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Greetings!

Chief of Staff of the Army 
Gen. Mark Milley has 
repeatedly emphasized 

that readiness is the U.S. Army’s 
number one priority. This issue 

of Military Review strives to support the chief of 
staff ’s vision by offering several articles that relate 
to Army readiness, especially its understanding of 
future conflicts.

In Bryan Port’s “North Korean Collapse or Korean 
Reunification,” the author examines how the U.S. Army 
can think about and prepare for the possible failure of the 
North Korean state. Sebastian Gorka’s “How America 
Will Be Attacked: Irregular Warfare, the Islamic State, 
Russia, and China” shifts the focus to more immediate 
adversaries and the ways in which they present irregu-
lar and unconventional threats to the United States. In 
“Training for Decisive Action,” Maj. Will Shoemate and 
Maj. Benjamin Jensen relate personal experiences along 

with historical examples to highlight ways the Army can 
provide training that ensures units are ready to conduct 
unified land operations through decisive action. 

We appreciate the support of all the contributors 
to this edition of Military Review, and also encourage 
prospective writers to consider writing not only for 
Military Review, but also for the other divisions of the 
Army Press: the Army Press Online offers a venue for 
relatively quick publication of short, timely articles; 
the NCO Journal provides an opportunity to publish 
stories and insights pertinent to the Army’s noncom-
missioned officers; and, for those interested in under-
taking more ambitious projects of greater scope and 
depth, the Combat Studies Institute publishes full-
length books and monographs on military history and 
other topics of professional interest. 

Finally, thanks to all our loyal readers. Please contin-
ue to follow us at http://usacac.army.mil/cac2/militaryre-
view/index.asp or http://armypress.dodlive.mil/.

Dr. Donald Wright

A U.S. Army CH-47 Chinook helicopter assigned to the 82nd Com-
bat Aviation Brigade lands at Latham Drop Zone during the Little 
Group of Paratroopers portion of All American Week at Fort Bragg, 
North Carolina, on 23 May 2016. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Christopher 
Freeman, U.S. Army)
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Themes and Suggested 
Topics for Future Editions

A U.S. Army soldier assigned to 1st Brigade Combat Team, 2nd Infantry Division, pro-
vides security during Decisive Action Rotation 16-06 at the National Training Center in 
Fort Irwin, California, on 16 May 2016. (Photo by Sgt. Christopher Blanton, U.S. Army) 



“Sacred Cows”: What Should Go Away But Won’t
• Barnacles: Army institutions, processes, customs, or doctrine that are anachronistic and impede needed change 

and progress
• Relevance of the Uniform Code of Military Justice: What is the state of military justice and military policing, in-

cluding corrections? What crimes do soldiers commit, not just against detainees but also against other soldiers, 
their families, civilians, or unified action partners? How well do people accused of crimes receive due process? 
Is military justice applied fairly and equitably across all ranks?

• Is racism or excessive force an issue of concern for military police? How well trained are military police as com-
pared to civilian counterparts?

Mission Command Revisited
• Has the philosophy of mission command taken hold inside the Army? 
• Case studies on the use of the Army design methodology during specific operations
• Modularity ten years after: an evaluation
• Noncommissioned officers (NCO) and mission command: Are we blurring too much the lines between officer/

NCO duties and responsibilities? Are we training soldiers or quasi-commissioned officers? What is the impact 
of new NCO evaluation reports, schooling, and the Army University on the enlisted force?

Dealing with a Changing World
• Adjusting to changing societal norms: how they impact the Army
• Military role in dealing with revival of global slavery
• Security implications of the new Syrian, Iranian, and Russian triad in the Middle East
• Security implications of growing Chinese hegemony over the South China Sea
• Security implications of the new Islamic Europe
• Filling the ranks: how to deal with the long-term challenge of finding people who want to serve in the military 

and who are qualified
• Is the U.S. military still the world’s most powerful? 
• Clash of civilizations as the new paradigm for global conflict: Was Samuel Huntington right?
• Analysis of the nation-state: is it the cause of war? Will open borders be the solution to ending global conflict?

War by Other Means
• Are there nations that consider themselves to be at war with the United States? If so, how are they conducting 

war and what are the probabilities of their success?
• Insurgent warfare: case studies of winning by outgoverning
• Clash of cultures: Is winning the struggle for cultural hegemony a prerequisite for final victory?
• Case studies: immigration as a strategic weapon of war
• What must the United States do to defend itself against economic, political, or informational warfare?
• Economic war with the West: China’s presence in Latin America and Africa
• The relationship of Russia and Turkey as related to the Syrian conflict   
• Syria and beyond: Russian intentions in the Middle East
• Nicaragua and the “New Panama Canal” through it: history and implications for the West
• Kleptocracies: Why they matter to the United States. The military’s role in dealing with them   	
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	 42	 The Global Spread of Arms
The Link between State Collapse, 
Small Arms Proliferation, and 
Global Conflict
2nd Lt. Josef Danczuk, U.S. Army

		  The United States and its partners need a 
strategy to prevent small arms and light weapons 
proliferation from collapsed states in order to 
protect global national security interests. The 
author demonstrates this need by highlighting 
events during the collapses of the Soviet Union in 
1991 and Libya in 2011. 

	

	 51	 Strategic Assessment of 
Bolivia’s Defense Policy
Cristián Faundes

		  Bolivia is interested in expanding its territory by 
reclaiming portions of the Pacific coast it ceded 
to Chile as a result of a past war. The author 
assesses Bolivia’s defense policy as it relates to its 
geographical neighbors and its strategic objective 
of reasserting this territorial claim. 

	

	 60	 Commanding the Right
Islamic Morality and 
Why It Matters
Chaplain (Maj.) Seth H. George, 
U.S. Army
The author introduces the Islamic moral and 
legal obligation for “commanding the right and 
forbidding the wrong,” describes how Islamic 
extremists appeal to this duty to establish their 
moral legitimacy, and offers recommendations 
for Army leaders to succeed in dealings with our 
Muslim partners.

	 8	 North Korean Collapse or 
Korean Reunification
The Importance of Preparation 
over Prediction
Bryan Port
Preparing for the collapse of North Korea 
or its reunification with South Korea is more 
important than predicting the manner or 
timing of those events. How the United States 
responds to such occurrences will have a 
tremendous impact on its future position in the 
region and elsewhere.

	
	 20	 Strategic Acquisition for 

Effective Innovation
Lt. Col. Rafael Rodriguez, U.S. Army 
Maj. William Shoemate, U.S. Army 
Maj. Justin Barnes, U.S. Army 
Karen Burke

		  A team from the Chief of Staff of the Army 
Strategic Studies Group recommends ways 
to make the Army’s cumbersome acquisition 
process more conducive to effective innovation. 

	
	 30	 How America Will 

Be Attacked
Irregular Warfare, the Islamic 
State, Russia, and China
Dr. Sebastian Gorka

A noted counterinsurgency scholar provides 
a primer on the roots of unconventional war 
theories behind the current Islamic insurgency 
being conducted by the Islamic State, Russia’s 
current approach to warfare, and the 
progress of Chinese unrestricted warfare.
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Closing the Values Gap
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difficulty identifying with the seven Army 
Values that are the foundation of the Army 
profession, and he describes a values-based 
training concept his unit implemented to 
bridge this gap. 
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Feedback Program Could 
Become a Catalyst for 
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Col. Kevin McAninch, U.S. Army
With certain changes, the Multi-Source 
Assessment and Feedback program 
could be a powerful means for enhancing 
leader development. The author describes 
the current unpopularity, misuse, and 
ineffectiveness of this program, then describes 
ways to improve its efficacy.

	 94	 Ten Lessons Learned about 
Host-Nation Construction 
in Afghanistan
Vikram Mittal, PhD

		  Working with Afghan construction companies 
means overcoming unique challenges for U.S. 
personnel in charge of designing or overseeing 
construction on U.S. military bases. A former 
brigade engineer shares lessons he learned while 
overseeing construction operations in the Kabul 
Base Cluster in Afghanistan. 

	

	102	 Training for 
Decisive Action
Maj. Will Shoemate, U.S. Army 
Maj. Benjamin Jensen, U.S. Army

		  The Army can provide training that ensures units 
are ready to conduct unified land operations 
through decisive action. Army leaders start by 
describing operations in terms of time, space, 
purpose, and resources. 

	

	110	 A Financial Comparison 
of the Blended (New) 
Retirement System and the 
Current (Soon to Be Old) 
Defined Benefit System
John B. White, PhD, professor of finance, 
U.S. Coast Guard Academy

		  Service members need to be informed of the 
advantages of the new Army retirement system 
versus the old system before making career 
decisions. A financial expert lays out the benefits 
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	119	 Constructive Effects
Focus on Capabilities
Lt. Col. Kevin McCaskey, PhD, 
U.S. Air Force

Developing doctrine based on the destructive 
effects that yielded positive results during 
Desert Storm is the wrong course of action 
for military planners. Instead, the military 
should focus on developing its constructive 
capabilities to yield predictable, value-added 
results in future wars.

	

128 	 Rebuttal
The CIA Responds to the Senate 
Intelligence Committee’s 
Study of Its Detention and 
Interrogation Program
John G. Breen, PhD

		  The reviewer critiques a book that describes the 
Central Intelligence Agency’s highly detailed 
and introspective response to a Senate Select 
Committee on Intelligence report on the CIA’s 
Detention and Interrogation Program, along 
with essays written by senior CIA officials 
involved with the program.
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Soldiers jump from an Air Force C-130 Hercules during a performance 
at the Sioux Falls Air Show, Sioux Falls, South Dakota on 23 July 2016. 
The soldiers are assigned to the Black Daggers, the Army’s Special Op-
erations Command parachute demonstration team. The event marks 
the seventieth anniversary of the South Dakota Air National Guard. 
(Photo by Master Sgt. Christopher Stewart, Air National Guard)
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North Korean 
Collapse 
or Korean 
Reunification
The Importance of 
Preparation over 
Prediction
Bryan Port

Korea is of tremendous importance to U.S. 
national security and economic prosperity. 
Unfortunately, most Americans do not closely 

follow developments in Korea despite the high stakes 
involved—stakes that include the safety of over one 
hundred thousand Americans in South Korea (the 
Republic of Korea, or ROK), hundreds of thousands of 
American jobs tied to exports to the ROK, and tens of 
billions of dollars invested there. Americans likely would 
lose their lives, jobs, or property in the earliest hours of 
a conflict in Korea. Further, a conflict would alter the 
regional balance of power and have strategic implications 
for the United States. The manner in which the United 
States participated in a potential conflict, particularly 
related to Korean reunification, would affect whether 
the United States was able to sustain the leading role 
it plays in northeast Asia and to continue reaping the 
many associated economic and security benefits. The 
effects of a collapse of the North Korean government or 
of reunification of the two Koreas would be so profound 
that they demand strategies, policies, plans, decisions, 
and actions to prepare the United States and the ROK to 

secure their interests 
and shape the strate-
gic environment that 
would follow.1

North Korea 
(the Democratic 
People’s Republic of 
Korea, or DPRK) presents a severe and growing threat 
to American interests. It directly threatens the lives of 
Americans and the citizens of our allies, develops and 
proliferates weapons of mass destruction (WMD), 
and commits extensive human rights abuses. Most 
Americans are aware of the DPRK’s efforts to develop 
nuclear weapons and long-range missiles, and they often 
hear of its “strange” leaders. However, few understand 
the DPRK’s enduring conventional military threat 
and the destruction it could inflict on the ROK and, 
to a growing extent, the WMD threat it presents to 
the United States. It is even more difficult to grasp the 
consequences of the collapse of the DPRK’s government. 
While the prospect of a large loss of American lives is 
less in a collapse scenario, a collapse would nonetheless 
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alter the strategic landscape of northeast Asia and sig-
nificantly affect U.S. interests.

Preparing for collapse or reunification is more 
important than predicting it. However, to be clear, I 
am not advocating a deliberate effort to overthrow the 
North Korean regime; rather, my focus is on preparing 
for a collapse or reunification, assuming that at some 
point we will face this situation without any direct 
effort to bring it about. Preparation is critical due to the 
strategic importance of these potential developments. 
Without predicting the timing or circumstances of a 
collapse or reunification, there are many dimensions of 
these situations that we can identify, enabling efforts 
now to prepare to resolve an instability crisis.

Although the U.S. and ROK forces maintain a high 
state of readiness, produce detailed operational plans, 
and conduct rigorous training, they can do more to plan 
for and prepare to handle collapse or reunification. With 
millions of lives, trillions of dollars, and vital national in-
terests at stake, it is imperative that the United States and 
the ROK continue to develop a common understanding 
that enables the design and implementation of strategies, 
policies, and plans for handling collapse that places active 
preparation at their core. The objectives are clear: enable 
stabilization of North Korea, enable the Korean people 
to decide when and how to reunify, and position the 
United States and a unified Korea to sustain one of his-
tory’s most successful alliances and, by extension, enable 

North Korean leader Kim Jong-un visits the construction site of an orphanage 11 February 2015 in Wonsan, Kangwon Province, North Korea. The 
quality of the construction shown in the photo is indicative of the problems faced in North Korea. (Photo courtesy of Rodong Sinmun)
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the United States to continue to contribute to regional 
stability as well as sustain its influence and interests in 
northeast Asia.

It is unlikely that, in terms of personnel and quan-
tity of materiel, the ROK and U.S. militaries will have 
sufficient capabilities on hand and pre-positioned to 
deal with a North Korean collapse or reunification.2 
However, based on experience, doctrine, and extant 
capabilities, the U.S. military can make a potent contri-
bution to a ROK-led preparation-centric strategy. As 
the Army Operating Concept explains, as a member of 
the joint force, the Army has well-developed capabili-
ties for establishing stable environments in postconflict 
or failed-state environments, consolidating gains, and 
achieving sustainable outcomes.3 The U.S. Army’s efforts 
to enhance the performance of its soldiers and civilians 
in confronting complexity position it well to succeed in 
preparing for or executing operations in a North Korean 
collapse. From the foundation of a ROK-led prepara-
tion-centric strategy, the U.S. military can play a power-
ful, albeit supporting, role in stabilizing North Korea.

Contextualizing and Bounding 
the Problems

The DPRK’s problems are many and varied, but 
most are knowable and will have to be dealt with 
eventually, whether because of war, regime collapse, 
or peaceful reunification. Analysts focusing on North 
Korea can produce a catalog of challenges and op-
portunities associated with North Korean collapse 
or reunification.4 That catalog, in turn, can provide 
government agencies with a framework from which 
to create solutions to challenges and methods to take 
advantage of opportunities in the pursuit of objectives, 
including establishing a durable peace on the peninsula, 
denuclearization, and regional stability.

There is a growing body of work useful for assessing 
issues associated with the DPRK’s instability and poten-
tial collapse, as well as references that provide structured 
approaches to active preparation and, if necessary, a 
positive response to those events.5 U.S. Army doctrine, 
drawing on extensive stability operations experience, 
offers a framework against which to apply analysis and 
preparation, and upon which we can layer area-specific 
expertise.6 U.S. scholarship and unclassified government 
analysis of the subject matter are a relatively recent de-
velopment and provide critical country-specific context 

to layer onto U.S. Army doctrine and experience.7 

Collectively, the work referenced above is invaluable in 
understanding the context of potential regime collapse 
in the DPRK or reunification of the two Koreas, and 
correspondingly, for designing and executing a strategy 
to prepare for these potentialities.

“7P” Strategy
A “7P” strategy—politics, public (support), prediction 

(assessment), policy, plans, preparation, and prompting 
(shaping)—best positions the U.S.-ROK alliance to stabi-
lize North Korea and set conditions to enable reunifica-
tion and reintegration.8 All seven Ps are critical, but this 
article focuses on policy and preparation. Collectively, 
the other Ps can be used to prompt positive, and hopeful-
ly stable, change in North Korea.9

The 7P strategy does not advocate or require efforts to 
bring down the Kim family regime. Rather, this strategy is 
designed primarily to enable rapid, effective, and efficient 
stabilization, and potentially reunification, in the event of 
a collapse crisis that originates internally in North Korea. 
However, perhaps the 7P strategy could encourage, or 
enable, the Kim family regime to implement changes that 
reduce the threat they present to their neighbors and 
enhance the well-being of their own people.

Politics and Public Support
Concerted efforts are required in both the United 

States and the ROK to build understanding and support 
for a campaign to stabilize North Korea in the event of 
collapse. In the ROK, support for reunification is erod-
ing. Other than with Koreans in their fifties and older, 
there is not significant support in any strata of ROK 
society to pay the costs required to achieve reunification, 
let alone to make advance investments through taxes or 
other material measures to offset reunification costs.10 
Responding to changing perspectives in ROK society, 
President Park Geun-hye is working to build a consensus 
on reunification.11 Indications from focus groups are that 
her administration’s efforts have arrested the decline in 
support for reunification and sparked a broader dialogue 
on the issue.12 However, national consensus remains 
elusive; it is trending toward acceptance of continued 
division or perhaps a future federation. More is required 
to sustain, enhance, and ultimately transition a societal 
dialogue into tangible support for active preparation for 
collapse or reunification, which, depending on North 
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Korea, may not come about in a manner that offers a 
choice to the ROK other than direct involvement.13

The U.S. public presents a tougher challenge in terms 
of its willingness to support stabilization of North Korea 
in the event of regime collapse or to support reunifica-
tion. Americans would likely be reluctant to support a 
fight against remnants of the DPRK’s military to bring 
about stability or reunification. In order to draw support, 
the U.S. government would be well served to provide the 
American people with a compelling explanation about 
the U.S. interests at stake in the event of regime collapse 
or reunification, to include the need to gain control over 
the DPRK’s WMD.

From Prediction to Assessment
We must transcend the tendency to predict the 

fate of the Kim regime, to assess, instead, the require-
ments for stabilizing North Korea should its regime 
collapse, and for setting the conditions for reunifica-
tion. For more than two decades, since the death of 
Kim Il-sung, Korea watchers focused on predicting 
the DPRK’s collapse at the expense of a disciplined 

consideration of the preparation necessary to respond 
to North Korean instability, let alone reunification 
and reintegration. Beginning with the death of Kim 
Il-sung, the focus on collapse intensified at key inflec-
tion points, including the first North Korean nuclear 
crisis and famine. The result has been a twenty-year 
analytic wandering; analysts tend to admire the 
problem and mystery that is North Korea rather than 
considering how to make progress in pursuing nation-
al interests, or, more nobly, how to bring relief to the 
long-suffering North Korean people.

With Kim Jong-un effectively wielding power, the 
cottage industry of predicting North Korea’s collapse 
adjusted its business model. Analysis now centers 
on new areas such as power consolidation and rela-
tionships among North Korean elites.14 Rather than 
predicting the precise timing and circumstances of the 
Kim regime’s demise, most are content to assess that 
the Kim regime cannot last forever.15 This shift has 
facilitated thought on responding to instability, not just 
predicting it. This shift in turn is rendering analytically 
robust frameworks useful for actual preparation. 16

Young people from a collective farm in North Korea harvest crops 30 October 2012. Autumn rains had soaked the crops, which may have 
made them difficult to store. Citizens of North Korea continually face famine, exacerbated by the country’s “military first” policy. (Photo by 
Devrig Velly, European Union)
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Fortunately, we do not need to know the exact timing 
or nature of a North Korean collapse to understand and 
prepare for the challenges associated with it. We do not 
need to define every challenge in detail. We have enough 
knowable objectives, tasks, and problems to facilitate 
deliberate planning, as well as active preparation. Setting 
policy against and preparing for the knowns will leave us 
better postured to succeed when unknowns inevitably 
arise. Thus, we must ensure that prediction gives way 
to assessment, and that planning does not substitute for 
actual preparation for instability or reunification. We 
should move to set conditions for whatever may come, as 
well as to enhance deterrence and shape positive, stable 
change in North Korea.

Using Policy and Doctrine to 
Design Frameworks

U.S. policy and military doctrine provide a 
framework for preparation. Applying Korea sub-
ject-matter expertise to that policy and doctrine will 
enable the United States and the ROK to sharpen 
and transcend planning in order to begin prepara-
tions. Specific policy and doctrinal references include 

Department of Defense Instruction (DODI) 3000.05, 
Stability Operations; Joint Publication ( JP) 5-0, Joint 
Operational Planning; and Army Doctrine Publication 
(ADP) 3-07, Stability.

DODI 3000.05 establishes stability operations as a 
core U.S. military mission.17 It holds that civilians are 
best suited to perform stability tasks, but when not 
prepared to do so, the Department of Defense (DOD) 
leads operations to establish civil security and civil con-
trol, restore essential services, repair and protect criti-
cal infrastructure, and deliver humanitarian assistance. 
The DOD leads until it can transition tasks to other 
U.S. agencies, foreign governments, or international or-
ganizations. However, the United States must ensure its 
policy and doctrine allow for the unique circumstances 
of a North Korean collapse, particularly the leadership 
role of the ROK.

U.S. military planning doctrine found in JP 5-0 
provides a comprehensive approach to planning for any 
operations, including intervention in instability crises, 
ranging from those with limited objectives (resolving a 
humanitarian crisis) to those with maximal end states 
(conditions for reunification).18

Farmers bring in the maize crop 24 October 2012 in North Hwanghae Province, North Korea. Because of a lack of proper storage facilities, 
the crop is lying out in the open, which could result in significant losses and contribute to North Korea’s continual famine conditions. (Photo by 
Devrig Velly, European Union) 
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ADP 3-07 defines stability tasks as “tasks conduct-
ed as part of operations outside the United States in 
coordination with other instruments of national power 
to maintain or reestablish a safe and secure environment, 
and provide essential governmental services, emergency 
infrastructure reconstruction, and humanitarian relief.”19 

The primary stability tasks are to establish civil security, 
establish civil control, restore essential services, support 
to governance, and support to economic and infrastruc-
ture development.20 These tasks are important elements 
in a framework that guides preparation for a North 
Korean collapse or Korean reunification.

Crucial Policy Decisions
U.S. and ROK policy on North Korea is fundamen-

tally sound, but profoundly incomplete. The ROK and 
the United States have clear positions on North Korean 
denuclearization, responding to North Korean military 
aggression, and the need for the DPRK to respect human 
rights. Unfortunately, more detailed policy decisions are 
required to enable active preparation to handle collapse 
or reunification situations.

Policy is also required to set conditions to proactively 
reduce or eliminate sources of instability in advance of a 
crisis that would prompt the ROK and United States to 
intervene, as well as to influence the DPRK to adopt a re-
sponsible approach. We must establish policies that allow 
us to provide a vision for a positive future to the majority 
of North Koreans. This is not to say, for example, that the 
ROK needs exhaustively detailed civil and criminal codes 
for a reunified Korea or analogous bodies of policy in oth-
er realms such as education. Rather, we need guidelines 
that will provide North Koreans, individually and collec-
tively, a sense of their prospects in a changed or reunified 
Korea, and what they must and must not do to realize 
those opportunities. Correspondingly, guidelines will pro-
vide a sound planning-and-preparation platform to guide 
the military in how it is to relate to North Koreans in the 
event of an intervention.

The policy decisions in play are at levels above the 
military’s purview, but the issues at hand have a crucial 
impact on the planning and conduct of military oper-
ations. Some of the issues include transitional justice, 
salaries and pensions for former government officials 
and military personnel, property rights, macroeconomic 
issues (e.g., disposition of the North Korean currency, 
the won), educational policy (to include curriculum 

development and professional credentialing), and more. 
Decisions in areas such as these will enable the military 
to plan, train, and allocate resources well in advance 
of a crisis. The military is responsible for providing its 
best military advice to civilian leaders, and for gaining a 
clearer sense of how the political leadership intends to 
proceed. Collectively clear communication between mil-
itary and civil authorities on matters of policy will enable 
the military to optimize operations to facilitate a smooth 
transition from a military- to a civilian-led operation.

Policies on these types of issues can be used to de-
crease the scope, intensity, and duration of violence and 
resistance during stability operations. Better still, they 
can increase the prospects for gaining popular support—
in North Korea, as well as in the ROK, the United States, 
and the international community. Policy guidelines in 
each of these areas will enable the military to co-opt, or 
at least nonmilitarily neutralize, significant elements of 
the DPRK’s military and security services. This, in turn, 
can lower the resource requirements and the strategic 
risk associated with stabilizing North Korea.

These types of decisions will need to be made at some 
point regardless of how change comes about in North 
Korea. If made sooner, these decisions can prove useful 
in deterrence, response to aggression, strategic shaping, 
and international consensus building. The key is to avoid 
losing opportunities to prepare for and handle sudden 
change for want of policy decisions and guidance.

From Policy to Planning
With policy guidance in hand, the military can better 

conduct deliberate planning for responding to North 
Korean collapse. Deliberate planning will bring into re-
lief issues that are currently obscured, but that if handled 
poorly could fuel sustained resistance in North Korea 
or exacerbate an already severe humanitarian crisis. For 
example, some of the earliest areas likely to come under 
control of the ROK or a U.S.-ROK alliance include 
North Korea’s Hwanghae Province—its breadbasket. 
Failure to rapidly rehabilitate agriculture in the event of 
a North Korean collapse could cost the ROK and U.S.-
ROK alliance legitimacy and place an already vulnerable 
population at further risk of malnutrition or starvation. 
Successful economic and infrastructure development 
efforts at the outset of a crisis in the areas earliest under 
the control of the ROK or the U.S.-ROK alliance would 
encourage North Koreans in other areas of the country 
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to be more pliant, if not 
cooperative.

With greater fidelity on 
challenges and opportu-
nities, and knowing most 
boots on the ground will 
be ROK troops, the United 
States can better identify 
and prepare to contribute 
unique combat multipliers, 
or stability multipliers. 
Specific areas for consid-
eration include, but are 
not limited to, command, 
control, communications, 
and computers; imagery 
intelligence; mobility; lo-
gistics; military medicine; 
military law enforcement 
and justice; and military 
engineering. We train 
our forces to meet the 
requirements of our plans. 
Therefore, shifts in plan-
ning will have significant 
implications on training 
and readiness, as well as on 
resources. As training be-
gets readiness, shifts in our 
plans will lead to greater 
preparedness.

From Planning 
to Preparation

The U.S. military can 
do much to prepare for 
the challenges of stabil-
ity operations in North 
Korea. However, doing so requires vision, leadership, 
resources, and the acceptance of risk. It is no easy task 
to convince either the American or the South Korean 
people to invest resources now for an event that some 
believe may never come and that cannot be predicted 
with precision. This is acutely so when factoring in the 
other priorities and challenges each nation current-
ly faces. Complicating matters, active preparation 
initiatives could prompt a North Korean backlash, 

even when explicitly communicated and executed as 
being done without the intent of bringing about the 
end of the Kim regime. Further, much of what can 
be done now is not within the military’s purview.21 
Still, despite the limitations and constraints, there are 
preparations the U.S. military can make.

The military could use a preparedness platform to 
enhance interagency collaboration. Drawing on the 
previous example regarding North Korea’s Hwanghae 
Province, the ROK and U.S. militaries could engage with 

Astronauts on the Interna-
tional Space Station took this 
night image of the Korean 
Peninsula on 30 January 
2014. Unlike daylight images, 
city lights at night illustrate 
dramatically the relative eco-
nomic importance of cities, 
as gauged by relative size. 
In this north-looking view, it 
is immediately obvious that 
greater Seoul is a major city 
and that the port of Gunsan 
(south of Seoul) is minor by 
comparison. There are 25.6 
million people in the Seoul 
metropolitan area—more 
than half of South Korea’s 
citizens—while Gunsan’s 
population is 280,000.
North Korea is almost com-
pletely dark compared to 
neighboring South Korea and 
China. The darkened land ap-
pears as if it were a patch of 
water joining the Yellow Sea 
to the Sea of Japan. Its capital 
city, Pyongyang, appears 
like a small island, despite a 
population of 3.26 million (as 
of 2008). The light emission 
from Pyongyang is equiva-
lent to the smaller towns in 
South Korea. Coastlines are 
often very apparent in night 
imagery, as shown by South 
Korea’s eastern shoreline. But 
the coast of North Korea is 
difficult to detect. These dif-
ferences are illustrated in per 
capita power consumption in 
the two countries, with South 
Korea at 10,162 kilowatt 
hours and North Korea at 
739 kilowatt hours. (Photo 
courtesy of NASA)
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agriculture experts to gain insight into the initial actions 
required to rehabilitate North Korea’s agricultural sector, 
to include identifying a cadre of agriculture experts that 
would be willing to move forward early in a stability 
operation. This cadre would assess, organize, and manage 
resources and operations to ensure that North Korea 
does not lose a growing season due to conflict, and that it 
has a productive yield within one year.

The United States and the ROK could also better 
leverage defectors. Much is made of the number of 

North Korean defectors now in the ROK, with an incli-
nation on the part of some to dismiss their intelligence 
value, let alone consider their value in an effort to bring 
stability to the north. While unable to pinpoint North 
Korean nuclear weapons or give us insight into the inner 
thoughts and monologue of Kim Jong-un, defectors from 
areas and professions in question can be an invaluable 
resource for understanding the needs that the ROK, the 
United States, and the international community will face 
in the wake of a North Korean collapse.
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The U.S. military can advise on, and advocate for, 
military and nonmilitary preparations that involve 
the international community, particularly the United 
Nations Command (UNC) sending states. Even if ad-
vice and advocacy only result in a shared understand-
ing and more fidelity in planning, we will be better 
prepared to respond to an instability crisis. Many of 
the UNC sending states are likely to desire to contrib-
ute to efforts to bring stability and an enduring peace 
to the Korean peninsula. The United States can assist 

in outreach and organizing these efforts in a manner 
that is agreeable to the ROK.

Also, the United States has underutilized our 
professional military education and civilian educa-
tion systems. Within our defense educational insti-
tutions, we can program instruction generally and 
directly applicable to North Korean contingencies to 
enhance the ability of our military professionals to 
thrive in the complex and uncertain conditions sure 
to characterize a North Korean instability crisis.22 
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The U.S. Army is well suited in this regard, with deep 
and recent experience in stability challenges codified 
in doctrine and applied in training.23 It has the capac-
ity to do the conceptual work required to succeed in 

handling a North Korean instability crisis. As one key 
component of the military education system, the Army 
University represents a powerful step in ensuring that 
the U.S. Army not only retains but also enhances its 
competitive advantage in creativity and innovation, as 
operationalized through mission command.24

Building and engaging networks, partnerships, and 
coalitions are another strength of the U.S. military. 
The Army should place more focus on developing 
professionals in key areas related to Korean issues, 
particularly North Korean instability. This includes 
foreign area officers, international relations officers, 
civil affairs soldiers, and military information support 
operations soldiers. The development of our hu-
man capital and efforts to foster networks using our 
talented professionals will pay dividends on adapting 
to the complex and shifting conditions that we will 
encounter in a North Korean collapse.

Prompting Positive, Stable Change
There is a fine line between preparing for and 

prompting change. While our intent may be to bring 
about positive, stable change, those on the receiv-
ing end may not see it as such. The accumulation of 
preparatory actions over time could be perceived 
not as efforts to position for a possible future, but as 
a deliberate attempt to bring about regime change. 
Strategic communication and robust international 
partnerships are required to increase the chances that 
preparatory efforts do not lead to a situation in which 
North Korea lashes out.

There is also the potential to transcend prepa-
ration to use preparation actions in a deter-
rent-and-shaping mode. Many of the measures 
discussed above can be used in this manner, to in-
clude policy decisions that provide clear and positive 
alternative futures for the majority of North Koreans 
while refraining from concerted efforts to apply 
those decisions prior to crisis. We also can engage 
the North Korean people with practical information 
they can use to improve their daily lives and be better 
prepared to weather sudden change. For example, we 
can provide information on preventive medicine or 
civil engineering. Doing so would also enhance the 
credibility of the channels that we use to communi-
cate information. Investments made in shaping have 
the potential to lead North Korea to make changes 

Republic of Korea soldiers stand guard 24 June 2008 in the Joint Se-
curity Area ( JSA) between North and South Korea. Located in the 
now unoccupied village of Panmunjom, North Hwanghae Province, 
North Korea, in the Korean Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), the JSA is 
used by both countries for diplomatic engagements. The JSA is the 
only portion of the DMZ where North and South Korean forces stand 
face-to-face. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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internally in a stable manner, lessen the burdens 
encountered should collapse occur, and solidify the 
prospects for an alliance between the United States 
and a unified Korea.

Winning the Peace: A U.S.-Unified 
Korea Alliance

As noted, our efforts to prepare for instability in 
North Korea are insufficient, placing at risk mil-
lions of lives, trillions of dollars, and vital interests. 
Further, how the United States responds to a crisis 
will have a tremendous impact on its future posi-
tion in the region and elsewhere. Should Koreans 
see the United States as having failed to live up to 

commitments, or should the manner in which it acts 
cause others to question its will or capacity for action 
elsewhere, America’s ability to influence and shape 
the strategic environment would take huge hit. A 7P 
strategy that places preparation at its core and sets 
the stage for more deliberate shaping efforts holds the 
best prospects for ensuring we acquit ourselves well 
in an instability crisis and, by extension, preserve the 
U.S.-ROK alliance and American options and leader-
ship in the region.

The views expressed in this article are the author’s 
and do not represent the official position or views of the 
Department of Defense or any other department or agen-
cy of the U.S. government.
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The U.S. Army Natick Soldier Systems Center’s new virtual reality dome, demonstrated 7 October 2015 at the U.S. Army Natick Soldier Re-
search, Development and Engineering Center, Natick, Massachusetts, will enable researchers to assess the impact of the environment on soldier 
cognition, including decision making, spatial memory, and wayfinding. (Photo by David Kamm, U.S. Army Natick Soldier RD&E Center) 
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This article reflects recommendations developed 
by a team from the Chief of Staff of the Army 
Strategic Studies Group (CSA SSG). The CSA 

SSG is a think tank that conducts independent research 
on topics selected by the CSA.1 The team studied an 
essential strategic question: How can the Army make its 
acquisition process lead to effective innovation?

That the Army acquisition process is cumbersome is 
widely accepted, as several case studies and task forces 
established to improve it have clearly demonstrated. For 
example, in 2009, the Task Force on Defense Acquisition 
Law and Oversight recommended significant acquisition 
reform to increase unity of effort across all acquisition 
stakeholders, recruit personnel with business skills and 
experience, and focus on outcomes that would meet the 
needs of warfighters.2 However, attempts such as this at 
improving the acquisition process have largely failed, and 
innovation has suffered for that reason.

The Future Combat System (FCS) exemplifies the 
task force’s findings. The FCS originally was envisioned 
as a major Army innovation effort. However, FCS 
program managers failed across all acquisition functions 
to plan effectively, generate realistic requirements, and 
manage the complex program. Their failure largely was 
due to an unreformed acquisition process that did not 
include adequate analysis nor achieve technology readi-
ness before the program was under way.3

A critical roadblock to innovative solutions reach-
ing warfighters is the difficulty of introducing new 
ideas, technologies, and concepts from the scientific 
and research community into acquisition programs.4 
Acquisition programs offer minimal flexibility—with 
fixed requirements, schedules, testing protocols, and 
budgets that deter integration of innovative solutions. 
Furthermore, a key metric of success in research and 
development (R&D) efforts is the number of transitions 
from the R&D community to acquisition programs. This 
metric drives R&D investments toward existing acqui-
sition programs, requirements, and funding lines, and 
away from effective innovation.

The team conducted extensive research before 
reaching its conclusions on how the Army can encour-
age the kind of acquisition process it needs to be ready 
for future conflict. However, the final recommendations 
are adapted primarily from a 2014 paper by Joseph 
P. Lawrence III, titled “A Strategic Vision and a New 
Management Approach for the Department of the 

Navy’s Research, Development, Test and Evaluation 
(RDT&E) Portfolio.”5 Lawrence’s proposals, while aimed 
at improving Navy acquisition, apply strategic principles 
relevant across the Department of Defense. Therefore, 
for the purposes of ensuring acquisition supports effec-
tive innovation for the force, the Army should adopt the 
following recommendations:
1.	 Separate research (technology development) from 

product development.
2.	 Establish an Army R&D corporate board to set 

Army acquisition priorities consistent with pro-
jected future conflict.

3.	 Realign acquisition management under 
Headquarters, Department of the Army (HQDA).

4.	 Increase competitive prototyping and 
experimentation.

These changes are necessary because the Army 
suffers from a kind of acquisition paralysis—a limited 
ability to get good ideas and effective new technology 
applications into the field rapidly, as evidenced by 
the number of ad hoc organizations that are cre-
ated during times of conflict.6 For example, during 
the conflicts of the past decade, the Army needed 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) 
technologies for squad-level command-and-control 
systems, but attempts to integrate ISR programs into 
Army acquisition failed because of R&D stakeholder 
ownership issues and federal regulations on the use of 
frequencies.7 The Army acquisition process, however, 
is not in need of broad-based acquisition reforms—
these have been tried before. Nor is acquisition paral-
ysis the result of underinvestment.

The problem stems from how the Army traditionally 
views and executes R&D, and from how it defines the 
word innovation. For example, the Army tends to focus 
on the near term. In addition, Army leaders sometimes 
pursue exciting new technology solutions rather than ef-
fective innovation. Some leaders use the word innovation 
narrowly, to mean inventing new technologies. However, 
innovation also can include exploiting an existing ca-
pability or resource in a new and clever way to solve a 
problem. Objective, data-driven analysis for understand-
ing problems can inform creative thinking that leads to 
inexpensive or nonmateriel solutions.

The Army is no stranger to innovation. Jeffrey J. 
Clarke, former director of the Center for Military 
History, frames the Army’s rich innovation history 
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in the foreword to A History of Innovation: U.S. Army 
Adaptation in War and Peace:

From the exploits of the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century to the medical and engineer-
ing advances associated with the construc-
tion of the Panama Canal begun at its end, 
… [Army innovation also includes] military 
initiatives in weapons, tactics, organization, 
training, and other areas.8

With the right changes to the acquisition process, the 
Army can make sure the force remains adaptable through 
effective innovation. The CSA SSG team’s recommen-
dations are designed to ensure Army innovation thrives 
within budgetary limits. They could help ensure R&D 
investments address both near-term and future needs.

Recommendation 1: Separate 
Research from Product Development

The Army needs to separate research (where 
technologies are discovered or created) from product 
development (where technologies are refined for use). 
A separation between research and product develop-
ment would increase the discovery of innovative solu-
tions. It would facilitate determining a technology’s 
viability before significant resources were expended in 
product development.

Army researchers and scientists explore and devel-
op technologies to solve the Army’s capability gaps and 
maintain military superiority. They do this mainly as 
part of the Research, Development and Engineering 
Command (RDECOM). In contrast, program execu-
tive officers, and their subordinate project and product 
managers, undertake product development as part of 
formal programs of record guided by fixed capability 

requirements. Their objective is to transition develop-
mental systems to production and then into fielding.

Frequently, product managers fund engineers from 
RDECOM’s research, development, and engineering 
centers (RDECs)—usually the same RDECs that oversee 
the supporting technology. Figure 1 (adapted from 
Lawrence) illustrates the transition point of research 
and product development, where prototyping leads to 
innovations.9 However, at this transition point, proto-
types tend to be influenced by end users before product 

requirements are 
generated and 
locked in.

While the 
process sometimes 
works, there are 
some unanticipat-
ed consequences. 
For example, the 
Army tends to be 
focused on incre-
mentally improv-

ing existing equipment and systems without adequate 
consideration of return on investment. This approach 
leads to a stove-piped, product-based culture instead 
of a solid strategy and a balanced investment portfolio 
that could address the most pressing Army problems. 
Alternately, by focusing on early prototyping of new 
capabilities and concepts rather than product-based 
programs for improving trucks, aircraft, and rifles, the 
acquisition community could become responsive to big-
ger-picture Army needs for accomplishing missions.

The intentional separation of research and product 
development would also prevent immature technol-
ogies from entering into formal programs where they 
are exposed to rigid processes and fixed requirements 
that can lead to high risk of failure, delays, and cost 
overruns. A 2010 review of Army acquisition, known 
as the Decker-Wagner report states, “even with this 
laborious [acquisition] process, new weapon systems 
continue to enter engineering and manufacturing 
development prematurely with technological risk, 
leaving a legacy of program cost overruns, reduced 
quantities fielded, and terminations.” 10

This same point is made in a report published by 
Business Executives for National Security (BENS). The 
report notes the Department of Defense effectively 

Explore Develop Prototype
(transition)

Development of products
Research

Figure 1. Traditional Process Flow of Research 
and Development (with Transition Point Highlighted)

(Graphic adapted from Joseph P. Lawrence III)
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encourages unnecessary risk in acquisition product-de-
velopment programs with unproven technologies and 
uncertain requirements.11 Demanding a high science 
and technology (S&T) transition success rate places the 
greatest S&T program risk where it does not belong—
in product development.

According to Lawrence, the risk of failure should be 
mainly in the research phase of R&D. 12 The cost of failure 
during research is less than the cost of failure during 
product development. New ideas and theories can be 
expounded and tested, prototypes built, and experiments 
conducted apart from product development. Allowing 
researchers to explore ideas without having to perfect a 
specific product would provide the Army with tremen-
dous value because it would allow the freedom to explore 
creative solutions to the Army’s challenges prior to facing 

fixed requirements and 
acquisition processes. In 
contrast, to fail during 
product development 
leads to very different 
outcomes, with far 
greater costs, as noted 
in the Decker-Wagner 
report.13 How, then, does 
the Army realign risk to 
the technology develop-
ment phase and increase 
the rate of innovation in 
Army culture?

Lawrence, an 
acquisition expert at 
the National Defense 
University, is a stren-
uous advocate of early 
prototyping and ex-
perimentation during 
technology develop-
ment. He promotes “use 
of early experiments 
and/or demonstrations 
by SYSCOMs [systems 
commands] to resolve 
technology risks, prior to 
initiation of product de-
velopment, reducing cost 
and schedule overruns; 

and use of early-fielded prototypes as a mechanism for 
achieving speed to the fleet/force.” 14 Lawrence further 
notes that prototyping should be a mechanism for refin-
ing requirements, gaining customer expertise and buy-in 
on the value of the product, and reducing the risk other-
wise inherent to introducing new technologies. Adopting 
an approach similar to what Lawrence describes would 
allow the Army to place and resolve risk early in the 
R&D process, where failures contribute valuable insights 
that inform the Army’s future decisions—and where 
failures cost far less.

Furthermore, the separation of research from product 
development prevents the Army from over influencing 
S&T investments to support existing near-term technol-
ogy and programs. Capability gaps, operational require-
ments, strategic direction, and space for innovative ideas 

Deryck James, Army Research Laboratory (ARL), operates the Stream Line PRO Light Detection and Ranging 
(LiDAR) at the Parachute Operations Mishap Prevention Orientation Course 2016, Fort Stewart, Georgia, 
to demonstrate enhanced capabilities not available with current precision airdrop operations systems. In 
response to a request from United States Army Africa, ARL undertook a program to reduce the size, weight, 
and power of current commercial off-the-shelf Doppler LiDAR systems. The new system weighs less than 
forty-five pounds, is under two cubic feet, and operates on standard twenty-four-volt batteries with re-
quired power of less than one hundred watts. (Photo courtesy of U.S. Army)
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should direct focus areas, not existing programs of record. 
Essentially, the current investment strategy, which em-
phasizes continual incremental improvement of existing 
systems for today’s threats and operating environments, 
closes an effective entry point into Army R&D that 
would keep pace with the Army’s accelerating needs.

Before creating a program of record, there should be 
an iterative refinement of requirements for new capabili-
ties by warfighters, technologists, sponsors, and the acqui-
sition community. Scientists and engineers should be free 
to explore new ideas and move toward a larger strategic 
vision that would guide their work.

Recommendation 2: Establish an 
Army Research and Development 
Corporate Board

An Army senior leader R&D corporate board would 
bridge the gap between technology development and 
product development. It would ensure the CSA and 

Army secretariat could identify the Army’s problems 
and set priorities to guide the acquisition community to 
align its R&D investments. It could increase the direct 
participation of uniformed military personnel in setting 
acquisition priorities and guiding R&D investments. 
Without that participation, the CSA’s ability to influence 
acquisition to meet future threats and operational needs 
will be stymied by a lack of synchronization across mili-
tary, civilian, and congressional stakeholders.

The board would not be a new governance body. 
It would be a repurposing of existing four-star gener-
al-officer-level and senior civilian-level boards such as 
the Army Science & Technology Assessment Group or 
the Army Requirements Oversight Council (AROC). 
It would achieve unity of purpose across the Army’s 
senior leadership by reinvigorating corporate R&D gov-
ernance and development of an Army R&D strategy.

In early 2016, CSA Gen. Mark A. Milley took charge 
of the requirements process by convening four-star 

Top-dow
n priorities

Army Research and Development Corporate Board

Selection of priorities, investment approval

Technology Oversight Board

Technology and capability analysis, research and development strategy development

Focus Area/Priority Integrated Product Teams

Project oversight, proposal recommendations, transition coordination

Future focus: 
Science & technology and 

prototyping & experimentation

Near-term focus:
Incremental upgrades to 

existing systems

Figure 2. Recommended Research and Development Governance Structure
(Graphic by Innovation and Improved Acquisition Team, Cohort IV, Chief of Staff of the Army Strategic Studies Group, 2015-2016)
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commanders to participate in frequent AROC forums.15 
By reinvigorating other senior-leader groups in a similar 
manner, senior leaders could set priorities for the current 
and the future force, balance the R&D portfolio, and 
establish an Army R&D strategy built on an analytical 
foundation. An Army corporate board (illustrated in 
figure 2) would operate as a governance team, directing 
R&D resources toward the Army’s most pressing near- 
and far-term needs, and promote unity across Army labs, 
combatant commands, and networks of industry and 
academia. A four-star corporate R&D board could estab-
lish a single Army R&D strategy and exercise substantial 
influence to cut through bureaucratic processes and 
organizational stovepipes. 16 To be effective, the corporate 
board would require access to valid analysis to enable 
thoughtful decision making.

