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Modern society, Violence and Irregular 
Warfare 
A Culturally Informed Critique 

by Michael Gustafson and James M. Nyce

the question this article addresses is; 
“How can irregular warfare as a pheno-
menon be understood?” in starting to 
answer the question, this article has been 
divided into a three-part discussion. First, 
it summarizes attitudes on warfare styles; 
second, it reviews 200 years of literature 
on Irregular warfare, and, finally, it links 
the topic to how Western society has deve-
loped since the 16th century. We will also 
link the issue of irregular warfare to issues 
of power.

The term irregular warfare is today used 
to describe contemporary conflicts, parti-
cularly those connected to counterinsur-
gency (of course inseparable from the war 
in afghanistan and operations in iraqi). 
irregular warfare, in short, has become a 
new (or re-born) challenge for both politi-
cal strategy and military tactics. This chal-
lenge is hard to understand and in practice 
to handle sufficiently well enough for win-
ning the security for the Western society 
against a particular kind of opponents. No 
longer can armed violence be defined only 
in traditional Western terms, i.e. as the 
kind of powers that control a state inter-
nally or externally with police or military 
force, respectively. 

since the birth of the industrial age, 
Western culture has thought of state vio-
lence mainly in symmetrical terms (nation 

to nation). The result is that we might lack 
both the strategic and intellectual resources 
to confront other kinds of warfare. While 
we do have terms like small wars, limited 
wars, insurgency, revolutionary war, coun-
terinsurgency, and subversion, and, more 
recently, four-block war and hybrid war, 
this paper will still argue that irregular 
warfare poses as much an intellectual chal-
lenge and threat as a strategically and regu-
lar military one. One reason for this is that 
the West’s understanding of irregular war-
fare is largely contra- factual. 

in short, the phenomenon of irregular 
warfare tends to defy Western logic and ex-
planation because one starts with defining 
war and violence in the terms most fami-
liar to us. To put it another way, whatever 
analytic difficulties we have with irregular 
warfare may say as much about ourselves 
as our opponents. The way we understand 
war and warfare has to be linked to how 
society itself is understood. This perspecti-
ve has to be part of how we make sense of 
any explanation or interpretation of warfa-
re. Taking this approach means that we can 
arrive at something more than a generic 
understanding of what is meant by, for ex-
ample, irregular warfare. Further, not only 
by bringing in “the man” into the “War 
among people”, instead of the “machine”, 
but by linking such an analysis to society“ 
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will show that understanding irregular 
warfare cannot be” adequately understood 
within the current paradigm of the “indu-
strial” or “informational” world. in other 
words, the current paradigm that attempts 
to link irregular warfare with traditional 
Western ways and categories of thinking, 
is the one that dictates what the “truth” 
is and which values should be privileged. 
This makes it more difficult to understand 
what irregular warfare is. This paper hopes 
to avoid this and to develop perspectives 
that might shed some new light on the phe-
nomenon of irregular warfare.

Understanding “Irregular 
Warfare” – A Gordian knot? 
What distinguishes “irregular warfare” 
from traditional Western military practi-
ce? What kinds of knowledge can help us 
shed a new light on irregular warfare, es-
pecially its links to politics and ideology? 
Despite the recent uptick in writing on the 
topic, there is no clear consensus on what 
irregular warfare “is”, how to handle its 
challenges and especially “how to explain 
or understand” the phenomenon. While a 
small cottage industry seems to have emer-
ged around the term, it has focused more 
on taxonomy and definitional work than 
on explanation or interpretation. 

For example, the various attempts from 
military doctrinal perspective over the last 
five years have not arrived at much more 
than another set of definitions for the term. 
Why is this? after all, the phenomenon of 
“small Wars” are as old as the Bible and it 
is not the first time the Western society has 
had to confront itself with irregular mili-
tary forces? Does this have to do with the 
little interest the subject has had with the 
military, especially in its training and edu-
cational institutions? Or can the reasons 

for this be found on some deeper structural 
level in civilian society? is irregular warfa-
re something that our folk models of the 
world preclude us from understanding and 
explaining? These are the issues this paper 
discuss with the help of michel Foucault – 
someone whose work so far has had little 
influence on contemporary political or mi-
litary science thinking on irregular warfa-
re. 

Irregular warfare
a previous literature study on Western atti-
tudes towards Irregular Warfare, Gustafson 
in “Following Frank Kitson´s Direction”, 
suggests that the military in part because 
of its ties to Western culture and because of 
certain aspects of military culture itself has 
paid little attention to small wars.1 This 
has, of course, had an impact on doctrines, 
strategy, countermeasures and for how mi-
litary training and education has been car-
ried out in the Western world in the past. 
The result of the study can be summarized 
as; 

military culture in general has given a 
low priority to irregular warfare, which 
has generated a negative attitude towards, 
and a low capability for, this type of war-
fare. The reasons for this can be traced 
to the military’s focus on technology, the 
Western liberal tradition of separating mi-
litary matters from civilian ones, an offi-
cer corps that prioritizes regular warfare, 
an aversion to irregular warfare - unless 
the military factor can be decisive in a 
conflict - and ignorance. The result when 
it comes to irregular warfare has been a 
lack of military capability and a conse-
quent increase in the risk of casualties and 
death. so far, there has been a rather slow 
interest in building countermeasures, i.e., 
education, training and supporting chan-
ge within the officer corps.
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a way to counteract these trends is sug-
gested to be a rethinking of military edu-
cation and training and to build new capa-
bilities within the officer corps. To achieve 
this, new ways of thinking about the links 
between war and society need to be incor-
porated into military training. 

