








TRUST, NOT TECHNOLOGY,
SUSTAINS COALITIONS

History testifies to the ineptitude of coalitions in waging war.
Allied failures have been so numerous and their inexcusable
blunders so common that professional soldiers had long
discounted the possibility of effective allied action unless
available resources were so great as to assure victory by
inundation. Even Napoleon’s reputation as a brilliant military 
leader suffered when students . . . came to realize that he
always fought against coalitions—and therefore against
divided counsels and diverse political, economic, and military
interests.

Dwight D. Eisenhower, Crusade in Europe1

As Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary
Force in Europe during World War II, General Dwight
Eisenhower led one of the most successful coalitions in
history. By insisting on an integrated staff and demanding
an atmosphere of fairness and mutual respect, Eisenhower
transcended personalities and many political challenges to
his decisions. His success was in large measure attributable
to the cohesive—if sometimes contentious—environment at
Supreme Headquarters Allied Forces Europe.

Strategists predict that instability and conflict will
characterize the 21st century, due to cultural unrest and
regional wars engulfing bordering states or consuming
states from within.2 Over the past decade Western
democracies and others, mindful of the need to contain the
spread of violence, have demonstrated increased
willingness to use military force to defuse internal or
regional political conflicts or to respond to humanitarian
crises.

But smaller and more expensive militaries as well as
pressing social needs confront decisionmakers with the
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need to find ways to contain the cost of such military
undertakings. For the foreseeable future the United States
will remain reluctant to intervene unilaterally in most
crises; as a consequence, the need for coalition partners will
shape American strategy.

In all its modern wars the United States has fought as a
member of a coalition.3 Thus, it is likely that U.S. military
leaders throughout their careers will confront the challenge
of organizing and leading coalitions. Any officer knows
intuitively, if not from experience, that interoperability of
equipment and compatibility of doctrine and operational
procedures pose significant challenges in any coalition.
Many also are aware of the costs of rationalizing
procurement, doctrine, and training within the NATO
alliance; few, however, could even speculate on how to reach
NATO’s levels of interoperability within a coalition.

Eisenhower’s success is instructive here: the
compatibility of leaders and staffs in a coalition is more
important than compatibility in doctrine or materiel. This
article considers technological capabilities, requirements
for coalition interoperability, and the need to revive a
concept with a long history—the liaison officer as “directed
telescope”—to form and manage coalitions.

Communicating In Coalitions

Coalition operations need two simultaneous methods of
communication. The first presumes the technical
connectivity required within coalitions to perform assigned
missions. The U.S. military needs to develope sufficient
compatibility in data and information to provide a
reasonable level of technical interoperability with
prospective coalition partners.

The second method relies on personal and professional
relationships with counterparts in other nations. It
recognizes the potential impediments of language, cultural
differences, and national perspectives when operating in a
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coalition. Compensating for such impediments requires
long-term investments in training select officers to function
autonomously under great stress within a multinational
environment. Sensitive to national or subnational issues
and skilled in building trust based on personal
relationships, such officers would help regional
commanders-in-chief “see” the complexities of strategic and
operational environments.

Alliances and Coalitions

While there are similarities between alliances and
coalitions, politically and structurally they are markedly
different. Created for collective defense or to cope with a
long-term threat, alliances usually rest on formal
agreements among nations with mutual interests and
(often) cultural ties. Sometimes referred to as “latent” war
communities, alliances require a formal structure,
agreed-upon rules, and protocols to manage the routine and
structure the rest.

For many years Washington’s Farewell Address shaped
U.S. perspectives on alliances: “Tis our true policy to steer
clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign
world.”4 By the end of World War II, however, the threat of
Soviet aggression proved more compelling than 150 years of
tradition. The role of the United States in developing NATO
as a barrier to Soviet aggression,5 and the Organization of
American States to improve relations in the Western
Hemisphere, needs no review. But alliances remain viable
only so long as the reason for their founding endures. The
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) dissolved
long before the Soviet Union did, and in 1986 the United
States suspended security obligations incurred with New
Zealand under the ANZUS Treaty (Australia, New Zealand, 
and the United States).

In contrast, coalitions are transitory, emerging in
response to specific threats and dissolving once coalition
goals have been met. Politically fragile in nature, they
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develop out of necessity, sometimes uniting nations without
a history of harmonious relations. Since the end of the Cold
War, “coalitions of the willing” have been an increasing
factor within NATO in dealing with crises affecting the vital
interests of only a part of the Alliance. Italy’s leading role in
the 1997 intervention in Albania may be a harbinger of
NATO’s future in this respect.6

National military capabilities either increase or reduce
the coalition’s fighting power by their value relative to other
coalition members and the capabilities of the adversary. For 
coalitions facing major operations, member nations with
large armies are important. Coalitions formed from roughly
equal militaries sharing qualitative characteristics offer
versatility. And some coalitions will include members
whose participation is symbolic. These states contribute
little in military capability; they serve primarily to increase
the number of flags at the command post and add
international legitimacy.

Technology in Coalitions

Technology is a two-edged sword in coalition operations.
Global communications systems enhance connectivity
among coalition members; emerging military technology
allows unprecedented surveillance. Moreover, information
technologies have the potential to accelerate deployments
and permit decisive operations.

The downside is that rapid and costly changes in
technology also create barriers to effective integration of
coalition forces. Thoughtful observers have already noted
that in a replay of the 1990-91 Gulf War, there could be
three and possibly four distinct levels of technology within
the coalition. The United States could be well in advance of
the second-tier militaries, such as the United Kingdom,
Germany, and France, with the rest of pre-enlargement
NATO forces at a third level. The fourth level could include
recent NATO accessions and the armed forces of other
states. Moreover, while the U.S. military might eventually
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be able to preempt adversary planning, those same
adversaries could limit or negate our ability to achieve
surprise by accessing similar technology. Finally, until
logistic capabilities improve ways and means for operating
in bare-base environments, Army theater requirements and 
Title 10 responsibilities will pose substantial strategic and
operational challenges in either multilateral or unilateral
environments.

Attaining technological interoperability will be difficult
for coalitions in any case. Each Gulf War participant arrived 
with its own level of technical sophistication. In some cases
participants had advanced systems that were not
compatible within the coalition. In others, military units
needed substantial assistance to communicate with
coalition partners. For example, it required approximately
70 soldiers, 27 tons of equipment, and 80 days of training
and coordination to create communication interoperability
for an average brigade from the Middle Eastern nations.7
The sheer number of potential coalition partners and the
cost of acquiring common or interoperable equipment may
make it impossible to guarantee interoperability in
similarly constituted coalitions over the next 5 to 10 years.8

To further complicate matters, the rate of change in
communications, automation, and other technologies is
such that equipment is often obsolete before military
organizations can establish and maintain interoperability
for coalition operations. In the meantime, availability of
off-the-shelf technology may allow potential adversaries to
procure the latest equipment even as potential coalition
members struggle with obsolete equipment. Technology
offers no panacea for conducting coalition operations,
regardless of who the members are.

