Operational Myopia

A Fatal Fallacy

Col. Daniel Sukman, U.S. Army

“A concept is an idea, a thought, a general notion.”
—Gen. Donn Starry

he joint force lacks a unified theory of success

for the strategic level to war. Recent conceptual

work in the joint community is producing a
joint warfighting concept and joint concept for com-
peting, which respectively focus on battle and actions
before the onset of crisis and conflict. Moreover, each
service is developing theories of victory independent
of each other and independent of the joint community.
Conceptual production from the services includes mul-
tidomain operations and distributed maritime opera-
tions, both of which center on battles at the operational
level of war; while this is necessary, it is not sufficient.
Without a unified and overarching strategic approach
to war, the joint force is accepting the same risk as
Napoleon Bonaparte in the early nineteenth century,
the Germans (twice) in the first half of the twentieth
century, and to an extent, the same risk the United
States took in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The Current State of Strategic
Concepts

In 2012, the joint staff produced the Capstone Concept
for Joint Operations (CCJO). This concept provided a
strategic vision for the military to become a globally
integrated joint force. Under the guidance of then—
Chairman Gen. Martin Dempsey, the CCJO recognized
that the future of war would encapsulate enemies and
adversaries who operate across combatant command
boundaries and in all five domains (air, land, maritime,
space, and cyberspace).! The joint staff continued with
the publication of the 2019 CCJO, which maintained the
central idea of global integration to guide the joint force
in a strategic approach. The 2019 CCJO, while still the

apex of joint concepts, is insufficient, as operational-level
concepts such as the Joint Warfighting Concept JWC), the
Army’s multidomain operations conceptual work, and
the Marine Corps’ Force Design 2030 are now past the
substance of the 2019 CCJO.

Similarly, the U.S. Army published the Army
Capstone Concept nested under the CCJO in December
2012. The central idea of the Army Capstone Concept
was operational adaptability, meaning the Army under-
stood the requirement to respond to a multitude of
missions from humanitarian assistance to counterin-
surgency to large-scale combat operations.” Further,
this strategic-level concept advanced the idea of the
pivot to the Pacific by advocating for a rebalance of
the force to the Asia-Pacific region.’ The concept then
described three components of the central idea of
prevent, shape, win; a strategic idea of how the Army
would operate in campaigning through crisis and in
conflict.* With a strategic-level concept, the Army
effectively provided a vision to the service on prior-
ities and a focus of the force for the ensuing decade.
However, since 2012, the U.S. Army produced addi-
tional operational-level or operating concepts without
writing a new capstone concept.’

Today, the best example of strategic-level thinking
in concepts is the U.S. Marine Corps’ Force Design 2030.
This concept leads with the foresight and description of
the overarching purpose of the Marine Corps. Through
defining the strategic purpose, the Marines can better
define its future force structure, enabling a divestment
of current capabilities deemed no longer required for
the future force.® Force Design 2030 is a decisive measure
by the Marine Corps. It is concept driven, and experi-
ments and war games validate the conceptual work. It
includes innovative ideas such as “stand in forces.” Force
Design 2030 may be the best conceptual work since
Gen. Donn Starry’s AirLand Battle.
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The Elusive Light at the End of the Tunnel. U.S. special operations service members conduct combat operations in support of Operation
Resolute Support in Southeast Afghanistan, April 2019. Resolute Support was a NATO-led mission to train, advise, and assist the Afghan
National Defense and Security Forces and institutions. Initial euphoria among U.S. leadership at the collapse of the Afghan Taliban govern-
mentin 2001 produced a false sense of confidence that the conflict could be brought to a decisive conclusion leading to rapid stabilization
of Afghan’s government, economy, and social order. After twenty years of limited operational and tactical success and failure to achieve its
strategic objectives, the United States was compelled to admit defeat and withdraw from Afghanistan in 2021, leaving the country in the
hands of a renascent Taliban. (Photo by Sgt. Jaerett Engeseth, U.S. Army)

In the July 2023 edition of Joint Force Quarterly,
former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen.
Mark Milley, introduced the JWC as the guiding light
for the joint force. Throughout his article, Milley uses
the German Wehrmacht in the interwar years as the
ideal for military transformation, using the concept
of blitzkrieg as the method for Germany overrunning
Europe.® The flaw in Milley’s analysis is the focus on
the operational level. While he acknowledges the
overwhelming might of the United States and its allies,
he fails to consider that blitzkrieg worked in relatively
smaller theaters of war. Further, strategic choices on
the purpose and structure of the German armed forces
led to its ultimate demise; centering a military on the
survival of a political regime bent on genocide and

world domination is not the best strategic choice for a
military organization. The joint force must look beyond
battlefield victory and avoid the fate of Germany’s
Schlieffen Plan in World War I and the subsequent
blitzkrieg in World War II.

