WHY BIG NATIONS LOSE SMALL WARS:
THE POLITICS OF ASYMMETRIC
CONFLICT

By ANDREW MACK*

A cursory examination of the history of imperialist expansion in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century reveals one thing
very clearly: Third-World resistance, where it existed, was crushed
with speedy efficiency. In terms of conventional military thinking such
successes were not unexpected. Indeed, together with the Allied experi-
ence in the first and second World Wars, they served to reinforce and
to rigidify the pervasive notion that superiority in military capability
(conventionally defined) will mean victory in war. However, the his-
tory of a number of conflicts in the period following World War II
showed that military and technological superiority may be a highly
unreliable guide to the outcome of wars. In Indochina (1946-54),
Indonesia (1947-49), Algeria, Cyprus, Aden, Morocco, and Tunisia,
local nationalist forces gained their objectives in armed confrontations
with industrial powers which possessed an overwhelming superiority
in conventional military capability. These wars were not exclusively a
colonial phenomenon, as was demonstrated by the failure of the
United States to defeat its opponents in Vietnam.

For some idea of the degree to which the outcome of these wars
presents a radical break with the past, it is instructive to examine the
case of Indochina. The French successfully subjugated the peoples of
Indochina for more than sixty years with a locally based army only
fifteen thousand strong. The situation changed dramatically after
1946, when the Vietnamese took up arms in guerrilla struggle. By
1954 the nationalist forces of the Vietminh had forced the French—
who by this time had deployed an expeditionary force of nearly two
hundred thousand men—to concede defeat and withdraw their forces
in ignominy. Within twenty years, a vast U.S. military machine with
an expeditionary force five hundred thousand strong had also been
forced to withdraw.

The purpose of this paper is to attempt to provide a “pre-theoretical
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perspective” within which the owtcome of such “asymmetric con-
flicts” may be explained. In the field of conflict research, the study of
the outcome and the conduct of wars, as against that of their ezology,
has received remarkably little attention." The outcome of “asymmetric
conflicts” as described in this paper has been almost totally neglected.”

Arguably, it is easier to explain why the insurgents were 7oz de-
feated than it is to explain the related but more interesting question—
namely, how and why the external power was forced to withdraw.
Since the former problem has been the subject of intense investigation
both by specialists in counter-insurgency and strategists of guerrilla
warfare, the greater part of this paper will deal with the latter problem.
However, a few fairly obvious points need to be made before going on.

In analyzing the successes of the British at Omdurman against the
Sudanese and the Italians in their war against local insurgents in
Abyssinia, Mao Tse-tung has noted that defeat is the invariable out-
come where native forces fight with inferior weapons against mod-
ernized forces on the latter’s terms. Katzenbach writes in this context:
“By and large, it would seem that what made the machinery of Euro-
pean troops so successful was that native troops saw fit to die, with
glory, with honor, en masse, and in vain.”® Second, it should be noted
that in general this type of war met with little domestic opposition;
success only served to increase public support.* Two interesting excep-
tions were the Boer War and the Irish Rebellion (1916—22); it is sig-
nificant that in these conflicts the resistance to the British was both
protracted and bitter and, in the metropolis, generated domestic op-
position to the war.® Thus, the first condition for avoiding defeat is to
refuse to confront the enemy on his own terms. To avoid being crushed,

1See Berenice A. Carroll, “War Termination and Conflict Theory,” and William
T. R. Fox, “The Causes of Peace and the Conditions of War,” both in How Wars
End, Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 392
(November 1970); and Elizabeth Converse, “The War of All Against All: A Review
of the Journal of Conflict Resolution, 1957-68,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, xu
(December 1968).

2 Exceptions are found in E. L. Katzenbach, “Time, Space and Will: The Politico-
Military Strategy of Mao Tse-tung,” in Lt. Col. T. N. Greene, ed., The Guerrilla and
How To Fight Him (New York 1962); Robert Taber, The War of the Flea (New
York 1965); and Joseph S. Kraemer, “Revolutionary Guerrilla Warfare and the
Decolonization Movement,” Polity, v (Winter 1971).

