
The aim of this paper is to discuss the direction, or directions, that conflict may 
take as a new millennium dawns. Indications are that the era of conventional state 
versus state conflict may be over and the world will enter a period of conflict with 
scales and technologies covering the whole spectrum of war as we know it. 

Published in 1991, Martin van Crefeld’s On Future War1 seeks to reinterpret 
our philosophy of armed conflict and supersede the classic Clausewitzian model. 
However, although van Crefeld’s basic premise that a new form of conflict is 
replacing conventional war may be correct, it is still rather too early to discount the 
Clausewitzian model. On Future War clearly identifies the problems faced by 
soldiers approaching the Twenty-First Century however it does not offer many 
solutions.

Nowhere, it seems, is anybody prepared to paint a rosy picture of Earth’s 
future. Van Crefeld may have been an early proponent of the descent into anarchy, 
based upon actual events, but for at least a decade before and certainly since the fall 
of the Russian Empire, popular media has speculated about the decline of civilisation 
as we know it. Writers of future history2, “techno-thrillers”3, movies4, and many varied 
computer and board based simulations5 depict detailed and depressing images of 
mankind’s future. In fact, outside Gene Rodenberry’s idealistic Star Trek universe, it 
seems generally accepted that the future is a dim and dark place where conflict 
continues to be an important factor in establishing mankind’s future. 

Of course, it must also be recognised that conflict sells but even that 
statement draws us back to recognition of the importance accorded conflict in society 
- not just Western society but pretty well any society. It has been said that civilisation 
has consisted of one long conflict, broken by sporadic periods of peace. Conflict and 
confrontation do seem to be inevitable aspects of the human condition although not 
the wholly negative ones that they appear to be at first glance. “Pain builds 
character” “No guts, no glory”: is it not conflict and confrontation that spur us on to 
improve ourselves, to adapt, improvise, overcome, to evolve into whatever the future 
holds for us. With no forms of conflict in our lives, would we not become bland, 
colourless and boring?6 

Those few that do suggest a brighter future assume the presence of a true 
global policeman that will maintain order throughout the world. This state of affairs 
has not existed, if it has at all, since the Roman Empire at its peak controlled most of 
1 On Future War. Van Crefeld, Martin; Brassey’s (UK); 1991.

2 There Will Be War Vols I-X (J. Pournelle, Ed), Hammer’s Slammers (David Drake), Bolos Vols 2-4 (created by K. 
Laumer), Future History (J. Pournelle), War against the Chtorr (D. Gerrold). All deal with the collapse of civilisation into 
war under the pressures of over-population, disaster, resource depletion and the decline of central government.

3 The Third World War (General Sir John Hackett), novels by Tom Clancy, Dale Brown and Larry Bond, to name a few.

4 Just about any dramatic release since 1980 that is set ten to a hundred years in the future. Few, if any, paint a rosy picture of 
the future.

5 Strike Commander (Origin), depicts particularly well the fragmentation of the power blocs we accept now into an anarchic 
amalgamation of independent states, non-state entities and mega-corporations. By 2009, many states have seceded from the 
US and the IRS is now one of the major power blocs. Conflict is waged by international mercenary groups, selling 
themselves off to the highest bidder.

6 Twilight by John W. Campbell is a dark depiction of what may happen to a human race that has overcome all challenges 
and solved all its problems. Science Fiction Hall of Fame Vol 1. Silverberg, Robert (Ed.); Science Fiction Writers of 
America; 1970.



the then-known world. Other great empires may have been able to maintain order 
within their own spheres of influence but have still been vulnerable to outside 
influences. During the Cold War each superpower exerted considerable control over 
events within its respective sphere of influence. Between the US and the USSR, 
conflict in the world was, if not prevented, certainly controlled to maintain the status 
quo. Now one superpower has disintegrated into its component parts and the other 
faces a growing number of internal problems.

If we do accept that conflict and confrontations are inescapable aspects of life 
on this planet, how can we best prepare to deal with the changes that are occurring 
now? Since the beginning of recorded history, civilisation has been governed and 
influenced by a series of power blocs. From pre-Roman times through the Roman 
Empires, Alexander, the Mongols to more recent times influenced by England, 
France and the European powers and the ascendancy of American and Asian 
powers, those that influenced the development and direction of civilisation have 
always been a part of a formal and recognised society. 

Despite the anarchist scares of the Nineteenth Century, it is in the period since 
1945 that civilisation has had to consider the problem of what is referred to as non-
state conflict, informal war or anti-war. These are characterised by an apparent lack 
of formal structure and recognition as international bodies, and generally seek 
specific aims and objectives. 

The problem lies in the rapidly changing face of the international political 
arena. The face of international relations is evolving at an astronomical rate from the 
traditional state system to one where non-states have the same or in some cases 
more power that a traditional state. All over the world there seems to be a drift away 
from what the Tofflers call massification7. In lower level societies, what we would call 
perhaps second or third world countries or that Toffler would refer to as first and 
second wave, this trend is shown as a trend towards a break up of the state into 
smaller groups based on ethnic, geographic, religious or other grounds. In first world, 
or third wave, states, this is more demonstrated in a trend towards nichism. In other 
words the trend is away from mass ethics to the development of specialist niches 
that cater for specific markets, that supply specific demands. 

The US Army’s Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) has identified a 
number of elements of stability8 that will cause and affect the outcomes of conflicts 
into the 21st Century. Few of these are new but many now have a heightened 
precedence or are being wielded in a new manner. Some have legitimate roots but 
are prone to manipulation and abuse by internal or external forces to achieve darker 
more selfish objectives. They are all interlinked and interdependent, occurring 
together or as a result of one another.

Constant shifts caused by a wide variety of factors will continue to affect 
balances of power at national and sub-national levels around the world. TRADOC 
questions the restrictions of conventional balance of power equations which consider 
primarily military factors. An advantage gained or lost by one group or state over 
another drives an urge to compete or otherwise nullify the change in status.

7 War and Anti-War. Toffler, Alvin and Heidi; Little, Brown and Company; 1993.

8 TRADOC Pamphlet 525-5: Force XXI Operations; Headquarters United States Army Training and Doctrine Command; 
Chapter 2-1; August 1994.
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The collapse of the Russian Empire in the late eighties is an example of other 
factors within the balance of power formula. At face value the Soviet war machine 
was a match for the forces of NATO and the US. In reality, economic, sociological, 
and ideological and political factors crippled this mighty force. Programmes like Star 
Wars bankrupted the Soviet economy; social factors like communism’s mind-
numbing effect on the Soviet psyche eroded the spirit of the people away; the 
increasing incursion of western influences into Eastern Europe spread further and 
further into the USSR, chipping away at the Party’s power base.

Other aspects of power that affect the balance between states and non-states 
include rivalry for political and economic strength, knowledge and control of 
information. Conflict between haves and have-not will be driven both by greed, 
hunger and fear. Greed for more or to reduce perceived subsidisation of non-
productive regions, hungry based on deprivation and restriction of access to 
resources, and fear of those with power and those without that may lead to pre-
emptive strikes to neutralise perceived threats.

The traditional struggle over resources has always been the have-nots 
pursuing the haves - the struggle for the equal distribution of wealth. However a 
disturbing new tendency is now emerging: that of the rich deserting the poor. Many 
nations comprise richer and poor segments - those with more and those with less 
resources. The haves are now questioning their obligation to support the poorer 
segments which are seen as non-productive drains on the economy. If they do 
choose to secede, the haves have the necessary resources to defend themselves 
against the have-nots, to maintain the new status quo. 

