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Ideas & Issues (Maneuver Warfare)

The Maneuverist Papers con-
tinue to promote a healthy 
and vigorous discourse about 
Marine Corps doctrine, us-

ing MCDP 1, Warfighting, as the cen-
tral point of departure. Written by 
the pseudonymous author “Marinus,” 
this series of articles has proven to be a 
valuable mechanism for discussing the 
current and future state of the Marine 
Corps.
	 Marinus’ latest contribution directly 
confronts Expeditionary Advanced Base 
Operations (EABO), contending that 
force design efforts that support EABO 
are over-preparing the Marine Corps for 
a single fight while hobbling the Marine 
Corps’ ability to conduct other mis-
sions. More fundamentally, Marinus 
argues that EABO is contradictory to 
maneuver warfare and is rooted in a 
faulty strategic framework, even sug-
gesting that EABO contradicts the 
nature of war itself.1
	 The value of this latest paper is that 
Marinus gives voice to concerns that 
have been raised by many other critics 
of EABO.2 That said, Marinus’ evalu-
ation of EABO is off the mark. Mari-
nus’ conclusions are not supported by a 
framing of EABO within the strategic 
context or the operational approaches 
that EABO endeavors to support. Ad-
ditionally, Marinus’ claims are hyper-
focused on maneuver warfare within 
the limited—albeit important—frame 
of tactical movement for tactical ad-
vantage. The criticisms of Marinus do 
not flow from maneuver warfare as a 
warfighting philosophy, the essential 
elements of which include: the prioriti-
zation of mental or moral defeat mecha-
nisms over physical defeat mechanisms; 

the exploitation of the element of time; 
a fundamental orientation on the enemy 
predicated on understanding him; and 
the employment of asymmetry.
	 More to the point: EABO is ma-
neuverist to the core. The goal of this 
article is to contextualize EABO within 
maneuver warfare. To do this, the au-
thors will address the concerns raised 
by Marinus and more clearly articulate 
the connections between EABO and 
maneuver warfare. Ideally, this will 
drive the conversation forward and 
position those with a hand in refining, 
wargaming, and executing EABO to 
do so in the spirit of the Marine Corps’ 
warfighting philosophy.

Island Chains and Maneuver
	 Marinus begins by identifying ap-
parent shortfalls in the Island Chain 
Strategy, which is the strategic concept 
against which EABO is applied. Ma-
rinus describes this strategy as inher-
ently attritionist, in contrast with a 
maneuverist approach. Later, Marinus 
ties this claim to a description of EABs 
as inanimate nodes used in a clash of 
technologies that contradicts the nature 
of war described in MCDP 1.3

	 The reading of EABs as inanimate 
nodes seems to conflate the term “base” 
with “installation.” A base is merely a 
locality from which operations are pro-
jected and supported, no matter how 
small or temporal. The recent article 
by LtCol John Berry (Ret), “What’s in 
a Name?” tackles this common mis-
conception and highlights instead the 
operational agility of the EAB.4
	 Regarding attrition, should the 
threshold of conflict be crossed, the 
role of EABO in missile-salvo combat 
certainly has a strong attritionist ele-
ment. However, a deliberate application 
of at-trition is not foreign to maneuver 
warfare. Yes, maneuver warfare priori-
tizes moral and mental defeat mecha-
nisms over physical defeat mechanisms.5 

However, MCDP 1 insists that violence 
or its threat remain critical to defeating 
the enemy system: “Firepower and at-
trition are essential elements of warfare 
by maneuver.”6

	 Does a rifle company commander’s 
call for artillery fire on an enemy posi-
tion mean he has abandoned maneuver 
warfare? Of course not. And should mu-
nitions be fired from EABs, the launch-
ing system will likely be static at the 
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moment of firing. The same is true for a 
howitzer. Is the employment of cannon 
artillery a refutation of maneuver war-
fare? Certainly not. The notion of shoot, 
move, communicate is as applicable to 
EABO as it is to artillery, though EABO 
and stand-in forces (SIF) conducting 
such operations might also emphasize 
detect, move, communicate.
	 More than that, the role of EABO is 
a deliberate effort to attack the enemy’s 
plan and undermine the utility of his 
anti-access area-denial/counter-inter-
vention strategy. The threat inherent 
in  EABO, and its role in facilitating 
the entry of more decisive naval and 
joint forces, is a combination of direct 
and indirect approaches that avoid the 
enemy’s surface and exploit the gap in 
his battle network.7 Additionally, the 
role of SIF conducting constant recon-
naissance and counter-reconnaissance 
builds the commander’s understanding 
of the enemy’s disposition, capability, 
and intent.8 These are direct applica-
tions of the fundamental orientation on 
the enemy called for in MCDP 1: “We 
should try to ‘get inside’ the enemy’s 
thought processes and see the enemy as 
he sees himself so that we can set him 
up for defeat.”9