Recommendation 3: Realign 
Acquisition Management

The third recommendation is focused on aligning 
R&D, program executive officer programs of record, 

and systems engineering functions under a single chain 
of command. A misalignment between S&T (far term) 
and product development (near term) has created 
counterproductive incentives that lead to integrating 
immature technologies into Army systems and invest-
ments in nonprioritized efforts.

Figure 3 (next page) depicts a realignment of acqui-
sition stakeholders that would enhance their ability to 
respond to guidance from the corporate board, as refined 
from the CSA’s guidance and priorities. Existing Army 
labs, RDECs, program executive officers, and program 
managers would provide formal analysis and S&T, R&D, 
and systems integration within a proposed technology 
oversight board. Most important, an execution command 
(i.e., a proposed modernization command) could unify 
and integrate R&D organizations to execute well-found-
ed programs that are in line with the needs of the Army.

This realignment would calibrate the technology 
development and product development efforts to help 
solve tough Army problems and inform the corporate 
board on potential courses of action. This would be 

Spc. Logan Fishburn, 2nd Battalion, 27th Infantry Regiment, 3rd Brigade Combat Team, 25th Infantry Division, tests a PD-100 unmanned aerial 
vehicle 22 July 2016 during the Pacific Manned-Unmanned Initiative at Marine Corps Training Area Bellows, Hawaii. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Chris-
topher Hubenthal, U.S. Army)
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especially important 
when the corporate 
board and the CSA 
needed to make tough 
decisions such as 
redirecting program 
efforts and funds.

The proposed 
HQDA organizational 
structure would devel-
op strategic approach-
es around Army 
problems by balancing 
investments through 
cost-benefit and 
trade-off analyses. An 
analysis-based R&D 
strategy—grounded in 
shared views of future 
operational environ-
ments and supported 
by data from oper-
ational prototyping 
and experimenta-
tion—would coalesce 
around shared Army 
goals and objectives. 
Combined with a 
technology- and capa-
bility-vetting process 
led by RDECOM, the 
R&D strategy would 
be integrated with operational test venues to inform 
the corporate board and the executing acquisition orga-
nizations on how to accelerate innovation and reduce 
program-of-record risk. Test venues integrated with 
that R&D strategy would include the Rapid Equipping 
Force, the Asymmetric Warfare Group, combat 
training centers, and U.S. Army Training and Doctrine 
Command battle labs.

By placing R&D, prototyping, program executive 
officers and product managers, and systems engineer-
ing funding under a single HQDA priority schema, in 
partnership with the assistant secretary of the Army for 
acquisition, logistics, and technology, the CSA can better 
execute a streamlined, need-driven R&D program. This 
realignment also would provide the added benefit of 

creating a more flexible, focused, and responsive culture 
among the Army RDECs, program executive officers 
and product managers, and centers of excellence.

Once this alignment was achieved, the work of iden-
tifying and analytically vetting technologies and capabil-
ities could begin. Prototyping and early experimentation 
would be key to this process.

Recommendation 4: Increase 
Competitive Prototyping and 
Experimentation

How can the Army senior leaders influence the 
acquisition process to maximize the benefit it has on 
R&D? The final recommendation is to strategically 
manage prototyping and experimentation as a distinct 
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Alignment of Army Acquisition
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portfolio that progresses toward the Army’s 
strategic vision. This is akin to seizing key 
terrain in battle.

The CSA has limited influence over the 
current force, as the budget investments 
are set through 2025. However, with these 
recommendations, Milley could align Army 
R&D to meet the needs of the future force 
as he realigned Army capability require-
ments when he reenergized the AROC. The 
CSA has significant influence on the future. 
Milley has indicated he welcomes opportu-
nities to guide R&D for the success of the 
future force. In his view, the future must be 
informed by analysis derived from proto-
typing and experimentation, and inspired 
by networks of expertise.17

As of 2016, most prototyping funds are 
executed by program executive officers, in 
a process that does not allow for early, un-
constrained prototyping and experimenta-
tion that could positively influence mul-
tiple capability solutions. The CSA, as the 
uniformed leader of the R&D corporate 
board, should strategically oversee proto-
typing efforts and strategies. This would 
assure Army priorities were met, and it 
would provide the capabilities needed for 
the current and future force.

Through prototyping efforts, the CSA 
receives user needs from two primary 
sources: first, from the current force 
(through FORSCOM) and the combatant 
commands, and, second, from the project-
ed future force, as influenced by the S&T 
technology communities and future oper-
ating concept data. The outputs from these 
data are strategic requirements, priorities, 
and funding for both forces.18 For the 
current force, the corporate board and the 
CSA can identify the equipment needed 
for incremental capability enhancements. 
For the future force, they can identify 
critical technologies for the S&T portfolio. 
The CSA would have the means to manage 
R&D strategically so that Army innova-
tion could thrive even during downsizing.

Sunk Costs on Terminated Acquisition Programs
The Army spends more unrecoverable money—sunk costs—on more 

terminated acquisition programs than any other entity in the Department 
of Defense (DOD): “The Army has both the largest number of canceled 
programs and the largest percentage of sunk RDT&E [research, develop-
ment, test, and evaluation] costs [compared to DOD and other services]. 
The amount of funding lost was relatively constant for the Army from 
2004 through 2010, coming down sharply thereafter. The majority of the 
Army’s sunk funding problem through this period was due to the cancel-
lation of the Future Combat System (FCS); however, every year from 1996 
to 2010, the Army spent more than $1 billion annually on programs that 
ultimately were canceled.”1

According to Patrick Clowney, Jason Dever, and Steven Stuban, the 
Army’s sunk cost for the failed FCS is estimated at $20 billion.2 Another 
example of a sunk cost for a failed acquisition program is the estimated $6 
billion spent on the RAH-66 Comanche helicopter.3 Helicopters exceed 
their budgets more frequently than most other major defense acquisition 
programs.4 A third example is the sunk cost of the failed Joint Tactical 
Radio System, estimated at $11 billion.5
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Conclusion
The Army can create space for innovation to 

thrive within the acquisition process. It can do this 
by (1) separating research (technology development) 
from product development, (2) establishing an Army 
corporate board to direct R&D for unity of effort, 
(3) realigning acquisition management under HQDA, 
and (4) strategically managing prototyping and exper-
imentation to nest within the strategic vision for the 
Army’s current and future force.

The Army can apply analytical rigor to determin-
ing how it will invest in discovering technologies that 
can ensure the Army is successful in future conflicts. 
The Army can begin to overcome acquisition in-
flexibility and provide interdisciplinary solutions to 
complex issues; this does not require overhauling of 
the system through reform. The goal should be to 
identify long-lasting and impactful improvements to 
the acquisition system that will survive the frequent 
change of leaders in senior positions.
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How America Will 
Be Attacked
Irregular Warfare, the Islamic State, 
Russia, and China
Dr. Sebastian Gorka
[The Future Operating Environment] “will feature the ero-
sion of sovereignty, weakened developing states, the empow-
erment of small groups or individuals, and an increasingly 
contested narrative environment favoring agile nonstate 
actors and state actors demonstrating persistent proficiency 
in the irregular domain.” 

—ARSOF Operating Concept: Future Operating 
Environment, U.S. Army Special Operations Command

You may not be interested in War but War is interested in you.
—Apocryphally attributed to Leon Trotsky 

As this paper is being written, the U.S. national 
security establishment is under significant 
internal and external pressures: internally 

from the consequences of prosecuting the longest war 
in the Republic’s history, which has seen unprecedented 
post-Cold War operational tempos, matched by con-
stant downsizing of our forces and sustainment budgets; 
externally from the events occurring in the Middle East, 
North Africa, Asia, and Africa, which has included the 
rise the Islamic State (IS), the most powerful jihadist 
organization of the modern age, and the concurrent 
displacement of more than sixty-five million refugees, a 
historic world record surpassing even World War II.

These pressures are not going to abate, which will 
most probably lead to the reality of our armed forces 
having to accomplish more missions with less resources. 
At the same time, both nonstate and nation-state adver-
saries of the United States who have become supremely 

adept at exploiting irregular warfare (IW) and uncon-
ventional modes of attack will exploit these forces. This 
article is an introduction to three of the most important 
enemies we face today and who we will also face in the 
future, and how these actors use IW and unconventional 
warfare (UW) against our interests: the Islamic State, 
China, and Russia.

The Operating Context
There are many kinds of manouevre [sic] in war, some only of 
which take place upon the battlefield.1

—Winston Churchill

The United States is still engaged in the longest 
formal military campaign since the founding of the 
Republic. Launched in October 2001, the war against 
the global jihadi movement—including al-Qaida and 
IS—persists and will continue into the next adminis-
tration. We may have weakened the original al-Qaida’s 
operational capacity, but the threat has transformed 
and moved elsewhere in the last fifteen years to areas as 
diverse as Yemen, Mali, and Nigeria, and more recently 
to Libya and Syria, with IS becoming a fully-fledged 
insurgency mobilizing eighty thousand-plus fighters. 
Additionally, the jihadist threat to the continental 
United States has not subsided but increased as the 
bloodshed and mass violence of San Bernardino and 
Orlando attest. In fact, according the terrorist moni-
toring organization SITE, between 2 June 2016 and 1 
August 2016, outside of Iraq and Syria, a jihadist attack 
is perpetrated every eighty-four hours.
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At the same time we have seen America’s erstwhile 
enemy, Moscow, act in newly belligerent and destabi-
lizing ways. Its invasion of Ukraine breaking the six-
ty-plus year European taboo on territorial aggrandize-
ment through force together with military jet fly-bys 
of U.S. naval vessels and along the American seaboard 
harken back to the Cold War days of military intimida-
tion and brinkmanship.

And there is the Communist People’s Republic of 
China. Although it has yet to use direct force against 
its neighbors or the United States, it has used a broad 
array of unconventional means to increase its mil-
itary presence and strategic footprint—from very 
aggressive cyberattacks against U.S. interests, both 
governmental and commercial, to the manufacture of 
artificial islands in disputed waters as platforms for 
military installations.

Though none of these adversaries or enemies uni-
laterally could feasibly win a conventional war with 
the United States that still maintains a “hyperpower” 
position amongst the nations of the world, they have 
deployed old IW techniques as well as developed new 

ones with which to progressively both undermine our 
interests now, and weaken our allies and partners.

The sooner we as a nation, and our armed forces 
understand that the age of conventional warfare is a 
bygone and grasp how nations like Russia and China, 
and “super-insurgencies” like IS, are waging IW against 
us today, the sooner we will be able to defeat them or 
lessen their impact upon our own national security.

Irregular Warfare Is Dead; 
Long Live Irregular Warfare
Although history may not in fact repeat, as Twain is reput-
ed to have said, it surely does rhyme.

The United States remains a true superpower, but 
mostly in one dimension: conventional warfare and ki-
netic direct action (DA). As our nation’s response to the 
war in Vietnam, and the last fifteen years in Afghanistan 
and Iraq would seem to attest, we as a nation do not 
much care for fighting “irregular enemies.” Nor does it 
seem that we are that often successful in such endeavors. 
This is a very serious problem given that IW is histori-
cally the most prevalent mode of warfare.

(Graphic courtesy of Joint Force Quarterly)



September-October 2016  MILITARY REVIEW32

The Correlates of War Project at the University of 
Pennsylvania has collected all the most relevant data on 
every conflict since the age of Napoleon in one place. 
According to this data set, in the last two hundred years, 
there have been four hundred-sixty wars of various types. 
These can be broken down into conventional wars—state 
forces versus state forces, and unconventional or irregular 
conflicts—states fighting nonstate actors, or nonstate 
actors fighting other nonstate actors. The breakdown is 
expressed visually in the figure (see page 31).2  

Therefore, among all the other information the da-
tabase contains, one can draw a very significant conclu-
sion: of all the wars since Napoleon (460), more than 
80 percent (380) were irregular in nature, conflicts in 
which at least one of the fighting forces was not a repre-
sentative of a recognized government. In other words, 
in modern history we see four times as many conflicts 
resembling our war in Vietnam, or the war with IS and 
the Taliban, than wars that look like World War I or 
World War II, or even the first Gulf War.

Subsequently, if the frequency of IW has been so 
high in the last two hundred years, we can, with a high 
degree of certainty, predict that in the coming de-
cades American forces will frequently be called upon 
to fight and assist others in future conflicts that fall 
under this category.3

Eleven years after the 2001 attacks, the Joint and 
Coalition Operational Analysis ( JCAO) division 
of the Joint Staff J7 published a set of reports titled 
Decade of War: Enduring Lessons from the Past Decade of 
Operations.4 Several of the J7’s observations and con-
clusions concerning Operations Enduring Freedom 
and Iraqi Freedom (OEF and OIF) bear directly upon 
current and future missions. They include—
• 	 a failure to recognize, acknowledge, and accurately 

define the operational environment, leading to a 
mismatch between forces, capabilities, missions, 
and goals,

• 	 a slowness to recognize the importance of infor-
mation and the “battle for narrative” in achieving 
objectives at all levels,

• 	 difficulties in integration of general purpose and 
special operations forces (SOF),

• 	 individuals and small groups exploiting global-
ized technology and information systems to 
shape the battlespace and near state-like disrup-
tive capacity, and

• 	 the increased state use of surrogates and proxies to 
generate asymmetric threats.5

There is widespread agreement among those who 
have been responsible for planning and running our 
more kinetic operations after 9/11 that on the whole 
the armed forces have performed without peer in the 
application of direct force. America’s ability to execute 
strike- and maneuver-type missions has developed to 
such a degree that no other nation can come close to 
matching our capabilities in the conventional and sur-
gical strike (SOF) domains.

But when we step beyond the application of “steel on 
target,” and move into the indirect and unconventional 
domains, our peer position is rapidly lost to others who 
have devoted more time to these less obvious modes of 
attack. IS has a force that represents less than 10 percent 
of the forces the United States has at its disposal yet 
persists and is now bringing the jihadi way of war to our 
shores more frequently than ever before. China escalates 
its military adventurism daily without our doctrine 
providing an obvious response mechanism or our policy 
providing a lucid strategic end-state. And the Russian 
Federation has not only used established modes of UW 
in Europe in ways that would impress surviving mem-
bers of the Office of Special Services (OSS) of World 
War II, but it also has deployed a full suite of psycho-
logical operations (PSYOP) and information operations 
in the Middle East, Europe, and even the United States 
that matches anything from the heyday of the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).

What follows is a brief primer on how these actors 
use their IW and UW techniques against our interests. 
It should be taken as the most basic of introductions 
on how America is being challenged today and will be 
undermined by these adversarial actors in the future.

The Islamic State and 
the Modern Way of Jihad

The modern movement for global jihad was born with 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt after World War I, 
refined by the fatwas of jihadi strategist Abdullah Azzam, 
and made a spectacular international phenomenon by 
Osama bin Laden and the attacks of 11 September 2001.6 
But in recent years, the global jihadi movement has trans-
formed. With the death of bin Laden and the separation 
of al-Qaida in Iraq from the original parent organization, 
IS has become the new standard-bearer for Holy War 



33MILITARY REVIEW  September-October 2016

IMMINENT ATTACK

against the infidel and has done so in a way that makes it 
far more dangerous that al-Qaida ever was.

Today, after the collapse of Syria, the fall of Mosul 
in Iraq, and the multiple IS-connected attacks around 
the world, including the San Bernardino and Orlando 
massacres, very few 
people talk any more 
about al-Qaida or 
about its current 
leader Ayman al-Za-
wahiri.7 And for 
good reason, for on 
at least four counts, 
IS is now far more 
powerful than al-Qa-
ida ever was:
1.	 Unlike al-Qa-

ida, IS is a true 
transregional and 
global insurgency.

2.	 IS is the richest nonstate threat group of its 
kind ever.

3.	 IS has demonstrated stupendous recruitment ca-
pabilities, pioneering such recruitment through the 
global Internet.

4.	 Most important, IS has achieved that which all 
other modern jihadi groups have failed to achieve: 
the re-establishment of a theocratic caliphate, or 
actual Islamic state.

The Islamic State Is a True 
Transregional and Global Insurgency

Elaborating further while comparing the two, al-Qa-
ida, wherever it functioned after 9/11, never did so as 
a true insurgency. Instead, it maintained its identity as 
a globally ambitious and globally operational terrorist 
organization. Even when it was associated with a local 
insurgency, such as in Somalia and in Afghanistan, it was 
always in a parasitic fashion. Specifically, true insurgen-
cies like Al Shabaab (al-Qaida’s affiliate in Somalia) and 
the Taliban are defined by having a mass base of support 
and so many actual fighters that they can operate in day-
light and capture territory with the intention of holding 
and governing it. In contrast, exclusively terrorist groups 
are by nature much smaller, without a mass base of 
support such that they must therefore operate covert-
ly, and they do not attempt to govern the people they 

terrorize. Instead, they hide in safe houses when inactive 
or plotting, then rapidly execute an attack only to return 
immediately back to their covert locations.

Thus, by comparison, an insurgency functions as a 
quasi-military force that is able to muster recruits and 

deploy in formation 
not just to attack but 
to exercise lasting 
control over the ter-
ritory it captures. For 
the insurgent, terror-
ist violence is but one 
tool with which to 
challenge government 
writ and not his or 
her reason for being. 
For the terrorist 
organization—which 
has no true military 

capacity—coercion and intimidation through violence 
is the reason the organization exists. Thus, al-Qaida was 
never a true insurgency, but an organization that was 
founded only to terrorize in campaigns the purpose 
of which was to seek revenge and inflict punishment. 
Even in those theaters such as Afghanistan and Somalia 
where it is linked to an insurgency, it never recruited its 
own mass base of support, instead leveraging pre-exist-
ing insurgencies such as the Taliban and Al Shabaab and 
piggybacking on top of them.

On the other hand, IS is all the more impressive 
because it took no short-cuts to quasi-statehood. It is 
not a terrorist group perched upon another pre-exist-
ing insurgency and does not have to borrow its fighters 
from another older threat group. IS has recruited its 
own mass base of fighters, at least eighty-thousand, in 
just a couple of years. And not only is IS more powerful 
than al-Qaida because it is an insurgency, it is addition-
ally unique amongst all modern insurgencies.

By way of context to see just how unique, if one looks 
at the whole range of modern twentieth-century insur-
gent groups, there is one characteristic common to them 
all. Whether it be Mao Tse-tung in China after World 
War II, or FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 
Colombia) in Colombia, irrespective of ideology, they 
shared the same proximate goal: the defeat and displace-
ment of the government they were fighting. Mao wanted 
to defeat and replace the nationalists and create a Marxist 

... an insurgency functions as a 
quasi-military force that is able 
to muster recruits and deploy in 
formation not just to attack but 
to exercise lasting control over the 
territory it captures.
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China. The FARC wanted to defeat and replace the 
Hispanic elite of Bogota and create a Bolivarian people’s 
republic. Similarly, whether in Asia, Latin America, 
Africa, or Europe, insurgents are set on replacing just one 
regime, the regime they were at war with. 

In contrast, though IS shares the immediate goal of 
usurping Syrian and Iraqi governance in a wide geo-
graphic area overlapping both nations, it is far more 
ambitious and has global objectives. To that end, not 
only has ISIS built its own insurgent base with tens of 
thousands of fighters, it has managed to capture city af-
ter city in multiple countries. IS now holds territory in 
both Iraq and Syria as well as Libya, making it the first 
historic insurgency to control land in multiple coun-
tries in one region. On top of that success, it has spread 
into West Africa as well. Two years ago, Boko Haram, 
the black African jihadi group of Nigeria swore bayat—
made the Arabic pledge of allegiance—to al-Baghdadi, 
the self-appointed caliph of IS. It had done so several 
times before, but this time its pledge was accepted by 
IS, and Boko Haram was accepted into the new “caliph-
ate” under al-Baghdadi’s leadership.

Not long after, the leaders of Boko Haram official-
ly changed its name to the West Africa Province of the 
Islamic State, meaning that any of the territory under its 
control was de facto part of the new sovereign Islamic 
State. Never before has an insurgency successfully captured 
and held land in multiple nations of multiple regions.

The Islamic State Is the Richest 
Nonstate Threat Group in History

Secondly, IS is the richest threat group of its type ever. 
Unclassified U.S. government estimates put its income 
at U.S.$2–4 million per day, which comports with the 
Financial Times’ own estimate of IS having a gross domestic 
product of $500 million. Considering that, according to 
the official 9/11 Commission Report, the 2001 attacks on 
New York and Washington only cost al-Qaida $500,000, 
this means that IS is in a completely different league than 
its progenitor and is in no way a “JV [junior varsity] team.”

The Islamic State Has 
Demonstrated Stupendous 
Recruitment Capabilities

Thirdly, IS has been incredibly impressive when it 
comes to mobilizing jihadist fighters. According to the 
United Nations, in the first nine months of renewed 

IS operations in Iraq, it managed to recruit nine thou-
sand fighters, and in the last few years, of the eighty-five 
thousand recruited, at least thirty-five thousand have 
been foreign fighters from outside of Iraq and Syria. The 
IS recruitment effort is all the more impressive given that 
when al-Qaida operated as the MAK (Arab Services 
Bureau) for mujahideen during the Afghan war of 1979–
1989, its recruited only fifty-five thousand over a decade. 
This has been done through the use of truly pioneering 
Internet-based propaganda, which has enabled recruit-
ment globally in ways that were previously unheard of 
when recruitment had to be done mainly face to face.

Establishment of a 
Theocratic Caliphate
When a country is being subverted it is not being outfought; 
it is being outadministered.8

—Bernard B. Fall

But the last facet of IS that makes it truly stand out 
from other groups with similar motivation and objec-
tives is what its leader al-Baghdadi managed to achieve 
on 29 June 2014 from the Grand Mosque in Mosul. 
When he declared reestablishment of the caliphate—the 
theocratic Islamic empire—and proceeded to exercise 
true control over a population of more than six mil-
lion people in a territory larger than Great Britain, he 
achieved that which no other jihadist group has in the 
last ninety years. Here it is crucial to remember that 
the caliphate is historically not just the fabulist whim of 
extremists but was a true political and religious entity 
for over a thousand years, established in Mecca and 
then headquartered respectively over the centuries in 
Damascus, Baghdad, and lastly, Istanbul. Moreover, the 
caliphate in fact existed just one hundred years ago in the 
form of the Ottoman Empire. Yet it dissolved because 
of the Ottomans being on the losing side in World War 
I and the decision of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the head 
of state of the new Republic of Turkey, to do away with 
it in order to clear the way for modernizing his nation. 
In doing so, he officially dissolved the caliphate by decree 
in 1924. Ever since then, jihadist organizations have 
been trying to bring the caliphate back, starting with the 
Muslim Brotherhood, which was created just four years 
after Ataturk disbanded the empire.

Subsequently, literally hundreds of extremist organi-
zations were created over the next nine decades with the 
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express purpose of reversing what Ataturk had decreed. 
Yet every single one of them failed, including al-Qaida. 
Even after winning the elections in Egypt, the descen-
dant group rooted in the original Brotherhood failed 
when it tried to Islamize too rapidly and was dethroned 
by Egyptian Gen. Fattah el-Sisi and the military.

This invokes the question, “How, exactly, has the 
Islamic State 
succeeded 
where all 
other jihadist 
groups failed?” 
The answer 
is a twofold 
one. The first 
answer has to 
do with how 
effectively IS 
has leveraged a 
religious narra-
tive, specifical-
ly an eschato-
logical one that 
portrays their 
“holy war” as 
the final jihad 
prior to end 
times. (For de-
tailed background and discussion beyond the scope of 
this article, see my article in the May-June 2016 edition 
of Military Review.9) And the second answer has to do 
with an Egyptian jihadi theorist of IW.

Prior to the success of IS, the key strategists of the 
global jihadist movement were less than pragmatic. 
The majority saw violence as a sacred act with the 
fate of their movement wholly contingent on the will 
of Allah. If the holy warriors of Allah were faithful 
in the execution of violence against the infidel in an 
escalation of operations, the caliphate would be mi-
raculously established.

That idealist attitude was challenged when the 
Egyptian writer Abu Bakr Naji published his e-book, 
The Management of Savagery.10 Although Naji was killed 
not long after the book was made public, the work 
remains extremely influential, and thus very dangerous, 
as it has injected a level of IW understanding into the 
jihadist movement that we had not seen previously. The 

importance of The Management of Savagery as it relates to 
fomenting global Islamic insurgency is illustrated by the 
fact that it informs most of how IS operates today.

All national security professionals should read the 
full translation of the book, but the summary is as fol-
lows. Like all jihadis, Naji believed that a Muslim must 
live under a caliphate, and that war must be waged un-

til the Empire 
of Islam covers 
the world. 
However, he 
is explicit that 
violence alone 
will not mag-
ically result in 
the appearance 
of a function-
ing caliphate. 
Instead the ji-
hadi movement 
must follow a 
comprehensive 
phased plan of 
operations that 
systematically 
builds layer 
upon layer 
until the final 

theocratic reality is achieved. The phases Naji describes 
in his book are:

Phase One: The Vexation Phase (IS four years 
ago). In the initial stage the jihadist organization will 
apply IW to execute dramatic terror attacks against 
the infidel and his regional partners. The goal here is to 
attrit and weaken the infidel and apostate governments 
and prepare the battlespace for Phase Two.

Phase Two: Spread Savagery (IS two years 
ago). Under this stage, the IW attacks are drasti-
cally increased in size and frequency. According to 
open source reports, when Ramadi fell, two hundred 
vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices were 
employed in a twenty-four hour period; this is exactly 
what Naji prescribed. The objective of Phase Two is to 
dislocate the local government from its own territory, 
making it functionally impossible for it to govern. This 
illuminates IS strategy for focusing on operations to 
sever the Syrian government or the administration 

The Management of Savagery by Egyptian jihadist Abu Bakr Naji closely parallels Chinese com-
munist leader Mao Tse-tung’s theory of revolutionary war as it outlines the process of waging 
insurgent jihad in stages. A link to the complete English-language translation, by scholar William 
McCants, can be found within endnote 10.
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in Baghdad from the people to prevent the respective 
governments from exercising sovereignty. The jihad-
ist organization thus aims to engender such a level of 
chaos that the resultant doubt of the population in 
the viability of legacy state structures positions the 
threat group as the only viable governance alternative.

Phase Three: Administer Savagery—Consolidate 
Expand (IS now). In an echo of our own manual, 
FM 3-24, Counterinsurgency, 
this is the stage when the 
enemy consolidates its hold 
on captured territory, mem-
bers of the local population 
are integrated into new 
fighting units, and a new 
governance structure is put 
in place that weds provision 
of services to the population 
with imposition of a draco-
nian judicial system based 
upon sharia law.

The territory thus cap-
tured is gradually converted 
into a new “base state,” or gi-
ant forward operating base, 
to be used as a launching 
platform for new Phase One 
and Phase Two type opera-
tions in new territories such 
as Libya, Yemen, Jordan, or 
Saudi Arabia.

The significance of Naji’s 
work is that it injects a 
dose of pragmatism and an understanding of IW into 
the global jihadi movement that had been lacking for 
ideological and theological reasons. Additionally, Phase 
Three is really a transitional stage after which the final 
global caliphate will be achieved. As such it represents 
a period under which the jihadist enterprise is func-
tioning as a quasi-nation-state with a fixed territory, 
borders, administration, and a monopoly of force.

In contrast, prior jihadi strategists had rejected 
the Westphalian nation-state as a heretical construct 
of the infidel West. Naji’s great contribution—and 
a very dangerous one at that—was to argue in The 
Management of Savagery that even if one does not like 
the nation-state conceptually, it is an evolutionary 

stage the movement must pass through if it is to final-
ly succeed in its global mission. And, unfortunately, 
his pragmatic approach has been effectively imple-
mented by Abu Bakr and his IS.11

Only when we understand that IS understands IW 
as an instrument to obtain specific pragmatic objectives 
far better than al-Qaida ever did will we be intellectu-
ally focused on understanding the true scope of their 

aspirations and then better 
positioned to formulate effective 
ways and means to defeat them 
both on the battlefield and, more 
importantly, in the war of ideas.

The Russia 
Federation: 
War by Other Means

Turning to consideration of 
Russia as a growing IW foe, it 
is well to observe that today’s 
Russia is not the Soviet Union: it 
is not an existential threat to the 
United States.

However, it is an anti-status 
quo actor that intends to antag-
onize, undermine, and frustrate 
accomplishment of U.S. goals, a 
spoiler controlled by a thuggish 
former KGB officer who called 
the dissolution of the USSR the 
“greatest geostrategic calam-
ity of the twentieth century.” 
Consequently, it needs to be 

acknowledged that Moscow is committed to re-estab-
lishing a sphere of unchallenged dominance in Central 
and Eastern Europe, and beyond that, to achieving an 
approximate level of influence globally that the Soviet 
Union had during the Cold War.

Unfortunately, its invasion of the sovereign nation 
of Ukraine resulting in the annexation of Crimea is a 
masterful example of how to do UW in a post-Cold 
War and post-9/11 world. Similarly, its exploitation 
of the vacuum caused by the withdrawal of U.S. 
combat forces from Iraq in 2011 that enabled it to 
become a key player in Syria proves just how ambi-
tious the Kremlin is to reshape the geopolitics of the 
Middle East also.

Russia’s New Generation Warfare in Ukraine: Implications 
for Latvian Defense Policy is a detailed analysis of Russia’s 
current approach to conducting warfare in the twen-
ty-first century by Latvian military scholar Janis Berzins.
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How has Russia done this? Some have argued that it 
has developed a new mode of “hybrid war.” This is not in 
fact true. Moscow has simply further developed and re-
calibrated old Cold War tools in a new combination that 
emphasizes a less direct and more subversive approach 
to war that Sun Tsu would have instantly recognized. 
As those nations under greatest threat after the invasion 
of Ukraine, the Baltic nations of Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania are doing some of the most important work in 
showing the world just how it is that Russia is winning 
its wars without recourse to conventional means.

The best English-language summary of the re-
vamped Russian approach to war is in the 2014 report 
of the National Defence Academy of Latvia’s Center 
for Security and Strategic Research. Titled Russia’s New 
Generation Warfare in Ukraine: Implications for Latvian 
Defense Policy, Janis Berzins summarizes Russia’s ap-
proach as emphasizing the following guidelines for war 
in the twenty-first century:
1.	 from direct destruction to direct influence, and 

from direct conflict to “contactless war”;
2.	 from direct annihilation of the enemy to subvert-

ing them internally;
3.	 from war with kinetic weapons and an emphasis on 

technology and platforms, to a culture war attack-
ing the will of the enemy;

4.	 from war built around conventional general-pur-
pose forces to subconventional war using special-
ly prepared UW forces and irregular groupings 
and militias;

5.	 from the traditional three-dimensional perspective 
of the battlespace to an emphasis on information 
operations, PSYOP, and the “war of perceptions”;

6.	 from compartmentalized war to a total war, in-
cluding the targeting of the enemy’s “psychological 
rear” and population base;

7.	 from war focused on the physical environment to 
war targeting human consciousness, cyberspace, 
and the will of the enemy to fight; and

8.	 from war in a defined period of time to a state of 
permanent war—war as the natural state for the 
nation to be in.12

These guidelines, each of which can be illustrated 
in the campaign to subvert Ukraine, were used to  
politically, psychologically, and economically under-
mine it as a nation prior to any hostilities breaking 
out. They were further employed in concert with 

unmarked SOF units covertly deployed as UW force 
multipliers to conduct operations to assist fifth-col-
umn local militia assets. 

The guidelines are, according to Berzins, imple-
mented in a set of clear phases.

First Phase: Nonmilitary Asymmetric Warfare. 
Synchronized informational, moral, psychological, 
ideological, diplomatic, and economic measures sup-
porting the overall Russian plan to establish a political, 
economic, and military environment favorable to the 
interests of Moscow.

Second Phase: Special UW Operations. Actions 
designed to mislead the adversary’s political and mili-
tary leaders through coordinated measures on diplo-
matic channels, through the media, and via key gov-
ernment and military agencies, utilizing the “leaking” 
of false data, and counterfeit orders and directives.

Third Phase: Subversion. Intimidating, deceiv-
ing, and bribing adversarial government and military 
officers with the objective of making them abandon 
their service duties.

Fourth Phase: Propaganda. Information operations 
targeting the civilian population to increase discon-
tent amplified by the arrival of Russian-sponsored and 
trained bands of militants, escalating subversion.

Fifth Phase: Military Measures below Open War. 
Establishment of no-fly zones over the country to be 
attacked, imposition of blockades, extensive use of UW 
units and direct action in close cooperation with armed 
“opposition” units.

Sixth Phase: Open Use of Force. Commencement 
of military action, immediately preceded by 
large-scale reconnaissance and sabotage missions. 
Employment of all means of attack and types of 
assets, kinetic and nonkinetic, including SOF, space 
capabilities, electronic warfare (EW), aggressive and 
subversive diplomacy, and intelligence assets, indus-
trial espionage, allied force-multipliers, and embedded 
fifth-column actors.

Seventh Phase: Force Escalation. Intensification 
of targeted information operations, increased EW, air 
operations, and harassment, combined with the use 
of high-precision weapons launched from multiple 
platforms, including long-range artillery, and the use of 
weapons platforms based on new physical principles, 
including microwaves, radiation, and nonlethal biologi-
cal weapons targeting the will to resist.
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Eighth Phase: Assert Control. Roll over and neu-
tralization of all the remaining points of resistance, use of 
SOF and stand-off platforms to destroy remaining com-
bat-effective enemy units, deployment of airborne assets 
to surround last points of resistance, execution of “mop 
up” and territorial control operations with ground forces.

As can be seen, none of the above together consti-
tute a new type of war. However, the focus and com-
bination of modes of attack have changed. Instead of 
the Cold War scenario of all-out war under which all 
means of attack are to be used initially, including chem-
ical, biological, and nuclear, and during which maskirov-
ka (deception) was an integral part of the plan to defeat 
the enemy, the Kremlin’s new priorities put indirect 
and nonkinetic measures first.

Sun Tsu wrote that the ultimate skill in war was to 
achieve victory without fighting, and the Kremlin has 
taken Sun Tsu to heart and modified its approach. As 
has been demonstrated in its actions relative to Ukraine 
and elsewhere, for Russia, the approach is now to win 
without fighting too much. The Russian Federation has 
even established a pseudoscientific theory upon which 
its new approach is based. This repurposed Soviet-era 
theory is called Reflexive Control and is the science 
of how to shape the information environment in such 
a way as to make your enemy take decisions that are 
preferable to your victory and detrimental to his success. 
This more aggressive version of “perception manage-
ment” is well worth studying by the U.S. military and 
intelligence community. An excellent primer is Timothy 
Thomas’s “Russia’s Reflexive Control Theory and the 
Military” from the Journal of Slavic Military Studies.13 

The New Sun Tsus: “Making Trouble 
for the Troublemakers”

In 1999 two senior colonels of the Communist 
Chinese People’s Liberation Army, with experience 
in political warfare, published the work Unrestricted 
Warfare.14 Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui proposed 
with their work that the context of conflict had dras-
tically changed and that this change required a “new” 
type of war without limits.

In their work, the colonels focused first on the 
geostrategic and geopolitical changes that necessi-
tate “unrestricted warfare.” This discussion included 
excursions on the topic of globalization, the wan-
ing power of the classic nation-state, the rise of 

“super-empowered” actors such as hackers and cyber 
warriors, and a lengthy discourse of the significance 
of the First Gulf War in demonstrating the new “om-
nidirectionality” of combat, wherein integration is at 
a premium and the instruments of war are deployed 
in all dimensions and directions at the same time. 
This then led to the authors enumerating the eight 
principles of UW:15

•	 Omnidirectionality. A 360-degree perspective 
guaranteeing all-around consideration of all the 
factors related to war and when observing the 
battlefield, designing plans, employing measures, 
and combining the use of all war resources to 
have a field of vision with no blind spots. Warfare 
can be military, quasi-military, or nonmilitary 
with the “battlefield” existing everywhere with 
no distinction made between combatants and 
noncombatants.

•	 Synchrony. Conducting actions in different loca-
tions within the same period. Synchrony accom-
plishes objectives rapidly and simultaneously.

•	 Limited Objectives. Limit objectives in relation to 
measures employed. Objectives must always be 
smaller than measures used to obtain them.

•	 Unlimited Measures. Once objectives are limited 
there should be no restrictions placed on the mea-
sures used to achieve them. Hence UW.

•	 Asymmetry. Understanding and employing the 
principle of asymmetry correctly so as to find and 
exploit an enemy’s weaknesses.

•	 Minimal Consumption. Use the least amount of com-
bat resources sufficient to accomplish the objective. 
(Analogous to the U.S. principle of economy of force.)

•	 Multidimensional Coordination. Coordinating 
and allocating all forces, which can be mobilized in 
the military and nonmilitary spheres covering an 
objective (this includes nonmilitary assets, such as 
cultural warfare).

•	 Holistic Adjustment and Control of the Entire 
War Process. Continual acquisition of information 
through the campaign to allow for iterative adjust-
ment and comprehensive control.

As even a cursory glance will demonstrate, none of 
these principles is at all new. In fact, several are as old 
as Sun Tsu’s The Art of War itself. And others are simply 
good common sense. Likewise, the contextual factors 
that lead to these principles being evinced are not new 
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either, with scores of Western authors, such as Phillip 
Bobbitt and Ed Luttwak, having discussed them after 
the end of the Cold War.

Nevertheless, we should not disregard this work, or 
rather, we should not conclude that there is nothing 
new about how China has been thinking about and 
exercising its power in the post-9/11 world. Every na-
tion—and even individual nonstate actors—has its own 
unique strategic 
culture. China 
is shaped by 
two specif-
ic historical 
experiences the 
most. The one 
is the original 
period of the 
warring states 
which brought 
us the wisdom 
of Sun Tsu, and 
the other is the 
nineteenth and 
early twenti-
eth-century 
experiences of 
modern China. 
The former 
imbued the 
strategic per-
sonality of China’s generals and leaders with an obses-
sion for maintaining internal cohesion to a degree that 
far exceeds any reasonable attitude other nations have 
toward maintaining internal peace and harmony. And, 
the second created a suppurating psychological wound 
in the mind of the political elite that China must never 
again be exploited and humiliated by foreign powers as 
it was for so long in the modern age.

What has this resulted in today when it comes to 
China’s strategic goals and actions? Liang and Xiangsui 
may not have expounded a revolutionary new way of 
war for their nation, but Beijing is most definitely prac-
ticing a very shrewd form of IW that seems to reflect 
its prescription for war. Less aggressive than Russia’s in 
that its primary purpose is not subversion, this ap-
proach is focused less on remote political control than 
on intimidation and economic control.

Simply looking at China’s actions in Latin 
America and South Asia, with billions “invested” in 
countries like Venezuela and Afghanistan for access 
to natural resources such as oil and copper, we see 
how China uses the nonkinetic to realize its national 
goals. Add to that the privatization and co-option of 
the state China has perpetrated in Africa in places 
such as Angola and Nigeria, and we can agree with 

the label Rafael 
Marques has 
used to de-
scribe China’s 
foreign pol-
icy: new 
imperialism.

While 
Russia subverts 
and buys indi-
vidual actors, 
China buys the 
good will of 
whole govern-
ments in ways 
that are very 
reminiscent of 
the mercan-
tilist ways of 
the West just a 
couple of cen-
turies ago. In 

short, Beijing’s approach is to exploit weak nations 
and corrupt regimes, while exploiting the weaknesses 
of strong nations. And when it comes to the stron-
gest of its competitors, such as the United States, to 
quote Liang, from a CCTV interview in 2012 when 
he was already a general, the goal is “to make trouble 
for the troublemaker.”

Irregular Warfare: 
Back to the Future

As the empirical data shows, war is most often 
“irregular” and “unconventional”. With America’s 
capacity to maintain an overwhelming competitive 
advantage in the conventional military arena, our 
adversaries and enemies will continue to develop 
and employ established unconventional and irreg-
ular modes of attack. Although not all of these are 

Original cover of Unrestricted Warfare by Chinese People’s Liberation Army Cols. Qiao Liang and 
Wang Xiangsui, published in 1999. Several commercial translations are available. See endnote 13 
for a partial translation originally made by the CIA’s Foreign Broadcast Information Service.



September-October 2016  MILITARY REVIEW40

revolutionary, or even novel, there are proving very 
effective already. The sooner our strategists and poli-
cymakers recognize and acknowledge this, the better 
able they will be to develop relevant counters and 

hone our own indirect and nonkinetic modes of at-
tack to better secure our republic and all Americans 
in what has become a decidedly unstable and ever 
more dangerous world.
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The Global Spread 
of Arms
The Link between State Collapse, 
Small Arms Proliferation, and 
Global Conflict
2nd Lt. Josef Danczuk, U.S. Army

An ex-combatant holds ammunition 8 February 2012 in Attécoubé, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. He is one of several to have participated in a disar-
mament, demobilization, and reintegration operation conducted in the area by the United Nations operation in Côte d’Ivoire.  (Photo courtesy 
of the United Nations)
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Many established states around the world 
have collapsed in recent decades. The 
collapse of a state poses new, sometimes 

unanticipated, strategic concerns for other nations. 
One such concern is the proliferation of small arms 
and light weapons (SALW) that find their way into 
the hands of nongovernment actors due to either 
abandonment or loss of control over government 
weapons depots. Such weapons are favored by militias, 
rebels, terrorist organizations, and crime groups. They 
are inexpensive, easy to produce, adapted to be espe-
cially lethal in combat, and require minimal training to 
operate and maintain.

According to a United Nations (UN) report on 
disarmament, small arms are a category of weapons that 
includes handheld, small-caliber firearms such as pistols, 
shotguns, rifles, assault rifles, and small-caliber machine 
guns. On the other hand, light weapons include medi-
um-caliber firearms such as crew-served medium and 
heavy machine guns, as well as hand grenades, rifle gre-
nades, rocket-propelled grenades, small-caliber mortars, 
small-caliber rockets, and portable air-defense systems.1

When a state with a large supply of SALW collapses, 
the incentives for the failed state’s incumbent leaders, the 
new government’s leaders, or whoever may seize regional 
power to contain proliferation are lowered. For example, 
sometimes the people who take power after a collapse 
may actually promote instead of discourage proliferation 
for economic or political gain. Additionally, increasing 
volatility in a state due to the collapse of domestic law 
enforcement makes containing SALW proliferation more 
difficult, especially if the state moves from instability and 
civil unrest to open civil war. With any such collapse, 
borders become less protected and more porous as state 
regulation and border patrolling decrease. This makes it 
easier to conduct unregulated weapon transfers. Arms 
can spread to areas with a high demand, potentially incit-
ing new conflicts or worsening existing ones.

Studying the mechanisms of state collapse, and 
how they lead to SALW proliferation, can enhance 
the overall understanding of conflicts worldwide. This 
article seeks to shed light on the link between state 
collapse and SALW proliferation through the lens of 
the collapses of the Soviet Union in 1991 and Libya in 
2011. It will highlight the need for a U.S. strategy to 
prevent SALW proliferation in order to protect global 
national security interests. 

A Process That Leads to 
SALW Proliferation

A state collapse occurs when the government of a 
state can no longer effectively govern its territory. For 
the purposes of this paper, complete state collapse is 
defined as a polity’s failure to maintain the ability to 
provide its citizens internal and external security as 
well as basic goods and services, while losing the capa-
bility to conduct foreign policy.

By way of comparison, stable states do not typically 
proliferate large quantities of SALW illegally because 
they have institutional controls in place to regulate 
their transfer and use, including constraints placed by 
international law. For example, although many weap-
ons are bought and sold on international markets, the 
UN and other international organizations provide a 
check on the community of viable states so weapons do 
not flow in large quantities to nonstate actors or certain 
designated, usually embargoed, states. Consequently, 
if a legitimate state were to proliferate in a manner 
that the international community deemed illegal, it 
could face international sanctions or even a military 
response. This creates incentives for legitimate states 
to prevent or tightly limit SALW distribution. In 
contrast, failed states characteristically are no longer 
governed by internally recognized legal authority 
and are therefore often disconnected from systems of 
international law. Weapons dealers operating in the 
absence of constraints imposed by domestic law may 
proliferate SALW without some of the same potential 
consequences. Notwithstanding, the UN remains a key 
international buffer against proliferation coming from 
failed states, though indirectly.

When states are failing, the institutions that monitor 
legal, and illegal, SALW transfers break down. Under 
such circumstances, these institutions lose the capability 
to account for and prevent SALW proliferation. The 
result is a lack of centralized national oversight over 
SALW stockpiles and manufacturing. Moreover, in failed 
states, emerging regional leaders sometimes take over 
local administrative functions, including the control of 
local weapons stockpiles. In many cases, these local lead-
ers acquire real regional power because they have seized 
control over some of the SALW inventories. Without 
centrally recognized law and centralized control, the new, 
local controllers have little incentive not to proliferate 
SALW. Thus, international sanctions are less likely to 
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influence them. Instead, such leaders are more likely to 
funnel SALW to other groups for their own economic or 
political gain.

Centralized oversight by a recognized governing body 
that is also accountable to international law is necessary to 
prevent international proliferation of weapons. However, 
a legitimate authority may not become available until the 
establishment of a new central government. And, even 
then, any new government—which likely will be oper-
ating with limited resources while struggling to establish 
legitimacy in the eyes of its populace and the internation-
al community—may not be able to establish sufficient 
centralized control and rule of law to prevent the uncon-
trolled transfer of arms.