Nationalism has been identified as the replacement ideology for the 
communist/Marxist teachings that have driven revolutionary warfare in the post-war 
era. These movements are based on cultural identities like religion, race, ethnicism, 
historical links, to name but a few. They seek, successfully or otherwise, to overthrow 
recognised establishments and/or break away from established state groups. Their 
methods are typically violent: other methods are perceived as already failed or 
unsuccessful. 

Van Crefeld sees nationalist conflict as the driving force for change in the late 
20th Century. He states these movements are always successful, that history does 
record any successful counter-revolutionary actions where conventional, or 
government forces have defeated an nationalist force. The campaigns against the 
CT in Malaya and Mau Mau in Kenya are classified as unsuccessful because in the 
long run the nationalist groups achieved their objectives. However this objectives 
were achieved under controlled conditions after the military arms of the respective 
insurgent groups had been defeated or neutralised. A similar solution ended the 
fifteen year war in Rhodesia, following diplomatic intervention by the British 
government.

Although their preferred methods may be considered unacceptable, many of 
these groups have valid or justified grievances. Addressing the root cause of a 
problem by implementing reforms negates the groups raison d’etre and, if executed 
correctly, does not encourage the linkage between violence or armed conflict and the 
successful attainment of goals. Violence does not necessarily have to be met with 
violence. One of the reasons for the time taken to resolve the Troubles in Northern 
Ireland has been the British government’s refusal to grant any form of recognition to 
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the militant forces. To accept their objectives as legitimate also legitimises their 
methods.

Other campaigns against insurgents have successfully used military means to 
restore order. In Bolivia, the killing of Che Guevera ended the campaign against the 
government; in the early 70s Yemenese-sponsored rebels were defeated in Oman, 
and the Soviet response to the uprisings in Hungary and Czechkovslovakia certainly 
crushed any thoughts of altering the Warsaw Pact status quo.

 Careful consideration of the desired end state should determine the path of 
any counter-insurgency campaign - or, indeed, any form or campaign. Where is it 
you want to end up? What do you wish to achieve? 

Much of the non-Western world is rejecting Western political and cultural 
values. Regimes that retain foreign political forms are vulnerable to attack by 
conservative or reactionary groups attempting to assert or re-establish their own 
identities and legitimacy. As values and civilisations clash, instability results and 
order breaks down. Often the cries for change are not generated because traditional 
or fundamental systems and values are seen as an improvement but because any 
change is seen as better than no change.

However, this can not be limited to the rejection of just Western values by non-
Western states. A disturbing trend is appearing now where factions and states in the 
West are beginning to reject the conventional values of Western society. This may 
be for reasons of self-interest, like the French disregard for the international 
condemnation of its nuclear testing programme. Alternatively, this phenomena could 
be expressed in America where cults like the Branch Davidian and various 
supremacist or survivalist groups are establishing their own havens under their own 
laws and values. The Waco fiasco and the Oklahoma City bombing may be dark 
indicators of things to come.

Further instability may be generated by a return to traditional values and 
customs by the expansion of world wide information systems. As a general rule, such 
values are, to outside eyes, often brutal and harsh with little consideration given to 
new age values like human rights, democracy and justice. Images from such 
societies when broadcast out of context may be considered inflammatory and 
generate a violent backlash in world opinion. The role of women in Islamic society, 
democracy in Nigeria and apartheid in South Africa are examples of a societies 
values being judged harshly to Western values and standards. If we are to consider 
a worldwide peace-enforcement organisation as the only option for a lasting world 
peace, it will have to adopt some mechanism to ensure mutual tolerance between 
societies with clashing values, standards and beliefs.

Highly developed nations, those that Toffler refers to as Third Wave nations 
are attempting to form regional economic alliances covering three base areas: 
Europe, the Americas and Asia. This ensures a guaranteed super-domestic market 
for each alliance, eliminating internal friction and incompatibility between member 
states. It can be seen that competition for trade and markets between these 
economic superpowers will also extend past board rooms and advertising 
campaigns. Industrial and economic espionage is only the first step to what may 
become real trade wars

Resource-related organisations like OPEC are also prone to internal conflict. 
One of Iraq’s stated reasons for invading Kuwait was to counter the economic 
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warfare being conducted against it by Kuwait. For some time, Kuwait had been 
selling surplus oil, above and beyond its quota, forcing a decrease in the per barrel 
price, further weakening Iraq’s already war-ravaged economy. The activities on 2 
August 1990 were the result.

Similarly, the lifting of tariffs and trade restrictions designed to protect local 
economies may spark violent reactions. On a number of occasions, the agricultural 
lobbies in Japan and France have already resorted to violent protest against 
imported products. As the drift to informal conflict continues and becomes more 
popularly regarded as an acceptable state of affairs, increasingly violent responses 
may be expected.

Internal economic pressures may also lead to conflict. Nothing quite unites a 
nation and diverts attention from internal stresses than focussing on an internal 
threat. Again the invasion Kuwait in 1990 may be seen as an example of this, as may 
Hitler’s identification of the Jews as the cause of Germany’s decline in the 1920s. 
Doubts have been raised regarding Japan’s ability to survive a major recession9. Can 
a society so fragilely balanced endure significant disruption of its economic 
foundation - or may it again cast its eyes to the west?

Population growth, controlled and uncontrolled, is already straining social and 
physical resources in many areas. This phenomena is not restricted to under-
developed nations, as even a casual look at Japan or Indonesia reveals. This is 
further aggravated by events like war, natural disaster, famine or economic recession 
will may lead to mass migrations or consideration of more drastic measures to 
resolve issues. 

The removal on travel restrictions from East Germany in 1989, saw millions 
cross the Wall into West Germany in search of employment and better living 
conditions, placing an incredible strain on the West German economy. Up to a 
million refugees from Rwanda flooded into Zaire to flee the genocidal horrors of the 
collapse of order and control. To protect itself, Zaire was forced to close its borders, 
and prepare to use force to turn away the masses. Similarly, an economic collapse in 
Mexico could see millions of Hispanics flood across the Rio Grande into the southern 
states - what measures would the US be prepared to safeguard its borders?

These could almost be considered a form of economic group. For centuries, 
traditional criminal organisations have attempted to alter the course of events to 
further their own interests. The advent of the drug culture and its attendant gross 
financial rewards has seen some of these organisations evolve to such an extent that 
they can virtually be considered valid players in the international arena. The classic 
example is Colombia, now ruled, to all intents and purposes by the cartels. Is it too 
far-fetched to imagine a scenario where shadow governments send two such states 
to war to resolve differences in division of criminal spoils or markets? 

Conflict may also result from counter-criminal activities conducted by regional 
alliances or powers. Although it would be incredibly naive to assume that such 
activities are conducted solely in the interests of international law and order, they are 
becoming more common. In December 1989, Operation Just Cause removed the 
criminal Manuel Noriega from power in Panama. Seven months later, there were 
strong indications that the Bush government intended conducting operations against 
the cartels in Colombia - unfortunately the invasion of Kuwait diverted US attentions 

9Dr Lewis Fretz; International Relations Seminar; University of Waikato; 1991.
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to South West Asia. Last year, the CIS invaded Chechnya to depose a criminally-
sponsored government that was supporting major gun- and drug-running activities.

Such operations almost inevitably draw a hostile international reaction and the 
prospect of measures against the “disciplining” force can not be overruled. Neither 
can counteraction by the defensive group as was seen in Chechnya when 
Chechnyan units conducted cross-border attacks against towns and CIS formations 
in Azerbyjhan. In addition, open societies like the US are very vulnerable to terrorist-
style reprisals, if not conventional military operations.