8 Katzenbach (fn. 2), 15.

4 See, for example, H. Wehler, “Industrial Growth and Early German Imperialism”
in Robert Owen and Robert Sutcliffe, eds., Theories of Imperialism (London 1972).

5Two excellent recent studies dealing directly with domestic opposition to these
wars are: Stephen Koss, The Pro-Boers: The Anatomy of an Anti-War Movement
(Chicago 1973), and D. G. Boyce, Englishmen and Irish Troubles: British Public
Opinion and the Making of Irish Policy 1918-22 (London 1972).
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the insurgent forces must retain a degree of invulnerability, but the
defensive means to this end will depend on the conditions of the war.
In guerrilla warfare in the classical sense, the “people sea” forms a
sanctuary of popular support for the “guerrilla fish”; in urban guer-
rilla warfare the anonymity of the city provides protection. Operating
in uninhabited areas and supplied from without (e.g., the post-1968
North Vietnamese operations along the Ho Chi Minh Trail in the
Vietnam War), the insurgents may simply rely on the mountains and
forests to conceal and protect them.

For students of strategy the importance of these wars lies in the fact
that the simplistic but once prevalent assumption—that conventional
military superiority necessarily prevails in war—has been destroyed.
What is also interesting is that although the metropolitan powers did
not win militarily, neither were they defeated militarily. Indeed the
military defeat of the metropolis itself was impossible since the in-
surgents lacked an invasion capability. In every case, success for the
insurgents arose not from a military victory on the ground—though
military successes may have been a contributory cause—but rather
from the progressive attrition of their opponents’ political capability to
wage war. In such asymmetric conflicts, insurgents may gain political
victory from a situation of military stalemate or even defeat.

The most recent and obvious example of this type of conflict is the
American war in Vietnam, which has brought home several important
lessons. First, it has provided the most obvious demonstration of the
falsity of the assumptions that underlie the “capability” conception of
power.® Not only does superiority in military force (conventionally
defined) not guarantee victory; it may, under certain circumstances,
be positively counter-productive.” Second, the Vietnam conflict has
demonstrated how, under certain conditions, the theatre of war ex-
tends well beyond the battlefield to encompass the polity and social
institutions of the external power. The Vietnam war may be seen as
having been fought on two fronts—one bloody and indecisive in the
forests and mountains of Indochina, the other essentially nonviolent—
but ultimately more decisive—within the polity and social institutions
of the United States. The nature of the relationship between these two

8 Problems with different conceptions of power in this context are examined in
Andrew Mack, “The Concept of Power and its Uses in Explaining Asymmetric Con-
flict,” Richardson Institute for Conflict and Peace Research (London 1974).

7 The least ambiguous demonstrations of this apparently paradoxical assertion are to
be found in the relatively rare cases of successful nonviolent resistance to armed ag-
gression. See Anders Boserup and Andrew Mack, War Without Weapons: Non-Violence
in National Defence (London 1974).
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conflicts—which are in fact different facets of the same conflict—is
critical to an understanding of the outcome of the war. However, the
American experience was in no sense unique, except to Americans.
In 1954 the Vietminh destroyed the French forces which were mustered
at Dien Bien Phu in a classic set piece battle. The direct military costs
to the French have been much exaggerated; only 3 per cent of the
total French forces in Indochina were involved. The psychological
effects—like those of the Tet offensive some fourteen years later—
were shattering, however. The Vietminh did not of course defeat
France militarily. They lacked not only the capability but also any
interest in attempting such a move. Dien Bien Phu, however, had the
effect of destroying the political capability (“will” in the language of
classical strategy) of the French Government to mobilize further troops
and to continue the struggle—this despite the fact that the greater part
of the financial costs of the war were being borne by the United
States. Third, the Vietnam war, which for the Vietnamese revolution-
aries has now lasted over a quarter of a century, has emphasized the
enormous importance which guerrilla strategists place on “protracted
warfare.” This is articulated most clearly in Mao Tse-tung’s works,
but it is also found in the military writings of General Giap and
Truong Chinh and in the works of the leading African guerrilla
strategists, Cabral and Mondlane. The certainty of eventual victory
which is the result of intensive political mobilization by the guerrilla
leadership is the key to what Rosen sees as a critical factor in such
conflicts—namely, the willingness to absorb costs.® Katzenbach has
noted of Mao’s strategic theory that it is based on the premise that
“if the totality of the population can be made to resist surrender, this
resistance can be turned into a war of attrition which will eventually
and inevitably be victorious.” Or, as Henry Kissinger more succinctly
observed in 1969: “The guerrilla wins if he does not lose.”*