Liaison Officers Can Help

The practice of using liaison officers as “directed
telescopes” to facilitate command and control is almost as
old as war itself. Beginning in antiquity and continuing into
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the modern era, ground commanders have relied on
carefully selected subordinates to serve as their eyes and
ears. These trusted agents, often with direct access to the
deliberations that produced the “commander’s intent,” have 
provided invaluable information to the commander’s
immediate staff and others. And during the heat of battle,
they assisted commanders by communicating orders and
controlling units.9

A number of great captains developed communications
and information gathering systems that resemble the
directed telescope concept of the 19th and 20th centuries.
Alexander the Great detailed junior officers as couriers to
help control widely separated columns. Caesar’s staff
included aides who served as observers and couriers for
high-priority missions. Napoleon relied on liaison officers to
provide vital battlefield information and to clarify his intent 
to subordinates, while Grant used liaison officers to help
form impressions of the morale and spirit of his Army.10

Field Marshal Montgomery was perhaps the most
creative user of such liaison officers in World War II. He
selected and integrated into his personal staff a small group
of young combat veterans. With the Field Marshal’s
authority to go anywhere and see anything, these liaison
officers traveled extensively, gathering and reporting
information via radio. Many returned at night to
Montgomery’s command post to provide firsthand accounts
of their insights. The responsibilities of Montgomery’s
officers extended beyond gathering information. They could
interrupt normal signal traffic with their reports, and they
routinely interacted with senior generals and politicians.
Moreover, Montgomery authorized them to ask pointed
questions of senior officers who appeared incapable of
executing their prescribed tasks.11 This system allowed him
to keep the pulse of British, American, Canadian, and
Polish formations under his command.12 Churchill
delighted in hearing the nightly reports from Montgomery’s
“directed telescopes”; he considered the system invaluable
in the command of Montgomery’s forces.13 The question for
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us today is whether the average Army captain or major
could perform such tasks in a coalition environment. Are we
preparing such officers in our schools and training
institutions?

A Geostrategic Scout

One can expect that skilled junior officers will continue
to serve as liaison officers to allied tactical formations much
as they have in the past. But what of the strategic level,
where geopolitical issues and conflicting national interests
truly complicate coalitions and alliances? Until 1990 many
U.S. Army officers had experience in NATO, as well as in the 
culture, economy, politics, and forces of other countries
around the world. This familiarity came about largely
through the Army’s Foreign Area Officer (FAO) program.
Prepared by study and assignment, such officers served as
high-level liaison officers in good times and bad.
Unfortunately, the Army has had to curtail that program
during the drawdown.

Recent experience indicates a clear requirement for a
cadre of officers whose skills and capabilities would
transcend the norms of the FAO program. In an era of
short-notice deployments, the Army and the other services
need to examine the requirement for sophisticated liaison
personnel—officers, noncommissioned officers, and
civilians—in the active and reserve components. Such
individuals would perform the tasks of the foreign area
specialist and more. As in the FAO program, their skills
would include language as well as cultural and historical
understanding of one or more countries in a region. But they 
would set their sights much higher to include regional
geostrategic and geopolitical matters; knowledge of key
regional alliances; awareness of new and emerging
technologies affecting the ability of the United States to lead 
or sustain a coalition; U.S. capabilities in strategic
communications,  logistics,  transportation, and
sustainment; the interagency process that determines U.S.
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involvement in peace support activities; and the inter-
national humanitarian support system, including the
principal private volunteer and nongovernmental
organizations through which most humanitarian and
developmental work occurs. This list of capabilities is
representative, not inclusive; it defines only part of the
challenge facing each regional commander-in-chief every
day.

Personnel with the desired attributes would be available 
to regional commanders-in-chief and commanders of
combined and national joint task forces. They would assume 
the role of advisor to the task force commander in matters as 
important as those addressed by political advisors to
regional or theater commanders. The reported proliferation
of political advisors in the Balkans underscores the need for
such officers. Traditionally “reserved” for work at the
highest headquarters, individuals charged with keeping the 
task force and other commanders apprised of local political,
social, and economic conditions have appeared at many
levels in Bosnia. This is a pragmatic solution to an
unprecedented requirement. With the FAO concept as the
foundation, the Army needs to draw on the Bosnia
experience and identify new skills and attributes required
at the headquarters of coalition partners in 2025. We can do
better than ad hoc solutions during crises.

What’s the Precedent?

In multinational operations, trust binds the coalition
together. “Patience, tolerance, frankness, absolute honesty
in all dealings, particularly with all persons of the opposite
nationality, and firmness are absolutely essential,”
Eisenhower wrote to Lord Louis Mountbatten as the latter
was preparing to assume command in Southeast Asia.14

Eisenhower’s perspective on coalitions, in large measure
shared later by General Norman Schwarzkopf, was that the
center of gravity in a coalition is often the coalition itself.
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There are a number of historical examples that underline
this point.

• Hitler aspired to duplicate Frederick the Great’s
ability to wear down the great alliance formed
against Prussia in the Seven Years War. So his
concept for the December 1944 offensive through
the Ardennes rested on the assumption that by
capturing Antwerp and encircling and destroying
British and American forces, the Allied coalition
would splinter and result in a peace offer.

• During the Gulf War, Saddam Hussein applied
similar reasoning when he attempted to draw Israel 
into the conflict. Israeli retaliation to the Scud
attacks might have unraveled the fragile ties
binding the coalition together.

Hitler’s offensive met a bitter end in the snows of the
Ardennes. Israel’s close relationship with the United States
enabled Israeli political leaders to exercise restraint, and
the anti-Iraq coalition held together, to a considerable
degree due to the part played by liaison teams. Trust was a
key ingredient in sustaining the 1990-91 coalition.

But trust requires time and a measured appraisal of one
another to emerge from personal relationships, particularly
those that cross cultures.

• In 1981-83, as the Program Manager, Saudi Arabia
National Guard, General John Yeosock earned the
trust of the Saudi leadership. Years later, as the
United States began deploying forces to the region
during Desert Shield, Yeosock was granted access
and host nation support by Saudi officials.

• The U.S. Army rediscovered the value of liaison
officers in the Gulf War. A group of carefully
selected liaison teams established communications
between Schwarzkopf and major coalition partners.
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The teams in turn reported to the Coalition
Coordination and Communications Integration
Center, which provided information and clarified
orders to coalition members. Later, the center
served as a directed telescope for Schwarzkopf.15 If
we intend to achieve a similar degree of success in
future coalition efforts, including peace operations,
the United States needs to establish programs to
educate and train a cadre capable of communicating 
effectively with coalition partners. The time to begin 
is now.

Conclusion

Although emerging technology offers promise for
applying precision firepower and swift maneuver through
enhanced information, it will not eliminate the fog and
friction of war. New and improved technologies may
enhance the 21st Century commander’s ability to
communicate with coalition partners, but coalition efforts
may still founder on the shoals of technical incompati-
bilities, language difficulties, cultural asymmetries, and
ignorance of key historical and geopolitical issues. The
antidote to the fog and friction of coalition warfare is not
technology; it lies in trusted subordinates who can deal
effectively with coalition counterparts.
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TRUST, MORE THAN TECHNOLOGY,
ENSURES INTEROPERABILITY

The intangible, human dimensions of trust, not technology,
will ensure NATO’s future position as the pre-eminent
security alliance during the 21st century.

As the 20th century draws to a close and NATO leaders
pause to celebrate the alliance’s past 50 years of success, it is 
timely and appropriate to discuss NATO’s organisational
strategy for the next five decades.  Without question, NATO
faces a midlife challenge as the alliance crosses the
threshold of a new millennium.  If NATO hopes to step
boldly into the 21st century, it must strengthen its trust
building mechanisms while pursuing the quest for
technological interoperability.  To be sure, this technical
interoperability is an important factor and must continue to
he a key organisational focus.  Fostering the intangible
sense of trust, however, is more important than the
coordination of tangible technical connections.  It is these
human relationships, ultimately, that will ensure NATO’s
continued political and military interoperability.