The ability of some governments to govern is being eroded by both natural 
and deliberate factors. The collapse of the Empire has left large portions of the 
former USSR ungovernable due to breakdowns in communications, authority and 
control. The elected government of Colombia is little more than shell, controlling little 
real power - true power within that nation lies firmly in the hands of the cartels.

In the period since the end of the Second World War, informal war has 
become increasingly accepted as a valid form of resolving grievances, real or 
imagined. However until the collapse of the Russian Empire in 1989, the bipolar 
conflict between East and West acted as a control on the direction and scope of so-
called revolutionary warfare. Those groups acting outside the interest of the 
superpowers tended not to receive the support necessary to remain in business. The 
Sendero Luminosa in Peru were one of the few relatively independent revolutionary 
movements to survive without support from either major power bloc. This was due in 
no small part to the Sendero’s ability to fund itself through trafficking in coca 
products.

The rapid decline in Soviet authority that initiated the break up of Eastern 
Europe in 1989, followed by the physical collapse of the Russian Empire after the 
1991 coup, left a vacuum which has yet to be filled. The restraints were lifted but 
more importantly, the events in Eastern Europe as the shackles of communism were 
discarded and the Soviet juggernaut proved ineffective, encouraged similar attempts 
around the world. As governments formerly supported by the USSR found the source 
of their strength either cut off or severely depleted, groups opposing those 
governments were able to take advantage of this weakness.

George Bush’s New World Order was never properly defined but was widely 
interpreted as ushering an era of global justice and freedom for all. Minority groups 
everywhere have taken this, in conjunction with the collapse of the bipolar power 
system to indicate that old grievances and feuds can now be resolved. The absence 
of the USSR’s influenced in the areas in formerly controlled has caused old struggles 
to re-emerge, bitter as ever. More and more we see a trend in the less-developed 
countries to return to a tribal, in some cases almost feudal, social system, pretty 
much as they were prior to contact with western civilisation.

The arms races between Imperial Germany and Britain, and the during the 
Cold War both resulted in a bitter competition that wasted resources and diverted 
effort away from diplomatic and political arenas. The Soviet Union’s inability to 
compete with Stars Wars was a major contributing factor to it’s collapse. Through 
history there are example of technological changes or advances altering the balance 
of power between nations. 

The Japanese, by destroying America’s battleship strength in the Pacific, 
forced the US to better exploit it’s remaining capital ships, the carriers. The 
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development of the Navy’s carrier technology allowed the fleet to enforce total sea 
control over Japan, strangling it into submission. By mid-1942, the new doctrine had 
been tried at Coral Sea and proven at Midway, breaking the back of the Japanese 
carrier force. If the battleship fleet had not been destroyed at Pearl Harbour, 
conventional Navy doctrine would have forced it into battle against the Japanese in a 
fleet confrontation that the Japanese most probably would have won. Thus the war 
would have been either prolonged or possibly the US may have been forced to 
accept a negotiated settlement in favour of Japanese ambitions. The development of 
this technology has granted the US an unparalleled capability to project force 
anywhere in the world. As then, now.

However, history is equally full of examples where technically superior forces 
have still been soundly defeated. World War II German technology in almost every 
area was dramatically more advanced than that of the Allies but these advantages 
were frittered away in piecemeal packets with no discernible aims. Custer may have 
had a technological edge at Little Big Horn but negated this with poor appreciations 
and deployments. In many aspects the Argentine forces on the Falklands were 
superior to the British but the Union Jack still flies over Port Stanley. It seems that 
the secret is not so much what new technology has been developed but how it is 
employed.

Factors affecting the environment are now far more items of political sensitivity 
than in the past. These range from matters that affect only small groups or matters at 
a national level to actions that affect the global environment. Thus the actions of 
South American governments that encourage slash-and-burn agriculture in the rain 
forest may present a short-term solution to internal social problems but are subject to 
strong international pressure because of the global effects of the destruction of the 
rain forest. 

Where pollution was perhaps condoned or tolerated within the Second Wave 
industrial age, nations are now more concerned about the effects that pollution and 
waste from other nations may have on their own environment. Add to this industrial 
tragedies like Chernobyl or Bhopal, and causes for conflict appear immediately. Just 
as international agreements control destructive military forces of mass destruction, 
so similar steps must be taken to develop and controls standards for non-military 
forces with similar potential. Throughout the former Russian Empire alone, an 
unknown number of nuclear plants of dubious design with minimal safety controls 
could become disasters at any time. 

Iraq’s destruction of the Kuwaiti oil-fields and the unrestricted release of oil into 
the Gulf showed the potential for environmental disaster that even an accidental 
release or fire has. The all too frequent accidents involving bulk crude carriers could 
initiate a conflict by a nation aggrieved at the damage to its environment caused by 
yet another spill, or to decide to enforce a environmental no-go area around its 
coastline to prevent such an incident. The Straits of Malacca, the Suez or Panama 
Canals, the Kattegat or other maritime choke points are all vulnerable to action that 
may be initiated in the interests of environmental self-protection but that also carries 
with it considerable economic and political potential.

The power to control men’s minds has long been the ambition of many a ruler. 
From the oracles of the earliest times through religious doctrines to the potential of 
today’s mass media, the information presented to the casual observer has been 
manipulated to depict specific perspectives. The exponential leaps in information 
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technology in the last ten years have created a situation now where information has 
become a weapon in its own right. The electronic spectrum is now regarded as the 
fourth dimension of war10. 

The new field of battle is currently one that is extremely difficult to defend 
against. The traditional dimensions of war all involved direct confrontation between 
physical forces. The object of strategy was to close with and destroy the opposing 
force. Physical natural and man-made barriers could block and channel them; 
defences could track and destroy them as they came into range. But what defences 
can be raised against an invisible formless electromagnetic wave? If the source is 
close enough, it may be located and destroyed. Signals may be jammed or nullified 
but this restricts one’s own communications. 

How to protect against the global network which expands daily at an 
astronomical rate? Even if the passage of information could be checked, what 
safeguards could be emplace against more subliminal messages, concealed within 
apparently innocuous traffic? Does the existence of a transmitter or other source 
outside one’s own borders constitute a threat that justifies the use of force, if the 
content of its transmissions is deemed subversive or threatening?

One hundred years ago, a genocidal conflict between two tribes in a faraway 
African nation would hardly have raised an eyebrow in America or Europe, unless 
trading operations were affected or threatened. The time delay in contemporary 
global communications and the limitations of graphic imagery reduced the impact of 
such news. During the Boer War, thousands of Afrikaner civilians died in British 
concentration camps, but these deaths caused little more than ripple among polite 
society in England.

Picture the same incidents today. Rwanda, Bosnia, Somalia, Haiti, all have 
been flashed instantaneously across screens and headlines, generating intense 
public reactions and influencing the course of international affairs. The power of the 
electronic media is such that it defines and determines our outlook on all subjects 
from sport to entertainment to international affairs. Issues today are determined by 
the media. It’s on TV, therefore it is true. As the transfer of information transcends 
borders, the affairs of one state may very quickly become the affairs of another and 
public emotion is wound up. Imagine the potential of a Chicano riot in Southern 
California or Texas or Arizona being beamed into Mexico with the appropriate 
manipulation. Or an anti-immigrant riot in Germany or France being shown in Turkey 
or Algeria. Or the implications of nuclear testing at Mururoa being transmitted from 
the outside into Tahiti. The opportunities are unlimited.

