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    Between the rifle and the ballot box, this manual charts the difficult ground where force, law, and local legitimacy must converge to stabilize fractured political landscapes.

Small Wars Manual emerges from the United States Marine Corps’ early twentieth-century expeditions in the Caribbean and Central America, where Marines confronted rebellions, banditry, and fragile governance rather than set-piece battles. Rather than a memoir or a theoretical treatise, it is a carefully distilled field manual shaped by experience. Its subject is conflict at the margins: limited wars, interventions, and occupations in which military action is inseparable from administration, policing, and persuasion. The book recognizes that victory in such contests is measured less by territory taken than by institutions steadied and populations persuaded, and it teaches Marines to operate with that sober calculus.

Authored by the United States Marine Corps and first published in 1940, Small Wars Manual codifies lessons gathered across decades of expeditionary duty. It offers practitioners a comprehensive reference for planning and conducting small-unit operations amid political turbulence, drawing on institutional memory rather than any single campaign. The manual’s purpose is straightforward: to prepare Marines for the ambiguous missions that fall between peace and total war, where tactical success depends on understanding local conditions and coordinating civil and military instruments. It was written to standardize practices, to reduce costly improvisation, and to translate hard-won experience into guidance for future contingencies.

The book’s scope is striking. It surveys organization, intelligence, patrolling, logistics, and communications, but it also ranges beyond battlefield mechanics to address civil affairs, legal authorities, public information, and the formation of local security forces. It considers the roles of aviation and naval support in austere theaters, the conduct of convoys and outposts, and the patient routines of disarmament and census. Throughout, it frames operations as a sequence of interconnected tasks—security, governance, and economic stabilization—that must be synchronized. The prose is directive, but its prescriptions are tempered by a constant awareness that methods must be adapted to terrain, culture, and political objectives.

Its classic status comes from durability and clarity. Few military texts have remained continually useful across changing eras of technology and geopolitics; fewer still speak with such measured practicality about the gray areas of conflict. Small Wars Manual has been reprinted, studied in professional military education, and cited by scholars examining the history and practice of irregular warfare. It endures because it neither romanticizes nor dismisses small wars; it treats them as recurring features of international life. That sober stance, coupled with comprehensiveness and field-grounded insight, has secured the manual a place among foundational works on limited and irregular conflict.

The manual’s influence extends beyond the Marine Corps. Its chapter architecture and thematic emphases—population security, partnership with local forces, integrated civil-military action—anticipated debates that reemerged in later generations. During periods when counterinsurgency regained urgency, its pages provided a historical baseline and a vocabulary for practitioners and analysts. While technologies and theaters changed, the manual’s insistence that political effects anchor military means informed modern doctrine and training. It is frequently referenced in discussions that seek to reconcile tactical prowess with strategic legitimacy, reminding readers that methods suited to major wars can misfire when the center of gravity is the population.

In the broader tradition of military writing, Small Wars Manual stands at the juncture of practice and reflection. Its style is spare and methodical, yet it is animated by case-based reasoning drawn from dispersed interventions. The book complements works that explore the theory of war by focusing on the administrative, legal, and cultural frictions that determine outcomes in irregular settings. Rather than chase abstraction, it organizes experience into principles that can be taught, debated, and adapted. This blend of prescription and humility—firm guidance paired with respect for context—explains why it has remained a touchstone for professionals and historians alike.

Several themes recur across the manual’s chapters. It stresses economy of force and restraint, recognizing that excessive coercion can undermine political aims. It emphasizes intelligence built from persistent contact with communities, not merely from technical means. It urges commanders to coordinate with civilian authorities and to foster legitimate local institutions, accepting that progress can be incremental and easily reversed. It highlights training, discipline, and standards as constant antidotes to fatigue and frustration. Above all, it teaches that the tactical and the political cannot be separated in small wars; every patrol, checkpoint, and rumor carries strategic weight.

Ethical and legal considerations are not treated as afterthoughts. The manual grapples with sovereignty, the handling of prisoners, the protection of noncombatants, and the delegation of authority to constabulary forces. It addresses censorship, public information, and the hazards of misinformation, acknowledging that perception can outrun fact in contested environments. By foregrounding these issues, the book situates small wars within a framework of legitimacy and accountability. It asks Marines to discipline their power and to measure success by the restoration of order under lawful structures, rather than by body counts or trophies, anticipating later norms of professional conduct.

Contemporary readers will find the manual eerily current. Even as technologies evolve and adversaries adapt, the fundamental challenges of stabilization, urban security, and partner-force development persist. The manual’s counsel to integrate political objectives with military methods resonates in humanitarian crises, peace support missions, and gray-zone contests. Its pages illuminate why technical superiority alone does not guarantee favorable outcomes and why patience, cultural acuity, and interagency coordination are decisive. In an era of complex interventions and fragile states, the book offers a disciplined vocabulary and a set of mental habits for thinking through messy, protracted conflicts.

For students, practitioners, and general readers, the value of Small Wars Manual lies in its synthesis. It transforms scattered lessons into an accessible framework, balancing checklists with judgment and doctrine with adaptability. Readers encounter a reference that clarifies roles and responsibilities, introduces planning heuristics, and cautions against actions that compromise legitimacy. The manual also models how an institution learns: by distilling experience, acknowledging limits, and committing to continuous revision. Its measured tone invites reflection more than fervor, encouraging readers to approach difficult missions with rigor, humility, and a steady sense of proportion.