	 In doing this, EABO aims to invali-
date the enemy’s plan below the thresh-
old of conflict, leading to a mental or 
moral defeat if the enemy is deterred 
from fighting in the first place. All of 
these attributes align lock-step with 
maneuver warfare doctrine.
 
EABO Provides Deterrence
	 This point is only reinforced by 
Marinus’ reference to the Cold War 
in an attempt to describe EABO as 
Maginot Line-like in function. Mari-
nus observes that the Army commit-
ted multiple corps to Europe because of 
the expectation that the major conflict 
with the Soviet Union was expected to 
occur in central Europe. But since no 
such conflict occurred there, Marinus 
suggests that this was a waste of force 
structure as other conflicts occurred in 
the periphery, simply bypassing these 
forces.10

	 This logic completely ignores the 
deterrent effect of those multiple U.S. 
Army corps had on the Soviet Union. 

The very presence of these and other 
NATO conventional forces was a key 
element in deterring the conflict that 
everyone wished to avoid.11 Similarly, 
the presence of EABO in the littorals of 
an adversary will have a deterrent effect 
and reduce the risk of conflict. Recon-
naissance and counter-reconnaissance 
executed by SIF inside an adversary’s 
weapons engagement zone are inher-
ently disruptive to enemy planning, rob 
them of the initiative of surprise, and 
contribute to deterrence by detection.12 
Once more, it bears emphasizing that 
EABO attacks the enemy’s very plan—a 
highwater mark for applied maneuver 
warfare.

The Problem of Access Is Perennial
	 Marinus goes on to note that making 
the arrangements with individual states 
to permit access of forces performing 
EABO would be difficult and that, “In 
the event of conflict, the United States 
could never be sure that host countries 
would be willing to risk the immense 
dangers of confronting China.”13 This 
logic is hollow, as this risk exists with 
all allies and partners in all wars. The 
constant existence of this risk does not 
mean alliances and partnerships should 
not be pursued. The design of military 
concepts like EABO and force structure 
like SIF offers the Department of State 
something of military value that can 
be offered to allies and partners, and 
something that allies and partners will 
find acceptable and worthwhile.
	 The risk assessed by Marinus is over-
blown as well. Marinus claims that “any 
U.S. deployment [to Taiwan] would 
trigger a ferocious Chinese response 
since the Chinese Communist Party 
considers Taiwan to be Chinese nation-
al territory.”14 And yet, the revelation 
that U.S. Marines had been deployed 
to Taiwan for over a year resulted in 
no such response.15 U.S.-Taiwan bilat-
eral security preparation is only grow-
ing and the United States continues to 
send more troops to Taiwan.16 Part of 
China’s strategic approach is an applica-
tion of Lenin’s adage, “You probe with 
bayonets: if you find mush, you push. 
If you find steel, you withdraw.” The 
commitment of SIF is the presence of 
steel, and while physical in nature, they 

support a mental defeat mechanism that 
cuts directly at the enemy’s plan.

EABO Is Theater Agnostic
	 Marinus then engages the argument 
that compares EABO to War Plan Or-
ange and the development of amphibi-
ous capabilities in the interwar period.

The critical difference, however, is that 
those amphibious capabilities found 
utility in nearly every theater of the 
Second World War and in numerous 
instances since, while EABO appears 
to be applicable to one very specific 
feature of maritime terrain in the west-
ern Pacific.17

	 This interpretation is not borne out 
by the TM-EABO, which is theater 
agnostic. Additionally, it fails to ac-
count for the plethora of writing and 
wargames on EABO that take place in 
theaters outside the South China Sea. 
One such example is Exercise NEW 
HORIZON, in which the School of 
Advanced Warfighting applied EABO 
to a scenario occurring in the vicinity 
of the Bab al-Mandab Strait. The Com-
mandant of the Marine Corps recently 
discussed the potential for EABO to 
support anti-submarine warfare in the 
northern Atlantic.18 Indeed, the China 
scenario gets the most attention as it 
connects directly with the priorities 
set forth in the 2019 National Defense 
Strategy. But just as interwar amphibi-
ous operations were designed with Ja-
pan in mind but were applicable across 
the globe, so too are EABO applicable 
across the globe. EABO is theater and 
scenario agnostic, and to interpret it 
otherwise is an artificially narrow read-
ing of the concept.  