The sheer effectiveness of modern communications and information 
technology makes those nations that rely on it most heavily, also most vulnerable to 
use of that technology. Offensive measures may not necessarily be in the form of 
actual attacks against information systems - in fact, the most effective tactic may be 
to exploit the sheer effectiveness of a third wave nation’s information systems. A 
third wave nation could be crippled by an information strike, whereas a society 
further down the technological scale may not be so totally reliant on that technology. 
The further down the technological scale, a group is the less vulnerable they are to 
information war. Traditional means of dissemination like word of mouth and other 
non-mass media are much easier to control in both content and distribution.

10 After land, sea and air. Space is now recognised as the fifth dimension of war.
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In the early 1980s, the Soviet Empire conducted an extremely effective 
disinformation campaign against Western force developments in Europe. Exploiting 
the information technology and freedom of the media allowed in the West, popular 
opinion was fanned against the expansion of NATO forces in Europe. The neutron 
bomb, designed to cause a minimum amount of physical damage, was withdrawn 
from Europe after the disinformation campaign painted it, totally incorrectly, as the 
ultimate capitalist weapon - designed to kill people but leave material assets intact. 
Similar campaigns directed against Warsaw Pact populations would not have been 
successful due to the much tighter restrictions of information and more primitive 
information technology in those countries.

 Coalition control of the media depicted the Gulf War as a series of surgical 
manoeuvres striking at the heart of the Iraqi military machine, but leaving untouched 
civilian targets - the destruction visited upon the Guard in the desert was never 
shown. This control allowed popular support for the war to continue, strengthening 
the shaky Coalition until the vital objectives were achieved.

Conversely poor control of the media in 1968 portrayed the Tet offensive as a 
major Communist victory, instead of the devastating defeat that it was. The portrayal 
of sappers in the US Embassy, the front page summary execution of a Viet Cong 
agent and the bitter images of the fighting around Hue and around Khe Sanh 
produced the perception that the war in Vietnam was unwinnable. In Somalia, once it 
became apparent that there would be no Desert Storm blitzkrieg success, the media 
quickly began to question the whole Somali mission. As domestic support dwindled, 
the US and then the other contingents withdrew and eventually the UN accepted 
failure. Images of bodies being dragged through the streets and high casualties can 
be made palatable by a positive media, so long as there is a light at the end of the 
tunnel. Without a positive defined endstate, today’s society will not support a conflict. 

The expansion of ownership and use of weapons high technology will expand 
during the remainder of the twentieth century. During the bipolar Cold War era, 
access to many of these systems was restricted by both great powers; indeed, due 
to the risk of compromise by one superpower or the other, such information was 
guarded jealously. The end of the Cold War changed all that. As the Berlin Wall 
crashed to the ground, there was a common perception that peace had broken out - 
that the end of over four decades of superpower confrontation would yield a massive 
peace dividend.

Western powers examined their military requirements in the light of an altered 
balance of power, attempting to cash in the peace dividend, in many cases down-
scaling forces and cancelling orders for equipment. As the realisation dawned that 
America was now the sole global super-power, the requirement for such tight control 
on military technology seemed diminished. The result has been a flourishing market 
in military equipment all round the world, coupled with much more diverse and 
widespread cooperation between developers. Technological techniques that ten 
years ago would have been highly classified are now a matter of public record and 
discussion. Many nations have flourishing arms industries, especially in the field of 
high technology devices.

Further to this is the shift from second to third wave society. Fifty years ago, 
arms industries centred on mass production and heavy industry: capital ships, 
armour, artillery and aircraft. Obsolete items were scrapped and replaced by 
improved equipments. Quantity over quality was still a major deciding factor. The 
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face of battle changed, becoming more technologically complex, and the cost of war 
equipment rose and rose and rose. More and more, nations sought new ways to 
extend the life of equipment as it aged, other than directly replacing it. 

Upgrading an aging existing platform to extend or enhance it’s capabilities has 
become a vastly more attractive proposition than replacing it with a completely new 
item. Many capabilities can be enhanced merely by installing new technology: 
upgrading power plants, electronics and weapon systems. Thus the A-4 Skyhawk, 
first flown in 1954, can still be a credible second-line combat aircraft forty years later. 
Upgrades are expensive but nowhere as much as purchasing a completely new 
modern aircraft.

Freed from the tie between an arms industry and the previously required 
heavy industry, many smaller nations have developed their own arms industry to 
capitalise on the upgrade market. Singapore, a relatively new state with no previous 
industrial base, now has an extremely profitable arms industry that produces no new 
major equipments but does produce a wide range of upgrade packages for military 
land, sea and air equipment. Further adding to the confusion of the expanding global 
arms industry is the ease with which common commercial technology can be 
adapted for military use, adding to the problem of control.

Thus the situation evolves where many small states, or in some cases non-
states, have adopted or access to similar technologies as the major powers. They 
are less likely to be intimidated by the threat of limited force by a larger power, 
increasing the probability that actual conflict will result. Increased capabilities mean a 
power may now feel more tempted to address grievances that it previously felt 
unable to confront.

Even before the Cold War, it was generally accepted that the biggest most 
powerful weapons of war would always be the domain of the major powers. Partially 
this was second wave thinking, in that it could only be those nations with adequate 
industrial capacity that could afford to buy or manufacture the most costly military 
capabilities. But weapons technology has evolved away from major expensive and 
difficult to produce weapons of war. Few nations now and seventy years ago could 
afford to produce effective fleets of capital ships, then the currency of military status. 
Today there are few nations that could not produce reasonably effective chemical 
weapons using standard commercial materials and processes.

Even the more complex biologic and nuclear weapons are within the reach of 
many states, and non-states. The trick to building a nuclear weapon is not so much 
to construct the device but to construct a good one. The technology and the 
knowledge is all readily available. The collapse of the Russian Empire and its 
disintegration into its component parts has increased the number of powers with 
access to nuclear weapons. It has also dangerously lowered the controls on those 
weapons and those with the knowledge to maintain and construct them.

As close to anarchic conditions dominate more and more in the former Soviet 
states, and Mother Russia itself, it can be only too easy for some of the thousands of 
nuclear weapons remaining to be spirited away in exchange for hard cash or 
personal gain. Already rumours are rife of former Soviet weapons surfacing in the 
Middle East. It is not stretching the bounds of imagination too far to expect that 
eventually such weapons of mass destruction will fall into the hands of non-state 
groups to be used as potent bargaining tools.
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The proliferation of weapons of mass destruction is a major problem for future 
warriors. The exponential growth of information systems will make the knowledge 
required for garage production of such weapons more and more available. Already 
the chemical attacks in Japan and Azerbyjan has illustrated just how easy it is to 
execute such strikes - and how difficult it is to defend against them.

But just as knowledge is the problem, so it is the key to the solution. Better 
monitoring and tracking of weapons must be implemented and the various inspection 
and watchdog agencies must be given teeth. Future war will not provide the build-up 
time that even Desert Storm allowed - the processes to counter a threat must be 
already in place. It is pointless to develop strategy after strategy to counter nuclear 
terrorism unless an adequate information processing system allows counter-forces to 
be deployed effectively and in time. 

The sudden and total collapse of the Russian Empire and it’s satellites further 
contributes to the problem of proliferation. Facing near anarchy and economic 
collapse, with a breakdown in communications and control, and with a massive 
unsupportable military force, the sale of Soviet arms and technology is a most 
attractive option. Accountability for the thousands of NBC weapons developed for the 
Soviet war machine is non-existent and there are many states and non-state groups 
that can and would pay a lot for even a single such weapon. 

