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ABSTRACT 
Developing theoretical frameworks to foster critical 
thinking in Special Operations has been a persistent 
challenge, likely due to its diverse tasks requiring a unifying 
principle. The American theory of special operations 
describes its nature, value, and applications as a 
component of military power but lacks a defining ethos. 
This discussion proposes the “philosophy of the 
individual,” which builds on the idea that special operations 
forces cannot be mass-produced. It identifies four 
elements behind their success: 1) high-quality recruits, 2) 
training as an individual journey, 3) reliance on individual 
initiative, and 4) diversity fostering adaptability. Rooted in 
U.S. cultural strengths, this philosophy highlights why 
American special operations excel. Finally, the discussion 
evaluates the role of special operations theory and offers 
insights for its future development. 
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Introduction  

Special operations forces (SOF) demand special attention due to the unique challenges and 
requirements faced by the community. As such, many efforts focus on developing 
capabilities to support these operations, ranging from enhanced human performance 
programs to doctrine that underpins a complex cycle of training and redeployment. One 
question strikes at the heart of all efforts and doctrine to utilize special forces in support of 
national defense: what is the purpose of special operations? Ask three different people, and 
you may get at least four different answers in return. For example, Navy SEALs devote 
significantly more time to training for amphibious operations than Army Rangers or Marine 
Corps Raiders. Still, the question of purpose goes beyond a requisite list of mission 
capabilities. Purpose demands a strategic vision that bridges the operational realities of 
today with the future state of operations required to defend the nation. 
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The American theory of special operations is a critical piece of this strategic vision1. Its 
roots can be traced to warfare concepts such as relative superiority and Clausewitzian 
friction.2 As originally conceived, the core content revolved around premises and principles 
guiding the success of American special operations. Each stated proposition within the 
American theory expounds upon a concept critical to ongoing operations, including ideas 
such as emphasizing the value of the human element in warfare and the reliance of special 
operations on combat support services. Several ideas similarly overlap with the five SOF 
truths.3 However, the theory has not been directly linked to, nor translated into, doctrine. 
Nor is it without flaws—with one major flaw apparent in its namesake. Namely, although it 
is called an American theory, there is nothing uniquely American about it. The likely 
inspiration stems from observations primarily drawn from United States special operations. 
Pragmatic observations may produce a simple list of connected training principles, yet a list 
lacks synthesis and identity, leaving the American theory unable to answer critical 
questions. Is the U.S. success unique? What makes this theory different from other 
positions? Are some elements more central to the theory than others? 

The primary purpose here is to identify the ethos underlying an American theory of 
special operations. Applying a philosophical purpose to this theory will underscore its 
message and define it among competing theoretical stances on special operations. In 
particular, the argument will focus on the philosophy of the individual, a core tenet of U.S. 
special operations that has implicitly guided selection and training throughout its history. 
Such foundational ideas will provide support and character to the development of the 
American theory and further set it apart from peer competitors. 

The discussion will begin with an overview of the premises stated within the American 
theory. Next, the core philosophy of the individual will be presented in contrast to the SOF 
truth from which it is derived—special operations forces cannot be mass-produced. This 
contribution will be compared with other theoretical positions on special operations, as well 
as a debate on the value of theoretical inquiry in the field. Taken together, the goal is to 
advance the development of an American theory of special operations by proposing a 
foundational principle for its strategic vision. 

Special operations represent a critical component of the military infrastructure, 
especially as the focus on strategic competition with peer and near-peer adversaries 
increases and integrated deterrence becomes a prime goal of US military strategy. Many 
explorations have examined the contributions of training procedures or the historical 
accomplishments of various SOF units. By contrast, theoretical evaluation delves into the 
purpose of special operations forces. Although there will be a later discussion about the 
relative value of theory in special operations,4 an early and highly influential theory of 
special operations is the theory of relative superiority.5 

According to relative superiority, SOF personnel achieve a decisive advantage despite 
numerical inferiority by reducing the frictions of war, which represent the disparity between 
the actual and ideal performance conditions in combat6. Chance and action interact to 
produce difficulties during conflict that may or may not be anticipated by military forces. 
With advanced training, specialized equipment, and small numbers, SOF personnel can 
reduce potential friction points to ensure higher-quality performance during missions. Other 
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scholars have similarly sought to extend Clausewitzian ideas into SOF-specific contexts.7 
Still, McRaven’s theory of relative superiority could be argued as the first, most fully 
formed, or at least the most influential theory describing the purpose of training and 
maintaining special operations personnel. 