In sum, Small Wars Manual endures because it articulates the realities of limited conflict with precision, breadth, and moral seriousness. It captures the interplay of security, governance, and narrative that defines small wars, and it equips readers to navigate that interplay without illusion. As a work of professional literature, it set a benchmark for clarity and utility; as a historical artifact, it preserves the hard-earned wisdom of a generation of Marines. Its themes—restraint, legitimacy, partnership, and adaptation—remain as urgent now as in 1940, ensuring that the manual continues to inform and challenge new audiences.
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    The Small Wars Manual, published by the United States Marine Corps in 1940, compiles doctrine and practical guidance for expeditionary operations below the scale of major war. It defines "small wars" as interventions, occupations, and campaigns against irregulars or disorganized forces, often intertwined with civil unrest and governance tasks. Drawing on experiences in the Caribbean, Central America, and Asia, the manual outlines principles for planning, organizing, and conducting such missions. It emphasizes that military action serves political objectives and that success depends on restoring order and legitimacy. The text proceeds systematically from strategic considerations to detailed field techniques, offering a comprehensive reference for practitioners.

The manual begins by situating small wars within national policy. It stresses the necessity of clear political aims, lawful authority, and defined end states before committing forces. Commanders are instructed to apply minimum force consistent with mission accomplishment, recognizing that excessive violence undermines desired political outcomes. It recommends close coordination with diplomatic representatives, civil agencies, and naval forces to align lines of effort. Time horizons are typically extended, with gradual progress preferred over decisive battles. The guidance covers proclamation of authority, rules of engagement, and respect for international and local law. Strategic communication is integral, supporting the legitimacy of operations and the host government.

Organization of the expeditionary force is tailored to conditions. The manual describes forming provisional brigades, regiments, and detachments combining infantry, machine guns, artillery, engineers, signals, medical, and service elements at reduced scales appropriate to dispersed operations. Command arrangements emphasize unity of command, robust staff work, and liaison with naval and civil authorities. Specialized detachments for constabulary training, gendarmerie support, and customs or port control are included. Flexible task organization allows small, mobile columns to operate semi-independently while maintaining common doctrine and logistical support. The text details headquarters functions, records, and reports to ensure continuity across long tours and frequent reliefs of personnel.

Intelligence is treated as decisive. The manual prescribes comprehensive area studies, census and map creation, and continuous reconnaissance by patrols, aviation, and informant networks. It discusses classifying bands and leaders, analyzing motives, and identifying supply sources and routes. Plans prioritize securing bases, ports, and lines of communication before extending control. Communicationswireless, telephone, runners, and visual signalsare established early to link outposts and mobile units. Public information, press relations, and censorship are managed to deny adversaries advantage. The planning cycle integrates civil measures with operations, sequencing disarmament, amnesty offers, and establishment of local police alongside patrol patterns and blocking positions.

The conduct of operations centers on small-unit action. Patrolling, ambush and counter-ambush, raids, and night movements are detailed, with emphasis on surprise, mobility, and fire discipline. The manual describes cordon-and-search, checkpoint systems, and a blockhouse network to dominate key terrain and protect populations. Convoy escort and route security receive attention due to frequent attacks on communications. Aviation supports reconnaissance, message drops, show-of-force, and limited bombardment, coordinated closely with ground units. Riverine and coastal operations integrate boats, cutters, and naval gunfire for movement and fire support. The guidance stresses dispersal to gather information, followed by rapid concentration to strike isolated opponents.

Sustainment is adapted to austere environments. The text prescribes light loads, pack animals, motor transport where roads permit, and pre-positioned caches. Water purification, rationing, and field sanitation are constant concerns to preserve combat strength. Medical service covers evacuation chains, disease prevention, and treatment of civilians when necessary to build goodwill. Engineers build and maintain roads, bridges, airstrips, and blockhouses, improving mobility and demonstrating authority. Ammunition control and maintenance routines are documented to support prolonged patrolling. Base defense, perimeter construction, and depot management are explained in detail, recognizing that secure logistics and healthy troops are prerequisites for persistent presence across dispersed districts.

Pacification is a concurrent line of effort. The manual outlines establishing temporary civil governments, courts, and police under military supervision until capable local institutions function. It advises organizing constabularies or national guards, training and equipping them, and progressively transferring security duties. Disarmament campaigns combine registration, buy-backs, and amnesty with enforcement against recalcitrants. Fiscal measures include customs, taxes, and oversight of public funds. Public works, health programs, and schools are encouraged to stabilize communities. Treatment of prisoners, due process, and humane conduct are mandated to support legitimacy. Information activities disseminate proclamations, counter rumors, and explain regulations to the population.

Relations with inhabitants are addressed throughout. The manual directs strict discipline, respect for customs and religion, and prompt redress of grievances. Search procedures, checkpoints, and billeting are to be conducted with courtesy and receipts for requisitioned goods. Units are warned against collective punishments or indiscriminate reprisals, which generate opposition. Leaders cultivate local notables, employ guides and scouts, and leverage civic projects to gain cooperation. Record-keeping on individuals and communities aids intelligence and governance. The guidance emphasizes protecting life and property, securing markets and harvests, and maintaining impartiality, thereby encouraging information flow and gradually isolating armed dissidents from their support.

Concluding sections synthesize principles and outline transition to normalcy. Success is measured less by enemy casualties than by restored order, functioning local forces, and civil authority assuming responsibilities. Commanders plan for phased withdrawal, maintaining advisory roles and contingency reserves. The manual underscores flexibility, patience, and constancy of purpose across long deployments. It codifies lessons from prior expeditions into practical procedures while acknowledging each areas peculiarities. Overall, it presents small wars as political-military endeavors requiring integrated action, restrained force, and continuous engagement with the population, providing a structured approach for Marines tasked with stabilizing contested environments and supporting emerging governance.
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    The Small Wars Manual emerged from the United States Marine Corps’ intensive experience in expeditionary policing and counterinsurgency from the Spanish–American War of 1898 through the interwar years, and it was formally published in 1940 by the Marine Corps Schools at Quantico, Virginia. Its intellectual setting was the professionalization of the Corps in the 1920s–1930s, when after-action reports, field notes, and lectures were transformed into doctrine. The geopolitical backdrop was the Caribbean Basin and the western Pacific, where the United States enforced the Monroe Doctrine and, through the Roosevelt Corollary, asserted a right to intervene. The manual distilled lessons learned across tropical climates, mountainous interiors, and contested port cities.