Even if there were effective controls on the movement and storage of these 
weapons, it is still next to impossible to control the information contained in the 
heads of those who developed and maintained these weapons. Faced with 
prospects of unemployment, civil disorder and continual shortages of essentials, 
technical personnel from the former USSR are being lured away to continue their 
work for an alarming range of new employers: Libya, Iran, Iraq and North Korea, to 
name a few. This phenomena is not restricted to the Eastern Bloc. Military 
downscaling and the subsequent recession in the arms industry have forced 
technology specialists in all fields to consider other employment. Attracted by 
promises of money and comfortable lifestyles, techno-mercenaries are now working 
for and training states and non-state groups throughout the world. Where once the 
dogs of war hired out their guns, they now hire out their minds.

Proliferation of certain types of weapons has increased as groups attempt to 
gain an advantage over real or perceived threats. Although powerful weapons like 
nuclear warheads or fuel-air still require a certain degree of technological to work 
properly, other weapons of mass destruction suffer no such limitations. The 
deliberate release of nerve toxins in Japan this year illustrates just how vulnerable 
modern society is to such an attack. Commercially available components, no 
requirement for a complex delivery system, the difficulty of detection and the minimal 
mass of an effective device make chemical devices most attractive force-multipliers. 
As moral constraints on the conduct of war appear to be waning, so the 
attractiveness of such weapons increases even more. In the hands of terrorist or 
criminal groups, it could be expected that the only constraints applied may be those 
proportionate to the risk of punishment or capture.

While all these forces may be accepted as causes of the drift from 
conventional operations to what the US armed forces have adopted as Operations 
Other Than War (OOTW), it is still debatable whether this drift is of such magnitude 
that it warrants scrapping the Clausewitzian strategic model in favour of one 
modelled by van Crefeld. It may also be necessary to define the distinction between 
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strategy and tactics. Tactics were once defined as kicking over the milk bucket, 
strategy as killing the cow11. Strategy is really the plan or the doctrine that allows or 
creates the conditions that allow a war to be won. In an analogy slightly closer to 
home, strategy gets a team to the top of the competition, but tactics on the field win 
games.

The form of war most likely to result from the clash of these factors is the Low 
Intensity Conflict (LIC), the conventional title for what we may also know as informal 
war. Van Crefeld offers that conventional forces can not win an LIC because against 
an informal or unconventional force there is no target against which conventional 
weaponry and tactics can be brought to bear. While it is accepted, and there are 
many examples, that conventional forces can do more harm than good in a LIC, 
more often than not, this is due to the manner in which they are used, not the force 
itself. He cites a number of reasons for this inability of a conventional force to cope 
with a nationalistic type of war. The oft-quoted example of  a nation’s failure to adapt 
to and overcome the conditions of low intensity conflict is America’s involvement in 
Vietnam.

The logistic and support tail has become disproportionately large in 
comparison to the teeth; to such an extent that in this type of warfare the teeth 
becomes ineffective. in Vietnam, where, at its peak, over half a million US troops 
were deployed into the theatre. Of these probably no more than ten or fifteen per 
cent were actually involved in fighting the war, of going in harm’s way and actually 
confronting the enemy. The remainder were employed supporting the war machine 
and supporting the supporters and so on.

While there is no question that excesses occurred in Vietnam, this is really no 
more than continuation of a trend that began with the shift from first to second wave 
warfare some two to three hundred years previously. The Napoleonic Wars saw the 
first proper use of what we recognise as logistic corps. The use of crew-served 
weapons, the adoption of trains to support these weapons, and the realisation that 
the capability to carry supplies along with one’s troops significantly expanded one’s 
capability to conduct war. One was no longer tied down or slowed down to what one 
could forage off the surrounding countryside. By increasing the size of the tail, the 
tempo of war could be increased, greater pressure applied to an enemy, especially 
one not as well organised or supplied, operations conducted all year round as winter 
will not necessarily be the great slowing factor it used to be, and further away from 
home.

As war machines become more common and more complex, the more the 
support required has increased. Although there are various proportions between 
tooth and tail that are considered acceptable or excessive, two points should be 
remembered. The first is that this relationship can never be directly proportional; in a 
small force there will always be a cut-off point below which the support force will 
become ineffective - that will not be sufficient skills to support all aspects of the force, 
hence the tail may appear disproportionately large. The other is that the increasing 
complexity of modern systems calls for a higher degree of specialisation than before. 
Also the integration of support into sectors other than the military renders it 
increasingly difficult to draw a definite line between the action arms and those that 
support them.

11 From a Reader’s Digest that I read a long time ago. The definition has stuck with me ever since.
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Is the tail just those supporting forces deployed into a theatre, or is that part of 
the deployed teeth and the tail is those supporting forces, military, commercial and 
diplomatic back home. A large tail is not necessarily inefficient. The third wave trend 
toward specialisation and nichism will see small action groups or strike forces having 
an effect power far in excess of their apparent effectiveness due to the capability and 
extent of the force supporting them.

Van Crefeld further correctly identifies a number of procedural errors that 
hindered the US war effort in Vietnam. Command levels were set too high, with 
insufficient responsibility devolved down to the tactical and operational level. It is 
interesting, however, to note that those commanders who commanded at unit level 
and lower in Vietnam, who enjoyed some freedom of action, are the Powells and 
Schartzkopfs who reconstructed the US military in the eighties and nineties. But, as a 
rule, the direction of the conflict was directed from the highest level, up to the farce of 
the President himself selecting targets for individual air strikes. A requirement to 
satisfy constantly changing short term political objectives overshadowed the 
desperate need for a clear mandate for the war’s direction and execution.

Procedures had been developed for use in a mass conventional scenario and 
not customised to reflect a new style of conflict, one where information manipulation 
and analysis were of vital importance. The passage of useful information was too 
slow bureaucratic and cumbersome, and was not capable of rapid flexible response 
to a constantly changing situation. 

In the higher echelons of command, the realisation did not dawn that this was 
a new form of war where the primary objective was not to destroy the enemy on the 
battlefield, but to defeat him in the minds in the Vietnamese people. To seize and 
hold ground no longer had meaning as the enemy avoided US concentrations of 
force and struck where he was not. Vietnam was the first major conflict where 
Special Operations troops first worked with indigenous peoples, fighting and winning 
the “hearts and minds” war. Unfortunately there was considerable antipathy towards 
this aspect of the war and often the good that was done was overshadowed by the 
indiscriminate actions of those fighting according to conventional doctrines.

To state that the military in Vietnam were incapable of adapting to a new form 
of war is not strictly true. The problem is that most of the solutions developed still 
followed a conventional mindset. Vietnam was very much a gadget war. 
Considerable intellectual effort and financial resources were expended developing 
new and improved technologies in response to new requirements being identified in 
South east Asia. Impressive and useful that these technologies may have been and 
whatever their applications in other theatres, they could not in isolation bring victory 
with integration into a doctrine designed to cope with the diversity and change 
encountered in a complex conflict like Vietnam. 

Van Crefeld’s final reason is that conventional forces have come too far from 
fighting one-on-one. Partially this is the teeth-and-tail argument but it also indicates 
that van Crefeld himself has failed to grasp one of the changes from the 
Clausewitzian strategic model. The implication is that the US had moved to far away 
from applying its maximum effort in Vietnam to meeting the enemy on the field of 
battle and destroying them. The object of future war will be to resolve conflicts by the 
application of force to strategically vital points; to out-manoeuvre, not out-gun, an 
enemy. Force in this definition is not necessarily military in nature. It is whatever type 
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of force, or combinations of force, is appropriate to achieve the endstate dictated by 
the national policy.

