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Foreword

The JSOU Press presents this collection of writings from �ve current 
and former practitioners in the �eld of irregular warfare. �e writers 
delve into the concept of surrogate warfare, de�ned as a substitute 

force acting on behalf of the interests of another as well as its own interests. 
For many special operators, the concept of unconventional warfare provides 
the paradigm for working �through, with, or by� other forces to achieve stra-
tegic objectives. Here the authors expand the concept by exploring �surrogate 
warfare.� �is volume provides insights into this aspect of modern warfare 
and should be considered by senior military leaders and policymakers. 
Drawing upon their recent experiences in the �eld, the authors provide 
practical lessons for their colleagues� consideration.

�e �rst o�ering in this collection was contributed by Mr. Richard 
Newton, a JSOU faculty member and a retired air commando. Mr. Newton 
outlines the increased use and rami�cations of indirect approaches, made 
essential by the post-World War II rise of the two superpowers, the United 
States and the former Soviet Union. His account of three 20th century uses 
of the through, with, or by concept (Philippines, El Salvador, and Afghani-
stan) makes clear that this type of con�ict is o�en strategically pragmatic 
and e�ective at achieving U.S. as well as host national objectives. 

Major Travis Homiak, U.S. Marine Corps, de�nes the ideas of working 
through, with, or by surrogate forces to achieve national security objectives. 
He o�ers three historical examples to illustrate the added value of indirect 
approaches, including the nonpromotion of �hegemonic intent.� Major 
Homiak posits that the �through, with, or by� principles are critical to U.S. 
SOF, but applicable to conventional forces as well. 

Major Kelly Smith, a U.S. Army Special Forces o�cer, provides an 
analysis of surrogate warfare, mandating changes in policy and doctrine 
to include �comprehensive guidance� from the U.S. government to develop 
and employ this capability. MAJ Smith outlines several advantages to the use 
of surrogates, including decreased demand on U.S. forces, gaining political 
legitimacy, and providing capabilities that U.S. forces lack. He also highlights 
the bene�ts of a �holistic approach,� including conventional forces� linkage 
to surrogates as well as SOF. Smith o�ers �nite methods to integrating these 
concepts into U.S. policy and doctrine. 



x

Major Isaac Peltier, a U.S. Army Special Forces o�cer, examines in detail 
two recent historical operations, illustrating success in leveraging surro-
gate forces. His position is Army Special Forces-centric and concludes that 
cultural/regional expertise, not familiarity, was the single most important 
factor in these successes. MAJ Peltier also calls for improvements in the 
ability of U.S. SOF to establish and function as an operational-level joint 
headquarters in order to plan, execute, and support an unconventional 
warfare campaign. 

Mr. D. Jonathan White, a retired Special Forces o�cer, discusses many 
salient points of surrogate warfare, including legitimacy of allied regimes, 
commonality of interests between the United States and host nations, and the 
e�ects of human rights considerations on the legitimacy of the relationships 
involved. �e �cautionary notes� Mr. White examines in this essay must be 
analyzed by any prudent planner regarding surrogate warfare operations.  

American military forces have served alongside host-nation forces 
throughout history and across the globe. �e surrogate relationships forged 
are critical to the continued defense against modern threats, and the points 
put forth in this volume will contribute to operational and strategic successes 
in future campaigns. �ese writings all amplify the need for developing and 
re�ning expertise in the use of surrogate forces in modern warfare. I believe 
the military professional will bene�t from reading and understanding the 
various opinions o�ered in this volume.

	  
James D. Anderson, Director of Research 

JSOU Strategic Studies Department
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The Seeds of Surrogate Warfare
Richard D. Newton

The tenets of surrogate warfare as described in the following essays 
by Majors Peltier, Smith, and Homiak—advising, assisting, and train-
ing indigenous forces in order to achieve the sponsor’s goals—
were developed, tested, and perfected during the U.S.-Soviet Union 
proxy wars of the Cold War. This essay examines three of those con-
ămgxw> Tlmpmttmriw jvsq 5=8;ô5=960 Ip Wepzehsv jvsq 5=;;ô5=<=0 erh 
Ejklermwxer jvsq 5=;=ô5=<=2 Xli} wivzi ew i|eqtpiw sj combat 
development laboratories where the principals of “through, with, 
or by” were perfected—principles that a new generation of SOF 
piehivw {syph ettp} xs wyvvskexi {evjevi mr xli 65wx girxyv}2 

Introduction

In July of ����, President Richard Nixon articulated a new approach to 
U.S. national security objectives. As a newly elected president who had 
inherited an unpopular war, President Nixon�s vision was to pursue 

American national security goals through partnership with friends and 
allies of the United States. �at announcement, a�erwards known as the 
Nixon Doctrine, a�rmed to the world that the United States would keep 
all of its treaty commitments and in the case of aggression short of nuclear 
confrontation, the U.S. would furnish military and economic assistance but 
would look to the host nations to assume the primary responsibility for fur-
nishing the manpower to defend themselves.� �e Nixon Doctrine, allowing 
advice and assistance, but eschewing direct military involvement, has been 
rea�rmed by every U.S. President since, albeit to di�ering degrees. More 
importantly for the purpose of this volume, however, Nixon�s ��-year-old 
pronouncement provided the policy basis for modern surrogate warfare.

Mr. Rick Newton retired from Air Force Special Operations Command in 
5=== ejxiv 65 }ievw ew er emv gsqqerhs erh gsqfex viwgyi tmpsx2 Li mw 
currently a faculty member of the Joint Special Operations University and 
serves as an adjunct faculty member at the U.S. Army School of Advanced 
Military Studies and the NATO School. 



2

JSOU Report 09-3, Irregular Warfare and Indirect Approaches

�roughout the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union 
used a collection of surrogates to further their political, and by extension 
their military, agendas around the world. In an era of mutual nuclear deter-
rence, both the U.S. and the Soviet Union chose to support surrogates in 
a series of proxy wars. Over �� years of indirect confrontation between 
the superpowers manifested itself in scores of limited con�icts in Africa, 
the Middle East, Southeast Asia, South Asia, Central America, and South 
America.� �e Soviets and the U.S. confronted each other for in�uence 
and access on the periphery of what both considered the main arena�the 
central plains of Europe. �e unexpected (perhaps unintended) result of 
�ve decades of indirect superpower confrontation was that U.S. Special 
Operations Forces (SOF) developed the skills, attitude, and ethos they 
later needed for the very successful surrogate warfare campaigns waged in 
Afghanistan (����) and northern Iraq (����).

�e seeds to modern surrogate warfare, at least in the U.S. version, go all 
the way back to before the Revolutionary War. �e Special Forces� philoso-
phy of conducting operations �through, with, or by� indigenous populations 
has its origins in the beginning of the Republic.� Both the British and the 
French enlisted native American surrogates in their frontier battles of the 
��th and ��th centuries. During the westward expansion before and a�er 
the Civil War, the Army recruited or coerced Indians to �ght against those 
Indians who opposed the settlers, ranchers, and miners moving west. In 
����, a�er the Spanish-American War, the U.S. Army organized friendly 
Filipinos into the Philippine Constabulary to �ght and pacify the indigenous 
groups opposed to the U.S. occupation. �roughout World War II, the U.S. 
Army O�ce of Special Services, the forerunner to today�s Special Forces 
and the Central Intelligence Agency, used surrogates in Southeast Asia to 
�ght against the Japanese and in Europe to �ght against the Axis powers. 
It was only natural, then, for the U.S. to continue using native surrogates 
during the Cold War to counter Soviet aspirations.

A�er the Allied victory in World War II many former European colonies 
in Asia and Africa saw an opportunity to assert their native nationalism and 
gain independence from the colonial powers. �e Soviet Union used these 
independence movements as opportunities to export the Communist form 
of socialism and to gain international supporters as a counter to the U.S. and 
its European allies. �e U.S., �ush with victory but tired a�er years of war, 
sought a low cost means of supporting its treaty commitments, assisting its 
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allies, and countering the spread of Communism. As the U.S. government 
provided equipment and funds, training indigenous forces and advising 
friendly foreign governments and their armed forces became the Special 
Forces raison d�Œtre. 