Of particular importance here is for of-
ficers to better understand their own cul-
tural habits and subsequently the cultural 
biases they have regarding their opponents’ 
means, resources and capability for waging 
war. This demands willingness to a structu-
ral and organizational self- reflexion within 
Western society concerning how to use vi-
olence – by civilian and military institu-
tions. in effect, what needs to be investiga-
ted and addressed are those common sense 
assumptions that inform the existing politi-
cal, strategic and military paradigm for ir-
regular warfare. 

Until this is done, it will be difficult to 
estimate the consequences that this para-
digm has had for the practice of warfare, 
especially irregular warfare. Nor will it 
be possible for the politicians and the mi-
litary to arrive at effective countermeasu-
res. One has to take into account here the 
conservatism of military training and cul-
ture, which, for example, has not changed 
in any substantial way since Frank Kitson 
recognized how much this has limited how 
politicians and the military can respond to 
irregular war. 

The irony here is that while we have to 
come to recognize the importance that soft 
factors play in the kinds of warfare oppo-
nents wage against us, there has been little 
recognition so far in the role these factors 
play in determining how we engage in ir-
regular warfare ourselves. This has meant, 
for example, that we have much difficulty 
in engaging in a higher order of thought 
about political violence (in which armed 

force is only one form) and thinking about 
how these forces of violence can or should 
be used against irregular opponents who 
use armed force.

This literature review shows a clear 
view of how Western military tradition en-
counters substantial difficulties when ac-
ting against irregular adversaries. This rai-
ses the question often of whether there ex-
ists any incentive among the strategists to 
change this state of affairs; despite the fact 
that warfare of this kind can lead to unac-
ceptable casualty and mortality rates. One 
issue this brings up (but which this paper 
does not address) is to what extent does the 
military attitude towards irregular warfare 
limit and/or inform the choices that nation 
states make about how to respond to inter-
nal and external threats. another issue is if 
and how politicians want to be informed 
about these kinds of questions.

For Western forces to become more ef-
fective at irregular warfare, the experts in-
cluded in the study propose that the mili-
tary increase its officer education/training 
and research. However, even these experts 
do not seem to have recognized the role 
that our own taken-for-granted assump-
tions about how the world works and how 
the military and its institutions operate 
need to be examined as part of these ef-
forts. The chart that follows (a summary of 
expert opinion) makes this quite clear.

A Summary of Findings2

see table on next side. 

A literature view of Irregular 
warfare 
a review of literature on the subject suggests 
that irregular warfare from “Clausewitz to 
Kilcullen”, has been explained and descri-
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Units of analysis 
Variables

1. Problem area:   a 
negative attitude 
to IW

2. Problem area: 
3. a military culture 
with a low priority 
on IW

3. Reasons for 
problems

4. Consequences

5. Countermeasures

 
John Nagl

- is clearly mentioned

- is clearly mentioned 
and extensively with 
reference to the USA

-  the view on this be-
ing that it was outsi-
de one’s own princi-
pal area

- the tradition of 
strictly separating 
military and political 
activity

- Priorities of culture

- Budgetary and or-
ganizational priorities

- Lost experiences

- Prevention of les-
sons learned

- Being blind to the 
countering effects of 
own forces during ir-
regular warfare

- A new approach to 
military training and 
education

- Factors of promo-
tion, such as curio-
sity and intellectual 
scope

Premiering av för-
ändringsbenägenhet

 
David Kilcullen

-is mentioned mainly 
with ref. to the USA, 
but with relatively 
few direct examples

- is mentioned 

- High-tech priorities

- Political  risks as 
regards job openings 
during a redirection 
away from the domi-
nating regular warfa-
re (Defence Industry)

- Wrong kind of mil. 
resources in the 
western world for ir-
regular warfare and 
hybrid warfare

 -Low ability for COIN 
– militarily and in ci-
vilian life

-Recurring problems 
of adaptation in new 
missions

- A need for new 
ways of understan-
ding warfare

- New conceptions 
and definitions can 
make things easier

- In-depth strate-
gy discussions and 
understanding

-New strategic insti-
tutions (like the OSS 
in WW2)

 
James Corum

- is clearly and exten-
sively mentioned

- is clearly mentioned 
with a negative prog-
nosis for the future

- RMA

- Recruitment profile 
for the current senior 
officer stratum

- Priorities of culture   

- Budgetary and or-
ganizational priorities

- Lost experiences

- Unprepared forces

- Difficulties in asses-
sing troop needs for 
today’s conflicts

- Training and 
education

- General Staff train-
ing and education

- a COIN Centre

- New ways of thin-
king around war-
fare with widened 
perspectives 

- A reorientation 
away from high-tech 
determinism

Nils Marius 
Rekkedal

- is clearly mentio-
ned, mainly with re-
gard to the USA

- is mentioned, but 
only to  a limited 
extent

- Priorities of firepo-
wer and high-tech

- the view that ”small 
wars” are more a 
question of “handling 
banditry”

