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M
CDP 1 is convincing 
and, on the surface, 
makes complete sense, 
but is it the right doc-

trine for the Marine Corps in the 21st 
century? Our doctrine, Warfighting, has 
transcended the generally recognized 
purpose of standard military doctrine 
and no longer provides a useful guide 
to Marine Corps operations in the 21st 
century. Since its original publication 
in 1989, MCDP 1, then known as Fleet 
Marine Force Manual (FMFM 1), has 
been elevated beyond the bounds of 
even an organizational philosophy and 
has instead become more akin to a ser-

vice orthodoxy.3 MCDP 1 has become 
an unquestionable dogma that Marines 
reference in a way similar to that of holy 
writ such as the Bible or On War—gen-
erally quoted out of context and only 
used when it provides ammunition to 
support one’s argument. There is none-
theless much to love about MCDP 1. 
Indeed, it is probably the most effec-
tive military doctrinal publication since 
the Wehrmacht’s Truppenfuhrung. The 
proof is in the pudding—it has survived 
(largely) unrevised for nearly 35 years 
and counting, the vast majority of which 
the Marine Corps has been engaged in 
combat operations. This brings up a 

fundamental and crucial question, how-
ever. What evidence is there—since the 
1989 publication of FMFM 1, Warfight-
ing—that demonstrates the efficacy of the 
fundamental doctrine? This article does 
not purport to argue that all of MCDP 
1 is flawed; however, it does suggest that 
some of the fundamental parts of the 
doctrine have yet to be proven effective 
and, indeed, may actually have been 
detrimental to the overall operational 
and strategic objectives of the wars of 
the past 30 years. The Marine Corps 
must revise key elements of MCDP 1 to 
better posture the Service for operations 
in the 21st century.  

Doctrine
The most essential issue around our 

doctrine remains the tension between 
the overall purpose of military doc-
trine: the aspirational versus the prac-
tical. Despite nearly 35 years since its 
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introduction, MCDP 1 remains mostly 
aspirational with little evidence to sup-
port some of the basic contentions in 
the publication. This is corrosive to 
discipline, creates an institutional say-
do gap, and degrades trust throughout 
the Service. Although the literature on 
the purposes, development, and utility 
of military doctrine is voluminous and 
often contradictory, there is nonetheless 
utility in describing exactly what this 
article means when it refers to the Ma-
rine Corps’ doctrine. The term doctrine 
is a generally problematic one. Because 
of the many possible definitions, the 
word often “means whatever its expo-
nent likes.”4 In the Marine Corps, the 
commonly accepted understanding of 
doctrine is that it represents a collec-
tion of best practices and broad guide-
lines—that may or may not be followed, 
depending on the situation.5 In contrast, 
the most generally accepted definition of 
military doctrine is Barry Posen’s sug-
gestion that doctrine describes “what 
means shall be employed and how shall 
they be employed … Military doctrine 
includes the preferred mode of a group 
of services, a single service, or subser-
vice for fighting wars.”6 MCDP 1, our 
foundational doctrinal publication, fits 
in neither of these definitions. It is not 
clearly understood as a collection of best 
practices, nor does it clearly articulate 
a description of Posen’s what and how. 
Gen Alfred M. Gray, the original propo-
nent of Warfighting, refers to it as both 
a philosophy and a doctrine. Funda-
mentally, if MCDP 1 is doctrine, then it 
codifies the aforementioned what means 
paired with a clear description of how 
the Service intends to actually employ 
them. Alternately, if MCDP 1 is a phi-
losophy, it merely describes “basic beliefs, 
concepts, and attitudes of an individual 
or group.”7 Which of these is MCDP 
1? The Marine Corps is confused on 
this topic.  