The primary focus

The organisational blueprint for a viable multinational
partnership must be primarily based upon trust and
subsequently facilitated by technological interoperability
as NATO prepares to resolutely enter the new millennium. 
The impediments of technological connectivity pale as
secondary issues when attempting to communicate and
coordinate within a multinational relationship.  Trust, not
technology or doctrine nor materiel binds and sustains a
successful alliance especially during times of crisis.  Trust,
more than technology, makes its possible to develop
organisational consensus while designing a collective
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solution that may not require the application of standards
from the ‘lowest common denominator test.’

Building a sense of trust and shared interests is a
labour-intensive venture that requires a long-term
commitment of human resources.  Professional rapport
between officers of various nations cannot be purchased,
garnered overnight or mandated.  Rather, trust must be
nurtured and fostered over a period of time among
individuals who are sensitive to each other’s national or
sub-national concerns.  Trust, fostered by regular
consultation, becomes the adhesive that binds a
multinational partnership despite individual national
differences.  The foundation of trusting relationships must
be established earlier rather than later to ensure that it will
be available when it may he needed for the complexities of
future strategic and operational battlefield environments.

Allied solidarity

While there are similarities between alliances and
coalitions, politically and structurally they are markedly
different.  However, both must achieve unity of effort in
order to he successful.  This solidarity requires two
simultaneous methods of communication.  The first
presumes a reasonable level of technical interoperability,
whereas the second relies on personal and professional
relationships with counterparts from other nations.

Overcoming the fog and friction of complex military
operations is not a new security challenge and professional
relationships were used long before the invention of the
microchip.  Many great leaders from the past were
confronted with complex command and control
requirements and they relied extensively on a network of
trained liaison officers.  In fact, the practice of using liaison
officers as ‘directed telescopes’ to facilitate command and
control is almost as old as war itself.  Beginning during
antiquity and continuing into the modern era, commanders
have relied upon carefully selected subordinates to serve as
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their eyes, ears and military ambassadors.  These trusted
agents, often with direct access to the deliberations that
produced the ‘commander’s intent,’ have provided
invaluable information to subordinate commands
throughout the theatre of many past military operations.

The chronicles of history document examples where a
number of great captains have used trusted liaison officers
to establish and maintain effective command, control and
communication functions.  Alexander the Great detailed
junior officers as ambassadors to help control widely
separated columns.  Caesar’s staff included aides who
served as observers and couriers for high-priority missions. 
Napoleon relied on liaison officers to provide vital
battlefield information and to clarify his intent.  Field
Marshal Montgomery was perhaps the most creative user of 
such liaison officers during World War II.  He selected and
integrated into his personal staff a small group of officers
who routinely interacted with other senior generals and
civilian political leaders1.  I These historical examples raise
a central question for us today: are we preparing young
officers in our schools and training institutions to effectively 
function within a composite multinational environment as
contemporary directed telescopes?

New and improved technologies will most certainly
improve the 21st century commander’s ability to
communicate with alliance partners, but operations may
still founder on the shoals of technical incompatibilities,
language difficulties, cultural asymmetries and ignorance
of key historical and geopolitical issues.  The antidote for
this type of fog and fiction is not more technology; it lies in
trusted subordinates and liaison officers who can deal
effectively with military and civilian counterparts.  In an
era of short-notice deployments with complex mission
requirements, we need to examine the anticipated demands
for sophisticated liaison personnel who would perform the
tasks of foreign area specialist with ambassador-like
responsibilities.  Their skills should include not only
language proficiency but also an understanding of cultural
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and historical differences between one or more alliance
partners.

The technology solution

The quest for technological interoperability has a
number of inherent limitations.  But, we can not ignore the
need to address this challenge; it must be a part of the
overall plan for the future.  Increased attention must be
given to the accelerating pace of technological change and
the different rates of acquisition that will permit NATO
members to introduce these advanced capabilities into their 
inventories.  In reality, there is not enough money within
any of the defence budgets to attain and sustain
technological interoperability among the entire NATO
alliance and the states within its developing Partnership for 
Peace effort.  The growing number of nations and the sheer
cost of acquiring common or interoperable equipment most
certainly makes it impossible to always guarantee system
interoperibility.

Further complicating this matter is the rapid rate of
change within command, control, communication and
information links.  In many instances, the technological
half-life of these systems is such that military equipment is
often obsolete before units can field and train with these
systems.  In the meantime, availability of off-the-shelf
technology may allow potential adversaries the opportunity
to procure the most current equipment while alliance
members struggle to use obsolete equipment.  There is no
‘technological silver bullet’ and even though technology will
always be a supporting dimension of multinational
operations, it will never become the panacea chat will
overcome the fog and friction of complex military
operations.

Enduring strategic solutions

The new century will most certainly bring a new form of
future warfare.  We should expect the information age to
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alter the means of future warfare just as decisively as the
machine age altered the conduct of war during the 19th and
20th century.  There is a historic and symbiotic relationship
between advancing technology and the evolving means of
warfare.2  The sense of relative stability, maintained
through the balance of power that existed during the Cold
War, will be more difficult to achieve during the next 20
years as long-standing, multi-polar tensions erupt and
competing hegemons attempt to dominate their respective
regions.  Conflict will abound as some nations redress
historic grievances and others open old wounds that have
been festering for centuries.

During the past decade, Western democracies and
others, mindful of the social need to contain the spread of
violence, have demonstrated increased willingness to use
military force to defuse internal or regional political
conflicts or to respond to humanitarian crises.  In many
instances, the need for synchronised NATO military action
may be greater than in the past.  There are numerous vital
political and military outcomes that can only be achieved
through the actions of an alliance or coalition.  The raison
d’être frequently involves more than the need to assemble
equal or compatible military partners.  Alliances and
coalitions have historically provided military commanders
with the opportunity to achieve an overwhelming mass of
force on the battlefield  They also provide the organisational
framework for demonstrating political consensus.3

In many cases, the political heft of multinational
partnerships may be the single most important commodity
as the ‘war of national resolve’ is waged.  Moreover, this
solidarity may be the only way to achieve enduring,
strategic solutions within a complex web of international
security concerns.

The next frontier

NATO has five decades of remarkable achievement and
we anticipate this outstanding track record to continue well
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into the next century.  As this multinational partnership
seeks to sustain regional peace and security throughout
Europe, we should expect complex future security
challenges that will require the commitment of military
capabilities.  Planning these future NATO-sponsored
operations will require particular attention to the
challenges of technical interoperability.  In fact, NATO’s
current membership action plan encourages aspirant
members to pursue interoperability upon accession into
NATO.  The next two decades, most certainly, will place new 
demands upon NATO’s command and control capabilities
and highlight the need for increased system
interoperability.  This technical connectivity, however, is a
secondary issue when examined against the requirement
for human factors that promote multinational
‘interoperability.’  The organisation and efficiency of any
alliance or coalition operation will ultimately depend upon a 
single, intangible characteristic-trust.  The foundation for
this collaboration must be built upon a sense of mutual
respect, tolerance and a commitment to the shared values of
democracy.  Our senior leaders must foster the military
education and staff exchange programmes that will develop
a generation of sophisticated liaison officers capable of
facilitating the challenging, multinational operations
alliance members will face in the next century.  
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IN WAR, THE U.S. CAN’T GO IT ALONE

Are military coalitions political relics of the past or
viable instruments of modern political power? Some
analysts argue that coalition warfare, like the dinosaur, is
traveling a path toward extinction.

These commentators use the growing technological gap
between militaries as the primary rationale to suggest that
the United States will no longer be able to fight alongside a
less technically developed military. Moreover, fighting
doctrine, language, and other cultural differences seem to
impede rather than bond nations into a coalition that will be 
able to fight for a common cause.

