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To my children May they never have to fight
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Introduction: What, Why, How

The present volume has a purpose; namely, to address some of the most fundamental problems
presented by war in all ages: by whom it is fought, what it is all about, how it is fought, what it is
fought for, and why it is fought. These questions are by no means new, and indeed merely to list the
answers to them that have been given by various people at various times and places would be
tantamount to a record of civilization. No doubt many readers will also regard some of these
questions as too philosophical, even irrelevant to the “practical” business of waging war. However, it
1s axiomatic that no human activity can really take place, let alone be carried out successfully, without
a thorough understanding of the principles involved. Therefore, finding correct answers to them is
vitally important.

The present volume also has a message—namely, that contemporary “strategic” thought about every
one of these problems is fundamentally flawed; and, in addition, is rooted in a “Clausewitzian”
world-picture that is either obsolete or wrong. We are entering an era, not of peaceful economic
competition between trading blocks, but of warfare between ethnic and religious groups. Even as
familiar forms of armed conflict are sinking into the dustbin of the past, radically new ones are
raising their heads ready to take their place. Already today the military-power fielded by the
principal developed societies in both “West” and “East” is hardly relevant to the task at hand; in other
words, it 1s more illusion than substance. Unless the societies in question are willing to adjust both
thought and action to the rapidly changing new realities, they are likely to reach the point where they
will no longer be capable of employing organized violence at all. Once this situation comes about,
their continued survival as cohesive political entities will also be put in doubt.

This work aims at providing a new, non-Clausewitzian framework for thinking about war, while at
the same time trying to look into its future. Accordingly, its structure is as follows. Chapter I,
“Contemporary War,” explains why modern military force is largely a myth and why our ideas about
war have reached a dead end. Chapter II, “By Whom War Is Fought,” discusses the relationship
between war, states, and armies, and a variety of other war-fighting organizations that are neither
armies nor states. Chapter III, “What War Is All About,” examines armed conflict from the point of
view of the interaction of might with right. Chapter IV, “How War Is Fought,” offers both a
description and a prescription for the conduct of strategy at all levels. Chapter V, “What War Is
Fought For,” investigates the various ends for which collective force can be, and has been, used.
Chapter VI, “Why War Is fought,” constitutes an inquiry into the causes of war on the individual,
irrational, level. Chapter VII, “Future War,” analyzes the probable forms of future war from all these
points of view and offers some ideas on how it will be fought. Finally, there is a brief postscript
called “The Shape of Things to Come.” Its task is to tie the strands together and outline the likely
nature of war ten, twenty-five, or fifty years hence.

A book 1s written by a single person but reflects the contributions of many minds. Those involved in
the present one include Moshe Ben David, Mats Bergquist, Menachem Blondheim, Marianne and
Steve Canby, Seth Carus, Oz Fraenkel, Azar Gatt, Steve Click, Paula and Irving Glick, Eado Hecht,
Ora and Gabi Herman, Kay Juniman, Benjamin Kedar, Greta and Stuart Koehl, Mordechai Lewy,
Dalia and Edward Luttwak, Ronnie Max, Leslie and Gabriele Pantucci, Yaffa Razin, Stephanie
Rosenberg, Joyce Seltzer, Darcy and David Thomas. For inspiration, friendship, hospitality, or all of
these, thank you.
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CHAPTER1
Contemporary War

The Military Balance

A ghost is stalking the corridors of general staffs and defense departments all over the “developed”
world—the fear of military impotence, even irrelevance.

At present, as during the entire period since World War II, perhaps four-fifths of the world’s military
power is controlled by a handful of industrialized states: the United States, the Soviet Union, and their
allies in NATO and the Warsaw Pact. Between them these states spend over four-fifths of all military
funds. They also originate, produce, and field a corresponding share of modern, high-tech, military
hardware from tanks to aircraft and from Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs) to submarines.
The armed forces of these states, particularly those of the two superpowers, have long served the rest
as models and, indeed, as standards by which they evaluate themselves.

The principal military states also “own” perhaps 95 percent of all military expertise, if that can be
measured by the number of publications on the subject. They have even managed to turn that expertise
into a minor export commodity in its own right. Officers belonging to countries which are not great
military powers are regularly sent to attend staff and war colleges in Washington, Moscow, London,
and Paris, often paying through the nose for the privilege. On the other hand, the principal powers
themselves have sent thousands upon thousands of military “experts” to dozens of third-world
countries all over Latin America, Africa, and Asia.

The above notwithstanding, serious doubt exists concerning the ability of developed states—both
such as are currently “liberating” themselves from communist-domination and such as are already
“free”—to use armed force as an instrument for attaining meaningful political ends. This situation is
not entirely new. In numerous incidents during the last two decades, the inability of developed
countries to protect their interests and even their citizens’ lives in the face of low-level threats has
been demonstrated time and time again. As a result, politicians as well as academics were caught
bandying about such phrases as “the decline of power,” “the decreasing utility of war,” and—in the
case of the United States—*“the straw giant.”

So long as it was only Western society that was becoming “debellicized” the phenomenon was
greeted with anxiety. The Soviet failure in Afghanistan has turned the scales, however, and now the
USSR too is a club member in good standing. In view of these facts, there has been speculation that
war itself may not have a future and is about to be replaced by economic competition among the great
“trading blocks” now forming in Europe, North America, and the Far East. This volume will argue
that such a view is not correct. Large-scale, conventional war—war as understood by today’s
principal military powers—may indeed be at its last gasp; however, war itself, war as such, is alive
and kicking and about to enter a new epoch. To show that this is so and why it is so 1s the task of the
chapter at hand.

Nuclear War



By far the most important armaments of the principal military powers are, of course, nuclear weapons
and their delivery vehicles. From the moment the first bomb was dropped on Japan, its power stood
revealed for all to see. From that moment, too, the nuclear arms race got under way, and has lasted to
the present day.

Though the first two atomic bombs were comparatively primitive devices, each one was a thousand
times more powerful than anything previously employed in war. Ten years had not yet passed since
Hiroshima before it became possible to build weapons more powerful than all the devices ever used
by man 1n all his wars since the beginning of history. In 1961 the USSR exploded a monster bomb
with an estimated yield of 58 megatons, i.e., 58 million tons of TNT—a figure that resulted from a
scientific miscalculation, or so the Soviets later claimed. By that time, research into the development
of yet larger weapons had virtually come to a halt, not because it could not be done, but because in
Winston Churchill’s words, they would only make the rubble bounce.

The United States was the first country to acquire the bomb, and for four years she held a monopoly
on it. In September 1949 that monopoly was broken by Stalin’s USSR. The testing of hydrogen bombs
by the superpowers in 1952 and 1953 represented an important development, though its significance
was nowhere as great as that of the first two bombs. Since then the number of countries fielding
nuclear arsenals has continued to grow. Britain, France, China, and India have joined the club, each
(except, as far as we know, the last) producing first fission and then fusion devices. A number of other
countries, though they have not openly tested nuclear weapons, are widely believed to have them in
stock or else to be capable of rapidly assembling them. A still larger number of countries could easily
produce the bomb if they wanted to but have no intention of doing so; this being perhaps the first time
in history when any number of governments have deliberately chosen not to develop weapons that,
from the technical and economic point of view, they could acquire easily enough.

The reluctance of so many states to push ahead towards nuclear weapons becomes readily
understandable when one examines the political benefits that do or do not ensue from their
possession. Developing a nuclear arms program has put a tremendous strain on the technical and
financial resources of poor countries such as China, India, and probably Pakistan. All three either
already have the bomb or are on the verge of acquiring it, yet none has been able to translate
ownership into significant political advantage. Thus, China has not been able to recover the lost
province of Formosa, nor even has been able to “punish” neighboring Vietnam, an incomparably
smaller military power. The bomb has not noticeably helped India solve either the problem of Tamil
separatism in Sri Lanka, or that of Moslem irredentism in Kashmir. Finally, Pakistani officials in
informal talks like to justify their nuclear program by their fear of conquest at the hands of India. They
point out that, up to now, no nuclear country has been wiped off the map. This is true enough, but
ignores the fact that the number of non-nuclear states that were wiped off since 1945 has also been
very small.

The political benefits conferred on medium powers such as Britain and France by the possession of
nuclear weapons are, if anything, smaller still. The bomb has not helped either country to regain or
retain something resembling its former great-power status—in Britain, indeed, one reason why the
nuclear disarmament movement has lost much of its original impetus is that nobody cares anyhow.
The bomb came too late to prevent the loss of their colonial empires; however, had it come earlier, it
could have done precious little to slow down, let alone stop, the disintegration of those empires.
Today the nuclear arsenals at their disposal almost certainly cannot prevent these countries’ remaining
overseas possessions from being occupied by a determined aggressor; this is true even in the case of



an aggressor who himself does not have nuclear weapons. For decades on end, the rationale that both
countries adduced to justify the money they spend on nuclear weapons has been the need to deter a
Soviet attack in case the American guarantee fails. This line of reasoning was plausible, except that,
if put into effect, it would lead to national suicide that would be certain, swift, and final.