The places that gave the manual its substance included Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Cuba, Panama, the Philippines, China, and Mexico. These theaters shared common traits: weak central governments, factional armed groups, and strategic infrastructure coveted by great powers. By the late 1930s the regional policy context was shifting under President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor Policy, emphasizing nonintervention and sovereignty. Yet the manual’s pages still reflect earlier occupations, constabulary building, and civil administration. It addresses sanitation and roads as much as patrol formations, revealing how terrain, climate, and local institutions dictated tactics. Quantico’s classrooms consolidated these geographically diverse experiences into a pragmatic handbook.

The Spanish–American War in 1898 marked a decisive expansion of American power, leading to Cuban independence under the 1901 Platt Amendment, and U.S. acquisition of Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines. Marines seized and then permanently garrisoned Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, after a 1903 lease, establishing a forward base that anchored later interventions. These outcomes created the geopolitical conditions for recurring small wars in the Caribbean and Pacific. The manual connects to this turning point by formalizing expeditionary base security, amphibious landings, and protection of sea lines of communication, lessons first tested when Marines supported naval operations off Santiago de Cuba and established advanced bases.

The Philippine–American War (1899–1902) and subsequent Moro campaigns in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago (to 1913) exposed U.S. forces to protracted guerrilla resistance, civil–military governance, and the creation of a local constabulary (established in 1901). American commanders experimented with municipal reforms, intelligence networks, and population control measures. Marines participated in actions on Samar and elsewhere, while the Army conducted most large-scale operations. The manual reflects these experiences by emphasizing intelligence-led patrolling, integration with indigenous police, and tailored rules of engagement. Its sections on civil affairs and disarmament echo Philippine precedents, showing how administrative control and local security institutions were decisive.

In 1900, Marines joined the China Relief Expedition during the Boxer Rebellion, fighting to relieve besieged foreign legations in Beijing. A small Marine detachment under Captain John T. Myers helped hold the legations, and Private Daniel Daly earned the Medal of Honor for actions at the Tientsin river defenses. Operations required urban combat skills, improvised fortifications, coalition coordination, and protection of noncombatants. The manual draws on such missions in its guidance on safeguarding nationals, managing mixed forces, and imposing order in densely populated districts. It captures the challenges of multinational operations and neutral zones that Marines later confronted in treaty ports.

The 1903 secession of Panama from Colombia, swiftly supported by Washington, and the subsequent construction of the Panama Canal (1904–1914) prompted recurring Marine deployments to safeguard the Canal Zone and adjacent railroads. Marines policed strikes, secured coaling stations, and deterred incursions that might threaten the interoceanic route. Riverine and littoral patrols, coupled with rapid reinforcement from ships, became routine. The manual relates to these episodes in its treatment of infrastructure protection, convoying, and the coordination of small detachments across waterways and rail lines. It underscores how the defense of critical nodes demanded persistent presence and flexible command arrangements.

Cuba’s Second Occupation (1906–1909), under provisional governor Charles E. Magoon, followed political breakdown and contested elections, while U.S. forces also landed during the 1912 race war to protect property and stabilize the island. Marines operated in a policing capacity, supporting electoral processes and local courts while curbing rural banditry. This experience informed the manual’s chapters on military government, censorship, and civil policing under martial law. By codifying mechanisms for taxation, courts, and public works, the manual mirrors the Cuban occupations, translating ad hoc governance into doctrine that balances order and legitimacy during short, politically sensitive interventions.

The U.S. occupation of Haiti (1915–1934) began after President Vilbrun Guillaume Sam’s assassination and unfolded amid persistent Caco insurgencies. Admiral William B. Caperton oversaw the initial landing; Marines later organized the Gendarmerie d’Haïti, with Smedley D. Butler a key figure. Notable episodes included the storming of Fort Rivière in November 1915, for which Butler received the Medal of Honor, and the 1919 killing of insurgent leader Charlemagne Péralte by a constabulary patrol. Road-building and sanitation projects coexisted with controversies over forced labor (corvée) and press censorship. The manual’s sections on constabularies, disarmament, and civil administration bear Haiti’s imprint, advocating professional local forces and restrained, lawful coercion.

In the Dominican Republic (1916–1924), Marines established a military government under Rear Admiral Harry Shepard Knapp and fought rural gavillero bands across the eastern and northern provinces. They formed the Guardia Nacional Dominicana, invested in road networks, and supervised courts and tax collection to restore state authority. The 1922 Hughes–Peynado plan set a path to elections, culminating in U.S. withdrawal by 1924. The manual reflects these lessons by detailing constabulary training, districting, and the interplay of mobile columns with administrative pacification. It captures the Dominican experience of blending police functions with military operations to dismantle insurgent logistics.

At Veracruz in April 1914, Marines and sailors under Rear Admiral Frank Friday Fletcher seized the port to prevent a German arms shipment to General Victoriano Huerta. Over three days, U.S. forces fought block-to-block, suffering 19 killed and 72 wounded, while Mexican casualties were substantially higher. Occupation of the customs house underscored the strategic value of revenue control. The manual echoes Veracruz in its guidance on limited-objective operations, urban street fighting, and civil order under temporary military rule. It stresses disciplined use of force and rapid transition to policing functions when political goals are narrow and time-sensitive.