On the other hand, to envision the United States trying
to fight any future war without partners is inconceivable.
The United States has fought all its modern wars as a
member of a coalition, and we will find coalitions to be
militarily viable well into the 21st Century. Furthermore,
future coalitions will continue to provide America’s leaders
with the most reliable means of achieving successful,
enduring strategic results.

To be sure, America’s political leaders will always
reserve the option to apply military force unilaterally when
a nation-state or hostile state-like actor has violated our
interests or those of our allies. These tactical military
actions can be used either to destroy a capability surgically
or to administer punishment for an aggressor’s offending
actions.

The results of precision strikes are immediately
perceived, but rarely enduring. They provide us, without
question, a temporary national gratification or perhaps a
sense of moral victory. At best, they signal to rogue actors
our watchful commitment to international security and
regional stability.
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However,  long-lasting
strategic effects will only be
realized when the convergence of 
mutual national interests
unleashes the international will
of a coalition.

There are various vital
political and military outcomes
that can only be achieved
through the actions of  a
coalition. Its raison d’etre
frequently involves more than
the need to assemble equal or
compatible military partners.
Coalitions have historically
provided military commanders with the opportunity to
achieve an overwhelming mass of force on the battlefield.
Coalitions also provide the organizational framework for
developing and demonstrating political consensus.

War has always been a test of national wills. The conduct 
of war involves more than the destruction of physical
resources. Beyond the boundaries of the battlefield, war
must ultimately influence public perception and public
opinion. Victory is only achieved when you break the
national determination of your opponent and persuade him
to accept your final terms and conditions for peace. The
political heft of a coalition becomes an invaluable
commodity as the “war of national resolve” is waged.

Ultimately, the formation of any coalition hinges upon a
single, intangible characteristic—trust. The impediments
of national and cultural differences pale as secondary issues 
when attempting to communicate within a coalition. Trust,
not technology nor doctrine or materiel, binds and sustains
a successful coalition.

Building this sense of trust and shared interests is a
labor-intensive venture that requires a long-term commit-
ment of resources. Professional rapport between officers of
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various nations cannot be purchased, garnered overnight,
or mandated. Rather, trust must be nurtured and fostered
over a period of time among individuals who are sensitive to
each other’s national or subnational concerns.

Trust becomes the adhesive that binds a coalition
despite individual national differences. The foundation of
trust must be established earlier rather than later to ensure 
that it will be available when it may be needed for the
complexities of strategic and operational battlefield
environments.

The information age promises to change the nature of
21st Century warfare just as decisively as the machine age
altered the course of war in the 19th Century. But the need
to fight within a coalition will prevail as an urgent political
and military necessity. We should anticipate not only a
seismic shift in the character of technology, but also an
increasingly complex web of international security
concerns.

Global restraint, maintained through the balance of
power that existed during the Cold War, will be more
difficult to achieve as long-standing, multi-polar tensions
erupt, and competing hegemonies attempt to dominate
their regions. Conflicts will abound as some nations redress
historic grievances and others open old wounds that have
been festering for centuries.

In many instances, the need for military coalitions will
be greater than in the past because coalition warfare will be
the only way to achieve enduring, strategic solutions.
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EUROPE AS A STRATEGIC STAGING BASE
 FOR 21st CENTURY STABILIZATION

OPERATIONS

Toward the end of 1995, I was privileged to launch and
then participate in, for some 2 and 1/2 years, the Army’s
so-called Army After Next (AAN) Project, which sought to
define the shape and character of landpower beyond the
year 2010 and to investigate two of the principal factors that 
cause styles of war to change—technology and geostrategy.
We had some powerful tools to help us hypothesize what
conflict might look like out beyond 2010, including both
tactical and strategic war games and numerous
conferences. AAN war games were conducted at Fort
Leavenworth and Carlisle Barracks, and because of the
complexity  were extremely difficult to do. The Army’s great
doctrinal revolution had occurred in the late 1970s and
early 1980s at the operational level, and that was difficult
enough. But now we were attempting to reestablish the
tenets of landpower during warfare at the next higher level.

We conducted a series of exercises using force on force in
free-play scenarios. It is really challenging to replicate
National Training Center exercises in the computer-based
simulations of Collins Hall at the Army War College, but we
did it four times.

Collaterally, in conducting a historical inquiry into the
changing cycles and patterns of war, we observed that war
has mutated from wars of religion to wars of kings to wars of
nations to wars of ideology, and so forth. Increasingly, it
became apparent that  the fall of the Soviet empire might
foster a new era of wars characterized by ethnic and cultural 
conflict. Accordingly, we postulated a clash in the year 2020
involving a newly emergent hegemonic power in central
Asia seeking to reestablish ethnic and cultural dominance
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over a small country in southeastern Europe. The
hegemonic power aimed to achieve its strategic and
operational objectives quickly—that is, to put forces on the
victim’s ground, disperse them, and then begin a process of
cultural transformation in that country before the United
States could project forces into the region and initiate an
effective response.

We also made a series of visits, an intellectual odyssey if
you will, to representatives of all the major armies around
the world island. For my part, I spent almost 2 years doing
this, enjoying an opportunity to conduct searching discourse 
with the leaders of most of the armies in eastern and central
Asia. Based upon impressions gleaned from my visit and
similar visits by other AAN Project team members, we
formulated a general outline of what the nature of conflict
might be out to the year 2025 and beyond. It tended to
confirm our earlier suspicions, based upon historical
investigation, that the most likely causes for conflict during
that period would be ethnic and cultural in nature.

It seemed to us that such conflicts would arise along
those historical borders separating traditionally
antagonistic economic, religious, ethnic, national, or
cultural groupings. The territories of such disputants are
analogous to geological tectonic plates, colliding against and 
ultimately riding over or sinking under adjacent plates in
an eternal friction of heat, strife, and violence. Such
collisions have been the occasion of major wars for the last
5,000 years. To borrow Samuel Huntington’s famous fault
line analogy (“The Clash of Civilizations,” Foreign Affairs,
Summer 1993), it seemed to us that the greatest potential
for serious combat during our time frame would occur along
these traditional fault lines. 

History clearly shows that when the artificial caps that
suppress or sublimate ethnic and cultural conflict are
removed, the actors revert to this approach and conflict
resumes. Thus it seemed to us that the maintenance of
security and stability along these fault lines would depend
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on the ability of political structures to manage the
inevitable tensions by means short of war. In any event, we
were certain we knew where tensions were most likely to
flare into outright hostilities. That is why we chose
southeastern Europe as the setting for our first war game. It 
happens that this particular region marks the intersection
of not two but three fault lines—Eastern Orthodox
Christianity, Islam, and Western Christianity.

In talking to the potential major actors, it seemed to us
that we were seeing an almost spontaneous process of
change well under way among many of the armies around
the world island. We observed, first of all, a shedding of Cold
War baggage and attitudes. I was struck particularly by
how quickly armies of the world are relinquishing major
weapon systems and readjusting their style of war to a light
force milieu. Even in large mass armies, such as those
around the Asian rim, we saw a process of streamlining and
lightening of the forces. Perhaps surprisingly, another
interesting phenomenon we observed was an attempt by the 
officer corps in many of these armies to forego corruption
and doctrinaire ideological stances—thus producing a more
mature, professional, and better-educated officer class.

It was also somewhat of a shock to discover how
knowledgeable of American operational methods many of
these officers are. They also are intensely curious about how 
Americans fight. More specifically, they are interested in
our doctrinal focus on the operational art. These armies in
many ways have moved into the era that we faced back in
the early 1970s. Much as we did, they moved from a tactical
focus to one more directed at operational art and
operational maneuver. Strategically, they seem bent on
deflecting the ability of major world powers to interfere with 
their own hegemonic ambitions, principally by defeating
incursions from air and sea.