Recent discussions have attempted to expand upon the purpose and functions of special 
operations. Spulak8 and Kiras9 both explored the strategic contributions of SOF 
capabilities, which remain a critical consideration, but do not independently represent the 
type of theoretical contribution describing SOF functions as well as relative superiority. 
Another perspective builds upon foundations laid by McRaven’s theory of relative 
superiority, as well as the philosophy of SOF truths and SOF imperatives that define 
successful operations. This American theory of special operations “explains the nature, 
uniqueness, value, and application of this instrument of military power and the tensions that 
are inherent to it”.10 Its full review outlines 26 premises and 14 principles that provide an 
intellectual framework for debating the future evolution of special operations. These 
principles incorporate several ideas put forth in the theory of relative superiority, which is, 
in part, why an American theory of special operations should be seen as founded upon the 
ideas of Admiral William McRaven. 

There is an inherently intriguing reason to develop an American-specific theory. 
Although specialized military personnel have existed throughout the history of warfare, 
American personnel have achieved monumental successes through special operations with 
historic implications, most notably Operation Neptune Spear.11 The American concept has 
come to define what the world currently views as special operations. In turn, when 
developing a theory of special operations, it makes logical sense to explore the successes 
and occasional failures of the most successful organization. This approach likens theoretical 
explorations of special forces to developing theories of business and management, more so 
than the hypothesis-driven empirical sciences of chemistry or physics. Essentially, an 
American theory extracts factors common to success in special operations and interprets 
them as causal influences on operational success. 

There is a logical flaw in this approach, however, as correlation does not equal 
causation. Despite the value in mining successful experiences of successful organizations 
for good behaviors and best practices, this approach describes what worked best in the 
past—not what will work in the future. There is some overlap between these concepts, yet 
the purpose of theoretical development for special operations has less to do with training 
successes today and more to do with anticipating future states that will ensure operational 
success tomorrow. Different theories provide contrasting ideas that enable critical thinking 
skills, thereby making the development and exploration of special operations theory 
essential for future operational success. Because the nature of special operations involves 
tackling emerging challenges and priorities, a retrospective-focused approach is insufficient 
without a more prospective integration of emerging challenges. 

Another flaw is that the American theory largely describes a series of premises without 
truly synthesizing this information into an overarching concept. This method sometimes 
limits clarity because the premises overlap, if not they become fully redundant. For 
example, the first two premises state that “special operations represent a distinct military 
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capability of strategic value to national security” and “special operations have strategic 
utility”.12 These two premises appear to describe the uniqueness of special operations and 
their utility within the military structure, respectively, but they are insufficiently 
distinguished from one another. Additional analysis and synthesis will be necessary to 
refine the principles. 

To compare where the theory currently stands in terms of educational development, 
Bloom’s taxonomy describes various educational levels based on learning objectives.13 
Earlier levels begin with knowledge and observation before progressing to synthesis and 
eventually creation. An American theory of special operations would currently be 
considered in the lower stages of this taxonomy, as the existing version lists a series of 
sometimes redundant premises with limited synthesis into a cohesive idea. Further 
synthesis would require aligning different premises within a suitable structure, such as 
connecting multiple premises to the first SOF truth: humans are more important than 
hardware. This delineation would emphasize the role of the human operator in special 
operations as a definitive dimension of the theoretical premises.14 Despite the value in 
pursuing an American theory, this type of development remains a necessary next step. 

The primary purpose of the current discussion is to explore one foundational problem 
with the American theory that requires refinement—its ethos. It is difficult to describe why 
an American theory is different from other positions, or even why its namesake should 
permit it to be described as an American theory. Our intent is to provide an answer to why 
we need an American theory. Once we have a characterization of the theory that 
differentiates it from other positions, further refinement of the premises and principles in 
future work will be possible. So, what makes this idea an American theory of special 
operations, and is the theory unique to the U.S. and its society? 
 