Surprisingly, the best place to look during the inter-
war years for innovation is the United States and each
of its services. The U.S. military, under the leadership of
officers such as Gen. George Marshall, was able to link
institutional preparedness to strategic and operational
readiness. Marshall understood the necessity for large-
scale infrastructure to support millions in uniform,
and the requirements to conduct large-scale collective
training and exercises before sending a drafted force
into combat. Further, the strategic leadership of the
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American military was intellectually prepared through
strategic-level wargames and the writing of strategic-lev-
el war plans such as the colored and rainbow plans.

The tenets of the JWC outlined in the Joint Force
Quarterly article include such ideas as expanded ma-
neuver, information advantage, resilient logistics, global
fires, and pulsed operations.” Achieving these tenets
on a future battlefield will surely raise the chances of
success for a joint force commander but is insufficient
for thinking about the tenets of the future joint force
at the strategic level. A strategic-level concept should
broaden the aperture of tenets beyond victory in battle
and center on how the joint force will attain victory
in war to achieve the strategic ends of the Nation. The
operational-level ideas presented in the JWC must con-
nect to ideas that would lead to strategic victory and
protection of the Nation’s enduring interests. Pulsed
operations and global fires may destroy targets and win
battles but will not by themselves win a war.

Historic Lessons
Focusing on initial battles at the operational-level
war is a recipe for failure. The next strategic concept
should offer ideas on how the joint force can enable
victory over a sustained time frame. History suffers
no shortage of examples where peer and near-peer
adversaries come into conflict expecting a short war,
only to be surprised when the war is not decided by
Christmas. Examples include the Peloponnesian War to
the Hundred Years War, the British and French wars in
the late eighteenth century, the U.S. Civil War, the two
world wars, the French and American wars in Vietnam,
the Unted States in Iraq
Col. Dan Sukman is an and Afghanistan, and,
Army strategist serving more recently, Russia’s
full-scale invasion of
Ukraine.
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Macmillan, 2024).

at the operational
level led to a series of

successes early in his

reign. However, according to Sir Lawrence Freedman,
Napoleon’s insistence on punishing former adversaries
combined with his inability to form effective allianc-
es or coalitions drove the French army into strategic
defeat.® Successful strategies are those that combine
generalship with statesmanship.

Looking at the German army in the lead-up and
fighting of World War I1 is a poor example to choose
from for future concepts. While German innovation was
effective at the operational level in a specific theater of
war, the strategic purpose of the German military could
never lead the nation to victory. Effective combined
arms operations and air-to-ground coordination were
certainly useful in winning battles, but designing an army
to occupy foreign nations and exterminate populations,
while using race, religion, and ethnicity as a method to
exclude people from the ranks, was a surefire method to
lose a war. A military built for tactical and operational
success can still meet strategic failure.

Without the right strategic approach, winning a
series of battles will not translate to victory. In his book
The Allure of Battle, author Cathal Nolan describes
what he calls “the illusion of short war*! One of his
broad examples include Napoleon, who, according to
Nolan, had a genius for the operational level of war but
not the strategic. Napoleon did not center his strate-
gy on coalition building, nor did he ever consider the
broader impacts of a long war of attrition. Nolan then
aptly describes how the Germans, in the lead-up to
World War IJ, failed to learn the lessons of Napoleon,
the four-year-long slog of the American Civil War, and
the German strategic errors of the First and Second
World Wars. As the Germans learned, fighting against
the world on multiple fronts with nominal allies tends
to be a poor strategic approach.

Major wars are not the only wars that tend to last
longer than expected. The United States found itself
in protracted wars in Vietnam in the 1960s, and in
Iraq and Afghanistan in the first two decades of the
twenty-first century. In these protracted wars, the U.S.
Army was not prepared for a long-term fight and had
to redesign its force structure from a division-centric
force to a brigade-centric force. Moreover, to fight on
two fronts for over a decade, the Army redesigned
the composition of each brigade to create additional
brigade combat teams that could be used as rotation-
al forces in combat. The Army then split the brigade
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combat teams from organic division headquarters for

respective deployments, complicating forward com-
mand relationships. This occurred during the peak of
ground operations in Iraq and is one of the many ways
the Army was unprepared for a prolonged war. These
operational-level decisions occurred in a space where
there was a dearth of coherent and unified strategic
theories of victory.