�e U.S. Army and the U.S. Air Force retained their organizational, train-
ing, procurement, and planning e�orts to a near-exclusive focus on peer 
versus peer, conventional warfare.� Both the Army and Air Force le� the 
uncomfortable and o�en �messy� environment of limited warfare, guerrilla 
warfare, insurgency, counterinsurgency, counterterrorism, counterrevolu-
tionary warfare, and irregular warfare to their respective SOF.�,�

�is division of labor was not necessarily a bad thing. While the �big 
green� Army and the �big blue� Air Force focused on what the national 
leadership perceived to be the most dangerous threat to the U.S. national 
survival�deterring direct confrontation with the Soviet Union, SOF con-
ducted economy-of-force activities on the periphery of the main arena. For 
over �ve decades, the U.S. Army Special Forces, and to a lesser extent, the 
Air Commandos of the U.S. Air Force, quietly practiced and perfected the 
regional, cultural, diplomatic, and trainer skills so necessary for success in 
surrogate warfare. �eir quiet e�orts in the far-�ung regions of the world 
bred a cadre of special operators comfortable with surrogate warfare, away 
from the comfortable and robust infrastructure of the conventional Army 
and Air Force based primarily in central Europe.

Although these �low intensity con�icts� � were the most prevalent form of 
con�ict the United States engaged in during the ����s, ����s, and ����s, they 
were decidedly an economy-of-force e�ort. Small SOF teams would deploy 
for months at a time to remote 
locations; their focus was to train, 
assist, and advise the indigenous 
forces and governments that 
supported U.S. national goals. In 
addition to the small-unit tactical 
skills they employed and taught 
their hosts, Special Forces train-
ing included a healthy dose of regional familiarity, local languages, cul-
tural acumen, and instructor development. A Special Forces soldier had to 
become part anthropologist, part diplomat, part organizational developer, 
and part cultural attachØ as well as being an excellent soldier and trainer. 

Small SOF teams would deploy for 
months at a time to remote locations; 
their focus was to train, assist, and 
advise the indigenous forces and  
governments that supported U.S. 
national goals. 
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Operating embedded with or alongside their native hosts around the world, 
the Special Forces became this nation�s principal tool to recruit, organize, 
train, and lead surrogate forces sympathetic to U.S. national interests. 

�e Special Forces operational methodology�embedding with their 
host-nation counterparts, speaking the hosts� languages, and using the hosts� 
equipment�proved to be relatively inexpensive for the United States to 
sustain, kept the American presence to a minimum in areas that may have 
political aversion to foreign involvement, and improved the ability of the 
host forces to provide for their nations� defenses. In return, U.S. Special 
Forces gained tactical skills related to the native environment (e.g., jungle 
warfare or desert warfare) they were able to bring home and teach to their 
U.S. counterparts. �e lessons learned in scores of anti-Communist cam-
paigns around the world were applied with great success during the uncon-
ventional warfare campaigns in Afghanistan (����) and in northern Iraq 
(����). �e seeds of ��st century surrogate warfare were sown during those 
�ve decades of anti-Soviet experiences and cultivated to maturity by the 
Special Forces core purpose and core values�accomplishing their assigned 
missions through, with, or by indigenous forces.� 

The Philippines, 1946–1954

By ����, the Hukbalahap (People�s Anti-Japanese Army in Tagalog, nick-
named the Huks)�the military arm of the Communist Philippines Party 
(PKP)�was actively attacking Japanese outposts and units in Luzon to gain 
weapons and supplies. Americans who had refused General MacArthur�s 
surrender order and took to the hills helped the Huks organize their units, 
set up training camps, and served as advisors to the tactical units �ghting 
a guerrilla campaign against the Japanese. When MacArthur and the U.S. 
Sixth Army landed on Luzon, they met a large, highly organized indig-
enous military force led by U.S. advisors. �e ��,��� Filipino guerrillas 
had e�ectively contained the Japanese to a series of coastal forts�thereby 
providing a safe and secure, anti-Japanese environment for the populace.� 
�e PKP, meanwhile redistributed lands from absent large landowners to 
the peasants, set up schools, and formed local governments to manage the 
villages.�� 

A�er the war, when the government of the Philippines returned 
from exile, it failed to address the single greatest issue plaguing Filipino 
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society�land reform.�� When the government, the wealthy landowners, 
and the industrialists returned a�er the war, they reasserted their historical 
claims to the land and returned to the ���-year-old plantation and tenant 
farming system that had been originally set up by the Spanish and main-
tained by the Americans and then the Filipino oligarchy. It was an unfair 
system that gave the PKP and the Huks the cause they needed, �land for the 
landless,� to oppose the government.�� 

�e Huks did not initially oppose the return of the popular and power-
ful American military. Also, the Truman Administration had committed 
to Filipino independence and was pumping reconstruction aid into the 
islands. �is quiet period gave the PKP time to organize itself and gain 
control of the many disparate socialist and Communist groups throughout 
the Philippine archipelago. �e PKP, with Chinese and Soviet assistance, 
reoriented itself against the pro-Western government of President Manuel 
Roxas and began a Maoist-style, protracted popular war to take over the 
country. From ���� to ����, the Philippine government�s �mailed �st� tac-
tics and heavy handed anti-Huk policies failed to address the root causes of 
the insurgency and drove many disa�ected peasants into the ranks of the 
insurgents.�� Philippine Army leaders and their American advisors �ghting 
against the Huks noted the success of the Huks� integrated civil-military 
programs, but their reports were ignored by conventional military leaders 
who had been trained to �ght against other organized armies in Western 
sta� schools and were focused exclusively on a military solution.��

President Roxas was succeeded by President Elpidio Quirino. He recog-
nized that a new strategy was needed to counter the Huks and in ���� began 
a series of �nancial and land reforms. President Quirino appointed a new 
secretary for national defense in ����, Ramon Magsaysay, a gi�ed and char-
ismatic former guerrilla leader who had fought against the Japanese with 
the U.S. Army Forces Far East, to lead the security e�ort. Also in ����, the 
U.S. recognized how close the Filipino government was to collapse. President 
Truman committed the United States to support the Philippines� e�orts 
against the Communist-supported Huks. �e Joint U.S. Military Advisory 
Group (JUSMAG) Philippines was expanded, and aid and assistance began 
to �ow. In addition to money, equipment, and training, American advi-
sors helped the Philippine government develop a comprehensive assistance 
program to complement the military, political, and social reforms being 
instituted by Magsaysay.�� 
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Almost immediately a�er assuming his duties, Magsaysay began an 
intense e�ort to reform the Army of the Philippines, weeding out corrupt 
or inept senior leaders, demanding accountability for human rights abuses, 
and promoting o�cers who supported his views on winning the support 
of the populace. Magsaysay was tireless in his e�orts to change the people�s 
perception of the Philippine Army and National Police, spurred in part 
by his close friend and advisor, U.S. Air Force Lieutenant Colonel Edward 
Lansdale. 

Lt Col Lansdale led the American program to assist Magsaysay. It is 
interesting to note that U.S. e�orts in the Philippines were constrained by 
some very fortunate circumstances. First, the U.S. military was committed 
to the reconstruction of Europe and Japan, and also to the war in Korea. 
�ere were no conventional U.S. Army units available for a counterinsur-
gency e�ort in the Philippines. Second, all arms and materiel given to the 
Filipinos were taken from excess World War II stocks�the weapons were 
familiar to the Filipinos, the arms and ammunition were plentiful and were 
essentially free, and they were fairly easy to maintain. And third, Lansdale�s 
leadership style and close friendship with Ramon Magsaysay encouraged 
the Filipinos to take responsibility for the success or failure of their war 
against the Huks. 

�e American advisors in the Philippines, from the battalion level to 
President Magsaysay, advised their counterparts on counterguerrilla tactics 
and encouraged them to form local solutions. During an interview a�er he 
had retired from the Air Force, Lansdale noted that, �the Filipinos best knew 
the problems, best knew how to solve them, and they did it�with U.S. aid 
and advice, but without U.S. domination of their e�ort.� �� American advi-
sors were instructed to take a back seat and give their Filipino counterparts 
credit for successes. 