Special Operations Forces Cannot Be Mass Produced—Or Can They? 

There is no more compelling set of guiding philosophical principles in special operations 
than the five SOF truths. These truths provide a concrete, concise, and easily repeatable 
framework underscoring the myriad complexities that distinguish special operations from 
general-purpose forces. However, four of these truths address general issues related to the 
success of special forces. Although each has internal validity and influences the 
development of an American theory, one core truth defines the ethos of this theory more 
than the others: special operations forces cannot be mass-produced. 

But why not? The metaphorical comparison here is a pipeline. The volume of oil 
pumped from one end to the other depends on the length of the pipe and its diameter. These 
dimensions metaphorically represent the functional challenges in mass-producing 
competent special operations forces. 

One possibility is the time investment required to produce special operations personnel. 
Any military force requires time to train and prepare its members for combat. Wars, most 
notably World War II, demonstrated that general-purpose military forces can be mass-
produced. While the quality of the product may vary, the process itself is feasible. By 
comparison, special operations personnel require proficiency in a diverse set of specialized 
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mission responsibilities, making it necessary for fully capable SOF units to undergo years 
of training. Hastening this process would inevitably degrade their ultimate capability. 

In this metaphor, the length of the training pipeline illustrates the time required for 
special operations training, which extends the process of moving someone from recruit to 
Sailor to SEAL. However, the length of the training pipeline does not inherently diminish 
force capacity if the proper investments are made early in the training cycle. The length of 
the pipe does not dictate its diameter, and length alone does not prohibit mass production. 
To build a better force, a longer pipeline is often required. 

Pushing the metaphor further, transcontinental pipelines exist to supply vast continents 
with oil and natural gas. Similarly, twelve-year-old scotch takes, by definition, twelve years 
to age, yet it can still be mass-produced and found in stores worldwide. Thus, the timeline 
is not, in and of itself, a prohibitive factor in mass production—it is a limiting factor, 
certainly, but not an insurmountable one. So why can’t special operations forces be mass-
produced? 

The first question of timeline leads naturally to a follow-up question about 
infrastructure. Mass production requires a robust investment in facilities and other 
resources. Special operations training demands significant material investments, including 
infrastructure to support explosive breaching, diving, and jump training under various 
conditions. Here, the diameter of the pipe in the metaphor represents the scope of resources 
required to support the process. 

A larger pipeline capable of moving more material necessitates a more robust 
foundation. Returning to the transcontinental pipeline example, enormous amounts of 
material can be moved if the process is appropriately supported. The supporting elements, 
however, represent feats of engineering and logistical complexity that are daunting if 
starting from scratch. Yet logistical challenges, like timeline constraints, are not inherently 
prohibitive factors in mass production. 

The American military-industrial complex, for instance, represents a similarly 
Herculean feat of funding and organization, and its existence proves that such investments 
are possible. Therefore, the mass production of special operations forces ultimately 
becomes a question of resource investment. While SOF personnel are limited by the quality 
of training and facilities available to them, with sufficient resources, a nation could 
theoretically establish programs to support robust special operations training. So, neither 
timeline nor infrastructure alone sufficiently answers the question: why can’t special 
operations forces be mass-produced? 

A more practical response might focus on the overall logistical burden. The complexity 
and scale of the required investment could render the process untenable or unsustainable as 
part of a national military strategy. This argument holds merit, yet for an American theory 
of special operations, it does not fully explain why American special operations adhere to 
the SOF truth that special operations forces cannot be mass-produced. Instead, a more 
philosophical argument underlies this truth and implicitly provides the ethos that 
differentiates the American theory from other special operations theories. 
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Philosophy of the Individual within an American Theory of Special Operations 

Special operations cannot be mass-produced because there are individual elements inherent 
to the development of SOF personnel. The conceptual addition to an American theory of 
special operations can be described as the philosophy of the individual. This philosophy 
emphasizes several distinct components (see Table 1). Foremost, there must be quality in 
the initial product. Mass production is prohibited because there are insufficient materials to 
produce the desired end state of a trained special operator. 

