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Since colonial times, the United States has conducted 
military special operations. Irregular, unorthodox units were 
and are characterized by small size, stealth, autonomy, 
adaptation, and innovation. Their use has ranged from commando 
raids to individual missions of intelligence collection or 
sabotage, and from disrupting major enemy forces in war to 
assisting Third World allies in countering subversive insurgency 
and terrorism. They attract and retain people with a passion 
for action, intense mission focus and resourceful, if 
unconventional, approaches to their tasks. Personalities, 
opinions and military skills are strong within the community. 

The post-Vietnam major reduction of the special operations 
forces (SOF) of all the military Services, was followed in the 
late 1970's through today by a regeneration and reorientation: 
to increasingly sensitive, politically mandated and 
controversial missions, both strategic and tactical. For seven 
years the media, Congress and Pentagon have produced voluminous 
and disparate opinions and policy approaches to revitalizing and 
refocusing these forces, for low intensity conflict, crisis 
~esponse, and major contingency/general war roles. There is 
much disagreement within national security policy circles and 
the military Services over unified joint doctrine, operational 
concepts, and organizational arrangements ~- especially for 
command, control and direction during nationally tasked non-war 
missions. 

If an operational philosophy (distinct from doctrine, policy 
and strategy, but as a touchstone for them) could be 
expressed--embodying the most agreed beliefs, attitudes and 
concepts of practitioners--national level decision makers would 
have a basis for appropriate and consistent judgements on the 
use of these limited and uniquely capable forces. In an effort 
to generate such a philosophy, over 70 interviews were 
conducted, most on casset te tapes,. wi th practitioners, ~tired 
experts, non-military analysts, Qovernment officials and 
academics. A goal of about 110 interviews is still being 
pursued, as is a follow-on literature search. 

Preliminary findings made in this paper: there is a wide 
range of informed opinions on SOF roles, missions and employment 
concepts; a narrow range of converging views suggests an 
operational philosophy can be developed; there is nearly 
unanimous opinion that the need is great; and, current SOF 
theory and practice is deficient, often dangerous, and not fully 
supporting national security interests. 
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This brief rec~1:at..iot1·s~rv~~ W i.ll4Jsiri}te. a: : 
problem unique:~o:SOt, :In:~itJat~ofi; s~o~t ~~ war •• ••• • ••••••• •• •• • ,., r. 
they must be prepared to operate independently of 
conventional .forces if necessary, and respond rapidly 
in a well orchestrated manner. In a war, regardless 
of its intensity, SOF must be effectively integrated 
into the overall effort, and must be utilized in a 
way that fully exploits their unique capabilities. 
Given the range of scenarios for which they train, 
it is no wonder that the original SOFmotto was 
"Anything, Anytime, Anyplace, Anyhow".1 

I. INTRODUCTION 

A heated defense policy debate has continued for almost six 
years on the Quantitative adequacy, operational effectiveness, 
and management of United states military units that are 
designated "Special Operations Forces", or "SOF" (the 
omnipresent shorthand reference). In addition to much Pentagon 
bureaucratic posturing, there have been several aggressive 
attempts by the Air Force to rid itself of its few SOF 
helicopters by transfer to the Army; significant increases of 
Army and Navy SOF; and crisp exchanges between and among the 
Department of Defense (DOD), Congress, and the military 
Services. The major issues: commano and control, Joint 
strategy, resources allocation, and force utilization.2 

To observers of defense policy formulation, the basic 
problem may appear to be Pentagon internal disagreement over 
development, organization, and control of some additional SOF 
forces, with the Congress curiously proPosing solutions. This 
is unfortunately correct, although insufficient as a description 
of the larger problem which is rather opaque to the public and 
most of the military • 

• 
The fundamental problem, which this paper addresses, is that 

the United States government has no clear or generally 
understood operational philosophy for the employment of SOF in 
military or political-military roles overseas. Further, this 
deficiency effectively denies the National Command Authority a 
high level of confidence in the efficient employment or mission 
success of SOF when they are applied across the spectrum of 
conflict 3 in security assistance, contingencies, or major 
interstate warfare involving the United States (See Figure 1) . 
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Figure 1. The Spectrum of Conflict 
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A parallel issue, :aflt:.a :ctlr:ce~n:!~ !ts :ow ,-.tQhC,: is that 

although the optimum aottri~a~:em~!~ym~nt:df:SOf:ocduts in what 
is currently labelled ·ftld~· intensity ·contlict"; ttils·is 
precisely where the least effective planning and national 
decision-making con~erning the SOF community are taking place. 
The reasons for this are political as well as structural, and 
include traditional suspicion of elite forces; a history of ad 
hoc poorly structured governmental responses to crises; and 
public intolerance of protracted, low intensity commitment of 
military forces abroad. 

As with examination of any national security issue in 
defense or foreign policy, one's attention is in part drawn to 
the relationship of the issue to the principal and continuing 
American strategic goal--deterrence. Surprisingly little has 
been written, in open source or classified literature, on SOF 
capabilities in support of deterrence, while much has been 
offered on their uses in crisis response. These capabilities 
are considered in the paper, as a natural consequence of the 
research, and some suggestions are made. 

Section II (The Nature of Military Special Operations) 
examines those features of special operations that distinguish 
them, as a class of military activities, from those performed by 
conventional (non-special operations, as opposed to 
non-nuclear--here and throughout the paper) military forces. 
The characteristics of the missions assigned to SOF are 
discussed and a mission taxonomy is suggested (at Figure 2). 

In Section III (Attitudes, Concepts and Operational 
Perspectives) consideration is given to the type of people 
involved in SOF, and to the skills and attitudes they develop 
and bring to bear in their duties. Irregular or unorthodox 
approaches to their missions and training are often a source of 

. friction with their conventionally trained and focused superiors 
in Service hierarchies. A few examples are given in this 
section. , 

Section IV (Policy, Strategy, Doctrine and General 
Confusion) deals briefly with national level requirements that 
precede and largely predetermine the design, organization, and 
roles of unique military forces such as SOF. The intersection 
of SOF characteristics and capabilities with national level 
military and political views on appropriate force employment is 
discussed. 

Section V (The Specialist verses Generalist Irony) considers 
the decision environment wherein the equipping, training and 
orientation of SOI~·:r~r: onttc:ica~~tJ- ta:s1t121Q~. oe~l.It:. It is here 
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MISSIONS 
PRE
HOSTILITY 

LOW
INTENSITY 

MID- HIGH INTENSITY 
INTENSITY (GENERAL WAR) 

COLLfCTIVE SECURITY 
- INTERNAL DEFENSE AND DEVELOPMENT X X 
- COUNTERINSURGENCY X X 
- MOBILE· TRAINING TEAMS X X 

X 
X 

X 
X 

- c~~i~ AFFAIRS/CIVIC ACTION X X X X 
_ .............. _.-- -~- ------ ---.---~~.---.- .... -.--.--~--.~-- ------------_ .. _-_. -.-.-.-~--- --- --- ------ - -------- ------ --------_ ............ 

HUMA~tTARIAN ASSISTANCE X X 
• • •••• 

• • • •••••• • ••••• • • • • 
D I REt·i·ACT I ON 
- Si~AI£GIC INTELLIGENCE X X X 
- T~GI'~AL INTELLIGENCE X X 
- TAR6ET ACQUISITION X X 
- I NftRDICTION X X 

•••• • • • • .x ..... 
• :¥ ... 

• • ·X··· 
• • ·X • • • • 

- PF:RSPNNEL RECOVERY X X X :¥ •• • : 
- COON-iER-TERROR OPERATIONS X X X ·X···· • • • ••••• 
- S'ARQ.~AGE X X X X·: 

- ____ __ __e •••• 

UNColtVE~TIONAL WARFARE : •• :.: 
• • 

- GUERR I LLA WARFARE X X :X···: 
- SUBVERSION X X X r·· 
- SABOTAGE X X X X 
- ESCAPE AND EVASION X X 

PSYCHOLOGICAL OPERATIONS X X X X 

DECEPTION X X X X 

.. 
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•• ••• •• • •• • ••••••••••• 
that we logically shot%U:I :lodk· feor :tC1e!.ari &f:.the :lio9s~ble and 

. • • e. • • ••• • •• , •• ., 
the reglme of the app:r:,?J):r:li3t;~· ~'? "%efq~, .{tJr:m2-ng: ct.t>ct~~S for an 
employment philosophy. 

Lastly, some conclusions are drawn (Section VI) from the 
preceding analysis, and suggestions are made as to the necessary 
next steps toward distilling an operational philosophy for SOF 
employment. The foreign affairs practitioner and defense 
planner alike should understand the implications of employinq 
these non-conventional forces to deter, train, advise, or fight, 
in terms of political impact at home and abroad, as well as of 
field operational outcomes. 