U.S. military trainers began teaching patrolling skills, especially night 
patrolling, squad and platoon tactics o� the main lines of communica-
tions, and the same hit-and-run tactics used by the Huk guerrillas.�� More 
important than teaching tactics, U.S. trainers imparted Magsaysay�s pas-
sion for improving the Army�s treatment of the civilian population, and 
they helped reorganize the Army of the Philippines (AFP) into lighter and 
more mobile battalion combat teams. �ey also built a functioning logistics 
system to sustain the units and equipment.�� U.S. trainers were prohibited 
from accompanying AFP units as advisors and observers during combat 
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operations, however. �e thought was that the Americans would take over 
or be thrust into a de facto leadership role at the tactical level and the Huks 
would turn the presence of the Americans against the government by adver-
tising their cause as a �ght to expel another foreign occupier. Despite the 
advisors� desire to get into the �eld with their units, at the strategic level, 
this restriction proved to be sound. 

In ����, though, an important change took place in the U.S. philoso-
phy�American military advisors were �nally permitted to accompany and 
observe, but not actively participate in, AFP combat operations. Whenever 
advice was shared, it was given directly to the tactical Filipino leader who 
needed it, as low in the organization as possible, and given by an advisor 
who the recipient knew and trusted. In addition, the advisors/observers 
took note of the tactics employed, the e�ect military actions were having 
on the populace, and the how the U.S.-supplied equipment was used. When 
the advisors/observers returned to their base camps, these real-time lessons 
were used to update and improve training programs.

Even though the U.S. government provided most of the material, arms, 
and money to fund the AFP and provided advice when it was needed, it was 
Filipinos who fought the battles against the Communist-sponsored Huks 
and ran the social and economic programs. By ����, Filipino police, military, 
and civilian o�cials, along with their American trainers and advisors, had 
successfully neutralized the Huks through a coordinated military and civil-
ian campaign, addressed the peasants� social, economic, and educational 
grievances, and restored the legitimacy of the government. �e Filipinos, 
with the help of American advisors, had taken back their country from the 
Communist insurgents.�� 

El Salvador, 1977–1992

In ����, Salvador Cayetano Carpio, then the secretary-general of El 
Salvador�s Communist Party (PCES), recommended starting a Maoist-style 
protracted popular war to overthrow the most recent military junta gov-
erning El Salvador. �is position was rejected by the PCES, and Cayetano 
Carpio was expelled from the Party. In ����, though, Cayetano Carpio and 
a group of El Salvadoran Communists returned from years of training and 
indoctrination in Cuba and Vietnam to organize the country�s �rst guerrilla 
movement, the Farabundo Marti Popular Forces of Liberation.�� �rough 
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the ����s, competing dissident groups fought the successive corrupt, o�en 
incompetent, and repressive governments and each other, struggling for 
control of a nation racked by poverty, corruption, violence, and disease. 
Human rights abuses by both the rebels and the government forces were 
common. By ���� at least �ve major insurgent groups were seeking to impose 
a Communist-style socialist government in El Salvador. 

�e government�s internal problems, its string of human rights abuses, 
and the failure to address the root causes of popular dissatisfaction�
unemployment, lack of educational opportunities, desperately needed land 
reform, and rampant government arrogance�caused disa�ected young 
men to �ock to the rebels� cause. Even priests in the normally noncommittal 
Roman Catholic Church began to defy their superiors� counsel to remain 
neutral and took a more activist stance against the government. In ����, the 
PCES �nally accepted armed struggle as the only means of changing the 
government in El Salvador � a position �rst recommended �� years earlier 
by Cayetano Carpio.�� 

In December ����, the �ve major Salvadoran revolutionary groups 
gathered in Havana, Cuba at Fidel Castro�s invitation to organize into a 
single, coordinated e�ort. Although the groups had disparate goals and 
backgrounds, the common theme was their desire to impose a Communist-
style government in El Salvador to rectify the missteps and abuses of centu-
ries of colonial, then military, rule. In ����, the Farabundo Martí National 
Liberation Front (FMLN) asserted itself as the single revolutionary party in 
El Salvador. �e FMLN was able to secure economic and military aid, �nanc-
ing, and training from the Soviet Union, Libya, Cuba, Nicaragua, and even 
radical groups in the United States to support its revolutionary goals. 

Although purporting itself to be the single voice of revolutionary change 
in El Salvador, the FMLN was an inherently weak organization. �e FMLN 
had tenuous control at best of the various rebel groups.�� More a loose confed-
eration of local guerrilla organizations than a strong, united revolutionary 
front committed to new El Salvador, the FMLN was never able to reconcile 
the diverging and usually competing strategies employed by the di�erent 
factions.�� For example, a Cuban-style �foco� model employed by an urban-
based group o�en con�icted with the Maoist popular war strategy used by 
a rural group. �e result was contradictory political, social, and military 
FMLN operations over the course of the war that gave the government much 
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needed time to adjust its own social and economic programs, change its 
military tactics, and address its internal de�ciencies. 

In January ����, the FMLN called for a ��nal o�ensive,� a Maoist-style 
Stage � e�ort to defeat the government using conventional military force. 
�e move was premature, however, and the army defeated the rebels and sent 
the insurgents into the mountains for sanctuary. �e Carter Administration 
in the United States reacted to this FMLN/Communist threat by restoring �� 
million in military aid. In ����, the newly elected Reagan Administration 
committed the U.S. to political, economic, and military assistance in El 
Salvador to counter Soviet-sponsored Communist expansion in the Western 
hemisphere.��

Remembering the recent lessons of Vietnam, the size of the U.S. con-
tingent was limited to �� military advisors and trainers. �e Americans 
set up training camps in El Salvador and in neighboring Honduras; they 
also sent two to three o�cers or NCOs to live and work with each of the six 
Salvadoran brigades. �e mission of these assigned advisors was to reinforce 
the lessons taught in the training centers, provide assessments of the units� 
e�ectiveness, and change the El Salvadoran Army�s historically terrible 
human rights record. 

More like the American experience in the Philippines than in Vietnam, 
advisors were prohibited from engaging in combat operations in order to 
maintain the perception that this 
was an El Salvadoran war to be 
won or lost by the El Salvadorans. 
Another consequence of the small 
U.S. presence was the ease by which 
U.S. advisors and the accompany-
ing aid package could be withdrawn from those units not actively correct-
ing their human rights problems. �e Army�s treatment of noncombatants, 
innocent civilians, and prisoners radically and quickly improved because 
of this �carrot and stick� approach to behavior modi�cation.

Changing the El Salvadoran Army�s attitude towards its civilian popu-
lation allowed the government to begin focusing on the root causes of the 
insurgency�land reform, the lack of educational opportunities, a sickly 
economy, and a corrupt electoral process. Basing U.S. military aid on dem-
onstrated social and political improvements was beginning to pay o� as 

More like the American experience 
in the Philippines than in Vietnam, 
advisors were prohibited from 
engaging in combat operations …
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popular support for the FMLN began to swing to the government. But in 
����, FMLN guerrillas adjusted their tactics and sent small, highly trained 
teams of commandos to execute a series of successful raids against heav-
ily defended El Salvadoran bases. U.S. advisors also adjusted quickly and 
reoriented the training and advisory programs to focus on small-unit tac-
tics more appropriate to a counterguerrilla style of warfare.�� More impor-
tantly, however, the changes in tactics, attitudes, and treatment of civilians 
that resulted from the actions of U.S. trainers and advisors supported the 
larger, longer-term e�orts of El Salvador�s multifaceted national campaign 
for defeating the FMLN. 