The superpowers themselves undoubtedly have derived a large part of their status from their uniquely
powerful nuclear arsenals. Still, even in their case, translating this status into tangible political
benefits has proved problematic. This was already evident in June 1945 when Stalin failed to be
properly impressed by President Truman’s announcement of the bomb during the Potsdam Conference.
During the next four years the American nuclear monopoly failed to stop the Soviets from
consolidating their East European Empire; Western observers at the time noted how Soviet foreign
minister Molotov contrived to act as if the United States did not have the bomb or, alternatively, as if
he had it too. The bomb did not save Czechoslovakia from going communist in 1948. Nor could it
prevent China from falling to Mao Tze Dong, an event which for decades was regarded as the single
greatest defeat ever suffered by the West in its struggle with world Communism.

Since by that time the Soviet Union also had nuclear arms, year by year the likelihood of their being
used declined. During the Korean War Douglas MacArthur wanted to use the bomb against China,
only to be fired when he went public with his demands. The United States in 1954-58 repeatedly
waved nuclear weapons in front of China’s nose, to what effect remains unknown. Next it was
Khrushchev’s turn to rattle intercontinental missiles which, it later turned out, he did not possess.
Perhaps the last time when anybody seriously threatened to use nuclear weapons was during the
Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962. Even then, the manner in which President Kennedy handled
the crisis—imposing the blockade, offering Khrushchev a way out by proposing to withdraw
American missiles from Turkey, etc.—was designed specifically to ensure, as far as was humanly
possible, that nuclear weapons would not have to be used. The chances of the President actually
ordering that the button be pressed were, in the words of National Security Adviser MacGeorge
Bundy, around one in a hundred. Still, one in a hundred was quite sufficient to give the world a fright
which has lasted to the present day. It has helped open the way to a number of agreements—some
international, and some bilateral among the superpowers—the purpose of each pact being to limit the
weapons, their delivery vehicles, or both.

Having effectively neutralized each other, the superpowers’ next discovery was that nuclear weapons
do not confer great advantages even in their dealings with countries that do not possess them. Since
1945 both the United States and the USSR have seen their influence subject to many fluctuations,
especially in the Third World. The United States first “lost,” then “won,” a whole series of countries
from Egypt to Indonesia and from Somalia to Iraq. For the USSR over the decade and a half since
1973 the process has often worked in reverse: it “lost” Chile and temporarily “gained” Ethiopia—
assuming that having one of the world’s poorest countries as an ally does, in fact, constitute a gain. To
list the dozens upon dozens of cases when, often following a domestic coup, some third-world
republic switched alliances from West to East or vice versa would be tedious as well as irrelevant.
As far as anyone can determine, none of these changes was significantly governed or even influenced
by the question of which power, the United States or the USSR, possessed the more powerful nuclear
arsenal.

The reason why the political impact of nuclear weapons has been so small is, of course, that nobody
has yet come up with a convincing idea as to how a nuclear war could be fought without blowing up
the world. This has not been for lack of trying. Attempts to devise a “war-fighting doctrine” got under



way during the fifties. Had the realities behind them not been so horrible, in retrospect they would
make entertaining reading. This was a period when schoolchildren living in major cities or near
military bases all over the Western world were put through nuclear-alarm drills, adapted, as one
would expect, from World War II. Upon the alarm being sounded they were made to file out of class
into the basement, or else dive under their desks, cover their heads with their hands, and close their
eyes. Meanwhile, homeowners were told to dig shelters in their gardens. The shelters had to be
stocked with provisions that would last for a few days or weeks until the worst of the radiation was
over. Luxury shelters were also advertised, sometimes accompanied by pictures that made them look
just like the average American living room magically transferred underground and rendered
radiation-proof. People in danger of being caught in the open were advised to make advanced note of
the nearest available shelter. To be on the safe side they were told to wear light-colored clothes,
wide-rimmed hats, and sunglasses.

Nor were the proposed countermeasures confined to the time of the actual attack. Serious strategists
spent time calculating that, if the superpowers’ populations could be evacuated in time and evenly
dispersed over their respective continents (one person per so many square meters) most of them
would survive the blast of nuclear weapons. If they also had shallow dugouts they might even live
through the initial period of radiation; though how one could deal with the problem of nuclear winter
—assuming that this is not just a figment of some scientist’s imagination—was a different matter
altogether. There was much talk of stockpiling food, medical supplies, fuel, and earthmoving
equipment for the postnuclear scene. Perhaps wisely, few countries other than Switzerland ever did
much to put these ideas into effect, and even many Swiss find it hard to take them seriously.
Nevertheless they gave rise to cautious optimism. During the early sixties in particular it was argued
that, given proper preparation, the setback to civilization would not be roo great. True, a superpower
subjected to nuclear attack would be devastated and a sizeable portion of its entire population killed.
Still, the reasoning went, given determination and a reasonable amount of preparation, the
superpower would recover much of its previous viability within no more than ten (or twenty, or fifty)
years after the war. Hopefully, by that time the only remaining sign of the nuclear attack having taken
place would be an increased rate of cancer and genetic mutation.

While thinkers strategized and teachers drilled, politico-military leaders were busy devising methods
of fighting a nuclear war. As might be expected, their first priority was to ensure a modicum of safety
for themselves. Over the years billions were invested in early-warning installations, blast- and
radiation-proof bunkers, airborne command centers, and communication networks to link them with
each other and with the launching bases. The exact state of these preparations has been shrouded in
understandable secrecy. Still, to judge by the relatively well-publicized American program, present-
day equipment should be able to offer about twenty minutes’ warning before the first warheads hit
their targets. Should the first attack, however, be carried out by submarines firing their missiles on so-
called depressed trajectories, the warning time would be down to perhaps six or seven minutes.

Theoretically, fifteen minutes should be enough for America’s president to be whisked aboard a
special aircraft that is kept on constant alert at Bohling Air Force Base, just across the Potomac from
Washington, D.C. Forty-six other key officials are also tracked around the clock, and preparations for
their evacuation are said to have been made. Some 200 more have the right to be transported out of
the capital, but only in case the aggressor should be kind enough to launch the offensive during
business hours. These preparations notwithstanding, the fact is that not even the president’s own
survival can be guaranteed in the face of a carefully-planned nuclear first strike. Whether, assuming



he has survived, he will then be able to get in touch with whatever retaliatory forces have ridden out
the attack—especially submarines and missiles in their silos—is also moot.

Given these problems, there have been many attempts to find ways to make the world safe for nuclear
war by imposing limits on it. An early suggestion, raised by Dr. Henry Kissinger among others, was
that the nuclear powers agree not to use bombs with a yield greater than 150, or 500, or whatever,
kilotons (quite sufficient to deal with any target, given that Hiroshima and Nagasaki were devastated
by bombs developing 14 and 20 kilotons respectively). Another bright idea was that they agree to use
them only against selected targets, such as military forces, bases, or installations. The attempt to ban
the most powerful weapons and avoid cities—the most important targets by far—was, of course,
commendable. However, it begged the question as to why belligerents who could reach such an
agreement should go to war at all, especially one that threatened to terminate the existence of both.
Looking back, one can draw some comfort from the fact that these think-tank brainwaves never seem
to have been seriously taken up either by the military or by their political masters. Nor have there
ever been formal talks between the superpowers aimed at putting them into effect, an even better
indication of their purely speculative nature.

How to conduct a war with nuclear weapons was not, however, the only problem confronted by
military planners. It was equally important to consider ways and means by which conventional forces
could operate in such a war and still survive, let alone retain their combat power. In the United States
at any rate, the introduction of “tactical” nukes during the fifties led to the so-called “pentomic era.”
Beginning in the mid-fifties, traditional divisions, normally consisting of three brigades or regiments,
were carved up into five smaller and hopefully more mobile units. Linked by the small, transistorized
communications that were coming into use just then, these new units were supposed to operate in a
decentralized and dispersed mode unlike any used in history. They were to leap from one place to the
next, opening and closing like some huge accordions. To this end they would require novel types of
equipment, beginning with giant cross-country land-walking machines and ending with flying jeeps;
some visionaries even painted pictures of tanks with detachable turrets jumping into the air and
shooting at each other.

Since the internal combustion engine was perceived as too inefficient and too demanding for such
tasks, a substitute had to be developed. With ordinary lines of communication blocked, one scenario
envisaged supplies being delivered by cargo-carrying guided missiles dropping in from the
stratosphere and sticking their noses into the earth like enormous darts. Organizations, too, were to
change. A particularly lugubrious idea was to divide the troops into “radiation classes” according to
the dose they had received; depending on the time they could expect to live, each class could then be
sent on its appropriate mission. One article in Military Review entitled “Atomic Impact on G-1’s
[personnel] Functions” proposed that the Army’s grave registration service be greatly extended.

Serious attempts to design a “nuclear war-fighting strategy”” again proliferated during the 1970s. They
were, if anything, even more harebrained than their predecessors, but insofar as technical means for
“limiting” the damage now appeared to be available, they were also more dangerous. At the head of
the team was Dr. James Schlesinger, secretary of defense under Richard Nixon and a man deservedly
famous for his ability to “articulate strategy.” He and lesser luminaries spent rivers of ink designing
ways to use the new devices then being deployed, namely the MIRV (Multiple Independent Reentry
Vehicles) and cruise missiles. The most important quality which distinguished cruise missiles and
MIRV from ordinary ballistic missiles supposedly was their pinpoint accuracy (notwithstanding the
fact that experimental devices aimed at test-ranges in the South Pacific sometimes turned up in



Northern Canada). The capability of pinpointing hardened targets as small as missile silos permitted
the power of the warheads to be reduced by an order of magnitude without any loss of destructive
effect, even to the point where it was considered feasible to score a direct hit on the Kremlin.