Above all, Vietham has been a reminder that in war the ultimate
aim must be to affect the will of the enemy. Most strategic theorists
would of course concur with this view. But in practice, and at the risk
of oversimplification, it may be noted that it is a prevalent military
belief that if an opponent’s military capability to wage war can be
destroyed, his “will” to continue the struggle is irrelevant since the
means to that end are no longer available. It is not surprising that this

8 Steven Rosen, “War Power and the Willingness to Suffer,” in Bruce M. Russett,
ed., Peace, War, and Numbers (London 1972).

9 Katzenbach (fn. 2), 18.

10 Henry A. Kissinger, “The Vietnam Negotiations,” Foreign Affairs, xwvii (Jan-
uary 1969), 214.
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should be a prevalent belief in modern industrial societies: strategic
doctrine tends to mold itself to available technology, as critics of
strategic weapons deployment have forcefully pointed out. Neither is
it surprising that guerrilla strategists should see strategy in very differ-
ent terms. Lacking the technological capability or the basic resources
to destroy the external enemy’s military capability, they must of neces-
sity aim to destroy his political capability. If the external power’s “will”
to continue the struggle is destroyed, then its military capability—no
matter how powerful—is totally irrelevant. One aim of this paper is to
show how and why, in certain types of conflict, conventional military
superiority is not merely useless, but may actually be counter-produc-
tive. The implications for those military systems which rely almost
wholly on industrial power and advanced technology need hardly be
spelled out.

As I have noted above, in none of the asymmetric conflicts did the
local insurgents have the capability to invade their metropolitan op-
ponents’ homeland. It necessarily follows that insurgents can only
achieve their ends if their opponents’ political capability to wage war
is destroyed. This is true whether the insurgents are revolutionaries
or right-wing nationalists, whether they rely on guerrilla warfare, ur-
ban terrorism, or even nonviolence. The destruction of the external
power’s forces in the field places no material obstacle in its path
which will prevent it from simply mobilizing more forces at home
and dispatching them to the battlefront. The constraints on mobiliza-
tion are political, not material. In none of the conflicts noted was more
than a fraction of the total potential military resources of the metro-
politan power in fact mobilized. The U.S. war in Vietnam has by any
measure had the greatest impact on international and American do-
mestic politics of any conflict since World War I, but the maximum
number of U.S. troops in Vietnam at the peak of the ground war in
1968 amounted to less than one quarter of one per cent of the Amer-
ican population. The political constraints operating against full mobi-
lization of the metropolitan forces arise as a consequence of the con-
flicts in the metropolis—both within the political elite and in the wider
society—which the war, by its very nature, will inevitably tend to
generate. To paraphrase Clausewitz, politics may become the continua-
tion of war by other means. Therefore the military struggle on the
ground must be evaluated not in terms of the narrow calculus of mili-
tary tactics, but in terms of its political impact in the metropolis:
“Battles and campaigns are amenable to analysis as rather self-con-
tained contests of military power. . . . By contrast, the final outcome of
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wars depends on a much wider range of factors, many of them highly
elusive—such as the war’s impact on domestic politics. . . .”** The
significance of particular battles does not lie in their outcome as “self-
contained contests of military power.” Thus, although the United States
could contend that the 1968 Tet offensive marked a dramatic defeat for
the revolutionary forces in terms of the macabre military calculus of
“body counts,” the offensive was in fact a major strategic defeat for
the U.S., marking the turning point in the war. The impact of Tet on
American domestic politics led directly to the incumbent President’s
decision not to stand for another term of office. And, for the first time,
military requests for more resources (a further 200,000 men) were re-
fused despite the fact that the military situation had worsened.