- Totally different tra-
ditions of waging war

- an aversion, unless 
the military factor 
was/is decisive for 
the conflict

- Tendencies of de-
nying difficulties rel. 
to irregular warfare

- Prevention of les-
son learned

- USA’s problems of 
adapting in Vietnam

- Problems in ana-
lysing own foreign 
policy

- Studies in the his-
tory of irregular 
warfare

- New studies of 
a multi-disciplina-
ry kind (e.g.  incl. 
anthropology)

- The need for a more 
systematic debate

- The need for a mili-
tary consensus on ir-
regular warfare
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bed much in the same way over this time 
period.3 This literature review shows, first, 
that Irregular Warfare has been common-
ly represented as different from traditional 
regular warfare with military units. 

Over time, different terms have been 
used for irregular warfare (Small Wars, 
Guerrilla Warfare, Revolutionary Warfare, 
Low Intensity operations, etc), but when 
defined all these terms define irregular war-
fare in rather the same way. in this review, 
three questions were put to a collection of 
classic and contemporary military literatu-
re and doctrines; 

“How is the form of warfare, labelled 
Irregular Warfare defined and explained?”  
“What is said about differentiating irregular 
Warfare from other forms of warfare?”  
“What are typical traits argued for regar-
ding irregular warfare?” 

To narrow the field, a number of repre-
sentative authorities were surveyed to help 
answer these questions. among these were 
Carl von Clausewitz, Charles Callwell, 
Thomas Edward Lawrence, David Galula, 
Werner Halhweg, Frank Kitson, John J. 
mcCuen, Robert Thompson and Roger 
Trinquir, james Corum, Colin s. Gray, 
Thomas X. Hammes, David Kilcullen, 
James Kiras, James Mackinlay and Gil 
merom.

as for military doctrines, the following 
was used; 

NaTO ajP -3.4 (a) Non-Article 5 Crises 
Response Operations, second study draft 
2008, NaTO ajP 3.4.4 Counterinsurgency, 
study draft 2008, u.s. army/ marine Corps 
Counterinsurgency Field Manual – Fm 
3-24, mCWP 3-33,5, university of Chicago 
Press; Chicago 2007, u.s Field manual 
interim (Fmi) 3-24.2 (Fm 90-9, Fm 7-98) 
Tactics in Counterinsurgency, march 2009, 
u.s Field manual 3-05.130, army special 
operations Forces Unconventional Warfare, 

september 2008, u.s. joint Publication 
3-24 Counterinsurgency Operations, 05 
October, 2009, u.s. Department of Defence, 
Irregular warfare (IW) Joint Operations 
Concept (JOC) Version 1.0, 11 september 
2007, British army Field manual, Vol. 
10, Combined arms Operations, Part 10, 
Countering Insurgency, 2009, Draft, uK 
joint Doctrine Publication (jDP) 3-40, 
Security and Stabilisation: The Military 
Contribution, Ratification Draft, 2009, 
uK joint Doctrine Publication, jDP 0-01, 
British Defence Doctrine, 3rd edition, 
august 2008.

For gaining some historical depth, 
two earlier american sources have been 
used; u.s. army Fm 31-15 Operations 
against Irregular Forces4 and Small Wars 
Manual, u.s. marine Corps,5 1940 edi-
tion, University Press of the Pacific, 2005 
(reprinted).

The term Irregular Warfare (iW) re-
emerged in modern Western writings on 
strategy and military literature in response 
to events in iraq and afghanistan, starting 
more commonly around 2005. in sweden 
the term appeared in a government docu-
ment starting in 2008.6 

Prior to this, the term does not seem to 
have been commonly used in the Western 
military discourse during the 20th cen-
tury. The review will give a number of ar-
ticulations, explanations and opinions on 
the phenomenon of Irregular warfare. The 
purpose here is not just to present examp-
les of how the subject has been treated, but 
also to develop a framework that will ena-
ble scholars to be more analytical and em-
pirically precise when it comes to the phe-
nomenon of irregular warfare. The review 
focuses on a collection of sources that can 
be argued to have been particularly influ-
ential on how the Western military under-
stand Irregular warfare. 
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Background regarding 
Irregular warfare as a term
in the past, the phenomenon of irregular 
warfare has been discussed under a num-
ber of different labels such as, guerrilla 
warfare, low-intensity conflicts, revolutio-
nary warfare, protracted warfare. Perhaps 
the first modern term, Small wars, can be 
traced back to Charles Callwell´s 1865 
Small Wars, their principles and practice.7 
The most prominent military thinker in 
the West since the 19th century, Carl von 
Clausewitz, in On War8 addresses the phe-
nomenon as “Peoples warfare” or “Peoples 
War”.