Next, the process of special operations development is an individual journey. Success 
or failure is a test of individual willpower that cannot be mass-produced, as every journey is 
different. Additionally, SOF personnel train as individuals first and then integrate and 
succeed as members of a team. The inherent contradiction between the individual process 
and the team mentality demands a level of individual investment for a selfless reward, 
which limits the pool of people who can succeed in these positions. Finally, the philosophy 
of the individual fosters diversity. Individual differences enable adaptability and the ability 
to overcome challenges in ways that best support relative superiority. 

Since complex operational problems cannot be precisely forecasted before they arise, a 
diversity of approaches and perspectives within a team focused on a common goal allows 
for improvisation that ultimately leads to success. U.S. special operations have benefitted 
from a spirit that embraces this concept as part of national identity, uniquely situating U.S. 
forces to excel in special operations. 

This combination—encapsulated in the philosophy of the individual—produces an 
ethos that distinguishes the American theory of special operations from its peers and fosters 
the desired operational effectiveness of special operations. Each aspect also contributes to 
the critical answer to why special operations forces cannot be mass-produced. 

 
 

Philosophical 
Aspect 

Why Mass Production Fails 

Quality of 
Candidates 

While infrastructure and timelines limit production, the true 
constraint is the availability of highly qualified candidates. 

Training as an 
Individual Journey 

Training outcomes vary based on personal effort and 
willpower, much like education. Mass production would 
dilute this individualized process. 

Individual Initiative 
Drives Team 
Success 

Effective teams rely on independent decision-making and 
selfless initiative—qualities that cannot be mass-produced. 

Diversity Fuels 
Adaptability 

A diverse pool of experiences fosters innovation and 
adaptability. Mass production enforces uniformity, reducing 
effectiveness in unpredictable scenarios. 

Table 1. Key components of the philosophy of the individual and why Special 
Operations Forces cannot be mass-produced. 
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The first step in the philosophy of the individual involves the quality of raw materials. 
In the pipeline metaphor, the length and diameter of the pipeline say nothing about the 
product entering it. Even if such an infrastructure has logistical burdens that might limit its 
application, a robust pipeline is inherently unnecessary if there are not enough materials to 
move from one end to the other. Diamonds, for instance, could theoretically be mass-
produced since carbon is plentiful, but the material produced by the process is relatively 
rare in comparison. Similarly, special operations training faces the challenge of sufficient 
raw materials, which prohibits mass production. 

The most obvious example of this challenge involves physical fitness. Many 
individuals capable of military service lack the physical fitness requirements necessary to 
enter the special operations training pipeline. While this reality precludes mass production 
of special operations forces, it is actually a byproduct of a more critical component of the 
American theory. After all, there is a distinction between the physical fitness capabilities 
(potential) of the human body and the physical fitness capabilities (actual) of the individual. 

The second aspect precluding mass production is the crux of the American theory: 
special operations development depends on the individual journey. Someone must desire to 
become an operator enough to engage in physical training that sufficiently prepares them 
for the special operations pipeline. This process creates a self-selection among individuals 
who may desire the prestige of operator status versus those who have the willpower to 
become operators. 

However, as evidenced by the attrition rates in special operations training, physical 
fitness and desire alone are insufficient to produce SOF personnel. Willpower and grit are 
the critical differentiators. The training itself is a test of the mind more than a test of the 
body—that is, the flesh can endure the process, but will mental fortitude buckle under the 
pressure? This aspect precludes mass production because each journey is unique. Consider 
the process akin to education, albeit with an emphasis on special operations. Educational 
systems allow high performers and hard workers to rise through the ranks, but applying the 
same teaching methods to every student does not yield the same outcomes.15 Education 
cannot be forced. It is the product of individual learning and volitional effort, rather than 
mass production. Even if many people receive an education from the same institution, 
individual education is always unique. 

Special operators train in much the same way, where the result depends on individual 
initiative rather than mass production. Every moment of Hell Week in Basic Underwater 
Demolition and SEAL training (BUD/S) adds to the physical burden placed on the 
individual. However, the body can endure the training—a robust cadre of special operations 
medical personnel carefully observes and supports the process to ensure survivability. 
Instead, the challenge lies in individual willpower. No one else can do it for you. All 
candidates face the little voices telling them to quit, to go home, to take the easy route. The 
answers to these little voices cannot be mass-produced because the individual experience 
leading up to that point is different for every candidate. 