They are also turning their attention to information
technologies, but they come at it from a different vantage
point than we do. The last trip I made was to China. I had a
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chance to talk to my counterpart in that country. Many of
his questions and comments dealt with information
technology, information warfare, and so forth. His take was
quite interesting. He said,

General, the information age is neutral; you have your style of
war that is facilitated by information technology. It gives you
the ability to see with great clarity and to strike with great
speed and precision. But in our style of war, information
technology is also helpful because the Internet and cellular
communications allow us to do what we do best, which is to fight
wars of area control; to capitalize on the endurance of our
people; to exploit time and the inherent power of forces on the
defensive to disperse, to go to ground, to control wide areas of
territory, and still to maintain the ability to mass on demand.1

The only English term he used during our conversation was
“non-nodal Army,” as contained in the following sentence
delivered in Chinese:“ What we seek to build is a non-nodal
army.” He was saying that modern distributive
communications would permit control of massed armies
without the necessity of large, cumbersome, hierarchical
control headquarters.

Thus as the tectonic plates begin to collide in the
post-2010 time frame, they are going to bring with them the
possibility of collisions between different styles of warfare
along these critical lines of contact. It seems to us that the
war in Kosovo may very well have provided a foretaste of
how such warfare might play out in the future.

Beyond the year 2010, though we might not see the rise
of a true peer competitor, we may very well see the
emergence of what was referred to in our AAN study as a
“major competitor,” one that uses its inherent strengths to
counter our inherent weaknesses. In practically every
country I visited, when I asked the question, “What are
America’s military weaknesses?” the answer that came
back was “aversion to casualties and the political need to
end the war quickly.” Therefore, as one officer told me,
“Time is our friend and time is your enemy.” Another
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recalled to me the famous response of Ho Chi Minh in 1964
when a French journalist asked him how he could possibly 
expect to beat the world’s most technologically advanced
country: “They will kill many of us, we will kill a few of them, 
and they will tire first.” 

Major competitors out beyond the year 2010 will not try
to re-create a bipolar world. They won’t try to match the
United States weapon system for weapon system. They will
focus on landpower and the ability to maintain an army in
being.  Their object will not be to defeat the United States,
but rather to avoid losing. Meanwhile time will take its toll,
or so the thinking goes, on the American popular will, and
victory will accrue to our competitor by default. Remember
Vietnam? 

Now what does all this have to do with America’s future
relation with Europe? To go back to the AAN war games
played in 1997 and 1998, in every one of those war games
the critical element in achieving success was the ability of
American forces to arrive early and position themselves so
as to prevent the enemy from settling in and establishing
control over the areas comprising his operational and
strategic objectives. And regardless of the site of actual
hostilities—in southeastern Europe, in Northeast Asia, or
in the Middle East—Europe remained the critical launch
platform.

Though we assumed initially that we would be able to
project forces from the continental United States early
enough to block the enemy on the ground and thwart his
operational design, we later found that expectation to be
totally unrealistic. Some form of forward stationing,
whether of materiel or forces in being, had to be available at
strategic intermediate staging bases in Europe. The forces
already in Europe were usually the ones that arrived in the
theater of hostilities first and applied the initial preemptive
counterstroke. This action was critical because if the enemy
succeeded in accomplishing his initial objectives, then
friction became a problem, time turned against us,
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casualties began to mount, resolve began to erode, and a
successful outcome became extremely problematic.

It thus seemed to us in the AAN business that Europe
would continue to have a vital role to play in the
maintenance of global security and stability. It sits astride
or near the intersection of three of the most active and
dangerous strategic tectonic plates. Thus, whether as a site
of conflict or solution for conflict, Europe remains critical on
proximity grounds alone. Moreover, it represents a secure
intermediate staging base that proved decisive in all our
war scenarios.

Does that mean that the nature of our forces in Europe
should remain immutable? While our games did not answer
that question specifically, they seemed to suggest that tasks 
like humanitarian support, force projection support, C4ISR, 
forward intelligence support, and forward logistics basing
are becoming increasingly important.2 The possession of a
forward logistics base will become particularly essential. It
may therefore be that over the next 15 to 20 years the nature 
and character of forces in the region will change to reflect
these growing support priorities. Whatever the precise
nature of the forces in Europe, however, the AAN studies,
exercises, and war games led me to conclude that Europe
will continue to be a critical arena for the maintenance of
global security, and that the United States can most
efficiently and effectively contribute to such security by
retaining appropriate forces in Europe.

ENDNOTES

1.Conversation with PLA senior leaders at the Nanjing Army
Command College, Nanjing, China, August 21, 1998.

2.The acronym C4ISR encompasses command, control,
communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and
reconnaissance.
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Adaptive Enemies:  Achieving Victory By
Avoiding Defeat

Authors Introductory Note

This article was developed immediately after the war in
Kosovo.  It is an adaptation of Chapter Four, which was
written after a trip to Asia in1998.  In the original article
that was published by STRATEGIC REVIEW, I suggessted
that foreign militaries were beginning to perceive our
fixation on a firepower-centered way of war as an
exploitable weakness.  In fact, some states, armed with
experience gained against us in real war, had already begun 
to evolve a doctrine to counter our superiority in precision. 
These potential adversaries have concluded that dispersion, 
deception, patience and a willingness to absorb punishment
offers the means to endure precision strike long enough to
outlast a technologically superior foe.  Subsequent practical
experience in Kosovo caused me to modify this argument
somewhat, but not much.  This essay also introduces my
Newton Corollary thesis that suggests the chronicles of
military history clearly indicate each dominant military
advantage eventually yields to a countervailing response. 
This battlefield trend is very discernable.  Adaptive
opponents, moreover, have been learning faster and we
must aniticpate a future military challenge that will
attempt to defeat our preoccupation with precision strike.
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ADAPTIVE ENEMIES:  ACHIEVING VICTORY
BY AVOIDING DEFEAT

Once the dogs of war are unleashed, and the shooting
begins in earnest, conflicts tend to follow unpredictable
courses. As Clausewitz warned many times in his military
classic,1 wars are contests between two active, willing
opponents both of whom expect to win.  Thus an action by
one side to gain advantage precipitates a response by the
opponent to counter it. Once begun, war with its neatly
crafted plans and comforting expectations quickly devolves
into a series of stratagems and counter stratagems by both
sides as each seeks to retain advantage on the battlefield
long enough to gain a decisive end by collapsing the enemy’s
will to resist.2  

In spite of its video game image, NATO’s war against the
Serbs proved to be no exception to the classic Clausewitzian
construct. The Serbs sought to overcome a tremendous
materiel and techno- logical disadvantage by capitalizing on 
their own strengths: the ability to gain operational
objectives quickly and then disperse in order to avoid the
inevitable aerial assault they knew would follow. The Serbs
trusted that patience, tenacity, guile and the ability to
sequester ground forces throughout the countryside would
give them the interval they needed to out wait the resolve of
the NATO coalition. This plan, however, did not work.  The
political will of the NATO coalition proved to be stronger in
the end than that of the Serbs.  But the skill and
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perseverance of the Serbian army, in the face of an
overwhelming onslaught by a thousand or more NATO
aircraft armed with precision weapons, present us with a
compelling demonstration of a thinking, creative, and
adaptive opponent who can foil the best prepared plans of a
superior opponent simply by capitalizing on his own
inherent strengths while minimizing those of the
opposition. 