During this period the weight of strategic opinion was moving away from nuclear stalemate towards
so-called “war-fighting” doctrines. Small, accurate warheads might be used to give the President
“flexible options.” They might be used for “nuclear shots across the bow,” meaning that one side
would serve warning to the other by exploding a nuclear weapon at some place—at sea, for example
—where it would do little or no harm. Instead of going to full-scale war, the United States would be
able to destroy a military base here, perhaps even a small city there, acting at discretion and
constantly monitoring the other side’s reaction. The goal to aim for was achieving “escalation
dominance,” i.e., frightening the enemy into submission. A few self-styled strategists went even
further: the United States might “decapitate” the Soviet Union by striking at selected government,
party, and KGB command and communication centers. The phraseology was often arcane and has
been aptly compared to the theological debates of the Middle Ages. Still, when all 1s said and done,
every one of the above terms was simply a euphemism for using nuclear weapons in ways that would
hopefully not bring about the end of the world, at any rate not automatically.

As Schlesinger saw it, the problem was how to use the accurate warheads now available for a
“surgical strike” against the USSR. His successors during the Carter Administration were to reverse
this line of reasoning; they worried about what would happen if the USSR used its MIRVed missiles
(the dread SS 18) to “take out” America’s own land-based missiles leaving the United States, if not
exactly defenseless, forced to rely on its manned bombers and missile-launching submarines for
retaliation. For several years many different ideas were proposed to prevent the Soviet Union from
leaping through the so-called “window of vulnerability.” One was to station American missiles under
the sea or else on moving platforms that would crawl over the bottom of lakes. Another was to lead
them on giant trucks and shuffle them from one firing position to the next along an underground
“racetrack” half as large as the American midwest. A third school proposed digging holes thousands
of feet deep. The holes would be sealed, and the missiles inside them provided with special
equipment that would enable them to screw their way up to the surface in the aftermath of an attack.

Fortunately for the national debt, none of these proposals was ever adopted. “The best available
estimates”—in truth, guesses based on assumptions, every one of which could be challenged—
indicated that, even in a “clean” Soviet strike directed against America’s missile fields, as many as
20 million people would be killed. This would happen even if none of the two- to three-thousand—
odd Soviet warheads used in the attack missed its mark and landed, say, on a major city such as
Chicago or Los Angeles. In the face of such vast “collateral damage” the question of retaliation—
especially limited retaliation—turned out to be academic. As the 1970s turned into the 1980s, this
particular wave of nuclear war-fighting doctrines followed its predecessor and died. The cause of
death was the same in both cases; namely, choking on one’s own absurdities. Some would say,
however, that the doctrines in question did not die at all. Under the Reagan Administration they
ascended into the starry heavens and were transmogrified into the Strategic Defense Initiative, a
greater absurdity still.

Over the last forty-five years it would be difficult to point out even a single case when a state
possessing nuclear arms was able to change the status quo by threatening their use, let alone by using
them; in other words, their political effect, if any, has been merely to enforce caution and freeze
existing borders. The most important reason behind this state of affairs is, of course, that nobody has



yet figured out how to wage a nuclear war without risk of global suicide. Truth to say, nuclear
weapons are instruments of mass murder. Given that there is no defense, the only thing they are
suitable for is an act of butchery that would be beyond history, and quite possibly would put an end to
it. They cannot, however, be employed for waging war in any meaningful sense of that term. The
chasm separating the apocalyptic implications of nuclear weapons from the puny attempt to “use”
them for sensible ends is tremendous, even inconceivable; so much so, in fact, that the most rational
response to the oddly matched pair may be that of a young woman, a student of mine, who as we were
discussing these things in class broke into uncontrollable, hysterical laughter.

Conventional War

Nuclear weapons were first built to give the military and their political masters unprecedentedly
powerful tools for making and winning war. In fact, however, ten years had not passed before they
threatened to put an end to war, and indeed some people had foreseen this development much earlier.
Nor was the problem confined to nuclear weapons only. By the mid-fifties both superpowers had
assembled fission bombs numbering perhaps in the low hundreds and were busily building fusion
devices. Under such circumstances, the possibility of a conventional attack being launched against
either also appeared increasingly unlikely. With each superpower now in control of the larger part of
a hemisphere, conventional attack against either could only be successful if it were launched on a
very large scale. So large an attack would surely be answered with nuclear weapons, particularly if it
threatened to become successful. During the fifties the American secretary of state, John Foster
Dulles, went out of his way to suggest that an attack might be quite small and still elicit such a
response. Known as “brinkmanship” and “massive retaliation,” this doctrine was designed to make
sure, as far as possible, that even small attacks would not be attempted in the first place.

With the superpowers thus virtually immune to attack, conventional as well as nuclear, those whose
job it was to think about waging war turned their attention to each power’s allies. However, it soon
became clear, as British Air Marshal Lord Tedder said, that “the dog that can take care of the cat can
also take care of the kittens.” In neither West nor East was there anybody who could come up with a
way to attack a superpower’s close allies without running the risk of Armageddon. For about a
decade and a half, from the 1948 Berlin blockade to the last West Berlin crisis in 1963, the
superpowers maneuvered like two dogs testing each other’s resolve. Though there were some very
tense moments, the testing ultimately did not work, and both sides ended up conceding defeat. This
situation was literally poured in concrete when one side erected the Berlin Wall and the other tacitly
accepted it.

The de facto division of Europe into two zones of influence, not to say domination, closed the doors
of the most important single theater in which conventional warfare might still be waged; a fact that the
recent demolition of the wall has merely confirmed. In 1953 the end of the Korean War created a
similar situation on the other side of the globe, and this time too it was soon cemented by permanent
fortified lines. Basically this left only two places where large scale conventional fighting could still
take place—one along the Indo-Pakistani border, and the other in the Middle East. If only because
they could not manufacture all their own arms, the states of those regions were also tied to the
superpowers’ apron-strings. However, thanks partly to racial circumstances and partly to
geographical ones, they were not considered close allies. India, Pakistan, Israel, Egypt, Syria, and the



rest were able to fight the superpowers’ wars by proxy, as it were. Incidentally, they also served as
laboratories where new weapons were tried out and new doctrines put to the test.

Thus the effect of nuclear weapons, unforeseen and perhaps unforeseeable, has been to push
conventional war into the nooks and crannies of the international system; or, to mix a metaphor, into
the faults between the main tectonic plates, each dominated by the superpowers. The faults tended to
be located in what an earlier generation had called the “rimlands.” The rimlands are a broad belt of
territory stretching from west to east and dividing Asia into two regions, northern and southern.
Something resembling conventional war occasionally broke out in other regions, such as the Horn of
Africa; however, the lack of a modern infrastructure and the consequent inability to field major
weapon systems meant that those conflicts were minor in scope compared to the ones taking place in
the rimlands, Whatever their size, the danger always existed that the tail, comprising some third-rate
or even fourth-rate country, would end up by wagging the superpower dog. This was brought home
during the October 1973 War when President Nixon put America’s forces on nuclear alert to stop an
alleged Soviet threat to Israel. The threat, if one existed, was successfully averted. However, it seems
to have left both Washington and Moscow disinclined to repeat the experiment.

As the small nations—e.g., Israel and her neighbors—fought each other, the superpowers stood on the
sidelines. For the most part they watched, though not without taking good care to bring the fighting to
an end as soon as their own welfare appeared to be even remotely threatened. Many members of their
military establishments probably envied the combatants (the Israelis in particular) who, thanks to
their very diminutiveness, were still able to play the game of war. Those establishments themselves
had expended immense intellectual capital and millions of dollars finding ways whereby a
superpower could engage in large-scale conventional warfare in a nuclear world. The U.S. Army in
the late fifties carried out a series of field tests with nuclear weapons, with the result that decades
later the American Government was being sued for wilfully exposing its troops—and civilians—to
the effects of radiation. According to the best available information, the Soviets in 1954 held a test in
which numerous Red Army troops were killed, after which their “nuclear” exercises were apparently
confined to igniting masses of ordinary fuel and carefully driving around them. None of these
experiments offered convincing proof that conventional forces could survive, let alone fight, on the
nuclear battlefield. Nor, truth to say, is it easy to imagine a way in which such an experiment could
have been designed.

In retrospect, the dilemma facing the planners was simple. If conventional forces (in the form of the
“Pentomic” Army) were to stand the slightest chance of surviving a nuclear war they would have to
disperse and hide. If hide and disperse they did, discarding much of their heavy equipment in the
process, they would no longer be capable of waging conventional war. Thus the effect of nuclear
weapons, tactical ones in particular, was to threaten the continued existence of conventional forces,
especially ground forces. Yet if fighting was to take place at all, the only forces that could engage in it
without threatening to blow up the world were conventional ones. It was left to the Kennedy
Administration, guided by Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and Chief of the Joint General
Staffs General Maxwell Taylor, to try and square the circle. Their solution, if that is indeed the word
to use, consisted of plunging all out for conventional war, nuclear weapons be damned. A new
strategic doctrine known as “flexible response” articulated this approach and was officially adopted
by NATO in 1967. Henceforward preparations for conventional war in Europe and elsewhere were
to proceed as if the threat of nuclear escalation did not exist.