Although we name the publication as 
Marine Corps Doctrinal Publication 1, it 
is unclear as to whether it actually meets 
the basic definitional requirements to be 
a military doctrine at all. On its face, 
this is a semantic argument; however, 
in fact, this is a key distinction. As a 
philosophy—a broad, aspirational guide 
for behavior that we should all strive to 

meet (but probably never can)—MCDP 
1 provides an excellent guide for Ma-
rines (akin to the “golden rule,” or “first, 
do no harm”). As a doctrine, a docu-
ment that articulates how the Marine 
Corps intends to fight, MCDP 1 has 
significant flaws. This article assumes 
that MCDP 1 is an accurate representa-
tion of the manner in which the Ma-
rine Corps believes it actually intends to 
fight, as opposed to general normative 
statements about warfare. In this case, 
MCDP 1 must be re-examined for the 
21st century; indeed, Gen Charles C. 
Krulak wrote on page one of the 1997 
version of MCDP 1 that “military doc-
trine cannot be allowed to stagnate … 
[it] must continue to evolve based on 
growing experience, advancements in 
theory, and the changing face of war 
itself.”8 It has been more than twenty 
years since the Marine Corps addressed 
significant portions of our primary doc-
trine in any meaningful way. There are 
several flaws we must engage in order to 
ensure it remains up-to-date and useful 
to the 21st century Marine Corps.  

Systemic Collapse
First, the most basic foundational 

underpinning of MCDP 1, Warfight-
ing, as a separate way of warfighting has 
proven suspect. Our doctrine is founded 
on the idea that our primary objective 
must be to “penetrate the enemy sys-
tem and tear it apart … shatter[ing] his 
cohesion.”9 In the 30-plus years since 
the development of this doctrine, there 
are scant examples that show success 
in this sort of systemic destruction—
despite the fact that the Marine Corps 
has been involved in combat for at least 
25 of these years! Indeed, if combat is 
the ultimate test of our maneuver war-
fare doctrine, then we should be able 
to point to multiple occasions where 
the enemy’s will was shattered; he was 
defeated by seeing his “system” broken 
into “noncooperative centers of grav-
ity,”10 and the Marine Corps won the 
day (either as a part of or as the entire 
friendly force). 

There are few straightforward ex-
amples of this sort of penetration and 
subsequent shattering of the enemy’s 
system from the combat operations of 
the last 30 years. When challenged to 

produce one, many Marines point to 
the success of I MEF during Operation 
DESERT STORM. It is true that I MEF 
penetrated the Iraqi minefields and sub-
sequently forced Iraqi retreat and mass 
surrender. This is a fair argument; al-
though, the I MEF frontal attack only 
really fits our doctrinal definition of 
maneuver warfare if one does the mental 
gymnastics required in order to associ-
ate a direct frontal attack with the idea 
of seeking out an enemy “gap.” Beyond 
this, however, the penetration was not 
their mission! Indeed, in this example, 
our doctrine actually worked contrary 
to the overall operational plan, which 
intended I MEF to fix the Iraqi Army 
force in order to enable 3d Army to 
conduct a “left hook” to encircle the 
majority of the Iraqi Army. By follow-
ing our doctrine, I MEF actually oper-
ated at cross-purposes to the Joint Force 
Commander’s operational approach.11

Others may offer the example of Op-
eration IRAQI FREEDOM I as a clear case 
of penetration into the enemy system 
followed by the disintegration of the 
Iraqi Army as a viable enemy fighting 
force. Perhaps. It is completely accurate 
to say that the speed and violence of 1st 
MarDiv’s advance was disruptive to the 
Iraqi system. It is also accurate to say 
that the Marine and Army elements 
penetrated the enemy system, caused it 
to break down, and then it subsequently 
reformed itself into a warfighting system 
far more resilient and effective against 
U.S. conventional forces.12 The disrup-
tion of the Iraqi system did not shatter 
the enemy system’s cohesion, and thus 
eliminate his ability to resist, but in-
stead created a more difficult problem 
than had we taken an attrition-based 
approach—killing or capturing the pre-
ponderance of Iraqi Army and Fedayeen 
Saddam forces. The crucial question 
these examples bring up is if shattering 
the enemy system is legitimate as the 
primary objective at all. Since armies 
are human systems and are thus com-
plex, interactive, and nonlinear, it is the 
height of hubris to believe that war plan-
ners will be able to forecast the effects of 
our actions to disrupt the system with 
any degree of accuracy.13 By creating 
a doctrine where we deliberately focus 
on systemic disruption as the ultimate 
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goal, it is possible that the Marine Corps 
has placed its leaders and planners in an 
impossible situation, where they attempt 
to disrupt complex enemy systems, and 
in doing so created an endless spiral of 
more complex problem sets. Systemic 
disruption cannot be the end in and 
of itself; despite the guidance found in 
MCDP 1, this is simply a way to achieve 
specific conditions.