During the research phases of this project, in-person oral 
interviews with over 70 SOF experts or analysts were sought and 
granted. The broad interview topic was the requirement and 
basis for an operational philosophy for the employment of SOF. 
Another 9 people wrote letters describing their views, because 
distance or time constraints prevented oral interviews. Annex A 
lists the interviewees with dates and interview locations; Annex 
B, the letter writers; and Annex C offers the question-based 
interview profile which served as a framework for soliciting the 
views and opinions of the respondents. 

These busy civilian and military professionals gave 
willingly of their time and thoughts, and unanimously regarded 
this preliminary step as a useful start. Many urged that it be 
followed with necessary further work that could lead in time to 
the goal of drafting an operational philosophy held as valid and 
useful by both practitioners and national security leadership. 

When close at hand, make it 
appear that you are far away; 
when far away, that you are near. 
Anger his general and confuse him. 

Sun Tzu (The Art of War) 

II. THE NATURE OF MILITARY SPECIAL OPERATIONS 

Part of the historical background to contemporary SOF of the 
United states military Services is the heritage of special 
purpose forces, often regarded as military elites due to 
demanding selection ~»iterJa, ~o1untar~m,. d~tf1cult and complex 
training, and haze~do~s~ ht~h~v 6en~ti~e·&ss~a~~ents. Today's •• •• ~ •• ~ r • •• • • ..-•• .. .. .. . .. ' . ... ... 
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•• ••• •• • •• • ••••••••••• • •• ••• ••• • •• •• •• special operators trac~ 'i~eoge:or:p'pe~~t~o~~~ ~~~~ni~es from 
units such as Merrill't.~A.r.aOdef~,:c:a1'try!.s· ~rCd ~~e.r~.'. Rangers, 
Generals Stillwell's and Wingate's jungle fighters in Burma ana 
China, the Air Commandos, Frogmen, Marine deep reconnaissance 
teams, and other colorful combat units. They fought with great 
courage and distinction in hostile environments and complex 
circumstances. An important theme that recurs in histories of 
the units is their creation, or their transformation from 
conventional units, to do certain operational things that were 
inappropriate, impractical or impossible for conventional 
forces. These "things", usually labelled as "special mission 
requirements", typically demanded smaller, highly trained and 
integrated units, provided with weapons and equipment 
appropriate to unique mission objectives. They relied upon 
stealth and surprise to survive, operate and succeed in hostile 
territory -- and hopefully to extract themselves upon completion 
of their missions. 

In the context of declared wars or other major armed 
conflict, such forces had a fairly clear charter for their 
operational roles, and there was plenty to do for all types of 
committed American forces. They worried little over niceties of 
definition and doctrine and concentrated on preparation and 
mission execution in pursuit of high payoff and very high risk 
objectives. In World War II, there was a general, although not 
invariable, division of duties between the ass (Office of 
Strategic Services) which handled support of resistance/partisan 
movements, sabotage, subversion, intelligence and political 
warfare; and uniformed military units such as Commandos, Rangers 
and special reconnaissance teams which performed deep strikes, 
raids, captures and the like. There were crossovers and 
cooperation, but in the main the ass was an intelligence and 
clandestine (including covert, or "plausible denial") activities 
organization operating through small teams--often individuals. 
Military special units were generally larger, stayed behind 
enemy lines only for the time required to complete discr~e 
missions (target destruction, rescue, capture, reconnaissance, 

- etc.), and tended to work directly or indirectly in support of 
conventional military forces and commanders.4 

The ass, which of course had numerous military operators 
assigned, was a non-uniformed "paramilitary" organization--it 
did certain military-style force applications under legal and 
political circumstances beyond that "permitted" regular military 
forces under the existing rules of war. Its work with people on 
all sides of the conflict in many countries, to collect 
intelligence, disrupt the enemy politically as well as 
physically, and to psychologically stress him, made it other 

•• ••• • • • •• •• • • ••• • ••• •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ••• • • • • • • • •• • •• • • • • • • • •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • .. • •• ••• • • •• • •• •• • • • • •• •• 

-4-



\ 

.. 

. .. ... .. ~ .. ~ ...... . ~. ,. 
than a convent lona 1 a ~~~. flloct:. : l;re. u~J f~:rned: "J 11 t:a ry eli t e 
uni ts that operated b,=h:i"d t:n.e~y li"es: ca~~ :to 2Jt: k"O)vn as 
" s p e cia 1" for c e s . In· a ~ ~" s ~ , • OJ,., ~ n· W ~ r 1 ~ W a-r rI· ~'h ~ ~ d, sod i d 
the relative clarity and validity of this distinction. Through 
the late 1940's and 1950's, in concert with American policy and 
national security strategy, the military had special forces in 
limited numbers, and the CIA had the charter and organization 
for paramilitary activities, clandestine intelligence, and 
covert operations. However, the behino-enemy-lines roles of the 
OSS saboteurs and resistance supporters became the style of 
operations doctrinally expected of the post-World War II 
military SOF as well. 

During the 1950's military special operations forces, 
principally the Army's "Special Forces", included Europeans with 
military or resistance backgrounds and superb languape skills, 
who became citizens and had some hope for the ultimate freedom 
of the Eastern European countries from the Soviet hegemony. Our 
strategic concepts then included assisting in the development or 
growth of latent resistance movements, should a conflict become 
unavoidable in Europe. Also, these soldiers (and some Air Force 
and Navy units) would be able to seriously disrupt and delay 
Warsaw Pact military forces should any attack be made on NATO 
territories. In contrast, the CIA had, and retains the charter 
for foreign intelligence: "peacetime" covert actions, most 
clandestine intelligence collection, and recruitment of agents 
or encouragement of nascent resistance elements. Hoped for 
synergism benefiting military special operations forces would 
occur when armed conflict began and previously recruited agents 
would assist infiltrating special operators in locating targets, 
rescuing and recovering captives, supporting guerrillas, etc. 
In the 1980's there is little expectation of developments, 
political or military, that would reinvigorate this strategic 
concept for much of the Warsaw Pact. The obvious hope is that 
it will never be necessary to attempt. 

The poltcies and activites leading most directly to the 
-military special operations forces of today began in 1961, when 

President Kennedy demanded of a reluctant Pentagon, the 
development of "unconventional warfare" forces. They were to be 
capable of supporting America's Third World friends by assisting 
them in countering internal subversion, externally inspired 
political violence, and communist supported or directed 
subversive insurgency--revolutionary warfare or wars of national 
liberation, in the socialist lexicon. In a few years the United 
States had regenerated its 1950's Army Special Forces or "Green 
Berets", Navy Special Warfare Forces (the SEAL or Sea,Air, Land 
teams, and underwater demolition teams, or UDT), and 

•• ••• • • • •• •• • • ••• • ••• •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ••• • • • • • • • •• • •• • • • • • • • •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •• ••• • ••• • •• •• • • • ••• •• 
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A o C··· •• '-. , •• • .•••• ,. the Air Force Ir ommt8,!d~~.: T:le .~C!0l.ltrlte.tl!1~l!Jr~epcy:, :era of the 

1960' s had begun, and ~.:PeZ>.-\d€.l'It:.~efl~eJ:1.1'.s.· "t< ~i gl2t~.of. ·the Gree n 
Beret" (so named for the headgear they were awarded as a rite of 
passage and standard item of military uniform wear) served in 
many countries as trainers, advisors and even combat partners. 
They worked with counterpart forces and paramilitary troops 
where U.S. interests and those of the hosts coincided. The 
major SOF doctrines, concepts and, to a degree, the operational 
perspectives of today were in good measure shaped by the energy 
and experimentation of the practitioners of the 1960's. 

However, the experiences of Vietnam, especially from about 
1965 on, amounted largely to non-doctrinal and suboptimal 
employment of SOF. The war became too congested with large, 
visible conventional forces, and national politics severely 
curtailed the use of special operations forces where they were 
designed and prepared to operate--in the heartland of North 
Vietnam, the state sponsoring, supporting and ultimately 
co-opting the revolution in South Vietnam. The post-Vietnam 
political-military problems of international terrorism and 
widespread low intensity conflict have been catalysts for major 
changes in Service doctrines, Joint politico-legal planning 
assumptions, and national strategic concepts. This was no where 
more true than in the special operations misson areas, which 
were literally redefined by the Services and the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff (JCS) at frequent and unplanned intervals. 