Even where military victory over the insurgents is unambiguous—
as in General Massu’s destruction of the FLN infrastructure in the
notorious Battle of Algiers—this is still no sure guide to the outcome
of the conflict. Despite the fact that the FLN never regained the mili-
tary initiative, the French abandoned their struggle within four years.
Indeed, the barbarous methods used by Massu to achieve that victory,
including the widespread use of torture, were instrumental in catalyz-
ing opposition to the war in metropolitan France.

The Algerian war is an instructive example of our thesis. Between
1954 and 1962 there was a radical shift in the balance of political forces
in metropolitan France. The colon (white settler) class of Algeria was
the chief political victim. A few days after fighting broke out, the leftist
Minister of the Interior, Francois Mitterand, responded to a suggestion
that Paris should negotiate with the rebels by stating flatly that in the
Algerian départements “the only negotiation is war.” Yet seven and
a-half years later, De Gaulle had not only granted the rebels all their
initial demands (including some they had not even considered when
fighting broke out), but received overwhelming support from the
majority of the French population in doing so. Significantly, the last
task of the French Army (which had itself attempted a coup against
the Gaullist government) was to hunt down the terrorists of the OAS—
the diehard remnants of the colon class in whose interests the military
had intervened in the first place.

French policy throughout this conflict—as metropolitan policy in
other asymmetric conflicts—was beset by what Mao Tse-tung calls
“contradictions.” The initial military repression directed against the
rebels achieved for the militants what they had been unable to achieve

11 Fred Charles 1klé, Every War Must End (London 1971), 1-2.
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for themselves—namely, the political mobilization of the masses against
the French.

As the rebellion became more broadly based, more numerous forces
and ever more extreme methods were used to attempt to quell it. The
French also tried to buy off nationalist aspirations by offering to grant
some of the political demands which had initially been made by the
insurgents—only to find that these had been radically escalated. Offers
of concessions were—as is frequently the case in such conflicts—both
too small and too late. The more forces the French deployed (ulti-
mately four hundred thousand men), the greater was the impact which
the war had in the metropolis. It was not so much the inhumanity of
the war per se that generated opposition in France; the majority of
French men and women were no more sympathetic to the FLN than
were the majority of Americans to the NLF in Vietnam. The major
cause of opposition lay not in the enormous costs of the war to the
Algerians (though this was a factor), but in the costs of the war to the
French themselves. The progressively greater human, economic, and
political costs gave rise to the phenomenon of “war weariness” which
many writers have described without analyzing, and to the “loss of
political will” of the government to which the military invariably
ascribed the defeat. Thus it can be seen that the shift in the balance of
political forces in metropolitan France was of critical importance in
determining the outcome of the war. Political leaders in such conflicts
do not grant insurgent demands because they undergo a sudden change
of heart. They concede because they have no choice.

Why are asymmetries in structure important, and what do we in
fact mean by “asymmetry” in this context? We must first note that the
relationship between the belligerents is asymmetric. The insurgents can
pose no direct threat to the survival of the external power because, as
already noted, they lack an invasion capability. On the other hand, the
metropolitan power poses not simply the threat of invasion, but the
reality of occupation. This fact is so obvious that its implications have
been ignored. It means, crudely speaking, that for the insurgents the
war is “total,” while for the external power it is necessarily “limited.”
Full mobilization of the total military resources of the external power
is simply not politically possible. (One might conceive of cases where
this is not the case—as in a popularly backed “holy war” for example—
but such possibilities are of no relevance to the present discussion.)
Not only is full mobilization impossible politically, it is not thought to
be in the least rzecessary. The asymmetry in conventional military capa-
bility is so great and the confidence that military might will prevail
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is so pervasive that expectation of victory is one of the hallmarks of
the initial endeavor.

The fact that one belligerent possesses an invasion capability and
the other does not is a function of the differences in level of industrial
and technological capability of the two sides. The asymmetric rela-
tionship is thus a function of the asymmetry in “resource power.”

