
Three Levels of War

Modern military theory divides war into strategic, operational, and
tactical levels.1 Although this division has its basis in the Napoleonic
Wars and the American Civil War, modern theory regarding these
three levels was formulated by the Prussians following the
Franco-Prussian War. It has been most thoroughly developed by the
Soviets.2 In American military circles, the division of war into three
levels has been gaining prominence since its 1982 introduction in
Army Field Manual (FM) 100-5, Operations.3 The three levels allow
causes and effects of all forms of war and conflict to be better
understood—despite their growing complexity.4 To understand
modern theories of war and conflict and to prosecute them
successfully, the military professional must thoroughly understand
the three levels, especially the operational level, and how they are
interrelated.

The boundaries of the levels of war and conflict tend to blur and do
not necessarily correspond to levels of command. Nevertheless, in the
American system, the strategic level is usually the concern of the National
Command Authorities (NCA) and the highest military commanders, the
operational level is usually the concern of theater commands, and the
tactical level is usually the focus of subtheater commands.

Each level is concerned with planning (making strategy), which
involves analyzing the situation, estimating friendly and enemy
capabilities and limitations, and devising possible courses of action.
Corresponding to the strategic, operational, and tactical levels of war and
conflict are national (grand) strategy with its national military strategy
subcomponent, operational strategy, and battlefield strategy (tactics).

Each level also is concerned with implementing strategy, which
must be reevaluated constantly (and usually on the basis of
incomplete information) because warfare is dynamic. Therefore, a
key to success in war and other conflicts is the ability to adapt rapidly
to the changing situation and to exploit transient opportunities rather
than strictly adhering to a predetermined course of action. The ability
to adapt and exploit requires extraordinary judgment, a “feel” for the
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situation and knowing what to do and how to do it. Exercise of this
judgment is the art of war at each level.

Strategic Level

The strategic level focuses on defining and supporting national
policy and relates directly to the outcome of a war or other conflict
as a whole. Usually, modern wars and conflicts are won or lost at this
level rather than at the operational or tactical levels.5 The strategic
level applies to all forms of war and conflict from military activities
short of war through insurgent, conventional, and nuclear warfare.
This level involves a strategic concept, plans for preparing all national
instruments of power for war or conflict, practical guidance for
preparing the armed forces, and leadership of the armed forces to
achieve strategic objectives. Determining US national security
strategy is the responsibility of the NCA. The armed forces contribute
through the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, especially to the
military component of the national security strategy.6

In the American experience, the strategic level usually has been
concerned with the destruction, or threatened destruction, of the
enemy’s essential war-sustaining capabilities to the point the
opponent no longer has the ability or will to wage war. Now, however,
the strategic level has been expanded to include direct and indirect
applications of the US military and other national resources in
operations short of war. Such applications include support for
insurgencies and counterinsurgencies, combating terrorism,
peacekeeping operations, and some contingency operations to
achieve national objectives.

To impose one nation’s will on another, susceptible enemy centers
of gravity should be attacked; and, of course, one’s own centers of
gravity should be protected. According to Clausewitz, a center of
gravity is “the hub of all power and movement, on which everything
depends.” Historically, the “central feature of the enemy’s power” has
been the greatest concentration of his combat forces.7 Since war has
widened to include much more than armies in the field, contemporary
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use of the term includes the enemy’s economy and industrial
capability to wage war, will (governmental and popular), and
alliances.8 For example, in insurgent warfare or terrorism, armed
forces often are not a center of gravity. The probable winner in an
insurgency is the side that mobilizes and maintains popular support
because the center of gravity of both government and insurgent forces
is usually the population and its social order.9

National security strategy should integrate the political, economic,
informational, and military instruments of power. Clearly, military
force can be detrimental or inappropriate to some objectives,
especially if the force employed is perceived to be disproportionate
to the objective or to be morally repugnant. When the use of the
military instrument is appropriate, the enemy should be identified,
objectives stipulated, forces and supporting resources allocated, and
restrictions and limitations delineated.10

National military strategy should be established by the NCA with
the advice and assistance of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
National military strategy translates policy objectives into strategic
military objectives that can be achieved by using military resources
and concepts (such as forward basing, forward deployment, and
collective security).11 This level also defines the area of a theater and
which commander has responsibility for that theater. These
authorities also can subdivide a theater into theaters of war (areas
within a theater directly involved in operations of war) and theaters
of operations (portions of a theater of war necessary for military
operations to achieve an assigned mission and for the support incident
to the operations). Depending on a conflict’s complexity and the
degree of guidance provided by the NCA, theater commanders may
need to develop theater military strategies to implement the national
military strategy.