Clausewitz’s original definition of strategy was “the art of employment of  
battles as a means to gain the object of war. In other words strategy forms the plan 
of war, maps out the proposed course of the different campaigns which compose the  
war, and regulates the battles to be fought in each.”12 This definition restricts strategy 
to the use of battle as the means to an end, and has also been criticised because it 
trespasses into the area of grand strategy. At a higher level, Liddell-Hart uses grand 
strategy to coordinate and direct all the resources of a nation towards the 
achievement of the aim defined by the national policy. 

Today the distinction between strategy and grand strategy is blurred at best. 
Recent crises like the Gulf War, Haiti and Bosnia have all been addressed by a 
coordinated response combining military diplomatic, economic and media activities. 
By 1989, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had defined strategy as “… the art and science of  
developing and using political, economic, psychological and military forces as 
necessary during peace and war to afford the maximum support to policies, in order 
to increase the probabilities and favourable consequences of victory and lessen the 
chances of defeat.”13 

Van Crefeld argues that the decline of the state system also denotes the end 
of the Clausewitzian trinitarian system: the three parts being the government, the 
army and the people. His case is that non-state groups do not have the same 
organisation and therefore the old models no longer apply. However this seems to be 
further second wave thought, whereby force is met with force, where one strategy is 
seen as attriting one force down until nothing is left. A closer examination of any 
group acting on the international stage, however outwardly anarchic or disorganised, 
be it a minor Somali clan, the United States of America or a shadowy international 
terrorist group will always reveal the same basic organisation: a leadership or 
command element, an action or military element, and the largest group being the 
followers or the people.

The same basic strategy applies to countering any such group, conventional 
or informal, and has done since the advent of second wave warfare. An operation 
against a group usually operates on three distinct fronts each with its own specific 
aim: diplomatic pressures are applied against the leadership element to persuade it 
that further conflict is pointless; similar pressures are applied to the population to 
persuade them that further conflict serves no purpose, to destroy their faith in their 
leadership; and direct military pressure may be applied to neutralise the action arm.

The Clausewitzian trinity of government, army and people still stands today 
with the Gulf war (on the US side) and the Falklands (on the British side) being good 
examples. Conversely, in the same conflicts, Argentina and Iraq are good examples 
of an almost feudal system where the junta/dictator in the role of the feudal lord 
mobilised the people to enforce his own will an achieve his own aims. The people of 
Argentina and Iraq could have cared less about the Malvinas or Kuwait; their role 
was merely to do and die, not to reason why - really they were no more that chattels 
of their leaders.

12 The Strategy of Indirect Approach; Liddell-Hart, B.H.; Faber and Faber; 1941.

13 Department of Defence Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms; Joint Publication 1-02; Washington D.C.; p 350; 
December 1990.
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The world is moving or has moved to a more informal form of warfare but not 
because trinitarian war has become outdated. Insurgent warfare still has the same 
three divisions - leadership, people, and action arm - and these arms can be 
targeted like conventional ones once they have been identified - the identification is 
the trick! By eliminating a group’s leadership removes its command structure, making 
it much easier to address the remainder of the group. The elimination or 
neutralisation of the action arms removes the group’s ability to take action , again 
rendering it impotent.

Van Crefeld uses Das Volk in Waffen (The Nation in Arms) (1883)14 by 
Colmar von der Goltz to further attack the classic model. Goltz disagrees with 
Clausewitz in two areas. Advances in technology will make it possible to mobilise 
entire countries into the war effort, not just the Clausewitzian trinity; the entire nation 
would be involved. This concept had its heyday with the First and Second World 
Wars when the total resources of the state were harnessed to support the war effort. 
The old days of mass and immediate conscription are now over.

Advances in technology now require highly-trained professional armed forces. 
The speed of modern war dictates that only similarly highly-trained Reserves will be 
called up. Even, the Gulf war, where the Coalition forces enjoyed the rare luxury of 
being able to start their counter-attack at their leisure, offered no opportunity for new 
recruits to be trained and deployed - the level of training required for modern 
systems is simply too long. This returns to the Clausewitzian trinity of government, 
army, people.

Clausewitz offered that wars should be controlled nationally by a Supreme 
commander generalissimmo who ruled the entire nation and the war effort, similar to 
Saddam Hussein in the Gulf war, or Hitler, especially in the later stages of the war. 
Von der Goltz proposed that war fighting is a serious business and therefore should 
be conducted by professional soldiers, not amateur politicians; The general staff 
should run wars without being fettered by the concerns of treasuries and other such 
agencies that would carry more weight in peacetime. This is not to suggest that the 
military should dictate the national policy - this should remain the domain of the 
government. 

Goltz’s concept of a professional military commander-in-chief to control the 
conflict will continue. There are too many examples of amateurs, however gifted, 
having supreme commander and leading their nation into disaster. As Goltz said 
“war-fighting is simply too important a thing to be trusted to civilians”. Direction and 
policy may still come from the civilian/political government/leadership but the 
execution of that policy must lie with the professional staff. Thus the 
micromanagement that contributed to the fall of the Third Reich, the American defeat 
in Vietnam and the crushing defeat suffered by Iraq in 1991 can be, if not eliminated, 
certainly reduced; and the successful Gulf War model allowed to continue. So today 
and for the foreseeable future, this will remain the trend.

Clausewitz identifies friction and uncertainty as the two major obstacles to 
efficient military operations, at any level and van Crefeld adds a third, inflexibility15. 
The higher the level that these problems occur, the greater the effect and the harder 
they are to resolve. This increased difficulty is due mainly to the difficulties 

14 On Future War. Van Crefeld, Martin; Brassey’s (UK); 1991; p42.

15 On Future War. Van Crefeld, Martin; Brassey’s (UK); 1991; p104.
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experienced transmitting orders or direction from the decision makers at very levels 
to those who must execute those decisions. A certain time delay must be expected 
between the transmission and the receipt of orders, regardless of what means of 
communication is used.

For this reason, other factors that comprise a force can overcome the 
advantages conferred by the size of an organisation. Bigger is not necessarily better. 
Equipment, training, organisation, discipline and morale can all be combined to form 
a more effective smaller force. It must be remembered that there will be occasions 
when the sheer size of a force becomes a positive factor, and that there will probably 
always be a minimum force effective size. 

Clausewitzian friction is the resistance to movement caused by a large number 
of moving parts. As a large number of moving parts are a characteristic of a large 
military force, this can not be easily overcome. The moving parts in question are not 
just the various levels of command and the divisions of responsibility within them, but 
also the myriad of other factors that can affect the transfer of information, troops and 
equipment. Things like the environment, climate, enemy action, choke points and 
bottlenecks, lack of resources, etc. Clausewitz offers that the only oil that can 
overcome this friction is experience. By learning from its own previous experience or 
that of other forces in similar situations, a force can more easily overcome problems 
when they occur.

The second obstacle to a successful force is uncertainty. This extends to a 
command who is uncertain how to proceed due to a lack of information. New 
Zealanders’ propensity to carry everything bar the kitchen sink, just in case, is a 
result of uncertainty; and so is the diminishing morale of the soldier who doesn’t 
know or who hasn’t been told what is going on. Again this can be addressed through 
the institution of clear procedures for the two-way passage of information, a clear 
system of guidelines for keeping all levels up-to-date on the information they need to 
know and also realistic SOPs for dealing with the situations likely to be encountered. 

