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Criticism is necessary and useful; it is often indispens-
able; but it can never take the place of action ... It is
the doer of deeds who actually counts in the battle for
life, and not the man who looks on and says how the
fight ought to be fought, without himself sharing in
the stress and danger.

-Theodore Roosevelt

here are many parallels between what
I the U.S. Army is experiencing today and

what it experienced forty years ago. As
the Army of the early 1970s transitioned out of
the war in Vietnam toward a more modernized
and professional future, it sought to frame, solve,
and then implement a solution to a specific mil-
itary problem: winning against a quantitatively
superior enemy on a battlefield of unprecedent-
ed lethality, intensity, and density. Astride this
last major period of Army reform (1973-1986),
the influence of Gen. Donn A. Starry loomed
large and offers the current Army many lessons
concerning the difficulty, but also the potential
impact, of strong institutional leadership.

Gen. Donn Albert Starry (May 31, 1925-August 26, 2011) was a U. S. Army
four-star general who served as Commanding General, U. S. Army Training
and Doctrine Command from 1977 to 1981 and as Commander in Chief,
U.S. Readiness Command from 1981 to 1983. (Photo courtesy of Wikipedia)
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This paper endeavors to make two points. First,
for an Army in transition, there is enormous utility
in framing and attempting to solve a specific problem.
In providing the Army a clear objective, such a well-
framed, specific problem imparts a sharp focus, a sense
of urgency, and the opportunity to generate and main-
tain momentum. Second, an Army in transition must
demand from its leaders the imperative to combine
theory and practice, for doing either in isolation carries
the risk of favoring the demands of today over the
requirements of tomorrow (or vice versa). Starry’s ex-
perience and contributions over this period of reform
and modernization illustrate both lessons.

Whither the Post-Vietnam Army:
Transition and the Problem of Mid-
Intensity Conventional Combat

In 1973, the U.S. Army was at an inflection point.
As it was withdrawing forces from Vietnam, it was
simultaneously grappling with the transition to an
all-volunteer force, a declining defense budget, a
shrinking force structure, and the need to deter a rap-
idly evolving threat from the Warsaw Pact on the plains
of central Europe. After more than a decade on the rice
paddies and in the jungles of Vietnam, the U.S. Army
found itself woefully unprepared for a potential attack
by the Red Army and its allies.

This transitioning Army faced several other signifi-
cant obstacles. First, the Army was confronting prob-
lems of poor morale and discipline as well as a lack of
unit cohesion.! Second, the Army’s leadership was at-
tempting to reform in a more transparent environment
in which the required costs of land combat were subject
to greater, more immediate criticism, especially for the
types of limited-objective, discretionary conflicts into
which the Army increasingly found itself being drawn
after World War I1.” Third, the experiences of the
Army’s senior leaders during Vietnam highlighted the
perceived insufficiency of draft-derived junior leader-
ship.? Finally, the Army’s decade-long focus on low-
er-intensity fighting in Vietnam had, its senior leaders
believed, degraded its technical and tactical proficiency
in combined-arms, higher-intensity combat.*

In anticipation of this period of reform and mod-
ernization, the Army executed a significant reorga-
nization. The previous Continental Army Command
was subdivided into operational and institutional
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elements: Forces Command (FORSCOM) and
Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), re-
spectively.” TRADOC's leaders—including its com-
manding general, Gen. William E. DePuy, his deputy

chief of staff for training, Maj. Gen. Paul F. Gorman,

and the Armor School commandant, Maj. Gen. Donn

A. Starry—would shoulder the primary burden for

driving the ensuing institutional change.
In October 1973, the fourth installment of the
Arab-Israeli conflict dramatically illuminated the

density, intensity, and lethality of the modern bat-
tlefield. The so-called Yom Kippur War provided
a fertile field for the discovery of pertinent lessons

and the subsequent development of new doctrine,

weapons, and training methods.® The Army orga-

nized and executed its own studies and also con-

tributed to broader joint and interagency analytic

efforts.” Furthermore, the Army sent several less

formal delegations to Israel. Unlike the quantitative-

ly focused formal study teams, these delegations, to

include a visit by Starry
in April 1974, were able
to explore the war’s

less tangible qualitative
aspects.’