The current definition of "Special Operations" in the 
Department of Defense Dictionary reads: 

Operations conducted by specially trained, equipped, 
and organized DOD forces against strategic or 
tactical targets in pursuit of military, political 
economic, or psychological objectives. These 
operations may be conducted during periods of peace 
or hostilities. They may support conventional 
military operations, or they may be prosecuted 
independently when the use of conventional forces 
is either inappropriate or infeasible.S 

This is so broad, even to the initiated, as to be of little 
more than an assertion that unconventional, specially designed 
forces exist for use in pursuit of ends that may be other than 
purely military. Yet this offers a subtle key to the nature of 
SOF today; the suggestions of use across the spectrum of 
conflict, and of independent operations are revealing. Another 
JCS publication, dealing exclusively with special operations, 
specifies the principal sUb-concepts or roles: 

•• ••• • • • •• •• • • ••• • • •• •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ••• • • • • • • • •• • •• • • • • • • • •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •• ••• • ••• • • • •• • • • ••• •• 
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warfare (UW), counterrorist operations, collective 
security/foreign internal defense (FlO), 
psychological operations (PSYOP), direct action 
missions, and intelligence (strategic and tactical) 
reporting .6 

It is important to note that in contrast to conventional 
forces, which are designed and employed in combat to find, fix, 
engage and destroy their hostile counterparts, special 
operations forces are much more directly connected with national 
political, economic or psychological objectives. These are 
areas of activity where the political authorities in national 
leadership positions determine strategy as well as objectives, 
and thus a different planning relationship is presumed to--and 
in fact does--exist between the national security leadership and 
SOF. Some long time observers of the national security process 
feel that SOF should be specifically designated a National 
Command Authority asset, due to their utility in responding to 
certain volatile, rapidly changing political-military crises. 
With emphasis on limited, precise, clandestine and/or deniable 
force application, or merely to rapidly achieve an American 
presence of low profile, these forces may be of major value in 
foreign crisis management.7 

The acronym SOF, or the term "special operations forces", 
refers to existing Army, Navy and Air Force units that are 
designed for low visibility, clandestine, or covert (meaning 
palusible denial is available to the U.S. government) military 
and other operations in hostile or politically sensitive areas. 
The principal skills taught to SOF personnel are very special 
variants of light infantry, combat swimming and diving, and 
fixed wing and helicopter flying skills. Usual basic 
Qualifications for Army Special Forces and Rangers, Navy 
Sea-~ir-Land (SEAL) teams, and Air Force Combat Controllers and 
Combat Weathermen include parachuting, man-portable weapons use, 
communications, demolitions, night (and all weather, all 
terrain) operations, remote area self-sustainment and survival, 
and navigation. Other SOF units train their personnel instead 
in psychological operations (PSYOP) and civil affairs, 
specialized intelligence and targeting, and remote or combat 
environment training, logistics, planning and command-control
communications. Total numbers of SOF can be misleading because 
ground or maritime team operations typically involve fewer than 
a dozen men, and aircraft generally operate singly or in pairs. 
However, pre-mission planning, training and rehearsals, 
intelligence and command and control (with supporting 
telecommunicatiollS:) ·~%!~so"n~l·er~l'logf! :f~fJ!".e.. f~ .~zen specialists 
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support a mission tea~.O~eii~e~,~,:~·~·~~du~~.l~~ term 
training of friendly personnel in a host country. 

The current total of SOF unit-assigned personnel for all the 
military Services is about 15,000, with an additional 18,000 in 
the reserves or national guard units. This is far less than 
one-tenth of one percent of active duty DOD military manpower. 
The FY 86 budget for these forces is approximately 1.2 billion 
dollars, which represents about one-third of one percent of the 
DOD budget. 8 Within these numbers are some hollow places. Yet 
they are dramatically greater than in 1975, when the 
post-Vietnam atrophy reduced the budget to less than 100 million 
dollars, and practically erased the Air Force units. Currently 
in the Army's Special Forces for instance, "A" Team--primary 
tactical unit of 12 men--strength in several groups has declined 
to an average of 7 or 8 men, due to efforts to field a new 
group, and plans for yet another. In fact: 

The Army's adherence to its current manpower 
ceiling may be politically popular, but it renders 
figures of "X" number of Special Forces teams (or 
light infantry divisions) illusory. In one extreme 
case a unit is actually expanding its "paper strength" 
in numbers of teams while projecting a decline in 
anticipated personnel loss verses gain ratio. This 
problem is, of course, beyond the scope of the small 
sections on the respective service staffs who are 
attempting to keep faith with their services' Master 
Plan commitments. But it is not difficult to 
understand how Department of Defense and 
Congressional SOF overseers remain skeptical of 
service attitudes.9 

The issue of numbers and budget dollars must be seen in the 
context of traditional and more recent assignments made by the 
Services, .000 and the unified Commanders-in-Chief to the SOF 
community. 'These assignments, or roles and missions, require 
training, equipment, and regional specialization (languages, 
area familiarity, exercising, and rotational personnel and unit 
assignments) that come at great cost per capita, in relationship 
to conventional force soldiers, sailors and airmen. A summary 
view is useful, and Figure 2 presents the principal roles and 
missions for training and operations, and suggests that a great 
number of them are applicable to all levels of conflict, as well 
as to periods of peace, or "pre-hostilities" • 
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operations, and other fields or mi~i~ary endeavor, is retired 
U.S. Army Lt. General Samuel V. Wilson. General Wilson's many 
commands included the 6th Special Forces Group and the Defense 
Intelligence Agency. His long experience and study of special 
operations issues caused him to produce a set of basic 
characteristics of the forces. He believes that political 
considerations (domestic and foreign) are far more significant 
in deciding to use SOF, and in the specifics and consequences of 
their use. The objectives of employment are different than in 
employment of conventional military forces. In conventional 
ground combat, for example, the commander's objective is 
frequently a key terrain or cultural (man-made) feature, that 
will provide a physical advantage for his unit. This might be a 
better observation point or advantages in firing weapons 
(improved field of fire). This in turn assists in reaching the 
Clausewitzian goal of imposing one's will upon the enemy.lO 

On the other hand, with ground actions in special operations 
the target is usually a human being or group, and the goal is 
essentially to influence attitudes and/or behavior. Thus, a 
particular special operation is a message to a defined and 
predetermined target audience, i.e., propaganda of the deed. 
Special operations can have tactical military value, but in the 
majority of instances the political value of the outcome is of 
paramount importance. The expectation that SOF personnel can 
effectively handle this concept of politirial-military operations 
and its execution is due to the much stricter selection 
standards than for conventional forces, and a much greater per 
capita investment in training, equipping and exercising. They 
are brought to much higher levels of preparedness, and 
correspondingly more is expected of them. 11 

In conversations on the subject of special operations, 
almost invariably terms that refer to very exact employment 
actions will be heard: precise, surgical, pinpoint, finite, 
etc. They refer to doctrinal and policy expectations o~SOF to 
deal with-an assigned task and target(s) in a very discrete and 
perhaps restrained manner, so as to limit or avoid altogether 
collateral damage or casualties. Additionally, the ability to 
get to where the job is and return unseen, or unidentified, is 
understood to be necessary for achievement of the precision 
desired. As an example, a Navy SEAL team may be asked to swim 
into a port and seriously disable a ship to prevent its 
departure for a given period of time. The constraints upon the 
team might include avoidance of any casualties on the ship, and 
assurance that the ship will not sink. To the authorities 
directing the mission, political considerations regarding the 
port country, sh~p: ft!~~st~y: .~~:r.Qtl :ot ·O~J;~D"I'II!J. ·Jlboard may be 
such that only d's~bl~~g 4~t~e·&h~~:i~de~ir~~1~. ..,. .. .. . ... ... ... 
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issue, are the kinds of act1'bn!;"a totJ""t~f-t'ert'orlst speC'ialized 
SOF unit might undertake. In the case of a seized and grounded 
aircraft, or a building in which hostages are held, the unit 
must be able to: approach and position themselves undetected, 
instantly and cleanly force or blow open doors or windows, and 
accurately distinguish between terrorists and hostages while 
disabling and disarming the terrorists. In contrast, a Special 
Forces team might have to parachute into a country, navigate to 
an area, enter a hydroelectric power station and disable the 
generators--by disabling the cooling system or introducing some 
chemicals or fibers with special properties into the electrical 
field, etc. The desired mission outcome here is to temporarily 
deny a certain capability--electrical power. 

As a final example of mission-dictated precision 
requirements, an Air Force special operations aircrew commonly 
must fly at a few hundred feet above the terrain for hours, 
navigating through valleys and over mountain ridges at night to 
arrive at a short, dirt landing strip within 2 minutes of a 
predetermined time. A landing must be accomplished with no 
lights, on the first attempt, to enable an operational team and 
its equipment to leave the back of the aircraft at the moment it 
comes to a stop. This is followed by an immediate turn around 
and reverse direction takeoff for the low level flight to 
another tactical landing or to an airbase. 