Mission Tactics

The second flaw in MCDP 1 the Ma‑
rine Corps must address is our notion 
of mission tactics.14 Although this war‑ 
fighting methodology has extraordinary 
merit—indeed, it was perhaps the most 
essential quality of the World War I 
Imperial German Army and World War 
II Wehrmacht’s “fighting power”—it was 
a product of a unique national culture, 
military culture, and technological 
era.15 The essential point of the German 
auftragstaktik model was that “subor‑
dinates could be implicitly trusted to 
execute missions without oversight … 
precisely because their superiors could 
count on them to interpret situations 
in a predictable manner.”16 The U.S. 
military has lionized the decentralized 
action and broad capabilities of Ger‑
man forces in the major 20th century 
conflicts since [at least] the late 1970s 
“intellectual reawakening” that mani‑
fested the so‑called “maneuverists,” yet 
rarely have we addressed the difficulty 
and general inability of our culture to 
integrate the concept of auftragstaktik 
wholesale. Nationally, American cul‑
ture may simply not support the idea 
of mission tactics. Since militaries are 
necessarily products of their larger so‑
ciety, the basic culture of that society 
will also be a part of its military.17 This 
may fundamentally be a problem for the 
Marine Corps. Indeed, despite a per‑
ceived love of individualism, American 
society also manifests many qualities 
that are antithetical to the employment 
of mission tactics such as risk aversion, 
centralization, and lack of trust.18

The institutional Marine Corps also 
has a number of cultural characteristics 
that prevent the wholesale importa‑
tion of mission tactics. Compared to 
the originators of the concept, we are 
overly hierarchical, bureaucratic, and 

resistant to developing cohesive ele‑
ments through deliberate manpower 
management strategies. Indeed, since 
the inception of Warfighting, we have 
increased the bureaucratic complexity of 
our force instead of flattening the orga‑
nization to improve speed of execution 
and command as our doctrine suggests 
would be necessary.19 To continue to 
support this vast bureaucracy, we re‑
main wedded to a Weberian manpower 
management design that prizes central‑
ized control and efficiency instead of 
shared understanding throughout the 
chain of command and trust between 
seniors and subordinates. As an illus‑
tration of the contrast, soldiers of the 
inter‑war German Army spent ten years 
or more in the same unit—all of this 
time developing relationships with their 
seniors and subordinates (the victorious 
Allies imposed a twelve‑year term of 
service on the Weimar Republic Armed 

Forces as a part of the Treaty of Ver‑
sailles; this was largely responsible for 
many of the manpower policies that 
helped create the Wehrmacht).20 The ef‑
fect of this relationship building was to 
develop implicit trust and understand‑
ing throughout the force, leading to a 
fundamental assumption that “subor‑
dinate units possessed more accurate 
local knowledge than headquarters 
and would therefore be better able to 
adapt to changing circumstances and 
demonstrate the appropriate creativity 
and initiative.”21 Today’s Marine Corps 
certainly espouses this idea: MCDP 1, 
the Commandant’s Planning Guidance, 
and literally hundreds of other Service 
orders and directives, all claim that the 
Service will act using mission tactics 
and trust small unit leaders. The reality, 
however, appears to be the opposite, as 
evinced by the constant calls for de‑

centralization, authority, and trust at 
the small unit level that one can find 
scattered throughout Service journals 
and military websites.22