This individual demonstration of willpower differentiates those who become SEALs 
from those who drop out. More importantly, the individual process and experience form the 
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core—and the most crucial component—of the training pipeline. If an individual has the 
willpower to endure this experience, they have the willpower to become an operator. Late-
night runs, freezing swims, and extreme exhaustion are merely tools to challenge the 
mind’s will. As such, special operations forces cannot be mass-produced because it is the 
individual reaction that matters. Experience and process can be mass-produced, much like 
any roller coaster experience, but an American theory of special operations emphasizes that 
the individual experience inherent to special operations training is what ultimately 
determines operational success. 

The third aspect of this philosophy of the individual highlights how the process can 
succeed or fail due to either selflessness or hubris. Admiral William S. McRaven, then 
commander of USSOCOM, summarized the nature of this selflessness in a commencement 
speech where he described the value of making your bed every day.16 Recalling his training 
anecdotes, Admiral McRaven spoke about a night spent in the mudflats between San Diego 
and Tijuana after his training class committed some “egregious” training infraction. The 
mud swallowed each man until only their heads bobbed above the surface. The instructors 
offered everyone a way out: the group could leave if only five men would quit, ring the 
bell, and leave SEAL training. 

Several individuals wavered as they weighed the prospect of eight more hours in bone-
chilling cold against the comfort of the easy path. Then, one voice began to sing. Another 
followed, and then another, and another. Admiral McRaven recalled how the mud began to 
seem a little warmer, and the dawn no longer felt so far away. This moment encapsulates 
the duality of special operations training. Individual willpower determines whether one 
becomes an operator, but the success of special operations depends on the team. No 
individual is as strong as the team. As Kipling aptly wrote: “For the strength of the pack is 
the wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the pack.” 

Within an American theory of special operations, and according to the philosophy of 
the individual, success depends on individual initiative working within a team. In the 
mudflats example, individual initiative promoted team success. Every individual had the 
same experience while shivering in the mud, but one man decided to start singing. No one 
told him to sing. Loud, off-tune renditions of popular songs might seem like yet another 
environmental hazard in an already challenging situation. Even so, one person recognized 
the moment and chose to innovate—undertaking an action that would enable mission 
success. 

The team succeeded because of this individual initiative. This person received no 
special accolades for the action but did it because team success mattered more than 
personal glory. An individual focus accepts that personal success is not always possible, yet 
individual initiative and sacrifice can drive team success. Would the same act have carried 
the same value if the class had been instructed to sing? Likely not. This selflessness is 
integral to success in special operations. Within the philosophy of the individual, success 
arises from the seeming contradiction of team success driven by individual initiative and 
selfless action. 
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Failure is also explained within this philosophy. A focus on the individual can lead to 
substantial hubris when this egocentric approach is not tempered by selfless attributes. A 
trained special operator may have succeeded where others failed, but when this 
accomplishment is pursued for personal glory, the result is entitlement. Entitled individuals 
seeking personal accolades create toxic environments. Conversely, individual achievement 
and initiative focused on team success foster a collaborative environment where the whole 
becomes greater than the sum of its parts—where team capabilities surpass the capabilities 
of any individual operator. 

The fifth SOF truth—most special operations require non-SOF support—acknowledges 
the broader contributions of the team. An individual operator may possess incredible skills 
and qualifications, but personal success ultimately depends on team support. The potential 
failure carried by the philosophy of the individual is the toxic environment that arises when 
individual success takes precedence over team success. Both scenarios require individual 
initiative, yet one focuses on personal recognition, while the other centers on collective 
achievement. Admiral Wyman Howard, as Commander of Naval Special Warfare 
Command, best summarized the double-edged philosophy of the individual with the motto 
he signed at the end of every message: “The deed is all—not the glory.” 

This combination of individual initiative and selfless focus on team success further 
precludes mass production. A suitably contradictory attitude for special operations under an 
American theory cannot exist among the masses. Moreover, achieving the status of a 
special operator does not inherently confer such an attitude upon the servicemember. 
Developing and fostering a culture that embraces this mindset is a focus on the individual, 
expressed through action, not something mass-produced through policy. 