The issue of precision, and the predictability that it 
permits in terms of mission design, is a central concept, and a 
major distinguishing characteristic. Conventional forces, by 
their different training, larger sizes, and weaponry are 
unsuited to the types of operations suggested above. Related to 
precision is the innovative and adaptive approach to operating 
in constantly changing and imperfectly known hostile 
environments. SOF personnel generally must improvise to 
accomplish their tasks. It is these independent and 1 

_ self-reliant features, especially improvisation, that elicit 
admiration and scorn from the conventional military. Typical of 
conventional force reaction is the comment of an Air ~orce 
colonel recently that SOF are considerea a bit wild and " ... good 
killers but bad officer candidates."12 

Americans traditionally distrust elite forces, especially, 
when they do not perceive the nation to be at war or serious 
risk, and they dislike secrecy. This sets SOF forces up for 
misunderstanding outside of the military establishment as well 
as within, where they are short on numbers, proponency and 
career prospects. What they do provide, nonetheless, is quick 
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1- .~. • .,. t ••• •• •• • •• and employ with stealth or ow visiblli~y. Their missions 
require the measured and limited application of violence, or the 
delivery of instruction and advice to indigenous friendly 
forces, either of a government or in opposition to one. They 
also give potential aggressors a lot to think about: unseen 
penetration of a country, encouragement of internal dissidents, 
risk to high value facilities, and threats to individual leaders. 13 

• 

Special Forces have always been 
the bastards of the Army. 

Brig. General Donald Blacburn, USA (Ret) 

There's nothing special about 
special operations. 

USAF Colonel, Military Airlift Command HQ 

The SEALs have had to focus on 
providing operational support to 
the Navy's fleets, especially 
since the end of Vietnam combat; 
it's an organizational survival 
issue for us. 

SEAL officer, currently serving 

III. ATTITUDES, CONCEPTS, AND OPERATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 

In the opinion of a Navy SEAL officer now serving on the 
joint special operations staff of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
(JCS), it is the incredibly demanding training that volunteers 
endure to become SEALS (and not all can endure) that is the 
basis for a good special operator; much more than the necessary 
traits of mind and passion for action that attracts men 
initially. His opinion, developed over a career in Naval and 
joint special operations, is that special operators are 
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mentally and physIcally, an~·ar~ quie~ i~r~er~ or n~·t~l~gs. 
It is their "applied intelligence" rather than exceptional 
intellectual capacity that leads to proficiency in the 
specialized military arts of the business, and to the ability to 
make important and difficult decisions under stress, and alone 
when necessary.14 

These men tend to express themselves physically, at work and 
play, and have learned through their initial and continuing 
training (in the SEALs, Special Forces and Rangers, and Air 
Force Combat Controllers) that they can push themselves to and 
beyond preconceived limits of endurance. It is operating at 
this edge of individual capacity that permits the development of 
critical leadership ability and a sense that any assigned, 
rational, and clearly defined mission is within their power to 
accomplish. A corollary to this mindset is that special 
operators are very inquisitive, questioning and demanding of 
their leaders. They want to know the background to a mission, 
and its rationale; the "why" of the assignment. This is part of 
an intense mission focus that is seldom seen in conventional 
units. It is possible because special operators are driven to 
succeed on a personal and unit basis, and want to be able to 
pursue workable alternatives in mid-mission when plans 
frequently are overtaken by events. They feel that if they know 
"why," and have been given all the constraints and rules of 
engagement, they can formulate alternative ways to accomplish 
the mission. 1S 

Another SOF expert, and a serving officer on the Air Staff, 
also emphaisizes that special operators have a intense sense of 
mission, which is probably reinforced by the small, tightly knit 
and self-contained nature of the operational elements (including 
the aircrews). The autonomous mode of operation is viewed as 
threatening by some conventional forces leaders, and there is a 
tension between the logic of necessity and the Services' 
perceived need to ensure effective control. This. operational 
autonomy both permits and requires adaptation and improvisation, 
which are characteristic; it also lends impetus for internal 
development of the arts of stealth, low profile presence, and 
unseen technical execution, which are collectively referred to 
as clandestine "tradecraft." While the vast majority of SOF 
personnel are honorable and ethical, this officer underlines 
that there are temptations in work that proceeds of necessity in 
secrecy, with wide latitude for exercising judgement. In his 
view, scrupulous conduct is required espeCially of SOF personnel 
so as not to compromise confidence held in special operators by 
the conventional military community, upon which the long term 
welfare and viabi.i~.~f the $~eaiaJ.QAirqt~Qs.giscipllne 
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the Air Force (which does nh~ bul~iv&~e:a ~~e~if~~ car~r·· 
pattern) SOF people tend to be more experienced in and dedicated 
to their line of work due to their voluntarism, training and 
greater opportunities to employ their skills than is generally 
available in conventional units. They have a wider set of 
skills to draw upon, as they were first qualified in the 
conventional military arts basic to their Service and branch, 
and then accepted as SOF volunteers.17 

In comparison with a formed and ready conventional force 
unit, a SOF unit is composed of somewhat older, considerably 
more mature, and more highly trained and experienced people. 
They tend to be rather content in their work, and are 
comfortable with a relative anonymity--they seem not to need 
external reinforcement of their status as unique professionals. 
On the surface this appears contradictory with a self-concept of 
elite military forces. But their maturity and the nature of 
their operational techniques (surprise and stealth as aids to 
survival due to their small unit sizes in comparison to 
adversaries) incline them in this direction. Also, the label of 
elite is applied from the outside of the military in large 
part. Within, special operators are viewed as technical 
specialists with a great deal of training beyond basic Service 
skills, a fact which is often resented by conventional 
commanders. This extra training, experience with special 
equipment and weapons, and the necessity to do their own 
planning as small units, stimulates the imagination. Thus a 
large part of the difference between SOF and conventional 
personnel is the additional capabilities learned and developed, 
which may be more significant than the natural talents of the 
SOF volunteer.I8 

The training, tasking and targeting of SOF is normally 
directed to missions that are strategic in nature, and typified 
by hjgh risk to the operators, toward an end of high gain for 
the_ tasking authority, which is generally no lower than a 
mili tary -tty!ater (uni fied) Commander-in-Chief and frequently at 
the national level. In practical terms this means that SOF are 
expected to affect things (computer) in critical facilities (a 
major railroad switching center) that are denied to conventional 
forces (deep within enemy territory) but could have a major 
impact on the conventional battle (disruption of enemy railroad 
traffic scheduled to reinforce his forward combat forces). This 
example relates to operations where SOF is working ahead and 
independent of, but coordinated with and in support of 
conventional commanders. It is an all too infrequent example of 
correct wartime targeting. The U.S. military establishment is 
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attacking, holding ground, or withdrawing. The nation is 
inadequately prepared for special operations, at most levels of 
conflict, and defici'encies are glaring in clandestine air 
transport, targeting schemes, and numbers of foreign language 
qualified personnel for most regions. This causes some Army and 
Air Force SOF personnel to adopt a more cautious and less 
aggressive posture than might normally be expected.19 

As military forces of any description spend the great 
majority of their time in training as individuals and units, 
their approaches to these activities are revealing of their 
capabilities and their selections of actual operational 
methods. A few examples may illustrate how SOF often antagonize 
their conventional colleagues by their methods, usually 
unintentionally---although not always. Special Forces teams 
have two sergeants (of the 12 assigned members on a full team) 
with advanced field medical training, to care for their 
teammates in combat, and to teach these skills to indigenous 
personnel in their assigned operating areas when employed. To 
simulate closely the shock, trauma and physical characteristics 
of gunshot wounds, goats or sheep are occasionally used as 
targets to be wounded by gunfire, then as surrogate human 
patients for the team "medics." This practice has antagonized 
conventional Army officers and animal rights organizations. 
However, it is often a preliminary to the assignment of medics 
to emergency rooms where they serve under supervising physicians 
to treat gunshot and other trauma injuries in large civilian 
hospitals. 