For the last fifty years the militaries of the Western
powers, and particularly the United States, have been
remarkably consistent in how they have chosen to go to war.
We have inherited the remarkable ability to translate
technological innovation, industrial capacity and national
wealth into effective battlefield advantages because of our
enormous defense expenditures during the Cold War.
However, in this new era of limited wars, our commitment
to limited ends now demands the use of limited means.
Therefore, the lives of our soldiers have become our most
precious resource and we increasingly seek to develop a
method of war that will replace manpower expenditures
with an ever multiplying expenditure of firepower.  

But as we have seen in Kosovo, our future enemies are
watching. They understand our preoccupation with
firepower. Therefore, we should not be surprised when we
encounter a future opponent who has learned how to nullify
our firepower advantage. We have consistently been slow to
perceive the growing effectiveness of the opposition in part
because of a characteristic Western arrogance that
presumes that, to be a challenge, non-Western militaries
must either symmetrically challenge us or mimic Western
ways of war. As a result, the growing skill among
non-Western militaries at countering our firepower
centered method of war has remained shrouded in the
shadows of unfamiliar military cultures. Thus, U.S.
military analysts have missed much of the discourse and
experimentation occurring among thinking military
institutions outside the West due in part to the cultural

273



schism that divides the world’s advanced industrial
democracies from the other four-fifths of the planet.

The Serbs were certainly not the first opponent to
demonstrate adaptive strategies against our Western way
of war. More than five decades ago, the  Japanese
demonstrated their analytical ability to survive America’s
firepower intensive attacks during the closing months of the 
Pacific campaign in World War II.  During the battles of
1943 and 1944, the Americans won a series of quick and
decisive victories by using the mobility and firepower of
their amphibious forces. But the Japanese carefully
observed this method of attack and by the end of 1944 they
had entirely revamped their defensive plans for the islands
that guarded the approaches to their Homeland.  

In Okinawa, the Japanese abandoned their failed
doctrine of beach defense and buried their force under a vast 
array of pillboxes, switch lines, and deep bunkers to carry
out an extended defensive scheme centered in the southern
portion of Okinawa. The Japanese recognized that they
could never match American firepower, but they maximized 
what little firepower they had by using mortars and
artillery in sufficient numbers and with enough deadly
effect so as not to completely cede the firepower advantage
to the Americans.  Fighting their way through deep
defensive lines, the Marines and Soldiers eventually took
the island and destroyed the Japanese Tenth Army—with
approximately 70,000 Japanese soldiers and 70,000
Japanese civilians killed. But the U.S. casualty bill for the
island fighting was horrendous: 65,631 killed or wounded.

The Chinese Civil War:

Soon thereafter, another effort to redefine and codify an
Eastern approach to defeating the Western way of war
began in the mountain fastness of Manchuria immediately
after the end of the Pacific war. Mao Tse-tung and his
marshals developed a body of doctrine adapted from their
successful wartime guerrilla campaigns and modified their
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concepts to fit the demands of a conventional war fought
against an enemy superior in technology and materiel.3 Mao 
perfected his new way of war against the nationalists
during the Chinese Civil War fought between 1946 and
1949.  His concepts were simple and centered around three
tenets, the first and most important of which was “area
control.” To be successful Mao’s army first needed to survive
in the midst of a larger, better-equipped enemy.4 To ensure
survival he divided his army into small units and scattered
them across a broad expanse of territory.  Controlling and
maintaining cohesion among such a disparate and scattered 
force was and remained his greatest challenge.

Once his force was supportable and stable, Mao
proceeded to apply the second tenet, which was to “isolate
and compartmentalize” Nationalist forces.  The challenge of
this phase was to leverage control of the countryside to such
a degree that the enemy gradually retreated into urban
areas and along major rail  and road lines of
communications.5  The final act of the campaign demanded
an ability to find the enemy’s weakest points in order to
collect and mass overwhelming force against each point
sequentially, much as one might take apart a string of
pearls, one pearl at a time.  Mao’s new style of conventional
war, while effective, demanded an extraordinary degree of
discipline and patience to persevere under extreme
hardships. It also demanded the ability to transition quickly 
from an area control force to a force capable of fighting a war
of movement.
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From China to Korea:

Within a year of the end of the Chinese Civil War, the
Americans severely tested Mao’s methods in Korea. During
the early days of the Chinese intervention—beginning in
October 1950—the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) badly
misjudged the killing effect of American artillery and
tactical air power. Pushed too quickly into maneuver
warfare, the Chinese massed in the open, often in daylight,
to expand their control over the northern portions of the
Korean Peninsula.6  They extended their narrow lines of
communications farther down the mountainous spine of
Korea as they advanced.7  But they soon found their logistic
support exposed to the terrible effects of American air
power. The Chinese paid a horrific price for their haste.
Their spring 1951 offensive sputtered to a halt as U.S.
artillery and aerial firepower slaughtered Chinese soldiers
in masses, while air interdiction cut their supply lines and
forced a retreat back across the Han.

Brutal experiences led quickly to sober lessons relearned 
from the Chinese Civil War.  As a highly skilled complex
adaptive system, the Chinese Army quickly adjusted to the
actual conditions of this new war. Over the next two years,
subsequent Chinese attacks remained limited and
controlled.  The Chinese high command learned to hold
most key logistic facilities north of the Yalu River well out of
reach of U.S. air attacks.  South of the river the Chinese
dispersed and hid their forces while they massed only in the
period immediately before launching an attack.  PLA
soldiers moved at night and chiseled their front lines of
resistance deep into hard, granite mountains.  American
casualties soon mounted, while the Chinese stabilized their
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casualties at a rate acceptable to their political
leadership. Far more Americans died in combat during this
“stability phase” of the war than during the earlier period of
fluid warfare. A cost acceptable to the Chinese became too
costly to the Americans. The result was an operational and
strategic stalemate. To the Chinese, stalemate equaled
victory.8

From Korea To Vietnam:

Over the next two decades the Vietnamese borrowed
extensively from the Chinese experience and found creative
ways to lessen the killing effect of firepower, first against
the French and then against the Americans. The
Vietnamese also proved highly skilled in adapting to the
new challenges posed by their Western opponents.  The Viet
Minh based their tactical and operational approach on
Mao’s unconventional methods.  Their conduct of the battle
was remarkably reminiscent of siege operations conducted
by the PLA during the Chinese Civil War.  In both cases the
secret of success proved to be dispersion and careful
preparation of the battlefield. The Viet Minh remained
scattered in small units whenever possible to offer smaller,
and thus less detectable and less lucrative targets, and to
allow their troops to live off the land. Fewer supply lines and 
logistic sites offered even fewer opportunities for
interdiction fires.

To win, the Chinese, and eventually the Viet Minh,
needed to attack. Successful attacks demanded the ability
to mass, at least temporarily.  The Viet Minh needed to
exercise great care in massing under the enemy’s umbrella
of protective firepower. Superior intelligence provided
sufficient information to select the right time and place.
Their ability to collect and orchestrate the movement of tens 
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of thousands of soldiers at just the right moment allowed
attacking forces to collapse the enemy’s defenses before
French firepower could regain the advantage. This
remarkable ability to “maneuver under fire” perfected
against the Nationalist Chinese and the French, reached
new levels of refinement during the second Indo-China War
against the United States.

General Giap learned quickly to accommodate his
strategic plans to the new realities imposed by American
firepower. The North Vietnamese relearned the importance
of dispersion and patience.  They redistributed their forces
to keep their most vulnerable units outside the range of
American artillery while they moved their logistic system
away from battle areas into sanctuaries relatively safe from
aerial detection and strikes.  Thus, the VC and NVA dusted
off and applied many of the same methods that had proven
useful in previous Asian wars against Western style armies.