The theoretical framework in figure 1 depicts the 
process that leads to SALW proliferation following a state 
collapse. This framework predicts increases in SALW 
among certain militias, rebels, terrorist organizations, and 
crime groups. Given a state with large SALW supplies or 
manufacturing capabilities, when the state collapses and 
its institutions become weak or absent,  new leaders seiz-
ing power are likely to export SALW to groups inside or 
outside the state’s former borders. Analyses of the collaps-
es of the Soviet Union in 1991 and Libya in 2011 highlight 
the application of this model framework.

The 1991 Soviet Union Collapse
During the Cold War, the Soviet Union dedicated vast 

resources to military spending, including the manufacture 
and stockpiling of SALW. For example, estimates of Soviet 
military spending in 1988 range from $384 million to 
$200 billion per year.2 As a result, when the Soviet Union 
collapsed in 1991, it left fifteen newly independent states, 
many of which held large surpluses of SALW in addition 
to massive SALW manufacturing capabilities. As just one 
example, Ukraine inherited eighteen thousand artillery 
pieces, eleven thousand armored vehicles, millions of 
SALW, and millions of tons of ammunition.3

In the aftermath of the Soviet collapse, a number 
of circumstances led to SALW proliferation. First, the 
implosion of the Soviet Union created economic turmoil 
and extreme hardship as well as policy and power vacu-
ums that the new states needed time to fill. Second, the 
new states did not need the stockpiles they inherited. 
Since they could no longer afford to maintain the former 
massive standing armies of the Soviet era, there were 
millions of unneeded weapons available for distribution. 

Third, there was a personal economic or political incentive 
for leaders of those new states to sell the excess weapons. 
Fourth, demand at that time was constantly high, espe-
cially in the developing world. There were potential buyers 
in states and rebel groups, even some within the former 
Soviet republics. The consequence was that the states’ 
newly independent and fragile central governing institu-
tions, which inherited control over the SALW stockpiles, 
largely could not curtail the incentive to sell them for 
economic gain or political purposes. For example, former 
Soviet SALW are believed to have fueled many civil wars 
throughout Africa, including the First Liberian Civil War, 
later prompting a UN arms embargo that was ineffective 
at preventing former Soviet republics from selling arms.4 

Ukraine. One example of SALW proliferation was 
the post-Soviet state of Ukraine. According to a re-
port published in 2012 by the Geneva Centre for the 
Democratic Control of Armed Forces, following Ukraine’s 
independence, more than 114 Ukrainian companies 
and organizations sold arms internationally with few 

Figure 1. Framework for Small 
Arms and Light Weapons (SALW)

Proliferation 
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SALW proliferation

(Graphic by 2nd Lt. Josef Danczuk, U.S. Army)
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legal restrictions or export controls from 1994 through 
1997.5 It was in 1996 that concern for lax control over 
such exports resulted in Ukraine creating a state-owned 
company named Ukrspecexport to handle its arms deals 
with other countries. However, Ukrspecexport enjoyed 
high autonomy within the Ukrainian government in its 
decisions regarding arms sales so legitimate constraints on 
sales remained suspect.6

According to the same 
report, Ukraine had been 
managing “military-techni-
cal cooperation and export 
trade in sensitive products 
more as a specific process 
rather than as a component 
of international state ac-
tivity,” since independence, 
thereby limiting public 
information and stifling re-
form attempts.7 Specifically 
regarding the period 
immediately following 
the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the report claims, 
“the Ukrainian arms export 
control system was per-
forming poorly in its early 
period” since the exports 
were easily approved and 
conducted among over one 
hundred businesses and 
organizations.8

Five years after the 
collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the Ukrainian Cabinet of Ministers estab-
lished the State Service of Ukraine for Export Control 
(SSUEC) to oversee all state export services, including 
general arms exports and SALW. However, it was not 
until 2006 that the SSUEC certified compliance with 
internal export control programs in the majority of 
arms export companies and organizations.9 This period 
between the Soviet collapse in 1991 and Ukraine’s 
establishment of export control in 2006 represented 
a substantial time during which the export oversight 
agency of Ukraine was considerably weak, allowing 
Ukrspecexport to permit dubious arms sales with mini-
mal state restrictions.

Overall, Ukraine had been a major arms exporter since 
its independence. The report from the Geneva Centre for 
the Democratic Control of Armed Forces provides data 
suggesting that Ukrainian companies and organizations 
sold $32.4 billion worth of arms internationally from 1989 
to 2004. If correct, this high value of arms sales, including 
SALW, helps demonstrate how decentralized control after 

the collapse of the Soviet Union 
allowed for SALW proliferation 
from Ukraine.10

Georgia. The situation 
in the newly independent 
Georgia also led to SALW 
proliferation. Before its inde-
pendence, the Soviet Union 
designated the Georgian 
region of Abkhazia, home to 
the minority ethnic group 
Abkhaz, as an Autonomous 
Soviet Socialist Republic. 
Additionally, the Soviet 
Union designated Ossetia as 
an autonomous oblast within 
the greater Georgian Soviet 
Socialist Republic. Under the 
Soviet system, the designated 
ethnic minorities enjoyed, in 
principle, a degree of auton-
omy in conducting political 
affairs, although the Georgian 
Communist Party abused them 
during the rule of Joseph Stalin. 

Not long after Georgia’s 
independence in 1991, its 

new president was violently overthrown. Independent 
Georgia then found itself in a complex civil war that in-
cluded violent efforts by Abkhazian and South Ossetian 
separatists to secede.11

In a 2002 analysis, Spyros Demetriou, writing for the 
Smalls Arms Survey research project of the Graduate 
Institute of International and Development Studies, 
Geneva, Switzerland, compared the quantity and quality 
of SALW possessed by armed groups in Georgia before 
and after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The analy-
sis clearly demonstrates how the Soviet collapse led to 
SALW proliferation in Georgia. For example, from 1989 
to 1991, two paramilitary groups, the National Guard 

A stockpile of AK-47 rifles from the Sudan People’s Liberation 
Army burns at the launch of the disarmament, demobilization, 
and reintegration program conducted by the United Nations 
Mission 10 June 2009 in Juba, southern Sudan. (Photo courte-
sy of the United Nations) 
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and another called the White Eagle, were only able to 
equip themselves with enough SALW to arm about 
60 percent of their members.12 Furthermore, some of 
those arms were merely hunting rifles, training rifles, or 
bolt-action rifles preserved since World War II—severe-
ly limiting the groups’ combat capabilities.13

However, as control of the military and the state fell 
into disarray pursuant to the collapse, the arsenals of the 
Soviet military in Georgia fell into the hands of vari-
ous combatant groups. The SALW proliferation from 
Soviet arsenals resulted from the activities of opportu-
nistic Russian military officers from the Transcaucasian 
Military District who, according to Demetriou, distrib-
uted or sold weapons. Additionally, other proliferation 
resulted due to theft from, or outright seizure of, loosely 
controlled weapons stockpiles. The former Soviet forces 
did not reorganize into the Group of Russian Armed 
Forces in the Transcaucasus (GRVZ) until late August 
1992. However, the military personnel and their equip-
ment remained in Georgia as it took time for Russian and 
Georgian officials to negotiate a treaty regarding with-
drawal of forces and equipment.14

According to Demetriou, flawed policies and gaps in 
the command-and-control of the residual post-Soviet 
military structure, together with widespread impover-
ishment of the Russian troops due to the disestablish-
ment of the Soviet troop pay and sustainment system, 
led individual commanders to independently seek 
alternate sources of support for their units. As a result, 
local military officers were left to their own devices and 
followed their own agendas as they sought to augment 
their ability to sustain troop formations and their own 
income during this tumultuous period.15

Demetriou concludes that armed groups within 
Georgia acquired SALW in four main ways. First, they 
seized arms directly from the former Soviet stockpiles and 
convoys. In late 1991 into 1992, there were six hundred 
recorded incidents of seizures of stockpiles. Second, 
Georgian groups received SALW through free distribu-
tion from Soviet and Russian forces. Local officers exer-
cised their own discretion in supplying arms to Georgian 
groups, not only the National Guard but also to groups 
such as the Abkhazia separatists. Those local officers were 
able to get away with simply gifting SALW by writing 
them up as forcibly stolen. Third, Russian military forces 
sold SALW to combatant groups within Georgia. In 
such cases, the Russian commanders were exploiting the 

availability of excess weapons to turn a profit. Fourth, 
Georgian groups imported arms from regional suppliers 
such as Armenia and Azerbaijan.16

Therefore, post-collapse groups on all sides became 
extremely well armed in terms of quantity and quality of 
SALW. By 1992 to 1993, all armed groups in Georgia had 
plentiful access to stockpiles of modern AK-74 assault 
rifles, rocket-propelled grenades, mortars, Kalashnikov 
RPK light machine guns, and others. For example, before 
the collapse, President Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s National 
Guard paramilitary force had fewer than four hundred 
combatants, and only 60 percent had firearms; by 1993, 
the force numbered approximately twelve thousand com-
batants and had acquired enough SALW to equip 150 
percent of that number, largely due to acquisitions from 
former Soviet arsenals.17
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The 2011 Libyan Collapse
The Soviet Union’s collapse is not the only example 

of the intrinsic link between state collapse and SALW 
proliferation. Following the 2011 Libyan uprising and 
subsequent air strikes led by the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO), Mu’ammar Gaddhafi’s regime 
fell. In an attempt to fill the governmental void, Libya’s 
provisional government, the National Transitional 
Council, attempted to set up a new government in 
Tripoli as NATO reduced its military role. However, 
in the absence of a unitary military after the former 
Gaddhafi forces were defeated, the council had no way 
to enforce its decisions and struggled to establish security 

and order. Additionally, many of the numerous militia 
leaders who had united to overthrow the regime chose 
to remain armed and mobilized in defiance of the new 
government, declaring themselves “guardians of the 
revolution,” ostensibly to prevent a counterrevolution or 
new government abuses.18  One result was that some of 
the regime’s large weapon stockpiles were looted since 
the former military had disintegrated, and the govern-
ment had no one to guard and secure them.19

Although the transitional council wrote a constitu-
tion aimed at creating a new, permanent government, 
the elected parliament—the General National Congress 
(GNC)—was unpopular with the majority of Libyans 
and militias. The militias’ refusal to turn over their 
weapons to the GNC displayed just how weak the new 
government really was. Though fragmented and lacking 
unity, the locally commanded militias became the de 
facto Libyan military forces.

To highlight the impact of state collapse on control 
of weapons in Libya, it is important to emphasize that 
Libyan institutions formerly responsible for overseeing 
SALW stockpiles simply vanished. According to a RAND 
Corporation research report by Christopher S. Chivvis 
and Jeffrey Martini, during the civil war, rebel militia 
groups had moved to seize the weapons caches through-
out Libya’s military posts. Furthermore, outside govern-
ments, such as France and Qatar, supplied arms directly to 
the rebels.20 Without an accountable central government, 
and with a financial incentive to seize and sell weapons 
on the black market, independent militias proliferated 
SALW for their own economic gain and for maintaining 
their power independent of the provisional government. 
The local leaders heading such militias did not fear inter-
national or regional retaliation and acted with impunity, 
for good reason. Although many international groups and 
powers decried the SALW proliferation in post-Gaddhafi 
Libya, they were unwilling to take action. For example 
the UN and NATO were unable to pass sanctions against 
the perpetrators as there was no political will to intervene 
further to enforce them.21

The UN or NATO could have placed peacekeeping 
troops on the ground to enforce restrictions on SALW 
proliferation, but the 2011 UN Security Council (UNSC) 
Resolution 1973, authorizing a no-fly zone and airstrikes, 
prohibited any permanent ground troops.22 Any inter-
national forces in Libya would have required additional 
UNSC approval, as well as the domestic support of 

Fighters for Libya’s interim government rejoice 17 October 2011 
after winning control of the Gaddhafi stronghold of Bani Walid in 
northern Libya. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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participating nations. Ultimately, there was no political 
appetite to do anything further.

However, in response to concerns over SALW 
proliferation, the UNSC appointed a panel of experts 
to investigate SALW flows out of Libya. The panel 
published its report in February 2014, saying that 
post-Gaddhafi Libya’s procurement office, responsible 
for overseeing external arms transfers, not only took an 
extended time to be established but also was ineffective 
at regulating arms transfers.23

The panel’s report provides photographic evidence 
showing various types of Libyan SALW in fourteen na-
tions outside Libya. The panel traced serial numbers and 
case markings on shipping containers back to Libya, and 
even back to the original manifests of Gaddhafi’s imports 
of the 1970s and 1980s. The map in figure 2 illustrates 
the African countries where SALW were found that 
had originated in Libya, between 2011 and February 
2014. (Some of the arms were routed through Turkey, 
Lebanon, or Qatar.) During a succession of failed gov-
ernments, Libyan weapons continued to fall into the 
hands of militias, including Islamist groups that now are 
trying to take over the country.24

Recommendations
As figure 1 (page 44) illustrates, four conditions 

appear to link state collapse and SALW proliferation. 
First, a state with the capability to become a supplier 

state, one with stockpiles of SALW, collapses. The col-
lapse can be due to political unrest or armed conflict. 
Second, the state institutions responsible for oversight 
of SALW weaken as a result of the collapse. Third, the 
incentives enforced by antiproliferation entities fail to 
influence the new or weakened institutions overseeing 
SALW. Fourth, with the absence of incentives to pre-
vent proliferation, local actors who have taken over the 
SALW in a collapsed state proliferate SALW to exploit 
economic and political opportunities.

Thus, if a state with large SALW surpluses or 
manufacturing capabilities was about to undergo a 
collapse, a significant amount of SALW proliferation 
could be predicted to follow, particularly if its borders 
were already porous. However, the theoretical frame-
work that links state collapse to SALW proliferation 
could represent multiple opportunities for potential 
U.S. intervention to prevent proliferation. Possible 
actions to reduce the likelihood and severity of prolif-
eration may include—
• 	 helping new leaders establish powerful, central-

ized SALW oversight organizations to prevent 
SALW from falling outside of a central, accountable 
institution;

• 	 preventing SALW from flowing further by transfer-
ring arms intercepted back to a centralized authori-
ty or reclaiming them from local groups;  and

• 	 if necessary, preventing the external flow of SALW.

More than seventeen thousand illegal weapons, seized or voluntarily handed over, are turned into scrap metal 20 December 2012 at a recy-
cling center in Belgrade, Serbia. (Photo by Vesna Andjic, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty)
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In the first case, if a state appears to be sliding toward 
failure, intervention should immediately address the 
issue of weakening institutions. With assistance of outside 
states such as the United States, institutions responsible 
for containing SALW should be adequately strengthened 
to effectively survive a state collapse and combat SALW 
proliferation. Alternatively, even if state institutions 
disintegrate, outside states should emphasize, among key 
first steps, helping new leaders establish powerful, cen-
tralized SALW oversight organizations to prevent SALW 
control from shifting to local leaders who are more likely 
to proliferate them for their own advantage. An addi-
tional benefit of undertaking these initiatives is that they 
present an opportunity for outside states to establish a 
meaningful connection with the new government.

Second, should the SALW move from a centralized 
system to local militias or political leaders, outside states 
can prevent SALW from flowing further by seeking to 

transfer arms intercepted back to a 
centralized authority. This may be 
either the new government or a special 
mission set up by an organization such 
as the UN or NATO to receive them. 

To counter the economic incentive 
for selling SALW, such outside mis-
sions could initiate a SALW buyback 
program that would return them to 
centralized control. Buyback programs 
have met with some, albeit limited, 
success in various parts of the world. 
Notwithstanding, and regrettably, his-
torical events suggest that countering 
the political or economic incentives for 
groups to proliferate or retain SALW 
would prove difficult. To compel coop-
eration, one strategy might be for the 
new government to threaten to with-
hold participation in the new political 
process or elections from groups who 
fail to relinquish their SALW, although 
this approach may simply further 
strain tensions in a collapsed state.

Third, if SALW proliferation 
appears imminent, surrounding states 
need to take proactive measures to 
prevent the external flow of SALW 
rather than react after arms begin 
flowing into their sovereign territories. 

Outside states, especially the collapsed states’ neighbors, 
need to create stronger border security and firmly pros-
ecute any agents transporting or receiving SALW. The 
United States, in a possible alternative to direct military 
or even political involvement in a volatile situation of 
a collapsed state, could train and assist neighboring 
states to prevent SALW proliferation, particularly as the 
United States has access to high-tech solutions such as 
unmanned aerial vehicles to monitor borders.

Conclusion
One area of future focus by the international com-

munity should be SALW proliferation resulting from 
state collapse. Outside states need to determine new 
economic, political, and if necessary, military means 
during peacekeeping or stability operations to prevent 
SALW proliferation from a collapsed state. Scholars 
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and policymakers should be able to study the issues 
and devise ways to stop the proliferation of SALW 
throughout the world. This would in turn help reduce 
the number and severity of conflicts. Finally, reducing 

access to and use of SALW throughout the world, 
particularly in the developing world, should help 
ensure more consistent economic growth and political 
stability worldwide.
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Strategic Assessment of 
Bolivia’s Defense Policy
Cristián Faundes

Considering Bolivia’s dramatic economic growth 
over the past decade, as well as the increasing 
sophistication of its defense policymaking pro-

cess, it seems appropriate to make an assessment from a 
strategic point of view of its available military resources 
and current doctrine as they may pertain to achieving its 
future national policy objectives. This analysis is time-
ly, considering Bolivia’s increasingly strident claim to a 
sovereign outlet to the Pacific Ocean as a permanent 
national objective. One such policy of concern reflects 

Bolivia’s interest in expanding its territory by reclaiming 
portions of the Pacific coast it ceded to Chile in a past war 
that is currently part of sovereign Chilean territory. To 
conduct this analysis, the ends, ways, and means formula 
will be used to synthesize the concept of strategy that 
predominates in the hemisphere.

Bolivia, under President Evo Morales, has recently 
achieved an unparalleled level of political stability and 
economic growth in its history. This progress has gone 
hand in hand with the emergence of a new elite that took 

Bolivians, protesting for access to the ocean on 3 August 2015 in La Paz, Bolivia, hold signs reading “The ocean will return to Bolivia.” Bolivia lost 
its coastal territory after being defeated by Chile in the War of the Pacific (1879–1883). It has argued for decades that it should be allowed 
sovereign access to the ocean, through which it could export its natural gas. Bolivia currently has nearly free ocean access, paying transport costs 
but no tariffs to export some 1.6 million tons of cargo through Chile’s ports each year, including nickel, lead, silver, and tin from Bolivia’s mines. 
(Photo by David Mercado, Reuters) 
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political power in 2006 with a firm will and determina-
tion to transform the country by consolidating for the 
first time thirty-six ethnicities in an attempt to establish a 
genuine plurinational state.1 To 
achieve this, new policy foun-
dations are being established, 
which in turn are generating a 
new institutional framework 
of governance. With Morales’s 
reelection at the end of 2014 
and his assumption of a third 
term in office in January 2015, 
these types of policies that aim 
at consolidating a plurinational 
state are projected to continue 
for another five years.2

Given these developments, 
it seems prudent to make an 
assessment of Bolivia’s defense 
policy as it relates to its geo-
graphical neighbors from a 
strategic point of view following 
the model developed by Arthur 
Lykke, which is based on the 
ends, ways, and means formula.3 
Such an assessment is especially 
germane because of the recent 
resurgent Bolivian claim that 
it is morally and legally entitled to restoration of territory 
ceded by Bolivia to Chile after a war fought more than 
a century ago. The area is currently part of Chile, but 
Bolivia demands sovereign access to the Pacific Ocean and 
requires that the outlet be useful to harbor a port.

Reasserting this territorial claim has been insti-
tutionalized as a major Bolivian strategic objective as 
is evident in essential Bolivian strategic-level docu-
ments such as: Plan Nacional de Desarrollo [National 
Development Plan] (2007); Constitución Política del 
Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia [Political Constitution 
of the Plurinational State of Bolivia] (2009); and Bases 
para la Discusión de la Doctrina de Seguridad y Defensa 
del Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia [Framework for the 
Discussion of Bolivian Security and Defense Doctrine] 
(2010). A clear articulation of this policy is found in the 
National Development Plan, as follows:

Bolivia has declared its maritime integration 
to the Pacific coast a permanent objective of its 

foreign policy, based on historical and judicial 
rights. This reintegration is justified due to 
commercial, economic, and political impera-

tives as well as access to 
the exploitation of marine 
resources.4

The national strategic ob-
jective of regaining previously 
ceded territory and gaining a 
sovereign corridor to the Pacific 
Ocean is also evident in the 
restructuring of the govern-
ment’s administrative bureau-
cracy that established, under 
the guidance of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, the Maritime 
Restitution Board as well as the 
Strategic Office for Maritime 
Restitution (both created in 
April 2011), and the publica-
tion of El Libro del Mar [The 
Book of the Sea] (2014).5

Other contributing ele-
ments that suggest a need for 
monitoring Bolivian steps 
to achieve this object are 
internal changes occurring in 
Bolivia noted below:

• 	 The rapid growth of Bolivia’s gross domestic product 
(GDP), in fifteen years has increased 360 percent, 
reaching US$30.601 billion in 2013, which enables 
more aggressive policy initiatives.6

• 	 Bolivia’s rapidly increased defense budget over a six-
year span from 2008 to 2014, almost doubling with 
a 93 percent increase.7

• 	 Bolivia emergence as China’s fifth-largest weap-
on-systems buyer, reaching US$289 million, just 
behind Pakistan and Bangladesh.8

• 	 Changes in published national defense policy 
that emerged from the 2004 White Paper on 
National Defense.9

According to what has been shown so far, and fol-
lowing Lykke’s formula and definitions, an assessment 
of the main guidelines of Bolivian defense policy will 
be conducted as follows: the ends make up the objec-
tives, the ways become concepts that are established in 
order to obtain those objectives, and the means become 

A 2012 postage stamp issued by the Bolivian government 
with a map showing Bolivia’s former coastal access to the sea. 
At the top of the stamp, a text line reads, “Bolivian coastline 
seized by Chile in 1879.” At the bottom of the stamp, the text 
line reads, “Bolivia reclaims its pathway to the sea.” (Photo 
courtesy of Cristián Faundes)
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resources on which the concepts are based. In this sense, 
we also incorporate salient perspective from H. Richard 
Yarger, another notable military scholar, who observes 
that a valid strategy should incorporate a balanced 
assessment of ends, ways, and means; otherwise, the 
success of the strategy would be at risk.10

Ends
The Bolivian constitution extends the traditional 

primary mission of the Bolivian armed forces to en-
compass internal aspects related to social and economic 
development as well as political stability. It establishes 
as its fundamental mission “to defend and preserve the 
country’s independence, security, and stability, as well 
as its honor and sovereignty; ensure the Constitution 
as the supreme rule of law, guarantee the stability of a 
legally established government, and participate in the 
comprehensive national development of the country.”11 
Though the Plan for National Development reaffirms 
the previous armed forces missions, it goes even further 
by assigning to the defense sector the task of supporting 
socioeconomic inclusion as well as fighting against pov-
erty.12 Consequently, the framework for the Discussion 
of Bolivian Security and Defense Doctrine determines four 
security and defense objectives:
• 	 Integral security and defense. Ensuring the sover-

eignty and independence of the Nation, protecting 

the territory and its population, and defending its 
strategic natural resources against domestic and 
foreign threats.

• 	 Participation in the Nation’s comprehensive develop-
ment. Increasing defense sector involvement in 
the country’s overall development to improve the 
quality of life of Bolivians.

• 	 Integration and peace. Promoting regional and glob-
al integration and peace in the defense sector.

• 	 Civil defense. Developing an optimal and diverse 
infrastructure in this sector.13

In this regard, it is noteworthy that Bolivia’s White 
Paper on National Defense promotes the claim for sover-
eign access to the Pacific by designating it as a perma-
nent national objective.14 Consequently, it incorporates 
“defeating any resistance that opposes the attainment of 
the national objectives” among the goals of the defense 
sector.15 The document overtly shows that Bolivian 
defense policy rests upon such aspirations, notably as-
serting a commitment “to stand firm in our unwavering 
desire to return to the Pacific with sovereignty.”16

All of the aforementioned points frame a policy 
geared toward the expansion of the country’s borders 
using whatever means possible. What has been re-
cently highlighted is reinforced in the Framework for 
the Discussion of Bolivian Security and Defense Doctrine, 
in which the state’s objectives include “promoting 

Bolivian Navy military police march 7 August 2008 during a military parade in Cochabamba, Bolivia. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 
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maritime restitution with sovereignty,” as a vital ob-
jective for the development of the country.17 President 
Evo Morales referred to this objective in a direct and 
explicit way during a speech given to the Legislative 
Assembly on 22 January 2011: “Atacama belonged to 
Bolivia before. It is true. We hope to recover it soon.”18 
It must be pointed out that Atacama, the name of the 
territory in question, is one of Chile’s fifteen polit-
ical-administrative regions (specifically, the third), 
and it has a surface area of 75,176 km2 (equivalent to 
Panama’s territory).

Ways
Bolivian defense policy incorporates the armed forces 

in internal and external security tasks, which in practice 
takes the form of an emphasis by the armed forces on 
support of internal development, public safety, and the 
fight against drugs and contraband. In this context, the 
Morales presidency has expressed its desire to formulate 
a defense policy “with the aim of reestablishing and 
strengthening its institutional capacities.”19 Therefore, 
it is developing a series of plans and programs geared 
to equip and modernize the armed forces; establish 
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control of the territory; support economic and social 
development, including socioeconomic inclusion as 
well as the fight against poverty; carry out health and 
educational campaigns with military participation; 
provide support to the civilian population in emer-
gencies and catastrophes; support the development of 
borders; and support environmental protection and 
preserve cultural heritage in protected areas.20 Added 
to this, in 2010, a series of initiatives were created to 
optimize the armed forces’ joint operative structure 
and their strategic deployment; encourage a culture 

of respect toward human rights; establish the armed 
forces as the protector of democracy and the state’s 
institutional framework; strengthen the state’s civil 
defense system; strengthen the defense sector’s projects 
in support of the state’s productive undertakings; and 
strengthen regional military integration for security and 
defense purposes, among others.21

The Bolivian Armed Forces formally receive thirty-one armored vehi-
cles from the People’s Republic of China as part of a military support 
agreement in a ceremony held 29 July 2016 in La Paz, Bolivia. (Photo 
by Daniel Espinoza, Bolivian Information Agency) 
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From a military point of view, Bolivia does not at 
present appear to contemplate a near-term scenario 
involving initiating military aggression outside its borders, 
even though it identifies a potential situation of conven-
tional aggression against it, to which it has adopted an 
uncommon military defense model of joint responsibility, 
both military and civilian.22 This two-dimensional con-
cept consists of the following:
• 	 The use of conventional military force under the joint 

use of flexible units; and,
• 	 If the scenario of an aggression with superior fire-

power arises, the conventional military force is to be 
modified and directed to avoid direct combat in order 
to gain more nonconventional maneuvering freedom 
in an irregular warfare scheme, adopting the so-called 
“Doctrina de Republiquetas,” which makes the citizen 
a soldier of the state.23

In other words, Bolivia—aware that it is a poor country 
that would have a difficult time supporting or sustaining 
a conventional fight—appears to be contemplating an 
insurgent scenario against potential adversaries. One result 
is interesting work is being done to strengthen the Bolivian 
Special Forces, who specialize in unconventional warfare.

The direction of such developments should be evalu-
ated and monitored in light of the stated policy of mari-
time restitution that has a prominent place in the concept 
of defense as it is curiously expressed in relation to the 
national development environment: “when maritime 
restitution becomes a vital aspiration for the develop-
ment of Bolivia, the State sees the imperious necessity to 
maximize the necessary diplomatic efforts that enable the 
use of oceans and seas worldwide, with the purpose of ob-
taining economic development and enjoying the benefits 
that these related activities generate.”24

Means
With regard to assessment of means available to 

achieve strategic objectives, it is noteworthy that Bolivia’s 
defense budget’s accelerated growth is directly related 
to the rise in GDP. Therefore, at present, improvements 
in the defense sector can take place without noticeable 
effect to funding of other projects related to the country’s 
development. In fact, the defense budget remained be-
tween 1.5 percent and 1.7 percent of the country’s GDP 
between 2008 and 2014. In this sense, we can conclude 
that, without an unusual perceived threat in Bolivia, this 
rate should remain stable in the short- and mid-term. 

Expanding on this, if we consider that the government’s 
objective is to reach a GDP of U.S.$100 billion in 2020, 
then it is possible to project a defense budget of U.S.$1.5 
billion.25 Taking into consideration that Bolivia’s defense 
budget in 2014 was U.S.$490 million, then by analyzing 
GDP growth, we can estimate that Bolivia could triple its 
defense budget in the next five years.26

With regard to how Bolivia has targeted the rising 
funding available to the defense sector, the focus has 
thus far been on improving the conditions of the troops, 
quarters, and wages. The investment projects’ objective 
has been to improve the troops’ living conditions as well 
as to invest in the military units on the country’s bor-
ders.27 According to what the minister of the presidency, 
Ramón Quintana Taborga, has highlighted, 80 percent of 
the armed forces budget is earmarked for paying wages.28 
The goal of improving wages is to reduce inequality in the 
ranks. For example, in 2009, there was a wage increase of 
26 percent for low-ranking soldiers, and in 2012, there 
was an adjustment of 8 percent for sergeants.

Improvements notwithstanding, as previously allud-
ed to, Bolivia lacks the material warfighting capability 
to conduct sustained conventional operations, including 
lacking such systems as capable radar systems and effec-
tive interceptor and air defense aircraft. The capabilities 
they do have remain at the low end when compared 
to the capabilities of its neighbors. As a result, Bolivia’s 
military is currently incapable of sustaining conventional 
offensive operations, night combat, and even maneuver 
against better funded and more technologically capable 
adversaries.29 Compounding its lack of technological 
and material warfighting capability, due to the relative 
weakness of the defense sector’s industrial base, the focus 
of which has primarily been supporting development 
(except the Navy’s shipyards), Bolivia is heavily depen-
dent on imported replacement parts, ammunition, and 
other war-making material in general.

This lack of conventional capability stems in part 
from an emphasis on material acquisition decisions 
that aim instead at supporting the development of 
dual-purpose capabilities that could be applied to both 
unconventional warfare as well as the requirements of 
domestic law enforcement, including those required 
to support the fight against drugs and contraband, 
emergency and rescue situations, operations against 
border crimes, and the patrolling of regions with public 
safety issues.30 Such dual-purpose efforts are useful in 



57MILITARY REVIEW  September-October 2016

BOLIVIA

strengthening the country’s Special Forces unconven-
tional warfare capabilities, which, it should be ob-
served, is a traditional way underdeveloped countries 
prefer to fight wars, and which have sometimes been 
very successful in achieving objectives.

Final Considerations
Bolivia’s defense policy explicitly outlines diverse pur-

poses that broaden the traditional concept of the military 
by assigning tasks to the 
armed forces that support 
internal security, political 
stability, economic and 
social development, and 
public safety. Such tasks 
respond ultimately to the 
urgent needs of one of 
Latin America’s poorest 
countries, but they also 
significantly extend the 
military’s range of action, 
basically exercising its lo-
gistical and organizational 
capabilities.

Consequently, the de-
fense policy is structured 
from diverse concepts 
that seem to blur the 
notion of purely military 
effort and expand the fo-
cus on what is ultimately one of the nation’s root problems, 
the development of the country in general terms. In this 
sense, no matter how much of a correlation exists between 
ends and ways, an imbalance can be perceived, in Yarger’s 
terms, by paying attention to the essence of the armed 
forces and the utility of military means, which depend on 
the military contribution’s efficiency and efficacy in the 

extension of such involvement into what has otherwise 
been regarded as the purely civilian sector of the society.

From a different perspective, one can appreciate that 
the country’s current conditions for development pre-
vent Bolivia from designing a force projection capability. 
Therefore, it employs its military resources to aid internal 
development; however, as long as its maritime aspiration 
to have a free, useful, and sovereign outlet to the Pacific 
Ocean through Chile remains, Bolivia’s defense sector will 

have to adjust its policies 
to generate concepts that 
will enable the attainment 
of such an objective and 
will be expected—as a 
matter of policy—to be 
developing the neces-
sary means to make this 
happen as a policy option. 
The opportunity for such 
an adjustment stems from 
the fact that the country is 
growing like never before, 
which makes it possible to 
project a defense budget 
increase of 300 percent in 
the next five years.

Finally, as previously 
noted, the principal weap-
ons supplier to Bolivia 
is the People’s Republic 

of China. Consequently, the direction of Bolivia’s policy 
with regard to reasserting control over Atacama could 
plausibly invite a somewhat more ominous dimension to 
the issue that should be of singular possible concern to the 
hemisphere in general, and that is the strengthening of 
its relationship with its ideological and strategic ally, the 
People’s Republic of China.

Chinese President Xi Jinping welcomes Bolivian President Evo Morales 
during a ceremony 19 December 2013 prior to their meeting at the 
Great Hall of the People in Beijing, China. (Photo courtesy of Ministry 
of Government of Bolivia) 
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James R. Locher III, former executive director of 
the Project on National Security Reform, discusses 
the state of U.S. strategy formulation and manage-
ment during an evening banquet at the U.S. Army 
War College’s 23rd Annual Strategy Conference 
at Carlisle Barracks in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, held 
April 2012. (Photo courtesy of U.S. Army)

James R. Locher III was the principal intellectual 
and administrative force behind the 1986 Goldwater-
Nichols Act that resulted in revolutionary improve       

            ments in joint planning and operations among the 
services and within the Department of Defense overall. 
In the hope that a comprehensive similar reform could be 
made across the government among the many agencies 
responsible for national security, Locher went on to lead 
an intense research and lobbying effort by the Project on 
National Security Reform (PNSR) to promote broader 
reforms aimed at mitigating the current dysfunctional 
national security system. For more than five years, the 
PNSR staff analyzed sources of inefficiency and formulat-
ed fixes to transform the system for twenty-first century 
challenges. However, despite initial interest by the Obama 
administration (which later waned), the production of a 
great number of intellectual products, and support by a 
vast number of distinguished representatives of govern-
ment, academe, and the military, the PNSR could not 

rouse enough sustained support to overcome institutional 
parochialism and inertia to bring about transformation. 
In his final message at the close of PNSR operations 
31 December 2011, Locher attributed failure to effect 
what he asserted are vitally needed reforms to “two prin-
cipal obstacles … [government] denial about the seri-
ousness of shortcomings in the national security system 
and lack of political will to fix these shortcomings.”  The 
recommended article, “National Security Reform and the 
2016 Election,” was penned in part by one of the princi-
pal researchers formerly employed in the PNSR effort. It 
discusses why the PNSR effort failed and why the issue of 
failure to conduct comprehensive natural security reform 
remains a vital and largely unaddressed issue that increas-
ingly poses a threat to the national security of the United 
States by not addressing anachronistic and dysfunctional 
features embedded in the system. The article may be ac-
cessed at the following address: http://ndupress.ndu.edu/
Portals/68/Documents/stratforum/SF-293.pdf



September-October 2016  MILITARY REVIEW60

Commanding the Right
Islamic Morality and Why It Matters
Chaplain (Maj.) Seth H. George, U.S. Army

Sebastian Gorka rightfully states that the 
Islamic State (IS) can only be defeated if we 
understand and undermine Abu Bakr al-Bagh-

dadi’s claim to moral legitimacy.1 Baghdadi’s claim to 
moral legitimacy is similar to other jihadist groups, 
enabling them to recruit, sometimes at astounding 
rates.2 Why is this, and is there anything we can 
do about it? In order to help understand what the 
United States’s role may be in defeating IS and other 
jihadist organizations, this article will introduce two 

ideas that may be new to most readers: (1) an Islamic 
moral and legal duty called “commanding the right 
and forbidding the wrong,” and (2) how jihadists have 
crafted a populist narrative using this duty to estab-
lish their own moral and legal legitimacy.

Highlighting the influence of commanding right 
and forbidding wrong, also translated “to enjoin that 
which is good and to forbid that which is evil,” is 
an effort to understand the underlying principle by 
which Islamic communities seek to organize civic 

A bearded Egyptian police officer chants slogans and holds the Quran during a Salafi Muslim protest in support of the bearded police officers 
who were prevented from carrying out their work in the interior ministry, in front of Abdeen presidential palace in downtown Cairo, Egypt, 
on 1 March 2013. Several police officers had been suspended for growing beards in violation of anti-Muslim regulations enacted by Hosni 
Mubarak before his ouster in 2011. The officers argued they were being discriminated against because of their religion, while supporters of 
the regulations were opposed to the perceived Islamization of the police force. (Photo by Khalil Hamra, Associated Press)
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and personal life.3 Groups such as IS claim to be 
exemplars of the duty and by doing so not only offer 
financial benefits to those who join, but also the 
most effective recruiting tool available, an “authentic” 
Islamic identity.4

The concept of commanding the right or enjoining 
good can easily go unnoticed because it is an assumed 
basis of morality just as Westerners, religious or not, 
assume the Golden Rule. But in times of turmoil and 
injustice, the duty may be invoked just as the civil rights 
leader Dr. Martin Luther King stood upon the moral 
authority of the Golden Rule to challenge the public 
morality of the status quo.5 Likewise, Muslim vision-
aries have been able to challenge the public morality of 
their status quo with reforms they claim are rooted in 
the moral duty to enjoin the good and forbid evil.

The Formation of Islamic Law and 
Its Promise for Success

Since the Quran does not comprehensively describe 
how to enjoin the good, Muhammad and his companions 
(approximately 610–680 AD), known as the salafi or the 
pious ones, are frequently referred to as the “best of gen-
erations” and serve as exemplars of the duty. Therefore, 
early Islamic scholars meticulously cataloged their 
practices and traditions in order to determine how they 
lived and made decisions. These traditions, or hadith, 
became a practical guide for life. Consequently, from the 
earliest stages of the Islamic ummah (community), the 
duty is woven through every aspect of life from banking 
to family law and is so fundamental it is nearly consid-
ered the “Sixth Pillar” of Islam.6

In time, the Quran and the hadith became the first 
and second sources of Islamic law by expert scholars 
and jurists known as the ulema. Leading scholars such 
as Imams Hanafei, Maliki, Shafei, and Hanbal, whose 
legal methods formed the four main Sunni schools of 
jurisprudence, recognized that certain matters of faith 
and practice found consensus, or ijma, across the entire 
Islamic community. Ijma became the third source of 
Islamic law. Complex matters required interpretive rea-
soning and analogical adjudication, making qiyas (the use 
of reason and analogy) the fourth source of Islamic law.7

During the golden age of the Islamic Empire 
(approximately the ninth to twelfth centuries), jurists 
developed a comprehensive understanding and inter-
pretive method of these four sources of Islamic law 

called ijtihad, which was applied to issues such as trade 
agreements, war, treaties, civil disputes, and practices of 
personal and public piety. This tradition, often referred 
to as “traditional Islam,” survived the Mongol invasion 
and extended through the Ottoman Empire.

Today, Islamic extremists and jihadists interpret their 
sacred texts by connecting the success of the salafi and 
the golden age with the application of passages from the 
Quran such as Surah 3:104, which says, “Let there arise 
out of you a band of people inviting to all that is good, 
enjoining what is right, and forbidding what is wrong.”8 
An early hadith from the first caliph, Abu Bakr, states, 
“If you follow the (right) guidance and forbid what is 
wrong, no hurt can come to you from those who are 
in error.”9 These passages and others like them have 
prompted many Muslims to wonder, “If the duty was a 
means of success for the Salafi, why not us?”

The Fall of Legal Procedure and the 
Rise of Moral Duty from 1880 to 1980

Although the ulema had been the interpreters of 
Islamic law for centuries, they lost influence due to 
political changes starting with the centralization of 
power in the Ottoman Empire and its demise, culmi-
nating with the abolishment of the caliphate in 1924. 
Additional challenges to their influence were the rise of 
socialism, the success of Israel, the disparate distribu-
tion of oil wealth that mainly benefited certain wealthy 
families, and the perceived domination of Western 
powers. These grievances are often discussed as expla-
nations for terrorism. But under the surface, a religious 
reformation was taking place in which the authority 
of the ulema was being challenged by “prophets” of the 
moral duty who promised success even as they planted 
the seeds of jihadism.

As early as 1880, members of the ulema such as 
Muhammad ‘Ilish (1802–1882) and others predicted 
that if the populist teachings of Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī 
(1838–1897) and Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849–1905) 
were accepted over the traditional jurist’s authority to 
interpret Islamic law, there would be “religious anarchy,” 
“civil war,” and “chaos in religion for common Muslims.” 
‘Ilish pointed to the rise of Muhammad al-Wahhab, 
who had rejected the consensus of jurists and waged 
jihad within Arabia, as a case in point. ‘Abduh effec-
tively argued that any educated person had the right to 
interpret Islamic law, and particularly the Quran, rather 
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than relying upon specially trained jurists.10 In Egypt, 
this spawned advocates of everything from progressive 
education and gender reform to political Islamists and 
Salafist movements. Ironically, these movements were as 
pro-European in their early days as 
they were assaults on the tradition-
al influence of the ulema. However, 
by the mid-twentieth century they 
were producing revolutionary 
groups with political potency.

The Muslim Brotherhood 
and Sayyid Qutb (1906–1966) 
argued that the administration 
of Gamal Abdel Nasser lacked 
true commitment to Islam and 
failed to live and govern accord-
ing to the Quran and hadith. 
Qutb also charged that the ulema 
was bought and paid for by the 
government, was unable to hold 
government officials accountable, 
and was allowing society to slip 
into un-Islamic practices leading 
to an ignorance of Islam. Qutb 
argued that the state of affairs 
required an eternal jihad by faith-
ful Muslims against these “near 
enemies” of Islam based on what 
the salafi had done in order to enjoin the good.11

Although Qutb’s populist tone stopped short of 
calling for violent jihad, Salam Faraj went further, 
arguing that jihad in its fullest sense had become a 
neglected duty. He reasoned that the dangers posed 
by Egyptian leadership in the 1970s were analogous 
to the dangers of the thirteenth-century Mongol rule. 
Faraj justified the assassination of Anwar Sadat as an 
act of jihad by positing that fighting the near enemy 
must be a priority.12

Because Qutb and Faraj were not legally trained, 
they were dismissed by the ulema and charged with 
“cherry picking” certain jurists and hadith to advance 
their ideas. However, the combination of Qutb’s pop-
ulism and Faraj’s individualism shaped the conditions 
for jihadist moral legitimacy in three ways. First, their 
writings were laced with quotations from the Quran 
and hadith and were crafted with a passionate rhetoric 
to engage fellow Muslims regarding their future.

Second, because the narrative initiated by ‘Abduh 
and others had cast so much doubt on the ulema, their 
legal scholarship was no longer perceived as authori-
tative but a man-made tradition propped up by out-

dated and rigid methods of ijma 
and qiyas. This second point was 
partially due to a narrative that the 
traditional ulema had created in the 
nineteenth century in order to pre-
vent ‘Abduh and his students from 
reinterpreting Islamic law. But the 
strategy failed, and rather than pre-
serving the role of specially trained 
jurists, they were marginalized.13

Finally, with the ulema and 
their approach to Islamic law 
undermined, these lay reformers 
framed their arguments upon the 
moral essence of the law, the sacred 
duty to command the right and 
forbid the wrong. By conscientious-
ly pursuing this duty, the promises 
of Islam would be realized and the 
ummah’s lost honor restored.

This appeal to morality com-
bined with the political under-
currents of change boiled over in 
Iran with the Islamic Revolution 

in 1979 and Ruhollah Khomeini (1902–1989), who 
fueled the Shia revolution by arguing he would be a 
“just jurist”:

Command over you is worth still less in my 
eyes, except for this: by means of ruling and 
commanding you I may be able to establish 
the “right”—i.e., the laws and institutions 
of Islam–“and destroy the wrong”—i.e., 
all impermissible and oppressive laws and 
institutions.14

The rise of Hamas over the more secular Palestine 
Liberation Organization also reflects the trend toward 
Islamic morality. The opening statement of Hamas’s 
Charter is lifted straight out of the Quran 3:110:

In the Name of Allah, the Merciful, the 
Compassionate ... You are the best commu-
nity that has been raised up for mankind. Ye 
enjoin right conduct and forbid indecency; 
and ye believe in Allah. And if the People of 

An English-language translation of a collection 
of the sayings and actions of Muhammad and 
his companions used in conjunction with the 
Quran to guide Islamic jurisprudence. Such 
collections are titled Hadith. Of the many dif-
ferent collections of hadith, the one by Imam 
an-Nawawi, pictured above, is among the 
most famous and enduring. 
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the Scripture had believed, it had been better 
for them. Some of them are believers; but 
most of them are evil-doers.15

Sadat’s assassination in 1981 by the Jihad 
Organization and al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya led to a violent 
campaign to save Muslims from the “near enemies” by 
means of the twin principles of jihad and hisbah, i.e., 
those who command right and forbid wrong.16 Osama 
bin Laden complained:

The Saudi regime imposed on the people a 
life that does not appeal to the free believer. 
They wanted the people to eat and drink and 
celebrate the praise of God, but if the people 
wanted to encourage what is right and forbid 
what is wrong [a duty enjoined upon them 
by the Qur’an], they can’t. Rather, the regime 
dismisses them from their jobs and ... they are 
detained in prisons. I have rejected to live this 
submissive life ... I found myself forced ... to 
carry out a small part of my duty.17

Living by the New Moral Narrative
Jihadists today who command the right are pow-

erful recruiters merely by living in compliance with 

hadith such as this: “Whoever sees a wrong, 
and is able to put it right with his hand, let 
him do so; if he cannot then with his tongue; 
if he cannot then with his heart. That is the 
bare minimum of faith.”18 While this hadith is 
a no-nonsense approach to personal and pub-
lic morality, it also gives latitude for a benev-
olent application of enjoining the good by most 
jurists. Yet jihadists have rejected latitude 
in favor of their own interpretation which 
turns use of the hand into a strict ideology of 
hisbah applied to all spheres of life, especially 
public piety.19 This is the ideological basis for 
al-Baghdadi’s moral legitimacy. Those who at-
tempt to confine enjoining the good to personal 
piety, or jihad to an inner spiritual struggle, 
but fail to support their perspectives with 
evidence from all four sources of Islamic law, 
cannot sustain their arguments in the face of 
someone like al-Baghdadi, who is well versed 
in this legal and moral narrative.