However, it was not until the first deca-
de of the 21st century that the u.s. Defence 
Forces began to re-acknowledge the im-
portance of Small Wars, using terms like 
Counter-insurgency and Irregular warfare. 
These terms started to appear in modern 
us military doctrine and manuals as Fm 
3-24 Counterinsurgency.9 in these docu-
ments, irregular war was portrayed as an 
equally important form of warfare as re-
gular warfare. Prior to this, the subject has 
not much been a part of Western military 
education and training. The same seems to 
be the case for military historians whose 
role in setting the agenda in Western mili-
tary education cannot be underestimated.10 
When one comes to irregular war, one can, 
by approaching the literature chronologi-
cally, discern a distinct pattern. The period 
that covers the beginning of modern mili-
tary theory is almost exclusively devoted 
to conventional warfare. However, when 
events have led the military to face Small 
Wars against non-state enemies this resul-
ted, primarily during the 1950-60s, in a pe-
riod of discussion on the topic. But it was 
not until the iraq and afghanistan opera-
tions starting from 2006 that scholars and 

practitioners paid much attention to irre-
gular warfare. 

However, at this point in time there is 
little consensus about what “fell” into this 
category. No common understanding of 
what term to use or what it included see-
med to exist. The reason for this seems to 
be that the study of irregular warfare has 
not been prioritized in either military edu-
cation or from the political and military es-
tablishment in general.11a main characte-
ristic of all these definitions is that irregu-
lar warfare is the mirror inverse of conven-
tional warfare, armed activities linked and 
supported by the powers that be - political 
and otherwise - of a nation state. it can be 
argued that today’s term irregular Warfare 
faces many of the same semantic, concep-
tual difficulties as did the term Small Wars 
earlier.12

Answers to the three 
questions
The first question; “How is the form of 
warfare, labelled “Irregular Warfare defi-
ned and explained?” can be summarized as 
; a primarily political warfare between re-
gulars and irregulars including attempts to 
overthrow a government and seize control 
of people and territory (Hoffman; Hybrid 
Warfare, Hammes; Fourth Generation 
Warfare, Merom; small Wars). Global 
aspects of irregular warfare are often seen 
as including strategies like subversion, ter-
rorism and guerrilla warfare, and on the 
defender’s side, counterinsurgency opera-
tions. all these descriptions treat irregular 
warfare as a distinctive form of warfare 

The second question; “What is said dif-
ferentiating Irregular Warfare from oth-
er forms of warfare?” can be summari-
zed as follows: irregular warfare depends 
on limited physical resources, covert and 
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clandestine structures and activities, litt-
le or no technology, the use of terror as a 
weapon, can make use of global resour-
ces, psychological operations, social net-
works, and it resorts to tactics within and 
outside what is permitted in regular war-
fare. Further, this form of warfare employs 
terror and involves the local population in 
ways conventional warfare cannot. 

The third question; “What are typical 
traits argued for as regards Irregular war-
fare?” can be answered thus: these charac-
teristics include military asymmetry and li-
mited physical recourses, actors that can 
change sides, subversion/terrorism and a 
combination of political and military stra-
tegies not often found in conventional war-
fare. irregular warfare is often a political 
struggle with few or limited decisive end 
states. it can be legally and ethically dif-
ficult for developed nation states to de-
fend themselves against. it employs neu-
tral nations and other non-affiliated states 
for sanctuary and relies on covert activities 
and strong ideological commitment.

An attempt to construct an 
empirical category
When the literature is reviewed, irregular 
warfare can be defined in the following 
way:

irregular warfare uses violence to ac-
hieve political ends outside what the West 
considers a military context and in ways 
that can contradict Western cultural, tradi-
tional, judicial and social norms. as such, 
it can launch subversive and armed attacks 
on the civil domain that overcome the ca-
pacity of police and civilian assets. 

The result is that Irregular Warfare dif-
fers from Regular Warfare in a number 
of philosophical and conceptual ways. in 
the first place, violence is used outside the 

paradigm of “military containment and 
monopoly”. Also, unlike the case in regu-
lar warfare, with irregular warfare there 
is little or no attempt to separate violence 
from the everyday lives of ordinary people. 
in fact, the more integrated violence is into 
everyday life, the more successful irregular 
warfare may become. 

Trying to counter such a threat will 
challenge several social dimensions rang-
ing from views of violence (largely left in 
the hands of the military and police to ne-
gotiate), to legal, structural and organiza-
tional power structures. irregular warfare 
might be seen as a phenomenon that when 
employed can make use of, “distort” or 
even reinvent traditional social structures/
constructions. The result is that to defend 
oneself against irregular warfare, its oppo-
nents have to, themselves, understand and 
adopt social structures/constructions. 

in short, irregular warriors might be 
said to align traditional social construc-
tions to their advantage and their oppo-
nents have to make a ”second guess” and 
respond to innovations often without the 
kind of training or education necessary for 
doing this successfully. 