The most crucial challenge for the military strategist lies in
understanding the character of the imminent or occurring conflict and
devising strategic military objectives that, once gained, will create the
conditions necessary to achieve the political purpose. To do this,
military strategy should include subordinate military objectives that
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will create the conditions necessary to achieve the strategic objectives
and thereby contribute to attaining political objectives. Thus, military
strategy should ensure a clear and logical connection between ends
and means.

In the post–World War II era, the most enduring military objectives
at the strategic level have been the development, deployment, and
employment of military forces to deter nuclear war, to deter other
attacks against the United States and its allies, and to contain militant
communism. There has been no lasting general consensus on how the
United States should respond to lesser crises and conflicts because
there has been no consensus on what other vital US interests are.12

Operational Level

The operational level is concerned with employing military forces
in a theater of war or theater of operations to obtain an advantage over
the enemy and thereby attain strategic military goals through the
design, organization, and conduct of campaigns and major
operations.13 In war, a campaign involves employment of military
forces in a series of related military operations to accomplish a
common objective in a given time and space. In activities short of
war, a campaign consists of a series of related military, economic, and
political operations to accomplish a common objective in a given time
and space. Commanders should design, orchestrate, and coordinate
operations and exploit tactical events to support overall campaign
objectives. Where and when to conduct a campaign is based on
objectives, the threat, and limitations imposed by geographical,
economic, and cultural environments, as well as the numbers and
types of military resources available.14

A principal task at the operational level is to identify and
concentrate operations against the enemy’s most susceptible centers
of gravity. As stated above, the enemy’s combat forces may be one
of the enemy’s centers of gravity, but this is not always the case,
especially in conflicts not characterized as war. The enemy’s will to
resist, political alliances, civil population, or other sources of power
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may be the targeted centers of gravity. In any case, wars and other
conflicts are likely to be lost if the enemy’s centers of gravity are
incorrectly identified or unsuccessfully attacked—or if one’s own
centers of gravity are not protected.15

Once the NCA has set national security strategy, including
national military strategy, the theater commander and subordinate
commanders design theater and subordinate military strategies. The
commander’s concept of operations should be a flexible approach to
objectives that accurately reflects friendly strength and enemy
weaknesses; that recognizes the operational environment; and that
uses timing, surprise, maneuver, and multiple approaches to create
advantages for forces operating at the tactical level. The concept of
operations should be flexible enough to exploit changes in the tactical
situation, but should visualize the final military disposition that will
result in achieving its objective. Operational art, therefore, is based
on intelligence, available resources and logistics, and command and
control including strategic coordination and deception.

Tactical Level

In the traditional sense, the various operations that make up a
campaign are themselves made up of maneuvers, engagements, and
battles. From this perspective, the tactical level translates potential
combat power into success in battles and engagements through
decisions and actions that create advantages when in contact with or
in proximity to the enemy. Tactics deal in the details of prosecuting
engagements and are extremely sensitive to the changing
environment of the battlefield.16 Thus, in nuclear and conventional
warfare, the focus of the tactical level is generally on military
objectives and combat. However, combat is not an end in itself; it is
the means to achieve goals set at the operational level.

In the complex world of insurgent warfare and activities short of
war, campaigns are made up of related political, economic, and
military efforts designed to achieve operational-level goals. Military
efforts in this environment may involve combat (as in some
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contingency operations) or may be nonlethal (as in military assistance
programs and foreign internal defense). When US forces are directly
engaged in combat, tactics and the tactical level function as just
described. When US forces are engaged in nonlethal forms of military
activities, the tactical-level focus is on noncombat functions. These
include logistics assistance, provision of training, and other forms of
assistance. In these cases, tactics deal with the details of implementing
assistance programs and are extremely sensitive to the total military,
political, and social environment in which the assistance is provided.

Conclusion

There is nothing sacred in the division of modern war and conflict
into three levels. The point is that modern war and conflict, because
of their ever-increasing complexity, are more than what occurs at the
battlefield, tactical level. The operational level bridges the gap
between the tactical and strategic levels. Thinking of war and conflict
as being divided into three levels is both a convenient concept when
planning and a practical necessity when executing.
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