Nevertheless,
DePuy’s thinking on
what the Army needed
to do remained clear
and consistent; the
Army had to get back
to the basics.” Deeply
influenced by his own
experiences as a com-
bat commander during
World War IT and the
Vietnam War, DePuy
believed that the Army
needed well trained,
mission-focused soldiers
and leaders, expertly
employing the right tac-
tics and best equipment
in order to achieve its
objectives and mini-
mize its casualties.”

Yet, TRADOC still had
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to frame the military problem confronting the Army

more specifically and cogently. Like the Israelis, the
U.S. Army in Europe had to fight a forward-deployed
defense on a battlefield of unprecedented lethality
against a quantitatively superior enemy."’ However,
the Israelis’ Arab adversaries had employed a carica-
ture of Soviet doctrine, which was also evolving and
emphasized the principles of mass, momentum, and
continuous operations.” The hardest, most poten-
tially destructive, and thus highest priority task for
an Army commander would be to defend against a
multiecheloned Soviet breakthrough attack followed
by a rapid exploitation."”

The Army also needed to build a narrative to
accompany and motivate the sense of urgency needed
to effect the required institutional change. The final
narrative—“win the first battle of the next war while
fighting outnumbered”—has three key elements that
merit further analysis."* First, the U.S. Army would
be outnumbered and thus needed to compensate by
achieving qualitative superiority; Gorman iteratively
developed this line of thinking with Starry through-
out early 1974." To this premise, Starry added the
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A 10th Air Support Operations Squadron (ASOS) joint terminal at-
tack control (JTAC) airmen reads a map before nighttime convoy op-
erations 22 June 2016 at Fort Riley, Kansas. Tenth ASOS JTAC Airmen
conducted mission planning and simulated coordination with combat
air resources as they performed nighttime convoys and land naviga-
tion during their field training exercise. (Photo by Airman Tst Class
Jenna K. Caldwell, U.S. Air Force)

imperative to win the first battle; unlike in the past,
the Army could no longer afford to struggle initially
and learn gradually through the crucible of combat.
Finally, for an Army in transition but still requiring
immediate readiness for a hard problem, winning at
this point really meant surviving and preventing its
presumed Warsaw Pact adversary from achieving
the rapid, decisive victory its own doctrine demand-
ed.'® At Starry’s urging, TRADOC wisely linked this
emerging narrative and the military problem against
which they were working to devise a doctrinal solu-
tion to the 1973 Arab-Israeli War."” The war thus
served as a powerful rhetorical device for advancing
the Army’s reform agenda.
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Starry played a central role in the design of the
doctrinal solution that emerged over the following two
years. Starry and the other doctrine writers believed
that the Army’s existing concepts for mobile and area
defenses as well as for layered security operations
were too complicated and cumbersome for the swift
tempo and high lethality of the modern battlefield.
Outnumbered U.S. Army defenders would not have
sufficient time to conduct multiple rearward passages
of lines. Such elements would also need to concen-
trate sufficient amounts of fire power at the decisive
places and times, namely at the point of Soviet pene-
tration.' The revised version of the Army’s capstone
doctrine, Field Manual (FM) 100-5, Operations,
articulated how the Army needed to fight. It would
conduct an “Active Defense”: a tightly synchro-
nized defense in depth in which friendly elements
maximized the employment of available fires while
conducting a bounding overwatch in reverse, trading
minimal amounts of space for time. The goal was to
grind up the advancing enemy forces and deny them
the rapid, decisive victory that they sought.”

DePuy, Gorman, and Starry believed that the Active
Defense concept was the only way to survive the le-
thality, intensity, and density of the modern battlefield
and to deny the enemy its objectives. But this doctrine
pivoted the institution away from several cherished
lines of thinking. First, as discussed above, the manual
expressed a marked preference for the value of the de-
fense over that of the offense. Additionally, the evolving
approach to combined-arms integration afforded fire-
power greater value than that of maneuver, and the role
of technology seemingly became more important than
more subjective factors, such as the role of the human
dimension.” Finally, unlike previous twentieth-century
capstone doctrine, the new FM 100-5 favored tight
control and synchronization over decentralized control
and the aggressive pursuit of the initiative.”!

The Collision of Theory and
Practice: The Incongruity of Active
Defense with the Realities of the
Modern Battlefield

During his tenure as the Armor School comman-
dant, Starry, like DePuy and Gorman, had grown
frustrated with the inertia of the bureaucracy. While
the writers of the new FM 100-5 had done their due

LEARNING TO WIN

diligence, consulting with the Army’s NATO allies,
conducting conferences and experimentation with
field commanders, and coordinating closely with the
U.S. Air Force’s Tactical Air Command, they had also
accelerated the process in an effort to force the new
doctrine through the bureaucracy.”

