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The Birth of the Revolutionary Warfare Concept in French Military Strategy in the Fifties 
 
1. The strategic contribution of Colonel Larechoy 
 
As is widely known, the first reflections of strategic nature on the implications of revolutionary warfare 
against French armed forces during the Indochina War were made by Colonel Larechoy in 1954 in two 
anonymous articles that appeared in the month of August in the prestigious daily newspaper, Le Monde. The 
thoughts expressed therein had such resonance that Larechoy was encouraged to recast them in a technical 
lecture delivered at the Paris School of War in September the same year. Above and beyond considerations 
on their value, the author’s analyses of the observations made by General Giap, Lenin, Mao and others on 
revolutionary warfare laid the foundations for the development of a new doctrine in French strategy known 
as revolutionary warfare with Colonel Larechoy as its first theoretician. 
The premises that drove Larechoy to drastically revise his strategic convictions arose in 1946 when after 
resuming his career as a colonial officer he attended the courses held at the Center of High Administrative 
Studies on the Muslim Administration (CHEAM) created in 1937 on the initiative of Professor Robert 
Montagne, a man with whom Lacheroy had been on friendly terms since the early ‘30s. Subsequently 
appointed commander of the first autonomous battalion in Ivory Coast, he was obliged to take part in the 
bloody repression of the uprising fomented by the African Democratic Union (RDT). This initial encounter 
with “subversive propaganda” and the attempts at “communist infiltration” in the African colony led to a 
profound change on both the emotive and strategic levels. When Larechoy was summoned to Saigon by 
General Lattre in 1951, unlike West Africa, the Far East was completely unknown to him. Appointed 
commander of the First Army in the Bien-Hoa sector in Indochina, he was afforded ample opportunity to 
become familiar with the Viet Minh and its disconcerting, elusive modus operandi based on support from the 



local population that allowed the Viet Minh to be everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Deeply shaken 
in his convictions, Lacheroy wondered how despite possessing far superior weapons than those in the hands 
of the enemy, the French expeditionary force was unable to triumph. The following year, more precisely, 
November, 1952, at a conference held in Bien-Hoa, he explained this incongruence (thanks also to his 
reading of the military works of Mao) in the ability of the Viet Minh to create parallel hierarchies by which 
the inhabitants of South Vietnam were imprisoned in a coercive system of Machiavellian perfection in a 
political system that might be referred to as a populist dictatorship coordinated by the military. The success 
enjoyed at the supreme military commands in the wake of the report led to his appointment as director of the 
Asian and African Studies Center (CEAA) at the Lourcine Barracks in 1953 and to formulate with even 
greater articulation on April 25, 1955, at the Institute of Higher National Defense Studies (IHEDN) a new 
doctrine that Larechoy defined revolutionary warfare, which was characterized by the total control of the 
population that binds the individual since youth in a triple professional, territorial, and ideological structure 
while constantly conditioning him through indoctrination achieved by simple and incisive slogans and 
selected reading. Forced to deal with this new weapon – which as Larechoy himself points out, emphasizes 
the psychological dimension – it becomes imperative to adapt the modus operandi to the new strategic 
context without further indulgence. With the intention of expanding the popularity of his thought, in this way 
accelerating the necessary and urgent modifications at strategic level at the Army General Staff and the 
Ministry of Defense, together with journalist Blanchet of the renowned Parisian daily, Le Monde – a writer 
he had met at the CEAA – anonymously published three excerpts from a typewritten text entitled La 
campagne d’Indochine ou une leçon de guerre révolutionnaire in the newspaper on August 3 and 4. 
Appreciation from both the general public and military institutions offered the authors the chance to present 
the doctrine of revolutionary warfare to General Guillaume in May 1955, and in June 1957, at the Sorbonne 
in the presence of General Challe – Major General of the Armed Forces – and two-thousand reserve officers 
in a 90 minute lecture entitled La guerre révolutionnaire et l’arme psychologique (The War of Insurgency 
and the psychological weapon). According to Larechoy, revolutionary warfare can be divided into five 
stages: 
 