As the El Salvadoran Army changed its tactics, its attitude, and its track 
record, the climate for political change improved too. In March ����, JosØ 
Napoleón Duarte�a previous mayor of the capital, San Salvador, a graduate 
of Notre Dame, and the president of El Salvador from ���� to �����was 
reelected to the presidency on a platform of social and economic reforms, 
eliminating human rights abuses, and negotiation with the FMLN. Duarte�s 
election, El Salvador�s �rst free election in �� years, was marred by the fact 
that El Salvador was in near full civil war. Over the next few years, Duarte 
was unable to institute most of his promised economic and social programs 
due to intransigence by both the insurgents and the hard-liners in his own 
administration. In ���� Duarte�s Christian Democratic Party was defeated 
by Alfredo Christiani and the ARENA party, the �rst peaceful transfer of 
power to an opposition candidate in El Salvador�s history.�� 

�e Soviet Union�s troubles at home and abroad contributed to chang-
ing the FMLN�s reluctance to negotiate. �e Soviets were trying to extricate 
themselves from Afghanistan, were dealing with nationalist independence 
movements among their client states in the Soviet Union and the Warsaw 
Pact, and had a failing economy at home. In neighboring Nicaragua, the 
newly elected Violeta Chamorro government had decided to focus on inter-
nal problems; they also stopped supporting the FMLN insurgents. With the 
insurgents� external military, economic, and �nancial support reduced to a 
trickle, and the U.S. Congress threatening decreased support to the govern-
ment, both sides came to the negotiating table in ����. By ����, negotiations 
with the FMLN produced a truce that ended the war in ����, created a new 
Constitution, established a civilian police force, and transformed the FMLN 
into a legal political party. 
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�e government of El Salvador and its military and police forces�with 
the aid, advice, and assistance of the United States and the U.S. military 
advisors�had defeated the Communist-sponsored FMLN insurgency.

Afghanistan, 1979–1989

Afghanistan sits astride the crossroads of civilizations. For over two millen-
nia, trade routes from China and India to Europe and Arabia have passed 
through this mountainous and o�en barren land. Great invading armies�
from Alexander to the Mongols, the British, the Soviets, and now the U.S. 
and its European allies�have had to deal with the quandary that was and 
is Afghanistan. 

�roughout its thousands of years of history, Afghanistan has main-
tained its traditional tribal and familial culture. When Islam arrived with 
Arab invaders in the �th century, it provided a loose sense of pseudo-nation-
alism, giving the tribes a sense of culture, morality, and tradition that would 
normally have come from a shared development and common history. But 
when faced with stress or con�ict, Afghans normally reverted to their fami-
lies, clans, and tribes for security, safety, and comfort. �e Soviets, during 
their �� years of involvement with Afghanistan during the Cold War, failed 
to address this key trait of Afghan society and culture.

As early as ����, just a�er the Russian Revolution, the Soviet Union 
was funneling money, arms, and training to support Afghan rebels �ght-
ing the British in India (present day Pakistan). According to Dr. Stephen 
Blank at the U.S. Air Force Air University, �Soviet involvement had turned 
Afghanistan into a virtual client state.� �� By the mid-����s, the Soviet Union 
was sending millions of dollars each year in economic, military, and political 
aid to Afghanistan. Soviet investment in Afghanistan guaranteed they held a 
strategic position between two U.S. allies in the region, Pakistan and Iran.

In ����, Mohammed Daoud Khan became the �rst president of 
Afghanistan a�er overthrowing the monarchy of Zahir Shah in a bloodless 
coup. Daoud was a Pashtun who supported an independent Pashtunistan. 
�is position ensured the U.S. would not look favorably on supporting 
Afghanistan against the Soviets, as an independent homeland for the 
Pashtuns would require the U.S. ally, Pakistan, to give up major portions 
of its territory. In an e�ort to secure his position in the region, faced with 
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a complex and unstable internal political situation, and recognizing that 
Afghanistan was one of the poorest, least educated, and backward societies 
in the world, Daoud continued Zahir Shah�s policies of accepting Soviet aid, 
advice, and assistance.�� In ����, however, Daoud began to move away from 
the Soviet Union and the Cuban-led nonaligned movement. With U.S. sup-
port and concurrence, he requested and received training from Egypt and 
aid from both Iran and Saudi Arabia. Daoud began the process of shi�ing 
Afghanistan�s orientation towards the oil-rich and pro-Western nations of 
the Arabian Gulf.��

In August ����, a group of Soviet-trained Afghan o�cers and the pro-
Soviet People�s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) seized control of 
the government and founded the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan. 
President Daoud was assassinated and a Marxist, Nur Taraki, was installed 
as president.�� Unfortunately, the PDPA was not ready to govern such a 
large and diverse country as Afghanistan. With its urban base, its Marxist-
Leninist orientation, and with the concurrence of its Soviet advisors, the 
PDPA attempted to change Afghan traditions.�� �e PDPA�s Marxist-Leninist 
antipathy towards both religion and the peasantry resulted in misguided 
policies regarding land reform, female emancipation, language, and religious 
observances. �ese unpopular changes were strongly resisted by the local 
political and religious leaders and resulted in open rebellion against the 
PDPA-led government. 

With entire units defecting and the Afghan army down to half its 
strength, the Afghan government looked to the Soviet Union for help to 
quell the rebellion. In July ����, the Soviets sent an airborne battalion to 
Bagram Air Base to protect President Taraki. Shortly therea�er, the Taraki 
government requested an additional two motorized ri�e divisions and an 
airborne division be deployed to Afghanistan. While the Soviets were anx-
ious to keep Afghanistan in their sphere of in�uence, they were not in a 
hurry to honor the Taraki government�s requests for a large commitment 
of troops and equipment, however. 

By December ����, the situation in Kabul had deteriorated to the point 
that the Soviet General Sta� sent a group of specialized airborne and intel-
ligence troops to help �liberate� Afghanistan. �e Soviets installed Babrak 
Karmal into power.�� In the spring of ����, Soviet ground troops deployed 
to Afghanistan and an airborne division deployed to Bagram Air Base. �e 
Soviet incursion had the opposite of the desired e�ect�instead of calming 
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or controlling the rebellion, the Soviets� presence incited an unexpected 
feeling of Afghan nationalism. It was as if the only thing the disparate tribes 
would agree on was that they did not want foreigners in their country.

From ���� to ����, the �ght in Afghanistan devolved into a classic guer-
rilla campaign. �e Soviets and their Afghan clients occupied the cities and 
controlled the main transportation arteries, while �� percent of the coun-
tryside was controlled by the opposing tribes.�� By ����, over ���,��� Soviet 
troops were deployed to Afghanistan to combat approximately ���,��� 
mujahideen �ghters�signi�cantly short of the doctrinally recommended 
ratio of �� soldiers for every guerrilla combatant.��

Almost as soon as the Soviets began their deployment to Afghanistan, 
the United States sought ways of countering the Soviet incursion. President 
Carter and then President Reagan both authorized intelligence and aid 
packages to assist the Afghan guerrillas. President Reagan increased the 
pressure on the Soviets by encouraging U.S. allies and regional partners to 
provide arms, money, and training to surrogates willing to challenge the 
Soviet�s growing in�uence and presence in South Asia. 

U.S. support of the Afghans was intentionally low key. Although the 
Carter and Reagan administrations were keen to challenge Soviet expansion 
in South and Southwest Asia, they had to be mindful of national and cul-
tural sensitivities in the region and of provoking the Soviets to expand the 
con�ict by engaging their own proxies in the region�India, Iraq, and Syria. 
�e U.S. supported Middle Eastern surrogates from Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Egypt, and Iran to supply military, humanitarian, and �nan-
cial aid to the mujahideen, through Pakistan.�� �e external aid consisted of 
modern light infantry weapons, primarily from the Soviet Union and the 
Warsaw Pact, and the training provided built upon the Afghans� traditional 
�ghting methods�ambushes and raids against the vulnerabilities inherent 
in the Soviet�s mechanized, conventional style of warfare. �ese were the 
same guerrilla techniques the Afghans� forefathers had employed in the ��th 
century against British conventional battalions. 

From sanctuaries outside of Afghanistan, primarily in Pakistan, advi-
sors and trainers worked with the Afghan resistance on individual and 
small-unit skills. More importantly, though, they developed communi-
cations techniques and fostered coordinated operations between tactical/
tribal units�an inherent de�ciency in the Afghan�s clan-based and familial 
traditions. With a supply of familiar arms and ammunition assured from 
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external sources, the Afghans learned to integrate modern heavier weap-
ons such as machine guns, wired-guided antiarmor missiles, and rocket-
propelled grenades in a supporting role, yet still retaining their traditional 
�ghting methods. 