From this literature review, we can 
sketch out those elements that most chal-
lenge the traditional social and military on-
tology and as such should be included in 
the military thinking of Irregular Warfare. 
These aspects are; 

a. “Broadened violence spectrum with lo-
wer-end bases”

b. “Diversity in actors/ rules of warfare”

c. “Political struggle leaning on the society’s 
acceptance/support – not military victo-
ry”

d. “asymmetrical concepts for acceptance 
and use of violence, limited physical fo-
cus, more social/mental focus and hidden 
forms of combat/influences” 
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e. “What the defenders address as Terror 
and Subversion are key competences and 
activities not excluding higher tactical 
forms of ground operations when suita-
ble and possible”

f. “Fluid and highly adaptable and flexible 
networks of influence/combat groupings 
using what is supposed to bring desired 
results regardless of Western views of hu-
manism and moral/ethical norms”

g. “A military weakness leads to the conti-
nuous need for integration for control of 
and support by the people and society”

h. “a low military-interest military has over 
time characterized such forms of conflic-
ts and warfare compared to capabilities, 
skills, competence and education concer-
ning regular warfare.”

These can be divided in two higher-order 
groups which we will discuss next. 

The phenomenon of 
“Irregular Warfare”

General terms

irregular warfare is essentially a political 
struggle that requires society’s acceptance/
support – not military victory. There can 
be a diversity in actors/ rules of warfare. 
Within the society itself, there are with ir-
regular warfare asymmetrical concepts for 
acceptance and the use of violence and a 
reliance on less overt forms of combat. 

Irregular warfare makes use of fluid, 
highly adaptable and flexible networks 
of influence and combat groupings. It at-
tempts to achieve operational success re-
gardless of Western views of humanism 
and moral/ethical norms. irregular warfare 
may even attempt to exploit these elements 
of Western culture. However, for being 
successful irregular warfare requires a con-
tinuous (re)integration of social resources 

to control and gain support of the local po-
pulation. 

Tactics 

in irregular warfare, the violence spectrum 
is extended to include terror and subver-
sion as key capabilities. It does not, ho-
wever, exclude the user from conventional 
forms of ground operations when suitable 
and possible. To defend oneself against ir-
regular warfare, the officer corp has to 
see that subversion, Terrorism, Guerrilla 
Warfare, and mobile Warfare all together 
are often important tactical competences 
for the irregular opponents.

Discussion of the results
As for the first question; “How is irregu-
lar warfare defined?” , this can be answe-
red as follows; these are conflicts charac-
terised with strategy, operational art and 
tactics that favour low-violence acts (sub-
version, terrorism, guerrilla warfare) bet-
ween state and non-state entities. The lite-
rature stresses that these insurgencies are 
informed by and even dominated by politi-
cal and civilian issues; after all, warfare in 
any form is a cultural and social enterprise. 
There is regularly mention of “soft’ factors 
like the “will of the people”. But even here 
the social and cultural aspects are more or 
less reduced to a psychological sphere, and, 
consequently, the countermeasures propo-
sed tend to focus on the individual and in-
dividual states of mind.

The answer to the second question; 
“What distinguishes irregular warfare from 
other forms of warfare?”, starting with 
Clausewitz. as such, what the literature 
tends to stress is irregular warfare’s distin-
ctive order of battle and its limited military 
and technology resources. The literature 
tends to use, in a word, Western military 
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standards for “measuring” an opponent’s 
military competence and capabilities. The 
same standards are also used for assessing 
an opponent’s technological competence. 

among other things, this can lead us to 
misread how and why irregular warfare is 
supported by the local population. For ex-
ample, with irregular warfare, we tend to 
default to explanations like terror and co-
ercion when we attempt to understand the 
relationship that exists between our oppo-
nents and other members of the same com-
munity. 

in part, this is because we “carry over” 
Western understandings of what it means to 
engage in warfare into contexts where dif-
ferent cultural meanings are at work. We, 
for example, tend to operate with binaries 
like friend/enemy, which say much more 
about how in the West we define the mo-
ral universe compared to our opponents. 
When our opponents organize their social 
and moral space with terms like tribe and 
clan, ones which have little salience for us 
today in the West, our understanding of ir-
regular warfare can become even more pro-
blematic. The result is that our opponent’s 
actions and the rationale for these actions, 
when directed against us, can remain invi-
sible and indecipherable to us.

How we conceptualize irregular warfa-
re helps legitimatize the kinds of counter-
measures we employ against it. This leads 
us to the third question; “What are typi-
cal characteristics used to describe irregu-
lar warfare?” This, from a Western mili-
tary perspective, can be described (best of 
practice) as a fluid, highly adaptable and 
flexible network set of influence/combat/
social groupings that can be coordinated 
to obtain desired results regardless of what 
meaning and significance Westerners mig-
ht ascribe to them. Still, to take but one 
example, the roles of improvised explosive 

device (IED) networks are often described 
as fixed and these networks, as portrayed, 
bear a strong resemblance to just-in-time 
logistic chains. 

The result is what actually does in-
form these “networks” tends to be misun-
derstood or not given proper weight. in a 
word, these networks have more in com-
mon with the kin or clan or tribe, i.e. gene-
alogical networks13 than network diagrams 
found in engineering and computer science 
textbooks. To put it another way, these net-
works can extend across time and include 
multiple generations of kin whose relations 
can overlap. Furthermore, the roles that 
social actors play in these networks are sel-
dom fixed but vary accordingly as do moti-
vation, need, resources and targets. 