Stage 1: “In a moment of calm, only specialized services can read the storm warnings, which they usually 
refer to the competent authorities. Experience shows, however, that these signals are rarely heeded. Then the 
bombs start exploding, attacks are made, passwords begin circulating, and everything becomes spectacular. 
At the same time, these ‘incidents’ are amplified by certain foreign forces, which begin agitating public 
opinion and the larger international organisms... This is the Promotional Phase, and only after it has come to 
an end will the next stage appear”; 
Stage 2: “In light of this situation and the prevailing climate of anxiety – fed by the media – which 
accompanies it, the authorities are driven to take police force measures. The revolutionary movement will 
focus its effort on controlling the local population through increasing terrorism. This is the end of Stage 2. 
The adversary has won the battle with silence as its accomplice. All that is required after this is to maintain 
the complicity of silence through a much lower number of attacks against the people that are, however, 
carefully studied and exploited to the greatest extent”; 
Stage 3: “At this point, a distinction between actions of military nature and fundamentally political actions 
begins to work. The former are conducted by armed rebels operating with the complicity of the local 
population and for such reason unstoppable (all they must do is wear local dress or operate by night) who 
begin engaging in guerilla warfare; the latter rely on groups or cells assigned to the gradual transformation of 
the passive complicity of silence into an ‘activity complicity’ in which the spectators become protagonists, 
the undecided first sympathizers, then fanatics”; 
Stage 4: “This is essentially a period of transition during which guerilla and population control activities 
intensify”; 
Stage 5: “Authentic regular troops make their appearance when various other conditions mature: a united 
and unquestioned rebel command, a significantly wide territory, and parallel hierarchies. At this point, the 



rebel authorities find support in the popular-political-military organization formed in this way and 
progressively substitute the legal authorities; in short, legality and power have changed sides”1

These five stages – Larechoy continues – are planned at central level by the USSR: “after gaining a foothold 
on the Asian continent, psycho-political techniques are used to surround the European continent by skirting 
its defenses on the Middle Eastern and African perimeters”

. 
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. On the basis of these concepts – which were 
profoundly innovative in the context of French strategy – a careful and thorough examination of 
revolutionary warfare was begun in France. 

2. The strategic contribution from the French Chief of General Staff 

In the October 1954 issue of Military Information magazine, General Chassin acknowledged the importance 
of the role in renewing the French military strategy for revolutionary warfare matured in the context of 
Indochina and psychological warfare, emphasizing how the French armed forces – drawing inspiration from 
the Viet Minh model – were now required to further an ideology based on the values of public spirit and 
patriotism and adopt a precise political stance of moderately nationalist and anti-communist origin. Although 
General Caniot had expressed the need for operative planning in the field of psychological warfare (an 
integral part of any revolutionary warfare) waged against the Muslim Algerian population and oriented to a 
policy of assimilation as early as in 1955, it was only with General Blanc that a military organization for 
psychological action known as the Psychological Action Regional Office took form. The organization was 
established in short time due to the serious situation in Algeria. The second stage of operative 
implementation of psychological warfare in Algeria was the merit of General Lorillot in June, 1955 inside 
the 10th Algerian Military Region, an implementation that required the achievement of fairly precise 
objectives, such as psychological operations on troop morale, an information campaign on Algerian 
economic and political problems addressed to the officers and non-commissioned officers, and the creation 
of infrastructure to modernize Algeria and bring it closer to French standards. In any case however, the 
French Defense Minister General Koenig issued a directive on psychological warfare, the first to make a 
precise distinction between psychological action and psychological warfare, among other things, for the first 
time only in the month of October, 1955. Whereas psychological action was an attacking maneuver and 
consisted in the systematic exertion of various types of pressure for the purpose of provoking the adhesion of 
individuals to determined causes (such as the preservation of cohesion and troop morale), psychological 
warfare consisted in developing various tools to influence the opinions, feelings, attitudes, and behavior of 
the adversaries, be they soldiers or civilians, to the benefit of the objectives posed by the French government. 
With extreme realism and foresight, the author acknowledged the polyvalent nature of psychological warfare 
at both tactical and strategic level. The directive also specified the need to quickly establish a psychological 
instruction center under the authority of the Chief of General Staff for the training of specialized officers 
who could enrich the doctrine of psychological warfare with greater articulation and adapt it to the particular 
circumstances of the War in Algeria. This need was rapidly filled with the creation in 1955 of the 
Psychological Warfare Instruction Center more commonly known by the military acronym EMFA. With the 
strategic importance of psychological warfare now accepted, General Lorilott was compelled to adapt it to 
the Algerian context in December 1955, and emphasized the need for the centralization at the 10th Algerian 
Military Region of all the different levels of French strategy: political, military, psychological, while at the 
same time creating in the military intelligence function a department specifically dedicated to psychological 
warfare. This need was met through both the establishment of the Psychological Service under the command 
of Colonel Tabois – which would be assigned the key role in waging psychological warfare within the 
French Army’s counterinsurgency instrument – and the replacement of the Resident General in Algeria by 

                                                             
1 Colonel Charles Larechoy, De Saint-Cyr à l’action psychologique, Lavauzelle, 2003, p. 14. 
2 Paul et Marie-Catherine Villatoux, La République et son armée face au "péril subversif ", Les Indesavantes, 2005, p. 
303-304. 