�e Soviets countered improved Afghan guerrilla tactics with air mobil-
ity and aerial �re support to great e�ect. Mi-�� attack helicopters and Su-�� 
attack aircra� o�set the Afghans� inherent mobility, knowledge of the ter-
rain, and improved weapons.�� In ����, though, the U.S. changed the equa-
tion again in favor of their surrogates by providing Stinger antiaircra� 
missiles and training to the Afghans.�� �e threat of the Stingers neutral-
ized the Soviet�s heliborne advantage, and the war returned to its previous 
unpopular, costly, and near stalemate conditions. 

When Mikhail Gorbachev became the prime minister of the Soviet Union 
in ����, he promised to withdraw Soviet forces from Afghanistan within the 
year. �e �rst Soviet units began their withdrawal by the spring of ����, and 
the entire Soviet Army had le� Afghanistan by February ����.�� �e Soviet 
Union paid a terrible price for its adventure in Afghanistan�in lost con�-
dence in the Communist ideology at home and among its client states, in 
tens of thousands of physical and psychological casualties, and in lost power 
and prestige worldwide. �ough it was not one of the expected outcomes of 
U.S. actions in Afghanistan at the time, U.S. surrogates and their American 
advisors helped force the eventual collapse of the Soviet Union. 

Conclusion

�e war in Vietnam o�cially ended in April ���� when North Vietnamese 
armored columns defeated the Army of the Republic of South Vietnam, 
although U.S. involvement had ended in ���� with the signing of the Paris 
Peace Accords. In the a�ermath of Vietnam, America�s o�cer corps reori-
ented itself away from those activities they perceived had failed to win in 
Vietnam.�� Among their frustrations was that despite years of military assis-
tance, the South Vietnamese Army had been unable to eliminate Viet Cong 
insurgents in the South or to stem the invasion by North Vietnamese regular 
forces attacking from the north. 

�e Nixon Doctrine re�ected the President�s frustration and the nation�s 
determination to not place large bodies of American soldiers in harm�s way 
again, defending another nation against an internal or an external aggressor. 
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�ough the series of proxy wars over the next three decades was widespread 
and frequent, these politically uncertain, unconventional, irregular, and/or 
low intensity con�icts provided a persistent and unwanted distraction from 
the Department of State and Department of Defense�s main task of deter-
ring direct con�ict with the Soviet Union. Conventionally minded Defense 
leaders happily passed responsibility for the U.S. military�s response to the 
Soviets� proxy wars to the nation�s SOF. �at force evolved into a low cost 
and low footprint unconventional force�organized, trained, and equipped 
to advise, assist, and train U.S. surrogates in distant regions and to counter 
Soviet-sponsored aggression in the developing world. 

Over the course of the Cold War�s proxy wars, the U.S. had to relearn 
that indigenous opposition groups were rarely uni�ed. �ey, like con-
stituent groups in every country, had personal agendas and speci�c goals. 
Successful U.S. advisors studied and learned as much as they could about 
their opponents� objectives, ideologies, cultures, motivations, heritage, and 
traditions�this was the anthropologist, diplomat, and cultural attachØ part 
of their advisory role. Special operations advisors exploited those di�erences 
and sensitivities when helping their hosts develop, implement, and adjust 
the social, economic, political, and security programs needed to counter 
insurgents around the world. �ose young Special Forces o�cers held onto 
the lessons they learned during these surrogate/proxy con�icts around the 
world; and as they became senior leaders and mentors, they passed those 
lessons on to the next generations of special operations advisors. 

�e Philippines, El Salvador, and Afghanistan are three of the major 
instances where U.S. military advisors developed and re�ned the tactics, 
techniques, and procedures for successful surrogate warfare. �e Kennedy 
and Johnson Administrations seemingly ignored the lessons learned in the 
Philippines, �Americanized� the South Vietnamese Army into a modern 
conventional force, and thus the U.S. and their South Vietnamese allies 
failed to defeat the Communist North Vietnamese.�� In El Salvador and 
against the Soviets in Afghanistan, political restrictions kept the U.S. pres-
ence small, but the U.S. took great advantage of SOF�s unconventional war-
fare skills in physically and politically risky environments. �e indigenous 
surrogates, with the economic and military aid and the corresponding 
training originally promised by the Nixon Doctrine and implemented by 
Presidents Carter and Reagan, defeated the Soviets and Soviet-sponsored 
adversaries. 
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By the time U.S. and Afghan Northern Alliance forces had defeated 
the Taliban, the Soviet Union had died and the ideological motivation had 
changed. In the Philippines, El Salvador, and Afghanistan, U.S. advisors 
and trainers developed and perfected the principles of �through, with, or 
by� described in the essays by Majors Homiak, Peltier, and Smith. �e doc-
trine and the integrated social, political, economic, and military tactics, 
techniques, and procedures for surrogate warfare these o�cers and their 
contemporaries applied as combat leaders in Afghanistan and Iraq are the 
product of �ve decades of uncomfortable, politically di�cult, and o�en 
messy proxy wars between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. 
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Expanding the American Way of War: 
Working “Through, With, or By”  
Non-U.S. Actors
Travis L. Homiak

The indirect method of “through, with, or by” seeks to use relation-
ships with non-U.S. actors and shared recognition of a common 
tvsfpiq xs tvshygi qyxyepp} firiĂgmep syxgsqiw2 Xlmw mrhmvigx 
approach supports achieving U.S. operational objectives with-
out promoting perceptions of U.S. hegemony. Consequently, this 
method offers the combatant commander a viable alternative to 
traditional, direct applications of U.S. military power.

�e U.S. is widely perceived as emphasising military power as a tool 
of foreign policy, at the expense of the complexities of diplomacy and 
other forms of �so�� power. 

� Francois Heisbourg, �American Hegemony? Perceptions 
of the U.S. Abroad,� Survival, (Winter ���������), ��

Introduction

The United States has unparalleled national power and global reach. 
Logic dictates that such power should facilitate the United States 
achieving its national objectives. America�s national power has real 

limits in what it can achieve, however.
�e United States currently has no peer competitors able to realisti-

cally challenge them in a conventional military con�ict. As a result, the 
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U.S. increasingly chooses direct applications of military power to achieve 
national security objectives.� �e direct use of military power (or the threat 
thereof) is one element of the nation�s �hard� power and constitutes a tradi-
tional approach to employing military force.� �e invasions of Afghanistan 
in ���� and Iraq in ���� are both examples of America�s traditional employ-
ment of hard power.

Yet, U.S. military power, applied traditionally in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
has proven incapable of achieving its intended policy goals. Particularly in 
the case of Iraq, one can argue that America�s decision to directly apply mili-
tary power�notwithstanding the fact that the U.S. arguably acted unilat-
erally�has signi�cantly hampered 
its ability to realize stated policy 
objectives. �is example illustrates 
a concern upon which this paper 
is based�that the direct applica-
tion of military power to achieve a 
policy objective, at the expense of 
less obtrusive military alternatives 
and balanced employment of national power, may retard rather than enable 
the realization of those objectives.

According to Robert Kagan, America�s preeminent military power spawns 
a proclivity for direct, unilateral action in pursuit of its policy goals. Kagan 
maintains that it is precisely America�s vast military power relative to the 
rest of the world that makes its direct use so di�cult to sanction.� Moreover, 
the direct, unbalanced employment of military power tends to paint the 
United States as a hegemon vis-à-vis the rest of the world. Consequently 
other nations, to include potential partners, feel threatened by America�s 
actions and tend to oppose them as a counterbalance.�

If America�s preeminent military power makes direct applications of 
military power problematic�speci�cally, traditional applications of military 
power�the United States must develop an alternative approach. Such an 
alternative must include a less intrusive, indirect method that emphasizes 
nontraditional applications of military power. Unlike the o� ill-perceived 
direct approach, this indirect technique should focus on building mutually 
bene�cial relationships with other agents or actors�namely, relationships 
that enhance our partners� capacity and will to take actions that promote 
the realization of U.S. national security goals.