Most of these qualities are difficult to 
capture, if not entirely neglected, in the 
kinds of network representations that the 
academic community and vendors have 
provide the Western military with. For ex-
ample, opponent networks can have on the 
fly very short decision loops, as well as con-
tinuous feedback mechanisms capable of 
quick, empirical evaluation of operational 
success and a rapid uptake of innovation. 
While these networks are typically repre-
sented as fixed and finite, they are anything 
but that. actors, roles, resources and tar-
gets can “cross” networks, form new ones, 
revert to previously existing ones and ex-
tend in multiple different ways across time, 
even generations and space (geography).

A sociological view of society 
choices for violence structures
From the previous sections, it is obvious 
that how the Western military understands 
irregular warfare is informed by Western 
definitions, values and attitudes. This is 
especially the case with how in the West 
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violence is viewed both as related to war 
and warfare, and in relation to everyday 
life. Then how has Western society deve-
loped during the same period as irregular 
warfare became an issue that Western so-
cieties have had to deal with? One of the 
most cited figures in the history of ide-
as, michel Foucault, in his Discipline and 
Punish14 gives us part of the answer. 

Foucault ostensibly traces the develop-
ment of the modern penal institutions. in 
reality, the book can be read as a narrati-
ve on socio-cultural adaptation to violen-
ce and this extends to civil-military rela-
tions and the ontology of modern warfare. 
What follows is based on the third chapter 
of Discipline and Punish in which Foucault 
traces the role that social control has on 
the development of Western society from 
the 17th century to the present day. For 
Foucault, control is argued as being a fun-
damental basis for modern Western socie-
ty. This is not overwritten, he adds, by the 
West’s (largely theoretical) commitment to 
individual liberties and freedom of choice. 
Foucault goes on to discuss that embedded 
in and necessary for modern industrial so-
cieties in the West to function are a variety 
of new forms of control functions. These, 
he goes on to show, are largely adopted 
and borrowed from military thought and 
practice, which, in turn, is being developed 
and evolved. 

Foucault goes on to link different or-
ganizational structures in Western society 
such as the educational system, the indu-
strial system and the military system to the 
emergence of the control functions - pri-
marily the judicial and penal system. What 
Foucault focuses on is how Western society 
has developed in order to realize and sup-
port social and industrial reproduction. 
This raises a number of questions concer-

ning the relations today between the civil, 
military and police functions. 

What ways of containing and developing 
power have been embedded in the modern 
state and in modern life? What choices and 
alternatives could be possible given how 
embedded reproduction is in Western so-
ciety? Does the Western view of “the mi-
litary” as something that has to be clear-
ly separated from the civilian society exist 
in order to make the civil governance ap-
pear more “humanistic” and thus conce-
al the very basis from which its ontology 
and epistemology are actually constructed 
from? Perhaps the West’s basic military pa-
radigm, to control society and its actors in 
order to survive, has in fact “driven” so-
cial evolution in the West and that this has 
been deliberately hidden and forgotten? 

The reflection of the text
Given this, it is not surprising that Foucault 
defines “Tactics” as a means for organizing 
human effort that both departs from, and 
extends beyond, the military. “Tactics is 
the art with localized bodies, codified acti-
vities and trained skills, building apparatus 
where the productivity of the different for-
ces/powers increases because of a thought-
ful combination and it is probably the hig-
hest form of disciplinary praxis”15

Foucault views control, discipline and 
tactics – both their military origins and 
the role in Western society more general-
ly – as a means to deconstruct the struc-
ture and mechanisms of Western society. 
What Foucault is interested in is the role 
they play in organizing and legitimizing 
the modern society, both military and ci-
vilian. He can be understood as seeing the 
19th century military, in particular, as pro-
viding a model or resources from which the 
Western liberal society emerges. ultimately, 
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the military and its variety of control func-
tions not only becomes the model for mo-
dern Western society, but the military’s 
function, that of control and discipline, be-
comes that of the state itself as well. “it is 
the strategy that makes it possible to com-
prehend war as a means to make politics 
between states; it is the tactics that makes 
it possible to comprehend the army as a 
principle to hinder the rise of war within 
the civilian society”.16

Foucault’s argument raises more ques-
tions. Did “the military” want to influen-
ce the state/society in this way? Or did the 
state use the military function to “push” 
society to develop in a particular direction? 
Very simplified, this leads to an image of 
two (in certain aspects) homogenous grou-
pings (the military and the civilians) that 
would fit rather well in a Bourdieu Field 
diagram. Could the military function play 
the kind of role Foucault argues for by it-
self? Or was it that the state that used “mi-
litarism” to achieve the ends Foucault de-
scribes? Perhaps the fact that the military 
attempts to bring order and organization 
to the very chaotic reality of death and hor-
ror of war and combat led others to believe 
that such aspects of control and discipline 
could handle the most refractory problems 
of civil society. What Foucault’s narrative 
reveals is symmetry between military and 
civil structures and that this pervades even 
the most elemental patterns of social life, 
like building and architectural design. 