Finally, technology has a crucial part 
to play in the discussion regarding the 
efficacy of mission command. In the 
modern world, where wireless commu‑
nications and computer technologies 
enable the collection, transmission, 
and analysis of massive amounts of 
information, instant, ubiquitous, and 
constant communication is the norm. 
Notwithstanding leaders’ attempts to 
close the lid on this particular Pandora’s 
Box, it is nonetheless true that modern 
war, like modern life, is sure to have far 
more data and communications than 
we have ever seen before. One of the 
fundamental reasons for the employ‑
ment of mission tactics as a command 
style is to minimize the requirement for 
constant instruction from higher head‑
quarters—originally designed this way 
because constant instruction was impos-
sible. Dispersed, decentralized units had 
to make their own decisions because 
there was no way to ask for guidance in 
a timely manner. This is no longer the 
case; worse, although many thinkers 
are forecasting that modern commu‑
nications will be unusable in a major 
war, the society we live in has inculcated 
young men and women with an expec‑
tation of constant connection. It is pure 
fantasy to believe that we will be able to 
break our young Marines and Sailors of 
a literal lifetime of training with con‑
nected devices to instead execute mis‑
sion tactics with no communications. It 
is also pure fantasy to assume that our 
headquarters and leaders will have the 
self‑discipline to avoid abusing these 
constant communications and will in‑
stead execute Wehrmacht‑style mission 
tactics. We need to think more deeply 
than that. Modeling the 21st century 
Marine Corps’ command and control 
(C2) doctrine off the Germans in 1940 
is analogous to the soldiers of World 
War I employing Civil War style battle‑
field tactics. Indeed, in many ways, our 
thinking on C2 technology resembles 
nothing so much as the Royal Navy 
before World War II. Despite ample 
evidence to the contrary, the Royal 
Navy resisted outfitting their ships with 
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wireless radios.23 (All Royal Navy ships 
would not have voice radio transmission 
capability until the 1940s!) In hind-
sight, this was an obvious mistake; the 
Marine Corps should do everything we 
can to avoid this same mistake and in-
stead deliberately integrate and adopt 
appropriate technologies to develop a 
new, 21st century style system of C2. 
Although this will clearly have associ-
ated risks, it is nonetheless necessary to 
recognize reality. Instead of attempting 
to import a command style that is no 
longer a fit for either the current era 
or our national and Service cultures, 
we must design a new one that better 
captures the reality of life in the 21st 
century. This article does not purport to 
suggest that mission tactics is anything 
less than the most effective method 
for creating success on the battlefield. 
It does, however, claim that modern 
Marine Corps and American cultures 
will not allow for the implementation of 
mission tactics properly; if we continue 
to pretend otherwise, the Service will 
create an insurmountable say-do gap 
between our doctrine and our actual 
warfighting methodology.

What is to be Done?

The idea of systemic collapse, al-
though difficult to measure and per-
haps even harder for Marines to truly 

understand, must be returned to its 
proper place as one of many options 
for battlefield victory. Collapsing the en-
emy system is not inherently the wrong 
objective, but we must return it to the 
broad pantheon of what joint doctrine 
now refers to as “defeat mechanisms.”24

When written, MCDP 1 (and the so-
called “maneuverists” who informed its 
development) created a false dichotomy 
between maneuver and attrition. This 
false dichotomy suggests that the only 
objective in any battle or Marine Corps 
action should be systemic collapse, as 
the only other option is World War 
I-style attrition.25 (Although MCDP 
1 is clear that maneuver and attrition 
exist on a spectrum, this is not well 
understood or even thought through 
by most Marines.) Systemic collapse is 
clearly an option, but it is only one of 
many. Our leaders and planners must 
be exceptionally wary of using it as a 
dogmatic solution for the desired end 
state. We must be able to recognize that 
there are times when short-term collapse 
of the enemy system is absolutely the 
wrong answer. Our doctrine must make 
clear that there are other options—de-
feat and competition mechanisms, to 
use the parlance of the joint force. We 
must revise our doctrine to emphasize 
and encourage more nuanced thinking 
in this regard; although the Germans 

were successful when they pushed into 
France in 1940, to use this as a model 
for all Marine Corps actions, every-
where and all the time, suggests that 
we do not understand the breadth and 
complexity of military operations in the 
21st century.