Robert Lacoste on February 9, 1956, a man who proved to be a fervent supporter of the concept of 
revolutionary warfare. Four months later, at the recommendation of General Lorilott, Northern Algeria was 
divided into three regions, 12 departments, and 37 districts, supplemented by 630 special administrative 
sections known by the military acronym SAS. This permitted the geometrical partitioning of Algerian 
territory on one hand, and the crystallization of the parallel hierarchies for the better control and 
indoctrination of the population (the systematic use of parallel hierarchies would naturally be handled by a 
specific intelligence organism, in other words, by the second office and by the secret services), on the other. 
The insurrection’s escalation in 1956 prompted the directorate of the 10th Algerian Military Region 
Psychological Warfare Office to add a few key objectives to be pursued, such as the development of 
offensive actions against the rebels, revolutionary warfare tactical units, and information intoxication 
processes directed towards the Muslim population. In order to reinforce the psychological warfare and 
counterinsurgency tool, the use of highly mobile elite troops such as paratroopers made a decisive 
contribution to the waging of the French counterinsurgency war demonstrated by the recapture of the Casbah 
in January 1957 achieved thanks also to the centralization of the command achieved by Massu and 
authorized by Lacoste. In light of this unquestionable military success, strategic thought on wars of 
insurgency would be subjected to further analysis by Colonels Trinquier, Godard, Argoud and Capodanno, 
who observed that psychological action cannot be successful unless it is part of a clearly defined political 
policy, while also emphasizing how the strong political/military hierarchy of the rebel forces required a 
similar centralization of command. With these recommendations and Provisory instructions on the use of 
psychological weapons (known by its military acronym TTA 117) in mind, General Lorilott created the Fifth 
Office of Psychological Action to both give the right weight to the psychological weapon devised against 
revolutionary warfare and to develop a highly specialized organism.  

 

3. Roger Trinquier’s contribution to strategy  

3.1 Modern warfare 

Despite the War in Indochina and despite the failure of the military campaign in Indochina in which French 
military power waged traditional field battle against an enemy implementing new military strategy, Trinquier 
controversially argued that France continued using a type of war that was entirely inadequate to both the 
Algerian context and confronting new threats such as terrorism and guerilla warfare. In Trinquier’s opinion, 
the French war machine resembled a pile-driver unable to crush a fly. If the exponents of the National 
Liberation Front in Algeria succeeded in developing a new form of warfare, this was certainly due to an 
organization constructed in a specific way using specific methods. From the strictly strategic point of view, 
the term modern warfare alludes to a new type of war now usually defined as subversive, revolutionary 
warfare. 

3.2 Aspects of modern warfare 

Modern warfare is a combination of linked elements from the political, economic, psychological and military 
worlds that has the overthrow of a nation’s legitimately established political authorities and their replacement 
with another political system as its primary objective. For the achievement of this ambitious objective, the 
adversary exploits to his advantage the tensions of various nature present in the political system to be 
destabilized. In consideration of this affirmation of theoretical nature, the military operations of insurgency 
wars are no longer limited solely to the battlefield and acquire unprecedented complexity. One of the most 
interesting aspects of modern warfare, notes Trinquier citing thoughts by Mao Tse Tung, is the psychological 
and material support given to insurrectionists by civil society, on one hand, and the fact that in order for the 
efficiency of such support to be ensured, a clandestine armed organization that imposes its will by terrorizing 



the population is required, on the other. The most evident example of the latter is undoubtedly the FNL, 
which operated in Algeria from 1956 to 1957.  