The flexibility that van Crefeld introduces relates to the speed with which a 
force can respond to a new situation. The classic example has always been the 
decision to change formation from column to line or which formation to move in. Line 
is slower but allows the maximum firepower power to be brought to bear on an 
enemy formation. However it is difficult, when in line, to bring that force to bear 
against a threat to either flank. This problems increase the bigger the force gets. 
Whereas it is a simple matter for a section to alter its direction and face a threat from 
another direction, it is a far more complex operation for a corps, and van Crefeld 
uses the 200 year old example of an army corps that usually can only accept two to 
three orders per day. Any more than that creates an information overload.

Inflexibility also relates to the logistic front. Once a ship has been loaded and 
dispatched overseas, recalling it to alter its load is a major operation. The old line 
about prior planning and preparation is as good now as it ever was. This develops a 
requirement for excellent communications, both for the transfer of information and for 
the movement of troops and equipment, and for procedures for the transport and 
shipment of all elements of a force and its resupply that are as flexible and capable 
of rapid response as possible. Communications and coordination are the key 
elements to overcoming the inflexibility inherent in all large forces.

16



Van Crefeld16 proposes that of these three factors, uncertainty stands out as 
the only one which can be deliberately introduced by an enemy using disinformation 
and counter-intelligence techniques. However, this is not correct. Both inflexibility 
and friction can both be deliberately used by the enemy to affect friendly force 
operations. The whole point of turning an enemy flank is to take advantage of 
inflexibility in the form of the time it takes for a formation in line to address a threat on 
its flank. Strikes against enemy communications are intended to cause friction, to 
slow the passage of equipment and information to reduce the operational efficiency 
of that enemy force. Even the mere threat of observation or attack during the day 
can restrict movement  to night time, reducing speed and the time available to 
conduct tasks.

One of the most widely quoted of Clausewitz’s military maxims, and one with 
which van Crefeld agrees, is the one regarding the strength of the defence against 
the attack. Because Clausewitz attempted to develop an effective scientific theory of 
war, much of his work is open to and subject to interpretation. His statements 
regarding the strength of the defence have been discussed for over a century. In a 
summary of his work17, Clausewitz summarises the military propositions that can be 
demonstrated without difficulty, among them that “…defence is the stronger form of  
fighting…” 

Although the strength of a defence is readily accepted, in that a ratio of up to 
ten-to-one between attackers and defenders may be required, a defence is still a 
passive act. The most it can achieve is retention of the status quo - to inflict change 
and force a resolution, a force must adopt a more active role. The typical role of a 
defence is to allow a force to regroup and prepare for further offensive operations. 
Occasionally, as at Khe Sanh, a defence will be deliberately established to draw an 
enemy out, or a defensive stance may be part of a grander strategy like containment 
or the continual defensive position of Israel or South Korea.

Under today’s manoeuvre warfare, it may not even be necessary to 
concentrate a superior force to eliminate a defensive position. For over twenty years, 
NATO’s standing policy was an attritive defence, grinding down and eventually 
halting Warsaw Pact forces as they advanced into Western Europe. However in the 
mid-70s, it appeared that the inevitable outcome of this doctrine would be a resort to 
the use of nuclear weapons. A new manoeuvre based doctrine, AirLand Battle, was 
developed that hinged on attacking the aggressor’s rear and flanks, driving deep into 
his support echelons to isolate and render untenable his forward positions.

War and Anti-War18 was published in 1993 and further extends the models 
developed in Future Shock and The Third Wave. Toffler draws similar conclusions 
to van Crefeld regarding the future of armed conflict, but offers substantially more 
optimistic solutions. This volume was written at the request of the US Army and 
provides the philosophical background for the Army’s Force XXI doctrine. 

Toffler has broken warfighting into the same three waves he used to classify 
the rest of global society. First wave warfare is that characterised by two forces 
meeting directly on a field of battle and resolving an issue over a day or two. A later 
example would be perhaps Waterloo. World War Two is the definitive example of a 
16  On Future War. Van Crefeld, Martin; Brassey’s (UK); 1991; p110.

17 Makers of Modern Strategy; Paret, Peter (Ed); Princeton; 1986; p206.

18 War and Anti-War. Toffler, Alvin and Heidi; Little, Brown and Company; 1993.
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second wave war, typified in all aspects by mass: massed force, mass production, 
mass destruction. Elements of the Gulf War begin to illustrate the changes inherent 
in third wave war: the destruction of specific targets by a variety of highly specialised, 
what could be called niche, weapons. 

Many of these weapons were developed very quickly in response to threats as 
they developed. Examples are the GBU-28 bunker-busting bomb that was designed 
to counter the deep Iraqi command bunkers, and the Swartzkopf desert boot, rushed 
into service when the US current hot weather boot was found to be unsuitable, both 
of which were developed almost from scratch to meet previously-unconsidered 
requirements; or the ALARM anti-radar missile; and the JSTARS surveillance aircraft 
that monitored all ground movements in a 160 kilometre radius which were rushed in 
service from developed when the need for their specific capabilities was identified.

 Traditionally a state’s war fighting capability has been determined by its 
doctrine or policy at all levels. Doctrines were developed in response to specific 
threats and scenarios. From 1945 to 1990, US military doctrine was centred on 
countering an array of contingencies, centred primarily around the Cold War threat 
from the USSR. Until 1940, British strategic doctrine was based on facing a number 
of threats against the Empire. In all circumstances, doctrines basically reflect a series 
of pre-ordained responses against a variety of pre-determined contingencies.

The short period since the collapse of the Soviet Empire, has seen such 
changes in the balances of power around the globe, that the purely doctrinal 
approach is no longer applicable. The unprecedented success of Desert Storm was 
due in part to the fact that the US had a doctrinally-based response already 
prepared. As the confrontation in the Gulf proceeded, it became clear that a new 
type of warfare was emerging - one in which superior force was no longer the prime 
determinator of victory - if, indeed, it ever had been. The new evolving Queens of the 
Battlefield today and into the future are information and a doctrinal process that 
makes the most effective use of information - and that denies that information to the 
opposition.

Whereas the old doctrinal system relied on specific prepared responses to 
what are now seen as a fairly narrow range of contingencies, the new doctrine rests 
on creating an environment in which any contingency can be assessed and a 
suitable response selected as rapidly as possible. The linchpins of this doctrine will 
be information management and training - training to assess a situation and adopt 
the most effective response to that situation.

Of all the Clausewitzian legacies, possibly the most important pertains to 
imponderables - those factors that can not be foreseen or anticipated. This concept 
dominated Prussian and then German military thought, in the form of the concept of 
Auftragstactik. Under this policy, a higher command issued the desired endstate to 
its subordinates but left the attainment of that state to their initiative and skill. Thus a 
subordinate commander at any level could formulate his own plan of battle within the 
guidelines set in the endstate - the goal was always the successful attainment of the 
endstate. Thus we have Rommel during the Battle of France, tasked to force a vital 
river crossing but with insufficient bridging equipment. Unperturbed and assessing 
his mission priority, he swiftly commandeered the needed equipment from a 
neighbouring division, much to its commanders ire. But he achieved his mission and 
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the advance continued. The catch-phrase for Auftragstactik, or directive control, 
must surely be “Adapt, Improvise, Overcome”19.