Air Force Air Commandos (now generally known as SOF 
aircrews) perform more than half of their training at night, 
practicing low level, darkened aircraft, terrain masked (i.e., 
hiding from radars by flying on the far side of mountains) 
flight. This combination of techniques is unique in the Air 
Force and requires intense and highly interactive crewmember 
work. The ~urbo-prop aircraft are often the object of 
disparaging remarks from the fast, high flying jet crews, 
especially before they are asked to locate and "attack" these 
SOF aircraft. After they have tried, however, they often 
recant, as their equipment, conventional training and skills are 
usually inadequate to deal with this challenge unaided. The SOF 
helicopters, also specially designed for treetop night flight 
and small landing areas, have unnerved more than a few fighter 
and conventional transport pilots by their sudden and unexpected 
appearance, or disappearance. 
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technically skilled combat performers overall, and have a great 
deal of confidence in their abilities. The author was witness 
to the response of a SEAL platoon (12 men) to a challenge made 
by Air Force security policemen and survival training experts in 
the state of Washington, many years ago. The venue was the 
obstacle-ridden field through which tens of thousands of Air 
Force and other personnel have crawled during survival evasion, 
and escape training, in an attempt to avoid capture and 
incarceration by the "enemy" instructors. The night exercise is 
heavily stacked against the trainees, and the flares, smoke 
devices, and barbed wire are a few of the obstacles that make 
successful avoidance of capture a very rare outcome--perhaps one 
trainee out of a hundred on any evening. The SEAL team 
indicated it could pass through undetected, and the challenge 
was accepted by the Air Force people, who doublea their usual 
cadre in the field. In 45 minutes, the entire SEAL team had 
transited the obstacle field undetected, noiselessly tied and 
gagged 4 instructors, and disabled virtually every pyrotechnic 
and mechanical device. 

Special operations forces are designed to support national 
policy through force or non-force applications at any pOint(s) 
across the conflict spectrum, either independently or as 
adjuncts to the activities of conventional military forces. 
Their training in foreign languages, most .especially within the 
Army's Special Forces which are regionally oriented, facilitates 
their employment in other cultural melieux where remote area 
operations and collaboration with guerrillas or counter
insurgency forces are necessary to the assigned mission. As 
important as any other distinction is the role of trainer or 
advi~or to friendly forces, where leverage is obtained by virtue 
of a force multiplication effect, i.e., an "A" Team can train 
other trainers, which in certaln circumstances and regions can 
produce thousands of guerrilla combatants. These forces may be 
able-to achieve results that are in the national interest of the 
United States, but which would be politically inappropriate or 
undesirable if pursued by direct application of American forces. 20 

The great bulk of American security assistance tOday remains 
wedded to conventional weapons and operational methods, and is 
relatively uninvolved in insurgency issues and military support 
to nation building efforts by friendly Third World regimes. The 
Defense Department reflects an American bias in favor of high 
technology weapons, and against human intensive or politically 
sensitive activities. We are an impatient people who eschew 
long term commitments, even those devoted to training, advisinp 
and assisting roles ••• ~h~~ fulr~r.a.l ~tt~ ~uAE: !-~s.~m?,!rtant 
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specIal operatIons unIts, and poses POlICY dIlemmas at the 
national level for Service staffs and Department of Defense 
planners. 21 

Whatever else may be learned from the Vietnam 
experience, it is clear that in a free society such 
as the United States, legal and moral issues, both 
real and spurious, are central to the successful 
conduct of a war, intervention, or other extra
ordinary initiative of the kind involving special 
operations. 22 

IV. POLICY, STRATEGY, DOCTRINE AND GENERAL CONFUSION 

Since the cessation of United States military involvement in 
Vietnam (1973), disagreement and confusion over the policy 
purposes, force structure, military doctrine for, and employment 
of SOF have characterized the interagency (as well as the 
public-media-academic) discourse on these unique military 
units. There is an overabundance of political, military and 
private citizen opinions on what these forces should, could or 
will do, and on the command and control of their activities, 
with most of the perspectives being arrived at retrospectively. 
But most views exhibit little projection based upon current 
political realities or the requirements of national security 
today, and tomorrow. 

It would seem that even the most sincere and informed 
discussants in this tangible discourse do not sufficiently 
appreciate what the author sees as an undeniable and probably 
accelerating trend: the increasingly political character of the 
future employment of SOF. It is noteworthy that the functions 
and venue underlying the 1960's creation of these forces--low 
intensity/low visibility combat and security assistance 
training, in the Third World--are not compelling for many 
observers as increasingly more appropriate to judicious, 
contemporary applIcation of SOF for deterrent purposes. A 
partial explanation would certainly include the previously 
noted, tortuous and virtually continuous redrafting of 
operational concepts, doctrine and terminology by the military 
departments and the Service staffs. 
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DOD) policy for any forces ~d·~h~ir·~m~toyment regime:··foilows 
the long accepted logic train of threat(s)-requirements-forces
resources-costs, which ultimately is expressed in the budget 
specifics of each military Service and the Five Year Defense 
Plan (FYDP». Ideally, this sequence begins with the views and 
requirements stated by the unified and specified Commanders-in
Chief (for the Pacific, Europe, Atlantic, Central/South America 
and northeast Africa/southwest Asia; and by Readiness Command, 
Strategic Air Command, Military Airlift Command, North American 
Aerospace Defense Command, and Space Command) and ends with the 
provision to them of forces that are generated, or reorganized, 
and appropriately trained and equipped to be combat effective 
for them. The military reformers would argue--and often 
convincingly--that the "system" is neither effective nor cost 
conscious in the attempt. In special operations force planning 
and generation, even the terms of reference are in dispute, due 
to lack of common baselines for policy, doctrine and 
strategies. Despite this circumstance, the Secretary of Defense 
(SECDEF) recently reasserted that the provision of sufficient 
resources for SOF revitalization (or "resuscitation", many would 
contend) remains a high DOD priority: 

Weinberger reminded the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the 
military departments, and his own staff in a 31 
January memo that 000 "in 1983 established as its 
goal the completion of the revitalization process 
(for SOF) by the end of Fiscal Year 1990. I 
reaffirm that goal," he said, "and direct the 
Services and Defense Agencies to give this effort 
the priority necessary to ensure its successful 
completion." Weinberger directed the Services and 
000 agencies to submit by March 31st an interim 
report detailing what steps it would take to meet 
thes~ objectives in DoD's current five-year plan. 
He added that the "final updated SOF Master Plans" 
will be submitted 31 July (1986).23 

If this commentary on the DOD development of its SOF policy 
is not encouraging, the development of even a rough consensus 
within the relevant sections of the National Security Council 
staff has apparently proved equally elusive. 
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single strand issue, in that:~e~r~h~~ ~~ec4ti~ns~ c~nt~xt· and 
national objectives (in terms of political outcomes) precede and 
largely predetermine the planning, preparation and employment of 
people or units. Forces designed to operate in political gray 
areas, where "violent peace" or "low intensity conflict" seem 
appropriate contextual labels, must be supported, directed and 
controlled with great sensitivity for domestic and international 
law, foreign perceptions (friends, neutrals and adversaries), 
and the ever present/ever changing calculus of risks, costs and 
benefits. SOF activities overseas, whether invited or as a 
result of clandestine infiltration, might be described as 
para-political as easily as paramilitary. Military special 
operations (as distinct from political activities and/or 
paramilitary operations assigned to the CIA) in the foreseeable 
future will not be a decisive factor in major interstate 
conflict, even if national politics, defense policies and 
national or theater strategies allowed for optimum "doctrinal" 
employment. However, for the United States and its Third World 
friends/allies, timely, intelligent and limited SOF applications 
can deter certain types of aggression and can contribute 
importantly to the containment, limitation, or acceptable 
termination of low intensity, low visibility conflicts. 

A national strategy, or concept of operations, for SOF might 
have as a basic underpinning the desire to deploy and employ 
them principally in pre-hostilities periods. This depends on 
how accurately intelligence and political judgements can 
estimate the. likelihood of hostilities which would not be in the 
American national interest. In this political-military arena, 
Quasi-legal circumstances might well obtain, and the choice of 
SOF, or decision to employ, would likely be based on the 
perception that leverage is necessary and inaction would lead to 
less desirable developments. Often, the desire and the 
possibility to avoid using highly visible conventional military 
forces are p~votal, and the support and permissions necessary 
frOm other countries (overflight, landing, transit, operations 
in or from) are obtainable only on the presumption that low 
visibility or plausibly deniable limited forces are involved.24 

To a significant degree, Congress and the American public 
dislike indirect, secret and open-ended commitment of military 
forces, and they generally distrust elite units. These powerful 
constraints modify strategic planning and often result in the 
reactive, more visible, trans-hostilities mode of 
employment--where most of the designed capabilities and inherent 
advantages of SOF are less effective, or no longer applicable.25 
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It 1S the author's oPlnlCJ!1:J:h~t· arm~ct e".nf.l.l!t:s t~f{)uQrcout 

the rest of this century will: ~ot :d.i.lflinl~ i." nou'Zl~r.: :I.tll!~ will 
become increasingly a mixtut~ ~r i~surgenc!es·or other forms of 
anti-government movements, limited conventional conflicts, 
unconventional (primarily counter-insurgency) warfare and 
terrorism of many types including state sponsored. In Third 
World areas, movement from and between these conflict types will 
be common, with sequencing, coexistence or temporary cessation 
as features. Surrogate or proxy forces for large powers will 
become more common, in declared or deniable forms. It is in 
this complex, volatile and disturbing environment of . 
political-military contests between state and non-state actors 
that the military instrument of national power must be prepared 
to operate, at least as effectively as in major conventional 
warfare. Perhaps serious JCS or DOD attention to doctrinal 
development--up to now largely the province and practice of the 
conventionally trained and inclined staffs of the Services--as a 
joint process, and particularly for joint SOF, can be a 
bellwhether for preparation and posturing of conventional forces 
for this evolving operating environment. 