Nicaragua was the crucible that most visibly shaped the Small Wars Manual. Marines first landed in 1912 to support President Adolfo Díaz amid rebellion and to protect the Pacific Railroad and customs houses. After a brief withdrawal, they returned in 1926–1927 as civil war reignited. U.S. envoy Henry L. Stimson brokered the 1927 Espino Negro accords, but Augusto César Sandino rejected the settlement, launching a rural insurgency from the Segovia mountains bordering Honduras. To stabilize the country and reduce the U.S. footprint, Marines organized the Guardia Nacional de Nicaragua, a nationwide constabulary under American supervision that later became the backbone of the state. Combat innovations were significant. At Ocotal on 16 July 1927, Marine aviators executed steep diving attacks to break a siege, an early exemplar of close air support against dispersed fighters. In January 1928, First Lieutenant Christian F. Schilt performed daring evacuation and resupply flights into the besieged town of Quilalí, earning the Medal of Honor and demonstrating the life-saving role of tactical aviation. Jungle patrol leaders such as Lewis B. Puller and Merritt A. Edson refined techniques for small-unit movement, night ambushes, river crossings on the Coco (Segovia) River, and intelligence exploitation from local guides and defectors. Major actions occurred at El Sauce (1927), El Bramadero (1928), and along the interior mule trails where logistics dictated strategy. Elections in 1928 installed José María Moncada, but Sandino’s campaign persisted until U.S. withdrawal in 1933 under the Good Neighbor approach. The Guardia, soon commanded by Anastasio Somoza García, assassinated Sandino in 1934 and later produced a family dictatorship. The manual is tightly linked to Nicaragua’s lessons: its extensive chapters on patrolling, aviation, mounted detachments, civil affairs, and constabulary development systematize practices tested in Segovia’s mountains, highlighting the decisive blend of local forces, intelligence, air–ground coordination, and sustained law-and-order measures.

In China from 1927 to 1932, particularly at Shanghai and during the Nanking Incident of March 1927, the 4th Marines protected the International Settlement while Nationalist, warlord, and later Japanese forces battled nearby. Marines enforced neutral zones, conducted river patrols on the Yangtze, and coordinated with British and other foreign contingents. The January–March 1932 Shanghai fighting between Japan and China underscored the volatility of urban front lines. The manual reflects this environment by articulating rules for neutrality, liaison with foreign forces, noncombatant evacuation, and patrol methods in densely populated districts where political optics and restraint were as vital as firepower.

Domestic political movements and oversight shaped the climate for small wars. The American Anti-Imperialist League, founded in 1898, criticized colonial entanglements, while Senate hearings in 1921–1922 scrutinized conduct in Haiti and the Dominican Republic, exposing abuses and corvée labor controversies. Public figures, including retired Marine Smedley D. Butler, condemned interventions in the 1930s. These pressures influenced doctrine. The manual’s insistence on legality, humane treatment, and civil administration signals awareness that public opinion and congressional scrutiny constrained policy. By codifying ethical standards and detailed governance procedures, it aimed to prevent scandals that had previously undermined legitimacy and forced premature withdrawals.

Under President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Secretary of State Cordell Hull, the Good Neighbor Policy (from 1933) renounced armed intervention, culminating in the 1933 Montevideo Convention’s affirmation of nonintervention and the 1934 abrogation of the Platt Amendment. U.S. forces withdrew from Nicaragua (1933) and Haiti (1934), and relations shifted toward diplomacy and economic engagement. The manual aligns with this trajectory by stressing small footprints, reliance on indigenous constabularies, and rapid restoration of civil authority. It recognizes that durable stability rests on legitimacy, not occupation, anticipating interwar retrenchment and shaping how Marines thought about limited aims and the primacy of politics.

Institutional reform within the Marine Corps gave the manual its form. Commandant John A. Lejeune emphasized professional education, establishing the Marine Corps Schools at Quantico in 1921, where officers synthesized after-action reports into doctrine. A Tentative Manual for Small Wars circulated in the mid-1930s and was refined into the 1940 publication. Technological changes—motor transport, radio, and aviation—were woven into guidance on convoys, communications, and air–ground cooperation. Notable practitioners, including Lewis B. Puller and Merritt A. Edson, informed case studies through their Nicaraguan experience. The manual codified interwar learning to guide future expeditionary missions and occupations beyond the so-called Banana Wars.

As an institutional artifact, the book implicitly critiques the era’s imperial policing by foregrounding restraint, civil administration, and consent. Its meticulous guidance on courts, taxation, and sanitation admits that military force alone cannot secure political order. By warning against indiscriminate reprisals, collective punishments, and cultural insensitivity, it exposes how abuses—such as forced labor in Haiti or heavy-handed censorship—erode legitimacy and fuel rebellion. The manual’s emphasis on building competent local constabularies highlights an alternative to open-ended occupation, acknowledging the political costs of foreign boots on the ground and the necessity of accountable, locally rooted security institutions.

The manual also registers the era’s social tensions and class divides, particularly in agrarian societies where land concentration, tax farming, and corrupt patronage networks bred insurgency. Its advice to address grievances through roads, clinics, and fair courts echoes a critique of governance that privileges elite and foreign interests over rural communities, including those tied to export agriculture and foreign concessionaries. By emphasizing information operations, transparent justice, and limits on force, the manual marks a cautious departure from earlier interventionist bravado. It reveals, in technical prose, how U.S. policy struggled between safeguarding commerce and respecting self-determination, and it urges conduct consistent with the latter.
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    The United States Marine Corps is a maritime land force within the U.S. Department of the Navy, renowned for expeditionary readiness and amphibious warfare. Established in 1775 as the Continental Marines, it evolved into a globally deployable force able to project power from sea to shore, guard U.S. interests abroad, and respond rapidly to crises. Its ethos, summarized by the motto Semper Fidelis, emphasizes loyalty, discipline, and adaptability. Across more than two centuries, Marines have served at sea, in littorals, and deep inland, integrating infantry, aviation, and logistics in flexible task forces. The institution occupies a distinctive place in U.S. military history and public consciousness.