The purpose of flexible response, namely safeguarding the continued existence of conventional



forces, was achieved. The doctrine led to massive investments as successive generations of surface
ships, submarines, tanks, armored personnel carriers, artillery tubes, fighter bombers, and attack
helicopters were phased out while others, newer and much more expensive, took their place. Each
such change gave rise to a flood of studies, both classified and public, struggling to understand the
implications of the new weapons and to work out esoteric doctrines for their use. Year after year
NATO forces stationed in West Germany went on their maneuvers, carefully trying to prevent their
massive machines from damaging civilian property whose owners would have to be compensated
later on. The catch was that, given the alleged Soviet superiority in conventional forces, and the West
German refusal to fortify their borders, most Western analysts believed a determined Soviet attack
could only be stopped by using “tactical” nuclear weapons. As early as 1955, a series of war games
played on behalf of the Supreme Allied Commander, Europe (SACEUR) had shown that employing
such weapons would cause so much devastation in West Germany that there would be little left to
defend. Nevertheless, NATO—but particularly the Americans who, after all, were preparing to fight
on other people’s soil—forged ahead. Thus it came to pass that, during the last quarter century, much
of the Western effort aimed at preparing a defense against the USSR has amounted to a gigantic
exercise in make-believe.

Whether, at any point in time, the planners in Moscow and Washington really believed in the illusion
of a protracted, large-scale, conventional war in Europe is difficult to say. In the Soviet Union before
Gorbachev, a tradition of secrecy and deception (maskirovka) has long meant that a doctrine is
incredible because it is the officially proclaimed one. Americans are not secretive, but they regard
the invention of military doctrines as both an industry and a pastime: as a result, so many conflicting
doctrines have been put forward by so many people representing so many interests that it is often
difficult to take them seriously at all. A clue to the true Soviet position may be found in the fact that,
for all their occasionally bellicose rhetoric, they have not conducted even one conventional war
during the entire period since 1945. The United States on its part fought just two such wars, one in
1950-1953 and another against Iraq in 1991; and already there is talk of this being “the last scream of
the American Eagle”.

One factor affecting conventional war as waged by both the superpowers and, increasingly, by other
countries, i1s that nuclear weapons make their dampening effect felt in such wars even when nobody
threatens their use. As a result, the United States for one has only been able to employ its
conventional armed forces in cases where its vital interests were not at stake. The war fought in
Korea, a small appendix of Asia several thousands of miles away, provides an excellent case in
point. The American Chiefs of Staff recognized this even at that time, emphasizing the fact that the
really significant areas were Japan and Philippines. The same also applied to Lebanon (1958),
Vietnam (1964-72), the Dominican Republic (1965), Cambodia (1972-75), Lebanon (1983), and the
Gulf Crisis (1991). In all these cases, except (perhaps) the last, so microscopic were the stakes for
which GIs were supposed to die that they could hardly even be explained to the American people. On
occasions such as the Mayaguez Affair (1975) and Grenada (1983), so puny were the opponents
against which American forces pitted themselves that hostilities took on a comic-opera character.

Nor was the United States the only one to suffer from this problem. The USSR deployed naval forces
to cover the Cuban landing in Angola in 1976, helped the Ethiopians defeat the Somalis in 1979, and
sent some advisers to Central America during the eighties; all of these were marginal issues,
however, far removed from the center of Soviet power. Though Mao at one time spoke of nuclear
weapons as a “paper tiger,” China’s own frantic efforts to acquire the bomb prove otherwise. Be this



as it may, after China developed a nuclear arsenal and a second-strike missile force to deliver it, the
clashes along the Sino-Soviet border—clashes that at one time threatened to escalate into a major
war—came to an end. Since then China’s single largest military effort has consisted of its fifteen-mile
drive into Vietnamese territory in 1979. Attempting to teach Vietnam a “lesson,” the Chinese ended up
by learning one themselves. During the last decade the country’s revolutionary rhetoric has declined,
as has its involvement in actual war. The Chinese supplied weapons and perhaps advisers to
countries such as Iran and Saudi Arabia as well as to guerrilla organizations in Cambodia and
Afghanistan. They have done little else.

Among the former colonial powers, France since its defeat in Algeria has been fairly active in
Africa. However, it did not have the occasion to employ forces larger than a regiment, nor in all
probability would French public opinion have condoned such an involvement had it been attempted.
After the unhappy experience of Suez in 1956 Britain‘s’ career as a conventional power appeared to
be over, a fact acknowledged by the switch from conscript to professional forces and subsequent cut-
backs in their strength. When, much to the government’s surprise, Britain did go to war over the
Falklands in 1982, this was only made possible by the fact that few people knew where the Falklands
were. The Islands’ climate makes them suitable only for sheep. They are thinly populated, devoid of
natural resources except seaweed, and separated from the nearest mainland by hundreds of miles of
salt water. Against the background provided by the energy-crisis, Britain’s apparent determination
caused some people to postulate the presence of undersea oil reserves nearby. Although—or perhaps
because—no such reserves have ever been announced, the Islands presented the ideal stage on which
to fight a splendid little war from which nobody, not even the belligerents, stood much to gain or lose.
Now that the war against Iraq is over, both countries plan to go ahead and reduce their forces.

The nuclear threat apparently affected even the countries around Israel, where hatred and death-
defying fanaticism are rife. If internationally published sources can be credited, Israel, with French
aid, started developing the bomb during the late fifties. The same sources present Nasser’s 1967
adventure and the closing of the Straits of Tiran as a last-moment attempt to prevent it from being
produced, much as President Kennedy applied pressure to the Soviets over Cuba. Apparently the first
device became operational in 1969; nor did the possibility that Israel might already have the bomb
escape Arab notice at the time. This may well have been one reason why the October 1973 War was
as limited as it was. Though the Arabs had missile delivery systems, Israeli home territory was
scarcely attacked at all, and the few Syrian missiles that fell on kibbutzim in the north seem to have
been intended for a nearby military airfield. Neither the Egyptians nor the Syrians tried to advance
very far beyond their respective armistice lines in the Sinai and on the Golan Heights; even so, rumor,
taken up by Time magazine, has it that on the fourth day the Israeli Government came within a hair of
losing its head and ordering the bomb to be used.

Whether or not this incident actually took place, the report must have attracted the Arabs’ attention.
The same applies to subsequent information concerning Israel’s nuclear capabilities which was
leaked by government circles in Jerusalem or else disclosed against its will and spread by the world
media. While it is impossible to be certain about the role played by the nuclear factor vis-a-vis other
considerations, the plain fact is that there have been no more large-scale conventional wars in the
Middle East since 1973. Israel, to be sure, did invade Lebanon in 1982. Prime Minister Menahem
Begin, whose military knowledge was amateurish at best, was told by his advisers that “Operation
Peace for Galilee” would be a small one. It was supposed to penetrate no more than twenty-five
miles into Lebanon, avoid entanglement with the Syrians, last perhaps three days, and keep casualties



to a few dozen. Had he known it would turn into a war, he would never have ordered it; once he
realized it had turned into a war he underwent a nervous collapse and resigned.

A final case in point, demonstrating the very limited role still left to conventional war in the nuclear
age, 1s provided by the Gulf Crisis. The region had long been considered one of the most important in
the world; fears of what would happen if armed conflict broke out had been voiced for a decade and
a half before the Iraq invasion, giving birth to at least one best-seller (Paul Erdmann’s The Crash of
1979). As things turned out these fears proved greatly exaggerated. Heading a coalition of thirty
states, the United States took forty days and a very small number of casualties to defeat an opponent
with one fifteenth of its own population and (perhaps) one seventieth of its own GNP As the Crisis
unfolded, the price of oil continued the downward movement that had started in the spring of 1981;
proof, if proof were needed, that even the loss of the oil of Iraq and Kuwait together was no longer
critical to the world economy.

In retrospect, one may wonder what might have happened if Iraq, instead of fighting a conventional
war, had possessed a credible nuclear deterrent. In that case, obviously a great deal would have
depended on the meaning of “credible” however, it might not be altogether misguided to suggest that,
had he only been able to field a hundred invulnerable, nuclear-tipped, missiles capable of reaching
targets in the United States President Bush would not have ordered the war against him to be fought.
Then, perhaps, a smaller force would have done as well. Twenty missiles capable of reaching
London—and, of course, Rome, and Paris as well—surely would have sufficed to prevent the B52s
taking off from British airfields on their way to bomb Iraq. Finally, had Iraq only been able to arm ten
out of the hundreds of Scud missiles which it did possess with nuclear weapons then surely the
Saudis would have thought twice before allowing their country to be used as a basis for invasion; or,
if they had not, then in spite of the unexpectedly successful performance of the Patriot anti-missile
system Riyadh might no longer have existed.

