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CHAPTER 1

F u n d a m e n t a l s  o f  LO W  I n t e n s i t y  C o n f l i c t

This chapter outlines the role of military operations in low intensity conflict (LIC). It
describes the environment of LIC and identifies imperatives which the military planner
must consider. It describes the four major LIC operational categories—support for
insurgences and counterinsurgencies; combatting terrorism; peacekeeping operations; and
peacetime contingency operations. It also provides general guidance for campaign
planning, and presents perspectives which are useful at the operational level. Subsequent
chapters address the four major operational categories in detail.

DEFINITION
Low intensity conflict is a political-military confrontation between contending states

or groups below conventional war and above the routine, peaceful competition among
states. It frequently involves protracted struggles of competing principles and ideologies.
Low intensity conflict ranges from subversion to the use of armed force. It is waged by a
combination of means, employing political, economic, informational, and military
instruments. Low intensity conflicts are often localized, generally in the Third World, but
contain regional and global security implications.

Nuclear parity, the dynamics of modern revolutionary warfare, and economic
interdependence have significantly reshaped the international arena over the last four
decades. In this environment, LIC poses complex challenges to US global interests.
Unfavorable outcomes of LIC may gradually isolate the United States, its allies, and its
global trading partners from each other and from the world community. Unfavorable
outcomes of LIC may also cause—

 • 
 • 
 • 

 • 

The loss of US access to strategic energy reserves and other natural resources.
The loss of US military basing, transit, and access rights.
The movement of US friends and allies to positions of accommodation with hostile
groups.
The gain of long-term advantages for US adversaries.

Conversely, successful LIC operations, consistent with
advance US international goals such as the growth of
and free market economies.
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US policy recognizes that indirect, rather than direct, applications of US military
power are the most appropriate and cost-effective ways to achieve national goals in a
LIC environment. The principal US military instrument in LIC is security assistance in
the form of training, equipment, services and combat support. When LIC threatens
friends and allies, the aim of security assistance is to ensure that their military
institutions can provide security for their citizens and government. (A discussion of the
role of security assistance in the context of overall foreign assistance and programs is at
Appendix A.)

The United States will also employ combat operations in exceptional circumstances
when it cannot protect its national interests by other means. When a US response is
called for, it must be in accordance with the principles of international and domestic law.
These principles affirm the inherent right of states to use force in individual or collective
self-defense against armed attack. (Appendix B provides an overview of the laws relevant
to military operations in LIC.)

UNDERSTANDING THE ENVIRONMENT
To confront the challenge of LIC effectively, the military planner must understand its

dynamics. He must put LIC dynamics into a historical context to understand how a
complex group of players manipulate the LIC environment to advance their interests.

LIC Dynamics
Chief among the dynamic forces that contribute to LIC are change, discontent,

poverty, violence, and instability. These interact to create an environment conducive to
LIC.

Change can cause great stress in a society and often produces discontent.
Governments or social systems must accommodate innovation or the sudden impact of
external social influences. They may not successfully incorporate these changes within
their traditional cultural value system. Addressing the problems posed by change requires
considerable time and resources. The impatience of key groups and limits on resources
make it difficult to respond fully to these problems.

When people sense injustice, they become discontented. Groups may form around
specific issues of discontent. People may support or join groups committed to achieving

1-2


	FOREWORD
	PREFACE
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	INTRODUCTION
	CHAPTER 1. Fundamentals of Low Intensity Conflict
	Definition
	Understanding the Environment
	Low Intensity Conflict Imperatives
	Operational Categories
	Operational Planning Considerations
	Essential Perspectives
	CHAPTER 2. Support for Insurgency and Counterinsurgency
	The Nature of Insurgency
	The Nature of Counterinsurgency
	US Role in Insurgency and Counterinsurgency
	US Military Support to Insurgency
	US Military Support to Counterinsurgency
	CHAPTER 3. Combatting Terrorism
	Definition and Environment
	The Threat
	Meeting the Threat
	Programs
	CHAPTER 4. Peacekeeping Operations
	Environment
	Principles
	Organization
	Force Composition
	Operations
	Administration
	Peacekeeping Versus Peacemaking
	CHAPTER 5. Peacetime Contingency Operations
	Principles
	Operational Planning Considerations
	Types of Operations
	APPENDIX A. Foreign Assistance in Low Intensity Conflict
	Organization
	US Foreign Assistance Programs
	APPENDIX B. The Law and Low Intensity Conflict
	International, US, and Host Nation Law
	War Powers Resolution
	Claims Administration
	Use of Chemical Herbicides and Riot Control Agents
	APPENDIX C. How to Analyze an Insurgency or Counterinsurgency
	Mission Analysis
	Nature of the Society
	Nature of the Insurgency
	Nature of the Government
	General Conclusions
	Courses of Action
	APPENDIX D. The Mass-Oriented Insurgency: How it Organizes, How to Counter it
	Structure
	Phases
	The Maoist Example: The Party
	Countering the Mass-Oriented Insurgency
	APPENDIX E. A Guide to Counterinsurgency Operations
	Government Objectives
	The Internal Defense and Development Concept
	Planning
	Internal Defense and Development Campaigns
	Development Planning
	Security Force Planning and Operations
	Effects of Special Environments
	Functional Areas
	APPENDIX F. How to Prepare an Area Handbook for Peacekeeping Operations
	Sample Outline
	GLOSSARY
	Acronyms and Abbreviations
	Terms and Definitions
	REFERENCES
	INDEX
	AUTHORIZATION LETTER