Military doctrine has several categories and is constructed 
both horizontally and vertically. That is, it prescribes 
support functions, training and preparation for combat, as well 
as operations (deployment, employment, reconstitution, etc.) in 
combat circumstances. Doctrine is basically an ordered 
explication of the FUNDAMENTAL principles and rules for the 
preparation and employment of forces, based upon combat 
experience, study, testing, exercising and experiment. While 
authoritative for each Service, it reQufres professional 
judgement in application--you need to know when deviations are 
necessary, and why. Through doctrine, guidance is provided for 
the organization, training, equipping, direction and employment 
of forces in the accomplishment of major operational tasks 
(e.g., air-to-air combat while on the attack, or the defensive; 
coordination of weapons firing from multiple sources in support 
of friendly ground forces; deployment of naval surface ships 
wi thin a 'su,rface action group for best resul ts in anti-air 
operations, etc.). 

Only in the past seven or eight years have efforts proceeded 
systematically to formally establish special operations joint 
doctrine. The work has been arduous and the progress slow, but 
there have been measurable results, especially in training and 
common-user equipment (especially communications and 
electronics). Characteristic of special operations is its 
multi-medium and thus multi-Service environment, including 
allied SOF participation. This makes production of a coherent, 
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unilateral (or all-Service): I!oc·tr'~e: di:t'fic"lt; :a~d 1r. vi€wed as 
an all-encompassing prescri~tive ~odY·o~·guidance: neariy·· 
impossible: each operational situation is different, reQuirinq 
tailored strategy and tactics. What in fact may be required is 
a doctrine so flexible, and so facilitative of inventive 
strategies and tactics, that it will only faintly resemble 
existing military doctrines for other mission areas. In fact, 
there is no precedent, as this requirement strains the seams of 
definition and concept in doctrinal development. 

Most military joint doctrine is a compromise between Service 
doctrinal elements and often lacks the perceived "authority" of 
Service doctrine, which has behind it specialized Service staffs 
and the power of the budget. Joint doctrine will continue to 
rely on the accommodation of different views and operational 
concepts and will be effective only to the degree that 
compliance is seen as mutually beneficial and operationally 
sound. Examples of difficulties include amphibious operations 
for conventional forces (Army vs Marines) and long range 
clandestine airlift of special operations ground teams (Air 
Force vs Army). The resolution of issues and blending of 
practices required for sound and flexible doctrine cannot be 
accomplished wholly within the special operations community, or 
the military. There must be national level objectives and 
strategies, enunciated by the elected political authorities, 
that deal with national non-war interests and necessary 
involvements of SOF. 

Our fundamental national security objective is now, and 
should remain, the maintenance of peace with freedom. For the 
general direction and guidance of the Armed Forces, national 
security policy contains three principal military elements: 
deterrence; a defensive military posture; and maintenance of 
combat capabilities adequate to terminate conflict on terms 
favorable to the United States.26 According to assigned 
functions and possessed capabilities, all military forces 
(including ~OF) are directed and operate within the sense of 
this guidance. Deterrence is generally the most hotly debated 
aspect of defense policy because it is viewed by many as a 
monetary sinkhole, and in any analysis, is only measurable upon 
the circumstance of its failure. More simply put, we're never 
sure when deterrence is working , but its failure is 
dramatically evident. The military SOF can be viewed as 
elements of both strategic and tactical deterrence, and 
sometimes as both simultaneously. An example would be the 
publicized and highly successful Army SpeCial Forces training 
and advisory activities in Liberia in 1981 and 1982. The 
tactical deterrent a;~~.t: !as: t:h; • .d;N.e!DjJile:n~ •• 0f.:OE>~rational 
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capabilities within Liberi~:~ou~d ~orh4s ·~sej~l:toi ~nt~:nal 
defense; the strategic aspe~t ~is·.th&.pe!c~t~on: ~y po~~n~ially 
hostile external forces that Liberia had an involved, resolute 
ally in the United states. 

There is a perhaps understandable, if lamentable, blurring 
of military policies, doctrines and strategies (most 
particularly the CINCs warfighting "campaign" strategies) at the 
highest national political levels. The decision-makers there 
are action oriented and involved in crisis resolution--they will 
look for workable solutions to the current problems, and have 
little time for the niceties of tightly wound doctrine or 
elegant strategy. Long range planning seems a poorly developed 
area, which leads to ad hoc recourses and time-compressed action 
plans, that often pass for policy and strategy. 

One manifestation for the SOF community is the heavy 
reliance on certain SOF units for response to terrorist actions 
abroad. It seems unlikely, in fact, that highly qualified law 
enforcement units, such as those possessed by the FBI, would be 
tasked. This seems to be discarding a politically useful option 
in certain geopolitical circumstances. In general, however, the 
view of SOF is that of a military response force which is small 
and low profile, and which can be applied to prickly, developing 
problems, perhaps as an expendable force. There may be no 
memory within the National Security Council of specific 
capabilities for non-violent applications that once equally 
characterized SOF: military civic action, foreign internal 
defense training (as opposed to the conventional, stylized 
military training teams currently prevalent) at unit and 
individual levels, counterinsurgency instruction and advice, 
etc. In other words, the deterrent or preventive aspects of 
pre-hostilities force options are not greatly valued for Third 
World response options.27 

What then is the assessmerit of the SOF practitioner and his 
organizat~on from national political and military level~, as can 
be currently deduced? It appears that the answer to this 
question would be anecdotal, complex, and perhaps of limited 
utility. The view of a directly concerned U.S. Representative 
is revealing: 
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... the entire range ~t! ifitir·dictian 'l3.Ct-J.v1 t!!eS: in : : 
support of civilian i;W:~.nfvr~~~rCt • .t·s • .a· ,a:tuZ:Sl .. : •• 
for the special operations wing. Intelligence 
collection, analysis, dissemination, targeting, 
detection, surveillance, apprehension support, and 
advisory duties with friendly foreign military 
forces--all are activities which our reserve 
component special operations personnel can perform 
in peace-time while actually building combat 
readiness for the wartime mission .... The national 
war on drugs is one of the single most critical 
tasks we face as a country--and our concept would 
designate the best (SOF) in our military force 
structure to support it •..• We have just about 
arrived at the conclusion that SOF can never be 
utilized correctly or with optimum benefit while 
its chain of command terminates in some committee 
or ad hoc working group in the Joint Chiefs. They 
don't understand you, won't allocate the resources 
to you from the individual Services, and can't 
employ you effectively on operations run out of 
the National Command Authority.28 

The only difference between high and low intensity 
warfare is the means, both Qualitative and 
Quantitative, employed to achieve the intended goal. 
Both types of war require analysis and forecasting, 
both require volumes of preparation of varied 
manpower and material, both require the political 
sagacity to acquire and hold allies and friends so 
that the obvious preponderance of one's own side 
hopefully acts as a deterrent to any combination in 
opposition. 29 

V. THE SPECIALIST VERSES GENERALIST IRONY 

Instantaneous telecommunications clearly have altered the 
patterns and pace of diplomacy and political decision making in 
a revolutionary and still accelerating fashion. The United 
States National Security Council (NSC) with staff and supporting 
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communications, has become th~:fodus:of.ifite1naito~al:Sit~ation 
assessment for the Federal ~itv9J'f"lmen!t. :t~E!· N3~ ~t~ ff· ••••• 
identifies, characterizes, and orchestrates national responses 
to foreign political and military developments. A common 
approach is crisis management, and a response option component 
is frequently military power projection, e.g., AWACS (airborne 
radar, communications, and command-control aircraft) deployment, 
aircraft carrier repositioning, military shows of force or 
combined exercising with friendly forces abroad. The decision 
to deploy, and eventually to employ SOF, in situations such as 
terrorism or in support of "freedom fighters" or friendly 
government counter-insurgent forces, typically results from 
crisis response decision-making. It only infrequently flows 
from on-going, detailed threat or opportunity evaluation within 
long range planning. 