During the American Revolution, the Continental Marines provided shipboard security, boarding parties, and small landing detachments in support of the fledgling navy. After disbandment following independence, the Marine Corps was reestablished in the late eighteenth century and soon fought in the Barbary Wars, actions memorialized in the line "to the shores of Tripoli." Marines guarded naval vessels in the War of 1812 and conducted expeditionary operations in conflicts and interventions throughout the nineteenth century, including the Mexican-American War, where the Corps participated in the amphibious landing at Veracruz. Over time, distinct symbols and traditions took shape, reinforcing a reputation for toughness at sea and ashore.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Marines served in the Spanish-American War, the Philippines, China, and multiple interventions in the Caribbean and Central America often called the "Banana Wars." These campaigns prompted systematic study of raiding, patrolling, civil affairs, and constabulary duties. The Marine Corps Schools at Quantico became a center for professional education, producing the Small Wars Manual and early amphibious landing texts that distilled lessons into doctrine. The Corps adopted enduring emblems and the motto Semper Fidelis during this period, codifying an institutional identity that prized expeditionary agility, close ties to the fleet, and a culture of decentralized initiative.

Interwar experimentation with the Navy produced modern amphibious warfare, culminating in formation of fleet marine forces and a body of landing doctrine later proven in the Second World War. In the Pacific, Marines opened the Guadalcanal campaign, assaulted strongly fortified islands such as Tarawa, Saipan, Peleliu, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa, and integrated naval gunfire, aviation, and logistics in unprecedented ways. Marine aviators provided close air support while shore party and naval construction units enabled sustainment under fire. The flag-raising on Iwo Jima became an enduring image of the American war effort. These campaigns cemented the Corps’ role as the nation’s premier amphibious force.

During the early Cold War, the Marine Corps again validated amphibious maneuver at Inchon and fought brutal cold-weather battles during the Chosin Reservoir campaign in Korea. In Vietnam, Marines combined conventional operations with counterinsurgency, notably along the northern provinces, conducting base defense, search-and-clear missions, combined action with local forces, and prolonged sieges such as Khe Sanh. The post-Vietnam era saw renewed emphasis on professional education, combined-arms integration, and readiness afloat in Marine Expeditionary Units. Foundational doctrinal texts, including Warfighting, framed maneuver warfare as the Corps’ operating philosophy, emphasizing tempo, mission tactics, and the ability to generate advantage against more numerous or entrenched adversaries.

After the Cold War, Marines deployed to the Persian Gulf, where combined-arms formations helped breach Iraqi defenses during the Gulf War, and to humanitarian and peace operations in places such as Somalia. Following the attacks of September 11, Marines conducted expeditionary missions in Afghanistan and Iraq, operating from the sea to establish forward bases, and later fighting in intense urban battles, including in Anbar Province. The Corps supported disaster relief, embassy reinforcement, and noncombatant evacuations worldwide. Modernization brought tiltrotor aircraft, advanced attack helicopters, and fifth-generation fighters to Marine aviation, while ground forces refined the Marine Air-Ground Task Force as a scalable, sea-based crisis response tool.

In recent years, the Marine Corps launched a modernization effort aimed at contested littorals and long-range precision warfare, commonly known as Force Design 2030. The approach emphasizes stand-in forces, mobile anti-ship capabilities, and tighter naval integration, while divesting some legacy systems to fund new sensors, networks, and expeditionary logistics. Marines continue to provide embassy security and forward-deployed units capable of rapid crisis response. The institution’s legacy rests on adaptability, education, and a durable ethos of service. Its doctrinal works, from the Small Wars Manual to Warfighting, remain widely studied, and its wartime record informs how Marines are trained, equipped, and led today.
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1-1. Small wars defined.
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a. The term “Small War[1]” is often a vague name for any one of a great variety of military operations. As applied to the United States, small wars are operations undertaken under executive authority, wherein military force is combined with diplomatic pressure in the internal or external affairs of another state whose government is unstable, inadequate, or unsatisfactory for the preservation of life and of such interests as are determined by the foreign policy of our Nation. As herein used the term is understood in its most comprehensive sense, and all the successive steps taken in the development of a small war and the varying degrees of force applied under various situations are presented.

b. The assistance rendered in the affairs of another state may vary from a peaceful act such as the assignment of an administrative assistant, which is certainly nonmilitary and not placed under the classification of small wars, to the establishment of a complete military government supported by an active combat force. Between these extremes may be found an infinite number of forms of friendly assistance or intervention which it is almost impossible to classify under a limited number of individual types of operations.

c. Small wars vary in degrees from simple demonstrative operations to military intervention in the fullest sense, short of war. They are not limited in their size, in the extent of their theater of operations nor their cost in property, money, or lives. The essence of a small war is its purpose and the circumstances surrounding its inception and conduct, the character of either one or all of the opposing forces, and the nature of the operations themselves.

d. The ordinary expedition of the Marine Corps which does not involve a major effort in regular warfare against a first-rate power may be termed a small war. It is this type of routine active foreign duty of the Marine Corps in which this manual is primarily interested. Small wars represent the normal and frequent operations of the Marine Corps.[1q] During about 85 of the last 100 years, the Marine Corps has been engaged in small wars in different parts of the world. The Marine Corps has landed troops 180 times in 37 countries from 1800 to 1934. Every year during the past 36 years since the Spanish-American War[3], the Marine Corps has been engaged in active operations in the field. In 1929 the Marine Corps had two-thirds of its personnel employed on expeditionary or other foreign or sea duty outside of the continental limits of the United States.

1-2. Classes of small wars.
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a. Most of the small wars of the United States have resulted from the obligation of the Government under the spirit of the Monroe Doctrine[2] and have been undertaken to suppress lawlessness or insurrection. Punitive expeditions[5] may be resorted to in some instances, but campaigns of conquest are contrary to the policy of the Government of the United States. It is the duty of our statesmen to define a policy relative to international relationships and provide the military and naval establishments with the means to carry it into execution. With this basis, the military and naval authorities may act intelligently in the preparation of their war plans in close cooperation with the statesman. There is mutual dependence and responsibility which calls for the highest qualities of statesmanship and military leadership. The initiative devolves upon the statesmen.

b. The legal and military features of each small war present distinctive characteristics which make the segregation of all of them into fixed classifications an extremely difficult problem. There are so many combinations of conditions that a simple classification of small wars is possible only when one is limited to specific features in his study, i. e., according to their legal aspects, their military or naval features, whether active combat was engaged in or not, and many other considerations.

