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MANEUVERIST PAPERS

Annihilation vs.
Attrition

Maneuverist Paper No. 11:
Origin and misuse of these terms in a military context

by Marinus

Maneuverist No. 1, “Marine Corps Maneuver 
Warfare: The Historical Context” (MCG,
Sep20) and Maneuverist No. 10, “On Defeat 
Mechanisms” (MCG, Jul21) both discuss how 

maneuver warfare proponents and skeptics used the terms at-
trition and annihilation in the 1970s and 1980s to explain their 
differing views of warfi ghting. The papers also summarize 
the general misunderstanding of the terms’ meanings at the 
time and the ways in which earlier theorists and historians 
used or misused them. We are often reminded that “words 
matter.” This was certainly the case during the development 
of the 1989 and 1997 editions of Warfi ghting and remains 
true today: words do matter.
 The purpose of this paper is to identify the advocates of 
several important terms related to annihilation and attrition, 
to describe the terms’ infl uence on current doctrine and our 
contemporary professional lexicon, and to serve as a reference 
for faculty and instructors who teach maneuver warfare to 
Marines. 
 As is often the case with contemporary operational con-
cepts, we must look to history to trace the multiple beginnings 
of certain fundamental ideas. In this instance, we fi rst turn 
to Clausewitz and thoughts he distilled on the phenomenon 
of war in the late 1820s.

The Clausewitzian Origin
 Clausewitz in his effort to comprehend war created an 
intellectual fi ction, namely an ideal or pure form of war that 
he labeled “absolute war” (absoluter Krieg).1 Absolute war does 
not exist in our world any more than other abstract constructs 
such as perfect beauty or absolute peace. They are ideals—
fi gments of our imaginations that we create to allow us to 
better grasp the subject we want to study. In thinking about 
absolute war as an abstract idea, Clausewitz contended that 
such a phenomenon would have no bounds and accordingly be 
unconstrained in scope and scale. His examination of history 
revealed there had never been such a war, though Napoleonic 
wars had reached new heights of violence and involved forces 
of a size theretofore unknown. Clausewitz concluded a nation 
could never reach the pure or absolute state of war for three 
reasons. First, because humans are short of perfect, it is not 
possible for a nation to conduct such a war. Second, inherent 
friction would always constrain the forces waging war. Finally, 
policy goals would modify every war. When he recognized the 
perfect form—absolute war—could not exist, he identifi ed 
that which could as real war.2 If this were the end of the mat-
ter, it might be easier for us to analyze and evaluate military 
theory and derivative concepts, but it is not, for Clausewitz 
went a step further in his effort to understand war.

Today’s Marines must have the historical background of warfi ghting concepts to fully understand contemporary doctrine. (Photo by MSgt John 
Nimmo, Sr.)
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 In his study of military history Clausewitz observed that 
nations fought some wars with the objective of destroying an 
enemy’s ability to resist, thereby enabling the winner to im-
pose its will. Generally, this meant seizing the enemy capitol. 
(Today, we might call this decapitation or regime change.)3

He also studied other wars in which nations were content to 
seize territory for purposes of negotiating a favorable outcome.4
Clausewitz thus wrote that war can be of two kinds in terms 
of objectives. However, some later scholars transformed this 
thought into two types of war, total and limited.5 In his opus, 
On War, Clausewitz used neither of these terms in the sense 
these scholars imply. Nonetheless, total war and limited war 
remain in the vocabulary of today’s political leaders, defense 
offi cials, and military offi cers.
 Of course, use of the similar terms absolute, as Clausewitz 
postulated for understanding war as a phenomenon, and total, 
as others did for delineating one of two supposed types of 
wars, can confuse someone not familiar with the historical 
literature. Again, if this were the end of the matter, the few 
similar terms would not be a signifi cant hindrance to study-
ing the concept of maneuver warfare. But there is more to 
the story.

The Infl uences of a German Historian and an American 
Historian
 In 1920, renowned German historian Hans Delbrü ck 
(1848–1929) in his History of the Art of War contended that 
Clausewitz’s two types of objectives were in reality two differ-
ent strategies.6 He argued that a war to overthrow an enemy 
involved a strategy of “annihilation” (Niederwerfungsstrategie, 
translated as destruction or overthrow) while a war whose 
constrained aim was to bring about an acceptable negotiated 
peace involved a strategy of “attrition” (Ermattungsstrategie, 
also translated as erosion or exhaustion). The fi rst so-called 
strategy he deemed to focus on a “single pole”—battle—with 
the goal of destroying an enemy. Because the second supposed 
strategy required battle and maneuver, Delbrü ck called it a 
“two pole” or “twin pole” strategy.7
 Problematically, Delbrü ck errs in describing Niederwerfung
and Ermattung as strategies. True strategy incorporates ends, 
ways, and means, but Delbrü ck’s constructs really qualify 
only as ways.8 In short, attrition and annihilation are not 
strategies but are better described as defeat mechanisms (see 
Maneuverist No. 10). With this error, the story pauses for a 
little more than half a century.
 In 1973, noted American historian Russell Weigley (1930–
2004) in his The American Way of War: A History of United 
States Military Strategy asserted that America’s preferred 
method of war was annihilation, not attrition. He founded 
his argument on Clausewitz’s statement that wars can have 
two types of objectives and Delbrü ck’s concept of two forms 
of “strategy.”9 Long a standard text in American command 
and staff colleges and war colleges, Weigley’s book had a 
profound infl uence on the thinking of military offi cers from 
the mid-1970s through the 1990s. These offi cers, along 
with many historians and military thinkers, accepted his 
thesis and used it to help frame intellectual debates after 