If SOF are now viewed as convenient", low visibility, limited 
force firemen for terrorism and other irksome situations, it is 
due at least in part to a lack of knowledge and experience at 
national levels in alternate and earlier SOF uses with potential 
for higher payoffs, i.e., deterrence or exploitation of 
political-military opportunities. It is also due to the 
willingness of the SOF community to do any available work in 
order to "save" the limited force structure--presumably for the 
doctrinal employment that will eventually be directed. Thus, 
counter-terror, other forms of direct action (U.S. unilateral 
raids or rescues), and slices of conventional force work 
(Grenada, military training teams for infantry weapons and 
tactics, intelligence collection in remote or contested areas) 
have become the principal peacetime operational tasks requested 
by the CINCs and directed by the National Command Authority.3D 

This turn of events is as recent as the end of the Vietnam 
conflict, and is in part a result. The traditional main role of 
joint special operations forces, particularly the Green Berets 
and SEALs, 1s that of conducting unconventional warfare, or 

-training friendly forces in its interrelated 
components--guerrilla operations, evasion and escape, sabotage, 
subversion • 

. SOF were not turned loose in North Vietnam; much of their 
activities were involved in patrolling and collecting 
intelligence in other hostile or contested areas, and blocking 
or interdicting Viet Cong and North Vietnamese force movements. 
They did have ample opportunity to train South Vietnamese 
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counterpart forces and trib,~ ~eo~~e: a~~ t~ ~pet~te ~~he'frly 
against the enemy throughout· m~~h bf·Tn~ocnlna. However, the 
suboptimization, and the frictions with U.S. conventional forces 
and commanders that 'resulted, produced a national military view 
that SOF had to be carefully controlled and placed in support of 
major conventional forces. This view, combined with the 
inarguable combat skills and clandestine operating capabilities 
of SOF led to the assignment of tasks and gradual manipulation 
of previous policy and doctrine in a manner that "generalized" 
the employment regime. This diluted the previous specialization 
of the forces for area specific and culturally sensitive 
autonomous operations of long duration. The set of roles that 
developed, as much by politics and accretion as by design, is 
represented in Figure 3. 

In comparison to most conventional (and all nuclear) forces, 
SOF have a very high peacetime--or cold war, low intensity 
conflict, violent peace, subbelligerent, pre-hostilities, etc., 
etc.--utilization, due to their conduct of foreign force 
training, counterpart exercising, and unique war preparation 
activities (such as practicing to locate and work with 
indigenous forces, in their language and with their weapons, and 
those of the assumed enemy). The human-intensive nature of 
their capabilities to train, organize or target groups of 
foreigners, can make their employment a rather direct extension 
of American politics, and many believe SOF are consequently best 
treated as a national level asset, especially prior to any 
declaration of hostilities. If, in fact, the training of 
guerrillas or counterguerrillas is conducted, or terrorists are 
engaged, than SOF are a form of expression of national political 
will, which may begin secretly and end with wide international 
visibility. This argues for carefully chosen, high priority 
missions, which are preceded by cautious planning of tasks and 
targets, and a gOOd assessment of the costs, risks, and 
benefits--of success or failure. 31 

.-The Question of appropriate use of unorthodox military 
forces is neither new nor trivial. The guerrilla, for example, 
is as old as the history of warfare; he evicted Napoleon from 
Spain and Portugal, and took all of China from an ally of the 
United States. All modern armies plan to mobilize or co-opt 
guerrilla forces, and to protect themselves and their rear 
support areas from hostile guerrilla activities. Although the 
United States' military history since colonial times shows 
almost continual experience with irregular warfare and 
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Figure 3: SOF Roles in the 1980's 
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paramilitary units, our socl~ti· t~qpi, '~~hdUt ~:dec~ai~d:;ar or 
unambiguously labelled host1~e·~gg~e~~~f: is uncomfortabl; with 
conflict in the shadows. One of our great former practitioners 
and writers on unconventional warfare, psychological operations 
and counterinsurgency offered this view on how the nation's 
leadership must judge and decide about "special warfare" as one 
foreign policy tool: 

There is and will be debate and wide difference 
of opinion concerning the emphasis which should 
be placed upon the allocation of manpower, train
ing time and resources to support special warfare. 
There can be no pat answer to such a problem. 
Emphasis is and must be a function of continuing 
estimates of those tasks which lend themselves to 
accomplishment by special warfare means. Such 
estimates cannot be military alone but, of 
necessity, must involve all pertinent political, 
economic, and psychological aspects of our national 
strategy.32 

It would appear that the predicate Question may be: exactly 
what is· the national strategy for complex issues such as low 
intensity conflict, competition with the Soviet Union in the 
Third World, or the nature and amount of support the United 
States should provide to other countries for the development or 
advanced training of their counterterrorist forces. It seems 
appropriate that the specific areas for SOF contributions to any 
strategy should be selected subsequent to its formulation. Too 
often, far too often, and with disastrous consequences, SOF 
tools have been used because they were available and could serve 
as a basis for rapid policy development. 

Military contingency and general war planners throughout DOD 
have to deal with major dilemmas in planning for SOF employment; 
the security assistance, counterterrorism and crisis response 
planners can at least assume the nationally directed 
availabilitf of operationally ready SOF units. The contingency 
planners for the unified commanders (CINCs) know that their 
stated and approved requirements for SOF units will be 
incompletely satisfied due to deficient force structure, 
equipment shortfalls (especially aircraft) and the expectation 
that the first CINC to fight will be hard to refuse, when he 
asks for a disproportionate share of the total SOF force 
structure. All the CINes plan to use SOF very early, usually 
first, in major combat scenarios for their theaters. The uses 
range from collecting strategic or tactical intelligence, to 
delaying/disrupting/d!~~t1ng ~pjQr ~~amv ~gmba~.fo~~es, and 
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destructlve deep attacks on: ~p~ci1tc:, h~t;h·.va~e. ~Ir~et-s.: :These 
include communications, leap~r~hi~.slru~'ur&sJ :a;~ d~f~s~: key 
transportation facility com~n~~t~, ~nd·a ranqe of very 
sensitive--and very difficult to locate--targets well behind 
enemy lines. It is 'practically self-evioent that SOF units have 
extraordinary training and planning burdens. The average SOF 
organization, in all the Services, is tasked for combat 
operations in 2 theaters and many countries therein, and is 
expected to possess the requisite languages and foreign area 
sensitivities. 

There is a line of reasoning among national security 
policy--makers which sees SOF as especially well trained and 
equipped for a wide range of politically cnarged assignments in 
the Third World, and for counterterrorism in particular. This 
has bred a curious "general" reliance on a nominally 
"specialist" (again, unconventional warfare and foreign 
training) military force. Further, it has involved the Congress 
directly in preserving and expanding SOF force structure and 
equipment, often at the distress of the Services. The past 
seven years of rediscovery and "revitalization" of SOF, as a 
result of counterterrorism requirements and CINC warfighting 
deficiencies in deep penetration/disruption of potential 
enemies, have resulted in a 400% budget increase. The virtually 
constant open source and media coverage of Congress verses the 
Services verses DOD schemes to enhance the nation's SOF 
capabilities (read "budget," with little itructural analysis of 
doctrinal and conceptual relevance for furure employment) has 
had career SOF professionals cringing. Specialist should not be 
equated to elitist, and splashy press coverage of unique units 
is antithetical to secret, intensive and essential preparations 
for the full plate of missions assigned or anticipated. 

A number of policy analysts at the Rand Corporation have 
worked with the author on characterizing the contemporary 
national level expectations of SOF. One of them concludes that 
SOF is either a special support (wartime) asset that serves as a 
force multiplier, as in guerrilla development, or diversionary 
attacks; or as a versatile (non-war) device for achieving short 
term military, intelligence or occasionally diplomatic 
objectives in unforseen contingencies where there is 
insufficient time to mobilize more traditional/conventional 
efforts. The national level decision environment (for example 
at the NSC) probably makes some implicit SOF related assumptions 
and explicit calculations when seriously anticipating that the 
U.S. government will act in a situation of high priority. Early 
on, it would seem that no effective substitute capabilities (in 
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type, level and readine~! ~r~ ~o~sih,;~~ ~~ii~·ai ~va~jable, 
and that SOF is often a~~s:s.fi~.ch:.rao:Si el.ikoeo.fy:!O ~e:-ab~.e to 
achieve the designated employment (or show of force) objectives 
in the fastest, most effective or most complete manner. In any 
case, there should be a commitment within the Administration at 
least, to follow through, i.e., to exploit the use of SOF in the 
directed mission by other concurrent or sequential military and 
diplomatic measures. 33 

Special operations missions must be determined at 
the top national political level, as they are 
clearly political, and usually strategic. 
In the "gray area" nature of most conflicts 
today, conventional forces have minimum 
useful application. The objective of SOF use is 
to degrade or eliminate some specific advantage 
or capability of an adversary. Thus, SOF are 
appropriate where a military response is needed 
but where war is not desired: special operations 
are conducted, war is waged. 34 

VI. CONCLUSION 

The preceding analysis of the state of theory on military 
special operations reveals a wide range of opinions, a narrow 
area of convergence of views--on descriptive, tactical and 
technical aspects--and a glimpse of consensus as to the 
essentials of an operational philosophy. 