A Strategic Concept

In Super Bowl LI, the Atlanta Falcons stormed to
a 28-3 lead late in the third quarter only to fall to the
New England Patriots in overtime."” The Kansas City
Chiefs won Super Bowl LVII on a last second field goal
and again in Super Bowl LVIII with a touchdown in
overtime." Like these football games, how wars end is
more important and more impactful than how they
begin. The joint force must look beyond the first battles
and develop a strategic concept that carries the force
in peacetime, through crisis and conflict, and onto
victory in war. This strategic concept would describe a

Pfc. Carl Baden and Pfc. Arcadio Carrion of Bravo Company, 3rd
Battalion, 47th Infantry, 9th Infantry Division, lay in the mud waiting
for artillery to knock out the .50 caliber machine gun bunker that
has them pinned down in a tree line at My Tho, Vietnam, on 4 April
1968. (Photo by Spc. 4 Dennis J. Kurpius, 221st Signal Company)

future strategic environment, the conditions of a future
war, link the strategic level to the operational and the
institutional levels of war, and most importantly be in
the open for leaders throughout the joint force and the
American public to discuss and iterate on.

Describing the anticipated future strategic environ-
ment is a critical part of any concept. As concepts tend
to look out anywhere from ten to fifteen years in the
future, an effective strategic concept would be enemy
or adversary agnostic. While operational-level concepts
that focus on battle can be orientated on specific adver-
saries, the next strategic concept should have the range
to cover any adversary, not just the five problem sets of
the current joint force."* Overly focusing on a particu-
lar enemy can result in missed opportunities to succeed
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as the joint force reacts to real and perceived threats
rather than being proactive and forcing adversaries
into reaction mode. The farther one looks to the future,
the more uncertain said future will be. A strategic
concept developed in the late 1980s focused strictly on
the Soviet Union would have wildly missed the mark,
leading to its irrelevance.

In addition to describing the future strategic envi-
ronment, an effective strategic concept will describe the
purpose, roles, and composition of the future joint force.
This description would detail the types of missions the
joint force must be prepared to conduct ranging from
large-scale combat operations to strategic deterrence,
humanitarian assistance, day-to-day competing, and
providing the Nation’s elected leadership with a range of
options at the onset of a crisis. In detailing the composi-
tion of the joint force, a strategic concept would identify
current trends on eligibility for service and the trends of
a more diverse population in uniform.

There are historical lessons for a force failing to
understand its central purpose or role, notably the
Pentomic Army of the 1950s. During this time, the
U.S. Army focused its efforts on nuclear war and an
environment characterized by nuclear weapons and in-
tercontinental ballistic missiles. With this environment
as the central focus, the Army, according to Andrew J.
Bacevich, moved away from its core task. Conventional
warfighting capabilities were sacrificed in favor of
high-altitude air defense and intermediate-range bal-
listic missiles.'* Misidentification or failing to identify
a central purpose of the military or a service leads to a
force unprepared for the next war.

Today’s operational-level focus of concepts often
focuses on the major combat operations of a future war.
Starry once described operational concepts as “a way
to describe how you think you're going to fight the war
and then force the technology to produce the equip-
ment, force the system to produce the organizations,
force the training system to support training necessary
to support the operational concept”'® The prolonged
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan display the failed logic of
a focus on operational-level thought at the expense of
all else, as postcombat operations proved to be the deci-
sive phase of the war."” Untested and unverified con-
cepts such as shock and awe, rapid decisive operations,
and effects-based operations, while sound in a vacuum,
were unable to lead to a successful war termination.!s A

strategic concept would consider and include all phases
of a war from mobilization through major combat op-
erations to postcombat and occupation.”” Operational-
level concepts nested beneath should then focus on
each individual phase.

An effective strategic-level concept would describe
a strategic environment that considers the institutional
aspect of the force. This strategic environment would
also account for limitations imposed upon the joint
force. For example, the joint force should recognize and
forecast such institutional aspects like expected end
strength; the organizational design of the force (will
there be a cyber force?); and what education, training,
and exercises will resemble. As joint concepts include
input from each of the services, the benefits of a gener-
ally agreed-upon future strategic environment among
the services would create coherence in capability devel-
opment and force design.