The declaration of a caliphate is another 
expression of commanding the right and is a 

call to the spirit of piety that has attracted thousands of 
recruits to participate as lawyers, civil servants, soldiers, 
and most notably, hisbah—morality police who forbid 
the wrong. One only has to watch the “Jihadist Next 
Door” to see its appeal in Britain, or the ISIS VICE News 
documentary to see that according to their public image, 
IS is engaged in a comprehensive social program of en-
joining the good in which modesty and respect for women 
are encouraged and activities such as price gouging and 
mixing water with gasoline are monitored and forbid-
den.20 Additionally, leaders of IS submit to the decisions 
of the Islamic courts and have punished those whom the 
Syrian government would not.21 This has a broad appeal 
because it appears as though everyone is accountable to 
the law. The journalist Jurgen Todenhofer has noted IS is 
attracting recruits who are “winners” from their respec-
tive communities, not “losers.”22 Furthermore, those 
willing to fight and die as martyrs are memorialized as 
hisbah, i.e., those who have died commanding the right 
and forbidding the wrong.23

The Ulema’s Response
After Salam Faraj assassinated Anwar Sadat and 

described jihad as a neglected duty, the Al-Azhar 

Islamic scholars at an Abbasid library. Maqamat of al-Hariri illustration by Yahyá 
al-Wasiti, Baghdad, 1237. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 
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University Mufti Jad 
al-Haq articulated 
the traditional role 
of jurists in an accu-
rate but unpopular 
tone: “Piety is for 
Muslims as a whole, 
but the religion 
and decreeing its 
precepts and what 
is lawful and what 
is forbidden are for 
the people who are 
specialized in it.”24

The “Amman 
Message” written 
by the traditional 
scholars of Jordan 
responded to jihadists 
with this as part of its 
opening statement:

“This magnan-
imous mes-
sage that the 
Originator—great is His power—revealed to 
the unlettered Prophet Muhammad—God’s 
blessings and peace upon, and that was car-
ried by his successors and the members of his 
household after him, is an address of broth-
erhood, humanity and a religion that encom-
passes all human activity. It states the truth 
directly, commands what is right, forbids 
what is wrong, honors the human being and 
accepts others.”25

The “Open Letter to al-Baghdadi” written by a wide 
assortment of scholars from across the Middle East 
disputes the actions of IS and claims their use of hisbah is 
coercion and assault.

The scholars present their case point by point in 
saturating the Open Letter with words stating “this 
is forbidden,” “this is prohibited.” Under the heading 
“Coercion and Compulsion,” the authors write,

In Al-Raqqa, Deir el-Zor and other areas 
under your control, armed groups who 
call themselves “al-hisbah” make their 
rounds, taking people to task as though 
they were assigned by God to execute His 

commandments. Yet, not a single one of the 
Companions did this. This is not enjoining 
the right and honourable and forbidding the 
wrong; rather it is coercion, assault, and con-
stant, random intimidation.26

These statements are not only refutations of jihadist 
morality but also an appeal to the same Islamic mo-
rality for legitimacy. They are also undergirded by 
the theological belief that it is Allah who has called 
Muslims to command the right as a means to tran-
scend political rivalries, and not as an interpretive 
method to which one group may lay an exclusive claim. 
This is of critical importance to recognize. Since the 
rules are rooted in religion, the duty to govern is sacred. 
Both the jihadists and the scholars share this conviction 
with a key distinction being that most scholars today 
believe Islamic law does not require a caliphate but ac-
commodates a variety of governing arrangements such 
as monarchies, autocratic leaders, or even liberal de-
mocracies (not be confused with secular democracies) 
such as the 2014 constitution of Tunisia. Furthermore, 
even though the duty to govern is sacred, government 
is not perceived as an instrument to enforce piety, as 

Iranian police interrogate a woman suspected of breaking restrictions on Islamic dress codes at a police station in 
eastern Tehran, Iran, on 23 April 2007. Iranian police, who are charged with enforcing Iranian morality laws per-
taining to dress, typically crackdown on women’s dress before the summer season when soaring temperatures 
tempt many to flout the strict Islamic dress code. (Photo by Morteza Nikoubazl, Reuters)
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with IS, but as an institution accountable to Islamic law 
and in submission to Allah.27

Understanding Islamic Law 
Is Culturally Complicated

Because of these perspectives on government, the 
United States must understand how proposals for 
governance appear through the lens of Islamic law and 
morality, especially since we think and speak in terms of 
a secular democracy and tend to project the separation of 
church and state upon the rest of the world.28 Khomeini 
warned his readers that westerners would attempt to 
strip Islam of its power by turning their mosques into 
churches.29 In fact, our foreign policy has required U.S. 
military personnel to work out the details of secular gov-
ernance on the ground, and as we have all learned from 
multiple deployments, the devil is in the details.

Consider a 2007 incident in Al Qaim, Iraq, in which 
a U.S. patrol found a young Iraqi male hanging from a 
swing set. A report was sent up that eventually reached 
Multi-National Corps-Iraq (MNC-I). A MNC-I staff 
officer called the planner for Governance and Tribal 
Engagements of Al Anbar Province, wanting to know 
what was being done about this “murder” and wheth-
er steps were being taken to investigate the matter 
through appropriate Iraqi officials. The planner ex-
plained that it was essentially a matter of tribal justice 
involving the rape of a younger girl and strongly advised 
against any U.S. involvement. Agitated, the officer said, 
“We call this the rule of law?”30

Suppose an investigation had been pursued in ac-
cordance with the rule of law, where and how would 
one separate the tribal justice from the tasir (discre-
tionary) and hudud (fixed) punishments of Islamic 
law?31 Whose moral legitimacy would be threatened 
or vindicated? It serves as an example of why we need 
to be aware of the moral principles behind Islamic law 
and allow our partners to adjudicate crime. In this 
case, despite the distasteful method of punishment, 
good was enjoined and wrong was forbidden.

What Can Be Done to Undermine 
the Moral Legitimacy of Jihadists?

1. The legitimacy of extremists such as the Taliban 
can be significant when they prohibit immoral prac-
tices such as the recruitment and use of dancing boys 
in Afghanistan. Failing to appreciate the morality 

behind certain aspects of Islamic law will result in 
a failure to understand who the people believe are 
legitimate authorities. Furthermore, if we hesitate to 
support our partners because of their commitment 
to Islamic law (i.e., sharia law), extremists and jihad-
ists will dominate the conversation and the cycles of 
violence will continue. During the 1980s and 1990s, 
Egypt’s al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya forcefully pursued his-
bah by the “use of the hand.” After much bloodshed, 
pressure from the Egyptian government, and being 
exposed to the larger tradition of Islamic law, most 
came to understand Islam as a practical religion and 
recognized more peaceful means of hisbah.32

2. Secularism has stoked the jihadist recruiting fires 
and cycles of violence against “collaborators” for years. 
We must be aware of how our description of secular 
democracies may undermine the efforts of tradition-
al scholars and partner-government officials who 
simultaneously need our support while they engage in 
political conversations that discuss sharia law and its 
contemporary reforms.

3. Lt. Col. Brian Steed has noted that in Arab 
cultures we must focus on being providers. Being 
a provider who offers various services is a cultural 
method of building mutual trust and understand-
ing.33 A recent example of this at the tactical level 
is the training, air-lift capability, and operators 
we provided to assist the Pesh Merga in their mis-
sion to free Iraqi prisoners in October 2015.34 A 
long-standing diplomatic example is our mission in 
the Sinai Peninsula that came from the Camp David 
agreements. Likewise, in 2007, while in Ramadi, 
the United States embarked on a policy during the 
Anbar Awakening which would forgive tribal fighters 
who had attacked our soldiers if Sunni leaders would 
reconcile with Shia leaders. This provided a service of 
negotiations couched in moral language that enjoined 
the good. The combined action and narrative pro-
duced results that undermined the legitimacy of IS 
operating in Iraq. Approaches such as these will keep 
our partners in a position of leadership projecting a 
vision of governance based upon a moral legitimacy 
that is recognized by population.

Conclusion
We must make the effort to understand and 

appreciate the conversations our Islamic partners 
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are having in relationship to enjoining good and 
forbidding wrong. We must resist the temptation to 
establish a secular rule of law apart from a specific 
understanding of how Islamic law is perceived within 

the region of operation. Finally, we should also help 
facilitate negotiations and provide services to help 
defeat jihadists in ways that allow our partners to 
enhance their moral legitimacy.
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The Chemical, Biological, 
Radiological, and Nuclear 
Terrorism Threat from 
the Islamic State
Carole N. House

Chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear 
(CBRN) terrorism emerged as a significant 
concern to many American policymakers 

after 9/11. However, 
although it remains 
a stated concern in 
political rhetoric, real 
concern appears to 
have waned among 
some. For example, 
in their 2005 study, 
authors Sammy 
Salama and Lydia 
Hansell discounted 
a serious terrorist 
CBRN threat from 
al-Qaida due to a 
general lack of capa-
bility to produce the weapons and the potential back-
lash from using such cruel methods.1 Notwithstanding, 
while the same is likely true of the Islamic State (IS) 
today, the demonstrated ruthlessness and extensive 
resources of this nonstate actor call for a closer exam-
ination of the viability as well as the probability of an 
IS-sponsored CBRN threat.

CBRN Versus Weapons of 
Mass Destruction

This article seeks to analyze the threat of IS us-
ing CBRN weapons—rather than weapons of mass 

destruction (WMD)—in warfare or acts of terror. 
Though the latter term is often equated with CBRN, 
WMD is a broad and ambiguous term that does not 

address the specif-
ic tool, its size or 
amount, its yield, or 
the purpose of its use. 
WMD describes an 
effect, not a specific 
tool. To clarify the 
difference further, not 
all CBRN elements 
may cause “mass de-
struction,” and many 
conventional arms not 
considered WMD are 
more destructive than 
CBRN weapons. In 

this article, I will assess the viability of the threat of IS 
using various types of CBRN weapons.

Ideological Motivation 
Underpinning Pursuit of 
CBRN Weapons

The rise and overt brutality of IS caught much of 
the world by surprise. Beginning as a branch of Abu 
Musab al-Zarqawi’s al-Qaida terrorist group in Iraq, IS 
has evolved into a pseudo-state led by a conventional 
army that frequently resorts to terrorism as a con-
trolling mechanism and as a complementary means of 

Iraqi Police discovered this improvised explosive device on 7 November 2005 
in eastern Baghdad, Iraq, and disarmed it before it could be detonated in a 
terrorist attack. (Photo courtesy of U.S. Army) 
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conquest.2 Moreover, IS seeks to expand its caliphate 
through whatever means it can.3

IS is attempting to acquire and integrate elements 
of a CBRN arsenal to support its uncompromising po-
litical objectives. Any success IS has in acquiring such 
weapons will increase the threat it poses to regional 
stability, local populations, and opposition forces. 
Therefore, I will explore several factors to assess the 
extent of the CBRN threat from IS as follows: interest, 
attainability, efficacy, and acceptability.

Interest
The extent of IS’s interest in CBRN weapons is re-

vealed by its past behavior, its religious motives, and the 
lack of an effective international deterrent to its activities.

According to several credible news sources, IS has 
used chemical warfare agents in the past.4 The U.S. 
Army Training and Doctrine Command identifies the 
previous use of a chemical warfare agent as indicating 
the potential for a future CBRN attack.5 Al-Qaida 
experimented with the weaponization and use of bio-
logical and chemical agents since the 1990s. In “Does 

Intent Equal Capability? Al-Qaeda and Weapons of 
Mass Destruction,” Salam and Hansell describe how 
al-Qaida’s doctrinal texts, instruction manuals, and 
social media posts document al-Qaida’s intention to de-
velop and use biological and chemical agents, radiolog-
ical dispersion devices (RDDs), and nuclear weapons.6 
IS, as al-Qaida’s more conservative and brutal spin-off, 
has publicly expressed in its propaganda its intention to 
acquire and use them.7

Moreover, IS appears dispassionate in its use of such 
weapons, including callous disregard for the collateral 
damage to innocents. This stems from its interpretation 
of ultraconservative Salafi jihadism that aims to estab-
lish a caliphate by force and spread its control without 
regard for human life by whatever means necessary, 
beginning with the removal of so-called apostate re-
gimes in the Middle East, and followed by a program of 
merciless religious purification of the Muslim commu-
nity.8 These goals, compounded by the pious obsession 
of those who believe that IS’s war portends the “end 
times” prophesied in Quranic text, create a complete-
ly incompatible world view between IS and any of its 

A militant Islamist fighter riding a trailer mounted with a captured missile gestures as he takes part in a military parade along the streets of Syria’s 
northern Raqqa Province 30 June 2014. The capture of systems capable of delivering CBRN weapons poses a serious threat to the United 
States and its allies. (Photo by Reuters) 
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opponents: al-Qaida, Shia, diverse non-Muslim ethnic 
groups, or state governments. IS’s uncompromising 
commitment to its objectives suggests the futility of 
attempting to negotiate with it. Its obsession foreshad-
ows instead a brutal fight to the end, in which IS likely 
would employ any CBRN weapons it could acquire. IS’s 
drive to establish a caliphate also suggests that it would, 
for now, put its highest priority on targeting opposition 
forces and infidel populations in the Middle East rather 
than Europe or the United States. Nevertheless, the 
growth of IS influence in Western countries could lead 
to opportunities to smuggle some developed CBRN 
weapons into Western countries to expand its attacks 
into the West.9

IS perhaps has felt it could get away with using 
chemical weapons because it perceives itself free from 
effective outside interference in “moderate” use of 
CBRN weapons. One reason is that the international 
community did not seriously punish Bashar al-Assad 
for his use of chemical weapons against Syrian rebels.10 
Moreover, its leaders may feel it can operate with im-
punity since forces arrayed against it currently do not 
threaten IS with total destruction. Though IS has lost 
some terrain, it has proven to be tenacious.

IS and the global community know the West is 
war-weary and would likely be hesitant to commit 
heavily to another intervention in the Middle East, even 
if provoked and taunted by IS using CBRN weapons. 
This IS perception has been further emboldened by 
the March 2016 announcement by Russian President 
Vladimir Putin of withdrawals of Russian forces from 
Syria. This also could be perceived as signaling Russian 
reluctance to become further involved in the situation 
even if IS were to use a CBRN device.

If the United States and Russia were interested in in-
tervening to prevent IS from using CBRN weapons, the 
question would become, “What can realistically be done 
to stop their use?” Most actors outside IS (including 
the United States) do not possess sufficient intelligence 
on it to craft a feasible and confident deterrent—one 
that would be expected to deincentivize use of CBRN 
weapons.11 Also, IS’s occupation of urban centers and 
its presence among civilian populations foster concerns 
regarding possible collateral damage. Such concerns pre-
vent nations like the United States from using massive 
bombing campaigns to target IS—and from holding 
a credible nuclear deterrent against potential CBRN 

weapons use. Additionally, IS cares little about inter-
national taboos against chemical or nuclear weapons 
use because it is not interested in participating in the 
international nation-state system. As a pseudostate, IS 
uniquely straddles the lines of rationale of state govern-
ments (e.g., governing within its borders, and funding 
itself) and of terrorist groups (e.g., a desire to recruit and 
mobilize the Sunni Muslim population).

Clearly, IS is interested in weapons that can effect 
massive destruction and terror. However, its sweeping 
statements and ambitious objectives do not help nar-
row the scope of the types of weapons it might use. The 
past use of chemical weapons identifies a pattern of use 
of specific tools. Assessing the feasibility of acquiring 
and the usefulness of implementation of CBRN weap-
ons will help refine the threat assessment.

Attainability
The most practical challenges to using CBRN 

weapons arise from the acquisition or development, 
weaponization, and delivery of the weapons. At each 
stage, nuclear weapons are ruled out as a viable threat. 
International tracking systems of enriched uranium 
tend to ensure against IS’s ability to acquire fissile ma-
terial, and IS has no access to the amounts of low-grade 
uranium and processing facilities required to manufac-
ture its own fissile material. Additionally, acquisition 
of a “loose nuke” from a country such as Pakistan is 
highly unlikely. There would be no incentive for a state 
to sponsor a weapon transfer to IS due to the unpre-
dictability of how IS would use it. Additionally, there 
is an extreme likelihood of successful attribution, and 
subsequent retribution by the United States and other 
nations, against the supplier.12

Certain radiological materials that would be use-
ful for an RDD, or “dirty bomb,” are potentially more 
accessible. An RDD requires less quantity and a lower 
grade of radioactive material than is needed for a nuclear 
weapon. However, IS would also need significant logis-
tical measures for safe materiel transport and handling, 
making this an unappealing option of CBRN weapons. 
In 2014, IS was reported to have acquired ninety pounds 
of low-grade uranium that might be of limited use for a 
dirty bomb. However, it would be hard for IS to acquire 
and appropriately handle radioactive material such as 
cesium-137, which could cause effects quickly and could 
be dissolved in water for mass dissemination.13
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Nonetheless, vulnerabilities in legitimate states’ 
control of radioactive material may present opportuni-
ties for IS. As IS exploits its territorial holds over areas 
with civil infrastructure and gains more recruits abroad, 
it might be able to steal cesium-137, used in cancer ther-
apies, from hospitals. Law enforcement has intercepted 
attempts by criminal organizations to sell cesium-137, 
believed taken from Russian hospitals, to IS.14

Illicit trade offers IS potential access to materials not 
currently within their reach. There are concerns in Iraq 
and some Western countries over reportedly stolen irid-
ium-192, and Belgian authorities have speculated that 
IS operatives are searching for places in Europe to steal 
radioisotopes to use in an RDD.15

IS’s control over territory provides it access to indus-
trial areas with toxic industrial chemicals and laboratory 
facilities that could enable the development of biological 
toxins or chemical agents. Dual-use chemicals such as 
chlorine are relatively easy to acquire and can be dis-
seminated via aerosols and other crude, easily developed 

methods. IS’s geographical location in Syria and Iraq, 
countries that likely hold undisclosed stockpiles of old 
chemical munitions, also could facilitate IS’s acquisition 
of complete chemical munitions that it could deliver 
via artillery systems. As long as IS holds territory, it can 
enjoy a relatively safe haven for unimpeded experimen-
tation with CBRN weapons. However, intelligence leaks 
present a clear vulnerability. A recently captured IS 
chemical weapons specialist provided detailed reports 
on IS’s chemical weapons program, resulting in allied air 
strikes against key targets.16

Despite some freedom for experimentation, develop-
ment of deliverable biological toxins would remain very 
difficult. While IS could easily get strains of toxins like 
anthrax, very sophisticated technology and expertise are 
required to produce it into a powdered form for max-
imum effect.17 Chemical agents are generally easier to 
manufacture and weaponize than biological agents.

Two resources other than territory also enable 
IS’s potential to attain CBRN capabilities: money and 

Medics assigned to 2nd Battalion, 502nd Infantry Regiment, Task Force Strike, along with other coalition partners, evaluate a simulated casualty 
during chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear exposure training in Erbil, Iraq, 23 May 2016. This was among the first training exercises the 
regiment’s soldiers conducted with their coalition partners during Operation Inherent Resolve. This training is an integral part of multinational 
efforts to train Iraqi Security Force personnel to defeat the Islamic State. (Photo by 1st Lt. Daniel Johnson, U.S. Army)
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recruits. IS has enormous financial resources, which 
is unusual for a terrorist group. In February 2015, 
revenues from oil assets were estimated at $1–2 million 
per day, and it uses ransoms, taxes, and human traffick-
ing to raise more.18 This provides ample funding for its 
priority missions of fighting and governing while also 
allowing investment in developing a CBRN program. 
IS also has a major advantage over other terrorist 
groups in the expertise of its personnel due to its size. 
While the core of al-Qaida holds only a few hundred 
members, in the spring of 2015, IS was estimated to 
have over thirty thousand fighters with diverse back-
grounds from over eighty countries.19 IS’s unprecedent-
ed recruitment ability provides a remarkable pool of 
expertise from which it can draw. This means that IS 
can find people with the necessary skills to help create 
weapons while also being able to absorb and replace 
losses from dangerous experimentation.

Efficacy
Understanding the usefulness of CBRN weapons 

to IS requires considering conventional warfare and 
terrorism since IS has shifted across the spectrum 

between terrorist group and pseudo-state. Armies can 
use CBRN agents, particularly chemical weapons, for 
area denial against enemy forces and to slow enemy 
movement.20 However, they are inconsistent weapons 
at best. Dynamic weather conditions such as humidity, 
temperature, and wind can have a significant effect 
on the potency and dispersion of agents.21 Even if a 
military possessed the technical capacity to weaponize 
chemical agents, those weapons are very hard to use to 
reap mass casualties, as is evident in the relatively low 
death rates of IS chemical attacks.22 Agents that deliver 
well over a large area (typically nonpersistent gases) 
dissipate quickly. Agents that have more long-lasting 
effects (persistent liquids) do not affect as wide an 
area and deny all parties, including the source military, 
access to that terrain.

Most biological toxins are very difficult to engi-
neer and even more difficult to control, making them 
unfavorable for use in conventional warfare. Blowback 
during production and dissemination is a concern for 
both chemical and biological weapons. The risk of ex-
posure to friendly forces is high due to the difficulty of 
detecting toxins and the communicability of diseases. 

Soldiers from the Yanshuf (Owl) Battalion of the Israeli Army Defense Force, specializing in CBRN warfare, conduct training 1 November 2010 
at the Israeli-occupied Syrian Golan Heights, during the final military exercise of the Squad Commanders Training Course. (Photo by Ori 
Shifrin, Israeli Defense Force Spokesperson’s Film Unit via Wikimedia Commons) 
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Out of an instinct for self-preservation, armies tend to 
avoid biological warfare.

While I have ruled out nuclear weapons as a viable 
threat, IS likely is pursuing the capability for an RDD. 
However, any dirty bomb 
that IS detonates will 
likely be more for experi-
mentation or for inflicting 
terror rather than for 
inflicting heavy casualties. 
The uranium IS currently 
possesses likely is too low 
grade to be very effective, 
but even highly radioac-
tive material poses efficacy 
issues. Dirty bombs are 
peculiar devices that instill 
fear in the public but in re-
ality are not very different 
from any normal bomb. 
Radiation exposure is re-
lated to material amount, 
proximity, and time.23 
A bomb’s explosion would 
disperse its radioactive 
material in small pieces 
over a wide area. People 
not killed or seriously 
injured in the blast would 
move away from the site, 
removing them from more 
damaging exposure. The 
greatest physical threat 
comes from the explosion 
itself and from potential 
inhalation of radioactive 
dust particles in the area.24 RDDs work best for area 
contamination and psychological impact. The public is 
afraid of the effects of radiation. Although the physical 
damage caused by an RDD would be limited, its detona-
tion or release (or even a false claim of an RDD deto-
nation) would instill fear in the population and drain 
resources from any government body trying to detect 
and decontaminate the area.

Tactical CBRN weapons can have strategic ef-
fects through deterrence and intimidation, which can 
support the perpetrator’s political agenda. Here, the 

ambiguous term “WMD” works in IS’s favor by attach-
ing a stigma of horror and devastation to the public’s 
view of any CBRN tool. IS could use a small chemical 
weapons arsenal to deter intervention by foreign pow-

ers and to intimidate a 
rebellious domestic pop-
ulation under its control. 
Use of CBRN weapons 
could provoke greater 
sectarian fighting while 
also discrediting other 
opposition groups and 
governments by exposing 
their inability to protect 
their populations from 
suffering, all of which 
would serve IS’s objec-
tives. These examples of 
strategic effects point 
to IS leveraging CBRN 
weapons as an instrument 
of terror in the region.

Psychological effects, 
especially fear, are key 
elements of IS’s gover-
nance and expansion. 
The suffering CBRN 
weapons could cause, 
and mystery surround-
ing them, can intimidate 
potential opponents into 
submission or desertion. 
IS likely will continue 
to use chemical weap-
ons and will attempt 
to branch out to other 

CBRN methods to reinforce fear of resistance as well 
as to draw attention from the news media. As IS con-
tinues to rely upon media coverage to spark recruit-
ment and influx of foreign fighters, CBRN weapons 
could be a means for it to stay relevant and visible, 
and to recruit individuals attracted to IS’s successes.

Based on IS’s probable lack of CBRN protective 
equipment and its desire to continue expanding the 
boundaries of the caliphate, IS most likely would resort 
to using chemical weapons for conventional tactical 
purposes primarily as a means to slow or hold off a 

Army and Navy explosive ordnance disposal technicians prepare un-
exploded ordnance for demolition at a safe disposal area 11 Octo-
ber 2003 in Baghdad, Iraq. The joint teams work diligently to destroy 
the sizable quantities of ordnance to reduce and ultimately eliminate 
weapons and ammunition available to insurgents for use against co-
alition troops. (Photo by Journalist Seaman Erica Gardner, U.S. Navy) 
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major enemy ground offensive approaching its defens-
es. However, the psychological effects for population 
control and recruitment hold CBRN weapons’ great-
est value to IS. For a force that is willing to use them, 
CBRN weapons are likely a psychological weapon, or a 
measure of desperation.

Acceptability
I have outlined the feasibility and purpose of IS 

acquiring and using CBRN weapons. The final step in 
the threat assessment is determining the acceptability 
within IS to resort to these methods of violence. IS has 
a history of barbarism paired with feigned religious 
justifications that reveal no qualms with using such 
weapons, although a logical analysis of the response 
costs by IS leadership ought to spark some hesitancy.

IS uses acts of terror on a daily basis as a means 
of statecraft and conquest. These include the sys-
tematic rape and enslavement of women, agonizing 
public executions (e.g., beheadings, immolations, and 
crucifixions), and suicide bombings.25 Next to these, 
the effects of some chemical weapons may seem un-
remarkable to IS fighters, except in the aura of terror 
that surrounds the WMD label. IS relies on a fatwa 
(an Islamic religious ruling) to provide religious legit-
imacy for the use of WMD.26 With many IS fighters 
holding apocalyptic world views, CBRN weapons 
would just be other necessary tools for establish-
ing the kingdom of God on Earth. Clearly, IS holds 
no moral reservations about using CBRN weapons 
against its enemies.

While IS leadership and fighters would find the 
suffering caused by CBRN acceptable, they may not 
welcome certain response costs that would be inflict-
ed by foreign powers or even the local populations. 

Nations like the United States and local communities 
find the use of CBRN weapons abhorrent, and IS 
most likely does not want to provoke a more signifi-
cant Western involvement in the region at this time as 
it continues its struggle to shore up territorial control. 
Unlike usual terrorist groups, IS perceives and admin-
isters itself as a state with infrastructure, territory, 
and a military, which present vulnerabilities to an 
intensive Western conventional military confronta-
tion.27 The West’s willingness to intervene is limited, 
and IS would benefit from the West’s maintaining 
that preference because IS would avoid becoming the 
target of European and American armies. Based on 
its use of violence, acceptable use of CBRN weapons 
for IS includes periodic but limited use as an ele-
ment of psychological warfare to maintain order and 
discipline, to incapacitate and impede non-Western 
opponent forces, and in a final measure of conven-
tional defense.

Conclusion
With IS’s vicious tactics becoming commonplace 

and a limited international political will to step in, pe-
riodic low-level use of chemical weapons is becoming 
relatively routine in Iraq and Syria. IS has displayed 
interest in all aspects of CBRN weapons and currently 
has the capacity to acquire and effectively use chemi-
cal agents. Though it may experiment with radiolog-
ical and biological means, chemical weapons pose the 
most likely threat to IS’s enemies.

The views expressed in this article are the author’s 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of Office of 
Management and Budget, the administration, or the 
U.S. government.
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Growing Army 
Professionals
Closing the Values Gap
Lt. Col. Thomas R. Matelski, U.S. Army

Sgt. 1st Class Trevor Munn, right, an infantryman with Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 2nd Battalion, 508th Parachute Infantry Reg-
iment, 2nd Brigade Combat Team, 82nd Airborne Division, repeats the oath of enlistment with Lt. Gen. Stephen Townsend, the commander 
of XVIII Airborne Corps, aboard a C-17 Globemaster III prior to conducting an airborne operation 17 February 2016 at Fort Bragg, North 
Carolina. (Photo courtesy of U.S. Army) 
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[We will] foster continued commitment to the Army 
Profession, a noble and selfless calling founded on the bedrock 
of trust.

—U.S. Army Gen. Raymond T. Odierno

As the U.S. Army transitions from the conflicts 
of the last fifteen years to a more home-sta-
tion-focused effort on training and readiness, 

it has spent 
intellectual and 
developmental 
energy on defin-
ing its future as a 
profession vice a 
bureaucracy. In 
Army Doctrine 
Reference 
Publication 
(ADRP) 1, The 
Army Profession, 
Army leader-
ship has estab-
lished a sound 
framework for 
a professional 
force dedicated to protecting the nation that has been 
entrusted to its care.

Unfortunately, while the Army profession has been 
studied, described, and written about, a transition in 
culture has been taking place within the very core of the 
Army profession. With changes to social and cultur-
al values in the last decade, the Army now has a gap 
between the norms of the profession that ADRP 1 seeks 
to foster and the core values of its newest soldiers.1 Those 
soldiers often do not identify with the seven Army 
Values that are the foundation of honorable service as 
understood by the Army. The values of loyalty, duty, re-
spect, selfless service, honor, integrity, and personal cour-
age resonate quite differently now with soldiers from a 
culture that has evolved toward relativism focused on 
the circumstances of the moment.2

How, then, do we close the gap between the Army 
profession and the younger soldiers that increasingly 
comprise the profession itself? Our battalion successfully 
accomplished this through a unique training concept 
that reinforced training on the Army Values with 

real-world vignettes presented at historical venues that 
demonstrated what happened when those values were 
applied correctly and incorrectly.

An Essential Discussion: 
Can Values Be Taught?

Before addressing how to bridge the gap between so-
cietal values and the Army Values, it is important to ask 
the question of whether values can be taught.

Values and 
moral education are 
typically seen in a 
spiritual education 
aspect, but this 
does not adequate-
ly describe their 
purpose; values 
transcend faith. For 
example, the United 
Nations maintains a 
set of universal core 
values.3 And, busi-
nesses such as Delta 
Airlines establish 
core values.4 The 
Army, then, with 

the Army Values, is not unique in its conviction that 
values can, and should be taught.

In a study conducted in the 1980s, William H. 
Bruening proposed that the question is not whether val-
ues can or cannot be taught, but how to align the form of 
instruction with the particular content. Bruening writes, 
“The form, then, must allow the students to freely choose 
his/her values and accept the consequences for the choic-
es. … The teachers of courses in moral education must 
then be viable role models for the students.”5 He goes on 
to establish that values cannot be directly taught but can 
be learned indirectly through instruction that is relevant 
and gives students a choice. Based on Bruening’s conclu-
sion, the question is not whether values can be taught to 
new soldiers, but what method is effective for bridging 
the values gap between them and the Army profession.

More Than a Valid Concern: 
Challenges from the Top

During the Pre-Command Course, board-selected 
officers and command sergeants major at the battalion 

97th Civil Affairs Battalion (Airborne) soldiers tour Arlington National Cemetery in Ar-
lington, Virginia, during the unit’s March 2014 Army Values training trip. (Photo courtesy 
of Lt. Col. Thomas Matelski, U.S. Army) 
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and brigade levels attend sessions in which they receive 
insights and guidance from Army senior leaders. One 
such session was provided by then Chief of Staff of the 
Army Gen. Raymond T. Odierno and then Sergeant 
Major of the Army Raymond F. Chandler in April 2013. 
Having heard disturbing statistics on incident trends 

across the Army from the provost marshal of the Army, 
Chandler challenged the assembled leadership: “We 
need your help. Our Initial Entry Training is not suffi-
cient … to enculturate our soldiers to the Army Values. 
That job now falls to you commanders and command 
sergeants major to figure out innovative ways to ingrain 
our soldiers to the values that drive our Army.”6 The ser-
geant major of the Army’s challenge resonated through 
the crowd, and, as an incoming battalion commander, I 
took that challenge seriously.

Additionally, through a series of high-visibility mis-
conduct situations across the Department of Defense, 
public speculation is rampant that the senior leaders of 
today’s Army do not understand how to recognize change 
and implement actions to adapt to change.7 Simply put, 
the Army must change its perspective (its frames of ref-
erence) to address the growing gap between the values of 
incoming soldiers and those of the Army profession.8

Addressing Values in the Army 
Professional Lifecycle

In ADRP 1, the Army professional certification 
model is laid out as a lifelong process (see figure 1).9 
Along with membership in the Army profession, service 
to the Nation can be viewed in terms of a technical 
profession: initial-entry soldiers can be considered ap-
prentices, soldiers past their initial term can be regarded 

as journeypersons, and career soldiers can be deemed 
Army professionals. As an apprentice, a soldier in Initial 
Entry Training receives exposure to the basic soldier 
skills and technical expertise required to operate at the 
entry level of the Army profession. Education in the 
Army Values takes the form of a set of briefing slides de-

veloped by the Army Training and Doctrine Command 
(TRADOC). Inculcation of the Army Values is just one 
aspect of the overall developmental process. However, 
the first opportunity for most soldiers to readily identify 
and experience the influence of the Army’s values is in 
their first unit assignment.

In their first unit assignment, new soldiers find 
continued focus on the Army Values driven by the 
command climate within their units, as well as by their 
commanders’ prioritization and emphasis on various 
training and operational activities. How, then, does a 
unit commander enculturate the Army Values and 
foster a sense of belonging to the Army profession? As 
a soldier transitions from apprentice to journeyperson, 
few tools are available to leaders of the units in which 
they will serve.

How to Proceed in a Resource-
Constrained Environment

Army leaders are now being required to do the same 
tasks with as much vigor as before, but with significant-
ly fewer resources. “Innovation” becomes a cliché for 
making more happen with less. In finding effective ways 
to foster the Army profession, innovation is precisely 
what is needed, and with a good measure of ingenuity as 
well. Making the Army Values a real, impactful part of 
the transition to journeyperson in an innovative way can 

Voluntary
entry

Oath of 
service

Member of the
Army profession

Initial
certi�cation

Progressive
certi�cations

End of o�cial 
service

Aspiring
professional

Serving
professional

Training, education, evaluations,
promotions, and assignments

Army retirees and 
Army veterans of 
honorable service

Figure 1. The Army Professional Certification Process
(Graphic reproduced from Army Doctrine Reference Publication 1, The Army Profession, 2015)
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help overcome the challenges of cultivating the moral 
development of junior Army professionals.

A senior Army leader once shared his insights with 
respect to planning and execution, saying not to plan for 
a constrained set of objectives. He instructed his staff to 
tell him what they needed to do. He considered it his job 
to get resources if they were important for execution.10 
In that light, our leadership team took our eyes tempo-
rarily off resources and planned for an overall objective: 
Develop and implement an innovative values-based 
training concept. The following vignette provides one 
example of how this committed group of individuals 
took that challenge on.

Example of a Values-Based 
Training Concept

In the fall of 2013, our battalion chaplain, Capt. 
Rob Nofsinger, sat down with our command sergeant 
major and me to discuss guidance for developing a 
unique training concept focused on the Army Values. 
The guidance was simple: develop a set of vignettes 

focused on aspects of the seven Army Values, and use 
an experiential learning model to increase the soldiers’ 
ability to relate to Army culture. The intent was to 
demonstrate what happens when Army Values are 
applied correctly and incorrectly, particularly within 
the context of U.S. history. Given the close proximity of 
the National Capital Region to Fort Bragg, we recom-
mended looking at Arlington National Cemetery and 
the National Holocaust Museum as venues that would 
reinforce the lessons.

Over the next few weeks, the staff conducted a 
series of idea sessions with some of the junior non-
commissioned officers (NCOs) in the battalion to gain 
insights on how to make the training more relevant. 
For the junior NCOs, this opportunity was more 
challenging than running a range: it was an opportuni-
ty to make a lasting impression on the junior soldiers. 
The team worked through connections in the National 
Capital Region to determine the best way to conduct 
the event. We queried our soldiers to assess the in-
terest of attending a values-based training event. The 

The unit ministry team leads members of the 97th Civil Affairs Battalion (Airborne) during a visit to the U.S. Marine Corps War Memorial as part 
of the battalion’s March 2014 Army Values training trip to Washington, D.C. (Photo courtesy of Lt. Col. Thomas Matelski, U.S. Army)
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response was overwhelmingly positive but also very 
telling: a majority of the respondents had never been to 
their national capital!

The emerging concept was simple: transport 
twenty-five soldiers and three trainers to Washington, 
D.C., conduct training, learn and apply the Army 
Values, and then return to home station. The intent 
was to keep overhead low and provide maximum op-
portunity to challenge our soldiers. Nofsinger and the 
junior NCOs envisioned a discussion-focused event 
rather than a typical briefing-style class. The soldiers 
would learn from 
their peers as well as 
from participating 
leaders. The memo-
randum of instruction 
provided the overall 
concept of operations:

AR [Army 
Regulation] 600-
100 and www.
army.mil/values 
were used as the 
basis for the guid-
ed discussions. 
Various dictio-
nary definitions 
and word uses 
further enhance 
the discussions. 
The stories and 
settings of each 
of the locations 
in Washington, 
D.C., will pro-
vide context 
and examples of 
how each of the 
values can be 
demonstrated. 
Throughout the 
presentations and discussions, three basic 
questions are addressed: What? How? Why? 
First, we discuss what each value is, then how 
it can be expressed, and, finally, why each 
value is vital for each soldier to demonstrate. 
Each soldier will be given the task to give 

a final presentation of 5–10 minutes high-
lighting how they specifically deepened their 
understanding of one or more of the Army 
Values throughout the training.11

It sounds easy and executable, right? But, it was 
not so easy.

Barriers to Innovation: 
Staff Coordination

The problem with innovation is that it is all about 
perceptions. The idea of providing effective, high-quality 

training for soldiers soon 
was mired down in staff 
processes and traditional 
modes of instruction. 
Questions arose such as 
“Why can’t your soldiers 
just conduct classroom 
training with PowerPoint 
slides?”, “How much mon-
ey is this going to cost? You 
know that we are worried 
about spending money,” 
and “Is this mission-essen-
tial training?” The one-
page white paper outlining 
the training concept and 
budget estimate was not 
sufficient for quick and 
easy approval for execu-
tion. What seemed evident 
to our battalion seemed 
foreign and difficult to 
grasp to others.

Each of the conver-
sations ended with the 
following statement: 
“I’m not sure whether 
you should be doing this. 
I’ll ask my counterpart 
at higher headquarters.” 

After receipt of the final legal review, there still were 
questions that required answers. Approval for execution 
was granted, but only with the guarantee of a detailed 
after-action review upon completion. The result was an 
approved concept: Four days for twenty-five soldiers and 
three trainers to go to Washington, D.C., and conduct 

Figure 2. Soldier Feedback on 
Values-Based Training

(Image by Lt. Col. Thomas R. Matelski, U.S. Army)
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values-based training. The program would include stops 
at Arlington National Cemetery, the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum, the United States House 
of Representatives, and the National Mall. Billeting was 
provided free at Fort McNair. The total cost of the event 
comprised the cost of using two vehicles.

We were primed and ready for execution. 
Excitement in the battalion was palpable. The event 
was something new and unique. The junior NCOs pro-
vided a thoughtful, meaningful set of learning goals for 
our soldiers. Nofsinger provided the leadership team 
with periodic updates, and the immediate feedback was 
that the event was turning out to be a home run. The 
results were better than expected.

Feedback, After-Action Review, 
and Revision

Upon completion of the first values-based training 
event, we conducted a thorough after-action review with 

the battalion staff, as well as a feedback session with the 
soldiers who participated. Our soldiers returned from 
the event excited and eager to share what they learned 
with their peers. The junior NCOs and leadership team 
saw firsthand what a little innovation, ingenuity, and 
hard work could produce. The training was of significant 
value and exceeded all expectations in helping soldiers 
understand the importance of the Army Values. It illus-
trated how maintaining the Army culture as a part of 
the profession of arms is truly important.

The greatest impression came from the facilita-
tor-led interactive vignettes and the authentic histor-
ical events the facilitators recounted to add historical 
context. For example, a vignette on selfless service was 
followed by a visit to Arlington National Cemetery to 
observe the changing of the guard at the Tomb of the 
Unknown Soldier. The Holocaust Museum tour followed 
a discussion on respect, and the National Archives pro-
vided insights into the importance of the Army and the 

Figure 3. Values-Based Training Concept, February 2015
(Graphic from Lt. Col. Thomas Matelski, U.S. Army)
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Nation’s early history. Every venue, to include a twilight 
tour of the National Mall, provided context for a mean-
ingful discussion of Army Values. Through this training, 
our soldiers saw the relevance of the Army Values and 
their ties to the Army profession.

It is important to note that the cost of the first 
event was kept low because of a network of trust-based 
relationships made possible by the Army. Trust, as de-
scribed in The Army Profession, “serves as a vital organiz-
ing principle that establishes the conditions necessary 
for mission command. Trust is earned and reinforced 
as Army professionals contribute to the mission and 
perform their duty, seeking and communicating the 
truth and acting with integrity.”12 In the case of the 
values-based training event, it was the trust between 
soldiers with varying years of service that enabled the 
event to become reality.

The Arlington Cemetery tour was arranged by a 
chaplain who previously served in the same brigade as 
our battalion. The backstage tour of the U.S. Capitol 
Building came because of coordination with a for-
mer brigade officer serving in the Office of the Chief 
Legislative Liaison. Finally, billeting was arranged 
through NCO connections at Fort McNair barracks.

Individual soldier feedback provided the most com-
pelling evidence of the success of the event. “I’m glad 
my unit made the investment in me important enough 
to allow me to attend,” one soldier said. “I now have a 
deeper understanding of why I joined the Army.”13

Another soldier commented, “It actually taught me 
the Army Values, and allowed me to see them in action 
and get a better understanding of them.”14 Figure 2 (page 
80) provides a detailed example of the feedback from a 
soldier who attended.15

Round Two: Bigger and Better
The feedback from the first iteration immediately 

drove us to conduct the values-based training a second 
time. Although several key players changed after the first 
iteration, the intent and concept for execution remained 
largely the same: stay focused on soldier-led discussion 
and synthesis; show practical application in real, historical 
examples; and replicate the results in a regular, periodic 
concept of operations. We would challenge our junior 
NCOs even more by expanding the scope of events.

Challenged by the commander of U.S. Special 
Operations, Army Gen. Joseph Votel, during a 

commander’s conference in August 2014, we decided 
that New York City and Ground Zero would be an 
exciting venue to see and understand why we fight.16 
We decided to incorporate additional locations of his-
torical relevance to the training concept: Ellis Island in 
New York City and Independence Hall in Philadelphia. 
Time in the National Capital Region would be con-
ducted at the end of the event.

The staff process would be similar, but the concept 
was approved for execution. Figure 3 (previous page) 
highlights the overall concept of the operation.17

The staff challenges were similar to the first val-
ues-based training event, but this time there was solid 
feedback from the first iteration of training. The second 
iteration proved to be as successful as the first, but, unfor-
tunately, the values-based training event was restricted to 
the National Capital Region because of competing opera-
tional requirements. Funding was not approved through 
traditional budgetary processes, but the Fort Bragg 
Chaplains’ Tithes and Offerings Fund provided funds for 
the vehicles used. Our commitment remained the same: 
execute the event and to continue to provide a venue for 
soldiers to understand the Army culture and experience 
it in real and tangible ways.

Feedback was almost identical from the previous 
event, which confirmed the value, because only one sol-
dier had attended both training events. The results con-
vinced us that the values-based training concept should 
be applied across the Army. The concept proved to be an 
invaluable tool to connect soldiers to the Army in which 
they served and created a more cohesive team at work.

Recommendations and 
Final Thoughts

The values-based training was executed well with no 
issues of soldier indiscipline. Because the participants 
were a part of the learning and execution process, the 
prevailing mood was to “do things right and make it 
worthwhile.” The time-constrained nature of the second 
iteration reduced the number of available options, but the 
effects were the same. When queried about the desire to 
reenlist when the time came, the majority of responses 
were, “Yes! Absolutely.” Additionally, the training concept 
has been shared with other battalions at Fort Bragg and 
Joint Base Lewis-McChord.

The values-based training concept provides real, 
iterative connections with apprentice-level soldiers 
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and provides a deeper understanding of the Army 
profession. This makes it more likely that a group of 
apprentices would transition to journeyperson status 
and eventually become lifelong Army professionals.

The concept is applicable to all Army organizations. 
The proximity to the National Capital Region allowed 
ease of access for us, but there are historical venues 

close to nearly every Army installation that can provide 
relevant context for the Army Values. The values-based 
training concept can be applied across the Army simi-
lar to the Strong Bonds program, which helps soldiers 
improve personal relationships.18 Values-based training 
is essential to building a desire to be a lifelong member of 
the Army profession.
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How the Army’s Multi-
Source Assessment and 
Feedback Program Could 
Become a Catalyst for 
Leader Development
Col. Kevin McAninch, U.S. Army
Developing strategic thinkers, planners, and leaders is one of 
the most important things we do, and is grounded in the best 
possible training, education, and experiences.