1-3. Some legal aspects of small wars.
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a. According to international law, as recognized by the leading nations of the world, a nation may protect, or demand protection for, its citizens and their property wherever situated. The President of the United States as the Chief Executive is, under the Constitution, primarily charged with the conduct of foreign relations, including the protection of the lives and property of United States citizens abroad, save insofar as the Constitution expressly vests a part of these functions in some other branch of the Government. (For example, the participation of the

Senate in the making of treaties.) It has been an unbroken policy of the President of the United States so to interpret their powers, beginning with the time of President Jefferson down to the present with the exception of President Buchanan.

b. The following pertinent extracts from U. S. Navy Regulations[8] are cited:

On occasion where injury to the United States or to citizens thereof is committed or threatened, in violation of the principles of international law or treaty right, the Commander in Chief shall consult with the diplomatic representative gr consul of the United States and take such steps as the gravity of the case demands, reporting immediately to the Secretary of the Navy all the facts. The responsibility for any action taken by a naval force, however, rests wholly upon the commanding officer thereof.

The use of force against a foreign and friendly state, or against anyone within the territories thereof, is illegal. The right of self-preservation, however, is a right which belongs to states as well as to Individuals, and in the case of states it includes the protection pf the state, its honor, and its possessions, and lives and property of its citizens against arbitrary violence, actual or impending, whereby the state or its citizens may suffer irreparable injury. The conditions calling for the application of the right of self-preservation cannot be defined beforehand, but must be left to the sound judgment of responsible officers, who are to perform their duties in this respect with all possible care and forbearance. In no case shall force be exercised in time of peace otherwise than as an application of the right of self-preservation as above defined. It must be used only as a last resort, and then only to the extent which is absolutely necessary to accomplish the end required. It can never be exercised with a view to inflicting punishment for acts already committed.

Whenever, iii the application of the above-mentioned principles, it shall become necessary to land an armed force in foreign territory on occasion of political disturbance where the local authorities are unable to give adequate protection to life and property, the assent of such authorities, or of some one of them, shall first be obtained, if it can be done without prejudice to the interests involved. Due to the ease with which the Navy Department can be communicated from all parts of the world, no commander in chief, flag officer, or commanding officer shall issue an ultimatum to the representative of any foreign government, or demand the performance of any service from any such representative that must be executed within a limited time, without first communicating with the Navy Department except in extreme cases where such action is necessary to save life. (U. S. Navy Regulations. NR. 722, 723, and 724.)

c. The use of the forces of the United States in foreign countries to protect the lives and property of American citizens resident in those countries does not necessarily constitute an act of war, and is, therefore, not equivalent to a declaration of war. The President, as chief executive of the nation, charged with the responsibility of the lives and property of United States citizens abroad, has the authority to use the forces of the United States to secure such protection in foreign countries.

d. The history of the United States shows that in spite of the varying trend of the foreign policy of succeeding administrations, this Government has interposed or intervened in the affairs of other states with remarkable regularity, and it may be anticipated that the same general procedure will be followed in the future. It is well that the United States may be prepared for any emergency which may occur whether it is the result of either financial or physical disaster, or social revolution at home or abroad. Insofar as these conditions can be predicted, and as these plans and preparations can be undertaken, the United States should be ready for either of these emergencies with strategical and tactical plans, preliminary preparations, organization, equipment, education, and training.

1-4. Functions of headquarters Marine Corps.
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a. Small wars, generally being the execution of the responsibilities of the President in protecting American interests, life and property abroad, are therefore conducted in a manner different from major warfare. In small wars, diplomacy[7] has not ceased to function and the State Department exercises a constant and controlling influence over the military operations. The very inception of small wars, as a rule, is an official act of the Chief Executive who personally gives instructions without action of Congress.

b. The President, who has been informed of a given situation in some foreign country through the usual agencies at his disposal, makes the decision concerning intervention. In appropriate cases this decision is communicated to the Secretary of the Navy. The senior naval officer present in the vicinity of the disturbance may then be directed to send his landing force ashore, or given authority to do so at his discretion ; the Marine Corps may be ordered to have an expeditionary force[6] ready to proceed overseas with the minimum delay. These instructions are communicated to the Marine Corps via the Secretary of the Navy or Assistant Secretary. Frequently a definite number of men is called for and not a military organization; for example, 500 men (not one battalion). It is desirable, however, that a definite military organization which approximates the required strength and characteristics for accomplishing the mission be specified, such as one infantry battalion; one infantry regiment (plus one motor transport platoon), etc. The word often comes very suddenly and calls for the immediate concentration of the forces, ready to take passage on a certain transport which will be made available at a given time and place. Generally there are no other instructions than that the force shall report to * * *, “the Commander Special Service Squadron,” for example. Thereupon Headquarters Marine Corps designates the force, its personnel, organization, arms, and equipment; all necessary stores are provided and orders issued for the commanding officer of the force to report in person or by dispatch to the SOP or other authority in the disturbed area. With the present organized Fleet Marine Force ready for movement at a moment’s notice, the Marine Corps now has available a highly trained and well equipped expeditionary force for use in small wars, thus eliminating in a large measure the former practice of hastily organizing and equipping such a force when the emergency arose. Accompanying these simple organization and movement orders are the monograph, maps, and other pertinent intelligence data of the disturbed area, to the extent that such information is on file and can be prepared for delivery to the Force Commander within the time limit. Thereafter Headquarters confines itself to the administrative details of the personnel replacements and the necessary supply of the force in the field.

c. The operations of the Force are directed by the Office of the Naval Operations direct or through the local naval Commander if he is senior to the Force Commander.