… the direct application of military 
power to achieve a policy objec-
tive, at the expense of less obtrusive 
military alternatives and balanced 
employment of national power, 
may retard rather than enable the 
realization of those objectives. 
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It is useful to consider unconventional warfare (UW), a facet of military 
operations that emphasizes indirect methods while seeking to de�ne and 
develop an indirect alternative to the traditional, direct approach. A key 
component of UW focuses on working �through, with, or by indigenous 
or surrogate forces that are organized, trained, equipped, supported, and 
directed in varying degrees by an external source.� � Working �through, 
with, or by� non-U.S. actors o�ers combatant commanders an indirect 
method for resolving dynamic, highly complex problems and achieving 
operational-level objectives�a method that, depending on circumstances, 
can be politically more palatable and practically feasible than employing a 
traditional, direct approach. �is paper will explore �through, with, or by� 
as a methodology: de�ning the terms, discussing the methodology�s appli-
cation at the operational level, and considering the associated implications 
at the combatant-command level. 

What is Really Meant by the Phrase  
“Through, With, or By?” 6 

�e phrase �through, with, or by� can be explained by examining di�erent 
relationships between two notional actors (i.e., Actor A and Actor B) and 
their relative capacities and will for undertaking action. In broad terms, 
working �through, with, or by� refers to the idea that Actor A directly or 
indirectly builds Actor B�s capacity and will to take action to address a 
given problem, the resolution of which bene�ts both parties. Within this 
construct, capacity refers to an actor�s ability to undertake action in a given 
situation, while will refers to an actor�s ability to decide his own actions. Will 
has three components: recognition of the problem, desire to take action, 
and determination to see that action through to completion. For clarity, the 
terms �through, with, or by� will be addressed from most to least visible 
with regard to the overt nature of underlying interactions, rather than de�n-
ing them in the order in which they appear in the Joint UW de�nition. 

�With� is the most overt association in the methodology, necessitating 
a physical presence and associated interaction between Actors A and B. 
�Accompanied by or accompanying� best de�nes the concept of working 
�with� another agent. � In a relationship de�ned as working �with,� Actor A 
works alongside Actor B to address a given problem while providing Actor B 
with the capacity, will, or both required to act. In this relationship, Actor A 
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works side by side with Actor B, while facilitating the resolution of a mutual 
problem.� Working �with� another actor is an on-the-scene activity where 
Actor A is physically present with Actor B�that is, sharing ideas, providing 
advice, and combining resources. 

A special operations assistance mission whereby Actor A trains and 
equips (builds capacity) in Actor B and then �ghts alongside him (provides 
will) demonstrates working �with� in terms of a military task. An excellent 
historical example is provided by Special Operations Executive/O�ce of 
Strategic Services (SOE/OSS) operatives who equipped and fought alongside 
Tito�s partisans in Yugoslavia during World War II. SOE/OSS operatives 
built the partisans� capacity for action through aerial-delivered equipment, 
bolstered their will through their presence as representatives of the Western 
Allies (at least initially), and fought side by side to defeat the Germans in 
the Balkans.� 

�e second of the three relationships in order of observability is working 
�through� and refers to achieving an objective �by means of.� �� Working 
�through� implies a relationship in which Actor A works behind the scenes 
to provide Actor B with the capacity, will, or both to take action against a 
given problem, the resolution of which bene�ts both actors. �e key compo-
nent to working �through� is Actor A�s reduced level of direct involvement 
in e�orts to address the shared problem. In a �through� relationship, Actor 
A employs Actor B as a surrogate, enabling actions intended to resolve a 
shared problem by precursor counsel, training, equipping, or combination 
thereof. 

According to this de�nition of �through,� capacity building is not 
restricted to increasing physical capability, but can also apply to empower-
ing the actions of other actors. If Actor B possesses the physical capability 
to take action but lacks the freedom to do so, and Actor A can sanction 
Actor B�s actions, then Actor A is working �through� Actor B by granting 
Actor B permission to act. Furthermore, in contrast to working �with,� 
working �through� necessitates sharing ideas and providing advice with-
out overtly taking action against the common problem. While �through� 
demands cooperation between the actors, it has no requirement for com-
bined action.�� 

In terms of military tasks, �through� can best be illustrated by advising 
and training missions that fall under the aegis of foreign internal defense 
(FID). Since ����, the U.S. has performed multiple FID missions, working 
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�through� several countries. Speci�cally, a low-visibility FID mission was 
conducted in Yemen in mid-����, providing their security forces with 
enhanced capacity.�� In June of that same year, Yemen used its increased 
capacity to eliminate elements of the Islamic Army of Aden-Abyan (IAA), an 
Al Qaeda a�liate linked to the bombing of the USS Cole.�� �us, by working 
�through� Yemen to eliminate a terrorist threat, the U.S. enhanced Yemen�s 
internal security while concurrently supporting the war on terrorism. 

�By� is the third and �nal relationship of the indirect context, promoting 
achievement of a desired outcome �through the agency or instrumentality 
of� another.�� �By� assumes that an actor, who possesses the capacity and 
will su�cient to address a given problem, is going to engage that problem. 
�e essence of �by� is that Actor B takes action to achieve an objective 
desired by Actor A, without Actor A necessarily prompting Actor B to do so. 
One can reasonably expect Actor B to address the problem, because Actor 
B recognizes the problem and has both the capacity and will to undertake 
action toward resolving it.

When the relationship of �by� is operative in a system composed of 
at least three actors, the system can be considered to be �self-regulating� 
because no input is required from Actor A to elicit action on the part of 
Actor B. What is required for �by� to function is that both actors recognize 
the problem and perceive that solving it will yield a bene�cial outcome. �By� 
is the least obtrusive of the three relationships because it may not require 
any initiating action on the part of Actor A. Actor B simply acts because 
he recognizes the bene�t. In Actor B�s mind, it may be merely coincidental 
that Actor A also bene�ts from B�s actions. On the other hand, a relation-
ship characterized as �by� can be the result of having previously worked 
�through� and �with� an actor, building the capacity and will required for 
the future action. �us, working �through� and �with� may be viewed as 
stepping stones to creating a self-regulating system in which actors take care 
of problems that a�ect the entire system without the prompting or direct 
involvement of others to do so.

�e Iranian role in the Dhofar Rebellion in Oman (���������) is an 
excellent example of the U.S. working �by� another actor. Beginning in ���� 
and continuing into the late ����s, the U.S. worked �through� Iran in an 
e�ort to contain the Soviet Union.�� During this period, America provided 
the Pahlavi monarchy with signi�cant military assistance against exter-
nal, notably communist, threats.�� In ����, Iran used its increased military 
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capacity�without America prompting�to intervene in the Sultan of Oman�s 
ongoing counterinsurgency campaign against the communist People�s Front 
for the Liberation of Oman (PFLO). �Iran�s military and economic support 
made an indispensable contribution toward turning the tide in Oman.� �� 
�is case demonstrates working �by� because the Shah of Iran indepen-
dently took action against a mutual problem. In fact, America�s previous 
e�orts to build Iranian capacity to counteract regional Soviet in�uence�
activities conducted under a �through� relationship�enabled a subsequent 
�by� relationship in which Iran achieved U.S. objectives, while pursuing its 
own interests.

What Makes “Through, With, or By”  
a Compelling Alternative to Direct Action?

�e strategy of ��through, with, or by� relies on the proposition that an actor, 
possessing or provided with su�cient capacity and will to act upon a given 
problem, can be reasonably expected to address that problem. �e actor�s 
motivation for action is the perceived bene�cial outcome that will result 
from solving the problem. Perceived bene�t is also the motivating factor in 
cases where Actor A supplies capacity or will to Actor B. In the latter case, 
both parties engage in a relationship that will yield an outcome perceived as 
being mutually bene�cial. In other words, both actors cooperate with one 
another to achieve a better endstate than that achievable by acting alone.

At a minimum, three prerequisites must exist for a mutually bene�cial 
exchange to occur between two actors: each actor must have information 
about the other, each must believe that the exchange will bring about an 
advantageous result, and each must be willing to enter into a relationship 
with the other. More directly stated, Actor A�whether an individual, orga-
nization, or nation state�must be aware of Actor B�s existence and have 
some idea of B�s capacity for action. Without both actors having information 
or awareness of the other, a relationship would have no basis to develop. 
Information about the other actor becomes particularly important at the 
international level or in cross-cultural exchanges. Cultural knowledge facili-
tates identifying points of commonality between di�erent actors that, when 
exploited, might yield a mutually bene�cial result.