Starry left his position as the commandant of the
Armor School in 1976 and assumed command of V
Corps, one of two U.S. Army corps stationed in West
Germany. He now had the opportunity to implement
the new doctrine in whose design he had just played such
a central role and against the problem set for which the
doctrine had been designed. This was a responsibility he
took extremely seriously. As the V Corps commander,
he attempted to apply the principles of Active Defense,
including the use of rigorous battlefield calculus.”

However, in so doing, he recognized the incon-
gruity between the concepts articulated in the 1976
version of FM 100-5 and the battlefield reality for
which he had to prepare his corps. Even if expertly
conducted, the mathematical, formulaic approach
of Active Defense did not appear sufficient to set
conditions for the defeat of a Soviet breakthrough
attack and exploitation. Principally, Starry recognized
that he could not overcome the problem posed by the
Soviet’s presumed follow-on echelons. Furthermore,
from his vantage point as a corps commander, he was
now able to appreciate the three-dimensionality of an
expanded, integrated battlefield. Command at such
an echelon required a decidedly different perspective,
planning horizon, and sense of depth and complexity
than that required at the tactical level.*

In response to this recognition, Starry began to
refine the original problem frame to which he had
contributed while at TRADOC. He revisited his study
of the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, traveling back to Israel
to rewalk the terrain of the battles and reengage the
senior Israel Defense Force (IDF) commanders who
had been responsible for those battles. The chaos and
unpredictability of battle became increasingly appar-
ent during this period of study and reflection—hard,
enduring truths that the battlefield calculus of Active
Defense aspired to eliminate.”

Whereas Active Defense called for a tightly con-
trolled, highly synchronized, firepower-intensive,
defensively-oriented fight, Starry began to understand
that the IDF had triumphed through the employment
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of an almost completely opposite approach. The IDF
favored a maneuverist doctrine with a bias for the
offense, a strong commitment to the power of technol-
ogy (but as an enabler in the hands of human decision
makers), and a fluid, decentralized system of command
in which pursuit of the initiative was the priority.*

Starry thus used his time in command of V Corps
to test the Army’s current doctrine. As a result, he ac-
quired a refined understanding of the military problem
confronting the Army and an enhanced idea of what
would be required to solve it. This experience and the
wisdom he derived from it would serve him well in his
next role: TRADOC commanding general.

Aspirational Endeavors:
AirLand Battle and the Promise
of a Modern Army

The publication of the 1976 version of FM 100-5
was met with mixed reviews. While some applauded
its concepts, others reacted with howls of outrage
to its defensively minded, antiseptic operational
approach. Yet it forced the institution into a conver-
sation about the Army’s role in the defense of the na-
tion. The Army needed to revise its capstone doctrine
and Starry knew it.*’

The DePuy-Gorman training reforms afforded
the Army with the time and space to consider more
abstract and conceptual issues.”® The growing con-
fidence in the tactical and technical proficiency of
Army elements enabled the institution to focus on the
complexities and uncertainties of what Starry re-
ferred to as the “Corps [or, later, the Central] Battle”
Moreover, while for DePuy doctrine had served as
the driver for other modernization efforts (most
notably, training and materiel development), Starry
introduced a new modernization framework into
TRADOCs thinking. In his view, the starting point
for evolutions in doctrine, training developments,
materiel requirements, and organizational structures
was a properly evaluated operational concept.’

Recognizing that shoving the previous version of
FM 100-5 through the bureaucracy had contributed
to the lack of institutional commitment to the princi-
ples of Active Defense, Starry drove a design process
that more effectively engaged the Army’s many and
diverse constituencies.** The 1982 version of FM 100-
5 reversed many of the trends made evident in the
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1976 version. First, the manual restored the institu-
tion’s bias for the offense; Active Defense was re-
placed with “AirLand Battle;” a deep, expanding attack
dependent upon the imperative to gain, maintain, and
exploit the initiative. Second, the manual also shifted
the previous version’s emphasis on firepower back in
favor of maneuver. Third, AirLand Battle restored the
primacy of the human dimension (over technology)
and articulated a more fluid, decentralized system of
command and decision making.*

The last point was central to the spirit of the Army’s
new doctrine. Drawing on the lessons of history (versus
an anodyne emphasis on quantitative analysis and
reasoning) and the ideas of military theorists Carl
von Clausewitz, Basil Liddell Hart, John Keegan, and
Ardant du Picg, the new version of FM 100-5 empha-
sized the fundamentally psychological nature of com-
bat: technology was important, but these devices were
tools in the hands of human decision makers vulnera-
ble to war’s inherent chaos, chance, and unpredictabili-
ty. War was and would always be a contest of wills. The
Army’s new capstone doctrine placed emphasis upon
the ruthless pursuit and exploitation of the initiative in
order to shatter the enemy’s will to resist.”