The Corps Retains Traditional Forces
	 Another thread running through 
Marinus’ article is the contention that 
the Marine Corps is changing in its 
entirety and that the development of 
Marine Littoral Regiments will tie the 
entire Service to a narrow mission in a 
specific theater. 
	 It bears repeating that EABO is ap-
plicable outside the South China Sea. 
More than that, while the creation 
of MLRs will be a transformational 
change for 3d MarDiv, the vast majority 
of the Marine Corps will maintain the 
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composition and capabilities possessed 
prior to Force Design 2030. These forces 
will remain capable of performing the 
missions required of the Nation’s force 
in readiness.

EABO Involves Combined-Arms
	 The next argument from Marinus is 
the claim that EABO completely dis-
counts combined-arms maneuver, as it 
is allegedly a “firepower-based concept 
premised on defeating the enemy’s ad-
vance at a long distance. Under such 
a concept, tactical maneuver becomes 
irrelevant.” In this same vein, Marinus 
later argues that the capability of ma-
neuvering against the enemy and en-
gaging in close combat will be lost and 
that, “Movement generally will consist 
of local repositioning to avoid detection 
or counterbattery fire.”19

	 As previously noted, maneuver does 
not preclude firepower, and the use of 
firepower at the moment of firing does 
not negate maneuver or the ability to 
conduct tactical movement. This claim 
also discounts the combinations of ro-
bust combined arms available to sup-
port EABO that reside in the entirety 
of a naval expeditionary force, as well as 
the ability to move from ship-to-shore, 
shore-to-ship, and shore-to-shore.20 
Combined arms are abundant in 
EABO, and tactical movement over the 
water is still tactical movement. Here, 
Marinus appears to conflate maneuver 
warfare with maneuver as a function 
and takes what might be considered 
a land army-centric interpretation of 
maneuver vice a naval or expeditionary 
interpretation.  

EABO, Competition, and Maneuver 
Warfare
	 Finally, Marinus’ concerns focus 
predominantly on EABO in conflict. 
While EABO absolutely has a role when 
the shooting starts and must be opti-
mized as such, the preponderance of 
EABO will be conducted in the coop-
eration and competition phases of the 
competition continuum to support the 
nation’s strategy of deterrence. More 
than that, providing a force that can 
provide deterrent value against the en-
emy’s gray zone activities—applying 
a theory of success that shatters the 

enemy’s plan—exemplifies maneuver 
warfare. The connections between 
competition and maneuver warfare are 
discussed at length in MCDP 1-4, Com-
peting, which in turn is nested within 
MCDP 1.21

Conclusion
	 Maneuver warfare seeks to shatter 
the enemy’s cohesion via focused, un-
expected actions that create a situation 
with which the adversary cannot cope.22 
In application, it demands asymmetry, 
an orientation on the enemy, the ex-
ploitation of time, and mental or moral 
defeat mechanisms. EABO includes all 
of these elements and is fundamentally a 
means to attack the enemy’s plan. While 
it is applicable in conflict, it generates 
deterrent value in cooperation and com-
petition, ideally defeating the enemy 
without fighting him. 
	 The fears about EABO raised by 
Marinus are not uncommon, but they 
are based on an incorrect application 
of maneuver warfare and a misunder-
standing of EABO. We implore read-
ers to closely read the following docu-
ments to develop their understanding 
of the issues discussed above: MCDP 
1, Warfighting, MCDP 1-4, Compet-
ing, A Concept for Stand-in Forces, and 
The Tentative Manual for EABO. These 
essential documents will facilitate the 
ability of leaders, planners, and execu-
tioners of EABO to apply it with clarity. 
Rather than requiring the Marine Corps 
to abandon maneuver warfare, EABO 
will allow the Marine Corps to manifest 
maneuver warfare constantly through 
campaigning in peace, competition, 
and, if necessary, in conflict. 
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