ground, 
local leaders find that the buck stops here and must decide 
between short-term cost-versus-gain tradeoffs and long-term 
consequences. Too often the understandable desire to bring 
everybody home safely promotes a default better to be judged 
by twelve than be carried by six attitude among commanders. 
We need to better empower subordinates to be able to exer-
cise more latitude and discretion than that to take risks in 
ambiguous and uncertain circumstances. For senior leaders, 
greater moral courage may be necessary at higher levels of 
command to exercise and defend Marine Corps maneuver 
warfare in Dreikampf environments, especially given different 
perceptions of the nature of war at other Service and joint 
tactical and operational headquarters. This will reach to the 
highest levels in the chain of command and within the vari-
ous U.S. government agencies at the very least.
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MCA members will receive  
10% off their purchases from The  

Lightning Press SMARTbooks website.   
Use code SMART-MCA-10 for your order.   

The MCA will also work with any unit 
or school on funding discounted bulk 

order of 50 or more copies.  Call the MCA 
Foundation at (866) 622-1775 or email 

mca@mca-marines.org for more information.

Web: www.TheLightningPress.com 
Email: SMARTbooks@TheLightningPress.com
24-hour Order & Customer Service: 1-800-997-8827
Mobile: 863-409-8084

WHAT IS A  
SMARTbook?

GET YOUR EDGE.
ORDER TODAY.

MCA IS HERE TO HELP
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