From Vietnam to Afghanistan:

Half a decade later, and half a continent away in
Afghanistan, the Soviets learned the same harsh, firsthand
lessons of overconfidence when first-world military
organizations confront third-world militaries which have
the will, tenacity, and skill to remain effective in the field
despite complete firepower inferiority. Year after year, the
Soviets arrayed themselves for conventional combat and
pushed methodically up the Panjir Valley only to be
expelled a few months later by a seemingly endless and
psychologically debilitating series of methodical and
well-placed ambuscades and minor skirmishes. Borrowing
a page from the American textbook in Vietnam, the Soviets
tried to exploit the firepower, speed, and intimidating
potential of armed helicopters.  They employed helicopters
principally as convoy escorts and to provide fire support. At
times, Hind helicopters proved enormously lethal and
effective, particularly early in the war, when the
Mujahideen were psychologically unprepared.  But the

278



Mujahideen eventually borrowed a page from the
Vietnamese textbook. They first learned to employ heavy
antiaircraft machine guns and later Stinger shoulder-fired
missiles to shoot the gunships down in increasing numbers. 
The result of military frustration and defeat in Afghanistan
presaged the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Israel and the Middle East:

Beginning in 1982, after nearly three decades of failure
in open warfare, an alliance of Arab state and non-state
actors pushed Israeli mechanized forces out of Beirut. Back
streets, tall buildings, and other forms of urban clutter
provided the Arabs just enough respite from the firepower
intensive methods of the Israelis to wear away Israeli
morale both in the field and at home. Unable to bring the full 
force of their superior maneuverability and shock effect to
bear, the Israelis paused just short of their operational
objectives. Excessive casualties and the public images of
bloody excesses on both sides eventually resulted in an
Israeli withdrawal from Beirut. This success in Beirut soon
provided Israel’s enemies in the region with a new and
promising method to offset the Israeli superiority in open
mechanized combat. Now a spectrum of low-tech threats,
that run the gamut from weapons of mass destruction
delivered by crude ballistic missiles, to random acts of
terrorism, to children throwing rocks at soldiers, confront
an increasingly frustrated Israeli military and public.

One of the more curious ironies of the recent wars in the
Middle East has been the fact that Western style militaries
have had great success when fighting against non-Western
enemies who mimic Western firepower doctrines. The Gulf
War is the most recent example of failed efforts by Arab
states stretching back through the conflicts in the Middle
East to 1948. In 1973, Arab armies enjoyed some measure of
success while employing Western methods, but their
success was as much due to Israeli overconfidence as to the
limited aims the Arabs sought.  
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Operation Desert Storm:

During the Gulf War, despite an extraordinary level of
incompetence at the highest level of the Iraqi leadership,
the Iraqi Army displayed considerable capacity to adapt on
the battlefield.  As the American air campaign began to
focus on the destruction of the Iraqi ground forces in the
Kuwait Theater of Operations (KTO) in early February, the
Iraqis almost immediately began to adapt in order to limit
their losses.9  By constructing berms around their tanks and 
by scattering them widely across the desert, the Iraqis
insured that an aircraft dropping precision-guided bombs
would only be able, at best, to destroy a single vehicle with
each pass. By burning tires next to operational vehicles they 
spoofed their tormentors into missing the real targets; and
finally by using antiaircraft effectively they kept a
substantial portion of coalition aircraft at an altitude where
they were unable to do substantial damage.  

The best trained Iraqi units endured several weeks of
allied air bombardment with unbroken will and their
combat capability essentially intact.  The most impressive
indication of the Iraqi ability to adapt came in the
operational movement of a substantial portion of the
Republican Guard during the first hours of Desert Storm.
Elements of two divisions shifted from a southeastern
defensive orientation to defensive positions facing to the
southwest along the Wadi al-Batin. In those positions the
Tawakalna Republican Guard Division and the 50th and
37th Armored Brigades would be destroyed by the U.S. VII
Corps.10  Nevertheless, sacrifice by these units provided
time for the remainder of the Republican Guard to escape.
Significantly, the Republican Guard carried out this
movement in terrain and weather conditions ideally suited
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to interdiction and despite the overwhelming superiority of
coalition air power. 

NATO and Kosovo:

Placed in suitable historical context, the Serbian
response to the NATO onslaught is nothing more than
another data point along a continuum of progressive,
predictable adaptation by technologically dispossessed
militaries who are willing to challenge Western militaries
armed with superior precision firepower. Like their fellow
Asian travelers, the Serbs sought victory by avoiding defeat. 
In a similar fashion, the Serbs conceded the vertical
dimension of the battlespace to NATO.  They were content
with an approach that only hoped to shoot down a few allied
aircraft using ground mounted guns and missiles. This hope 
was underscored with the expectation that a few dead or
captured allied airmen would contribute to the gradual
degradation of NATO’s resolve. Even if a shoot down was
not possible, the Serbian force sought to keep their
antiaircraft assets sufficiently viable because they knew
ground targets would be difficult to spot from high altitudes.

The surest way for the Serbians to avoid defeat was to
keep their army in the field viable — both to act as a defiant
symbol of national resolve and to be the legitimate Serbian
guarantor of sovereignty over the occupied territory. To
maintain an effective “army in being,” the Serbs likewise
borrowed from successful past precedents.  Units quickly
went to ground, and dispersed across a broad expanse of
territory.  They quickly computed the pace at which the
allies could find, target, and strike uncovered targets and
then devised the means to relocate mobile targets inside the
allied sensor-to-shooter envelope. Camouflage, decoys and
spoofing techniques proven so effective by Asian armies
were repeated with varying degrees of success by the Serbs.
As the allies became more proficient at spotting troops, the
Serbs sought even greater dispersal and went deeper to
ground.  
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Toward the end of the conflict, significant success from
the air came with the appearance of an infant ground
presence in Kosovo in the form of the Kosovo Liberation
Army. The KLA was not terribly effective in open combat
against the better armed Serbs but the presence of large
scale KLA units amongst them forced the Serbs to come out
of protective cover and mass. The results were predictable
and remarkably consistent with past experiences in combat
against the Chinese and NVA. Troops moving, massed, and
in the open present the most lucrative targets for
destruction by fire from the air. Yet the Serbian army was
never severely damaged because it was simply too large and
well protected to be completely destroyed from the air.
Since total destruction was not feasible, as in all battles of
attrition, the contest in Kosovo soon devolved into a test of
time and will. Ultimate victory would be achieved by the
side that could endure the longest without collapsing their
national resolve. Once it became evident to Milosevic that
NATO’s political resolve would not be broken before a
threatened ground assault could materialize, he chose, as
always, the most expedient path.  Seeking to ensure his own
political survival, the Serbian leader ceded Kosovo to the
Allies.

Implications for the Future:

The example of Kosovo again reinforces the conclusion
that non-Western militaries are increasingly internalizing
the lessons of recent wars against technologically superior
foes.  Recent thoughts and writings concerning the
operational and tactical problems confronting them in a
fight against Western style military organizations suggest
some clear warnings for the future.

First, non-Western militaries understand that the West
does possess vulnerabilities: an aversion to casualties and
excessive collateral damage, a sensitivity to domestic and
world opinion, and an apparent lack of commitment to
prepare for and fight wars that are measured in years
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rather than months. They also perceive that Americans, in
particular, still remain committed to a style of war focused
primarily on the single offensive dimension of precision
strike. Moreover, they are already thinking about how to
target Western vulnerabilities while capitalizing on their
three intrinsic advantages:  time, will, and the inherent
power of the defensive. Taking a page from Mao and Giap’s
strategy, our potential future opponents have learned the
value of time and patience. From their perspective, swift
success is not essential to achieve ultimate victory.

