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Table: A short outline of ‘war-winning approaches’ in the history of strategic thought

Concept When was it coined/origins Key ideas/assumptions Effects/criticisms
Area 
bombing/
strategic 
bombing

The e�ects of limited aerial 
bombardment during WW1 
led to the doctrine of ‘area 
bombing’ in WWII.

•	 Psychological/moral e�ects are key 
to military success – ‘breaking the 
enemy’s will’, rather than attrition 
warfare.

•	 City bombing demoralises the 
civilian population, which will turn 
against its own government.

•	 Psychological e�ects were 
not achieved; resolve of 
the population was often 
strengthened.

•	 The extent to which area 
bombing contributed to 
the allies’ victory in WWII is 
highly contested.

Network-
centric 
warfare/  
‘The 
Revolution 
in Military 
Affairs’

The success of US coalition 
forces in the 1991 Gulf War 
promoted the doctrine of 
network-centric warfare

•	 Advanced technology and 
networked into a system of systems 
is key to military success.

•	 Precision weapons will make wars 
shorter, ‘cleaner’ and easier to win.

•	 Success of 1991 Gulf War 
could not be repeated in 
other cases, especially 
Afghanistan and Iraq 2003.

•	 Technological optimism/
technology as key to military 
success is highly contested.

4th Generation 
Warfare

Coined in the 1980s, but 
became prominent after 
9/11 as a concept that could 
highlight the problems of 
network-centric warfare/
technological approaches 
to war

•	 - War has evolved in generations: 
1st generation war = massed 
�repower/Napoleonic wars; 2nd 
generation war = �repower/WWI; 
3rd generation war: manoeuvre 
warfare/WWII, 4th generation 
warfare: evolved from insurgency, 
using political, economic, social and 
military networks to break enemy 
leadership’s will/Hamas, Hezbollah, 
Al Qaeda.- Allowing ‘weaker’/
non-state opponents to exploit 
technological reliance/strengths of 
state opponents.

•	 Sequencing of war into 
generations is arti�cial: 
�repower, manoeuvre, 
insurgency, attempts to ‘break 
the enemy’s will to resist’ 
are not mutually exclusive 
and elements of each can be 
detected in most wars.

•	 4th generation war falsely 
claims that traditional state-
on-state warfare is a relic of 
the past

6th Generation 
Warfare

Concept coined by the 
Russian strategic thinker 
Vladimir Slipchenko, based 
on the US/NATO approach 
to the Kosovo war in 1999, 
which he described as the 
‘�rst 6 th generation war’.

•	 Sophisticated technology/
technological superiority are the 
key to winning wars. Overall the 
concept is very similar to the idea of 
Network-Centric Warfare.

•	 Criticised in Russia for 
overemphasising the role of 
technology in warfare.

Counter-
insurgency 
warfare

Counterinsurgency rose 
to prominence in the mid-
2000s as a concept that 
would help make wars like 
those in Afghanistan or Iraq 
more ‘winnable’ for the US

•	 In con�icts involving insurgency, 
technological superiority and 
conventional military force are 
not helpful and can even be 
counterproductive. Knowledge of 
local culture and history as well as 
the ‘winning of hearts and minds’ of 
the local population are of central 
importance.

•	 Overemphasis on 
counterinsurgency during 
the 2000s has decreased the 
US military’s ability to �ght 
manoeuvre wars.

•	 ‘Winning of hearts and minds’ 
is easier said than done.

Asymmetric 
warfare

Became a prominent 
concept in the aftermath of 
the 9/11 attacks to describe 
the approach used by Al 
Qaeda

•	 Asymmetric approaches allow 
weaker actors, such as Al 
Qaeda, to defeat opponents 
that are considerably stronger 
technologically and numerically.

•	 Asymmetry is nothing new, 
but is an age-old strategic 
tenet, going back to Sun Tzu 
the ancient-world Chinese 
strategist.

Hybrid warfare Coined in 2007, but rose to 
prominence after Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea to 
highlight the e�ectiveness 
of non-military means in 
addition to limited military 
force to achieve political 
objectives.

•	 The coordinated use of non-military 
and military means decreases 
the need for using overwhelming 
�repower/excessive military force

•	 The idea of hybrid warfare 
is not substantially di�erent 
from concepts such as 4th 
generation war.

•	 All wars are ‘hybrid’ to 
an extent and include 
instruments other than the 
use of actual military force 
(diplomacy, information, 
economic means)
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Appendices: papers prepared for 
the project by the international 
panel of experts
1.	 Tor Bukkvoll: Russia’s Special Operations Forces

2.	 Antulio Echevarria: Grey Zone Wars

3.	 Keir Giles: Russian Information Warfare

4.	 Sibylle Scheipers: ‘Hybrid warfare’ as an indirect approach

5.	 Rod Thornton: Russia and asymmetric warfare
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