The fourth and final aspect of the philosophy of the individual explains why the 
American theory achieves such success in special operations: diversity. Specifically, mass 
production creates a uniform product, where one soup can is intended to be identical to the 
next, or the oil coming down the pipeline today is the same as the oil tomorrow. While this 
process creates volume, it also creates vulnerability. Enemies can anticipate and adapt to 
operational capabilities because they know in advance what they will encounter. Lateral 
thinking becomes a tool by which enemies can exploit the predictability of mass 
production.17 Relative superiority demonstrates this principle: a numerically inferior force 
can achieve disproportionate results by applying relative strength at the optimal point of 
vulnerability.18 Mass production creates organizational vulnerabilities in universal tactics 
and training—vulnerabilities that special operations are designed to exploit, not emulate. 

Moreover, a powerful yet uniform force undermines the nature and function of special 
operations. There is a philosophical debate about whether mass production contradicts the 
very definition of special operations and instead represents a shift in the training 
capabilities of general-purpose forces. For instance, modern infantry may well exceed the 
definition of special operations forces as understood during the World War II era. Instead, 
the philosophy of the individual posits that valuing the individual as the fundamental unit 
inherently promotes diversity within the force. Emphasizing the individual journey during 
training produces varied experiences among those who succeed. These individual skills can 
then be tailored to mission responsibilities for optimal advantage. Furthermore, diversity 
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inherently fosters adaptability. Special operations will always face missions with emerging 
challenges that demand the ability to adapt and overcome. If a mass-production pipeline 
creates a mass-produced product with similar thinking patterns, it follows that responses to 
new situations will also be similar. 

The result is that ten thousand people reach the same conclusion. Logistically, such 
uniform thought simplifies managing a large organization, but it also leads to innovative 
stagnation—the inability to adapt and overcome novel encounters—which is self-defeating 
in a special operations environment. Different perspectives generate different options, 
enabling a more holistic understanding of situations and a more complete evaluation of 
operational possibilities. Diversity drives innovation, and the ability to create new solutions 
for unexpected circumstances is a key factor in the success of special operations. An 
American theory of special operations embraces success through diversity by focusing on 
the experiences and capabilities of individuals rather than the mass-production capabilities 
of the training pipeline. 

 

How U.S. Culture Enabled the American Theory of Special Operations 

Other theories exist to describe the nature of special operations. Each position offers a 
unique perspective on the value or role of SOF personnel, such as the importance of relative 
superiority19 or the strategic applications of SOF capabilities20. Although the relative merits 
of these different positions could be discussed in turn, the purpose of creating a unique 
theory is to capture something fundamentally different about its tenets. These ideas have, 
over time, evolved into something entirely new. For an American theory of special 
operations, the philosophy of the individual provides a distinctive ethos that sets it apart 
from competing perspectives. This philosophy adds depth and distinction to the theory, but 
it does not fully explain its namesake. So, what makes this position an “American” theory? 

A straightforward interpretation, based on the original monograph21 suggests that the 
theory is named “American” because its evidence comes primarily from U.S. special 
operations. In this sense, the name reflects its nation of origin, much as a historian might 
describe a “Hellenistic theory” of phalanx formation rather than a “Roman theory.” We 
propose a different interpretation for the naming. The evidence may primarily derive from 
American sources not by coincidence, but because American culture aligns exceptionally 
well with the philosophy of the individual. This perspective suggests a unique origin for the 
name while also attributing the success of American special operations, in part, to the 
cultural and societal characteristics of the United States. 

To understand this position, one must first recognize what makes the U.S. distinct from 
many other nations. Perhaps the most obvious link is the diversity of the American 
population, which directly ties into the diversity aspect of the philosophy of the individual. 
Few cultures involve such a wide array of people with different ethnic, religious, and social 
backgrounds. Even the American landscape is marked by a diverse array of terrains. 
Diversity is a core strength of the American experience. If diversity fuels adaptability, then 
the blending of perspectives and cultures inherent to the American experience generates an 
array of approaches to problem-solving that are nearly impossible to anticipate. 
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Operationally, this dynamic allows American operators to adapt to various viewpoints 
based on their interactions, making them inherently suited to novel conditions. This 
evolutionary “natural selection” of ideas, perspectives, and frameworks fosters a 
progressive refinement in operational power. Theoretically, this concept suggests that 
American operators embrace adaptive expertise over procedural expertise during training.22 
Adaptive expertise enables individuals to excel in both expected and unexpected 
conditions, while procedural expertise allows strong performance only within familiar or 
practiced conditions. Diversity underpins adaptation, and adaptive skill is arguably the most 
critical component of expertise. 