The strategic environment would also account for
limitations (what the joint force must and must not do)
imposed upon the joint force. Fighting as part of a coali-
tion is perhaps the most important element of strategy,
arguably the most important limitation, and has been so
since the Peloponnesian War.*® Moreover, since the First
World War, the American way of war included allies
and partners in each conflict. Former chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. Joseph Dunford characterized
allies and partners as the joint force’s strategic center of
gravity.” For example, while senior military leaders tend
to look for first-mover advantage in times of crisis and
conflict, the nature of the U.S. political system favors
an operational-level second move to gain and maintain
strategic-level legitimacy. This legitimacy often aids in
coalition building at the expense of an initial operational-
or tactical-level advantages. This next strategic concept
should include a centrality of allies and partners.

The next strategic concept should account for how
the joint force will conduct a protracted war that
lasts for months, to years, to decades. A war against a
nation with advanced capabilities such as China will
also mean a war against a nation that can reconstitute
capabilities. This reconstitution will include manpow-
er, as we are witnessing Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine, and further include reconstitution of major
air, land, maritime, and space combat platforms. As
today’s concepts and strategies call for a force with
greater lethality, there is a dearth of senior leaders
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calling for a joint force
with more endurance.?
This endurance will
include the reconstitu-
tion of capabilities to
include the production
of tanks, airplanes, and
various munitions; the
development of new
software and other
cyber capabilities;

and the launch of new
satellites and other
space-based capabil-
ities. A war against

a near-peer or peer
adversary will be a test
of both endurance and
long-term will.

Wars between
great powers tend to
be protracted wars. A concept that acknowledges a
protracted fight would encourage service-level concept
writers to consider the implications of how each service
would contribute to this type of war. More than oper-
ational-level warfighting ideas, institutional ideas on
manpower, personnel policies, and mobilization would
emerge. These ideas could then undergo experimen-
tation in the same way operational-level warfighting
concepts undergo strict scrutiny. Acknowledging the
institutional impacts and contributions to a future war
can be just as decisive as the operational.

The professional development and education of
leaders along with ideas on how the joint force can
learn as a complex organization is a vital institutional
piece of a strategic concept. The strategic environment
is more than the geopolitical environment and the evo-
lution of new and emerging technology. The intellectual
capabilities of leaders at every echelon can define what
nation has a decisive advantage in the future. Strategic
concepts should address the necessity for joint force
leaders to outthink and outplan future adversaries.”
Intellectual readiness can be the outcrop of solutions
generated in a strategic concept.

An undervalued aspect of a strategic concept is
the unclassified nature of the document. Just as the
National Security Strategy serves as a tool of strategic

OPERATIONAL MYOPIA

Troopers of 2nd Battalion, 187th Airborne Infantry Regiment,
101st Airborne Division, ride in an H-34 helicopter during training
at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, on 27 January 1957. The 101st was
one of the first divisions to transition to a Pentomic organization.
(Photo courtesy of the National Archives)

communication, so should a strategic concept that
describes the role of the U.S. military. An unclassified
strategic concept serves as a message to all U.S. citizens,
the men and women who will serve in the military,
and America’s allies and partners. In a similar way, the
initial Field Manual 100-5, AirLand Battle, served as a
form of deterrence, communicating to the Soviets that
the United States knew how to win, and a strategic
concept would serve as a message to today’s enemies
and adversaries that the U.S. military will be ready in
the present and in the future.*

Conclusion

The power of concepts is how they force leaders
to think about the future. The joint force must look
beyond the operational level of war. This starts by
ending the lionization of the Wehrmacht and German
innovation in the interwar period. Idolizing a military
that failed in war and led the world into a global confla-
gration, and whose purpose was to maintain a regime
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bent on genocide and world domination, is a worldview
that must be put to rest. Should World War II be the
example to look at for strategic-level thought, then

the United States and its senior leadership in said war
provides the best enduring example.

Future strategic concepts, however, do not have the
luxury to assume that defeat in early battles is accept-
able. When facing a peer adversary, and one who can
outpace the joint force in manpower and industrial
production, the operational level of war will maintain
standing. Preserving the force while attriting enemy ca-
pabilities at the operational level will amplify or hasten

victory just as failure at the operational level can hasten
defeat. Thus, joint and service operational-level con-
cepts necessarily must nest under overarching strategic
concepts.

The joint force is on the path to operational excel-
lence and strategic drift. The development and experi-
mentation of operational-level concepts will certainly
aid the joint force in winning battles but risks losing a
war. War is more than the outcome of individual bat-
tles or the outcome of multiple battles, but the vision
and ability to execute long-term operations even after
the battle is won. B
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