—Gen. Mark A. Milley, Chief of Staff of the Army

The U.S. Army considers it important to develop 
leaders who can operate in the dynamic strategic 
environment of the twenty-first century. A com-

ponent of the Army’s training and leader development, 
and a tool in the self-development domain, is the Multi-
Source Assessment and Feedback (MSAF) program.1 The 
MSAF is a 360-degree leader development tool. It pro-
vides feedback to leaders who then can use it to inform 
and focus their self-development.2

Implemented in 2008, the MSAF ostensibly allows us-
ers “to navigate complex leadership challenges, to enhance 
leader adaptability and self-awareness, and to identify 
Army leaders’ strengths and weaknesses,” and it “guides 
their preparation for future leader responsibilities.”3 Many 
civilian organizations use 360-degree feedback for em-
ployee development.4 In the Army, officers are required 
to initiate assessments, provide assessments of others, and 
annotate the date of their MSAF event on their officer 
evaluation report (OER).5

However, requiring participation does not equate to 
developmental effectiveness. Civilian studies on post-as-
sessment feedback from 360-degree programs indicate 

widespread employee performance improvement is 
unlikely.6 Additionally, when the feedback is solely in the 
hands of the individual, accountability in interpreting it is 
lacking, and an inability to implement behavior changes 
is likely.7 Development fails to occur when rated officers 
are unaccountable, when they see the feedback as supple-
mental information, or when they view the assessment as 
an administrative event instead of part of their develop-
mental process.8 In other words, the tool can become just 
a bureaucratic hoop to jump through.

In their groundbreaking work Lying to Ourselves: 
Dishonesty in the Army Profession, Leonard Wong and 
Steven J. Gerras discuss the Army’s MSAF:

Requiring all officers to attest on their OERs 
that they have initiated a multi-source assess-
ment and feedback (MSAF) in the last three 
years probably has the well-intended purpose 
of socializing the force to 360-degree feedback. 
But, the unanticipated outcome has been the 
diminution of the gravitas of an officer’s signa-
ture as rated officers, raters, and senior raters 
dismiss the requirement as an administrative 
nuisance rather than an ethical choice.9

The Army is failing to make effective use of the 
MSAF. This failure is not because 360-degree assess-
ments are inherently flawed. Instead, it is because the 
Army’s implementation is flawed. With certain changes, 
the MSAF could be a powerful means for building the 
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kind of relationships that would enhance leader develop-
ment. The purpose of this article, therefore, is to influence 
the Army to improve how it uses the program.

The discussion first shows how and why the MSAF 
is failing to meet its goals. Then it describes a critical 
weakness in Army leader development efforts that a 
360-degree assessment tool could address, if implement-
ed effectively. Next, it analyzes ways the Army could 
respond to the evidence that Army leaders are scarcely 
benefitting from the MSAF. Finally, it recommends the 
Army adopt four initiatives that could make the MSAF 
an effective catalyst for leader development.

How the Army’s Multi-Source 
Assessment and Feedback Program 
Measures Up

Each year, the Center for Army Leadership con-
ducts surveys to assess leadership in the Army. It 
produces annual reports known as the Center for Army 

Leadership Annual Survey of Army Leadership (CASAL).10 
The reports cover a wide range of topics and capture 
“assessments from the field about leadership and leader 
development.”11 The center has been assessing the 
MSAF since 2010. The 2014 report, published June 
2015, describes the goal for the MSAF program: “The 
optimal impact of the process (i.e., improving leadership 
capabilities) is realized through the assessed leader’s 
actions that follow feedback receipt, such as request-
ing additional feedback from others, interacting with 
a coach, developing an individual leader development 
plan (ILDP), and self-initiated learning.”12

Unmet program goals. The 2014 CASAL highlights 
the disappointing state of the MSAF program. The report 
shows that most officers using MSAF do not value the 
program, do not devote effort to self-development and 
improvement, and do not internalize their feedback. 
The goals of the MSAF program are not being achieved. 
Indications also suggest “a culture of resistance” from 

Newly commissioned 2nd Lt. Alix Schoelcher Idrache became the Maryland Army National Guard’s first U.S. Military Academy graduate 
21 May 2016. Idrache, originally from Haiti, graduated at the top of his class in physics and will attend Army aviation school at Fort Rucker, 
Alabama. If properly implemented, multi-source assessment and feedback has the potential to greatly improve the development process for 
young officers like Idrache. (Photo by Sgt. Ryan Noyes, U.S. Army)
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officers toward the MSAF and the mandat-
ed OER block entry.13 Indicators from the 
2014 CASAL include that—
• 	 About 80 percent of officers had 

participated as an assessed leader 
over the thirty-six months before the 
survey date.

• 	 In the Active Component, 32 percent 
of field grade, 33 percent of company 
grade, and 38 percent of warrant offi-
cers rated the MSAF as effective.

• 	 About two-thirds of officers and three-
fourths of warrant officers only initiat-
ed MSAF to meet OER requirements.

• 	 Seventy percent of leaders did not 
complete an ILDP.

• 	 Two thirds reported devoting minimal 
effort to the MSAF feedback.

• 	 Only 10 percent used virtual improve-
ment coaching.14

The 2012 and 2013 CASALs report 
similar findings that indicate a downward 
trend in the effectiveness of the MSAF as 
a catalyst for leader development. Table 
1, which compares CASAL results over 
three years, indicates virtually no positive 
trends in the Army’s MSAF program be-
tween 2012 and 2014. The 2010 and 2011 
CASAL reports used different indicators 
to assess the MSAF so those results are 
not included in table 1. Of note, in 2010 
only 27 percent and in 2011 only 29 per-
cent of leaders rated the MSAF as having 
a great or moderate impact on their devel-
opment, and in 2010 only 56 percent of 
respondents reported taking full advan-
tage of the program.15

The 2014 CASAL survey asked respon-
dents to rate thirteen leader development practices ac-
cording to whether they had a large, moderate, or small 
positive impact on their development as a leader. Among 
all respondents combined, the MSAF came in last: 54 
percent rated it as having the least impact of all develop-
ment activities.16 Despite weaknesses in how the program 
typically is used, however, 22 percent found it had a large 
impact on their growth as leaders. If the program were 
better managed, this number could become much higher.

Reasons 360-degree feedback fails. Considering 
the data in table 1, it might seem too early to draw a 
definitive conclusion on trends in the effectiveness of 
the MSAF program. However, this article proposes 
a second analytical rubric that suggests similar con-
clusions. Table 2 aligns general summary statements 
of the CASAL’s MSAF results to leadership trainer 
Craig Chappelow’s “Eight Reasons 360 Feedback 
Fails.”17 Chappelow bases the eight reasons on his 
fifteen years’ experience in managing a 360-degree 
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assessment program for the 
Center for Creative Leadership 
(CCL). He calls the eight reasons 
mistakes because they lead to 
failure. Therefore, the arrows in 
column three represent this arti-
cle’s interpretation of the MSAF 
results in relation to Chappelow’s 
eight reasons for failure: A green 
upward-pointing arrow indicates a 
favorable comparison (the MSAF 
is not failing because of that specif-
ic reason); a red downward-point-
ing arrow indicates that the MSAF 
is trending toward failure in that 
category; and an amber horizontal 
arrow indicates a neutral trend.18

How Army Leaders Fail 
to Develop Others

One other negative trend re-
garding Army leader development, 
as observed in the 2010–2014 
CASAL reports, stands out: Army 
leaders consistently rate low in 
developing others:
• 	 In 2014, developing oth-

ers was rated as the Army’s 
lowest leader competency and 
the only category below the 
Army’s established bench-
mark, with “more than half [of 
Army leaders] receiv[ing] in-
formal performance feedback 
occasionally or less often.”19

• 	 In 2013, “Develops others continues to be the 
competency most needing improvement.”20

• 	 In 2012, “Develops others continues to be the compe-
tency most needing improvement.”21

• 	 In 2011, “One consistent exception in strong indica-
tors is the Develops Others competency. Many leaders 
are perceived as not providing useful counseling, nor 
encouraging individual development, and not show-
ing genuine concern for subordinate development.”22

• 	 In 2010, “Develop Others is also identified in 
Army MSAF data as the greatest developmental 
need of leaders.”23

While the MSAF is directly related to the leader com-
petency called prepares self, the inability for Army leaders 
to develop others shows the alarming rate at which leaders 
are not taking responsibility to those they lead.24 This is 
an individual and a leader responsibility that clearly is 
not occurring to the extent needed. A well-implemented 
MSAF could help the Army remedy this problem.

More structure is needed to link a rated officer’s 
MSAF assessment with other leaders who can fulfill 
the responsibility to develop others.25 The consistent 
negative perception of assessed leaders toward those 
they view as responsible to develop them, combined 
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with a negative trend in the MSAF program, represents 
a failure for the Army.

However, the situation also presents an opportuni-
ty for the Army to assess potential positive impacts of 
the MSAF on leader development resources. The 2014 
CASAL suggests that a linkage between developing oth-
ers and self-development is important to the Army:

The practice of subordinate development (i.e., 
leaders’ abilities to develop others) has been 
consistently found to be an area for improve-
ment in past CASAL surveys, and should con-
tinue to receive the Army’s attention and fo-
cus. Subordinate leader development requires 
a concerted effort in both enabling superiors 
to do it well and holding them accountable for 
this leadership responsibility. Further, given 
the frequent percentage of superiors who are 
rated ineffective or neutral, the role of every 
Army leader in their own development is 
elevated in importance.26

How the Army Could Address 
the MSAF Trends

The MSAF is not the catalyst for leader develop-
ment that it could be. With Army leaders indicating 
they consider the MSAF program of limited effective-
ness, declining in value since 2012, and increasingly only 
initiated to meet an OER requirement, the Army needs 
to address the way ahead for the MSAF. Four options 
are worthy of discussion: keeping the program as it is, 
scrapping the program, making the program voluntary, 
or improving the program.

Keeping the program as it is. The first option is to 
do nothing and leave the current program just as it is: a 
low-cost, easy-to-use, web-based application that puts 
the professional responsibility on the individual to seek 
and implement self-development. Small but positive 
improvements from the program benefit some users. 
However, with the trends over the past few years as 
mostly negative, doing nothing would be, at best, com-
placency. Moreover, it would increase mistrust in an 
Army program of record.

Scrapping the program. A second option is to scrap 
the program altogether (due to its generally ranking 
lowest in value for leader development) and eliminate 
the requirement for the OER block check (due to the 
inadvertent creation of the culture of resistance). This 

would satisfy Wong and Gerras’s recommendation to 
put a “restraint in the propagation of requirements and 
compliance checks.”27 However, because of its low cost 
and the positive impact to some professionals who use 
the MSAF as intended, this option is not recommend-
ed. Eliminating the program would also run counter 
to a 2014 RAND report that concluded, “making 
360 feedback available for developmental use in the 
military services is a good idea.”28 Eliminating the pro-
gram would also run counter to current research that 
supports the need: “Leadership development is one of 
the most pressing issues facing organizations globally 
today—and represents a great chance for them to seize 
competitive advantage in their industries … ‘the future 
success of organizations lies in the bench strength of 
its leaders and in the developmental opportunities that 
are afforded to them.’”29

Making the program voluntary. A third option 
would be for the Army to continue to make the tool 
available but change it to voluntary. This would likely 
change the negative perception and the culture of re-
sistance if the OER requirement were also dropped, 
while still providing a resource to those with inter-
est to take advantage of the program. As a volun-
tary program, it could mirror the execution of the 
Army War College’s Strategic Leadership Feedback 
Program. This program offers 360-degree multirater 
assessments, comparisons with other students’ as-
sessments, and outreach and feedback.30 A voluntary 
system, it reports an annual class participation rate 
of 93 percent, with 91 percent of participants rating 
it “a critical component of their professional military 
education experience.”31

Improving the system. The last and most advisable 
option is to improve the system of implementation and 
gradually add more guided or structured self-develop-
ment to the MSAF program. Initiatives to support this 
option would require increased organizational support 
and effort. The Commander 360 program illustrates 
examples of specific improvements. As of February 2016, 
it directs centrally selected commanders at the rank of 
lieutenant colonel and colonel to conduct two 360-degree 
assessments during their command tenure, and it directs 
increased rater involvement; therefore, could the MSAF 
do the same?32 This increased organizational support 
and effort in the Commander 360 program focuses on 
enhancing leader growth, increasing rater involvement 
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in the development process, and encouraging greater 
leader-to-leader development.

As the CCL indicates, “The goal of an effective 
360-feedback implementation should be positive, 
measurable, long-term leadership growth and develop-
ment … in conjunction with organizational support.”33 
Organizational support must come from the leader; the 
person charged to develop others. The superior, rater, or 
senior rater must invest the time in developing others 
and focus on the MSAF beyond just the initiation and 
OER data entry. Leaders have a responsibility to do this, 
not only to develop others but also to ensure the Army’s 
bench strength of leaders remains strong and the Army 
does not develop a leadership gap in which new leaders 
lack critical skills.34

How to Make the Multi-Source 
Assessment and Feedback 
Program Effective

This article recommends improving the MSAF 
program through four initiatives consistent with re-
search on 360-degree feedback programs:
1.	 Enforce follow-up.
2.	 Require development of an ILDP.
3.	 Train leaders to coach and mentor in professional 

military education (PME).
4.	 Restructure tools to support vertical development.

These initiatives would return the MSAF to its in-
tent of “a better-led force, with leaders who are capable 
of leading in a range of military operations.”35

Initiative 1: Enforce follow-up. Research indicates 
follow-up from an initial 360-degree event is important. 
Currently, there is no formalized feedback process for 
follow-up within the MSAF program. With no fol-
low-up or accountability to encourage leaders to pursue 
self-development, they check the block and move on to 
the next task, missing a key step in internalizing feed-
back and improving leadership behavior.

A follow-up requirement now exists for the 
Commander 360, establishing a precedent for 
possible inclusion in the MSAF.36 The CCL further 
elaborates on post-assessment follow-up with this 
recommendation: “Every few months participants 
should be held accountable for their progress toward 
accomplishing their goals. This may include follow-up 
meetings with the working group that provided 
feedback, follow-up with the supervisor who helped 

establish the developmental goals, or follow-up with 
coaches.”37 Reinforcing a follow-up feedback session 
could also help reverse the downward trend in devel-
oping others.

Initiative 2: Require an individual leader devel-
opment plan. Creating an ILDP that includes setting 
developmental goals is one way to institutionalize 
feedback mechanisms. This is important because 
“development is what happens afterwards; and devel-
opment is what matters most to organizations. For 
the organization and the individual to get the most 
out of a 360, there needs to be a process for creating 
a development plan, support, and follow-through.”38 
The Commander 360 has added a requirement for a 
developmental discussion two weeks after command-
ers receive their assessment, reinforcing “the Army’s 
expectations that raters will help their subordinate 
commanders grow as leaders.”39

In addition, setting goals enables individual leaders 
to focus on what is important to them and on ar-
eas where they need feedback. “Feedback should be 
focused on your goals—you should have a good idea 
what your goals are … [and] also have fresh ideas 
on new skills and perspectives you want and need 
to develop.”40 The link from self-awareness to goal to 
behavior change is how the intended development 
occurs. As the CCL reiterates, “A significant goal will 
require a change in your behavior, and changing your 
behavior is hard work.”41

Initiative 3: Train leaders to coach and mentor in 
professional military education. How does the Army 
train leaders in PME on how to ask for and provide 
feedback, or how to mentor and provide coaching so 
others can integrate their feedback into a developmental 
plan? To address the need to improve developing others, 
the Army could institute a leaders-as-teachers program. 
Using an organization’s leaders as a key component of 
a successful learning strategy seems obvious: “Why not 
use the potential of these leaders to inspire, mentor, 
coach, and train other talented leaders … to enable 
them to reach their full potential?”42

A leaders-as-teachers program could take on a 
few different forms. First, the Army could require 
rater and senior rater involvement before an MSAF 
event. This would put a focus on goal development 
and identification of desired feedback. Subordinate 
development is a leader’s responsibility, and active 
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involvement before an MSAF could result in more fo-
cus and, subsequently, greater developmental impact. 
Second, the Army could require post-MSAF men-
toring outside the chain of command. Rated officers 
could seek outside coaches and mentors to help them 
interpret the MSAF and build relationships across the 
Army. These leader-coaches could help clarify inputs 
needed for development.43 Because they would be out-
side the chain of command, the likelihood of negative 
effects on careers or evaluations would be lessened.

Finding outside coaches and mentors could also 
have a positive networking effect, whereby “healthy 
relationships of mutual respect, honest communica-
tion, and genuine support” would be more depend-
able.44 Army doctrine states, “Trust-based mentorship 
can help focus self-development efforts to achieve 
professional objectives.”45 Additionally, according 
to coaching and mentoring expert Douglas Riddle, 
“every leader must be engaged in developing the 
leadership capabilities of those around them, or future 
organizational growth cannot be assured.”46 This is 
critical to avoid the development of a leadership gap 
in the Army.

Initiative 4: Restructure tools to support verti-
cal development. The current MSAF is a horizontal 
development tool focused on competencies, but it 
does not assist in vertical development. Per coaching 
and mentoring expert Nick Petrie, “Horizontal devel-
opment is about knowledge, skills, and information.”47 
Alternately, vertical development is based on different 
levels or stages of thinking. It “involves gaining new 
perspectives and leadership mindsets needed to make 
the business strategy work.”48 The MSAF format and 
content have undergone modest improvements, but 
the Army is still using one form of the MSAF for sec-
ond lieutenants through colonels. This seems illogical 
given that the Army’s description of leadership iden-
tifies three different levels: direct, organizational, and 
strategic, which all have different foci and required 
skills.49 The current MSAF lacks vertical development 
assessments to help leaders achieve new levels of 
thinking and self-development.

The introduction of new OERs in 2014 acknowl-
edged that different competencies were required 
at the three different levels of leadership. If perfor-
mance evaluations should assess different competen-
cies, then the Army should provide different leader 

development tools as well. Research by Ellen Van 
Velsor, Jean Brittain Leslie, and John W. Fleenor sup-
ports this, stating, “An instrument targeted towards 
all levels of management might not be right for middle 
managers in your organization because the capacities 
assessed are not in line with company-wide manage-
ment development goals.”50 Additionally, “Employees 
come into their roles with different experiences, skills, 
perspectives, and stages of development.”51

How an Improved Multi-Source 
Assessment and Feedback Program 
Could Enhance Leader Development

Indicators from the CASAL reports suggest it will 
be a challenge to add structure to the MSAF pro-
gram due to possible cynicism and a culture of resis-
tance. Research outside the Army suggests otherwise. 
According to talent development expert Edward Betof, 
“Career experts agree that the first level of responsibility 
for ongoing learning and career personal development 
begins with the individual. Yet, a committed lead-
er-teacher and coach with a real interest in the growth 
and development of others is an important part of an 
individual’s journey towards success.”52 Diane Reinhold, 
Tracy Patterson, and Peter Hegel propose “at-work 
learning partners,” because “people apply what they 
learn more effectively when they have a developmental 
relationship with someone who understands the orga-
nizational context and is committed to helping them be 
successful.”53 This sounds like developing others.

According to the CCL, “coaching is one of an 
organization’s best tools for developing and retaining 
internal leaders with the capability to secure current 
and future success.”54 Betof, citing behavioral scientist 
Bernard Haldane, describes reasons people (such as 
leaders and superiors) want to coach (develop) others 
by sharing expertise:

•	� Most people have good will and thus will 
help others with their career challenges in 
the workplace.

•	� Many people are proud of what they know 
or have accomplished, especially if they are 
regarded as experienced, competent, or 
experts by others.

•	� Many individuals’ sense of self is enhanced 
when asked to share their experience, 
competence, or expertise with others.55
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The creation of a coaching culture could help with 
“building leadership development into the organiza-
tional fabric” of the Army.56 According to Douglas 
Riddle, a coaching culture can improve an organi-
zation’s “competitive advantage” when leaders are 
committed to developing others in formal or casual 
mentoring relationships.57

All of these initiatives for the MSAF program are 
about making the learning stick, and, by extension, 
making the leader—both the developer and the devel-
oped—better. The focus needs to be on the “learning 
transfer” to “ensure people apply what they learn.”58 
Learning transfer is a social process. Learning—and the 
desired performance that comes from learning—does 
not take place in isolation. The work context, including 
the level of support from role models, mentors, peers, 
coaches, and bosses, has a powerful impact on turn-
ing lessons learned into leadership in action.59 One of 
the greatest leadership challenges the Army needs to 

overcome is when the operational and learning cultures 
in organizations clash, and “learning transfer barriers 
such as lack of team support, leadership, and organiza-
tional culture” impede development.60

Conclusion
The Army’s leader development system and the 

MSAF program warrant improvements. Keeping the 
MSAF program as it is or eliminating the program are 
not viable choices. The importance of leader devel-
opment to ensure the Army’s ability to succeed in an 
increasingly complex world and to avoid a leadership 
gap is too important to neglect. If the Army would 
enforce follow-up, require an intermediate leader 
development plan, train leaders to coach and mentor 
in professional military education, and restructure 
tools to support vertical development, the MSAF 
could help Army leaders’ improve their performance 
in developing others.

Staff Sgt. Shannon Knorr and 1st Sgt. Bryan Smethurst, both of Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 1st Battalion, 211th Aviation Reg-
iment, Utah National Guard, conduct an end-of-tour counseling session 18 November 2012 in Kunduz Province, Afghanistan. (Photo by Sgt. 
Duncan Brennan, U.S. Army)
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Ten Lessons Learned 
about Host-Nation 
Construction in 
Afghanistan
Vikram Mittal, PhD

The 26th Maneuver Enhancement Brigade 
notified me in January 2011 that I was to serve 
as a design engineer for our bases in Kabul, 

Afghanistan. That 
year, Money as a 
Weapon System–
Afghanistan 
(MAAWS-A) 
was in full effect, 
and U.S. Army 
vertical engineers 
were in short 
supply.1 Therefore, 
the Army relied 
heavily on Afghan 
companies for 
new construc-
tion. During the 
deployment, I was 
responsible for 
designing this new 
construction in 
the Kabul Base Cluster, projects totaling $170 million. 
My responsibilities expanded midway through the tour 
when I assumed the additional role of overseeing all 
construction operations in the region.

Having no prior experience as a civil engineer, these 
jobs were well above my expertise. Prior to deployment, 
my engineering experience focused on vehicles and 

robotics, with my only civil engineering training being in 
the Basic Officer Leadership Course (BOLC). So, like any 
good soldier, I learned, adapted, and overcame.

Over the course of the 
year, I learned a lot about 
Afghan construction. 
The following ten lessons 
proved invaluable to me 
and could likewise prove 
useful for others oversee-
ing construction opera-
tions in Afghanistan.

Lesson 1—The 
Process for New 
Construction Was 
Straightforward 
but Took Time

The process for approv-
ing new construction in 
Afghanistan was similar 
to that in the United 

States. The process began with a commander submitting 
a request for new construction. This was followed by a 
site survey and a design for the construction project. The 
project proposal went before a Joint Facilities Utilization 
Board, where a general officer, who had approval author-
ity for projects under $750,000, could approve it.2 The 
money was allocated after the project was approved.

An Afghan contractor poses for a photo while assisting with the removal of 
blast-resistant concrete barriers 6 November 2013 at Multinational Base Tirin 
Kot, Afghanistan. Civilian contractors assisted U.S. and Australian troops with the 
drawdown of the base and the transfer of the remaining facilities to the Afghan 
National Security Forces. (Photo by Cpl. Mark Doran, Australian Defense Force)
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While the money was being procured, a complete set 
of engineering drawings and a statement of work (SOW) 
were completed. Those documents became available to 
Afghan construction companies so they could bid on 
projects. Interested companies could submit a techni-
cal proposal and a bid. We then reviewed the technical 
proposals. (These were often just reiterations of the SOW 
for technical feasibility.) Subsequently, the contract was 
awarded to the company with the most technically feasible 
proposal and the lowest cost.

Following the award of a contract, there would be a 
kick-off meeting with the Afghan companies at which 
time we would go through the SOW, answer any ques-
tions, and reiterate key deadlines. A contract officer repre-
sentative would be assigned for each project with instruc-
tions to contact us with any technical issues that arose 
between inspections. The project would then begin, with 
a typical period of performance of ninety days, although 

they typically ran thirty to sixty days over. Over the course 
of the project, we would have monthly job-site inspections 
to check progress and adherence to the SOW.

When a project was completed, it would undergo 
a final inspection, and projects that were on a major 
base required an additional inspection by the Logistics 
Civil Augmentation Program (LOGCAP). LOGCAP 
is a program where an American company contracts 
logistics support for the military. The LOGCAP in-
cluded companies such as KBR, DynCorp, and Fluor.3 
In my region, Fluor had the LOGCAP contract. Fluor 
representatives would inspect the new construction, and, 
upon a successful inspection, they would take ownership 
of the upkeep and maintenance of the building.

Expedited projects could go through this entire 
process in four to six months; however, most projects 
would take six to eight months. Due to the length of 
the process, which often overlapped unit deployments, 

Afghan contractors reinforce the roof of a school under construction 19 January 2012 in Garmsir District, Helmand Province, Afghanistan. 
Twelve permanent schools were under construction by Afghan contractors in the Garmsir District. A civil affairs team in support of the 3rd 
Battalion, 3rd Marine Regiment, visited several of the sites to inspect the structures and ensure compliance with the quality assurance standards 
of the Afghan government. (Photo by Cpl. Reece Lodder, U.S. Marine Corps)
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the majority of our construction was designed by our 
predecessors. Similarly, the majority of our designs were 
built by our successors.

Lesson 2—Afghan Companies Often 
Would Mislead You to Get a Contract

Afghanistan has 
been in turmoil since 
the Russian invasion 
in 1979. With the 
high level of dan-
ger associated with 
living in an active war 
zone, many Afghans 
have developed a 
Darwinian survivalist 
mentality and a keen 
sense of opportun-
ism, especially about 
competing for money, 
which is viewed as the 
key for survival. This 
ruthlessly competitive 
impulse was whetted 
with the appearance 
of the U.S. Army, 
which had a substan-
tial amount of money 
that it was clearly 
anxious to spend on 
new construction. 
Not surprisingly, in 
the ensuing scramble 
for money, Afghan 
companies desiring to 
secure construction contracts often provided misleading 
technical proposals and bids. For example, Afghan com-
panies would claim that they possessed capabilities they 
did not have. Similarly, Afghan companies would agree 
to schedules that they had no ability to meet.

Moreover, as a money-bilking strategy, Afghan 
companies would habitually belabor the cost of any 
modifications that were made in our designs. Although 
our designs went through significant scrutiny, due to the 
sheer volume of new construction and the short timelines 
in which such construction was expected to be complet-
ed, it was difficult to catch all the planning oversights. 

For example, we were constructing a two-story barracks 
building that required a staircase. However, though 
the drawings included the staircase, the SOW failed to 
specifically mention it. In response, the Afghan compa-
ny demanded an additional $100,000 for the staircase. 
Although we could have had another company construct 

it for a fraction of the 
cost, we would have 
needed to start a new 
construction process, 
and the barracks 
would have been 
uninhabitable for 
another six months. 
So we determined 
that it was more cost 
effective to pay the 
additional cost in 
the interest of time 
to meet the mission. 
The lesson is to 
ensure the SOW is 
precise not only for 
the sake of intrinsic 
accuracy but also to 
avoid the necessity of 
caviling with greedy 
Afghan contractors 
who demand outra-
geous sums to rectify 
ostensible planning 
oversights.

Lesson 3—
Ownership of 

“Afghan” Construction Companies 
Was Often Obscure and Dubious

Opportunism was not exclusive to Afghans. A major 
collateral intent of MAAWS-A was to put money into 
the Afghan economy, but some of the construction 
companies were not owned by Afghans. Although up-
per-class Afghan citizens owned the bulk of the compa-
nies, several were owned by American expatriates who 
had previously been in Afghanistan as contractors or as 
part of the military. Such expatriates apparently saw the 
large amount of money that the Army was willing to 
pay for projects and the low cost of labor. Consequently, 

Afghan contractors help Afghan National Army soldiers build a latrine 7 February 
2013 near Takir, Afghanistan. (Photo by 1st Lt. Gerrelaine Alcordo, U.S. Army)
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among such, the bulk of the money that was intended to 
infuse the Afghan economy no doubt ended up infusing 
personal economies elsewhere.

For example, during one preconstruction meeting, 
the owner of one Afghan company arrived; he was a tall 
American with a common access card (CAC) that indi-
cated he was a GS-15–level U.S. government employee. 
I had our base security investigate him and found that 
his CAC had been issued the previous year when he was 
working for the U.S. government.

During another job-site inspection, I met with a 
dubious owner of another company. Although Afghan, 
he had been a refugee who grew up in England, re-
ceived a master’s degree in engineering from Oxford 
Brookes University, and returned to Afghanistan to 
take over the family construction company. Former 
Afghan refugees owned a number of construction 
companies; although the majority had been refugees 
in Pakistan, several had returned to Afghanistan from 

Europe and North America, attracted by the poten-
tial of earning lucrative windfall profits from the U.S. 
Army construction program.

Among all such companies, even those owned 
by local Afghans, there appeared to be a pervasive 
degree of corruption at some level. For example, in 
one bidding process, we discovered that multiple 
construction companies were owned by a single 
individual and that these companies were submitting 
competing bids for projects during a process that 
attempted to hide their true ownership. Later, this set 
of companies was blacklisted when it was discovered 
that the owner had close ties to the Taliban.

However, it is worth noting that the corruption we 
found in the ownership of Afghan companies did not 
extend to Afghan labor. Afghan laborers were typically 
paid $5 per day. These personnel were working to pro-
vide the minimum necessities for their families, and $5 
per day was adequate to feed a family.

Navy Lt. Stephen Gustafson, Khost Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) engineer, teaches proper masonry supply storage to local engineers, 
construction contractors, and foremen during a monthly contractor training session on 14 November 2009 at the Civil Military Operations 
Center in Khost, Afghanistan. Engineers from the Khost PRT provided construction quality-assurance training to locals to facilitate high-quality 
construction practices in the region. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Stephen J. Otero, U.S. Air Force)
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Lesson 4—Afghan Lifestyle Meant 
Timelines Had to Be Flexible

Our mobilization training had prepared us for the 
term inshallah (God willing) and the fatalistic concept 
implied by it. The Afghans would often use this term to 
describe failure to meet work timelines, especially when 
they had little intent on meeting them. In response, 
we would typically be compelled to add 50 percent 
contingency time onto the end of project timelines to 
mitigate the Afghan inability to stick to an American-
style construction schedule.

However, another unexpected issue arose from the 
final LOGCAP inspections of projects. Fluor would 
often reject the electrical or plumbing work, and would 
then ask for substantial amounts of money to fix it. 
Though paying Fluor to resolve the issues would have 
been much more expedient, we legally had to return to 
the Afghan companies as part of their original con-
tract. We would then be forced to watch over the work 
to ensure that all corrections were properly made. It 
would typically take two to four months from the proj-
ect-completion date before the construction was fully 
complete and the facility was ready for use.

Another large problem with keeping on project 
schedules was caused by Ramadan. The construction 
schedules submitted by companies routinely did not 
account for work slowdown during the Muslim holy 
month resulting from the religious obligation for work-
ers to abstain from food and water throughout daylight  
hours extending from sunrise to nightfall. Though 
Ramadan was a significant societal event with practical 
impact on the lifestyle of most Afghans, management 
would not put projects on hold, and construction 
crews were still expected to work during Ramadan. A 
common result was that, due to fasting, crews would 
be so exhausted from the heat that, by midday, they 
would attempt to escape the sun, and the majority of 
physically demanding labor would come to a halt. As 
a result, the construction timelines would have to be 
pushed into the night after crews had broken their day’s 
fast after sunset.

Lesson 5—The Bulk of the 
Construction Material Came 
from Russia

The civil engineering courses that I attend-
ed during BOLC taught reliance on American 

construction materials (e.g., lumber and I-beams). 
However, similarly graded materials up to American 
standards were often difficult for Afghan companies 
to secure domestically since Afghanistan did not have 
the natural resources or production infrastructure to 
manufacture them. Therefore, most of the construc-
tion materials were imported from Russia, and the 
cost of importing those materials drove up the price 
for projects. For example, standard pressure-treated 
Russian lumber was five times more expensive than 
U.S. lumber, and many sizes were not available.

Despite the seeming challenge of acquiring suit-
able substitutes for American-grade building mate-
rials, Afghan construction companies nevertheless 
still insisted that they could get any of the requested 
materials. For example, we had a project that required 
I-beams, and my original design called for American 
standard I-beams that were calculated from Field 
Manual 3-34.40, General Engineering.4 We included a 
similar Russian I-beam that would be more readily 
available in Afghanistan, but the Afghan construction 
company insisted that they had American I-beams.

However, upon starting construction, we observed 
that the contractors were welding sheets of metal 
to replicate I-beams in form. These ad hoc I-beams 
clearly did not have the adequate structural properties 
required for the heavy construction contemplated. 
Notwithstanding, the owner of the Afghan company 
proceeded to vehemently argue that the welded sheets 
were, in fact, I-beams delivered from the United States.

A key lesson is the necessity to closely monitor 
the construction materials employed by Afghan 
companies since these companies often attempt to 
substitute substandard materials for those stipulated 
in the contract.

Lesson 6—Afghans Have Experience 
with Concrete but Typically of 
Dubious Quality

The Afghans have used concrete for construc-
tion for centuries so they have experience with it. 
However, their standards for mixing concrete were 
significantly less stringent than what we required and 
designed for, as our designs would call for 4,000-psi 
reinforced concrete. Unfortunately, it was our expe-
rience that we were often given falsified test reports 
that stated that the concrete was 4,000-psi when it 
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came time to pour, but would then fail the slump test 
that we gave it to verify the test report.5

The consequences of using poorly mixed concrete 
were everywhere. For example, as part of a humani-
tarian project, a well was built in one of the villages 
on the outskirts of Kabul. When I inspected the well, 
parts of the concrete broke off in my hand. Clearly 
visible in the mix were twigs and debris from the 
ground. Upon further analysis, it appeared that the 
contractor had used loose soil instead of sand in the 
concrete blend.

The issue of substandard concrete arose in large 
measure because Afghan construction companies typ-
ically preferred hand-mixing concrete. Hand-mixing 
involves dumping sand, rocks, cement, and water onto 
the ground and mixing it with shovels. The resulting 
concrete often failed to meet the basic standards for 

concrete. In one instance, we tested out a sample of 
hand-mixed concrete and it readily fractured at pres-
sures well below that of 4,000-psi concrete, not even 
exceeding the standard for 1,000-psi concrete.

Lesson 7—Afghan Carpentry Had to 
Be Closely Monitored

The standard Army building on semipermanent 
bases is the barracks hut (B-hut), which is a twen-
ty-by-forty-foot wooden structure. My base, Camp 
Phoenix, had roughly eighty B-huts. Army engineers 
built some of these B-huts, and Afghan construction 
companies built some as well. Those constructed by 
the Afghans were not outwardly distinguishable from 
those made by the Army engineers.

However, two issues arose from the use of wooden 
structures. First, the lumber was at a premium and 

Mohammed Mohsin, a deputy provincial manager with the Central Asia Development Group, discusses a construction project with Lt. Col. 
Joseph Cetta, 3rd Stryker Brigade Combat Team and Combined Task Force Arrowhead, and Trisha Bury, a field program officer with the U.S. 
Agency for International Development (USAID), on 23 July 2012 outside the district center at Spin Boldak, Afghanistan. The project is part of 
an effort by USAID and the Afghan government to keep military-aged males and at-risk populations employed in programs that will improve 
the community. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Brendan Mackie, U.S. Army)
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was typically imported from Russia. As such, the se-
lection was limited and expensive. Second, though the 
outer surfaces of the wooden structures were paint-
ed in an attempt to help prevent deterioration from 
weather, the Afghan carpenters had used gasoline in-
stead of turpentine or other more suitable additive to 
dilute the paint, and the gasoline had impregnated the 
wood. As a result, during the dry, windy season, the 
B-huts were prone to catching fire. Not surprisingly, 
our brigade commander did not allow his soldiers to 
stay in those B-huts due to the fire risk.

Lesson 8—Afghan Electrical Work 
Did Not Meet American Standards

The Afghans had few electricians trained to U.S. 
electrical standards. However, the Afghan compa-
nies would never admit they did not have adequately 
trained electricians because our SOWs required them. 
On the contrary, the technical proposals from con-
struction companies would routinely indicate they 
had a licensed electrician that met the SOW require-
ment. However, from evaluating hundreds of technical 
proposals, we discovered that every company claimed 
the same three licensed electricians. As it turned out, 
these electricians were American expatriates who were 
presumably in very high demand. But, notwithstand-
ing their assured presence in the proposals approved, 
over the course of the year, we never saw any of these 
electricians on any of our job sites.

Additionally, the quality of electrical supplies 
Afghan companies attempted to use was a major issue—
many of the electrical components were fake. We found 
wires that had the wrong gauges and certifications 
stamped on them. Additionally, though our SOWs re-
quired that our electrical panels be “UL/CE approved,” 
more often than not, Afghan companies would attempt 
to pass off counterfeit panel boxes merely by affixing 
“UL/CE approved” stickers to them.6

To mitigate these problems, we were able to provide 
significant oversight on the electrical work since our 
National Guard team included a signal noncommis-
sioned officer who was a civilian master electrician. He 
would go through initial inspections, help the Afghans, 
and perform general quality control. Due to the ubiqui-
tous attempts by Afghan companies at deceit and fraud 
associated with electrical work, over the course of the 
year, he was one of the busiest men in Kabul.

Lesson 9—Afghan Plumbing Work 
Did Not Meet American Standards

The Afghans’ ability to do plumbing was on par with 
their ability to do electrical work. Similar to the poor 
quality of their electrical work, plumbing was character-
ized by leaks caused by mismatched fittings, bad welds, 
and poor seals. Additionally, Afghan contractors would 
use imported counterfeit parts from Russia when they 
thought they could get away with it.

One of our larger projects was construction of four 
two-story barracks with a latrine on each floor. Each 
floor could house a hundred and twenty soldiers. The 
projects were expected to be completed by mid-2009. 
However, the plumbing had to be reinstalled twice, both 
times due to a large number of leaks in the pipes. Not 
surprisingly, these were caused by mismatched fittings, 
bad welds, and poor seals.

We also had issues with latrine-shower-sink (LSS) 
units. These were eight-by-twenty-foot shipping con-
tainers converted into latrines with showers, toilets, 
and sinks. However, while the majority of Afghans 
were not familiar with Western plumbing, the issue 
with the units was more than that. Though our initial 
inclination was to blame the contractors, a real contrib-
uting problem was that our SOWs and drawings were 
incomplete. In the end, the issue was largely resolved by 
updating the documents.

Lesson 10—Safety Standards Are 
Fairly Lax on Afghan Job Sites

Our SOW mandated that the construction sites 
were Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
(OSHA) compliant. However, although we had no safety 
incidents for the entire year, the construction sites were 
far from compliant. The Afghans loathed personal pro-
tective equipment and never wore hearing or eye protec-
tion, even while welding or operating heavy equipment. 
They were expected to wear hard hats, and they would 
bring them to job sites, but they would never wear them. 
At one point, we saw them using their hard hats as mix-
ing bowls for concrete. Additionally, the Afghan labor 
would walk up and down the ladders backwards, even 
on icy days, and they would stand on top of fifteen-foot 
Texas barriers as the cranes were moving them.

It is hard to know what lesson one derives from such 
a situation other than to try to be understanding and 
supportive within the cultural context one is confronted.
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Conclusion
Although the number of U.S. forces in Afghanistan 

has decreased, Afghan companies will continue to 
perform the majority of new construction required on 
our bases. Awareness of the ten lessons discussed above 
gleaned from personal experience and observations are 
intended to help any soldier placed in charge of design-
ing or overseeing Afghan construction prepare for the 
challenge. I suggest that the major overall lessons are that 
the Afghan companies hired to perform the work require 

close monitoring and significant oversight, and that we 
appreciate the necessity of operating with a reasonable 
expectation that there will be cost and schedule overruns.

Though the situation described above might seem at 
first depressing, it is important to note that the structures 
we constructed were eventually built to standard, and the 
construction missions were successfully accomplished. 
For a war that had been going on for fifteen years and 
cost $5 trillion, our schedule and cost overruns to com-
plete them seemed trivial.
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Training for 
Decisive Action
Maj. Will Shoemate, U.S. Army
Maj. Benjamin Jensen, U.S. Army

In traditional Western military thought, decisive 
action refers to massing combat power at the right 
place and time for achieving success. The 1910 Field 

Service Regulations of the United States Army, the doctrine 
of its day, states, “decisive results are obtained only by the 
offensive,” and 
commanders will 
“make a power-
ful effort at the 
decisive point.”1 

A decisive action 
would be the 
offensive effort—
the main attack—
that would win 
the battle. A deci-
sive point would 
be understood 
as the place and 
time the main 
attack would oc-
cur. Commanders 
seized the initiative and sought out a decisive battle that 
would destroy their enemy’s ability to resist.

In contemporary joint doctrine, a decisive point is “a 
geographic place, key event, critical factor, or function 
that, when acted upon, allows commanders to gain a 
marked advantage over an adversary or contribute mate-
rially to achieving success.”2 While this construct allows 
for more than combat operations at specific geographic 
locations, modern planners tend to use the idea of deci-
sive points traditionally, to map lines of operation that 
synchronize actions.

In 2012, Army Doctrine Reference Publication 
(ADRP) 3-0, Unified Land Operations, modified the 

foundational concept of what it means to be decisive in 
modern war. The Army now defines decisive action not as 
the massing of offensive combat power at the right place 
and time but as “the continuous, simultaneous combina-
tions of offensive, defensive, and stability or defense sup-

port of civil authorities 
tasks.”3 Simultaneous 
combinations of tasks 
reflect a broader under-
standing of modern op-
erations, which are not 
a sequence of set-piece 
linear battles with clear 
termination criteria. 
Instead, modern war-
fare involves flowing 
combinations of com-
bined arms maneuver 
and wide area security 
against amorphous 
threats. Therefore, 
Army exercises need to 

prepare agile and adaptive leaders capable of combining 
offensive, defensive, and stability tasks successfully.

This article discusses ways the Army can provide 
training that ensures units are ready to conduct unified 
land operations through decisive action. 

The Right Operational Framework 
for Combining Tasks

Army unit leaders start by describing opera-
tions in terms of time, space, purpose, and resourc-
es. Consistent with Army operational doctrine and 
the “FORSCOM Command Training Guidance 
(CTG)—Fiscal Year 2016,” Army combat training 

Bradley Fighting Vehicles of the 3rd Armored Brigade Combat Team, 1st Cavalry 
Division, from Fort Hood, Texas, move out for the live-fire portion of their decisive 
action training in January 2013 at the National Training Center, Fort Irwin, California. 
(Photo by David Crozier, NCO Journal) 
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centers (CTCs) are using the “Decisive Action Training 
Environment” (sometimes known as DATE) to 
replicate complex operating environments involv-
ing high-intensity conflict and hybrid threats.4 This 
program offers complex, realistic training scenarios 
that require brigade combat teams (BCTs) to integrate 
limited resources such as combined arms battalions, 
aviation, information collection, information opera-
tions, and engineers.5 In particular, a BCT executing 
an attack must ensure the integration of key enablers 
to identify disruption zones and main defensive belts 
in order to array forces for relative advantage. A BCT 
must synchronize and integrate information collection 
and joint fires to attrit an enemy’s ability to increase its 
defensive posture.

Simultaneous to the integration of key enablers in 
support of the attack, a BCT also must execute of-
fensive or defensive tasks along with stability tasks to 
secure the populace. The simultaneity of these tasks is 

essential for sustained situational awareness and shared 
understanding of the environment.

I (contributing author William Shoemate) served 
as an observer at the Army National Training 
Center (NTC) from June 2014 to July 2015. During 
my experience gained over ten training rotations, I 
found that units applying the deep-close-security 
operational framework conducted decisive action 
more effectively during training. Army doctrine 
encourages leaders to establish an operational 
framework for each operation but does not dictate 
a specific framework. ADRP 3-0 suggests three: 
deep-close-security, decisive-shaping-sustaining, and 
main and supporting efforts.6

In a deep-close-security operational framework, 
commanders usually articulate their vision in terms 
of the terrain and the sequence of events. They plan 
actions based on deterring the commitment of uncom-
mitted forces while focusing on speed and mobility to 

Soldiers of the 173rd Cavalry Airborne Reconnaissance Squadron from Fort Bragg, North Carolina, meet at a rally point after parachuting  
into the Urban Operations Complex in the Nevada Test and Training Range, Nellis Air Force Base, Nevada, 18 November 2009. The soldiers 
are part of the biannual U.S. Air Force Weapons School Mobility Air Forces Exercise, which provides realistic training for air combat forces, air 
mobility forces, and U.S. Army personnel. (Photo by Michael R. Holzworth, U.S. Air Force)
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rapidly overwhelm the enemy in a critical place and time 
to exploit the initiative. 

In a decisive-shaping-sustaining framework, they 
visualize a focal point—a decisive operation—that will 
determine the outcome. They plan based on a grand 
conceptualization that focuses resources on a singular 
operation that 
accomplishes 
the mission. 