As the twentieth century is drawing to an end, it may still be too early to celebrate or lament,
depending on one’s point of view the demise of conventional war among regular, state-controlled,
armed forces. Some facts do stand out, however. Since 1945 no superpower has engaged another in
conventional hostilities, and indeed in almost all cases even the threat of launching such hostilities
against a superpower has bordered on the ludicrous. The superpowers’ non-nuclear allies have also
been virtually immune to conventional war, except when launched by the side which claimed to offer
them “protection” (e.g., the Soviets in East Germany, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia). Korea forty
years ago was the last example of a superpower engaging in large-scale conventional warfare against
a non-nuclear country. The number of cases when nuclear countries other than the superpowers fought
conventional wars may also be counted on the fingers of one hand. Though Britain had acquired
nuclear weapons in 1952, four years before she went to war over Suez, their existence proved
irrelevant. Perhaps the only other two instances are the 1973 Arab-Israeli War and the 1982 Falkland
Islands War.

Countries not in possession of nuclear arsenals have, it is true, engaged each other in conventional
war more frequently. The most important clashes took place in the Middle East (1948-49, 1956,
1967, 1973, 1982, and 1980-88), between China and Taiwan (1954, 1958), India and China (1962),
and along the Indo-Pakistani border (1947-49, 1965,1971). However, during the 1970s nuclear
weapons seem to have been introduced into these regions, sometimes openly and sometimes not.
Whether or not this is the reason since then the incidence of conventional war has undergone a marked
decline. Egypt and Israel have signed a peace treaty. As of the time of writing Israel and Jordan are



unofficially at peace, and even Syria’s Assad has been dropping occasional peaceful hints. China has
declared its intention of using only peaceful means to achieve reunification with Taiwan, a country
that has nuclear potential if not a bomb in the basement. Though the Indians still dispute their border
with China, another war between the two countries does not appear in the cards so long as both retain
their nuclear arsenals and, as important, their national cohesion. Meanwhile India and Pakistan
remain at loggerheads over Kashmir. They are unlikely to fight another war, however, and in January
1989 they agreed to refrain from bombing each other’s nuclear installations in case they do.

Similar conclusions emerge if one looks, not at how many conventional wars there have been and by
whom they were fought, but at the way they ended. Out of several dozen such conflicts, very few have
led to internationally-recognized territorial changes. One exception to the rule was the 1948-49 war
in the Middle East which led to the establishment of Israel; even so, Jordan’s annexation of the West
Bank as a result of the same war was not recognized by the international community at large or even
by its fellow Arab countries. Another was the Indo-Pakistani War of 1971 which, though it led to the
establishment of Bangla Desh, did not result in the drawing of new frontiers. Depending on whether
one considers South Vietnam, for example, to have been an independent county, there may have been
one or two other cases, but on the whole the trend is clear. “Employing armed force for acquiring
territory” has, after all, been declared unacceptable by formal, written, international law. The signs
are that, faced by actual nuclear weapons or by the ability to build them quickly, states have grown
wary not merely of territorial expansion but of conventional war itself. There is, of course, no way to
predict the future, but all things considered the Iran-Iraq War may well have been among the last the
world will see.

Low-Intensity War

Nuclear forces constitute the ultimate defense of every country that has them. So immense is their
power that they make conventional weapons look like a bad joke. Therefore, during the decades since
1945 conventional forces ought to have declined both in size and expense. To some extent, this is
what happened: U.S. armed forces today number just over 2 million, down from almost 12 million in
1945 and 3 million in 1960. Although the Soviets have always put greater emphasis on conventional
war, during the same period their forces have been cut by three quarters, and the decline is continuing,
Still, the process has not been nearly as rapid as might have been expected. In all countries combined,
the number of soldiers who are in any way involved with operating nuclear weapons is probably less
than 100,000. Meanwhile the count of all men and women wearing uniform worldwide is perhaps 15
to 20 million. Though conventional war may be withering away, conventional forces and their
weapons systems are alive and well.

The key point to understand is that nuclear weapons are, economically speaking, a relative bargain.
For example, in World War II the Western Allies devoted perhaps 35 percent of their total military
expenditure to the construction of strategic air forces numbering thousands upon thousands of heavy
bombers. Such an effort, involving the coordinated action of millions of people, naturally took time; it
was not before January 1942 that the British were able to mount the first thousand-aircraft raid and
cause serious damage. Once created, the forces had to fight their way through the opposition
represented by the Luftwaffe—with the result that the British Bomber Command suffered
proportionally heavier casualties than any other arm of service. Two and a half years of intensive



operations as well as several million tons of bombs dropped before Germany was finally brought to
her knees. Even so, the outcome of the air war was ambiguous. Its cost effectiveness compared to
other forms of war has been questioned, and indeed to this day historians are arguing among
themselves whether it was the bombing that did bring Germany to her knees.

Were the same job to be carried out with the aid of modern nuclear weapons, there would be no room
for argument and, indeed, precious little left to argue about. There would be no need to create a large
industrial and logistic infrastructure, build up strong forces, or to fight one’s way through opposition
of any kind. A single Trident-1II type submarine, its crew numbering fewer than 100 men, could take up
station somewhere below the ocean surface at a distance of up to 5,000 miles from its target.
Depending on the range selected, in fifteen or thirty minutes it could rain down devastation on such a
scale that the country almost certainly would never recover. Having dropped several warheads on
ever German town, the captain would still have enough missiles to spare to inflict a similar fate on
another country of equivalent size.

Thus, the number of platforms needed to wage nuclear war—if that is the name for a unilateral
massacre against which there is no defense—is smaller by perhaps two orders of magnitude than that
required for conventional war. The same applies to the number of personnel necessary to operate
them, with the result that the sheer size of an armed force no longer represents a significant factor
either economically or militarily. Whichever way one looks at it, there is no doubt that, compared to
conventional forces nuclear ones are dirt cheap. This is true absolutely, and much more so in terms of
relative destructive power.

Officially, the principal reason why military powers for many years devoted so much effort preparing
for conventional conflict in a nuclear age was the imperative desire to prevent a nuclear war from
breaking out. This line of reasoning, embodied in the doctrine of “flexible response,” was formally
adopted by NATO as the cornerstone of its entire strategy. The doctrine has gone somewhat as
follows. Unless they have conventional forces at their disposal, decision makers in Western (and
Eastern) capitals could find themselves unable to respond to a crisis, however small. Alternatively
even quite a small crisis might force them to resort to nuclear weapons, a less attractive possibility
still. For a quarter century the declared rationale of maintaining strong conventional forces was to
prevent this awful dilemma from arising. In case it did arise, starting the war with conventional
forces would hopefully buy time for negotiation; this was known as raising the nuclear threshold.

Whether, in view of what has been said about the utility of both nuclear and conventional war in the
present age, “flexible response” has made sense remains for the reader to decide. Be this as it may,
the upkeep of conventional forces and the hardware that they require is currently taking up around 80
percent of NATO’s military budget, and an even greater share of its military manpower. The same
probably applies, to the countries forming the Warsaw Pact, and also to other nuclear powers such as
China and India, both of which maintain armed forces numbering in the millions. One would expect
forces on which so many resources have been lavished to represent fearsome war-fighting machines
capable of quickly overcoming any opposition. Nothing, however, 1s farther from the truth. For all the
countless billions that have been and still are being expended on them, the plain fact is that
conventional military organizations of the principal powers are hardly even relevant to the
predominant form of contemporary war.

To support this claim, consider the record. Since 1945 there have been perhaps 160 armed conflicts
around the world, more if we include struggles like that of the French against Corsican separatists and



the Spanish against the Basques. Of those, perhaps three quarters have been of the so-called “low-
intensity” variety (the term itself first appeared during the 1980s, but it aptly describes many previous
wars as well). The principal characteristics of low-intensity conflict (LIC) are as follows: First, they
tend to unfold in “less developed” parts of the world; the small-scale armed conflicts which do take
place in “developed” countries are usually known under a variety of other names, such as
“terrorism,”*police work,” or—in the case of Northern Ireland—*"“troubles.” Second, very rarely do
they involve regular armies on both sides, though often it is a question of regulars on one side fighting
guerrillas, terrorists, and even civilians, including women and children, on the other. Third, most
LICs do not rely primarily on the high-technology collective weapons that are the pride and joy of any
modern armed force. Excluded from them are the aircraft and the tanks, the missiles and the heavy
artillery, as well as many other devices so complicated as to be known only by their acronyms.

Besides being numerically predominant, LICs have also been far more bloody than any other kind of
war fought since 1945. The clashes between Hindus and Muslims in 1947-49 may have claimed 1
million lives or more. Up to 3 million people are said to have perished during the Nigerian Civil War
from 1966 to 1969. Well over 1 million died in the thirty-year Vietnamese conflict, and perhaps
another 1 million died in the rest of Indochina including Cambodia and Laos. A million probably died
in Algeria, another 1 million in Afghanistan, where there have also been some 5 million refugees. The
conflicts which took place in Central and South America were much smaller, yet they have certainly
involved hundreds of thousands of deaths. I have yet to mention the wars which took place and are
still taking place in the Philippines, Tibet, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Kurdistan, Sudan, Ethiopia, Uganda,
Western Sahara, Angola, and half a dozen other countries. The total number of those who died has
been put at 20 million or more.