We must also revise our thinking on 
mission tactics and all the intellectual 
baggage that comes along with this 
term. First, the contrast between what 
MCDP 1 states and the micromanage-
ment that most Marines experience on a 
daily basis creates a massive say-do gap 
that undermines leadership and creates 
an enormous amount of disillusionment 
throughout the force. Second, this is a 
rearward looking doctrine. This article 
does not suggest that the basic ideas 
of decentralization, commander’s in-
tent, and execution based on intent are 
wrong—far from it! However, our cur-
rent model attempts to import wholesale 
the idea of auftragstaktik, developed in a 
particular cultural milieu and shaped by 
the searing experience of Europe’s cata-
clysmic wars. We must be better. We 
must develop C2 doctrine specific to our 
time, place, technology, and culture that 
integrates the best of the mission tactics 
model while simultaneously recogniz-
ing the realities of the cultural, societal, 
and technological changes that continue 
to shape the 21st century. Right now, 
we are pretending that the force is able 
to execute the C2 model of the 1942 
Wehrmacht while actually executing a 
bastardized version of the C2 that grew 
organically from experiences in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. We must look forward 
and develop a model that works for the 
Marine Corps of the 21st century—not 
the Wehrmacht of 1940 or the Marine 
Corps of 1997.

Conclusion

MCDP 1, Warfighting, is one of the 
most successful doctrines ever published 
by a military organization. Indeed, it 
has survived, essentially untouched, for 
more than 30 years. Nonetheless, there 
is a basic incoherence to some of the 
points found within it, and this leads to 
an institutional say-do gap that promis-
es to continue to induce frustration and 
disappointment throughout the force. 
The time for revision of our doctrine is 

The Corps must integrate appropriate 21st century C2 technologies while exercising disci-
pline in the employment of these technologies. (Photo by LCpl Tyler Andersen.)
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now. There is no need to throw the baby 
out with the bathwater, but we must 
change or add to the concepts discussed 
above. The concept of systemic disrup-
tion, although convincing, has seen very 
little evidence to support it since MCDP 
1 codified it as the Marine Corps way of 
warfighting. Indeed, it may be that the 
concept is akin to the basic ideology of 
Marxism: it is extraordinarily convinc-
ing in its written form, it makes great 
sense to most readers, and it seems like 
it ought to work. Yet, when challenged to 
provide clear evidence that support it, 
proponents either cite examples that do 
not really show success or explain that it 
simply has not been properly executed 
yet. The Marine Corps has conducted 
some form of combat operations in at 
least 25 of the 31 years since MCDP 1’s 
inception as the Marine Corps’ doc-
trine; should we not be able to point 
to at least one obvious example where 
systemic collapse completely won the 
day? In addition to this, the idea of mis-
sion tactics in the modern world—small 
units operating on their own, executing 
based solely on commander’s intent—is 
simply not realistic. American culture 
does not allow for it, the Marine Corps 
Service culture destroys the idea of mis-
sion tactics on a daily basis, and mod-
ern technology ultimately will probably 
render it irrelevant. We must develop 
a doctrine that looks forward, not one 
that pretends to execute a command 
style that was only effective given a 
very specific, contingent, milieu. As 
the Commandant moves aggressively 
forward with massive changes to the 
Marine Corps, to include changing the 
basic mission of the Corps to one of 
sea denial, we must develop a forward-
thinking doctrine. It must move beyond 
aspirational platitudes that we cannot 
actually make work and instead it has to 
provide a realistic guide for the way we 
actually intend to fight and win future 
wars.
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