Foucault argues that this emphasis on 
control and production not only under-
lies modern Western society but informs 
Western categories of thought as well as 
the production and legitimizing of “scien-
tific” knowledge. What interests us here is 
how this makes certain forms of social be-
haviour, like irregular warfare for example, 

more or less difficult for us both to think 
about and to respond to. 

Foucault believes that new forms of po-
wer and knowledge ,which appeared during 
the 18th-19th centuries, in the Western so-
ciety lead to the routinization of and adap-
tation to the new demands of the indu-
strial production system. To help achieve 
this, military ways of thinking, organiza-
tionally, pedagogically and physically by 
“tactics” came to inform everyday life in 
Western society. in this time period too, as 
the military function and procedures were 
integrated into civilian society, it seemingly 
became isolated from the internal structu-
re and function of Western states. For ex-
ample, civil control, discipline and correc-
tion mechanisms were handed over to the 
modern police and judicial institutions. in 
a way, Foucault’s writings on the military 
basis for Western society’s ontology (con-
trol) can be questioned as to whether it has 
been deliberately hidden for the history of 
modern social society development. 

Foucault’s argument raises a number of 
issues for how the military today defines 
and teaches War science or War studies. a 
close reading of Foucault can open new do-
ors for thinking on civil and military inte-
ractions from micro to macro levels. One 
could ask, following this line of thought, 
how such divisions have influenced how we 
think about and respond to irregular war-
fare. In short, what Foucault asks us is to 
reconsider how things we consider to be a 
certain part of the natural order, i.e. things 
that seem logical or natural, have become 
that way.

Summary
Foucault’s suggestions on the development 
of modern Western society ontology can be 
also be viewed on warfare, expressed in the 
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division between and the definition of a re-
gular and irregular warfare emerging out 
of the West’s particular historical and so-
cial trajectory. a society, premised on pro-
duction and thus a deeply “regular” or re-
gulated way of living and working, will 
have difficulty in perceiving, let alone thin-
king, about elements of life that for one re-
ason or another fall outside this paradigm. 
To put it simply, a regular ‘way of life’ does 
not easily approximate handling an irregu-
lar ‘way of life’ and thus Regular Warfare 
cannot handle analytically or practically 
irregular Warfare. This suggests that the 
demands for a new way of thinking when 
it comes to things like irregular warfare 
cannot be achieved unless we bring in new 
thinking, such as the analysis of the kind 
of societal archaeology that Foucault calls 
for. This is, of course, poses a much bro-
ader question: does the political and mili-
tary paradigm of ontology and epistemolo-
gy want to do this and does the contempo-
rary academia want it? 

This would allow us to reveal those 
aspects of power that underlie and even 
define Western life and institutions. It al-
lows us to ask questions like: “When and 
how do certain ideas take control of our li-
ves without us being able to see and under-
stand this”? When this occurs, the mind, 
the body and even the soul become both 
our own prisons and prison guards as the 
introduction in the swedish edition of 
Foucault’s Discipline and Punish suggests. 

A synthesis 
This article started with the question “how 
can irregular Warfare as a phenomenon be 
understood?” The answer seems to be that 
irregular warfare cannot (fruitfully) be un-
derstood within the current society and po-
litical and military paradigm. Further, the 

result is that we are left with few effective 
ways to address the problem, either strate-
gically or tactically. 

There is literature on how in the Western 
society violence is constructed and regu-
lated and how victory has become syno-
nymous with military force. in other words, 
today’s military organizational forms and 
practices are often reflected through the 
“lens” of different services (army, navy, air 
force), and have helped to legitimize some 
common understandings of what “war” 
is or should be. in the West, to put in an-
other way, there is in place a common on-
tology of what violence is and the forms it 
should take and this deeply held set of as-
sumptions about warfare continues to ex-
ist and inform thought and practice in both 
Western society and its military. This is the 
case despite the fact that “real” wars and 
conflicts often to some degree or another 
include irregular warfare. What the term 
irregular warfare challenges is the extent to 
which violence can be contained and un-
derstood within the Western military lexi-
con. irregular warfare can challenge us to 
reconsider how we characterize war and 
peace, and can lead us to think about both 
constructions in more creative and imagi-
native ways 

To give an example, the u.s. drone at-
tacks on Muslim militants demonstrate how 
differently tactics can be perceived. in the 
United States, these attacks are regarded as 
more humane than other forms of warfare 
because of their accuracy. moreover, they 
represent a triumph of Western science and 
technology, and, by extension, Western 
forms of warfare over the weapons and 
strategies of our opponents. Furthermore, 
because these attacks can be counted, their 
effectiveness is seen as something that can 
be measured and thereby “easily’ valida-
ted. However, these drone attacks may not 



N R 1 jaNuaRi/maRs 2012

148

be seen in the same way by our opponents. 
For them, U.S. drone, attacks lack chivalry 
and imply that we regard our opponents as 
less worthy than ourselves. This is because 
they deny militants the honour of combat 
and face-to-face death. 

The result is one that u.s. analysts and 
planners did not foresee. For, let it be un-
derstood, that we should invoke the law 
of unanticipated consequences. in other 
words, the quest for revenge that stems 
from these drone attacks simultaneously 
challenges, in ways that u.s. planners did 
not build into the equation at all, a large 
number of religious, kin and community 
networks. This makes these drone attacks 
appear all the more inhumane. 