Some strategic implications of symmetric and asymmetric conflict
relations may now be spelled out. The insurgents, faced with occupation
by a hostile external power, are able to capitalize on those powerful
forces to which political scientists have given the label “nationalism.”
What this means essentially is that disparate and sometimes conflicting
national groups may find a common unity—a national interest—in
opposing a common enemy. In that case the cohesion generated is only
indirectly a consequence of the asymmetry in resource power: its social
and psychological bonds are to be found in the common hostility felt
toward the external enemy.

Clausewitz noted that war only approximates to its “pure form”
when a “grand and powerful purpose” is at stake.”” Only then will the
full mobilization of national resources become a possibility, and only
then will the diverse and sometimes conflicting goals that various na-
tional groups pursue in time of peace be displaced by a single overriding
strategic aim—"“the overthrow of the enemy.” In a symmetric, “total
war” situation where the survival of bozh sides is at stake, both have a
“grand and powerful purpose” to defend. Thus, other things being
equal, the potential for internal divisions arising in either camp is small
relative to the potential for domestic conflict in the homeland of the
metropolitan power involved in an asymmetric conflict. In symmetric
conflicts, ceteris paribus, the absence of constraints on the mobilization
and the use of conventional military force maximize the strategic utility
of conventional warfare. Examples of symmetric “total wars” are the
first and second World Wars and civil wars in which the struggle can
be seen in zero-sum terms—as one of survival. However, although the
external-enemy/internal-cohesion thesis of sociologists like Simmel and
Coser has been widely accepted, the relationship is not as simple as some
writers appear to think. Coser follows Williams in agreeing that there
has to be a minimal consensus that the group (or nation) is a “going
concern,” and that there must be recognition of an outside threat which
is thought to menace the group as @ whole, not just some part of it. Coser
notes of the second World War that “attempts at centralization by the

12 The final chapter of Boserup and Mack (fn. %) discusses Clausewitzian strategic
theory and its application to “asymmetric conflicts.”
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French Government were unavailing and could not mend the basic
cleavages nor remedy the lack of social solidarity.”** We may add to
this two more conditions which will affect national unity in the face
of external threat. First, resistance must be perceived as a viable alter-
native to surrender. It is noteworthy that after the collapse of the Nazi-
Soviet Pact in the second World War, resistance to the Nazis in occu-
pied Europe was very often led by Communists for whom surrender
meant extermination. A majority of the population of the occupied
countries perceived surrender as a more viable alternative than resist-
ance—at least until it appeared that the tide of the war had turned
against the Nazis. Resistance movements whose members share a revo-
lutionary ideology which has as one of its basic tenets the belief that
“protracted war” will ultimately be victorious, will, by definition, see
resistance as an obvious alternative to surrender. Second, since occupa-
tion is likely to have adverse consequences for all groups, but much
worse for some than for others, such national unity as does occur will
not be unshakable. But it will be enormously reinforced by what may
be called the “bandwagon effect.”™* Dissent will be heavily proscribed
and sanctioned socially as well as by the leadership.

Even though it is not possible to be precise about the conditions which
necessarily generate national solidarity in the face of an external threat,
we may note the following two points with respect to asymmetric con-
flicts:

(a) An external threat is a necessary if not sufficient condition for
the emergence of a popular front.

(b) Occupation and military repression by the metropolitan power
has in fact produced the nationalist unity predicted by the Coser-Sim-
mel thesis. (One interesting exception is the confrontation in Malaysia,
where there was a deep cleavage dividing the Chinese insurgents from
the Malays.) Indeed, it is possible to argue that in some cases the re-
pression did not so much intensify a pre-existing basic consensus as
create one.

(c) More importantly, there was no comparable unifying external
force in the case of the metropolitan power. On the contrary, in every
case where the insurgents won, the war was a profoundly divisive
issue.

Those scholars who are expounding the “paradox” that external con-
flict will both increase and decrease domestic conflict (see below) are
guilty of creating a false dichotomy. Contrast the situation in the United

18 Lewis A. Coser, The Functions of Social Conflict (New York 1956), 87-110.
14 Boserup and Mack (fn. 7), chap. 1.