Starry had been a central participant in the cre-
ation of Active Defense, but, in his disciplined effort to
implement this doctrine, he recognized the concept’s
flaws and limitations. This open-mindedness enabled
the institutional adaptation that followed. His experi-
ences provided him with the motivation to elevate and
expand the aperture of the Army’s thinking. In addi-
tion to introducing the concept framework, the 1982
version of FM 100-5 formally articulated the levels of
war and introduced the concept of operational art, or
the bridge between military strategy and the Army’s
tactical actions, for the first time.>*

Contemporary Value: What Starry’s
Experience and Efforts Should Mean
for Today's Army

As the U.S. Army of 2017 looks into the future, it
has responded to supposedly unprecedented complex-
ity and uncertainty with an operating concept and
capstone doctrine that hedges rather than commits
the Army to fighting and winning an appropriately
prioritized and framed problem.” The Army thus pos-
sesses a concept and doctrine that cannot be wrong,
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but, in so doing, can they be truly right for the fight
upon which the nation needs the Army to be ready to
win? The 2014 U.S. Army Operating Concept: Winin a
Complex World and Army Doctrine Publication 3-0,
Unified Land Operations, covers any potential contin-
gency, but, in making everything a priority, is anything
really a priority: upon what is the Army supposed to
focus it developmental energies?

The reforming Army in which Starry played such
a central role sought to bury the lessons of Vietnam.*
The current generation of Army officers are painfully
aware of this choice, especially given the challenges
the Army confronted conducting counterinsurgency
operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. However, this
institutional scar tissue may risk preventing the Army
from attempting to frame and solve the problem for
which it must be prepared.

The Army does itself a disservice if it equates the
obviousness of the problem confronting the Army in
the 1970s and 1980s (a large-scale conventional attack
by the Warsaw Pact) with the challenges of framing
and solving that problem. Today’s Army should be
under no illusions: the evolution from Active Defense
to AirLand Battle demanded hard work, institution-
al angst, passion, professionalism, and the collision
of theory and practice. Today’s problem set is less
obvious, but Starry’s experience illuminates the need
to prioritize these problems and then to organize and
drive the institution’s efforts accordingly.

Much of the Army’s current thinking revolves
around two problem sets: lower-risk, lower-intensity
counterinsurgency or counterterrorism threats and
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those offered by ascending peer or near-peer adversar-
ies like China and Russia. While the Army’s capstone
doctrine and operating concept must nest with the
U.S. government’s strategic guidance, which was
admittedly clearer in the 1970s and 1980s, the Army’s
current bipolar and diffused thinking has diluted and
jeopardized its efforts to effectively reform and mod-
ernize.”” Historian David Johnson argues that perhaps
the more appropriate problem on which to focus the
Army’s intellectual and developmental energies is

that posed by the hybrid threat. “Minding the middle”
would force the Army to concentrate efforts to evolve
our doctrine, weapons, training, education, and leader
development in response to the challenges of a specific
problem set. It would also set conditions for the Army
to pivot down to the lower-risk, low-intensity coun-
terinsurgency/ counterterrorism problem or up to the
higher-risk, higher-intensity peer/near-peer adversary
problem, as required.*

Starry’s efforts over a decade of important reform and
modernization should inspire the Army of 2017. The
intellectual effort required to frame, solve, and then im-
plement the solution to a relevant, hard, and important
problem is obvious. Starry played a central role in driving
real institutional change; he contributed to identifying
the problem to be solved, articulating an accompanying
narrative and conceptual vision, and creating the sense of
urgency to effect the required institutional adaptation.”
He was the epitome of Roosevelt’s “man in the arena’®
He stepped forward, as both an institutional and opera-
tional leader, and fully committed himself to ensuring the
Army was postured to fight and win. &
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