In a 
main-and-sup-
porting-efforts 
framework, 
they prioritize 
the tasks of 
subordinate 
units based 
on capabil-
ities. The 
main-and-sup-
porting-efforts 
framework 
can comple-
ment other 
frameworks.7

In the 
training events I observed at the NTC, when 
BCT leaders conceptualized engagements as 
deep-close-security, they were more likely to inte-
grate enablers to attrit enemy forces early in the fight, 
while simultaneously focusing stability tasks across 
the area of operations to complement their ability to 
execute core competencies of combined arms maneu-
ver and wide area security.

In all cases, conducting wide area security is es-
sential for sustaining relative advantage and retaining 
initiative. Wide area security is “the application of the 
elements of combat power in unified action to protect 
populations, forces, infrastructure, and activities; to 
deny the enemy positions of advantage; and to consol-
idate gains in order to retain the initiative.”8 Activities 
such as protecting populations and infrastructure, and 
consolidating gains, imply stability tasks.

For example, during rotation 15-01 at the NTC, 
a BCT was challenged throughout to ensure relative 
advantage through simultaneity of operations. To 
leverage opportunities to employ limited resources, 

the unit’s leaders continuously assessed the operating 
environment. They developed a shared understanding 
across the BCT, which allowed for timely decisions to 
sustain a relative advantage. The significance of this 
training was that any BCT would need to synchronize 
and execute wide area security while deterring the 

commitment 
of uncom-
mitted forces 
through joint 
fires and 
information 
collection.

During 
three train-
ing rota-
tions from 
September 
to November 
2014, I ob-
served that 
BCTs em-
ploying the 
decisive-shap-
ing-sustaining 
operational 

framework limited their ability to analyze and assess 
operations in support of wide area security. The doc-
trinal language describing this framework, indicative 
of the earlier meaning of the word decisive, led staffs to 
only think of one decisive battle as opposed to com-
bining effects. For example, during rotation 14-08, the 
BCT restricted its capability by focusing resources on 
the decisive operation. This allowed enemy forces to 
commit overwhelming combat power at their desig-
nated place and time to sustain a position of relative 
advantage. The BCT’s framework for conceptualizing 
and integrating resources to apply overwhelming 
combat power at a specific place and time was degrad-
ed based on its inability to attrit enemy forces early.

Historical Examples of Forces 
Combining Tasks in Operations

Coalition operations in Tal Afar, 2005, and in 
Sadr City, 2008, are examples of how U.S forces and 
coalition partners conducted operations in a manner 
consistent with the 2012 decisive-action operational 

Soldiers detach concrete barriers, also known as “T-Walls,” from a crane during an effort to im-
prove security in the southern portion of the Sadr City district of Baghdad on 3 May 2008. (Photo 
courtesy of U.S. Army)
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concept. The 3rd Armored Calvary Regiment, 
commanded by then Col. H.R. McMaster, employed 
combined arms maneuver and wide area security 

for persistent relative 
advantage at echelon.9 In 
order to enable offensive 
operations within the 
city, the 3rd Armored 
Cavalry and Iraqi 
forces isolated enemy 
strong points through 
simultaneous offensive, 
defensive, and stability 
operations. Coalition 
forces mobilized Iraqi 
elements within the city 
to establish an inner and 
outer cordon. This task, 
secure-to-isolate, was 
supported through con-
tinuous area reconnais-
sance. Simultaneously, 
coalition forces made 
inroads with the local 
populace through repair-
ing critical infrastructure 
and enabling freedom 
of maneuver around the 
city for commerce.

The 3rd Armored 
Calvary integrated joint 
fires and intelligence 
collection assets to close 
with the isolated enemy 
forces. They showed 
that a unit’s ability to 
integrate joint fires and 
information collection 
assets to find, fix, and 
finish enemy forces is a 
key to successful op-
erations. In Tal Afar, 
successful management 
of transitions and contin-
uous enabler integration 
led to success.

Similar to Tal Afar, 
the 2008 battle for Sadr City demonstrated that 
simultaneous execution of offensive, defensive, and 
stability tasks can lead to successful operations.10 

U.S. soldiers from the 1st Battalion, 36th Infantry Regiment, 1st Brigade, 1st Armored Division, conduct 
a combat patrol with Iraqi policemen during Operation Iraqi Freedom in Tal Afar, Iraq, 29 April 2006. 
(Photo by Staff Sgt. Aaron Allmon, U.S. Air Force)
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The integration of enablers by 4th Infantry Division 
and coalition forces, from joint fires to information 
collection assets, shaped the operating environment 
and created multiple dilemmas for the dominant in-
surgent force, Jaish al Mahdi. In Sadr City, coalition 
forces conducted wide area security through ground 
maneuver, while engineers, protected by snipers, con-
structed a barrier to secure the population by isolat-
ing malign elements. Simultaneously, coalition special 
operations forces conducted raids against high-value 
individuals, while attack aviation interdicted enemy 
rocket teams.

The integration of enablers by coalition forces in 
Sadr City in 2008 was strikingly similar to CTC activ-
ities by the most successful BCTs I observed. Success 
in both training exercises and operations appears to 
hinge on the ability of friendly forces to transition 
rapidly between offensive, defensive, and stability 
tasks while further enabling mission command at 
every echelon. In Sadr City, this was achieved through 

the execution of combined arms maneuver and wide 
area security to isolate the enemy and seize the ini-
tiative. The elements of this version of decisive action 
were applied consistently throughout the fight.

The U.S. Army is not the only military force adopt-
ing simultaneous combinations of offensive, defensive, 
and stability tasks. For example, in the 2006 war with 
Israel, Hezbollah employed a sophisticated military 
strategy that integrated attritional guerilla warfare in 
the defense, offensive rocket fire, and stability opera-
tions in areas it controlled.11 Hezbollah used unmanned 
aerial vehicles and rockets supplied by Iran in its 
equivalent of asymmetric main and deep fights.12 The 
unmanned aerial vehicles enabled tactical reconnais-
sance and antiarmor ambushes, while the rockets at-
tacked population centers in an effort to pressure Israel 
to withdraw. According to scholar Iver Gabrielsen in 
“The Evolution of Hezbollah’s Strategy and Military 
Performance, 1982–2006,” its fighters employed thir-
teen principles of warfare that emphasized aspects of 

U.S. Army soldiers from the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment and Iraqi soldiers cross an intersection during a routine security patrol in downtown 
Tal Afar, Iraq, on 11 September 2005. The purpose of the patrols was to disrupt insurgent safe havens and to clear weapons caches in the area 
of operations. (Photo by Petty Officer 1st Class Alan D. Monyelle, U.S. Navy)
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stability operations. For example, principles related to 
shaping civil conditions were, “The media has innu-
merable guns …. Use them in the battle!” and “The 
population is 
the treasure—
nurture it!”13

During 
the Crimea 
and Donbass 
campaigns, the 
Russian mili-
tary employed 
the Gerasimov 
doctrine. It 
calls for “the 
broad use 
of political, 
economic, 
informational, 
humanitarian, 
and other non-
military mea-
sures applied 
in coordination 
with the pro-
test potential of the population … to create a perma-
nently operating front through the entire territory of 
the enemy state.”14 This approach clearly seeks relative 
advantages through combining offensive, defensive, 
and stability tasks.15

In Crimea, Russian forces used special operators 
and proxies to seize the initiative by combining propa-
ganda to win over ethnic Russians while simultane-
ously using covert elements to seize key terrain such 
as airfields and ports. These actions were supported by 
long-range rocket and artillery fire. Additionally, they 
protected their forces using a sophisticated integrated 
air-defense network while using threats of strategic 
escalation (such as nuclear posture changes and snap 
military exercises) to deny external support.

The Evolution of the Army’s 
Operational Concept

When the 2012 ADRP 3-0, Unified Land 
Operations, replaced full spectrum operations with de-
cisive action, the Army began to guide commanders 
to use continuous and simultaneous combinations 

of offensive, defensive, and stability tasks to seize the 
initiative and gain a position of relative advantage.16 
In contrast to the traditional idea of decisive ac-

tions as massing 
combat power, 
the reason for a 
change in mean-
ing of decisive 
was explained as 
follows:
The op-
erational 
concept ad-
dresses more 
than combat 
between 
armed 
opponents. 
Army forces 
conduct 
operations 
amid popu-
lations. This 
requires 
Army 

forces to defeat the enemy and simulta-
neously shape civil conditions. Offensive 
and defensive tasks defeat enemy forces 
whereas stability tasks shape civil condi-
tions. Winning battles and engagements is 
important but alone may not be the most 
significant. Shaping civil conditions (in 
concert with civilian organizations, civ-
il authorities, and multinational forces) 
often proves just as important to campaign 
success. In many joint operations, stability 
or defense support of civil authorities tasks 
often prove more important than offensive 
and defensive tasks.17

The need for operating forces to combine and 
synchronize a wide range of tasks has remained 
consistent from past to present and will continue 
into the future. Like most Western militaries, how-
ever, the U.S. Army has a long tradition of defining 
decisive action as the application of superior fire-
power or maneuver elements against an enemy at 
the optimal place and time. In the 1923 Field Service 

An Israeli Merkava tank destroyed by the Hezbollah during its 2006 war with Israel. (Photo 
courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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Regulations, decisive action implied “the ability of the 
command to concentrate forces at decisive points.”18 
In 1976, FM 100-5, Operations, stated the applica-
tion of superior forces included fires. The manual 
told soldiers that, “decisive results require skillful 
concentration of firepower.”19

Starting with the introduction of “AirLand Battle” 
doctrine in 1982, the meaning of decisive started to 
expand in three significant ways. First, the doctrine, 
which called for using combat power to engage in 
deep strikes that destabilized the adversary, reintro-
duced an emphasis on maneuver. Whereas the 1976 
“Active Defense” doctrine focused on firepower and 
using suppression to enable movement in the close 
fight, AirLand Battle advocated using both fires and 
maneuver in the deep and close fights. According 
to the 1982 edition of FM 100-5, Operations, “the 
AirLand Battle will be dominated by the force that 
retains the initiative and, with deep attack and deci-
sive maneuver, destroys its opponent’s ability to fight 
and organize in depth.”20

Second, AirLand Battle introduced the concept of 
battlefield dynamics, and a broader understanding of 
combat power and the intangible factors that would 
determine outcomes in war. The manual defined 
combat power by its elements: “maneuver, firepower, 
protection, and leadership.”21 Each of these elements 
of military power had a role in helping commanders 
marshal the right mix of forces at the decisive point. 
Additionally, the manual referred to the range of in-
tangibles shaping outcomes as the dynamics of battle. 
According to the manual, “force ratios and the effects 
of fire and maneuver are significant in deciding battles; 
however, a number of intangible factors often predom-
inate, [including the] state of training, troop motiva-
tion, leader skill, firmness of purpose, and boldness—
the abilities to perceive opportunities, to think rapidly, 
to communicate clearly, and to act decisively.”22

Whereas the 1982 AirLand Battle doctrine 
extended the battlefield and the idea of what con-
stituted combat power, in 1986, Army operational 
doctrine expanded the understanding of the range 
of battlefields. The 1986 edition of FM 100-5 ex-
plained, “guerrillas, special operations forces, and 

terrorists will seek to avoid set-piece battles and 
to strike at scattered points of vulnerability.”23 The 
1986 manual stressed adapting AirLand Battle to 
contingencies short of major theater war.

Despite this broader focus, the 1986 manual still 
stressed deep attack against enemy high-value targets 
as decisive points on the modern battlefield. In fact, in 
the 1986 edition, the doctrine called for thinking across 
multiple battlefields and anticipating adversary adapta-
tion. The manual also addressed the potential of preci-
sion munitions, stating, “potent ground and air systems, 
complemented by closely coordinated precision-guided 
munitions, will be able to concentrate enormous com-
bat power, especially at decisive points.”24

From Effective Doctrine to 
Effective Training

The word decisive has evolved beyond its twen-
tieth century roots. Today, a single, linear decisive 
battle is likely to be elusive. Forces often conduct 
operations between war and peace as, for exam-
ple, in urban areas that do not lend themselves to 
massing combat power against a single, geographic 
decisive point. The unit able to simultaneously and 
continuously combine offensive, defensive, and 
stability tasks, as captured in Army doctrine, will 
be the one most able to achieve a position of relative 
advantage against an enemy. The operational frame-
work, or frameworks, a commander selects—such 
as deep-close-security, decisive-shaping-sustaining, 
main and supporting efforts—greatly influences 
how the commander arranges the mix of offensive, 
defensive, and stability tasks. Every commander 
needs to arrange tasks in the way that best leverages 
combined arms maneuver and wide area security.

To enhance readiness, units need time and space for 
realistic home-station training. Training should em-
phasize individual-to-collective training on decisive-ac-
tion skill sets, especially long-range fires, reconnais-
sance, security, and enabler integration. Additionally, 
staff exercises, consistent with the CTC model, need to 
be shaped to prepare agile and adaptive leaders capable 
of combining offensive, defensive, and stability tasks in 
a deep-close-security framework.
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A Financial Comparison 
of the Blended (New) 
Retirement System and the 
Current (Soon to Be Old) 
Defined Benefit System
John B. White, PhD, professor of finance, U. S. Coast Guard Academy

The 2016 National Defense Authorization Act 
(NDAA) included a number of provisions, but 
none is more far-reaching or fraught with as 

much confusion as the new military retirement system. 
Prior to the 2016 NDAA, military retirement was not 
vested until the twenty-year mark. Once earned, annu-
al military retirement was computed using the simple 
formula 2.5 percent x number of years of service x annual 
base pay. This produced a pension equal to 50 percent of 
the retiree’s preretirement base pay at twenty years. The 
annual salary used in the formula was the average of the 

retiree’s highest thirty-six-month period of service, which 
was usually the final three years of service.1

The 2016 NDAA reduced the retirement formula 
from 2.5 percent per year of service to 2 percent per 
year, which lowers the defined benefit from 50 percent 
of the retiree’s preretirement income to 40 percent at 
the twenty-year mark. However, servicemembers can 
supplement their pensions by contributing to the Thrift 
Savings Plan (TSP). While it was always possible to save 
money on the side for retirement, the new system pro-
vides a matching feature. After two years of service, the 
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government matches the servicemember’s contribution 
of up to 5 percent of their salary, making the service-
member’s 5 percent contribution a 10 percent deposit in 
his or her retirement account.2

Analysis
To evaluate these two retirement systems, it is first 

necessary to determine the income stream (or cash flows) 
each would produce. For officers to retire with twenty 
years of service, they must at a minimum attain the grade 
of O-4 (the rank of major in the Army, Air Force, and 
Marine Corps, or a lieutenant commander in the Navy 
or Coast Guard), unless they had prior enlisted service. 
They become eligible for promotion to O-5 (a lieutenant 
colonel in the Army, Air Force, and Marines, or a com-
mander in the Navy or Coast Guard) at year sixteen, so 
they may retire at twenty years as an O-5.

This analysis can also be applied to enlisted 
servicemembers, as they face the same retirement 

decision as their officer counterparts. However, their 
promotions are much less regular, making it more 
difficult to predict base pay at various years of ser-
vice. For instance, a Navy petty officer can retire with 
twenty years of service at a rank anywhere from E-6 
to E-9.3 Because of this high degree in enlisted rank 
variability eligible for a twenty-year retirement, this 
study focuses only on officers.

The 2016 military pay chart shows an annual salary 
for an O-4 over twenty years $90,320.40, and $100,660.80 
for an O-5.4 Under the old system, these officers would 

be eligible for an immediate annuity of 50 percent of this 
salary, or $45,005 and $49,873, respectively.

So, once a servicemember has completed twenty years 
of service and has vested the retirement benefits, what is 
the present value of this series of pension payments? In 
other words, what dollar amount would be required in a 
retirement fund at year twenty to pay out an equivalent 
series of payments? In order to determine the value of 
these pension payments (that are often called annuities 
in finance), two variables must be determined. First, how 
many payments will be made? Since this is a lifetime 
pension, answering the question requires an estimate 
of mortality. Government estimates of life expectancy 
currently average 79.26 years, with female life expectancy 
exceeding that of males by four years (eighty-two years 
vs. seventy-eight years).5 Using the average is acceptable 
for Social Security and Medicare projections, since they 
are dealing with a large population pool. However, an 
individual’s life expectancy may be above average, which 

would mean exhausting his or her retirement fund if the 
payout were based on the average life span. To ensure 
that this analysis does not underestimate life expectan-
cy, a life expectancy of ninety-seven years will be used. 
This implies that if an officer were commissioned at age 
twenty-two, he or she would have twenty years of service 
at age forty-two, and then would receive the retirement 
payment for the next fifty-five years.

The second variable that needs to be assumed in the 
value calculation is a discount rate, or rate of return, that 
is associated with the cash flows. The rate of return varies 

(Graphic by Arin Burgess, Military Review)
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inversely with risk. Since the pension payments are 
obligations of the federal government, and are essential-
ly free of default risk, it is reasonable to use the mar-
ket’s risk-free rate of interest, the government’s rate on 
Treasury bills (T-bills) as the appropriate discount rate. 
The government’s T-bill rate has averaged approximate-
ly 5 percent since 1928.6 Using a 5 percent discount rate, 
it would take a fund of $838,607 to fund fifty-five an-
nual payments of $45,005 (O-4) and $937,886 to fund 
fifty-five annual payments of $49,873 (O-5). Under the 
new system, the 40 percent payments after twenty years 
of service are $36,004 (O-4) and $39,898 (O-5). At 5 
percent, the fund necessary to make these payments 
for fifty-five years would be $670,885 and $743,440, 
respectively. In both cases, the value of the defined 
benefit portion of the new system is only 80 percent of 
the defined benefit portion of the old system. This is a 
reflection of the new system’s payment of 40 percent of 
the base pay, while the old system pays 50 percent of the 

base. These differences represent a significant amount 
of money in retirement.

However, the new system also comes with a defined 
contribution feature wherein the government matches 
a servicemember’s savings of up to 5 percent of his or 
her salary. This matching feature does not begin until 
after two years of service. (After sixty days of service, 
under the new plan, the government will contribute 
1 percent of a servicemember’s salary.7) How much 
would a servicemember accumulate if he or she opted 
for the new plan and took maximum advantage of 
government matching over a twenty-year career? The 
answer depends on the rate of return earned on savings. 
The TSP has several funds that are options for retire-
ment savings. These funds reflect government bonds (G 
fund), a fixed-return fund (F fund), large-firm stocks 
(C fund), smaller-firm stocks (S fund), and internation-
al stocks (I fund). The G, F, and C funds have been in 
existence for nearly thirty years, while the S and I funds 

(Graphic by John B. White)
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Year
Monthly 

salary
Annual 
salary

5% retirement 
contribution
with match

I = 7.5% 
retirement 

balance

I = 6% 
retirement 

balance

I = 9% 
retirement 

balance
 $ 2,972 
 $ 2,972 
 $ 3,900 
 $ 4,492 
 $ 5,287 
 $ 5,287 
 $ 5,541 
 $ 5,541 
 $ 5,819 
 $ 5,819 
 $ 6,746 
 $ 6,746 
 $ 7,082 
 $ 7,082 
 $ 7,315 
 $ 7,315 
 $ 7,449 
 $ 7,449 
 $ 7,527 
 $ 7,527 

 $ 35,669 
 $ 35,669 
 $ 46,804 
 $ 53,903 
 $ 63,446 
 $ 63,446 
 $ 66,488 
 $ 66,488 
 $ 69,826 
 $ 69,826 
 $ 80,950 
 $ 80,950 
 $ 84,978 
 $ 84,978 
 $ 87,779 
 $ 87,779 
 $ 89,392 
 $ 89,392 
 $ 90,320 
 $ 90,320 

 $ 2,081 
 $ 2,140 
 $ 4,680 
 $ 5,390 
 $ 6,345 
 $ 6,345 
 $ 6,649 
 $ 6,649 
 $ 6,983 
 $ 6,983 
 $ 8,095 
 $ 8,095 
 $ 8,498 
 $ 8,498 
 $ 8,778 
 $ 8,778 
 $ 8,939 
 $ 8,939 
 $ 9,032 
 $ 9,032 

  $ 2,081 
 $ 4,377 
 $ 9,385 

 $ 15,480 
 $ 22,985 
 $ 31,054 
 $ 40,032 
 $ 49,683 
 $ 60,392 
 $ 71,904 
 $ 85,391 
 $ 99,891 

 $ 115,880 
 $ 133,069 
 $ 151,827 
 $ 171,992 
 $ 193,831 
 $ 217,307 
 $ 242,637 
 $ 269,867 

 $ 2,081 
 $ 4,346 
 $ 9,287 

 $ 15,234 
 $ 22,493 
 $ 30,187 
 $ 38,647 
 $ 47,615 
 $ 57,454 
 $ 67,884 
 $ 80,052 
 $ 92,950 

 $ 107,025 
 $ 121,944 
 $ 138,039 
 $ 155,099 
 $ 173,344 
 $ 192,684 
 $ 213,277 
 $ 235,106 

  $ 2,081 
 $ 4,408 
 $ 9,485 

 $ 15,729 
 $ 23,489 
 $ 31,948 
 $ 41,472 
 $ 51,854 
 $ 63,503 
 $ 76,201 
 $ 91,154 

 $ 107,453 
 $ 125,621 
 $ 145,425 
 $ 167,291 
 $ 191,125 
 $ 217,265 
 $ 245,758 
 $ 276,909 
 $ 310,862 

Average top three years $ 90,011
x 40%

$36, 004.32

Σ = $140,927
Present value of
40% payment =

Total value =
 $ 670,885 
 $ 940,752 

 $ 670,885 
 $ 905,991 

  $ 670,885 
 $ 981,748 

Table 1. New System Maximum at O-4
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only date from 2001. Since most retirement funds are 
a combination of stocks and bonds, this study looks at 
returns from the G and C funds. Since inception, these 
funds have earned an average annual return of 5.43 
percent and 10.43 percent, respectively.8

This study examines three investment scenarios: one 
with moderate risk, one with lower risk, and one with 
higher risk. The annual return assumed in the moderate 
strategy is 7.5 percent. This would imply a mix of 58.6 
percent stocks (C fund) and 41.4 percent bonds (G fund). 
The low-risk return is assumed to be 6 percent, which 
corresponds to 88.6 percent bonds and 11.4 percent 
stocks. Finally, the more aggressive strategy assumes an 
annual return of 9 percent, which implies 28.6 percent 
in bonds and 71.4 percent in stocks. A common rule of 
thumb for determining the appropriate mix of stocks and 
bonds in a retirement portfolio is to set the percentage 
of stocks equal to 110 minus the investor’s age.9 Thus, 
a twenty-year old would have 90 percent stock and 10 

percent bonds, a thirty-year old would have 80 percent 
stocks and 20 percent bonds, etc. Using this rule as a 
guide makes a portfolio higher risk when a servicemem-
ber is young, but decreases the risk exposure as he or she 
ages, which is exactly how most financial advisors guide 
their clients. Using this rule, a young officer would have a 
portfolio with 88 percent stock at age twenty-two (the as-
sumed age at commissioning), and it would decline to 68 
percent stock at age forty-two, when he or she becomes 
eligible for the twenty-year retirement pension payments. 
Over that twenty-year period, the officer’s portfolio 
would average 78 percent stock and 22 percent bonds. 
Thus, the general rule of thumb for the mix of stocks 
and bonds is more aggressive than our aggressive strategy 
that produces a 9 percent return. If there is a bias in the 
numerical analysis of this study, it is that the assumptions 
on the portfolio’s rate of return are too low.

For an officer who retired as an O-4 and opted for the 
new retirement system, used the maximum matching 
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contribution
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I = 7.5% 
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balance

I = 6% 
retirement 

balance

I = 9% 
retirement 

balance
 $ 2,972 
 $ 2,972 
 $ 3,900 
 $ 4,492 
 $ 5,287 
 $ 5,287 
 $ 5,541 
 $ 5,541 
 $ 5,819 
 $ 5,819 
 $ 6,746 
 $ 6,746 
 $ 7,082 
 $ 7,082 
 $ 7,315 
 $ 7,315 
$ 8,159 
 $ 8,159 
 $ 8,389 
 $ 8,389 

 $ 35,669 
 $ 35,669 
 $ 46,804 
 $ 53,903 
 $ 63,446 
 $ 63,446 
 $ 66,488 
 $ 66,488 
 $ 69,826 
 $ 69,826 
 $ 80,950 
 $ 80,950 
 $ 84,978 
 $ 84,978 
 $ 87,779 
 $ 87,779 
$ 97,902 
$ 97,902 

$ 100,667 
$ 100,667 

 $ 2,081 
 $ 2,140 
 $ 4,680 
 $ 5,390 
 $ 6,345 
 $ 6,345 
 $ 6,649 
 $ 6,649 
 $ 6,983 
 $ 6,983 
 $ 8,095 
 $ 8,095 
 $ 8,498 
 $ 8,498 
 $ 8,778 
 $ 8,778 
 $ 9,790 
 $ 9,790 

 $ 10,067 
 $ 10,067 

  $ 2,081 
 $ 4,377 
 $ 9,385 

 $ 15,480 
 $ 22,985 
 $ 31,054 
 $ 40,032 
 $ 49,683 
 $ 60,392 
 $ 71,904 
 $ 85,391 
 $ 99,891 

 $ 115,880 
 $ 133,069 
 $ 151,827 
 $ 171,992 
 $ 194,682 
 $ 219,073 
 $ 245,570 
 $ 274,055 

 $ 2,081 
 $ 4,346 
 $ 9,287 

 $ 15,234 
 $ 22,493 
 $ 30,187 
 $ 38,647 
 $ 47,615 
 $ 57,454 
 $ 67,884 
 $ 80,052 
 $ 92,950 

 $ 107,025 
 $ 121,944 
 $ 138,039 
 $ 155,099 
  $174,195 
 $194,437 
 $216,170 
 $239,207 

  $ 2,081 
 $ 4,408 
 $ 9,485 

 $ 15,729 
 $ 23,489 
 $ 31,948 
 $ 41,472 
 $ 51,854 
 $ 63,503 
 $ 76,201 
 $ 91,154 

 $ 107,453 
 $ 125,621 
 $ 145,425 
 $ 167,291 
 $ 191,125 
  $ 218,116 
 $ 247,537 
 $ 279,882 
 $ 315,138 

Average top three years $ 99,745
x 40%

$39,898

Σ = $144,699
Present value of
40% payment =

Total value =
 $ 743,440

$ 1,017,494 
 $ 743,440
$ 982,647

  $ 743,440
 $ 1,058,578

Table 2. New System Maximum at O-5

(Graphic by John B. White)
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possible, and earned 7.5 percent over a twenty-year 
career, he or she would accumulate a retirement fund of 
$269,867. (This analysis assumes the individual is pro-
moted at his or her first opportunity through O-4. These 
promotions occur in years two, four, and ten. Retiring as 
an O-4 assumes the individual was unsuccessful in his or 
her promotion to O-5 in year sixteen.) A 6 percent return 
over the same period would have produced $235,106, 
while a 9 percent return would yield $310,862 (see table 1 
on page 112). Even the lowest return produces a retire-
ment fund that exceeds the difference between the values 
of the 50 percent pension and the 40 percent pension with 
the match. Thus, the new pension utilizing the govern-
ment-matching fund would produce a higher retirement 
benefit than the old 50 percent pension.

Likewise, an officer that retired under the new system 
as an O-5 (promoted in years two, four, ten, and sixteen), 

used the maximum matching possible, and earned 7.5 
percent over a twenty-year career, would accumulate a 
retirement fund of $274,055. A 6 percent return on the 
officer’s TSP investments would yield $239,207, while a 
9 percent return would amass $315,138 over the twen-
ty-year career (see table 2 on page 113).

Under the new pension, pre-tax salary is reduced 
by one’s contribution to his or her TSP. It was always 
possible to contribute to the TSP under the old system, 
but the contribution was not matched. To make the 
“old versus new” comparison most accurate, it is nec-
essary to calculate what a 5 percent unmatched TSP 
contribution would generate for someone under the 
old system. Assuming a return of 7.5 percent, an O-4 
would accumulate $140,492; at a 6 percent return, that 
amount would decline to $138,595, while a 9 percent 
return would yield $142,389 (see table 3). Similarly, an 
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Monthly 

salary
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no match

I = 7.5% 
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balance

I = 6% 
retirement 

balance

I = 9% 
retirement 

balance
 $ 2,972 
 $ 2,972 
 $ 3,900 
 $ 4,492 
 $ 5,287 
 $ 5,287 
 $ 5,541 
 $ 5,541 
 $ 5,819 
 $ 5,819 
 $ 6,746 
 $ 6,746 
 $ 7,082 
 $ 7,082 
 $ 7,315 
 $ 7,315 
 $ 7,449 
 $ 7,449 
 $ 7,527 
 $ 7,527 

 $ 35,669 
 $ 35,669 
 $ 46,804 
 $ 53,903 
 $ 63,446 
 $ 63,446 
 $ 66,488 
 $ 66,488 
 $ 69,826 
 $ 69,826 
 $ 80,950 
 $ 80,950 
 $ 84,978 
 $ 84,978 
 $ 87,779 
 $ 87,779 
 $ 89,392 
 $ 89,392 
 $ 90,320 
 $ 90,320 

  $ 1,783 
 $ 1,783 
 $ 2,340 
 $ 2,695 
 $ 3,172 
 $ 3,172 
 $ 3,324 
 $ 3,324 
 $ 3,491 
 $ 3,491 
 $ 4,047 
 $ 4,047 
 $ 4,249 
 $ 4,249 
 $ 4,389 
 $ 4,389 
 $ 4,470 
 $ 4,470 
 $ 4,516 
 $ 4,516 

 $ 1,783 
 $ 3,701 
 $ 6,318 
 $ 9,487 

 $ 13,371 
 $ 17,546 
 $ 22,187 
 $ 27,175 
 $ 32,705 
 $ 38,649 
 $ 45,595 
 $ 53,062 
 $ 61,291 
 $ 70,136 
 $ 79,785 
 $ 90,158 

 $ 101,390 
 $ 113,464 
 $ 126,489 
 $ 140,492 

  $ 1,783 
 $ 3,674 
 $ 6,263 
 $ 9,393 

 $13,229 
 $ 17,346 
 $ 21,924 
 $ 26,842 
 $ 32,297 
 $ 38,158 
 $ 45,015 
 $ 52,378 
 $ 60,495 
 $ 69,217 
 $ 78,733 
 $ 88,962 

 $ 100,037 
 $ 111,943 
 $ 124,787 
 $ 138,595 

  $ 1,783 
 $ 3,727 
 $ 6,374 
 $ 9,582 

 $ 13,514 
 $ 17,747 
 $ 22,450 
 $ 27,508 
 $ 33,112 
 $ 39,139 
 $ 46,175 
 $ 53,746 
 $ 62,087 
 $ 71,056 
 $ 80,838 
 $ 91,355 

 $ 102,742 
 $ 114,984 
 $ 128,191 
 $ 142,389 

Average top three years $ 90,011
x 50%

$45,005

Σ = $71,920
Present value of
50% payment =

Total value =
Di�erence =

(old-new)

 $ 838,607
$ 979,099

$ 38,346

 $ 838,607
$ 977,202

$ 71,210

  $ 838,607
 $ 980,996

(752)

Table 3. Old System Maximum at O-4

(Graphic by John B. White)
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O-5 would accumulate $144,505 at 7.5 percent, and 
$142,586 and $140,667, respectively, at 6 percent and 9 
percent (see table 4).

For someone who retired under the new system as an 
O-4, the present value of his or her pension payments at 
retirement (40 percent of base pay) is $670,885, to which 
he or she could add from $235,106 (6 percent return) 
up to $310,862 (9 percent return), giving him or her a 
retirement valued from $905,991 up to $981,748 (see 
table 1 on page 112). The old system (50 percent of base 
pay) yields a pension retirement valued at $838,607, plus 
an additional $138,595 (at 6 percent) up to $162,389 (at 
9 percent). This yields a total retirement value range of 
$977,202 to $980,996 (table 3). While the old system pro-
duces a higher total value at retirement for the low and 
moderate risk investor, the new system provides a higher 
valued retirement portfolio at the 9 percent return.

For O-5 retirees, the present value of their 40 
percent pension is $743,440, which can be augmented 
by their TSP account. This account would range from 
$239,207 at a 6 percent return to $315,138 at 9 per-
cent. This yields a total value after a twenty-year career 
of $982,647 up to $1,058,578 (see table 2 on page 113). 
The old system (50 percent of base pay) is valued at 
$937,886. Assuming someone under the old system 
deposited 5 percent of his or her base pay into the 
TSP, he or she would have an additional $140,667 (at 
6 percent) up to an additional $144,505 (at a 9 percent 
return). That produces a total value under the old sys-
tem ranging from $1,078,552 to $1,082,391 for an O-5 
retiree (table 4). The old system values exceed those of 
the new system in each case. However, the difference of 
$95,906 at a 6 percent annual return rate decreases to 
$23,813 as the annual return rate rises to 9 percent.
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 $ 5,541 
 $ 5,819 
 $ 5,819 
 $ 6,746 
 $ 6,746 
 $ 7,082 
 $ 7,082 
 $ 7,315 
 $ 7,315 
 $ 8,159  
$ 8,159 
$ 8,389 
$ 8,389 

 $ 35,669 
 $ 35,669 
 $ 46,804 
 $ 53,903 
 $ 63,446 
 $ 63,446 
 $ 66,488 
 $ 66,488 
 $ 69,826 
 $ 69,826 
 $ 80,950 
 $ 80,950 
 $ 84,978 
 $ 84,978 
 $ 87,779 
 $ 87,779 
 $ 97,902 
 $ 97,902 

$ 100,667 
$ 100,667 

  $ 1,783 
 $ 1,783 
 $ 2,340 
 $ 2,695 
 $ 3,172 
 $ 3,172 
 $ 3,324 
 $ 3,324 
 $ 3,491 
 $ 3,491 
 $ 4,047 
 $ 4,047 
 $ 4,249 
 $ 4,249 
 $ 4,389 
 $ 4,389 
  $ 4,895 
 $ 4,895 
 $ 5,033 
 $ 5,033 

 $ 1,783 
 $ 3,701 
 $ 6,318 
 $ 9,487 

 $ 13,371 
 $ 17,546 
 $ 22,187 
 $ 27,175 
 $ 32,705 
 $ 38,649 
 $ 45,595 
 $ 53,062 
 $ 61,291 
 $ 70,136 
 $ 79,785 
 $ 90,158 

$  101,815 
 $  114,347 
 $  127,956 
 $  142,586 

  $ 1,783 
 $ 3,674 
 $ 6,263 
 $ 9,393 

 $13,229 
 $ 17,346 
 $ 21,924 
 $ 26,842 
 $ 32,297 
 $ 38,158 
 $ 45,015 
 $ 52,378 
 $ 60,495 
 $ 69,217 
 $ 78,733 
 $ 88,962 

  $ 100,463 
 $ 112,819 
 $ 126,241 
 $ 140,667 

  $ 1,783 
 $ 3,727 
 $ 6,374 
 $ 9,582 

 $ 13,514 
 $ 17,747 
 $ 22,450 
 $ 27,508 
 $ 33,112 
 $ 39,139 
 $ 46,175 
 $ 53,746 
 $ 62,087 
 $ 71,056 
 $ 80,838 
 $ 91,355 

  $  103,168 
 $  115,874 
 $  129,671 
 $  144,505 

Average top three years $ 99,745
x 50%

$49,873

 Σ = $73,806 
Present value of
50% payment =

Total value =
Di�erence =

(old-new)

 $ 937,886
$ 1,080,472

$ 62,978

 $ 937,886
$ 1,078,553

$ 95,906

$ 937,886
 $ 1,082,391

$ 23,813

Table 4. Old System Maximum at O-5

(Graphic by John B. White)
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Implications
The preceding analysis was done from the perspective 

of having successfully completed a twenty-year career. 
However, completion of twenty years in the service is 
not guaranteed. Under the current system, less than 
20 percent of all servicemembers leave the service with 
retirement benefits. That number is considerably higher 
for officers. While it varies by branch of service, between 
30 percent and 40 percent of the officer corps earn 
retirement benefits. What is surprising is the number 
who pass the ten-year point (when they become eligi-
ble to remain for twenty years) and leave before they 
reach twenty years of service. Roughly one in five who 
complete ten years of service do not make it to twenty 
years.10 While the service can force an officer out prior to 
promotion to O-4, one is left to assume that those who 
leave beyond the ten-year point do so on their own. And, 
in doing so, they abandon an incredibly valuable retire-
ment that they are halfway or more to earning.

Therefore, before one can fully endorse one plan 
over the other, there is one final value of the new 
system that needs to be considered—the portability 
of the TSP portion of the retirement. The porta-
bility feature is most valuable to those who do not 
complete twenty years and vest the defined benefit 
portion of the retirement. The portability value is 
the difference between the amount in a TSP under 
the new system and the value of the TSP under the 
old system. For example, at the five-year mark and 
with a 7.5 percent return, the new system 10 percent 
TSP account exceeds the old 5 percent TSP account 
by $9,614 ($22,985–$13,371). A 6 percent return 
yields a difference of $9,264, while a 9 percent return 
generates a difference of $9,975 for the same five-year 
period. This difference increases with service time. 
At ten years, the difference ranges from $29,726 (6 
percent return) to $37,062 (9 percent return). At 
fifteen years, these differences range from $59,306 

Table 5. Retirement O-4

(Graphic by John B. White)

2016
2015 
2014
2013 
2012
2011 
2010
2009
2008
2007
2006

Commission 
year

Years to 
retire

                                                    New system                                     Old system

6%        7.5%                                  9%
20 
19 
18 
17 
16 
15 
14 
13 
12 
11 
10

 $ 235,106 
 $ 228,811 
 $ 222,702 
 $ 210,099 
 $ 196,405 
 $ 181,200 
 $ 166,856 
 $ 156,674 
 $ 139,295 
 $ 126,040 
 $ 113,536 

6%        7.5%                                  9%
 $ 269,867 
 $ 261,645 
 $ 253,779 
 $ 237,775 
 $ 220,629 
 $ 201,856 
 $ 184,393 
 $ 167,369 
 $ 151,533 
 $ 136,063 
 $ 121,671 

  $ 210,862 
 $ 300,164 
 $ 290,069 
 $ 269,814 
 $ 248,413 
 $ 225,303 
 $ 204,101 
 $ 183,717 
 $ 165,016 
 $ 146,998 
 $ 130,468 

  $ 138,595 
 $ 131,646 
 $ 125,182 
 $ 117,291 
 $ 108,838 

 $ 99,583 
 $ 90,973 
 $ 82,580 
 $ 74,772 
 $ 67,145 
 $ 60,050 

 $ 140,492 
 $ 133,445 
 $ 126,889 
 $ 118,887 
 $ 110,315 
 $ 100,928 
  $ 92,197 
 $ 83,685 
 $ 75,767 
 $ 68,031 
 $ 60,836 

  $ 142,389 
 $ 135,244 
 $ 128,597 
 $ 120,483 
 $ 111,791 
 $ 102,273 

 $ 93,420 
 $ 84,789 
 $ 76,761 
 $ 68,918 
 $ 61,622 

2016
2015 
2014
2013 
2012
2011 
2010
2009
2008
2007
2006

Commission 
year

Years to 
retire

                                                    New system                                     Old system

6%        7.5%                                9%
20 
19 
18 
17 
16 
15 
14 
13 
12 
11 
10

  $ 239,207 
 $ 232,912 
 $ 226,803 
 $ 214,200 
 $ 200,507 
 $ 185,301 
 $ 170,957 
 $ 156,775 
 $ 143,396 
 $ 130,142 
 $ 117,637 

6%        7.5%                                9%
  $274,055 
 $265,833 
 $257,966 
 $241,962 
 $224,817 
 $206,044 
 $188,581 
 $171,557 
 $155,721 
 $140,250 
 $125,859 

   $315,138 
 $304,440 
 $294,345 
 $274,090 
 $252,689 
 $229,579 
 $208,377 
 $187,993 
 $169,292 
 $151,274 
 $134,743 

  $140,667 
 $133,718 
 $127,254 
 $119,363 
 $110,910 
 $101,655 
 $ 93,045 
 $ 84,652 
 $ 76,844 
 $ 69,217 
 $ 62,122 

  $142,586 
 $135,539 
 $128,983 
 $120,891 
 $112,408 
 $103,022 
 $ 94,290 
 $ 88,778 
 $ 77,860 
 $ 70,125 
 $ 62,929 

 $144,505 
 $137,360 
 $130,713 
 $122,599 
 $113,907 
 $104,389 
 $ 95,536 
 $ 86,905 
 $ 78,877 
 $ 71,033 
 $ 63,737 

Table 6. Retirement O-5

(Graphic by John B. White)



117MILITARY REVIEW  September-October 2016

FINANCIAL COMPARISON

to $86,453, depending on a 6 percent or 9 percent 
annual return.

The old system total values at twenty years 
exceeded those of the new system from $752 to 
$95,906, depending on rank and rates of return, 
which yields an average difference of $48,749. 
Knowing that the old system would exceed the value 
of the new system in twenty years by an average of 
$48,749, what is the value of that difference today 
when a servicemember must decide today whether to 
opt into the new or remain in the old system? What 
is the present value today of $48,749 twenty years 
from now?

Again, it depends on the discount rate, which reflects 
the risk of not being able to serve twenty years. While 
approximately 35 percent of commissioned officers com-
plete twenty years of service, it is not accurate to say they 
have a one-in-three chance of earning retirement. Many 
officers leave the service after repaying their initial obli-
gation. It is perhaps more accurate to look at the attrition 
between the ten-year mark and the twenty-year mark, 
since these presumably reflect officer exits at their own 
request. The odds of successfully completing twenty years 
increase dramatically at the ten-year mark. As previously 
stated, roughly four out of five officers who hit ten years 
make twenty years and vest.

If the odds of making twenty years once a service-
member has passed the ten-year mark are only 80 
percent, then an appropriate discount rate incorporating 
that level of risk should be in excess of 24 percent. For 
simplicity, assume the rate is 25 percent. This implies that 
the present value of $48,479 in twenty years is only $562.

Another way to interpret this $562 value is to look 
at it as an insurance premium. For $562, paid when an 
officer is commissioned, he or she has insured against the 
average difference in the value of the new system versus 
the old system. If an officer was to make the $562 pay-
ment out of each paycheck (240 paychecks over twenty 
years), the amount deducted from each pay period for his 
or her “retirement system average difference insurance” is 
only $6.39. This $6.39 payment must be weighed against 
the excess value of the officer’s TSP should he or she leave 
the service before twenty years.

Decision Facing Current Officers
Current officers who received their commission after 

1 January 2006 must also decide which retirement system 

to select. For those who are not considering a twenty-year 
career, the choice is obvious. Select the new system and 
leave the service with a retirement that is more than dou-
ble what is contributed, thanks to the government match 
and the interest earned.

For those with several years of service who would 
plan to stay for twenty years, the choice is not so simple. 
Tables 5 and 6 show what they may accumulate in a TSP 
account under the new system and the old system, re-
tiring as either an O-4 or an O-5. Each of the projections 
shows that the estimated amount saved is less than for a 
new officer, because the individual is saving for less than 
twenty years. However, as previously stated, the difference 
is the insurance premium against the chance that he or she 
does not successfully complete a twenty-year career.

Conclusions
The NDAA of 2016 presents the officer corps with 

a significant decision to be made regarding retirement. 
Both systems have advantages and disadvantages. 
Individuals will analyze the exact same information and 
reach exactly opposite decisions. In the end, it will depend 
on one’s attitude towards risk. Risk tolerance will influ-
ence the rate of return a servicemember is attempting to 
achieve with his or her retirement investment portfolio.

Some may contend that the new system shifts the 
risk, fairly or unfairly, to the servicemembers, as a sizeable 
portion of their retirement is in their TSP account. 
Servicemembers must now contend with the variability 
of market returns and its impact on their retirement, 
something their predecessors did not have to face.

However, all servicemembers, whether under the 
current or new system, face the significant retirement 
risk that they will not successfully complete the required 
twenty years to earn their retirement. Under the current 
system, retirement is an all-or-nothing proposition. Serve 
less than twenty years, and one leaves with nothing. The 
risk of not completing twenty years still exists under the 
new system. However, under the new system, one does 
not leave empty-handed if he or she fails to reach twenty 
years of service.

Consider a worst-case scenario: tragic life events 
force an officer to leave the service after nineteen years 
at age forty-one. Under the old system, that officer 
leaves with everyone’s sympathy, but no pension. If the 
officer had fully participated under the new system, he 
or she would have accumulated $242,637 (as an O-4) 
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and $245,570 (as an O-5) at 7.5 percent. If the officer 
placed that money in an account earning only 6 per-
cent and left it there without making any additional 
deposits until age sixty (age fifty-nine and one-half is 
the first opportunity to withdraw from a retirement 
plan without incurring the 10 percent tax penalty), 
the retirement account would grow to $734,122. 
This would be enough to pay out $49,816 until age 
ninety-seven (our earlier estimated mortality). This 
payment from the TSP-funded account exceeds the 
$45,006 retirement pay an O-4 retiree would receive 
under the old system. If the officer left the money in 
until age sixty-seven (the current full retirement age 
for those born after 1960), the account would grow 

to $1,103,849. At 6 percent, this account could pay 
out $80,193 per year for the next thirty years. These 
payouts are slightly higher if the officer resigns at year 
nineteen as an O-5. And, all of this future retirement 
income requires no additional deposits after he or she 
leaves the service.