In short, this linkage (and confirmation) 
of kin, faith and ideology that results from 
drone attacks can make the appeal of the 
jihadists even more persuasive. There is a 
paradox here. From our perspective, the 
numbers are “better” and targeting more 
accurate and “humane”, but these attacks 
may not actually reduce the effectiveness 
of our opponent’s leadership nor reduce 
their credibility. In fact, the attacks, while 
intended to achieve this effect, may actu-
ally strengthen and further radicalize not 
just the elite but a broad spectrum of the 
community. This is because these drone at-
tacks do not just challenge what consti-
tutes legitimate warfare, they threaten the 
moral order of things. The result is that the 
attacks can have the same effect on pre-
viously non-aligned populations and the-
reby increase recruitment and commitment 
to our opponent’s cause. A key issue here 
is to what extent do our own Western bi-
ases contribute to the “fog of words and 
thought” that seems to surround the term 
‘irregular warfare’? as a term “irregular 
warfare” implies the following. 

These are conflicts whose strategy, ope-
rational art and tactics focus on the lo-
wer end of the violence spectrum (subver-
sion, terrorism, guerrilla warfare), but can 
also include more conventional, forms of 
military operations and tactics. in irregu-
lar warfare, violence is not restricted or 
limited to the traditional military prac-
tice common to Western nations and sta-
tes. Violence from (and between) non-sta-
te actors against a state are part of irregu-
lar warfare. These conflicts can include in-
surgency strategies where the political and 
civilian elements are more important than 
military concerns and the will and support 
of the people can be of vital importance. 

What distinguishes irregular war, no 
matter who practices it and where, is its in-
ventive intellectual use of limited physical/
military resources parallel with hidden and 
subversive actions as well as its reliance on 
ideological or nationalistic goals and dri-
vers, such as the endurance and will of the 
people, extensive local knowledge and use 
of hard-to-detect (covert, clandestine and 
low visibility) means of organizing and car-
rying out operations and activities. Terror 
and subversion are key elements and irregu-
lar warfare can identify and exploit what is 
culturally effective against their opponents. 
This can include criminal and illicit activi-
ties that fall outside of what is morally ac-
ceptable in regular warfare. irregular war-
fare relies on fluid, highly adaptable and 
flexible networks of influence groupings – 
ones that are often difficult for conventio-
nal military forces to track, understand or 
neutralize. 

Unfortunately, the recent work in irre-
gular war has been perhaps too much in-
fluenced by our own assumptions about 
how societies and cultures will evolve and 
change. understanding today’s “resurgen-
ce” of religion is more difficult than we had 
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expected, given that in this paradigm futu-
re societies and cultures were expected to 
become progressively more and more se-
cular and rational. Furthermore, we belie-
ved that nation states throughout the world 
would mirror Western notions of what the 
state and nation is and that that these sta-
tes in their development would, over time, 
replicate Western history and subordinate 
religion. 

The irony is that soft factors like ideo-
logy and religion have become primary dri-
vers in today’s irregular warfare and these 
are just the factors that are the most dif-
ficult for us to understand and develop 
countermeasures against. Irregular war-
fare is also distinct from conventional/re-
gular warfare as a way of thinking about 
violence in society. in irregular warfare, 
violence is not clearly separated from the 
everyday life. This both threatens and chal-
lenges those legal, structural, organizatio-
nal structures that inform the social order. 
To defend against challenges of this order 
may require that politicians/policy makers, 
the military and law enforcement agencies 
learn how to “rewrite” rules of engage-
ment in order to defend the social order. 
This may require the reinvention of cer-
tain social institutions and even, in some 
instances, the social order itself. 

This, in turn, could bring to the surface, 
as Foucault suggests, a number of strate-
gic and political issues that could challenge 
how democracy is defined by different 
Western countries and in the Western so-
ciety generally. This would mean that po-
liticians and policy-makers would have to 

realize that the use of military force raises 
more fundamental, intellectual challenges 
than have so far been realized. Consider 
the symbols that today’s military use to re-
present an opponent’s resources and tac-
tics. These are often symbolized by squa-
res, circles and triangles which represent 
the resources (tanks, ships, aircraft) that 
one’s opponent has fielded. 

in effect, this reduces warfare to calcula-
tions of force and momentum that have 
much in common with Newton’s under-
standing and “solutions’ of the problem 
of gravity and motion. such an understan-
ding of warfare is reinforced when reading 
Clausewitz’s notion as equating “force” 
with military tactics. Whether this sym-
bology, which is one derived from 19th 
century readings of the natural and soci-
al world, i.e. the same laws that dominate 
them and help us to understand, will enable 
us to perceive that the forms and elements 
that characterize irregular warfare today is 
an issue that the politicians/policy-makers 
and the military need to look at very care-
fully. Until issues of this kind are put on the 
table, it may be impossible to come to an 
understanding of irregular warfare that ex-
tends beyond what we in the West take to 
be normal, logical and natural. 
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