1. Terrorism 

As hinted above, one of the decisive weapons in imposing one’s will on a population is the use of terror or 
more precisely, the use of terrorism, which the author considers an authentic weapon whose importance can 
neither be ignored or minimized, given that terrorism permits widespread control of the civil society by 
subjecting citizens to a continuous threat in space and time, determining in such way a gradual but 
inexorable loss of trust of the State by the citizen. Secondly, the practitioners of terrorist action are not 
military personnel in the classical sense of the term because the terrorist action does not marshal itself on the 
traditional battlefield, and above all because it does not target its enemy, the military, but rather unarmed 
civilians instead. Terrorist practice and action do not subject the terrorist to the risks of retaliation in either 
practical or legal terms. From the psychological point of view, the terrorist fights for a cause he considers an 
ideal, and eliminates his adversaries without any hatred with the same indifference adopted by a professional 
soldier. Fighting outside the traditional rules of the battlefield, the terrorist refuses to assume the same 
obligations as professional military personnel, and accepts the fact that if he is ever captured, he will not be 
treated either as a soldier in the classic sense of the term or as a common criminal. At any event, once he is 
arrested, it is very important to conduct a systematic interrogation structured to provide precise information 
on his organization that permits the detailed reconstruction of the hierarchy of his reference structure. Should 
he refuse to reply to questions, physical pain and death become inevitable. Due to its importance, this 
interrogation should be conducted by qualified, trained personnel, above all because the interrogation must 
ensure that the person being interrogated can be framed somewhere inside a diagram of his or her 
organization for the purpose of plotting its structure. 

2. The psychological dimension 

Another characteristic of revolutionary warfare is the difficulty in identifying the enemy: no physical line 
separates friend from foe, and the two confront each other from the opposite sides of an ideological fence. 
Precisely for this reason the psychological warfare front plays such a decisive role in modern warfare and the 
army, which must shoulder the greatest responsibility in defending the nation, must be able to rely on 
receiving the unconditional support from society’s civilians. 

3. The ubiquitous battlefield 

Another determinant aspect of modern warfare – Trinquier announces – is the dramatic transformation of the 
battleground, which is no longer restricted and both global and local at the same time because it may also 
include the individual citizen, whose home may become a center of conflict. Precisely for this reason, the 
counter-measures that should be taken to oppose modern warfare must require individual citizens to make 
active contributions to their own personal defense. The possibility for modern warfare to be waged 
effectively depends on a deep awareness of civilian society. 

4. Counter-measures 

Precisely for this reason, an organization capable of contrasting the success of the FLN was set up during the 
battle of Algiers. The organization grew from the grassroots up (from single groups of houses to the level of 
authentic district) and was rendered possible thanks to the close collaboration between the army and the 
police forces. The second step consisted in taking an accurate and widespread census of the entire 
population. This census of the population gave every citizen a census membership card that made it easy to 
identify his or her hometown. In strictly strategic terms, this organization played a defensive role in Algeria 
because its objective was to ensure the population’s safety. The accomplishment of such a complex operation 



required the preventive preclusion of any and all possible infiltration inside the territory, while implying the 
establishment of a vast intelligence network and the institution of specialized secret centers for the training 
of citizens as informants able to gather information in the widest contexts. The intelligence operation 
obviously achieved its greatest success when it succeeded in planting its own agent in the Algerian 
organization. 

5. Guerilla warfare 

Another aspect of modern warfare indicated by Trinquier is the guerilla warfare that is based on terrorism: in 
the author’s opinion, guerilla warfare and terrorism are only one stage of modern warfare, both of which aim 
at the creation of a context favorable to the formation of a regular army whose final goal is to face the enemy 
army on a traditional battlefield. In any case, the primary objective of guerilla warfare is the determination of 
a climate of uncertainty in both the population and the police force. In this case as well – as for terrorism – 
the support of the population assumes fundamental importance because it eliminates the risk of the guerilla 
being caught unprepared during his activity. Using military outposts, isolated ambushes, and round-ups is not 
an efficacious counterinsurgency strategy. You must first know guerilla warfare and the guerilla well before 
you can oppose him. Guerilla warfare begins with the guerilla’s perfect knowledge of the territory, the 
support he receives from the population, and also the widespread information he can obtain from the 
population on the enemy’s modus operandi. Precisely for this reason, the most useful counter-measures to be 
taken are those that weaken the guerilla’s control over the population, and include, for example, enabling the 
local population to take active part in its own defense. In other words, in Trinquier’s opinion, the guerilla 
must be isolated from the population, the areas occupied by the guerilla must be rendered no longer 
defendable, and these actions must be coordinated over a wider area for as long as it takes for the guerilla to 
be defeated. 