Since, in every case, the majority of victims were villagers who did not belong to any formal
organization, the above figures are highly uncertain. Still, they are much larger than those generated
by any post-1945 conventional conflict. To this rule there have been only two exceptions: the Korean
War, where the majority of casualties were probably civilians, and the eight-year Iran-Iraq War. For
the rest, the following example may give an idea of the orders of magnitude involved. Fifteen years of
civil war in Lebanon, a country with a population of approximately 2.5 million, are said to have
claimed over 100,000 dead. By contrast Israel—a country justly famous for the number and scale of
the wars it has fought—had lost a total of some 14,000 killed in the four decades of its existence. Out
of those 14,000, between 2,500 and 3,000 lost their lives as a result of the October 1973 War, which
at that time was the largest and most modern conventional conflict fought anywhere in the world since
1945. The campaigns of 1956 and 1967 cost 170 and 750 dead respectively; by this standard they
were mere skirmishes scarcely even meriting the appellation of “war.” Fully 6,000, or 43 percent, of
Israel’s casualties, fell during the “War of Liberation” in 1948-49. From the point of view of the
forces engaged and the weapons used, that war in many ways was itself a “low intensity conflict.”

Assuming that politics 1s what wars are all about, then LICs have been politically by far the most
significant form of war waged since 1945. Out of several dozen “conventional” conflicts waged since
1945, almost the only one which resulted in the establishment of new frontiers was the 1948 one
between Israel and its neighbors, and even then the outcome was not an international border but
merely an armistice line. During the same period the consequences of LICs, numerically about three
times as strong, have been momentous. From South Africa to Laos, all over the Third World, LIC has
been perhaps the dominant instrument for bringing about political change. Without a single
conventional war being waged, colonial empires that between them used to control approximately



one half of the globe, were sent down to defeat through LIC’s known as “wars of national liberation.”
In the process, some of the strongest military powers on earth have suffered humiliation, helping put
an end to the entire notion of the white man’s inherent superiority.

Perhaps the best indication of the political importance of LIC is that its results, unlike those of
conventional wars, have usually been recognized by the international community. Often, indeed,
recognition preceded victory rather than following it, shedding an interesting light on the interaction
of right with might in the modern world. Considered from this point of view—by their fruits thou
shalt know them”—the term LIC itself is grossly misconceived. The same applies to related terms
such as “terrorism,” “insurgency,” “brushfire war,” or “guerrilla war.” Truth to say, what we are
dealing with here is neither low-intensity nor some bastard offspring of war. Rather, it is WARRE in
the elemental, Hobbesian sense of the word, by far the most important form of armed conflict in our

time.

This much granted, how well have the world’s most important armed forces fared in this type of war?
For some two decades after 1945 the principal colonial powers fought very hard to maintain the far-
flung empires which they had created for themselves during the past four centuries. They expended
tremendous economic resources, both in absolute terms and relative to those of the insurgents who, in
many cases, literally went barefoot. They employed the best available troops, from the Foreign
Legion to the Special Air Service and from the Green Berets to the Spetznatz and the Israeli Sayarot.
They fielded every kind of sophisticated military technology in their arsenals, nuclear weapons only
excepted. They were also, to put it bluntly, utterly ruthless. Entire populations were driven from their
homes, decimated, shut in concentration camps or else turned into refugees. As Ho Chi Minh foresaw
when he raised the banner of revolt against France in 1945, in every colonial-type war ever fought the
number of casualties on the side of the insurgents exceeded those of the “forces of order” by at least
an order of magnitude. This is true even if civilian casualties among the colonists are included, which
often is not the case.

Notwithstanding this ruthlessness and these military advantages, the “counterinsurgency” forces failed
in every case. The British lost India, Palestine, Kenya, Cyprus, and Aden, to mention but the most
important places where they tried to make a stand. The French spent six years fighting in Indochina
and another seven trying to stave off defeat in Algeria; having failed in both cases, they gave up the
rest of the empire without a struggle, a few minor possessions only excepted. The Belgians were
forced to surrender the Congo, a country with a population so backward that the number of high
school graduates did not perhaps exceed 100. The Dutch lost Indonesia, though not before an attempt
was made to hold on by military means, and proved hopeless. The Spaniards had enough sense to
yield the Sahara almost without a struggle, but the Portuguese in Angola and Mozambique fought for
years before they, too, were forced to capitulate. Even the South Africans, who held out longer than
anybody else, ended up by agreeing to withdraw from Namibia.

Against these defeats, numbering in the dozen, there is just one shining (and often-quoted) example of
a former colonial power “winning” a struggle in the Third World. The British armed forces in
Malaysia successfully put down a communist insurgency which, truth to say, was largely confined to
the Chinese minority and unsupported by most of the population. By this feat they acquired a high
reputation, also learning “lessons” from which others have since sought to benefit. What is often
overlooked, however, is that this particular struggle was conducted in a vacuum. It was perhaps the
only time in history when a country, far from using war for expansionist ends, from the beginning
announced its intention of not doing so. The British Conservative Government headed by Winston



Churchill entered the struggle with the promise that Malaysia would be evacuated once the insurgency
was defeated. When it was defeated, the British kept their word.

Even worse were the defeats suffered, not by the old colonial powers themselves, but by those who
sought to take their place. By 1964 the process of decolonization had already gone far, and the end
was in sight. That was also the year when America under the Johnson Administration decided to
show that, unlike the Europeans, it did have both the will and the muscle to impose itself on the Third
World. For nine years the Americans fought in Vietnam. Over 2 million troops were sent out—the
largest number present inside the country at any one time was approximately 550,000—and over
50,000 were killed. The United States, at that time the world’s undisputed technological leader, also
threw in every kind of device, from giant B-52 intercontinental bombers all the way down to “people
sniffers” and remotely-controlled listening devices. The cost of the war has been put at $150-175
billion (and three or four times as much, in 1990 dollars). Yet long before the last helicopter took oft
from the roof of the American embassy in Saigon, catastrophic defeat had become evident. Once
again a rich, powerful, industrialized, sophisticated country had tried to trample on a poor, weak
Third-World society, and once again it had failed.

The failures of conventional forces during the period 1975-90 have been numerous and painful.
Perhaps the outstanding case was that of the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. When the invasion took
place in 1979 many in the West stood aghast at the unfolding power of the Red Army. There was talk
of the irresistible momentum which would finally enable the Russians to realize a centuries-old
dream and take them to the Persian Gulf. The United States under the Carter Administration was
sufficiently disturbed to set up a Rapid Deployment Force to deal with such a contingency, even
though the logistic realities were such that the RDF never stood the slightest chance of repulsing a
serious Soviet onslaught by conventional means. Inside Afghanistan, opposition to the Red Army
consisted of a motley collection of guerrilla organizations. Their members had little formal training,
were unable to cooperate among themselves, and never learned to operate in forces larger than a
battalion. Yet nine years later, and (the Soviets say) with over 30,000 men killed in action, that Army
was staggering back across the border, jeered by mujahideen who did not even take the trouble of
shooting at it.

Nor have armies belonging to less developed countries done much better against LIC. To mention but
a few of the best known cases, the Syrians have been killing off Lebanese for a decade and a half
without, however, bringing about a situation where Assad’s writ will run unquestioned. Cuban units
experienced little difficulty in overrunning Angola in 1976, but subsequently found themselves unable
to deal with the UNITA Movement in its jungle hideouts. Time after time the tough South Africans
slugged the guerrillas in Namibia, Angola, and Mozambique, always to good effect and always to no
avail. Indian intervention in the Sri Lankan civil war not only failed to achieve its objectives but
ended in a humiliating retreat, thereby opening the door to similar trouble in Kashmir. Much the same
fate befell the North Vietnamese Army, a force so tough that it first defeated the American war
machine and then inflicted a stinging reverse on the Chinese. However, they too had to concede defeat
—or at least a stalemate—after almost a decade of trying to cope with the Khmer Rouge guerrilla
movement in Cambodia.

Perhaps most interesting of all is the case of the Israeli Army which, since its 1967 victory over the
Arab countries, had been considered perhaps the world’s best. In 1982 six Israeli divisions with
about 1000 tanks between them invaded Lebanon. They quickly (though not as quickly as they had
hoped) overran the PLO, reaching Beirut after six days. They also pushed back the Syrians, inflicting



a heavy defeat on the Syrian air force in particular. These victories won, it gradually dawned on the
Israelis that their tanks, aircraft, artillery, missiles, and remotely piloted vehicles—including the most
modern models ever deployed by any army—were of no use against the kind of opposition which, to
their cost, they now confronted. For three years they floundered about in “the Lebanese swamp,”
trying to maintain themselves amid a bewildering array of different militias who butchered each other
even as they hounded the Israel Defense Forces. The Israelis may not have been as ruthless as the
Soviets in Afghanistan, but they were ruthless enough. The parallel with Afghanistan is remarkable—
when they finally retreated across the border, the Israelis too organized a victory parade. At the time
of writing they are having the greatest difficulties in dealing with the intifada, a rebellion in the
occupied territories mounted by Arab youths armed with little but sticks and stones.