Future adversaries have also discovered the apparent
advantages that can be gained when they interfere with an
intruding power’s intention to end the conflict quickly and
at minimum cost. Thus, the logic of their strategy will lead
to efforts that impede rather than prevent the intrusion of a
Western opponent. In recent wars, non-Western armies
have learned to limit the damage and duration of air
campaigns by dispersing their forces in the field and by
distributing telecommunications,  logistics,  and
transportation infrastructures as widely as possible.
Moreover, they understand that sophisticated air defense
networks, whose effectiveness depends on airfields, surface
to air missile sites, and complicated and vulnerable
command and control nodes, have become more of a liability
than an asset.

Once conflict on the ground begins, potential opponents
understand they must capitalize on their superior mass to
offset the lethal firepower and precision technology of
Western armies. They will capitalize on the positional
advantages of being on the defensive in or near their own
territory.  As they gain confidence, they will search for
opportunities to mass sufficient force to achieve local
successes.  As in the air campaign, the enemy will seek to
frustrate Western ground forces by employing just enough
modern weaponry to extend the campaign indefinitely. A
few precision cruise missiles against major logistic bases
will add to the casualty bill that Western militaries must
explain to their civilian populations back home. The object
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will not be decisive victory, but rather stalemate.  More
importantly, a stalemate arrangement will inevitably
result in the erosion of Western political support for the
conflict, especially if it is sustained for any prolonged period
of time.

Early Signals of Change:

As non-Western militaries develop concepts for
defeating the American firepower-centered method of war,
the character and composition of their forces will slowly
change. The impulse that existed during the Cold War to
mimic Western force structures is rapidly disappearing.
Foreign militaries that were once Cold War clones are
taking on identities unique to their own culture and
societies. The mountains of metal, consisting of expensive
yet often second-rate air, sea, and ground machines of war
that today serve as potentially lucrative targets in a conflict
against modern Western militaries are rapidly disap-
pearing.  Non-Western armies, in particular, are getting
lighter. The need to survive and remain effective against the 
threat of overwhelming Western killing power is forcing
them to develop means to disperse, hide, or if possible
eliminate the vulnerable logistics, transportation, and
telecommunications facilities that now characterize the
Western way of war.

Evidence of this trend lies in the shopping lists of many
wealthier non-Western militaries.  Instead of investing in
sophisticated aircraft and blue water fleets, most are
purchasing or developing cheap weapons of mass
destruction and methods of delivering those weapons.
Mines, both sea and land, as well as distributed air defense
weapons add credence to the conclusion that the intent of
these militaries is to use such weapons as a means to keep
potential enemies at bay. Most defense expenditures and
attention are going toward land forces because armies
provide political legitimacy in non-democratic states. They
are also the most useful instrument for regional wars of
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aggression, as well as the surest means for suppressing
internal dissent and thwarting troublesome outsiders.  

The Information Age Is Neutral:

At present there are too many in the U.S. and other
Western military organizations who believe that they can
best address the appearance of a major competitor in the
next century by exploring the technologies of the
information age to develop ever more effective means of
finding the enemy and killing him from a distance. There
are, unfortunately, a number of troubling concerns with this 
premise. The most obvious is that the information
revolution will be neutral in this looming competition; in
fact it may favor the competition more than it favors
Western militaries because potential enemies will be able to 
tailor new technologies to their particular style of war
without becoming information-dependent. On one hand, the 
increasing flow of information is quite literally drowning
commanders, staffs, and intelligence organizations. This
information overload challenge is one of the crucial
by-products of the information age—one that we have yet to
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solve.  The evidence is already clear that information
technology will not simplify the decision-making process,
but in fact makes it more complex. Our future opponents,
however, given their expectations and aims, will require
much less information to strike effectively—particularly
since their aim is not to win a decisive victory.  They will be,
moreover, less dependent upon the microchip to conduct
their method of warfare. A thinking opponent will quickly
realize that our intensive reliance on information age
technologies becomes a weakness that can become an
asymmetric target.

A reading of current military writing from abroad,
particularly Asia, reveals that many armies are already
placing extraordinary emphasis on information operations
and information warfare.  At present, American analysts
are taking considerable comfort in the observation that few
have made serious investment toward either information
warfare or precision systems similar to those possessed by
Western military organizations.  What, however, they fail to 
see is that Asian armies already understand that advances
in information technologies will favor their style of warfare
just as much as it does the western style.  In particular, the
Internet and wireless, non-nodal communications will allow 
dispersed armies to mass rapidly. As information becomes
more secure and information centers more dispersed and
less vulnerable, potential opponents will wield more flexible 
and agile land forces. Moreover, they will be able to divide
their forces into smaller and thus less detectable
increments. In perhaps one of the strangest potential
ironies of the future, Western information technology may
well provide non-Western armies solutions to two vexing
problems. First, cellular technology and the Internet may
allow them to maintain a concert of action for long periods
among widely dispersed units. Second, these same
technologies will allow them to orchestrate the rapid
massing of dispersed units when opportunities arise to
transition onto the offensive.
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The result may well be a technological foot race that
either side could win. As we develop the technologies to find
and kill an enemy, our potential opponents will develop the
technologies to become even more difficult to find. The
prospect becomes even more sobering when one considers
the fact that the commercial sector is now in the process of
providing future competitors with the tools they need, as
our research centers continue to perfect non-nodal,
distributed, and netcentric global information technologies
for paying customers on a world-wide basis. Moreover,
potential U.S. opponents do not have to spend a dime for the
development of any of these systems.  And again we must
remember that such opponents have a very different
strategy in mind for the next war. They have only to create a
stalemate and inflict sufficient casualties on Western forces
to raise political difficulties for the political leaders who
decided to intervene —in the words of Neville Chamberlain
— in “a quarrel in a far away country between people of
whom we know nothing.”

Defeating the Adaptive Enemy:

Clausewitz provides us with a harsh and accurate
warning about the fundamental nature of war:

War, however, is not the action of a living force upon a lifeless
mass (total nonresistance would be no war at all), but always
the collision of two living forces. The ultimate aim of waging war
… must be taken as applying to both sides.  Once again, there is
interaction. So long as I have not overthrown my opponent I am
bound to fear he may overthrow me. Thus, I am not in control: he 
dictates to me as much as I dictate to him.11

It is this fundamental Clausewitzian point that Western,
and American military organizations in particular, are in
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danger of forgetting. Our potential opponents in the next
century will have thought long and hard about how to attack 
our weaknesses.  

To be sure, firepower can be paralytic in its effect. But
paralytic effects by fire are always fleeting. Armies have
shown time and again that they can become inured to the
paralytic effects of firepower and can even learn creative
ways to lessen its destructive effects.  Add to this factor the
ability of non-Western armies to utilize the advantages of
time, mass, will and the power of the defensive, and the
single American advantage of superior killing power
becomes much less persuasive as an instrument of war than
it appears on first consideration.

The corollary to Newton’s fundamental law of physics
echoes with a sense of urgency: every successful technical or
tactical innovation that provides a dominant military
advantage eventually yields to a countervailing response
that shifts the advantage to the opposing force. America’s
military dominance in firepower and attrition warfare has
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been on display for almost five decades. We must anticipate
a future military challenge that will attempt to defeat our
preoccupation with precision strike. We must use the time
we have in the decade ahead to restore balance in our future
method of war. Our future arsenal of military capabilities
must include a 21st Century sword with two equally
compelling edges: precision maneuver as well as precision
firepower.  Without these two applied in balance and
harmony, future conflicts might well devolve into massive
wars of attrition. Let’s begin now to take on the challenge of
a future adaptive enemy and begin now to build a balanced
force to defeat him.
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