1-5. Phases of small wars.
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a. Small wars seldom develop in accordance with any stereotyped procedure. Certain phases of those listed below may be absent in one situation; in another they may be combined and undertaken simultaneously; in still others one may find that the sequence of events or phases may be altered.

The actual operations of small wars may be arbitrarily divided into five phases as follows:

Phase 1. Initial demonstration or landing and action of vanguard.

Phase 2. The arrival of reenforcements and general military operations in the field.

Phase 3. Assumption of control of executive agencies, and cooperation with the legislative and judicial agencies.

Phase 4. Routine police functions.

Phase 5. Withdrawal from the Theater of Operations.

b. First phase.—Initial demonstration or landing and action of vanguard. .

(1) One of the most common characteristics of the small wars of the United States is that its forces “dribble in” to the countries in which they intervene. This is quite natural in view of the national policy of the government. It is not at war with the neighboring state; it proposes no aggression or seizure of territory; its purpose is friendly and it wishes to accomplish its objectives with as little military display as possible with a view to gaining the lasting friendship of the inhabitants of the country. Thus our Government k observed endeavorin'? to accomplish its end with the minimum of troops, in fact, with nothing more than a demonstration of force if that is all that is necessary and reasonably sufficient. This policy is carried on throughout the campaign and reenforcements are added by “driblets,” so many companies, or a battalion, or a regiment al a time, until the force is large enough to accomplish its mission or until its its peacetime limitations in personnel have been reached. Even after landing, instructions probably will be received not to exert any physical force unless it becomes absolutely necessary, and then only to the minimum necessary to accomplish its purpose. Thus orders may be received not to fire on irregulars unless fired upon; instructions may be issued not to fire upon irregular groups if women are present with them even though it is known that armed women accompany the irregulars.

(2) During the. initial phase small numbers of troops may be sent ashore to assume the initiative, as a demonstration to indicate a determination to control the situation, and to prepare the way for any troops to follow. This vanguard is generally composed of marine detachments or mixed forces of marines and sailors from ships at the critical points. Owing to its limited personnel the action of the vanguard will often be restricted to an active defense after seizing a critical area such as an important seaport or other city, the capital of a country or disturbed areas of limited extent.

c. Second phase.—The arrival of reenforcements and general military operations in the field.

During this period the theater of operations is divided into areas and forces are assigned for each. Such forces should be sufficiently strong to seize and hold the most important city in the area assigned and to be able to send combat patrols in all directions. If certain neutral zones have not been designated in the first phase, it may be done at this time if deemed advisable. During this phase the organization of a native military and police force is undertaken. In order to release ships’ personnel to their normal functions afloat, such personnel are returned to their ships as soon as they can be relieved by troops of the expeditionary force.

d. Third phase.—Assumption of control of executive agencies, and cooperation with the legislative and judicial agencies.

If the measures in phase 2 do not bring decisive results, it may be necessary to resort to more thorough measures. This may involve the establishment of military government or martial law in varying degree from minor authority to complete control of the principal agencies of the native government; it will involve the further strengthening of our forces by reenforcements. More detachments will be sent out to take other important localities; more active and thorough patrolling will be undertaken; measures will be taken to intercept the vital supply and support channels of the opposing factions and to break the resistance to law and order by a combination of effort of physical and moral means. During this period the marines carry the burden of most of the patrolling. Native troops, supported by marines, are increasingly employed as early as practicable in order that these native agencies may assume their proper responsibility for restoring law and order in their own country as an agency of their government.

e. Fourth phase.—Routine police functions. (1) After continued pressure of the measures in phase three, it is presumed that sooner or later regular forces will subdue the lawless elements. Military police functions and judicial authority, to the extent that they have been assumed by our military forces, are gradually returned to the native agencies to which they properly belong.

(2) Our military forces must not assume any judicial responsibility over local inhabitants beyond that expressly provided by proper authority. The judicial powers of commanders of detached posts must be clearly defined in orders from superior authority. Furthermore, as long as the judicial authority rests squarely upon the shoulders of the civil authorities, the military forces should continually impress and indoctrinate them with their responsibility while educating the people in this respect. Each situation presents certain characteristics peculiar to itself; in one instance officers were clothed with almost unlimited military authority within the law and our treaty rights; in another, less authority was exercised over the population; and in the third instance the forces of occupation had absolutely no judicial authority. The absence of such authority is often a decided handicap to forces of occupation in the discharge of their responsibilities. If the local judicial system is weak, or broken down entirely, it is better to endow the military authorities with temporary and legal judicial powers in order to avoid embarrassing situations which may result from illegal assumption.

(3) During this phase the marines act as a reserve in support of the native forces and are actively employed only in grave emergencies. The marines are successively withdrawn to the larger centers, thus affording a better means for caring for the health, comfort, and recreation of the command.

f. Fifth phase.—Withdrawal from the theater of operations. Finally, when order is restored, or when the responsible native agencies are prepared to handle the situation without other support, the troops are withdrawn upon orders from higher authority. This process is progressive from the back country or interior outward, in the reverse order to the entry into the country. After evacuation of the forces of intervention, a Legation Guard[4], which assumes the usual functions of such a detachment, may be left in the capital.