The Record of Failure

The great majority of wars since 1945 have been Low Intensity Conflicts. In terms of both casualties
suffered and political results achieved, these wars have been incomparably more important than any
others. While developed countries on both sides of the Iron Curtain have participated in these wars,
the colonial legacy has meant that, on the whole, Western states have been much more involved than
those from the Eastern Bloc. Afghanistan apart, the largest Soviet presence in any country outside
Eastern Europe since 1945 has consisted of some 20,000 advisers in Egypt. From 1969 to 1972, they
manned much of Egypt’s antiaircraft defense system, flew a number of combat sorties against the
Israeli Air Force, and also trained the Egyptian Army. The Cuban presence in Angola has been
equally large and more protracted, protraction being itself an indication of failure. For the rest, even
the Soviet effort in Afghanistan was dwarfed by the American effort in Vietnam. In terms of numbers,
though of course not of equipment, the forces committed by the Soviets to Afghanistan were
comparable with the expeditionary forces which France supported in Indochina from 1948 to 1953.

Whatever their relative involvement, so far neither Western nor Eastern countries have been forced to
fight foreigners waging on LIC on their own territory. The most important reason for this is technical.
Ours 1s an age of telecommunications and of modern means of transport which, perhaps for the first
time in history, give their owners a truly global reach. However, these means are largely controlled
by a small group of states, perhaps 25 out of some 1500. As has been the case since Vasco da Gama
first reached India in 1498, the most powerful among these states can “project force” against less
developed ones without running the risk of reciprocity. For example, France has the wherewithal to
send troops to fight in the Central African Republic. French troops could if necessary make a forced
entry and probably even occupy the country’s capital, not that this would bring the “war” to an end.
Conversely, the idea of the Central African Republic invading France amounts to a bad joke.
Whatever ragtag forces it could raise would never get anywhere near its enemy’s shores. It follows
that when the logistic superiority of these most important powers is added to their armaments, then
those powers ought to be able to do what they like with—and to—the rest of the globe.

The military gap between developed and undeveloped countries 1s, however, nowhere as evident as
on the pages of the many glossy international magazines devoted to praising modern weapons
systems. An observer relying solely on this literature might be pardoned for thinking that the gap is
greater today than ever before. After all, when the British conquered India in the eighteenth century
they were only marginally superior in the quality of their weapons and, of course, vastly inferior in



numbers. The few thousand troops in question were not even an army in our sense of the term; rather,
they were soldiers of fortune serving what was still officially a private corporation, the East India
Company.

But the notion that superior weaponry in itself can prevail is misleading. If war were a tournament,
with two equally matched sides meeting on some neutral field, then today’s British Army might still
be “superior” to the Indian. That, however, is not how things are. Today, the only way Britain could
prevent India from infringing on its interests would be by threatening to use—perhaps by actually
using—nuclear weapons. That possibility apart, Britain cannot face even some third-world country
that has hardly any military forces at all. The government of such a country might very well be
involved in kidnapping and robbing, perhaps even killing, passport-carrying British subjects. Such
acts may take place—have taken place—in that country’s own territory, on the high seas, in the air, or
even on British soil. Since 1970 things have been done to British property and lives which, not so
long ago, would have caused the Royal Navy to use its battleships’ 16-inch guns, or else the Royal
Air Force would have been sent in to bomb entire villages to smithereens.

The British are not alone in their predicament. So unhappy was the 1983 American experience in
Lebanon—a country so mired in chaos that its government cannot even control its own capital—that it
is unlikely that American troops will be sent in again even in the face of the most severe provocation;
future American hostages will have to be released by negotiation, not force. Nor, since Afghanistan,
is there much reason to think that the USSR would do much better in such a conflict, a factor that helps
explain the restraint shown by the Kremlin in handling attempts at secession. The cold, brutal fact is
that much present-day military power is simply irrelevant as an instrument for extending or defending
political interests over most of the globe; by this criterion, indeed, it scarcely amounts to “military
power” at all. When it comes to preventing acts of terrorism closer to home, the military services and
their arms—fighter bombers, tanks, armored personnel carriers, etc.—are even less useful. All this is
true of developed countries in both West and East, and also on either side of the equator.

Were our observer to ask for the reasons behind this extraordinary situation, he would find experts
aplenty to explain them to him. No doubt the list would be headed by “democratic traditions” and
“Western humanitarianism.” Both are laudable, to be sure, but there is a price to be paid. It would be
stated that they prevented the United States from doing whatever was necessary to win in Vietnam:
1.e., imprison its own dissidents, muzzle its press, mobilize its economy, put its population into
uniform, and bomb the enemy back into the stone age. However, other factors besides democracy
would also be cited as posing a problem. America’s civilian leaders would be blamed for misusing
the country’s military might, never telling the armed forces just what it was that they were supposed to
accomplish. The forces’ own deployment, was made difficult by the vastness of the Pacific, thus
turning a war that was merely very expensive into a financial black hole. Finally, the Vietnamese
received tremendous support from the Soviets, or else the United States would have quickly
prevailed.

On the whole, these are nothing but feeble excuses. To proceed in reverse order, rival imperialist
powers have obstructed each other ever since their colonial expansion began—the Spanish fought the
Portuguese, the Dutch battled the Spanish, the French beat the Dutch, and the English fought it out with
the French, to name but a few conflicts. Often, the imperialists formed alliances with local rulers,
supplying them with arms and know-how. These wars did not prevent Europe from dominating the
world. Nor, perhaps, did they even slow down the process whereby that domination was achieved.
As to conquering distance, Columbus discovered America with his three wooden cockleshells.



Steamships capable of transoceanic voyages only made their appearance during the second half of the
nineteenth century, and the same is true of telecommunications. Thus, throughout the great period of
colonial expansion, relative technological backwardness meant that the problems of space were
greater than anything most people can even imagine today.

Proximity in itself does not guarantee victory in Low-Intensity Conflict. Fighting guerrillas on their
own doorstep, in Cambodia, Lebanon, Afghanistan, and Sri Lanka respectively, the Vietnamese,
Israeli, Soviet, and Indian armed forces did not exactly gather laurels. A military failure that affects a
small force fighting far away can be tolerated. However, failure to defeat an insurgency taking place
near the homeland may carry disastrous consequences insofar as discontented groups within the
affected countries take heart, causing the fighting to spill over the border. Thus it was not distance that
prevented the former colonial powers from maintaining their empires; distance is what saved them
from having to fight LICs, possibly even civil war, on their own national territories. As the events
surrounding the Organisation Armée Secrete and the Generals’ Revolt between 1958 and 1962
demonstrated, had the Mediterranean not existed to separate Algeria from France it would have had
to be invented.

Returning to the American forces in Vietnam, their mission actually was clear enough; i.e., they were
to kill Communists/Viet Cong/North Vietnamese soldiers until there were none left. True, the United
States never mobilized anything like its full resources—had such mobilization been considered
necessary to win then public opinion would not have tolerated the war in the first place. Even so, the
resources that Lyndon Johnson did commit to the struggle were, comparatively speaking, greater than
anything in history. It is difficult to see what more the United States could have done. “The best and
the brightest” were sent into the jungles, or else proffered their advice on how the war should be
won. The most modern technologies were used, including some never before seen in any theater of
war, such as satellite communications, and bombs capable of clearing landing-zones in the jungle.
Every weapon system in the arsenal was tried out, often unnecessarily and always to no avail.

The Americans could have hurt North Vietham’s economy even more than they did by bombing the
dams near Hanoi. However, this would probably have caused the Soviet Union to step up food
supplies in addition to weapons, and in any case the destruction of North Korea’s dams by bombing
had not brought that country to its knees. They could have invaded the North (as they did invade
Cambodia and Laos), but only at the cost of increasing still further the extent of the jungles to be
combed and the number of guerrillas to be searched for and destroyed. They could have depopulated
the entire South-Vietnamese countryside instead of only parts of it. Finally, they could have followed
the counsel of a few hotheads and used nuclear weapons to wipe Hanoi—and much else—off the face
of the earth. This might conceivably have “won” the war in some Strangelovian sense, but only at the
price of breaking the taboo and, therefore, giving others license to use similar weapons against the
United States.

The West prides itself on allowing humanitarian considerations to influence its conduct of war at
home and abroad, though the merits of such a claim are often doubtful. Be this as it may, the most
favorable interpretation can scarcely attribute humanitarian motives to such figures as Syria’s
President Assad. The Soviets in Afghanistan (like their predecessors, the Egyptians in Yemen)
resorted to every conceivable weapon including, it is alleged, gas. The Vietnamese in Cambodia
reportedly engaged in biological warfare, employing an agent supplied to them by the Soviet Union
and known as “Yellow Rain.” At the time these events took place the countries in question were
nothing if not totalitarian dictatorships. The rulers of each would not have dreamt of allowing their



citizens to criticize the conduct of the war, let alone to stage sit-ins or burn their draft cards. It goes
without saying that torture and terrorism—the killing of civilians pour encourager les autres—have
been systematically employed by all those trying to cope with Low-Intensity Conflict, without
exception. From Algeria to Afghanistan there have been cases when the scale of the operations was
so large as to make them look like genocide, yet even so the end of the conflict was by no means
guaranteed.

In fact, there are solid military reasons why modern regular forces are all but useless for fighting
what is fast becoming the dominant form of war in our age. Perhaps the most important reason is the
need to look after the technology on which the forces depend; between maintenance and logistics and
sheer administration this ensures that the number of troops in their “tails” will be far too large, and
the number in the fighting “teeth” far too small. For example, even the most pessimistic intelligence
estimates never doubted that, throughout the war, the Americans and the Army of the Republic of
Vietnam outnumbered the Viet Cong/North Vietnamese forces confronting them and indeed that they
did so by a considerable margin. The catch was that, among the American troops in particular, more
than three quarters served in an enormous variety of noncombat jobs from guarding bases to welfare.
At the place where it mattered, in the jungle, the number of “maneuver battalions™ actually available
was about equal on both sides.