As stated before, one’s attitude toward risk will play 
a significant role in deciding which retirement option 
to select. Rational people will examine exactly the same 
data and reach exactly opposite decisions. Predicting 
future events is tricky business. The best one can hope 
for is that after a thorough examination of available 
information, a servicemember can live with the decision 
he or she makes with minimal regret.
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Constructive Effects
Focus on Capabilities
Lt. Col. Kevin McCaskey, PhD, U.S. Air Force

The U.S. armed forces have a penchant for pro-
ducing doctrine, capabilities, and force structures 
based on previous conflicts—perhaps no branch 

more so than the Air Force—that continually prescribe 
silver bullets for future conflicts based on the character 
of the preceding war. This unsurprising tendency is likely 
rooted in the simple fact that those generals and admirals 
preparing to command forces in the next conflict for all 
branches of the Department of Defense (DOD) were 
typically field grade officers in the preceding conflict who 
were profoundly influenced, but narrowly shaped, by 

their past personal experiences. Consequently, lessons 
learned from the previous conflict in which they were 
engaged, both positive and negative, were naturally 
internalized by and formative for these future leaders 
who subsequently ascended to positions of influence 
where presumed lessons learned were incorporated into 
doctrine, training, and acquisition. For example, the 
experience of Desert Storm that exposed such officers 
to an enemy utilizing traditional military force struc-
ture, centralized command and control, and a tradi-
tional combined-arms-warfare strategy led directly to 

The destroyer USS Hopper (DDG 70) launches a Standard Missile-3 as it operates in the Pacific Ocean on 30 July 2009. The missile successfully 
intercepted a subscale, short-range ballistic missile launched from the Kauai Test Facility, Pacific Missile Range Facility Barking Sands, Kauai, 
Hawaii. Aegis-class destroyers provide mobile missile-defense capabilities anywhere in the world, creating freedom of action for combatant 
commanders to pursue regional strategies. (Photo courtesy of U.S. Navy) 
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subsequent senior U.S. 
military leader infat-
uation with concepts 
such as network-centric 
warfare (NCW) and 
effects-based operations 
(EBO), which have 
remained largely theo-
retical and of little value 
since Desert Storm.

Consequently, with 
a myopic view fostered 
largely by personal ex-
perience among senior 
leaders and little broad-
er institutional effort 
to incorporate fuller 
appreciation of the wide 
and unique variant 
characteristics of sub-
sequent future conflicts 
as they emerge, services 
habitually design their 
doctrine, strategy, force 
structure, and capabilities on false premises. This article 
identifies some of these false premises that currently 
influence force development and argues that—rather 
than focusing on attempting to inculcate in doctrine 
exclusive dependence on the largely destructive effects 
that yielded positive results during Desert Storm (which 
were achieved under arguably very unique circumstanc-
es unlikely to be replicated in the future)—commanders 
and planners should focus instead on developing the 
military’s constructive capabilities to promote opera-
tional flexibility because these will be less affected by the 
inevitable fog and friction of war and more likely to yield 
predictable, value-added results.

Applying Lessons Learned
Since World War II, we have yet to see dogmatically 

templated lessons learned from one conflict applied in 
a way that led to a victory in the succeeding conflict. As 
history has repeatedly shown, what works in one war is 
often inconsequential in subsequent conflicts. For exam-
ple, a strategy of daylight high-altitude precision bombing 
resulting from the “lessons learned” by Billy Mitchell and 
Giulio Douhet in World War I was institutionalized by 

the Army Air Corps Tactical School (ACTS). However, 
this strategy proved simultaneously ineffective (it was 
unable to effectively destroy targets as predicted) and ill 
conceived (it failed to account for technological advance-
ments in fighter aircraft, radar, anti-aircraft artillery, etc.) 
when implemented during World War II. Thus, assumed 
lessons based on the character of World War I actually 
slowed effective preparation for the next war as the Army 
Air Corps invested in force structure, doctrine, and 
capabilities (such as the Norden bombsight) based on the 
previous conflict.1

In another, more recent, example, theoretical con-
structs based on the presumed lessons learned gleaned 
from Desert Storm have survived nearly three decades 
under the guises of NCW, EBO, and the revolution in 
military affairs (RMA). The experience of planners 
developing strike missions for Desert Storm led directly 
to the rapid rise of EBO, thanks in part to articles such as 
David A. Deptula’s “Effects-Based Operations: Change 
in the Nature of War.”2 Published in 2001, the timing 
meant that EBO and NCW would play a prominent part 
early in both Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi 
Freedom. For the decade following, military officers at 

A B-17 Flying Fortress heavy-bomber aircraft formation flying 17 August 1943 over Schweinfurt, Germany, 
bombs ball-bearing factories in an ineffective effort to indirectly hobble Nazi mechanized ground forces. 
(Photo courtesy of U.S. Air Force)
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varying staff colleges wrote a number of theses, journal 
articles, and even books on RMA, NCW, and EBO.3

Perhaps not wanting to miss out on the expected 
future glory that EBO would garner in the Global War on 
Terrorism, even air mobility pilots were expounding the 
virtues of effects-based airlift.4 This was despite the fact 
that “the Hump” (World War II resupply operations over 
the Himalayan mountains), Operation Vittles (the Berlin 
Airlift), and multiple other examples of innovative airlift 
and airdrop operations that directly saved thousands of 
soldiers in the Korean War had already demonstrated 
that airpower had achieved desired effects on a routine 
basis, just not necessarily through destructive effects.5

The Logical Fallacies of Network-
Centric Warfare, Effects-Based 
Operations, and the Revolution 
in Military Affairs

The triumvirate of NCW, EBO, and RMA has 
dominated literature and academic discussion within 
the DOD, with advocates asserting that this trinity 
will govern future conflicts and change the nature of 
warfare, while detractors exhibit skepticism (if not 
outright hostility).6

In theory, NCW and EBO are enabled by a tech-
nological RMA and themselves represent their own 
“embryonic RMA.”7 NCW is achieved by advancements 
in sensor, information, and weapons technology to create 
an operational environment wherein “the concept of 
linking all aspects of warfighting into a shared situation-
al awareness and shared understanding of command 
intent so as to achieve a unity and synchronicity of effects 
that multiplies the power of military forces.”8 From this 
definition, as a practical matter, one can immediately see 
that the desired end state of NCW and EBO is neither 
measurable nor achievable.

The notion that all aspects of any dynamic environ-
ment can be understood is patently false, and in direct 
opposition to the notion of fog and friction as immutable 
aspects of the nature of war. Furthermore, while a shared 
understanding of commander’s intent is plausible, there 
can never be any circumstance where actual situational 
awareness is shared. Shared situational awareness is an 
illusion based on the idea that information, data, and im-
ages constitute situational awareness. As operators at any 
level of warfare know, situational awareness is the unique 
combination of external stimuli combined with internal 

observation and experience. Simply, situational awareness 
is a unique perceptional construct and can never be total-
ly shared. Any number of people can experience the same 
events, but that does not yield a shared situational aware-
ness; instead, it results in different interpretations of the 
same event, some widely at variance with each other.

Alongside the dilemma of achieving a shared under-
standing through shared situational awareness is the idea 
that all political entities can be represented by a “system 
of systems.” This is the central assumption of both NCW 
and EBO, without which the entire construct becomes 
untenable. The chief fault in system-of-systems analysis 
(SOSA) is that there is always another system together 
with another level of analysis conducted in an attempt 
to achieve perfect knowledge. Thus, layers of seemingly 
endless analysis have the great potential of readily leading 
to “analysis paralysis” in executing operations.

Paradoxically, in addition to the overly complex 
analysis requirements inherent in SOSA, the process 
also oversimplifies the process for dealing with the 
complexity of human interactions and cognitive deci-
sion-making processes.9 This combination of unattainable 
requirements such as achieving a complete knowledge 
of opposing systems, historical methods of warfighting 
that discounted the human aspects of war (including fog 
and friction), and a general failure to deliver finally led 
then Joint Forces commander Marine Corps Gen. James 
Mattis in 2008 to effectively ban NCW, EBO, and the 
supporting planning tool “system-of-systems analysis.”10

Although the phraseology of “effects” now permeates 
in both the 2015 U.S. National Security Strategy and joint 
doctrine, while continuing to be a source of discussion 
among the military colleges, the actual predictions and 
expected utility of NCW and EBO have never managed 
to flourish in the post-9/11 operational threat environ-
ment as some expected after Desert Storm.11 This failure 
of the information RMA and the resulting NCW and 
EBO constructs can largely be traced to three key logical 
fallacies embedded within EBO: straw-man argument, 
transference, and linear projection.

Straw-man argument. A straw-man argument is a 
rhetorical device wherein an advocate for an argued po-
sition intentionally puts up a weak premise in order to 
knock it down easily with presumed logic and evidence. 
Such straw-man arguments are often used to justify the 
immediate implementation of EBO. Consequently, if 
a defender of EBO can persuade others to accept the 
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rather nonsensical straw-man assertion that the “old 
way” of combined arms warfare and operational art 
was not based on achieving desired effects, EBO im-
mediately may thus be framed as the superior product 
by comparison. After all, what military officer would 
be against achieving effects, saving lives, and generally 
being more efficient? Thus, the straw-man foundation 
of EBO immediately forces a false dichotomy upon offi-
cers: choose the new and improved EBO approach; or, 
remain mired in outdated methods.

The historical record, however, demonstrates that—
contrary to the implied EBO premise—the goal of 
formulating specific plans of action to achieve specific 
effects is nothing new to the military, but is actually 
thousands of years old. Crops were not burned and land 
destroyed during the Peloponnesian Wars because com-
batants were using olive branches as cudgels that ignited 
tinder unintentionally. The burning and destruction that 
occurred was done intentionally for a military purpose—
an effect. Similarly, long before EBO was formulated 
as a concept, the Army Air Corps mounted a bombing 
against the Schweinfurt ball-bearing factory during 
World War II because officers had concluded (incorrect-
ly, it turned out) that destroying the German capacity 
to produce ball bearings would have the desired effect 

of degrading mechanized military capability.12 Not only 
did the Schweinfurt air raids fail to reduce ball-bearing 
availability, but at a cost of hundreds of aircraft destroyed 
or damaged, and causing the Army Air Corps to ditch 
the same daylight high-altitude precision bombing that 
ACTS developed in the interwar years.13

Setting aside the implied EBO assertion that tra-
ditional combined arms warfare had not planned for 
achieving effects, as long as militaries have existed, they 
have always attempted to achieve effects through their 
actions—what has changed is the available technological 
capabilities to cause those effects.14

Transference. While the straw man/false dichotomy 
combination helps explain why EBO gained immediate 
appeal, transference and linear projection explain why 
EBO has, to date, failed to deliver. In psychology, trans-
ference is the unconscious redirection of feelings toward 
another individual. Intelligence operators would recog-
nize this tendency as “mirror imaging.” When speaking 
of military planning, transference is the tendency of a 
military to assume that its adversary shares the same 
interests and values, and ascribes the same importance to 
assumed centers of gravity on both sides of the conflict. 
NCW, systems of systems, and effects-based targeting are 
all typical of such American constructs and, as such, all 

Viewed from above, a Royal Australian Air Force KC-30A multirole tanker transport aircraft connects with a U.S. Air Force C-17 Globemaster 
III aircraft from the 418th Flight Test Squadron 10 February 2016 during a refueling operation over Edwards Air Force Base, California. Rapid 
global mobility is a key constructive effect that enables global strike capabilities. (Photo by Christian Turner, U.S. Air Force)
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suffer from American mirror imaging of enemy motives, 
objectives, and assumed vulnerabilities.

The U.S. military can absolutely be considered a sys-
tem of systems, and therefore, highly codependent across 
branches, weapon systems, and capabilities. When these 
methods were used in Desert Storm, they were wildly 
successful, not because of the premise that all political 
opponents are vulnerable to NCW and EBO, but rather, 
at a unique time and place, the weakened and desperate 
post-Iraq–Iran War Iraq was vulnerable to this approach. 
Planners got it right, not because the model was all 
encompassing and universally applicable. It was just the 
right model in the right conflict against the right oppo-
nent under the right, but very unique, circumstances.

To put it another way, in Desert Storm the strat-
egy of military means with suitable strategic ways to 
accomplish political ends was successful in large mea-
sure due to a host of factors that had little to do with the 
methodology and theory used to shape planning for the 
actual military operation.15

In the future, against a near-peer competitor or a 
traditional military force, the NCW/EBO model also 
might succeed. Unfortunately for the model, the U.S. 
military has not faced such an opponent under the same 
circumstances since Desert Storm, since before most 
enlisted personnel and junior officers were born. What 
our present personnel have known and experienced was 
asymmetrical and hybrid warfare, which was purpose-
fully designed not to be a system. The very strength of 
asymmetrical and hybrid warfare from the perspective 
of our adversaries was that they avoided pitting their 
vulnerabilities against superior forces.16

Linear projection. Failure to fully account for the 
changing character of war since Desert Storm has 
demonstrated the tendency of the U.S. military to fall 
victim to the fallacy of linear projection, wherein present 
circumstances, conditions, and trends are projected 
into the future while incorrectly accounting for innova-
tion and change occurring among prospective enemies. 
Occasionally, military strategies, doctrine, or capabilities 
do account for expected innovation and change but 
incorrectly result in a reduction of potential benefits. For 
example, Cold War assumptions on the use of airpower 
for nuclear war led to U.S. airpower being unprepared 
for a limited nonnuclear campaign, and eventually to 
the Air Force fielding F-4 fighter aircraft designed for 
the Navy and built without guns in Vietnam owing to 

incorrect assumptions about the efficacy of air-to-air 
missiles.17 Look at any branch of service from Desert 
Storm forward, and one will see weapons procurement 
systems and programs based largely upon this same kind 
of linear projection.18

Correctly, the DOD will typically organize, train, 
and be equipped to face the most dangerous threat 
rather than the most likely engagement. I do not sug-
gest a change in the practice of gearing for a near-peer 
conflict in deference to preparation for irregular or 
hybrid warfare. However, it is appropriate to criticize 
the notion that doctrinal theory underlying NCW and 
EBO that accompany the high-tech equipment neces-
sary to defeat a near-peer will also be effective against 
hybrid-, irregular-, or insurgency-style conflict.

On Effects: Constructive 
Versus Destructive

Aside from the logical fallacies underpinning EBO 
and NCW, they also suffer from an additional critical 
shortcoming: a nearly complete disregard for constructive 
or enabling effects. While neither specifically claims to 
be focused solely on destructive effects, the clear reality 
is that each is designed exclusively to destroy or degrade 
critical nodes in the hypothetical enemy system, suppos-
edly creating the desired effect. Therefore, such theories 
of system analysis operate largely in a vacuum without 
consideration of broader dimensions of the conflict apart 
from measures aimed at destroying targets.

As previously pointed out, there is no such thing 
as shared situational awareness, and therefore no such 
thing as complete understanding of enemy forces, their 
motivations, their influences, or even their own view of 
what they themselves regard as their centers of gravity. 
Therefore, because of the inherent fog of war, relying 
exclusively on a methodology that only seeks to impose 
and measure destructive effects becomes problematic 
and unreliable. Certainly, eliminating a given target might 
result in a near-term effect we desire, but the enemy gets 
a vote in war and will always have a better understanding 
of its own capabilities than we will as they relate to its 
ultimate objectives, many of which may lie outside what 
can be directly or materially destroyed.

Alternately, constructive effects focus on the 
development and employment of those weapons and 
doctrines that do not rely on correctly guessing what 
effects might take place by materially attacking a target, 
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but from a solid knowledge of what will take place by 
creating capabilities. Destructive effects focus on the 
enemy system—while constructive or enabling ef-
fects focus on one’s own system, which offers the best 
prospect for achieving the much sought-after reduction 
in the fog of war since measuring our own capabilities 
will inevitably prove more tangible than estimating the 
enemy response to these said capabilities.

If we consider the primary proponent of EBO—the 
Air Force—what actually becomes clear is that the vast 
majority of Air Force capabilities are in fact constructive 
in nature, with relatively few capabilities actually de-
signed for and capable of destructive effects. While often 
ignored, capabilities that enable constructive effects are 
the largest component and backbone of the DOD, and 
especially of the Air Force. This is a new circumstance, 
vastly different from the Air Force during the Cold War, 
wherein the focus was predominantly destructive.

The domains of air, space, and cyberspace are all 
predominantly focused on constructive effects, the 
latter two almost entirely. Consequently, nearly every-
thing the Air Force does might rightfully be considered 
a constructive effect. Such capabilities include global 
positioning systems and other guidance systems; intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR); cyber 
defense; rapid global mobility; air refueling; command 
and control; and combat search and rescue.

Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, those 
relatively few capabilities for conducting destruc-
tive effects always require a preceding constructive 
effect to positively affect mission accomplishment. 
This truth has stark implications for how our current 
military should organize, train, and equip, which 
eventually will determine how it plans. By refocusing 
instead on what has traditionally been institutionally 
marginalized in so-called support roles, the military 
should become more focused on those things it can 
control (its own capabilities) and less focused on those 
things it cannot control (how the enemy responds to a 
given destructive effect).

Irrespective, desired effects rarely occur inde-
pendently; whether destructive, or constructive and 
enabling, they are for the most part the products of 
preceding tasks. These tasks are in turn dependent upon 
capabilities. We can depict the process of achieving mili-
tary objectives (the end of strategy) as follows:

Capabilities  Tasks  Effects  Objectives

This linkage intentionally mirrors operational design 
and joint doctrine as it currently stands.19 Thus, choos-
ing to focus on constructive effects does not require a 
revision of joint doctrine, but simply a cognitive and 
cultural shift to emphasize those capabilities that lead to 
constructive effects rather than destructive. Put a differ-
ent way, constructive effects focus on our own centers of 
gravity as those things we can control, while downplay-
ing the traditional importance of the enemy centers of 
gravity, those things that are subject to all of the afore-
mentioned limitations of NCW and EBO.

In Understanding Centers of Gravity and Critical 
Vulnerabilities, authors Joe Strange and Richard Iron 
offer a model to analyze centers of gravity using four 
interrelated concepts:

Centers of gravity are enabled by critical ca-
pabilities with critical requirements subject to 
critical vulnerabilities.20

Therefore, refocusing on constructive capabilities 
matches well with the Strange and Iron model. Recalling 
the Clausewitzian dictum that a center of gravity is that 
which gives strength (physical or moral), it becomes 
clear that U.S. centers of gravity are today largely based 
on constructive effects. This means that communication 
networks, ISR, rapid global mobility, cyber capabilities, 
and GPS must now be considered centers of gravity in 
the current operational environment. Consequently, 
enemies of the United States may be expected to focus 
their efforts on targeting such capabilities to mitigate 
or diminish them in an attempt to reduce American 
combat efficacy. In contrast to the past, given the choice, 
what today’s enemies will likely not select to target as 
centers of gravity are those platforms that can deliv-
er destructive capabilities such as fighter or bomber 
aircraft. Despite the fascination with the “ace” pilot as 
the epitome of Air Force warrior ethos, very few things 
could be considered less strategically relevant today 
from the perspective of our enemies than a reduction of 
five fighter aircraft. Unlike constructive effects wherein 
the capabilities are scarce and critical, when considering 
destructive effects, most capabilities are redundant and 
therefore not critical capabilities.

In comparison, there are innumerable means to de-
stroy something across each of the services, but very few 
means to allow the operation of command and control, 
ISR, or global mobility. Thus, these constructive effects, 
which are less subject to fog and friction because the 
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enemy gets less of a “vote,” are more likely to yield predi-
cable results than those destructive effects that rely on 
assumptions about the enemy center of gravity, capabili-
ties, requirements, and vulnerabilities.

The ongoing air campaign against the Islamic State 
(IS) serves as an example for the focus on construc-
tive effects. While the effectiveness of the bombing air 
campaign is currently being argued both ways, what is 
verifiable is the efficacy of those capabilities that has en-
abled airpower to identify, track, target, and prosecute IS 
combatants and capabilities. Thus far, the ISR, command 
and control, aerial refueling platforms, and space and 
cyber capabilities that continually enable effects (kinetic 
and nonkinetic) have been arguably the more important 

components of the campaign. With these constructive 
effects, the enabled destructive effect may actually work, 
but, without them, the destructive effects never happen.

Since the question “Can airpower alone defeat IS?” 
is largely impossible to answer (the military always 
pursues a strategy with the means granted by political 
authorities), the better question is “How can we ensure 
that airpower has the capability to execute destructive 
effects on demand?”

The answer to that question is through constructive 
capabilities and their resultant effects.

Concluding Observations—
Implications for U.S. Planning

The chief shortcoming with EBO and NCW is the 
illusion that American warfighters can ever achieve 
complete understanding of the battlespace and a truly 
shared situational awareness. One can analyze the 
enemy to the nth degree and establish as many nodes 
and linkages as desired. However, all of these connec-
tions fall apart if the initial assumptions about what 
really matters (identification of true centers of gravity 
perhaps) are erroneous or if the enemy adapts in un-
expected ways. Yugoslavian air defenses shot down a 
U.S. F-117 in 1999 by doing precisely this, behaving in 
a manner planners had not (and likely could not have) 
predicted. The enemy learned and adapted.

At the Air Force Academy, I routinely attempt to 
expose cadets to the challenges associated with applying 
system-of-systems analysis in the simulated fog of war 
and uncertainty pervading conflict by dividing them 
into groups and allowing them to war-game two given 
sides in a conflict. For example, one team might play 
the United States while the other team plays IS. Each 
attempts to come up with their own center of gravity 
and that of the enemy.

The exercise is intended to acquaint the cadets with 
the complexity of even this seemingly simple task, and, 
in theory, each team would identify the same two things. 
Yet, in no scenario to date has each side actually identi-
fied the center of gravity that their opponent claims is 
essential to carrying out their strategy. Each side actually 
attacks something the other does not consider critical 
to their center of gravity or strategy. It is not that a team 
cannot identify their source of power, but rather that 
they can almost never identify what the enemy itself 
regards as its true source of power.

The U.S. Air Force launches the first of a new generation of military 
communications satellites, the Wideband Global SATCOM, aboard 
an Atlas V launch vehicle 10 October 2007 at Cape Canaveral Air 
Force Station, Florida. (Photo courtesy of United Launch Alliance) 
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This occurs because the center of 
gravity does not drive strategy—strat-
egy drives the center of gravity. This 
exercise helps highlight that without a 
perfect understanding of how an enemy 
will fight during a conflict, we can never 
accurately decide what to eliminate until 
engaged. Operationally, this is why NCW 
and EBO have failed against a variety 
of asymmetrical opponents. In many 
circumstances, we routinely have little 
ability to gain insight into knowing what 
the enemy strategy actually is, or how it 
will execute said strategy, with anything 
approaching the level of certainty prom-
ised by the information RMA necessary 
to enable NCW and EBO.

Because complete understanding of 
the enemy is extremely difficult to attain, 
we return to the assertion that focusing 
on management of constructive effects is 
the wisest course for developing our future 
strategy and doctrine. Moreover, it is im-
portant to acknowledge that complete un-
derstanding of battlespace is an illusion. As 
Clausewitz pointed out, “accurate recog-
nition constitutes one of the most serious 
sources of friction in war.”21 To continue 
the farce that more information, data, or 
imagery will allow the United States to cause complete 
collapse of the enemy system using surgical attacks against 
centers of gravity is a fantasy, the unfortunate legacy con-
struct of a singular conflict against a Desert Storm enemy 
overmatched and ill-prepared for the American approach. 
Consequently, we would be better advised to deal with 
the inevitable fog and friction of the future that will arise 
during future conflict by focusing future planning man-
agement on our own constructive capabilities.

A strategy of operations built on logical fallacies 
and anecdotal evidence should not be considered 

the end-all in planning. Yes, future wars will focus 
on achieving desired effects to accomplish political 
and military objectives, just as militaries have always 
done for thousands of years. However, we will have 
greater flexibility in preparing to fight our future 
wars by focusing primarily on managing and devel-
oping the capabilities to apply constructive enabling 
effects that we control rather than those that apply 
destructive effects the outcome of which is heavily 
dependent on historically unreliable assessments of 
enemy responses.
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Rebuttal
The CIA Responds to the 
Senate Intelligence Committee’s 
Study of Its Detention and 
Interrogation Program
Edited by Bill Harlow, Naval Institute Press, 
Annapolis, Maryland, 2015, 352 pages

John G. Breen, PhD

In early December 2014, the Senate Select 
Committee on Intelligence (SSCI) released its 
report on the Central Intelligence Agency’s (CIA) 

Detention and Interrogation Program, concluding that 
the use of enhanced interrogation techniques (EITs) was 
brutal and ineffective, and that the CIA misrepresented 
the program’s effectiveness to executive and legislative 
oversight, as well as to the public. CIA Director John 
Brennan released a statement the same day: “While we 
made mistakes, the record does not support the study’s 
inference that the agency systematically and intention-
ally misled each of these audiences on the effectiveness 
of the program.”1 More than a year prior, the CIA had 
offered a highly detailed and introspective response 
to the SSCI investigation, which highlighted points of 
agreement, admitted failures, and pushed back on cer-
tain findings. Brennan noted in his introductory letter to 
this response, “I personally remain firm in my belief that 
[EITs] are not an appropriate method to obtain intelli-
gence and that their use impairs our ability to continue 
to play a leadership role in the world.”2

In Rebuttal: The CIA responds to the Senate Intelligence 
Committee’s Study of Its Detention and Interrogation 

Program, editor Bill Harlow reprints the declassified 
CIA response to the SSCI report from 2013, along with 
the SSCI’s Republican minority response. The CIA 
response document in particular is worthy of a careful 
read. Rebuttal also includes essays written by senior CIA 
officials involved with the program—former directors 
George Tenet, Porter Goss, and Michael Hayden; former 
deputy directors John McLaughlin and Michael Morell; 
former counterterrorism deputy director J. Philip 
Mudd; former acting general counsel John Rizzo; and 
former counterterrorism center director Jose Rodriguez.

To his credit, Tenet does make an effort in his essay 
to address the ethical and moral challenges involved with 
the design and implementation of such a program. He 
also attempts to argue the “ticking time bomb” scenario, 
citing his not unreasonable fears of a “detonation of a 
weapon of mass destruction on American soil,” and not-
ing that he briefed President Bush about “reporting that 
indicated a nuclear weapon had been smuggled into the 
United States destined for New York City.” Yet he goes 
on to say, paradoxically, that he later suspended the pro-
gram at a time of “heightened threat” in order to ensure 
legal protections for the agency and its employees—“the 
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law was more important than interrogations.” A no-
ble sentiment, and one for which CIA employees owe 
him greatly, but if you can so readily identify the moral 
hazards and cite the threat of imminent nuclear annihi-
lation as justification for EITs, how can you suggest that 
lawyerly cover is even more important? It would have 
been useful to hear more from Tenet on how to resolve 
this apparent contradiction.

Goss, who prior to serving as CIA director was the 
chairman of the House Permanent Select Committee on 
Intelligence, bemoans partisan agendas and presents ad 
hominem attacks against his legislative colleagues—“the 
members of the ‘select’ oversight committees are not al-
ways selected for their understanding of the intelligence 
community.” According to Rebuttal coauthor John Rizzo, 
as detailed in his previously published book Company 
Man, perhaps they would have had a better understand-
ing had Goss briefed them properly.

According to Rizzo, Goss failed to inform Congress 
that videotape records of waterboarding had been 
destroyed: “‘So please tell me,’ I asked, ‘that you briefed 
the intelligence committee leaders about the destruction 
and that there’s a record somewhere of that briefing.’ 
There was a pause, and then Porter said, ‘Gee, I don’t 
remember ever telling them. I don’t think there was ever 
the right opportunity to do it.’ My heart sank. It was the 
ultimate nightmare scenario.”3

J. Philip Mudd offers a thoughtful essay on the value 
of detainee reporting. He explains the importance of 
gaining a “decision advantage”—that the accumulation 
of insights garnered from the detainees vice any “silver 
bullet” led to a greater understanding of al-Qaida and 

aided in efforts to protect the homeland and remove 
terrorist leadership from the battlefield.

As for the remaining essays, McLaughlin again in-
vokes the ticking time bomb scenario, Morell complains 
about the press, Rizzo focuses on the legal details, and 
Hayden spends some time attempting to explain the fine 
difference between slamming a detainee’s head against a 
wall and “pushing a detainee’s shoulders into a false ply-
wood wall.” Rodriguez, doubling down on his book Hard 
Measures, attempts to claim that CIA waterboarding, as 
it was the same technique used in U.S. military survival, 
evasion, resistance, and escape training, could not have 
been equated to the waterboarding conducted during 
the “Spanish Inquisition, or by the Japanese during 
World War II, or the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia.”4 
Rodriguez seems not to understand the irony of citing 
these examples to bolster his case.

Most of us can be grateful we did not have to make 
the hard decisions these former senior leaders were 
forced to consider, imposed on them, in effect, by 
terrorists seeking to end our way of life. Several led the 
agency at a time of extreme crisis, and their decisions 
are certainly prone to unfair, rearview-mirror judgment. 
However, other than the contribution by Mudd, their 
essays do little to press the discussion forward. Their 
efforts to “rebut” generally amount to the rehashing of 
previous complaints and quibbling—lack of context, 
political partisanship, and, most repetitively, that the 
SSCI conducted no interviews of CIA officials. If their 
writing reflects the full depth of their thinking on the 
issue, it seems not much would have been gained had 
the SSCI actually conducted the interviews.
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Response to Maj. Matt Graham, 
“U.S. Cyber Force
One War Away” 

(Military Review, May–June 2016)

William Thayer

I subscribe to several military publications, and 
they have many articles on cyberwarfare. The 
scope of these articles (as with the present article) 

is always offensive and defensive cyberwar. It is never 
about “recovery” from a cyberattack. If some nation or 
subnational groups want to attack our electrical grid, 
they will eventually succeed. What then? No one is 
discussing a recovery.

In fact, even worse than a complete takedown of 
our electrical grid would be an electromagnetic pulse 
(EMP) attack, which would destroy all microchips even 
in cars and trucks. An attack on our electrical grid could 
leave us without power, communication, and even a 
water supply. An EMP attack would leave us without 
transportation also. Few books address a recovery: 
Civil-Military Preparedness for an EMP Catastrophe and 
One Second After ... in San Diego. The common theme of 
these books is that the military will be the only orga-
nized force left standing. Military bases will be like lily 

pads for organizing recovery. The military has organi-
zation, and it has equipment that will survive either an 
electrical grid attack or an EMP attack (e.g., the satellite 
communications systems, air/sea/ground transpor-
tation). Yet, no one is writing even a single article on 
“How to recover from a grid or EMP attack”. The basics 
that are needed are water, food, communication, and 
transportation.

William Thayer, San Diego, California 
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Explaining Suicides 
in the U.S. Military
Birth Cohort Vulnerability and 
the All-Volunteer Force

Col. James Griffith, U.S. Army, 
Retired

Recently, I saw a couple of published news arti-
cles on the seventh year of increased suicides 
in the U.S. military, expecting fewer given the 

various research and prevention efforts. I am not very 
optimistic that this phenomenon is going to change 
much unless more recent birth-cohort characteristics 
change, and the methods used to obtain those who 
enter military service change. 

I have been investigating suicides in the military, 
largely the Army National Guard (ARNG), since having 
been called into active duty to assist the director of the 
National Guard Bureau to respond to the Vice Chief 
of Staff of the Army’s request to more closely examine 
ARNG suicides. Tying together the various findings 
concerning suicide in the military and in the civilian 
population, Dr. Bryan and I formulated an explanation 
of increased suicides among military personnel.

Among more recent birth cohorts, age-interval 
suicide rates among younger ages (adolescents and 
teens) has increased, with decreased rates among 
middle adults. Sociologists Stockard and O’Brien 
reliably predicted these changes by birth-cohort size 
and nonmarital births, reported in Social Forces and 
International Journal of Comparative Sociology. They 
speculate that these findings demonstrate less social 
integration among more recent birth cohorts and 
reason that larger birth cohorts and nonmarital births 
result in fewer financial resources available and/

or fewer adult providers within a household than in 
previous birth cohorts. Consequently, members of 
larger birth cohorts and cohorts with fewer adults 
in the home are more likely to be influenced by peer 
relations, thereby creating a “youth culture”’ that 
is “relatively insulated from the influence of older 
generations,” resulting in less connection to groups 
and internalized ways of behaving. Dr. Twenge, a 
psychologist, reports somewhat disconcerting evi-
dence related to this argument. She examined several 
large-scale data sets of different generations of high 
school students and young adults. In published stud-
ies, Twenge reported in the Clinical Psychology Review 
and Social Indicators Research increased psychopathic 
deviant, paranoia, hypomania, and depression in more 
recent generations. Overall, then, there appears to be 
some fundamental shifts occurring in more recent 
birth cohorts related to vulnerabilities of negative 
psychological health. 

The military is most likely to evidence these shifts 
relative to suicide. The military, due to its mission, 
is comprised of those young males that are at risk, 
as reported by both civilian and military studies—
young males. Another primary risk factor is being 
white, and the Army has become increasingly more 
white. Military studies have also reported trends 
in increased psychological problems (personality 
adjustment and mood disorders) among soldiers 
visiting medical treatment facilities, increased med-
ical, and misconduct waivers for new entrants, and 
pre-enlistment history of suicide risk and psychiatric 
conditions. Further, what makes these vulnerabilities 
more evident in today’s military is the way in which 
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individuals enter military service. In the all-volunteer 
force (compared to the draft era), there are far fewer ap-
plicants (annually some two hundred thousand), and of 
these nearly half are taken, with a large percentage with 
wavered status. During the draft era, millions were con-
sidered for military service, but a small percentage taken, 
and of these, very few were waived for military service. 
There is also evidence that increasingly applicants 
come from nontraditional households and are wanting 
of group membership and identity—the explanatory 
dynamic of suicide in Durkheim’s treatise on suicide, as 
offered by Stockard and O’Brien. 

While tentative and somewhat speculative, this 
explanation clearly calls for a different way of think-
ing about, examining, and preventing suicides in the 
military. For example, current preventive programs 
should be aimed more directly at domains related to 
social integration, such as training and experiences as-
sociated with group identity and solidarity, leadership, 
and group norms that develop individual-to-group 
ties, providing social connections and control of indi-
vidual-level behaviors.

Col. James Griffith, U.S. Army, Retired, 
Salt Lake City, Utah

This NATO study examines the development of 
information technology that has changed the nature 
of recent conflicts by wearing into them addition-

al factors of complexity. For example, social media and the 
Internet have been widely employed to coordinate actions, 
collect information, and influence attitudes of targeted 
audiences, including mobilizing such audiences for action. 
The review recent theory associated with the introduction 
of social media as a new part of the battle space and looks 
in depth at the use of media by Russia and the Islamic State 
(Daesh). For more information, please visit www.stratcomcoe.
org/social-media-tool-hybrid-warfare.
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THE WAR CAME HOME WITH HIM
A Daughter’s Memoir

Catherine Madison, University of Minnesota Press, 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, 2015, 256 pages

Catherine Madison writes a dramatic account 
of her father’s captivity as a prisoner of war 
during the Korean Conflict, while simultane-

ously recounting vivid memories of her childhood. The 
chapters alternate between her physi-
cian father’s military service, empha-
sizing his prisoner-of-war experience, 
and her childhood encounters with 
the damaged man who returned home 
from the war. This skillfully artistic 
work reads as a novel, lending to its 
intrigue, as well as shedding light on 
the consequences of war using primary 
source accounts from a collection of 
secret documents found years later. The 
strengths of the book are its intellectual 
quality, the compelling nature of the 
story, and the introspection of both the 
author and her father, Alexander “Doc” Boysen.

Madison’s experience as a journalist and editor lend 
to the intellectual merit of this book. Her expertise as 
a writer brings the story and its nuances to life. The 
sophisticated details prompt the reader to think deeply 
and critically about the dynamic effects of war, post-
traumatic stress disorder, and other consequences of 
combat for both soldiers and their families.

Her communicative imagery and gripping account 
maintain the reader’s interest because of the veracity 
and depth of the story—a story of horror, suspense, and 
hope. What makes the book most riveting is the realistic 
account of prisoners’ suffering from a physician’s per-
spective, from one who fought daily to treat his com-
rades but was prohibited mostly due to the contempt of 

his captors and the severe lack of medical supplies. The 
gruesome recounting of the rate at which American 
prisoners died, how they died, and the ruthless denial of 
treatment stir up emotion by bringing the reader face 
to face with the “Tiger,” and other North Korean and 
Chinese captors. Then upon returning home, Doc went 
mentally and emotionally untreated himself, which most 
likely contributed to the dysfunction of his family and 
the contempt he showed toward it.

This book does not cover operations or battles 
during the war. Rather, it takes the reader on a journey 

through an in-depth look at the deprav-
ity of man, a journey that leaves an in-
delible impression as to how any culture 
could treat fellow humans so harshly 
and inhumanely. Not surprisingly, Doc 
does not engage in much in-depth intro-
spection until his later years, and even 
then does not seem to comprehend the 
consequences of the disdainful approach 
with which he chose to treat his daugh-
ter. What appears to be an attempt to 
offer protection and love comes across 
as extreme parental control that was dis-
tant and uncaring. In the end, it seems 

that the veiled cries of his soul were often mistaken for 
the self-sufficient toughness of a survivor.

The book steers away from politics and opinion 
but may lead readers to speculate about possible 
strategies to help veterans such as Doc, who suffered 
a host of mental, emotional, spiritual, and physical 
trauma. Because the book is written like a novel, 
the author does not attempt to provide such rem-
edies, but she leaves the reader free to decide what 
judgment to render regarding what could or should 
have been done for America’s forgotten heroes who 
survived some of the most brutal treatment only one 
short generation ago.
Chaplain (Maj.) Valeria Van Dress, 
West Point, New York

BOOK REVIEWS



September-October 2016  MILITARY REVIEW134

HELL BEFORE THEIR VERY EYES
American Soldiers Liberate Concentration 

Camps in Germany, April 1945
John C. McManus, Johns Hopkins University Press, 

Baltimore, Maryland, 2015, 189 pages

It has been seventy years since the Allies liberated 
some of the most notorious Nazi concentration 
camps during the latter months of World War II, 

yet that experience had a deep and lasting impact on 
those who took part. While much has been written 
about the victims and perpetrators of the Third Reich’s 
Konzentrationslager system, a 
new book by military histo-
rian John McManus hones 
in on the unique perspec-
tive of the liberators, in this 
case American forces, as 
they encountered Ohrdruf, 
Buchenwald, and Dachau in 
Germany during April 1945.

Relying on personal 
testimony, diaries, unit 
histories, and other primary 
resources, McManus effectively describes, compares, 
and contrasts the liberation of these notorious camps 
in a concise, well-researched, and highly readable work. 
Hell Before Their Very Eyes is a valuable entry in Johns 
Hopkins’s Witness to History series, focusing on (as the 
title suggests) first-person accounts of seminal events in 
American history.

McManus is at his best by letting the soldiers’ 
words speak for themselves, showing that even bat-
tle-hardened veterans experienced emotions ranging 
from shock, revulsion, and disbelief to shame, anger, 
and guilt—upon seeing the camps for the first time. 
Almost to a man, liberators recall that their strongest 
memory of the experience was the collective stench of 
the camps, including the dead, the dying, and the living. 
Perhaps tellingly, many soldiers were guilt-ridden for 
not having arrived earlier, or for being unable to do 
more for camp survivors. Fittingly, most liberators were 
determined to bear witness, perhaps anticipating that 
their stories would not be believed later.

Another of the book’s strengths is balance. While 
liberation was virtually universally welcomed by the 

victims, and the Americans were met with deep grat-
itude, McManus shows us that not all went smoothly. 
American forces were woefully unprepared initially for 
dealing with the human tragedy of the camps, despite the 
fact that knowledge of their existence was widespread 
by April 1945. Even worse, the initial shock and ambi-
guity of encountering the camps led to breakdowns of 
discipline and even atrocities, such as the incident in the 
Dachau coal yard where American soldiers executed an 
estimated twenty to twenty-five unarmed Schutzstaffel 
(SS, Protection Squadron) guards in reprisal.

There is little not to like about Hell Before Their Very 
Eyes, a small gem of a book that is eminently readable, 
concise, yet packed with emotion and visceral descrip-
tion. It also suggests potential future research, perhaps 
comparing American forces’ experiences with those of 
British or Russian forces who also liberated concentra-
tion camps in Germany and Poland. While the series 
Witness to History primarily targets the college under-
graduate, military professionals will find great value in 
McManus’s first-hand accounts of liberators confront-
ing the horrors of the Holocaust—a subject relatively 
uncommon in today’s military literature.
Col. Mark Montesclaros, U.S. Army, Retired, 
Fort Gordon, Georgia

21ST CENTURY ELLIS
Operational Art and Strategic Prophecy 

for the Modern Era
Edited by B. A. Friedman, Naval Institute Press, 

Annapolis, Maryland, 2015, 176 pages

21st Century Ellis is an edited work that 
combines the written products of Col. Earl 
“Pete” Ellis with commentary by Maj. Brett 

Friedman of the U.S. Marine Corps. This book is part 
of the Naval Institute Press’s 21st Century Foundations 
series, which provides a modern perspective on the-
orists of the past. This is the third in the series and 
follows U.S. Navy Cmdr. Benjamin Armstrong’s superb 
21st Century Mahan and 21st Century Sims.

Friedman organizes the book into a preface, intro-
duction, and five chapters. The first chapter discusses 
Ellis’s personal experience and the Marine Corps’ ex-
perience with counterinsurgency or, more specifically, 
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during the so-called Banana Wars. Friedman features 
Ellis’s 1921 piece, “Bush Brigades.” The second chapter 
discusses Ellis and combined warfare during the First 
World War. The third and fourth chapters, exceptional 
both in terms of Friedman’s commentary and Ellis’s 
pieces, discusses Ellis’s thoughts on naval bases and the 
Advanced Base Force, both of which had incalculable 
impact upon the modern Marine Corps, and Ellis and 
the Pacific theater, respectively. In the fifth chapter, 
Friedman discusses how Ellis’s legacy is useful for our 
understanding of the modern Pacific.

It is no accident that one of the key books on Ellis is 
titled Pete Ellis: An Amphibious Warfare Prophet, 1880-
1923, and Friedman’s commentary and selection of 
Ellis’s writings related to amphibious warfare are very 
convincing. Friedman’s section on counterinsurgency, 
however, is not as convincing as the discussion of Ellis’s 
contribution to amphibious warfare. In Mars Learning: 
The Marine Corps’ Development of Small Wars Doctrine, 
1915-1940, Keith Bickel treats Ellis’s writings on small 
wars as important; however, he places less emphasis 
on Ellis’s contribution than Friedman. With respect to 
Ellis and the Small Wars Manual, Bickel’s most sa-
lient and interesting observation is that “they did not 
invent a new way of waging warfare. Neither did they 
envision or invent new ways of waging small wars, as 
Ellis did for waging amphibious landings.” This both 
underlines Ellis’s groundbreaking work on amphibious 
landings and downplays the importance of his work on 
the Small Wars Manual.

This is a great book that combines several of Ellis’s 
key works and Friedman’s good contextualization for 
and commentary on Ellis’s thought. In the preface, 
Friedman writes, “The Marine Corps has on occasion 
inflated the importance of some aspects of our history, 
and I feared that Ellis’s legacy was more tradition than 
substance. Instead, I found a trove of ideas with clear 
indirect applications for ... any era.” There is no question 
of Ellis’s importance in the development of amphibi-
ous warfare and impact of his thoughts on the Marine 
Corps, the war in the Pacific, and subsequent amphibi-
ous operations. Consequently, Friedman’s book is a tre-
mendous resource for those researching those subjects; 
however, he likely overstates Ellis’s importance to the 
development of the Marine Corps’ Small Wars Manual 
and the originality and presence of Ellis’s thinking on 
counterinsurgency. Regardless, this book is invaluable 

to those interested in the Pacific during World War II, 
the Marine Corps, and amphibious warfare in general.
Lt. Col. Jon Klug, U.S. Army, 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

THE DEFENSE INDUSTRIAL BASE
Strategies for a Changing World

Nayantara D. Hensel, Ashgate Publishing Company, 
New York, 2015, 290 pages

Nayantara Hensel is an accomplished econo-
mist in academia, the public and private sec-
tor, and the Department of Defense (DOD). 

She argues that the global defense sector is under a 
plethora of dynamic stressors associated with the highly 
turbulent international geopolitical and economic envi-
ronment, requiring strategic transformation in defense 
planning. These adjustments are necessary in order to 
effectively maintain peace, deter conflict, and ade-
quately respond to crisis while ensuring the viability of 
the defense sector looking into the future. Exacerbating 
this situation is the struggle nations face in manag-
ing competing demands—balancing the necessity for 
preserving or modernizing military equipment and ca-
pabilities, while addressing economic growth challenges 
and cumbersome debt burdens.

The author does not propose a concrete way ahead for 
nations nor for the defense industrial base to meet these 
challenges. What she does provide, with historical context, 
is a detailed domestic and international overview of the 
existing environment along with how states and the global 
defense sector are choosing to respond. She gives specific 
attention to the interaction of the DOD and military ser-
vices, the U.S. defense industrial base and defense contrac-
tors, their European counterparts, and various developing 
countries in the Middle East and Asia.

Hensel describes the historical ebbs and flows of the 
U.S. defense budget and its impact on the U.S. defense 
industrial base and defense contractors. Highlighted is 
an account of the U.S. defense budget contractions of 
the 1990s, along with the corresponding consolidation, 
mergers, and acquisitions of the U.S. defense indus-
try necessitated by shrinking fiscal means. Further 
addressed are the long-term benefits of defense con-
tractors building alliances or merging as a strategic 
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response, such as leveraging collective corporate skill 
sets, financial resources, infrastructure, research, and 
development to produce new products, and being 
better positioned to diversify product lines to compete 
globally for defense contracts and private sector sales.