1-6. Summary.
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a. Since the World War there has been a flood of literature dealing with the old principles illustrated and the new technique developed in that war: but there always have been and ever will be other wars of an altogether different kind, undertaken in very different theaters of operations and requiring entirely different methods from those of the World War. Such are the small wars which are described in this manual.

b. There is a sad lack of authoritative texts on the methods employed in small wars. However, there is probably no military organization of the size of the U. S. Marine Corps in the world which has had as much practical experience in this kind of combat. This experience has been gained almost entirely in small wars against poorly organized and equipped native irregulars. With all the practical advantages we enjoyed in those wars, that experience must not lead to an underestimate of the modern irregular, supplied with modem arms and equipment. If marines have become accustomed to easy victories over irregulars in the past, they must now prepare themselves for the increased effort which will be necessary to insure victory in the future. The future opponent may be as well armed as they are; he will be able to concentrate a numerical superiority against isolated detachments at the time and place he chooses; as in the past he will have a thorough knowledge of the trails, the country, and the inhabitants; and he will have the inherent ability to withstand all the natural obstacles, such as climate and disease, to a greater extent than a white man. All these natural advantages, combining primitive cunning and modern armament, will weigh heavily in the balance against the advantage of the marine forces in organization, equipment, intelligence, and discipline, if a careless audacity is permitted to warp good judgment.

c. Although small wars present a special problem requiring particular tactical and technical measures, the immutable principles of war remain the basis of these operations and require the greatest ingenuity in their application. As a regular war never takes exactly the form of any of its predecessors, so, even to a greater degree is each small war somewhat different from anything which has preceded it. One must ever be on guard to prevent his views becoming fixed as to procedure or methods. Small wars demand the highest type of leader* ship directed by intelligence, resourcefulness, and ingenuity. Small wars are conceived in uncertainty, are conducted often with precarious responsibility and doubtful authority, under indeterminate orders lacking specific instructions.

d. Formulation of foreign policy in our form of government is not a function of the military. Relations of the United States with foreign states are controlled by the executive and legislative branches of the Government. These policies are of course binding upon the forces of intervention, and in the absence of more specific instructions, the commander in the field looks to them for guidance. For this reason all officers should familiarize themselves with current policies. A knowledge of the history of interventions, and the displays of force and other measures short of war employed by our Government in the past, are essential to thorough comprehension of our relations with foreign states insofar as these matters are concerned.



SECTION II

  STRATEGY
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1-7. The basis of the strategy.
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a. The military strategy of small wars is more directly associated with the political strategy of the campaign [2q]than is the case in major operations. In the latter case, war is undertaken only as a last resort after all diplomatic means of adjusting differences have failed and the military commander’s objective ordinarily becomes the enemy’s armed forces.

J. Diplomatic agencies usually conduct negotiations with a view to arriving at a peaceful solution of the problem on a basis compatible with both national honor and treaty stipulations. Although the outcome of such negotiations often results in a friendly settlement, the military forces should be prepared for the possibility of an unfavorable termination of the proceedings. The mobilization of armed forces constitutes a highly effective weapon for forcing the opponent to accede to national demands without resort to war. When a time limit for peaceful settlement is prescribed by ultimatum the military-naval forces must be prepared to initiate operations upon expiration of the time limit.

c. In small wars, either diplomacy has not been exhausted or the party that opposes the settlement of the political question cannot be reached diplomatically. Small war situations are usually a phase of, or an operation taking place concurrently with, diplomatic effort. The political authorities do not relinquish active participation in the negotions and they ordinarily continue to exert considerable influence on the military campaign. The military leader in such operations thus finds himself limited to certain lines of action as to the strategy and even as to the tactics of the campaign. This feature has been so marked in past operations, that marines have been referred to as State Department Troops in small wars. In certain cases of this kind the State Department has even dictated the size of the force to be sent to the theater of operations. The State Department materially influences the strategy and tactics by orders and instructions which are promulgated through the Navy Department or through diplomatic representatives.

d. State Department officials represent the Government in foreign countries. The force generally nearest at hand to back up the authority of these agents is the Navy. In such operations the Navy is performing its normal function, and has, as a component part of its organization, the Fleet Marine Force, organized, equipped, and trained to perform duty of this nature. After the Force has landed, the commander afloat generally influences the operations only to the extent necessary to insure their control and direction in accordance with the policy of the instructions that he has received from higher authority. He supports and cooperates with the Force, to the limit of his ability. In the latter stages of the operation the local naval commander may relinquish practically all control in order to carry out routine duties elsewhere. In such case the general operations plan is directed by, or through, the office of the Naval Operations in Washington.

e. Wars of intervention have two classifications; intervention in the internal, or intervention in the external affairs of another state. Intervention in the internal affairs of a state may be undertaken to restore order, to sustain governmental authority, to obtain redress, or to enforce the fulfilment of obligations binding between the two states. Intervention in the external affairs of a state may be the result of a treaty which authorizes one state to aid another as a matter of political expediency, to a void, more serious consequences when the interests of other states are involved, or to gain certain advantages not obtainable otherwise. It may be simply an intervention to enforce certain opinions or to propagate certain doctrines, principles, or standards. For example, in these days when pernicious propaganda is employed to spread revolutionary doctrines, it is conceivable that the United States might intervene to prevent the development of political disaffection which threatens the overthrow of a friendly state and indirectly influences our own security.

1-8. Nature of the operations.
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a. Irregular troops may disregard, in part or entirely. International Law and the Rules of Land Warfare in their conduct of hostilities. Commanders in the field must be prepared to protect themselves against practices and methods of combat not sanctioned by the Rules of War,

b. Frequently irregulars kill and rob peaceful citizens in order to obtain supplies which are then secreted in remote strongholds. Seizure or destruction of such sources of supply is an important factor in reducing their means of resistance. Such methods of operation must be studied and adapted to the psychological reaction they will produce upon the opponents. Interventions or occupations are usually peaceful and altruistic. Accordingly, the methods of procedure must rigidly conform to this purpose; but when forced to resort to arms to carry out the object of the intervention, the operation must be pursued energetically and expeditiously in order to overcome the resistance as quickly as possible.

c. The campaign plan and strategy must be adapted to the character of the people encountered. National policy and the precepts of civilized procedure demand that our dealings with other peoples be maintained on a high-moral plan. However, the military strategy of the campaign and the tactics employed by the commander in the field must be adapted to the situation in order to accomplish the mission without delay.

d. After a study has been made of the people who will oppose the intervention, the strategical plan is evolved. The military strategical plan should include those means
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