Force XXI is a sweeping transformation of the previous AirLand Battle and its 
successor, AirLand 2000, doctrine to prepare for the next century. Previous systems 
have dictated set responses in reaction to specific contingencies, creating situations 
where forces have attempted to force an incompatible doctrine to fit an unexpected 
scenario - often with devastating results. The French between the wars embraced 
the static defensive doctrine from the First World War, just in time to be 
overwhelmed by blitzkrieg. American forces in Vietnam forced conventional doctrine 
on to an elusive fleeting enemy - thirteen years, 57,00 American lives and billions of 
dollars later, Saigon still fell to Communist forces.

The new concept seeks to “set in motion that which will produce conditions for  
success…stressing principles to be learned and understood, then relying on the art  
of battle command to apply those principles…emphasising a concept built on  
principles that must be translated to action in specific scenarios that can not now be 
predicted with enough certainty to warrant a return to prescriptive doctrine.20” No 
longer will there be correct or incorrect solutions to problems - the key will be the 
desired end state. Careful consideration of the end state should determine the path 
of any campaign - or, indeed, any form of action. Where is it you want to end up? 
What do you wish to achieve? What are the implications of these actions? 

As we evolve from second to third wave warfare, similar changes are required 
in our definitions of what constitutes a combatant, a fighting force, a mechanism to 
aid in achieving the end state. “Strategy, as presented so far, consists of two basic  
elements - creating force and using it against an opponent.”21 Van Crefeld states that 
creating force is a necessary condition for waging war but this depends on a 
definition of force. Is force like “a force” capable of achieving aims, or should it be 
measured in terms of capabilities, e.g. an individual or individuals using weapons of 
mass destruction?

In future war, the creation and maintenance of force (a force) that is credible 
and effective is as much a part of strategy as the application of that force. The trend 
now seems to be away from direct confrontation, the outcome of which is typically 
determined by superior firepower, to conflicts determined by superior manoeuvre, 
whether on a strategic, tactical, economic or diplomatic front.  The key to successful 
third wave operations is manoeuvre not firepower. It is not unlikely that issues will be 
decided in a conflict by factors other than combat. Possibly an economic initiative will 
severe a force’s fuel or weapon sources; political pressure may cut off lines of 
communication across another states territory. Consider the diversion around Spain 
caused by the French refusal to allow overflight for Op Eldorado Canyon in 1986, or 
the US unwillingness to openly engage enemy forces in Cambodia and Laos, 
respecting the respective borders. 

Popular support for a conflict may be swayed by psychological means, by 
controlling and manipulating the information available to the population of an 
opposing group. This brings us into the field of what is becoming known as info war: 
19 Heartbreak Ridge; Malpaso Productions; 1986.

20 TRADOC Pamphlet 525-5: Force XXI Operations; Headquarters United States Army Training and Doctrine Command; 
Chapter 1-2; August 1994.

21 On Future War. Van Crefeld, Martin; Brassey’s (UK); 1991; p116.
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a new form of warfare where information is the most effective weapon. Not just the 
information available to tactical and strategic commanders, but any information that 
can affect the course of a conflict. This covers how information is presented to 
friends and allies to build up support and to opposing populations to reduce support 
for the enemy. The skill with which a force at any level can manipulate information 
and control knowledge is now becoming the deciding factor in conflict and conflict 
resolution.

The common perception is that the Gulf War was won through superior 
firepower and to a certain extent it was. If anything this conflict can be considered 
one of transition from second to third wave conflict. The third wave elements were 
those splashed across our screens via CNN; the second wave portion of the war was 
that only alluded by the media: the mass destruction of the Republican Guard, 
pounded into dust by an unending bombardment from air, ground and sea, using the 
traditional weapons of second wave war - mass, relatively indiscriminate “dumb” 
weapons. But the manoeuvre that ended the conflict was the Hail Mary move that 
swept around the Iraqis’ western flank and isolated them from Iraq.

A gruelling war of attrition with the Iraqi forces in Kuwait, forcing them back 
mile by mile, anticipated high casualties on both sides and considerable “collateral” 
damage to Kuwait’s civilian and commercial infrastructure. This would have been the 
second wave approach. On the other hand, the Hail Mary hook illustrates the early 
stages of third wave warfare. Once successfully completed, the Iraqis found 
themselves outmanoeuvred to the extent that continued resistance was no longer a 
viable option. This is third wave war - identifying the true required endstate for the 
conflict, that is, what really is it that you wish to achieve and then outmanoeuvring an 
opponent to the point where his position is no longer tenable.

Prior to commencement of the shooting war, another war had already been 
waged against Iraq since 2 August 1990. This campaign prepared the Desert Storm 
battlefield on popular, cultural, diplomatic and political fronts, sowing the seeds of the 
successful military campaign once it began. Even before the first shot was fired, Iraq 
was outmanoeuvred on all fronts by a concerted and coordinated strategic campaign 
with clearly defined goals.

The Cuban Missile Crisis may been seen as another example of where a third 
wave approach, even before the concept was first mooted, was adopted over a more 
traditional second wave approach. The Joint Chiefs knee-jerk solution to the 
discovery of nuclear missiles was bombardment, supplemented by invasion - a 
response almost certain to have pushed the Soviets over the nuclear start line. It was 
only Robert Kennedy’s belief that the crisis could be resolved through other means 
that saw the US step back from the nuclear trip wire and take more holistic approach. 
By mobilising world opinion through the United Nations, applying passive military 
pressure with the naval blockade and through a concerted diplomatic effort, America 
outmanoeuvred Krushchev to the point where the retention of Russian missiles in 
Cuba was no longer an option worth pursuing.
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The key to third wave warfare will be information in all its forms: collection, 
analysis, manipulation, dissemination, presentation. The Gulf War hinted at the 
possibilities, coordinating an unprecedented flow of information to crucial portions of 
the battlefield. But there were problems. Information from within Iraq was scanty and 
often unsubstantiable, especially relating to bomb damage assessment and target 
identification away from the battlefield. The sheer mass of information collected 
outside the battlefield at times overloaded the communications facilities available. 
But the potential was there and noted. 

Information as required in third wave war is not just intelligence - any 
information that supports attainment of the end state is important. Rapid transfer of 
technical information may allow equipment to be upgrade and modified to alter 
capabilities. Casualties may be treated at the battle front under the supervision of 
specialists in hospitals on the other side of the world. Clever manipulation of 
information from the theatre will assist the maintenance of popular and political 
support. A seamless information flow will smooth the classic obstacles of uncertainty, 
friction and inflexibility by allowing commanders to make decisions based on the 
maximum amount of available information.  The opportunities and potential of info-
war are boundless.

In summary, van Crefeld’s future wars will be caused and driven by a 
staggering range of cultural, political and technological factors. To successfully fight 
these conflicts will require a much higher degree of coordination of all aspects of the 
operational arts with other mediums - to develop the ability to outmanoeuvre a foe on 
all fronts at all levels: operational, strategic, economic, diplomatic and political. The 
key to this new integrated style of warfare will be the successful adoption of 
information based manoeuvre, following a flexible and responsive doctrine - Force 
XXI. Under the tenets of this concept, based on high degrees of initiative and training 
to counter the unexpected and unforeseeable, the classic Clausewitzian model still 
stands. We must only remember that the author never intended to develop a fail-safe 
warfighting formula but to provide commanders with a series of scientific principles to 
enhance the decision making processes. Accepting this, it is fair more likely that 
military scholars in 2095 will still be discussing the works of Carl von Clausewitz, and 
not Martin Who? 

(To be continued…)
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