The author presents an intriguing investigation 
into the increasingly globalized and competitive nature 
of defense sales. What is most revealing is how inter-
connected the defense sector is among nations. Many 

nations are producing 
critical components for 
each other’s most-sophis-
ticated weapon systems, 
aircraft, ships, and mis-
siles. Another prominent 
outcome is the active role 
U.S. foreign military sales 
play in promoting state 
diplomacy, notably, how 
significant these sales are 
as a favorable compo-
nent of U.S. trade figures. 

Thoroughly covered are trends in purchases and sales be-
tween states. Figures that stand out among many include 
military expenditures as a percent of gross domestic 
product (GDP) among the four highest-purchasing na-
tions, including about 4 percent of GDP for the United 
States and for Russia. However, the figures are 9 percent 
of GDP for Saudi Arabia and 5 percent for the United 
Arab Emirates, which attests to the fragile condition of 
the Middle East. Russia and the United States remain 
far and away the leading exporters of defense equipment, 
while India has emerged as the leading importer of de-
fense equipment—attesting to its desire to be a regional 
military hegemonic power and a military counterbal-
ance to China in Asia. Other nations in Asia—Japan, 
Taiwan, and South Korea—are also major purchasers of 
defense equipment for much the same reason.

The book is an exhaustive international defense sec-
tor mine of data. As such, the book is not only rich and 
dense but also a well-articulated and well-researched 
manuscript. The author presents numerous case studies 
in illustrative support. The text is full of comparative 
figures, tables, and diagrams depicting everything from 
specific defense sector purchases by country of interest 
by cost, to time series, cross-country defense expendi-
tures of the last twenty years. The book is enlightening, 

compelling, and worth the read by anyone wanting a 
better understanding of the behavioral responses of na-
tions to national security concerns in light of geopoliti-
cal and economic pressures, domestic and internation-
al. It is a must-read for those operating in the defense 
industrial base, those involved in defense procurement, 
defense policymakers, senior military professionals, and 
defense-oriented economists.
Dr. David A. Anderson, 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

THE LONGEST YEAR
America at Home and at War in 1944

Victor Brooks, Carrel Books, New York, 
2015, 272 pages

In The Longest Year: America at Home and at War in 
1944, Victor Brooks captures the highlights of the 
main military campaigns that took place during 

1944 in both the Pacific and European theaters of opera-
tion during World War II. Written specifically from the 
American perspective, Brooks illustrates the most im-
portant strategic and operational decisions made during 
this period. He does this while transporting the reader 
back and forth from the leaders’ headquarters on the 
battlefield to the factory workers at home in the United 
States. The decisions made by leaders such as President 
Franklin Roosevelt; Gens. George Marshall, Dwight 
Eisenhower, and Douglas MacArthur; and Adms. 
Chester Nimitz and Raymond Spruance during this in-
tegral time in the war are written so vividly the reader is 
able to sense the stress these leaders felt before approving 
the missions that achieved decisive results in 1944.

The Longest Year provides a sequential narrative 
of the pivotal campaigns and battles fought during 
1944, including Anzio, the 8th Air Force’s “Big Week,” 
Normandy, Saipan, Leyte Gulf, and Bastogne. The 
defeat of the Germans in the liberated cities of Rome, 
Paris, and Nijmegen are also briefly discussed, allowing 
the reader to get a sense of the coalition leader jockey-
ing occurring among the allied nations.

Victor Brooks is a seasoned historian and professor 
at Villanova University and is the author of sever-
al other acclaimed military history books on World 
War II. The Longest Year is well researched with a wide 
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variety of both primary and secondary sources ranging 
from American newspapers and magazines in 1944 to 
well-respected narratives and interviews covering the 
epic battles about which Brooks writes.

The most memora-
ble portion of this book is 
the descriptions about the 
American home front in 1944. 
The rationing within the War 
Production Board, the war 
bonds campaign, Hollywood 
and Broadway productions, the 
“Victory Girls,” and the 1944 
presidential election between 
Franklin Roosevelt and John 

Dewey are brilliantly described, leaving the reader 
wanting more about this largely unportrayed portion of 
World War II. Although the narratives describing the 
pivotal American battles that took place in 1944 are in-
triguing, Brooks’s thesis does not add any new conclu-
sions to other material written on the same subjects.

With the majority of American strategic decision 
and policy makers already knowing the Allies would win 
World War II after the successful Normandy landings, 
this book is relevant and worthwhile to the security 
community because it provides valuable lessons learned 
on maintaining and exploiting the initiative after suc-
cessful operations. Many of the individuals described in 
this book would later help reshape the international and 
security communities in both Europe and Asia imme-
diately after the conclusion of the war. The Longest Year 
is valuable to any reader that wants to learn more about 
one of the most decisive years in American history.
Maj. Matthew Prescott, U.S. Army, 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

REGIONAL MISSILE DEFENSE FROM 
A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

Edited by Catherine McArdle Kelleher and 
Peter Dombrowski, Stanford University Press, 

Palo Alto, California, 2015, 328 pages

Through an informative and highly readable 
collection of perspectives from national secu-
rity and industry experts, editors Catherine 

McArdle Kelleher and Peter Dombrowski have suc-
cessfully created an authoritative and timely reference 
for policy makers, scholars, and defense experts alike. 
Regional Missile Defense from a Global Perspective re-
news the debate of strategic deterrence in the “Post 
Post-Cold War” and seeks an answer to the question: is 
missile defense a game changer or a strategic dead end?

Kelleher and Dombrowski comprehensively address 
their primary question over the course of fourteen 
chapters logically arranged within a framework of U.S. 
policies and programs, regional dynamics, and critical 
global analysis. Each chapter is designed to be referenced 
separately from the whole, making the book a conve-
nient policy and defense reference tool. The authors 
begin their analysis with President Ronald Reagan’s 
Strategic Defense Initiative announced in 1983, better 
known as “Star Wars.” They continue their examination 
through President George 
H. W. Bush’s realignment of 
missile defense goals with 
the technical limitations of 
the early 1990s. Next, the 
authors contrast President 
Bill Clinton’s redirection 
from national missile defense 
to theater missile defense 
systems and President George 
W. Bush’s assertion that such 
a distinction is artificial in a 
world globalized by intercontinental ballistic missiles. 
The policy debate examination culminates with the 
Obama Administration’s decision to cancel plans for 
missile-defense fixed sites in Europe in favor of a more 
tailorable approach based on variations of the Navy’s 
Standard Missile-3 Interceptor, both at sea and on shore.

Regional Missile Defense from a Global Perspective 
highlights important though often overlooked ques-
tions of extended deterrence in the modern age. The 
editors bring the risk versus reward of missile defense 
to the forefront when it comes to reliability, cost, and 
the proliferation of ballistic missiles in Iran and North 
Korea, among other nation-states. Contrasting perspec-
tives are presented on whether missile defense spurs 
adversaries to pursue a greater quantity of missiles, 
risking an arms race, or whether missile defense creates 
critical uncertainty of the outcome of a ballistic missile 
attack, taking the enemy’s “cheap shot” off the table by 
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forcing larger salvo-style attacks that the enemy may 
calculate are to close the U.S. nuclear red-line.

Chapter 4 addresses prominent concerns of reli-
ability and performance in the U.S. national ballistic 
missile defense system. Simultaneously, it acknowl-
edges the theater-level systems and systems in Israel 
cofunded by the United States, such as the Iron Dome, 
have demonstrated consistent success. Since 1985, the 
Missile Defense Agency estimates $165 billion has been 
spent in pursuit of a missile defense system. Yet, broad 
uncertainty remains in the system’s ability to reliably 
discriminate an enemy warhead among decoy counter-
measures during a midcourse intercept, the point at 
which the currently deployed ballistic missile defense 
system is designed to destroy intercontinental threats. 
Proponents contend that likely adversaries do not pos-
sess the ability to deploy such countermeasures, and by 
the time they do, our radars and interceptors will have 
evolved to keep pace.

Is missile defense a game changer or a strategic 
dead end? Keller and Dombrowski’s work goes a long 
way to answer this question, but in the end only time 
will tell. For the near future, America’s pursuit of both 
national and theater missile defense will continue in 
earnest while actors on the world stage seek elements of 
leverage wherever their national aims and those of the 
United States do not align.
Maj. Jeff Porter, U.S. Army, 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

AFRICAN AMERICAN ARMY 
OFFICERS OF WORLD WAR I

A Vanguard of Equality in War and Beyond
Adam P. Wilson, McFarland, Jefferson, 

North Carolina, 2015, 236 pages

Historian and philosopher Adam P. Wilson 
demonstrates how African-American officers 
during World War I used the skills devel-

oped as military leaders in a segregated U.S. Army to 
lead change during the Civil Rights Movement. This 
is a valuable book for those interested in the history of 
African-American officers who fought the two simul-
taneous battles of war and racism and their effect on 
civil rights. Wilson describes the military officership 

of African-Americans prior to World War I, during 
World War I, and during the Civil Rights Movement.

Prior to World War I, only a handful of African-
American Army officers served outside of a war. In 
the first two chapters, Wilson lays out an excellent 

history of African-
American soldier and 
officer service prior to 
the war. In chapter 1, 
Wilson describes the 
way white Americans 
perceived African-
Americans. Wilson 
goes on to describe the 
struggle of African-
Americans to attain 
officership through the 
United States Military 
Academy. Chapter 2 

highlights the social and political fight to start a segre-
gated African-American officer training camp in Fort 
Des Moines, Iowa. This chapter highlights leaders in-
cluding Frederick Douglas and Booker T. Washington, 
who applied pressure to the War Department and the 
president to initiate an officer training camp. Howard 
University students, previously enlisted noncommis-
sioned officers, and middle class lawyers and doctors 
made up the core of the cadets in the first training 
camp.

The second portion of the book details the lives of the 
officers through training camp and during World War I. 
Chapter 3 provides insight into life at Fort Des Moines 
and the effect that society had on the camp. Wilson 
demonstrates the intellectual, social, and political hur-
dles the officers had to overcome. Upon graduation, the 
officers were dispersed to their units and deployed to 
France shortly thereafter as a part of the 92nd Division. 
Wilson provides many examples of the endemic racism 
toward the African-American soldiers, and, in con-
trast, of how receptive the French people were toward 
them. Their experiences with the French motivated the 
African-American officers to seek change in the United 
States. The fight on two fronts, with racism and with the 
Germans, is the overall theme through this section.

Finally, Wilson ties together the service of the first 
class of African-American cadets at Fort Des Moines 
to their leadership in the civil rights movement. This 
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portion of the book is the focus, as Wilson captures the 
work of African-American officers in the legal system, 
press, mentorship, and continued service in the mili-
tary. The author packs the last five chapters with indi-
vidual officers’ accomplishments, from winning court 
cases to coaching Olympic athletes.

Wilson masterfully combines the social, political, 
and military struggles with the contributions to the 
civil rights effort of the first class of African-American 
officers from Fort Des Moines who served in World 
War I. This book is well researched and is a must-read 
for military personnel wishing to know about desegre-
gation in the U.S. Army.
Maj. French D. Pope III, U.S. Army, 
Fort Belvoir, Virginia

WASHINGTON’S IMMORTALS
The Untold Story of an Elite Regiment Who 

Changed the Course of the Revolution
Patrick K. O’Donnell, Atlantic Monthly Press, 

New York, 2015, 440 pages

“I can assign no other regiment in which I can 
place the same confidence; and I request you 
will say so to your gallant regiment.”

In his tenth book, best-selling author Patrick K. 
O’Donnell offers an outstanding accounting of a group of 
citizen-soldiers from Maryland and their contributions 
to the American Revolution. Washington’s Immortals: The 
Untold Story of an Elite Regiment Who Changed the Course 

of the Revolution traces the for-
mation and service of a group of 
Marylanders who eventually be-
came known as the Immortals, 
or the Maryland 400.

Sparked by an interest in the 
story behind a dilapidated and 
rusting marker in downtown 
New York City commemorating 
the death of 256 Marylanders 
at the Battle of Brooklyn, 

O’Donnell embarked on a five-year journey to docu-
ment the life and service of the Immortals. O’Donnell 
posits that the citizen-soldiers from this Maryland outfit 
were the beginnings of the greatest fighting regiment of 

the war and made the difference between victory and 
defeat for the Continental Army. What follows is a me-
ticulously researched detailing of the Immortals’ actions 
throughout the war, from the Battle of Brooklyn in 1776 
through the surrender of the British Army by Charles 
Cornwallis at Yorktown in 1781.

The best aspect of this book is the manner in which 
O’Donnell details the service of the Immortals. Penned 
in a narrative history prose, it is enjoyable to read, 
without the dry, passionless style one often finds with 
typical regimental or unit histories. While all descrip-
tions of battles (in both the northern and southern 
colonies) are excellent, the accounting of actions by the 
Immortals at Stony Point is particularly vivid. Another 
benefit to this approach is that the reader gains an ap-
preciation for the Revolutionary War in general.

Students of military history and the American 
Revolution will find this book interesting and useful. It 
will especially be of interest to those desiring to learn 
more about the military contributions the state of 
Maryland made to the war. Today, the 175th Infantry 
Regiment, Maryland Army National Guard, traces its 
lineage to the Immortals.

While the author endeavors to educate the reader 
on the Immortals, readers finish the book with an added 
benefit—that of a renewed appreciation for what early 
Americans tolerated in the fight for independence and 
freedom. Often, the leadership challenges commanders 
faced, the sacrifices these patriots made, the physical and 
mental hardships they endured, and the commitments 
they upheld in the birth of our nation, marvel the reader.
David D. Haught, Fort Belvoir, Virginia

HALLOWED GROUND
A Walk at Gettysburg

James M. McPherson, Zenith Press, 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, 2015, 207 pages

James McPherson originally wrote Hallowed 
Ground in 2003 as a short account of the major 
events that occurred on the Gettysburg battle- 

      field in July 1863. The book is essentially a narrative 
that is augmented to assist the reader in conducting a 
battlefield tour. McPherson, one of this country’s pre-
mier Civil War historians, takes the reader to different 
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locations and expertly paints pictures of the events as 
they unfolded over the rolling Pennsylvania country-
side. The reader can envision him pointing to Little 
Round Top and “The Angle,” and can eas-
ily visualize the lines of blue and butter-
nut clashing on these iconic landmarks.

However, in McPherson’s original 
version, the single glaring limitation was 
the lack of any visual enhancement to his 
text. If the reader had never been to the 
battlefield, he or she likely would have 
a difficult time visualizing the scenes 
McPherson describes. In this updated 
2015 edition, McPherson relates the adage 
that “a picture is worth a thousand words” 
and his intent to enhance his original 
words with photographs, paintings, and maps. He also 
updates this edition with the most recent changes to the 
national park and augments his text with quotes from 
major participants, such as Abner Doubleday, James 
Longstreet, and even George Custer.

Having served as a Gettysburg staff ride instructor 
for many years, I assessed this new edition for its value 
as a tour guide and as a possible source to build and 
conduct a staff ride. As a tour guide, this edition has 
great value. Although the descriptions of movement 
to different points on the battlefield are somewhat 
vague, a national park map can be used to augment 
the reader’s navigation. Once at those points, however, 
McPherson’s description of the basic actions allows for 
accurate visualization of the battle against the terrain 
backdrop. Because of his unique format of terrain ori-
entation and action description, this edition is essential 
in conducting a battlefield tour.

McPherson’s work is less valuable if the reader is 
attempting to conduct a staff ride—a more rigorous 
event that normally requires preliminary study and 
comprehensive analysis. Hallowed Ground lacks the 
basic components of a staff ride: detailed descriptions 
of major actions and in-depth analysis of leader deci-
sions, which are needed to fully understand the battle. 
Gettysburg, by Stephen Sears or Gettysburg: A Battlefield 
Guide, by Mark Grimsley and Brooks Simpson, are 
much better sources for such details.

However, Hallowed Ground becomes useful for 
building staff rides in augmenting these basic com-
ponents. Its strength lies in the general outline of 

locations (or “stands,” using a staff ride term) and the 
description of what you should be able to “see” from 
that location. More important, these depictions are 

reinforced with the words of the partic-
ipants who stood at those same loca-
tions over 150 years ago. Knowing the 
thoughts of the leaders while simultane-
ously viewing the ground greatly assists 
staff ride participants in their accurate 
analysis of the events and ultimately 
with the development of their critical 
thinking. Of lesser importance, but still 
helpful in building a worthwhile staff 
ride, are McPherson’s insightful vi-
gnettes and histories of the battlefield as 
a national park. This type of information 

always enhances the general flow of a staff ride and 
may assist in reinforcing key points about the Army’s 
historical legacy.

McPherson has certainly improved his original work 
and has made it far more useful to the defense commu-
nity. While of secondary use as a staff ride resource, it is 
certainly of primary use if one intends to conduct a more 
limited battlefield tour. Augmented with a National Park 
Service driving tour map, this book allows the reader to 
be guided by a premier civil war historian around this 
nation’s premier hallowed ground.
Lt. Col. Gary Linhart, U.S. Army, Retired, 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

HENRY CLAY
America’s Greatest Statesman
Harlow Giles Unger, Da Capo Press, 

Boston, 2015, 336 pages

Any biography of Henry Clay is punctuat-
ed with names that many readers learned, 
and then forgot, to pass their high school 

and undergraduate history courses: the Missouri 
Compromise, the Nullification Crisis, the Compromise 
of 1850, and the American System. As speaker of 
the House of Representatives and, later, as senator 
from Kentucky, Clay stood at the center of nation-
al affairs for most of the first half of the nineteenth 
century. He brokered compromises to hold the Union 
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together during political crises over the admission of 
Missouri to the Union, over South Carolina’s embrace 
of the doctrine of nullification, and in the aftermath 
of the Mexican-American War. Clay’s 
“American System” offered a legislative 
program to develop American industry 
and to bind the young nation together 
with the ties of commerce. Clay enjoyed 
a long career, serving in the legislative 
and executive branches, and funding his 
career through numerous appearanc-
es before the judicial branch. In an era 
when many Americans faced competing 
loyalties to their states and to the United 
States, Clay declared, “It has been my 
invariable rule to do all for the Union. If 
any man wants the key of my heart, let him take the 
key of the Union, and that is the key to my heart,” and 
it was the defense of the Union that was the key to all 
his great achievements.

Harlow Giles Unger’s Henry Clay: America’s Greatest 
Statesman tells this story quickly and with zeal. Unger 
is well positioned to write a biography of Clay. Over the 
past ten years, Unger has published biographies of John 
Marshall, John Quincy Adams, James Monroe, Patrick 
Henry, and other figures from Antebellum American 
history. Those names also appear in this book, and 
John Quincy Adams, in particular, is a hero of Unger’s. 
Unger does have definite heroes and villains: Clay and 
Adams are the former and John Randolph of Roanoke 
and Andrew Jackson are the latter.

Unger paints in stark terms the opposition to the 
nationalization advocated by Adams and Clay. Most 
Americans in the nineteenth century, Unger contends, 
had too limited a vision: “far from thinking about 
school or college, the average American man yearned 
to own property, work its soil, plant, and harvest 
enough to feed himself and his family, selling any sur-
plus at market. And above all he wanted to be left alone 
on his land with his family.” Further, Unger locates the 
opposition to Clay’s American System in a defense of 
slavery. Unger argues, “by restricting the extent and 
ease of transportation, planters could keep blacks and 
poor whites in their thrall indefinitely. The American 
System threatened the future of slavery and the wealth 
of southern oligarchy by opening the South to trans-
portation, commerce, education, ideas, competition, 

and emancipation.” Readers may well wonder what 
exactly is wrong with private property ownership and 
self-sufficiency, as well as why an improved national 

infrastructure would necessarily have 
doomed the institution of slavery, rather 
than making it even more profitable by 
connecting even more Southern farms to 
national and international markets.

The author successfully conveys Clay’s 
powerful, affable personality, as well as 
Clay’s certain oily quality that caused 
him to be dogged by scandal throughout 
his career. Although Unger is relentlessly 
positive about his subject, it appears that 
nineteenth century American voters 
could perceive Clay as a great showman, 

but one not entirely trustworthy. For instance, Unger 
writes of Clay’s speaking style that “to hear Henry 
Clay speak was a once-in-a-lifetime experience that 
Americans related to their children and grandchildren. 
But it did not mean they would vote for him.” Henry 
Clay: America’s Greatest Statesman offers a glib, relent-
lessly positive introduction to Clay, but thoughtful 
readers will likely prefer Robert Remini’s older and 
more thorough biography of Henry Clay.
Mitchell McNaylor, Harvest, Alabama

TO PREPARE FOR 
SHERMAN’S COMING

The Battle of Wise’s Forks, March 1865
Wade Sokolosky and Mark A. Smith, Savas Beatie, 

El Dorado Hills, California, 2015, 252 pages

Until now, Civil War historians have neglected 
the Battle of Wise’s Forks, relegating it to a 
seemingly minor skirmish. In fact, it was the 

first of four major battles fought during a twelve-day 
period in North Carolina as part of Maj. Gen. William 
T. Sherman’s 1865 Carolinas Campaign. In To Prepare 
for Sherman’s Coming, Wade Sokolosky and Mark Smith 
give the battle its rightful status, while simultaneously 
linking its importance with the strategic- and oper-
ational-level objectives of the U.S. Army during the 
waning months of the Civil War. The authors have gone 
to painstaking detail to research and present a succinct 
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history of the battle (much from original sources), which 
was fought from 7–11 March 1865.

By the first week of March 1865, Sherman’s army 
had crossed over into the Tar Heel state from South 
Carolina. Critical to Sherman’s army ultimately linking 

with the Union armies in 
Virginia was the establishment 
of a logistics base in Goldsboro 
with an operating railroad to 
the North Carolina coast. The 
authors discuss the significance, 
condition, and disposition of 
units on both sides before the 
battle. Much of the Union 
effort focused on rebuilding the 
rail lines between Morehead 

City and Goldsboro to further Sherman’s advance. 
Some seventeen miles of rail were completely missing, 
the rest were in chronic disrepair. The authors analyze 
the logistical challenges faced by Maj. Gen. Jacob D. 
Cox, the Union commander whose mission it was to 
set conditions for refitting and rearming Sherman’s 
army at Goldsboro.

The Confederates, led by the controversial Gen. 
Braxton Bragg, were determined to delay Cox’s advance 
from the coast, fighting several skirmishes that cul-
minated in the Battle of Wise’s Forks. Ultimately, the 
Confederates withdrew from the field on 11 March, 
ceding the battle to the Union Army.

The book is most enjoyable, thoroughly researched, 
and highly documented. It flows extremely well. It is 
illustrated profusely, with many photos from the author’s 
personal collection. Maps detail troop movements and 
disposition of forces. The authors define the field com-
manders and their interactions that shaped the battle. 
The book does an excellent job of delivering perspectives 
from soldiers and officers alike, the suffering of soldiers, 
and the true cost of war.

This reader’s questions were answered completely 
due to the logical flow and completeness of the work. 
One appendix covers opposing forces and their organiza-
tion for battle, while another appendix presents analysis 
on the number of casualties, especially Confederate, as 
they lacked the institutional record keeping of the Union 
Army. The authors present a strong argument that the 
often-quoted number of “about 1,500” Confederate casu-
alties probably should be revised to about 823.

The authors bring a wealth of military knowledge 
and perspective, having collectively served forty-six years 
in the U.S. Army. They bring a well-rounded assessment 
in addition to maneuver and tactics—covering logistics, 
transportation, and hospitalization, areas sometimes 
overlooked in tactical studies.

This book is a welcome addition to anyone who val-
ues study of the Carolinas Campaign, and a well-written, 
well-illustrated, and originally researched look into the 
Battle of Wise’s Forks.
Patrick C. Beatty, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

DELIVERANCE FROM THE 
LITTLE BIG HORN

Doctor Henry Porter and 
Custer’s Seventh Cavalry

Joan Nabseth Stevenson, 
University of Oklahoma Press, 

Norman, Oklahoma, 2013, 232 pages

How does a PhD, whose concentrations are 
Slavic languages and literature, take a fresh 
look at the Battle of the Little Big Horn 

through the eyes of a contract physician? The leap 
for Joan Nabseth Stevenson was not that great, as the 
daughter of a physician from Bismarck, North Dakota. 
Her father identified the start of the trail; she then 
explored and charted it masterfully.

Dr. Henry Rinaldo Porter was a contract physician 
assigned to the 7th Cavalry Regiment during the ill-fat-
ed “Expedition against the hostile Sioux,” and the only 
surgeon who survived Gen. George Custer’s foray into 
the valley of the Little Big Horn River. The only com-
missioned surgeon, Maj. George Lord, was in Custer’s 
column when it was annihilated. Porter and his con-
tracted counterpart, Dr. James DeWolf, were assigned 
to accompany Maj. Marcus Reno’s battalion. DeWolf 
was killed in Reno’s “charge” from poor terrain in the 
woods to a more-defensible hilltop. Porter, as the only 
surviving physician, was responsible for treating the 
wounded members of both Reno’s and Capt. Frederick 
Benteen’s battalions.

The conditions for operating a field hospital under 
fire were anything but benign. Reno’s battalion fought 
two battles. The first battle was alone in the timber and 
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the hilltop on 25 June. The second was after Benteen’s 
battalion joined them on the hilltop the next day. 
Although the position was defensible, Porter’s field 
hospital in a depression in 
the center of the hilltop was 
vulnerable to sniper fire from 
surrounding plateaus, and 
without water. The approach 
of Gen. Alfred Terry’s 
“Dakota” column and Col. 
John Gibbon’s “Montana” 
column caused the Sioux to 
break off their siege of Reno’s 
and Benteen’s battalions, but 
that hardly relieved Porter 
from his duty of caring for the 7th Cavalry’s wounded. 
He continued as the only surgeon on site, treating over 
fifty wounded men, until joined by Gibbon’s assistant 
surgeon, 1st Lt. Holmes Paulding. Porter accompanied 
and treated the wounded throughout the evacuation 
from the Little Big Horn Valley to a waiting riverboat 
on the Big Horn River, and subsequently down the Big 
Horn, Yellowstone, and Missouri rivers to Bismarck, 
Dakota Territory, and Fort Abraham Lincoln.

The author weaves the story masterfully, focusing 
on the battles fought by Reno and Benteen’s battalions, 
and their aftermath, rather than the details of Custer’s 
battle. She also provides an exceptional understanding 
of the convoluted relationship between Civil War and 
Indian War era contract physicians and the United 
States Army they served. This aspect of frontier service 
is not well known or understood by many. As the 
title “assistant acting surgeon” would indicate, their 
relationship to the soldiers and units they served was 
awkward at best. They were contractors, and just as 
with contractors today, they accompanied the force but 
were not part of the force, even though they shared the 
same hardships and dangers. Contract surgeons were 
neither enlisted nor commissioned; they had no rank. 
Their contracts were for a year at a time and could be 
annulled for any reason or for no reason at all. Porter’s 
contract to serve the 7th Cavalry was in fact his fourth 
with the Army, and although this particular contract 
commenced on 15 May 1876, the Army annulled it on 
30 September 1876.

Stevenson also highlights another less-known hero 
of the Little Big Horn story: Capt. Grant Marsh, who 

piloted the contract river steamer Far West from its 
landing on the Big Horn River to Bismarck and Fort 
Abraham Lincoln, a distance of 710 miles by river, in 
approximately fifty-four hours. It was a phenomenal 
feat of piloting skill, and critical for the survival of 
wounded soldiers from the Little Big Horn.

The only flaw in this book is its scarcity of maps. 
There is only one, a large-scale map that depicts routes 
taken by the three columns—Montana, Wyoming, 
and Dakota—that set out from Forts Ellis, Fetterman, 
and Abraham Lincoln in the spring of 1876. What is 
missing are battle sketch maps to provide the reader 
with a clear understanding of the terrain, as well as 
the positions and spatial relationships of the battalion 
columns commanded by Custer, Reno, and Benteen. 
Although the paucity of maps is a significant shortfall, 
this is still an excellent work, especially for those who 
enjoy digging into the less-known details of major 
historical events.
Thomas E. Ward II, PhD, 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

THE AGE OF CATASTROPHE
A History of the West 1914-1945

Heinrich August Winkler, Yale University Press, 
New Haven, Connecticut, 2015, 1,016 pages

Few authors have ever been as ambitious in 
attempting to chronicle the three crucial 
decades that spanned the World Wars as 

Heinrich August Winkler. His latest book, The Age 
of Catastrophe: A History of the West, 1914-1945, is 
the second book of a three-part historical series and 
it rises to the challenge. At a hefty 1,016 pages, it 
seamlessly weaves through the political and econom-
ic upheavals happening in the various nations of the 
Western world, from the Soviet Union to the United 
States of America.

For military readers, the histories of World War 
I and World War II have been done to death. All too 
often historians and readers alike tend to study the 
world wars separately. Instead, Winkler convinc-
ingly argues they were part of a second Thirty Years’ 
War, which like that of seventeenth century Europe, 
dramatically altered the international system. The 
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Westphalian system, which had emerged in 1648, had 
given way to a new one where borders were too easily 
ignored, one where Fascist and Bolshevist powers 
were freely interfering in the internal politics of other 
states. This is crucial to the overarching narrative of 
his trilogy: Western principles of national self-deter-
mination, democracy, and inalienable human rights 
were either difficult to assimilate or at times outright 
rejected until well into the twentieth century.

The Great War compelled Germany to adopt 
democracy and to respect the 
self-determination of na-
tions; this is common knowl-
edge. What separates Age of 
Catastrophe from the rest is 
that it tells us how those two 
principles fed Germany’s 
hegemonic ambitions and set 
the stage for a continuation of 
hostilities: the Second World 
War. Winkler contends that 
due to fears of a Soviet up-
rising, both real and imagined, Germany’s moderate 
socialist majority had sided with the army to preserve 
order, thus leaving power in the hands of the mili-
tary and conservative elite in the short-lived Weimar 
Republic. In essence, too much of the old regime had 
remained. Although Winkler views this historical 
period as a “German chapter” of the book, he dedi-
cates much attention to the developments happening 
throughout Europe but with a special focus on the 
United States and the Soviet Union. One can assume 
this will be the focal point of the third installment.

Winkler concentrates on Western political and 
economic history, and in so doing he illustrates how 
post-World War I peace left behind a fragile interna-
tional order fraught with mistrust. This fragile order 
became more and more toxic under the waves of global 
economic hardships. Where Age of Catastrophe falls 
short is in its lack of coverage of the social conflicts 
afflicting Europe, and it could have included personal 
testimonies, as well. These could have provided addi-
tional context and a deeper, more personal connection 
between the reader and the events.

Although it is not a military history, Age of 
Catastrophe would be a wise addition to military 
readers’ libraries. Clausewitz’s most quoted passage, 

“War is merely the continuation of policy by other 
means,” certainly comes to mind at first. However, his 
remark that “In war the result is never final” best re-
flects inter-war Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union. 
Whether they were victors (Italy), losers (Germany), 
or somewhere in between (Soviet Union), these 
nations were left wholly unsatisfied and undeterred 
by the post-World War I international order. Each 
sought to overturn it, first by using means other than 
war, and eventually, by war itself. In the process of 
doing so, they simultaneously attempted to destabilize 
their respective neighbors while embarking on a new 
enterprise that would remake societies into a brave 
new world: the totalitarian state.
Carlo Valle, Montreal, Quebec, Canada

1916
A Global History

Keith Jeffrey, Bloomsbury Publishing, 
London, 2016, 448 pages

Published at the perfect time, the one hundredth 
anniversary of the Great War, Keith Jeffrey’s 
1916: A Global History uses a novel approach 

to covering this year of consequence. As stated in his 
introduction, his “aim in this book has been to use 
emblematic events from each month of 1916 as hooks 
for a series of reflections through which the astonishing 
range, variety and interconnectedness of the war-
time experience can be charted.” These hooks include 
Gallipoli, Verdun, Ypres, Jutland, the Somme, and vari-
ous other chapters that cover Asia, Africa, the Balkans, 
and issues in the United States and Russia.

Aside from his interesting approach to the entire 
work, the material he covers in each chapter also 
sheds light on underappreciated aspects of the war. Of 
note for those of us on the west side of the Atlantic 
are internal issues in the United States in 1916 and 
American reactions to the war in Europe. For example, 
Jeffrey admirably discusses the “potential for traditional 
allegiances to colour responses to the war”—namely, 
the impact such groups as the German-American, 
British-American, and Irish-American communities 
had on national decision making. This influence includ-
ed both propaganda and sabotage; the latter focused on 
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reducing the industrial capacity of the United States to 
provide Britain and France with war materiel.

Another interesting aspect covered by Jeffrey is 
the way the American political and economic elite 
entered the war, despite the neutrality of their gov-
ernment. Americans supported the war by enlisting 
in the Canadian and British armies, by flying in the 
Royal Air Force (where “among military occupations 
… flying was the only one [now that the cavalry had 
been dismounted] that gave personal pleasure to the 

individual who was doing 
it”), and by founding ven-
tures to support troops. 
One of those ventures 
was the American Field 
Service, a volunteer 
ambulance organization. 
When reading about 
these dynamics from a 
century ago, it is not hard 
for a contemporary mind 
to be drawn to the stark 
contrast of the decreased 

propensity of today’s political and economic elite to 
undertake activities in support of military and politi-
cal activities abroad.

While overall an informative and interesting 
read, 1916 does get some basic items wrong. The 
author’s take on the British decision to undertake 
the Gallipoli campaign is skewed, or at least sim-
plistic. Jeffrey does not cover how opinions differed 
among members of the British War Council, or 
how members’ opinions evolved. He indicates all 
prominent politicians were in favor—even pushing 
for—an invasion of the Gallipoli peninsula, although 
eminent historians such as William Manchester, 
who wrote the seminal tome on Winston Churchill, 
offer a much more nuanced and detailed view of the 
decision to undertake the campaign.

Another incorrect item is Jeffrey’s discussion on 
the Preparedness Movement, an effort to increase 
the military ability of the United States. Jeffrey as-
cribes the movement to President Woodrow Wilson, 
saying he was attempting to address insecurity in 
Mexico. In reality, this movement was perpetrated 
by Republicans, namely Theodore Roosevelt and the 
recently retired Gen. Leonard Wood. What little 

Wilson did for preparedness was more likely done to 
blunt the criticism of such Republicans in the run-up 
to the election of 1916, where Wilson won under the 
slogan “He kept us out of the war.”

A quick, engaging read, I recommend 1916: A 
Global History to those interested in some of the under-
served aspects of the world a century ago. The Great 
War was much more than trench warfare, and Jeffrey 
captures this in a novel way.
Maj. Nathan K. Finney, U.S. Army, 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

THE GERMAN WAR
A Nation Under Arms, 1939-1945

Nicholas Stargardt, Basic Books, 
New York, 2015, 704 pages

Nicholas 
Stargardt, a 
widely pub-

lished professor of history 
at Oxford University, has 
delivered another out-
standing book with The 
German War: A Nation 
Under Arms, 1939-1945. 
The German War provides 
an unprecedented por-
trait of wartime Germany 
from the perspective of 
the German people. Stargardt weaves first-person tes-
timonies of Germans from all walks of life to chronicle 
the German population’s evolving attitudes during the 
war. Germans found themselves having to reconcile 
patriotism with the brutal reality that was taking place 
inside and outside Nazi Germany. Stargardt illustrates 
how German propaganda, belief in Nazi ideology, and 
the humiliation of losing World War I combined to cre-
ate a resiliency in the German populace, which enabled 
Germany to withstand a level of destruction never 
experienced in world history.

Stargardt states Germany entered World War II 
knowing it could not win it. He recounts a conversation 
on 29 November 1941 between Adolf Hitler and Fritz 
Todt, Reich minister of armaments and munitions, in 
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which Todt warned Hitler that the war could not be 
won by military means but only politically. Todt further 
warned Hitler of the dire consequences for Germany 
should the Americans become a direct participant 
in the conflict. Stargardt asserts that Hitler was not 
surprised by Todt’s comments but had himself shared 
months prior with Joseph Goebbels his doubt whether 
the Soviet Union or Germany could ever defeat each 
other. Hitler would decide to ignore Todt’s warning and 
his own concerns in declaring war against the United 
States on 11 December 1941.

Stargardt’s research challenges the widely held 
perception that German civilians were unaware of 
the atrocities committed by German soldiers during 
the war. He describes the pride and belief of German 
soldiers serving on the Eastern front who perceived 
they were protecting western civilization from 
Bolshevism and a perceived Jewish conspiracy for 
world domination. German soldiers’ participation 
in the shooting of civilians, accused partisans, and 
prisoners of war were captured on rolls of film and 
described in letters home to loved ones depicting to 
the German populace the horror that was unfolding 
in Eastern Europe. German citizens would later view 
the bombing of German cities as retaliation for the 
murder of Jews in Eastern Europe.

The year 1943 is seen as the turning point for the 
Germans, when they suffered losses on the battlefield 
and from the Allied air campaign targeting German 
cities. The war was no longer viewed as an “intrusion” as 
the German populace began to openly criticize German 
leaders and the Nazi party following the round-the-
clock bombings of major cities by the Allies. The Allied 
air campaign would claim 420,000 German lives, many 
after August 1944 when Germany was losing the war 
on all of its fronts. Stargardt indicates German resil-
ience remained intact with the belief that emerging 
“super weapons” would reverse German losses and that 
the tenuous Allied coalition would unravel. Germany’s 
destruction was complete with the devastation of its 
cities, the loss of 5.3 million men, and the emergence of 
a collective guilt for World War II.

Stargardt draws on a range of primary source mate-
rials—personal accounts, German records, and military 
correspondence—in providing an unprecedented view 
of World War II from the German populace. It may 
be the most definitive study of German society during 

World War II. It is an excellent addition for any histori-
an or student of the war in Europe.
Jesse McIntyre III, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

THE LAST CAVALRYMAN
The Life of General Lucian K. Truscott, Jr.
Harvey Ferguson, University of Oklahoma Press, 

Norman, Oklahoma, 2015, 448 pages

Most cavalry officers realize that our par-
ticular specialty often appears rooted in 
the past. Bearing that in mind, the title of 

Harvey Ferguson’s book, The Last Cavalryman: The Life of 
General Lucian K. Truscott Jr., seemed somewhat pessi-
mistic to this reader who is committed to the cavalry’s 
relevance on the modern battlefield. That said, and as 
the author points out, Truscott is not a well-known 
figure among today’s cavalry officers, and upon receiving 
the book this reader looked forward to learning some-
thing about him.

Ferguson provides interesting glimpses of cavalry 
life and horsemanship training from the general’s early 
years. He goes to great lengths to communicate the 
tactical situations that Truscott faced on the battlefields 
of the Second World War. He documents the general’s 
good tactical judgment. Also interesting to the modern 
Army officer are glimpses of inter- and intra-service 
bureaucratic infighting that remain familiar today. His 
description of the early years of the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) is fascinating.

Overall, the author provides a skillful portrait of 
the events in Truscott’s life and career. Perhaps due 
to a shortage of primary material on his subject (“it is 
likely that Truscott was involved in many more CIA 
operations than is known”), the author often illustrates 
important events from the point of view of others who 
were present. This technique does much to give some 
sense of the context in which Truscott lived, and it shows 
how Truscott’s life intersected those of well-known con-
temporaries, but this often-used technique soon becomes 
a series of digressions from the book’s avowed subject. A 
case in point is Audie Murphy, who served in Truscott’s 
division during the Italian campaign. The reader has a 
much better sense of Murphy after reading Ferguson’s 
book, but, strangely, not of Truscott.
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Ultimately, this is where the book lets the reader 
down. Ferguson shows you what Truscott does but does 
not illuminate who he was. Having read the book, the 
reader is not left with any particularly good Truscott sto-
ries to share or any particularly pithy Truscott wisdom 
to quote (or even any particularly juicy Truscott trans-
gressions to admire). This may be due to a paucity of per-
sonal correspondence and notes left behind by Ferguson’s 
subject, it may be due to the type of unexceptionally 
exceptional man Truscott was, or it may be because this 
creditable work of scholarship is Ferguson’s first book.

Truscott may well be an under-researched American 
general, but what this book demonstrates is that this 
may be for good reason. Those seeking greater insight 
into leadership and the effective use of mounted ma-
neuver will get more from Tom Reiss’s The Black Count: 
Glory, Revolution, Betrayal, and the Real Count of Monte 
Crisco. It is a slightly shorter read, much less expensive, 
and it won the Pulitzer Prize. Leave this Truscott book 
to the historians.
Capt. Garri Benjamin Hendell, U.S. Army, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

TORCH
North Africa and the Allied Path to Victory
Vincent P. O’Hara, Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, 

Maryland, 2015, 373 pages

The North African invasion in World War II, 
Operation Torch, is not a new subject for his-
torians, but Vincent O’Hara takes a fresh look 

and brings some new perspective. Torch was much larger 
than a single amphibious invasion. It was a political deci-
sion far more than a strategic one. O’Hara dissects both 
the American and British views in detail. He also looks 
at a player less commonly considered and successfully 
integrates the French perspective into the narrative.

Beyond the political concerns of needing to get 
American troops into the fight in the European theater 
in 1942, the British and Americans tried to convince 
themselves that Torch would aid the Russians by en-
gaging German troops. At the time, 70 percent of the 
German forces were facing the Russians and averaging 
1,706 killed per day (over four years). In twenty-six 
months in North Africa, German casualties averaged 

sixteen per day, not exactly compelling evidence for 
Torch helping the Russians.

O’Hara writes that the Allies feared the Germans 
would attack through Egypt, to connect with forces in 
Iraq coming down from Turkey and Iran and ultimate-
ly to connect with Japanese troops attacking across the 
Indian subcontinent. He argues convincingly that this was 
neither part of the Axis strategy nor realistic based on 
their logistic capabilities. What the reader does not learn 
was how much of this strategic fear was “Allied” and how 
much was British concern for the loss of their empire.

The author moves from the inner sanctums of 
Roosevelt and Churchill 
where the decisions for 
Torch were made through 
the conflicts among the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff to 
the amateurish cloak and 
dagger of the diplomats 
dealing with the French. 
O’Hara provides a succinct 
but excellent summary of 
amphibious doctrine, expe-
rience, and equipment up 
to the time of Torch. Once 

the campaign begins, each landing is carefully parsed 
down to the battalion level. The naval battles are detailed 
practically salvo by salvo, with extensive comparisons of 
French and American battles’ after action reports. The 
maps provided are well done and helpful in navigating 
the narrative. Confusion reigned during operation Torch. 
Luckily, this was not confined to the Allied forces. Had 
the French resistance to the invasion been organized, the 
results could have been catastrophic.

Was Torch a good idea? O’Hara believes it was. He 
argues it taught the Americans to operate both strategi-
cally and operationally in coalition warfare and provided 
valuable experience in amphibious operations. More im-
portant, he contends, it secured French cooperation for 
the Allies. Had the French forces maintained belligeren-
cy against the Allies and actually fought with Germany, 
the cross-channel invasion, opposed by an additional 
fifty French divisions, would have been impossible. Torch 
would make a good scholarly addition to an officer’s 
library, but will likely not appeal to the general reader 
looking for a historical tale of the invasion.
Gary Ryman, Scott Township, Pennsylvania





Left: President Barack Obama presented the Medal of Honor to U.S. Army Lt. Col. (retired) Charles Kettles 18 July 2016 in the East Room of the 
White House for conspicuous gallantry during combat operations near Duc Pho, Republic of Vietnam, on 15 May 1967. Kettles is credited with 
saving the lives of forty soldiers and four of his own crewmembers.  (Photo by Sgt. Alicia Brand, U.S. Army)

On 15 May 1967, soldiers from 1st Brigade, 101st 
Airborne were battling hundreds of heavily 
armed North Vietnamese in a rural riverbed 

near Duc Pho, Republic of Vietnam. They made an urgent 
request for aviation support to evacuate the wounded and 
to bring more soldiers into the fight. Answering the early 
morning call, then Maj. Charles Kettles led a flight of six 
Huey helicopters, carrying replacements and supplies, to a 
landing zone near the battle area.

Under heavy enemy fire, Kettles landed his aircraft and 
kept it there, exposed, until the wounded could be loaded 
for the return to base. After evacuating them, he returned 
to drop off more soldiers and supplies, and to pick up addi-
tional wounded. On the second trip, his gunner was serious-
ly wounded and his aircraft severely damaged. However, 
Kettles was able to make it back to base.

Approaching evening, forty-four American soldiers 
still were pinned down, including four from Kettles’ unit. 
Disregarding the danger, he volunteered to fly his unit’s one 
remaining functional helicopter for a third trip, in which 
he led five additional evacuation helicopters from another 

unit. On the landing zone, soldiers ready for evacuation 
boarded the helicopters. Then, informed that all American 
soldiers were accounted for, Kettles took off. However, once 
in the air, he learned that eight men who had been pinned 
down under heavy enemy fire while providing covering fire 
for the others had not made it aboard.

In response, Kettles broke off from formation and re-
turned alone to the landing zone—this time with no aerial 
or artillery support. As he landed the helicopter, which was 
now the lone target of the enemy, it suffered extensive dam-
age from small arms and mortar fire, but the eight remaining 
soldiers were able to make it onto the aircraft. Although the 
helicopter was now six hundred pounds overweight and 
carrying thirteen soldiers, Kettles was able to skip it along 
the ground until it gained enough speed for takeoff, all the 
while continuing to be hit by enemy fire, including a mortar 
round that struck the tail. “If we left them for ten minutes,” 
Kettles later said of the rescued soldiers, “they’d be POWs or 
dead.” With exceptional flying skills and uncommon courage, 
Kettles flew the damaged aircraft back to base, evacuating 
the remaining soldiers and his crew to safety.
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