Second, each participant in the exchange must believe, or have reason-
able assurance, that the exchange will result in a bene�cial outcome (i.e., the 
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actor will be better o� in the end). �is implies that each actor is rational 
and will choose the option that bene�ts him most from a range of pos-
sibilities.�� Understanding the other actor�s rationale, although desirable, 
is not required to achieve a mutually bene�cial exchange. Indeed, many 
con�icts are the result of di�culties inherent in understanding the ratio-
nale of another nation or culture. Each actor must merely acknowledge 
that the other actor is making the best choice for himself and is, therefore, 
acting rationally.�� What really matters is that the two actors are aware of 
one another and have recognized that cooperation will result in a mutually 
bene�cial exchange.

In order to cooperate, the two actors must enter into a relationship with 
one another. �erefore, the building and maintaining of relationships is 
another key component of generating a mutually bene�cial outcome. To 
function e�ectively, these relationships must be based upon trust and reci-
procity. Trust is a vital component in any relationship. Building trust is a 
straightforward concept at the interpersonal level; trust results when each 
actor�s expectation that the other will perform or act as expected is satis-
�ed over time. However, trust is not so easily achieved across nation states 
and cultures, diverse entities with a myriad of con�icting interests and 
divergent viewpoints. Pre-existing relationships, interpersonal relation-
ships between the actors� representatives, and recurrent exchanges between 
actors are mechanisms for creating and maintaining the trust required to 
cooperate in such cases. 

“Through, With, or By” at the Operational Level

How are the principles of �through, with, or by� applied at the operational 
level? Could combatant commanders employ �through, with, or by� to 
achieve operational-level goals? �is section will address this question, illus-
trating the application of the methodology with three historical examples. 

When applied at the operational level, �through, with, or by� is an 
indirect method by which the combatant commander can achieve desired 
endstate conditions or operational objectives that directly contribute to 
campaign goals. �is indirect approach is not a panacea. Instead, it provides 
combatant commanders with an alternative method, diversifying the locus 
of possible employment options. ��rough, with, or by� can serve as the 
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cornerstone method of a campaign�s operational design, or it can support 
another method that more directly applies U.S. military power.��

�e indirect nature of �through, with, or by� emphasizes causal rela-
tionships (i.e., cause and e�ect), complementing the doctrinal idea that 
logical lines of operation (LOOs) link nodes and decisive points to achieve 
the desired endstate �when positional reference to the enemy has little rel-
evance.� �� In its most basic form, the methodology is nothing more than a 
group of actors (i.e., nodes) that recognize a common problem and share a 
desire to resolve the problem (i.e., links). Under this approach, harnessing 
surrogate desires and resultant actions is essential to achieving the desired 
endstate. In fact, the ability to tie �through, with, or by� into a logical LOO 
will be determined primarily by the surrogate actors� respective capacity 
and will, as well as the strength and depth of underlying relationships with 
those actors.

��rough, with, or by� has application not only as a primary or sup-
porting method of a logical LOO but also within the concept of operational 
phasing as described in Joint Publication �-�, Joint Operation Planning and 
illustrated in Figure �.�� As depicted, the level of direct military e�ort varies 

Figure 1. Notional Operation Plan Phases vs. Level of Military Effort  
(Joint Publication 5-0)
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across operational phase, rising and falling in accordance with phase-depen-
dent intermediate objectives and the associated logical LOO. Depending 
upon speci�c operational requirements (e.g., time horizons, acceptable 
risk, and asset availability/applicability), working �through, with, or by� 
other actors can have applicability in multiple operational planning phases 
and LOOs. For example, a FID mission with a regional partner in Phase � 
could contribute directly to deterrence goals in Phase I, raising a partner�s 
capacity and will to defend against the actions of a potentially hostile third 
party. Furthermore, surrogate assets, created via �through, with, or by� in 
Phases I and II to support Dominating Activities, could be employed in 
Phases IV and V to support both Stabilizing and Enabling Civil Authority 
Activities.

��rough, with, or by� can create signi�cant value for operational plan-
ning when conducted during Phase � or Phase I operations. Local- and 
theater-shaping activities undertaken indirectly can produce e�ects that 
transcend Shaping Activity objectives, contributing directly to Deterrence 
and/or Dominating Activity goals. Additionally, employing �through, with, 
or by� approaches during Phase � could minimize the direct military e�ort 
required in subsequent operational phases, acting as a force multiplier while 
addressing targeted problems.

Historical Examples of “Through, With, or By”

As previously stated, America�s employment of military force is not tra-
ditionally associated with an indirect approach. �e United States�for a 
variety of cultural, historical, and economic reasons�o�en chooses direct 
confrontation and relies on technologically advanced conventional forces 
to wage short, sharp con�icts to defeat opponents. However, in the past, the 
U.S. military has employed indirect approaches in support of more direct 
methods. In some instances, success has validated the use of the indirect 
approach. In other instances, the indirect approach was mistakenly applied 
and failed to produce the desired outcome. 

During World War II, the Western Allies employed an indirect approach 
while working �with� Tito�s Partisans in Yugoslavia. Although the Western 
Allies successfully employed this approach in the Balkans in support of 
larger e�orts to defeat Germany, indirect methods had the unintended con-
sequence of frustrating their postwar position in Europe. Small OSS/SOE 
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teams parachuted into occupied Yugoslavia and worked �with� Partisan 
groups to achieve a dual purpose. Militarily, they tied down the maximum 
possible number of German units in the Balkans, hindering movements of 
German troops and assets to other fronts. Politically, these teams provided 
the Partisans and local population with tangible evidence of the Western 
Allies� support for their cause, thereby building Yugoslav will.�� 

Franklin Lindsay, one such OSS operative, parachuted into Slovenia in 
May of ���� and operated in Yugoslavia through the end of the war. His 
speci�c mission was to �cut German rail lines connecting Austria, Italy, 
and the Balkans.� �� To accomplish his task, Lindsay worked with a Partisan 
group in the Stajerska region, building their capacity for o�ensive action 
through regular airdrops of Allied weapons and supplies.�� �e fact that the 
Germans launched a multi-division, anti-Partisan sweep through Stajerska 
in late ���� illustrates Lindsay�s success in attaining the military purpose 
of the mission�to tie-up German units in the Balkans.��

On the surface, the Western Allies� indirect approach in Yugoslavia 
appears to have been a success. However, the capacity for action provided 
by the Allies� substantial airdrops produced unintended consequences even 
before the Germans� defeat. Instead of directing all of his energy against the 
Germans, Tito used his newly acquired military capacity to eliminate Dra�a 
Mihailovi
�s Chetniks�the prime threat to a postwar Yugoslavia under 
communist rule.�� Likewise, Tito sparked the �rst Cold War clash in May 
����, when he tried to use his Allied-equipped forces to expand the borders 
of pre-war Yugoslavia by occupying Trieste and portions of Austria.�� 

�is example provides several lessons. First, capacity for action, once 
supplied, has application beyond the scope of the problem it was furnished 
to solve. Furthermore, the Western Allies and Tito, despite a shared rec-
ognition of the necessity of defeating the Germans, had widely divergent 
motives for entering into a relationship with the other.�� Finally, the Western 
Allies would have done well to fully appreciate Tito�s long-term goals and 
underlying motives prior to equipping the Partisans. 

�e second historical example illustrates a successful application of 
working both �through� and �with� indigenous forces to achieve operational 
goals. From ���� until ����, the U.S. Army Vietnam Individual Training 
Group (UITG) undertook �one of the least known, but most e�ective FID 
missions conducted by U.S. Special Forces.� �� �e mission�s purpose was to 
build the newly installed Khmer government�s military capability against 



29

Homiak: Expanding the American Way of War

communist insurgency.�� Operating under its initial mandate to train 
the Forces Armee National Khmer (FANK), U.S. Special Forces trained, 
equipped, and operated alongside �� Cambodian battalions at facilities 
in South Vietnam.�� In May ����, UITG�s mandate expanded to include 
retraining elements of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) a�er its 
near collapse during the ���� Easter O�ensive. Employing only ��� Special 
Forces trainers, the UITG retrained �� ground maneuver battalions��� 
percent of the ARVN�s ground force.�� �Although both South Vietnam and 
Cambodia were overrun by their enemies, Special Forces enabled the end 
to be signi�cantly delayed.� ��

�e UITG experiences o�er multiple lessons. �e most obvious is that by 
working �through� and �with� the Cambodians, the U.S. employed minimal 
manpower to create a large, relatively e�ective force to combat communist 
insurgency. Moreover, resulting Cambodian and South Vietnamese forces 
allowed the U.S., at least for a time, to retard the regional spread of com-
munism. �e UITG example also highlights the importance of personal 
relationships in working �through, with, or by� other actors. �e Special 
Forces trainers created a strong rapport with their trainees by learning local 
languages and incorporating other culturally relevant means.�� While such 
grassroots actions may seem unimportant at the operational level, they are 
integral to overcoming cultural di�erences, building goodwill, and cement-
ing relationships necessary for future cooperation between organizations, 
groups, and countries.