This adaptability also carries an inherent tactical advantage: it is difficult to disrupt 
performance when operators can excel even as circumstances change. Disrupting a 
procedural expert is often a straightforward application of relative superiority, but 
disrupting adaptive experts poses a much greater challenge, especially when special 
operations personnel face true peer competitors—other special operations forces. Another 
point emphasizing the uniqueness of the American theory is that the U.S. is built primarily 
upon a spirit, rather than blood or soil. Unlike many nations whose identities are shaped by 
lineage or conquest, America’s identity revolves around an ideal—a belief in crossing 
oceans in pursuit of a better life. This ethos reflects individual initiative aimed at producing 
team success. 

Despite the challenges of building a society composed of native-born citizens and 
immigrants from around the globe, the benefits to special operations are profound. 
Immigrants often carry a spirit of adventure and a willingness to seek change to improve 
their lives. This drive distills into the essence of the American spirit, which transcends 
being born in California or Texas. Moreover, the American Dream emphasizes upward 
mobility, offering abundant opportunities for prosperity and success.23 There is no 
entrenched class system dictating an individual's social responsibilities. Instead, there is a 
pervasive belief that anyone can achieve anything through effort—and perhaps a bit of 
luck. These ideas align with the individual journey and opportunity central to the American 
experience. 

An American theory of special operations embraces this individual journey to 
overcome adversity as a defining feature of its training philosophy. The combination of 
these cultural characteristics suggests that U.S. society is uniquely positioned to produce 
special operators who excel through adaptability and individual initiative. 

This view offers a compelling, if optimistic, explanation for why American special 
operations have garnered such success and earned their reputation for combat prowess. 
However, the same cultural traits that have fostered this success also present risks. Failures 
in special operations training parallel some broader issues within American society. 
Individual initiative pursued for personal glory, rather than self-sacrifice, can lead to the 
kind of hubris often displayed across social media platforms. Such selfishness can fuel a 
cycle of toxicity and entitlement that undermines both special operations and the culture at 
large. The same cultural idioms that create an environment ripe for success could also serve 
as a blueprint for its potential downfall. 
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Future Development for an American Theory of Special Operations 

Although the current discussion has focused on proposing ideas that establish an ethos 
underlying an American theory of special operations, it is important to emphasize that these 
ideas are intended to move the theory forward—they do not represent an endpoint. Special 
operations theory requires substantial additional exploration, and the American theory of 
special operations is merely one avenue for future consideration. Several critical 
considerations arise when addressing theoretical questions about special operations. 

The foremost concern is the value of the theory itself. A debate exists regarding 
whether there should be an overarching theory of special operations or even a subset of 
theoretical emphasis.24 One position argues that “an emergent theory of special operations, 
or SOF power, particularly one sponsored by the special operations community, is an 
indicator of an expansion of bureaucratic confidence and political influence”.25 The idea is 
that, if unchecked, special operations theories could risk promulgating myths or hyperbole, 
taking on political or conspiratorial tones. Applying the descriptive label of "theory" to 
something based solely on logical deduction risks elevating its perceived validity beyond its 
actual value. This critique highlights a potential pitfall in developing theoretical positions 
without sufficient empirical evidence. 

Another challenge in developing theory is that special operations theory may be 
inherently self-limiting, or even self-defeating, given that special operations must remain at 
the cutting edge of warfare. Theory development builds on existing evidence and concepts, 
meaning that any current theory risks becoming outdated as new ideas and innovations 
emerge. Special operations theory could be considered analogous to the uncertainty 
principle: it is difficult to know the exact nature of a current capability and its future 
trajectory.26 The more precisely one examines current special operations capabilities, the 
more difficult it becomes to predict future trends, and vice versa. This analogy suggests that 
narrowly focusing on the present risks obscuring broader trends, while a more generalized 
approach may dilute the specificity needed to address the unique challenges of special 
operations. 