It is instructive and mildly surprising that SOF ~ 
_ practitioners (whose composition and character have changed 

significantly over the past 15 years) are disturbed over 
misunderstanding and misutilization by national level taskers. 
Yet they have been unable or unmotivated to produce a 
comprehensive statement of theory, joint doctrine, or philosophy 
for special operations. The elements of experience, 
professional knowledge and ability to articulate are still 
widely available in the community, but factors such as perceived 
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reactions of conventiona::sL~e:~o:s ~~d.~s~lai~Q ~r~as: ~f auite 
satisfied operators have.~i~it~~ep a~~in~t ~u~~ a~ ~nd~~taking. 
Additionally, the propor~Ioff·o~ c~e~t ~a~it!on~r~·in SOF 
units is lower than in the past, and daily operational and 
training concerns leave little time for unofficial research, 
analysis and comprehensive formulations. 

According to the senior serving jOint special operations 
officer, the operators and their capabilities are often misused, 
due to a lack of understanding by tasking authorities. This has 
certainly been exacerbated in the past by setretive and arrogant 
attitudes of some SOF personnel, (who nonetheless were, and are, 
self-sacrificing to a rare degree, and intensely committed to 
their mission). Wartime roles and basic concepts of employment 
are generally understood, within and outside of the SOF 
community, and even outside of the military. However, peacetime 
uses are much more complicated, ana more political-military than 
military. Areas such as counterterrorism are intertwined with 
other national response elements, and thus have very different 
concepts for operations. In overseas security assistance or 
collective security roles, SOF activities must be integrated 
with the efforts of the U.S. country team and with the host 
nations' programs and priorities. Finally, the JCS should 
provide the primary advice and recommendations on all national 
military responses, including SOF, which has attracted many 
others who would act as advisors to national leaders. 35 

The letters and interviews with practitioners, analysts and 
others revealed some common beliefs~ attitudes and concepts, to 
be sure. But the variations in opinion, and thinness of 
discussion in certain areas (such as military civic action, USAF 
SOF low technology foreign assistance or advisory roles, and 
appropriateness of covert and/or intelligence operations) 
indicate the need for further research and interviews. 

Summary.assessments, offered by some respondents after 
replying to the 9 Questions, ranged from views of the special 

-operator as a guerrilla and perpetrator of dirty (but nationally 
necessary) tricks on adversaries of the United States, to a 
military-political-diplomatic Rennaissance man (or woman) who 
could carry the day in most pre-hostilities or low intensity 
conflict challenges. The truth, or the optimum style of 
employment, may lie between these views; it may insteaa be found 
through a different type of analysis, or in another dimension of 
political-military theoretical constructs • 
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•• •• • •• • ••••••••••• A reader-sensitive ~~~ation:of:o,pi~ie~s:~o~ t~e:~lk of 
the interviews and lett,r:s:ls:oltered: in: (F:i~u:reS: 4 a~" 5), 
which follow. Figure 4·~re~~nts·t~~ ~~th~t's pro~essional 
understanding of the major categories of SOF non-war activity 
(the 6 uppercase column headings), with the most common and 
important (lower case) sub-categories that were reflected in the 
question responses and supplemental offerings of the 
interviewees. 

The terms are treated or defined in earlier sections of the 
paper or are familiar to diplomats and other non-military 
officials in national security policy and operations. An 
exception may be "special activities," which refers to very 
sensitive tasks of an intelligence nature, or to Presidentially 
authorized, specific covert activities. Certain forms of 
military deception could also be represented here. Finally, the 
most bothersome term is "low intensity conflict," which 
continues to bedevil the military departments, DOD, state and 
the informed public with its inclusive, ambiguous nature. Its 
use here merely refers to non-war conflict, including armed 
hostilities, that are limited in objectives, geography, 
weaponry, forces and frequency of (small unit) combat. It also 
comprehends psychological and political conflict. 

Figure 5 is the creation of Colonel Dallas Cox, U.S. Army, 
when he was the Deputy Director of the Joint Special Operations 
Agency in the Pentagon. It is a thoughtful and useful 
suggestion on how national security practitioners and political 
authorities might view the complex relationships between 
political, diplomatic, military, legal and public realms at 
different intensities of political-military (or 
military-political) competition and conflict. It serves as a 
good graphic representation of parallel or closely sequenced 
major considerations for national decision-makers, and offers a 
comprehensive framework within which to place the use of SOF. 
Most intervi;wees responded favorably to this concept when they 
stuaied it, after their interviews. 

This paper and the research that preceded are preliminary 
and necessary steps to further work by the author and others to 
facilitate, within the special operations community and its 
associates, the thinking, writing, and active dialogue that can 
produce an operational philosophy for the employment of SOF. 
Such a philosophy must be comprehensive but clear, internally 
consistent, rational and relatively brief in written 
expression. It is conceived as a welcome, useful guide, or 
decision making aid, to national level security policy makers 
and tasking authorities. At this juncture, a pattern for 

•• ••• • • • •• • • • • ••• • ••• •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ••• • • • • • • • •• • •• • • • • • • • •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •• ••• • ••• • • • •• • • • • •• •• 
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further interviews, res~a1~h, :wltti~~:an~ ct~t~ca~:re~i€wing of 
drafts has been establisl"lejj~· fOr ·~lJ~ut·A y~af more ·OT' ·work. The 
need is acknowledged at all levels by people concerned with SOF, 
and the effort will'remain unofficial and unclassified, to . 
insure wide availability and constructive, continuing 
criticism. A preliminary draft operational philosophy should be 
available in five months . 
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JOINT U.S. SPECIAL OPERATIONS FORCES (JSOF) OPERATIONAL 
PHILOSOPHY: 

A clear and logical statement of the most central beliefs, 
attitudes, and concepts of special operations practitioners for 
the employment of their core capabilities in military or 
political-military roles (as nationally directed). 

INTERVIEW GROUND RULES AND ASSUMPTIONS OF THE PROJECT: 

1. A tape recorder will normally be used, unless the 
interviewee objects. 

2. Only unclassified discussion will be attributed, quoted or 
paraphrased, with permission of the interviewee. 

3. JSOF Operational Philosophy is assumed to be quite different 
in substance from "policy, doctrine, strategy or tactics," 
although interrelationships exist. 

4. Non-violent JSOF applications are included in a complete 
operational philosophy, e.g., military civic action, foreign 
military forces training, demonstrations/presence, security 
assistance implementation, humanitarian/disaster relief 
operations, intelligence collection. . 

5. A pre-interview or follow-up (unclassified) written 
statement of the interviewee's essential idea of a JSOF 
OperatiGnal Philosophy is solicited -- along with permission 
to quote/paraphrase. 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: 

1. In today's world, what do you see as the principal 
nationally directed or CINC directed roles or missions for 
JSOF? 

2. In your view, are these roles or missions t.t'Je .tradi tional . ~ ••• • • • •• •• • • ••• • ones? • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ••• • • • • • • • • • • .. • •• • •• • • .. • • • • •• .. • • • • • • • • • • .. • • • • • • • • • • ••• •• •• ••• • ••• • •• •• • 
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3. What are the NE~ or contemporary JSOF roles or missions, as 
you understand them? 

4. Do you believe there is a useful, practical distinction 
between conventional and special military operations? If 
so, how would you express the difference(s)? 

5. Do you have in mind certain military, or political-military, 
operations or activities that are more appropriately 
conducted by JSOF than by any other military forces? 

6. Do you, or SOF practitioners you know personally, have 
readily identifiable beliefs or attitudes about the 
employment of SOF? 

7. Can you briefly list the 4 or 5 chief distinguishing 
characteristics of JSOF, as they appear to you? 

8. What characteristics would have to be present in an overseas 
military or political-military situation, either violent or 
non-violent, for you to conclude that the use of JSOF should 
be directed? 

9. Can you explain for me your current idea of an operational 
philosophy for the employment of JSOF in military or 
political-military roles or missions? 
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