the Vietnam War. However, later scholarship undermined 
Weigley’s assertion by pointing out that a careful reading 
of The American Way of War reveals that he used the terms 
annihilation and attrition ambiguously and on occasion in-
terchanged them.10 In a response agreeing with the critique 
of his book, Weigley surprisingly confuses the two terms 
again.11 Astonishingly, nearly two decades later, after the 
confusion over annihilation and attrition supposedly has 
been cleared up, Joint Publication 1, Doctrine for the Armed 
Forces of the United States, continues the error by equating 
the two terms.12

 Much of the discussion of maneuver warfare in the United 
States during the 1970s and 1980s centered on two alleged 
approaches to warfi ghting treated in Chapter 2 of War-
fi ghting under the heading “Styles of Warfare”: maneuver 
warfare and attrition warfare. These, of course, are at best 
operational methods, so the arguments were not about strate-
gies. Some saw obvious similarities between attrition warfare 
and Delbrü ck’s “strategy” of attrition but struggled to see a 
connection between maneuver warfare and “strategy” of an-
nihilation. Many critics of past wars saw maneuver warfare as 
preferable to attrition warfare, especially considering the then-
recent experience of the Vietnam War. Additionally,  many 
of those promoting maneuver warfare referenced Weigley’s 
The American Way of War to support their case.13 There is 

little evidence that these proponents of the maneuver style 
of warfare were aware of Delbrü ck’s two purported strategies 
and their connection to Clausewitz’s two types of objectives 
in war. If they had been, they likely would have seen that 
what they were really arguing for was the maneuver element 
of Delbrü ck’s “two pole” alleged strategy and the avoidance 
of unnecessary battles. A notable exception is MCDP 1, War-
fi ghting, which discusses the two ostensible strategies in some 
detail and references Delbrü ck, employing incapacitation as a 
synonym for annihilation to avoid confusion.14 Warfi ghting
also provides a substantive description of maneuver warfare 
as pursuing the systemic disruption of the enemy, which is 
very consistent with Delbrü ck’s concept of Niederwerfung.15

Likewise, MCDP 1-1, Strategy, covers the two approaches or 
methods at some length while acknowledging their origin 
with Delbrü ck.16

In his study of military history Clause-
witz observed that nations fought some 
wars with the objective of destroying 
an enemy’s ability to resist, thereby en-
abling the winner to impose its will ... 
(Today, we might call this decapitation 
or regime change.)  
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	 Relatively few in the U.S. military would have known of 
and thus referred to Delbrück’s two supposed strategies in 
the intellectual and conceptual renaissance that flourished in 
the years after the Vietnam War. However, several officers, 
especially in the Army, would have been aware of a similar 
idea from their study of Russian and Soviet thinking during 
the Cold War. Marshall Mikhail N. Tukhachevsky, the cre-
ator of deep operations theory, was an advocate of annihila-
tion as an operational concept. Tukhachevsky was “an active 
champion of a decisive offense in the “spirit of destruction”’ 
which in his opinion, Clausewitz had preferred in his teach-
ings on war.”17 Opposing him and other Soviet officers in 
this school was the originator of the term “operational art,” 
MajGen Aleksandr A. Svechin, who looked to history in his 
study of strategy and operations.18 He accepted Delbrück’s 
single- and two-pole approaches, naming annihilation “de-
struction” (sokrushenie) and attrition “starvation” (izmor). 
He maintained attrition offered an alternative to destruction 
that “allows for the shaping of a conflict to one’s advantage 
in both domestic and international terms.”19 Officers well-
schooled in Clausewitzian theory and the antecedents of 
annihilation and attrition authored the seminal 1986 U.S. 
Army Field Manual 100-5, Operations, though the terms do 
not appear in the manual in their classical meaning.20

Summary
	 We need be aware that Clausewitz offers us two theoretical 
constructs for war: absolute war as an ideal form and real war 
for war as it exists. Other supposed authorities have described 
two types of war, total war and limited war, the first uncon-
strained in terms of a level of effort and use of resources and 
the second constrained because of particular circumstances. 
In addition, we have Clausewitz’s two types of war based on 
aims or objectives: “to overthrow the enemy” and “merely to 
occupy some of his frontier-districts,” that is, to “annex them 
or use them for bargaining at the peace negotiations.” Then 
there are Delbrück’s asserted strategies of annihilation and 
attrition (each with several synonyms), the former to render 
an enemy defenseless through battle and the second to use 
battle or maneuver or a combination of the two as a means 
of achieving limited aims. We also have the 1970–1990s 
debate over the merits of maneuver versus attrition as styles 
of warfighting. More recently, we have the notion of attrition 
and systemic disruption as defeat mechanisms, which we argue 
is a more useful construct. Finally, we have numerous joint 
and Service publications that for the most part ignore all these 
terms. In assessing the merit or lack thereof of those and other 
terms used in military theory, concepts, and doctrine, we must 
not allow those efforts to become a purely scholastic exercise 
but must stay focused on how those terms, and the concepts 
they describe, support, or hinder military effectiveness.  
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