6. Counterinsurgency warfare  

The combination of these measures given the name counterinsurgency warfare strategy must take form 
through counter-measures of military, political, economic, psychological and administrative nature with an 
elevated level of planning. One of the most interesting aspects of counterinsurgency warfare strategy is 
certainly the identification of the most vulnerable part of the enemy’s organization, which is usually found in 
the urban sector. One of the most important measures that counterinsurgency warfare must take is 
undoubtedly the creation of a reticulated defense system inside of which the military organization follows the 
lines of civil administration by exploiting all the possibilities of command to greatest extent possible. The 
ultimate purpose of this system is to create authentic strategic villages as part of a tight and insurmountable 
perimeter. In terms of operation, the reticulated defense system is created through precise phases or steps. 
The first step lies in constructing a police operation that consists in the installation of an office for the control 
and organization of the inhabitants in collaborating with the military staff in such way to surround the city 
behind a sealed and protected perimeter. The second step will consist in providing every local inhabitant with 
a census membership card, one copy of which will be sent to the respective district command post. The third 
step will consist in taking a census of all the animals and branding them with the membership number of 
their owner in order to previously identify potential sources of future guerilla requisitioning. The fourth step 
will consist in training an infantry battalion of four mobile companies capable of moving rapidly by foot or 
vehicle whenever necessary over long distances with the objective of wiping out enemy armed bands. The 
infantry battalion must also conduct systematic searches to find guerilla hideouts or weapons storage sites by 
interrogating inhabitants one by one. The fifth step will consist in preparing an intelligence unit from the 
population itself. If all these operations are conducted with success, a wall will be created between the 
guerillas and civilian society. The sixth step will consist in the supply of observation helicopters and light 
aircraft for reconnaissance, protection, and above all, rapid intervention anywhere in the area of operations. 
The seventh step will consist in psychological action through the use of megaphones and handbills to 



demoralize the inhabitants who had previously supported the guerillas. The eighth step in the reticulated 
defense system will consist in the destruction of enemy weapons deposits and hideouts. In order for all these 
operations or steps to be conducted efficaciously, Trinquier warns, it must always be remembered that the 
enemy is invisible and fluid, and that only a cross-linked system like the one described above will be able to 
ensure close and closed-mesh coverage throughout the area of operation. Alongside internal support, it is 
obvious that guerillas also receive some form of support from outside: material sustenance and the promise 
of powerful and continuous assistance from a foreign nation assume fundamental importance for the guerilla. 
Secondly, considering the interdependence of nations, it is clear that any insurgency movement will be 
propagandistically exploited by another nation. Precisely for this reason, traditional military forces will each 
have their own important task: the navy must block enemy supplies; the air force must perform efficacious 
surveillance over land borders. Alongside these defense and prevention actions, offensive actions must also 
be taken through the training on foreign soil of partisan cadres and leaders who will then be able to create 
other partisan squadrons divided into personnel for combat, communication experts, and political and 
intelligence agents. In this way, the war will be fought on foreign soil without involving regular troops. In 
psychological terms, the partisan offensive must be presented as spontaneous insurgency arising from within 
a nation that the other nation that secretly organized it will one day openly support. Lastly, in order for the 
psychological action to be completed with success, a precise ideological connotation must be given to the 
partisan resistance and a charismatic symbolic leader who represents the struggle to be made must be found. 

Conclusion  

The comment that Trinquier adopts for the book’s conclusion is significant and prophetic at the same time: 
despite the emphasis on the increasingly important role of nuclear warfare, war itself is not going to 
disappear, and despite its technological evolution, war will continue to be waged in clearly-defined terms, 
and as in the past, intelligence, astuteness, and physical brutality will prevail over blind and aseptic 
armaments.  

Giuseppe Gagliano 

President of Cestudec (Carlo De Cristoforis Strategic Studies Center) 

 

 

Bibliography 

 

Colonel Charles Larechoy, De Saint-Cyr à l’action psychologique, Lavauzelle, 2003  
 
Pierre Cyril Pahlavi, La guerre révolutionnaire de l’armée française en Algérie, L’Harmattan, 2004  

Roger Trinquier, Modern Warfare: A French View of Counterinsurgency, trans. Daniel Lee, New York, 
Frederick A. Praeger, 1964  

Paul et Marie-Catherine Villatoux, La République et son armée face au "péril subversif ", Les Indesavantes, 
2005 