However, there are counterpoints to these concerns. First is the issue of feasibility. 
Developing a theory of special operations is inherently complex, as the field encompasses a 
wide range of activities. Attempting to create one overarching theory of special operations 
is akin to creating a unified theory of psychology. Just as psychology includes multiple 
theories addressing specific topics—such as social learning27 or moral development28—
special operations theory should approach the field through focused, topic-specific 
frameworks. Individual theories might address areas such as training, selection, or 
operational methodologies, differentiating special operations from general military 
practices. 

Second, theoretical debate in special operations serves an important purpose: fostering 
critical thinking within the field. Some knowledge is developed intuitively through 
individual experience, but such insights are often difficult to convey to others as more than 
anecdotal stories. The challenge lies in ensuring that the listener can extract the same value 
and meaning from these stories as the person who experienced them. By contrast, an 
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instructor presenting a structured theory and illustrating it with a story allows students to 
gain a deeper understanding of the situation and apply that knowledge to future scenarios. 
In this sense, a “theory” provides a formal framework for organizing and communicating 
knowledge, making it more accessible and actionable. Developing theoretical postulates for 
special operations is thus an exercise in translating intuition into structured, teachable 
concepts. While this process carries risks, it offers significant value when the resulting 
theory is aimed at enhancing critical thinking around topics relevant to special operations. 

These considerations underscore the challenges and opportunities of theoretical 
development in special operations. For an American theory of special operations, each of 
these points provides meaningful guidance. While speculative ideas should be approached 
with caution to avoid promoting myths, the primary purpose of an American theory should 
be to stimulate critical thinking on issues central to special operations. Such theories need 
not address every aspect of the field or apply universally across all missions and time 
periods. Instead, targeted theories focusing on specific aspects—such as the factors behind 
American special operations' successes or the unique traits distinguishing U.S. SOF from 
other forces—can encourage creative thinking with practical implications for recruiting, 
selection, and training. The current discussion aims to enhance the American theory by 
providing it with a defining ethos. Further development could refine its premises or expand 
on the principles of McRaven’s theory of relative superiority. At its core, an American 
theory of special operations should highlight attributes unique to or heavily influenced by 
U.S. history and culture. Developing such a theory based on historical evidence from 
American special operations is just one of many potential approaches. 

One intriguing area for future research is exploring whether there is something unique 
about U.S. culture that predisposes individuals to success in special operations. A potential 
avenue is examining how this cultural influence shapes the SOF mindset. As Johnsen and 
Christensen describe, “the term ‘SOF mindset’ has become a catchall term that encapsulates 
current enthusiasm and the notion that SOF has special qualities in terms of adaptability, 
risk tolerance, and dedication to mission success.”29 Some individuals may enter training 
with a mindset conducive to success, while others develop it through training. The 
connection between cultural predisposition and individual mindset requires further scrutiny, 
considering both positive and negative implications—such as being goal-oriented but 
potentially resistant to authority.30 While the SOF mindset is not unique to U.S. special 
operations, future research could examine whether U.S. culture predisposes individuals to 
this mindset, whether it is cultivated during training, or if success arises from a combination 
of the two. Investigating the SOF mindset represents a significant opportunity for further 
research, with implications for the philosophy of the individual and broader social science 
applications to special operations.31 
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Summary 

Special operations occupy a distinctive and critical role in U.S. military operations. Their 
unique characteristics introduce equally unique challenges in fostering the critical thinking 
needed to support these activities. The American theory of special operations offers one 
framework to encourage creative thinking in the field. Although this idea builds on 
McRaven’s theory of relative superiority, it requires significant further development. This 
discussion proposed an ethos underlying the American theory—the philosophy of the 
individual—which identifies key factors contributing to its uniqueness: 1) the quality of 
individuals entering the training pipeline, 2) the training process as an individual journey, 
3) the interplay between individual initiative and team success, and 4) the value of 
diversity. Together, these elements explain the successes of U.S. special operations while 
drawing on American history and culture to support the theory. Each aspect reinforces why 
this framework should be called an American theory of special operations. Ultimately, any 
special operations theory should aim to enhance critical thinking within the field, thereby 
improving future operational performance. 
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