�e �nal historical example deals with maritime security in the Strait 
of Malacca. �is illustration highlights the negative response attendant to 
a perceived U.S. direct approach, thereby reinforcing the need for a viable 
alternative. One third of the world�s shipping and half of the world�s oil 
transits through the strait each year, making this choke point of vital interest 
to the United States and regional nations.�� Coupled with frequent acts of 
local piracy���� attacks occurred in �����and the region�s known links 
to radical Islamic fundamentalists, it is no surprise that the U.S. was and 
remains concerned over the potential for terrorist attacks against commer-
cial shipping in the strait.�� 

In March ����, the United States Paci�c Command (USPACOM) pro-
posed the Regional Maritime Security Initiative (RMSI) to address this 
problem. Admiral �omas Fargo, the USPACOM commander, described 
RMSI as an initiative to work with regional partners against �transnational 
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threats like proliferation, terrorism, tra�cking in humans or drugs, and 
piracy.� �� Unfortunately, when asked how he would resource RMSI, Admiral 
Fargo chose to emphasize U.S. actions over those of its regional partners. 
Speci�cally, during Congressional testimony, he stated that USPACOM 
was exploring �putting Special Operations Forces on high-speed vessels, 
putting, potentially, Marines on high-speed vessels � to conduct e�ective 
interdiction.� �� 

�e regional response to Admiral Fargo�s comments was both negative 
and immediate. Both Malaysia and Indonesia responded that �the security 
of the Malacca strait is for Indonesia and Malaysia to shoulder. �erefore, 
we will not accept any policies...that are inconsistent with this reality.� �� 
Although envisioned as an indirect approach to work �with� regional part-
ners, RMSI was interpreted internationally as yet another instance of direct 
U.S. unilateral action. �is example reinforces the perception abroad that 
the U.S. has a �pre-emptive unilateralist approach to con�ict resolution.� �� 
Furthermore, it illustrates that working indirectly �through, with, or by� 
other actors can be a viable method of achieving otherwise unattainable 
objectives.��

Considerations for the Indirect Approach

Cost is a chief consideration in deciding to employ an indirect approach 
such as �through, with, or by� in lieu of more traditional, direct approaches. 
At �rst glance, cost can be measured in terms of resources expended, esti-
mated likelihood of success (i.e., expected value of gain), expenditures of 
goodwill required to initiate working relationships with other actors, and 
the longevity of support from the American public and key decision makers. 
Currently, the cost of employing an indirect versus a direct approach is high. 
Institutionally, the U.S. military has neither the mindset nor the organiza-
tional structure to e�ectively work �through, with, or by� other actors on a 
large scale.�� �e U.S. military is not, however, devoid of leaders who under-
stand and embrace the e�cacy of indirect approaches. Unfortunately, such 
leaders are the exception, rather than the rule. Consequently, this method-
ology is not mainstream and is typically accomplished by a small special-
ized force�namely, regionally speci�c Special Forces Groups for whom the 
indirect approach is their raison d�Œtre.�� 
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�e U.S. military can lower the cost of the indirect approach by improv-
ing its ability to operate �through, with, or by� other actors. In practical 
terms, deployable personnel at all levels will require more cultural and lan-
guage training to facilitate building relationships. Cultural training should 
focus less on simple customs and more on how other cultures view situations 
and interpret underlying issues.�� Such cultural appreciation is necessary in 
discerning points of commonality between actors, building e�ective rela-
tionships, and identifying mutually bene�cial outcomes. As a corollary, 
tours of duty should be lengthened for individuals in billets having frequent 
contact with foreign governments and their militaries. Longer tours facili-
tate enhanced appreciation for a speci�c culture and, more importantly, 
build the personal relationships that underlie the �through, with, or by� 
concept.

Given the capacity to work �through, with, or by� others, the indirect 
approach has signi�cant force multiplier implications for the U.S. military. 
Employing other actors to achieve our aims expands the locus of resources 
available to resolve a given situation. Moreover, building the capacity and 
will of other actors reduces tasks the U.S. would otherwise have to undertake 
with its own �nite assets, thereby permitting employment of U.S.-unique 
capabilities in other applications.

Working �through, with, or by� others also reduces the likelihood of 
con�ict for the United States. Building the capacity and will of other actors 
to solve mutual problems during Phase � (Shaping) and Phase I (Deterrence) 
may resolve problems early, reducing the potential of ensuing crisis and 
obviating the need for direct U.S. involvement. Ideally, the U.S. would use 
other actors to address problems before they metastasize. At worst, oper-
ating indirectly through relationships will build consensus for follow-on 
multilateral solutions, disarming Robert Kagan�s concern over the unilat-
eral use of direct U.S. military power and its accompanying international 
opprobrium.

Regardless of results gained via the indirect approach, U.S. leaders must 
appreciate the primacy of the approach�s enabling relationships and the 
fundamental fact that �empowered� non-U.S. actors achieve desired results. 
Granting non-U.S. actors ownership of achieved results legitimizes their 
actions and resource expenditures, demonstrates �buy-in,� and strengthens 
relationships with the U.S. In so doing, the U.S. validates the actor�s decision 
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to enter into a mutually bene�cial relationship, increasing the likelihood of 
recurrent exchanges. Furthermore, by establishing and maintaining a tradi-
tion of reliable partnerships, U.S. leaders increase the value of our country�s 
�brand name,� strengthening existing relationships and expanding the locus 
of actors willing to work on our behalf.�� Consequently, when working �indi-
rectly� with non-U.S. actors, U.S. leaders should eschew short-term gains 
that could jeopardize long-term relationships (e.g., misrepresenting the value 
and di�culty of projects to garner and exploit short-term participation). 

As with any method, the indirect approach has disadvantages. One dis-
advantage is that the U.S. will not have direct control over actions, making 
the assessment of the overall strategy performance and e�ectiveness much 
more di�cult. Moreover, the need to depend on the actions of others can 
retard timely response, especially in �ashpoint or crisis situations where 
requisite relationships do not exist. Additionally, unintended consequences 
from an actor�s increased capacity and will can be a thorny issue, as illus-
trated by Tito�s unforecasted o�ensive actions in Yugoslavia.�� 

Conclusion

In a world in which America is increasingly perceived as �favoring policies 
of coercion rather than persuasion [and] � punitive sanctions over induce-
ments,� the U.S. military must overcome its �psychological bias� toward 
direct rather than indirect solutions.�� �e traditional, direct application 
of America�s military power in today�s globalized, international structure 
increasingly thwarts vice facilitates the realization of operational objectives. 
�e U.S. military must expand its �institutional repertoire� and embrace 
other solutions.�� �e indirect methodology of �through, with, or by� o�ers 
combatant commanders another option�an approach that focuses on 
mutually bene�cial interactions and, as a result, does not promote percep-
tions of hegemonic intent. 

Unlike direct applications of military power, this indirect methodology 
seeks to use relationships with other actors and shared recognition of a 
common problem to produce mutually bene�cial outcomes. Such relation-
ships provide a context in which combatant commanders furnish actors 
with the capacity and will to resolve mutual problems, directly supporting 
achievement of U.S. operational objectives. �is method can be the basis 
for an entire campaign or support a more direct application of U.S. military 
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power. Hence, �through, with, or by� arms the combatant commander with 
a nontraditional, indirect alternative for realizing operational objectives in 
a global environment where the direct approach is increasingly counter-
productive and costly. 

Endnotes
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