Designed as they are for conventional war, the command-structures of modern armed forces tend to
be too tall, battle procedures too cumbersome; in Vietnam, according to one source, the USAF
required fully twenty-four hours advance warning to tailor planned missions to available ammunition.
This case may be extreme but it is not atypical. In the jungles of Vietnam, the mountains of
Afghanistan, and the closed, heavily populated, Lebanese countryside, forces on foot were often as
mobile tactically as their mechanized opponents. They were also capable of making much better use
of the terrain, with the result that it was always the conventional forces who were pinned down or
blown up. The nimble guerrillas got away, usually suffering heavy casualties only on those occasions
when they chose to stand and fight. Attacked by swarms of gnats, all the conventional forces could do
was flounder about in helpless fury, destroying their environment and themselves. They are about as
relevant to war in our age as Don Quixote was in his.

A special chapter in the failure of conventional forces is formed by their weapons systems. During
most of history the principal weapons were hand-held, operated by, and against, individual soldiers.
There have been some ups and downs (Napoleon once wrote that it was with artillery that war was
made), but on the whole the relative effect of those arms was probably greatest in the mid-nineteenth
century—in the American Civil War and the Austro-Prussian War, also known as the Needle Gun
War. Since then, their role has declined. They now provide a small and still diminishing proportion of
the firepower at the disposal of armed forces. By far the greatest part of that firepower is generated
by motorized, crew-operated weapons systems, which also account for the bulk of the cost. Some
systems currently in use can fire as many as 6,000 rounds a minute. Others are accurate enough to hit a
missile in flight, and others still are so powerful that they can blow to pieces virtually anything that
moves, including even sixty-ton tanks covered by several layers of composite armor. Some weapons
systems can fly at twice the speed of sound; others can reach an enemy dozens or even hundreds of
miles away. At such speeds and such ranges, very often the pilots and crews that operate these
systems cannot see their opponents. Instead, targets are detected by radar and appear as blips on
fluorescent screens. They are acquired, tracked, and engaged with the aid of technical, read
“electronic,” instruments.



Thus, modern aircraft, helicopters, ships, tanks, antitank weapons, artillery, and missiles of every
kind are all becoming dependent on electronics to the point where this dependence is itself the best
possible index of their modernity. Now electronic sensing devices and the computers to which they
are coupled are very sensitive to environmental interference. They work fairly well in simple media
such as air, sea, even open plains and deserts. However, the more complicated the surroundings the
greater the problems. Many sensors can distinguish friend from foe only if the target cooperates by
sending out an agreed-on signal as was shown when the Syrians shot down numbers of their own
aircraft in 1973, and again when an Iranian airliner was downed in the Persian Gulf in 1988. In
addition to being easily misled by clutter of every kind, the computers that process the information
sent by the sensors can only respond to such eventualities as were explicitly foreseen by their
programmers. Often the net effect of complex environments is to cause the wrong signals to be picked
up and sent out, either sounding false alarms or none at all.

What is more, once the principles on which these gadgets operate are understood they are easy to
spoof, overload, or jam. Often all that is needed 1s a similar gadget, modified to do the opposite job.
For example, once the Iranians started using surface to surface missiles against oil installations in the
Gulf States, devices were quickly installed that caused them to home on rafts anchored off the coast. It
is not too hard to build an apparatus that will give out the acoustic “signature” of a submarine where
in fact there is none (active sonar may be harder to mislead, but gives away its own presence at much
longer range). A flare worth perhaps a few dollars may mislead a heat-seeking antiaircraft missile
costing tens of thousands of dollars, sending it on a wild-goose chase. The possibilities are endless
and, in fact, within the capabilities even of countries possessing only a modest technological
infrastructure.

These factors help explain why U.S. Forces—which pioneered the field—repeatedly succeeded in
shooting down Libyan Migs above the Gulf of Sirte. They also help explain why the same forces
failed to make much of an impression either in the jungles of Vietnam or, on a much smaller scale,
against the mountains surrounding Beirut. Israeli electronic hardware, perhaps equally sophisticated,
suffered a similar fate. In 1982 the combination of Advanced Warning and Control (AWAC) systems,
Remotely Controlled Vehicles (RPVs), fighter bombers, missiles, and computer-networks behind
them performed marvels against the simple, clearly defined targets offered by the Syrian air force and
antiaircraft defenses. The Israeli Air Force was able to win complete command of the air.
Nevertheless, in sharp contrast to 1967 (or even 1973) its contribution to the winning of the ground
battle below was minimal. Similarly the fact that Israeli tanks in 1982 were the most advanced ever
fielded availed them little when it came to controlling the heavily-populated, built-up, areas of
Lebanon. What is more, the argument can be turned around. So expensive, fast, indiscriminate, big,
unmaneuverable, and powerful have modern weapons become that they are steadily pushing
contemporary war under the carpet, as it were; that is, into environments where those weapons do not
work, and where men can therefore fight to their hearts’ contents.

Weapons do not grow in a vacuum. Even as they help shape ideas concerning the nature of war and
the ways in which it ought to be fought, they themselves are the product of those ideas. The same is
even more true of the social organizations—armed forces, general staffs, and defense departments—
which produce, field, and use the weapons. My basic postulate is that, already today, the most
powerful modern armed forces are largely irrelevant to modern war—indeed that their relevance
stands in inverse proportion to their modernity. If this is correct, then the reasons must be sought on
the conceptual level as represented by modern strategic thought.



CHAPTER II
By Whom War Is Fought

The Clausewitzian Universe

The Clausewitzian Universe is named after Carl Philipp Gotlieb von Clausewitz, a Prussian officer
who was born in 1780 and died in 1831. At the age of 12 he entered the army as an officer-candidate
and took part in the campaign of 1793. Later he studied at the Berlin War Academy where his
intellectual capacities were first discovered. Appointed aide de camp to Prince August of Prussia, he
fought in the disastrous Jena Campaign of 1806 where he was captured. On being released, he served
on the General Staff which was being rebuilt by Gerhard von Scharnhorst. He took a hand in the
reform of the Prussian Army while simultaneously acting as military tutor to the Prussian princes
royal, who later became Frederick William IV and William I. Like many of his colleagues,
Clausewitz was disgusted by King Frederick William III’s decision to join Napoleon in the fight
against Russia in 1812. He joined the so-called German Legion, a body of anti-French officers, and
stayed with it throughout the Russian campaign. Following the Peace of Tauroggen in 1813, he
reentered the Prussian Service, received an appointment as chief of staff to an army corps, and served
through the Wars of Liberation from 1813 to 1815.

With the return of peace, Clausewitz—like many of the former military reformers—came to be
distrusted as something of a revolutionary by the Prussian Government. Though promoted to the rank
of general, he was never permitted to realize his ambition and command troops. Instead, he was
appointed administrative director of the Kriegs-akademie, a sinecure which left him with time on his
hands. He devoted his leisure to writing, working mornings in his wife’s drawing room. His repeated
attempts to have himself transferred to some other military or diplomatic post—at one time there was
talk of an ambassadorship in London—met with failure. Finally, in 1831, Clausewitz was appointed
chief of staff to the Prussian Army which was being deployed to observe the Polish rebellion against
Russia. Accordingly he packed his papers and left Berlin for Silesia. Following the death of his
revered commander in chief, General August von Gneisenau, Clausewitz took over. He had only
occupied his new position for a few days, however, when there arrived from Berlin another general
sent to replace him. Thereupon Clausewitz, too, fell ill and died, whether of cholera or heartbreak is
not clear.

Clausewitz’s writings span a period of almost thirty years and include works on art, education,
philosophy, and current politics, as well as military history and theory. His magnum opus, vom Kriege
(On War), in which he invested some twelve years, was left incomplete and had to be published
posthumously by his wife and brother-in-law. The book’s fame spread slowly at first, but by the
1860s it had established itself as a classic. The preeminent position of vom Kriege was confirmed
when Moltke, fresh from the Prussian victories of 1866 and 1870-71, called it “the military work
which most influenced my mind.” The work was praised by Engels (“a strange way to philosophize,
but, on the matter itself, very good”) and read by Marx. Lenin during his stay in Zurich provided it
with perceptive footnotes. Hitler is said to have been able to quote it “by the yard,” and Eisenhower
grappled with it during his days at the US Army War College. To this day, it is regarded as the
greatest work on war and strategy ever written within Western civilization.



Among military theorists, Clausewitz stands alone. With the possible exception of the ancient Chinese
writer Sun Tzu, no other author has ever been remotely as influential, and indeed to this day his work
forms the cornerstone of modern strategic thought. His continuing relevance is perhaps best illustrated
by the fact that he 1s one of the few military thinkers to whom homage i1s paid on both sides of what,
until recently, used to be the Iron Curtain. The man who at one point was regarded, not entirely
without reason, as a typical Prussian militarist is now highly esteemed in both German democracies.
His works have been translated into many languages, including Hebrew and Indonesian. Spurred by
an excellent new translation of vom Kriege by Michael Howard and Peter Paret, Clausewitz-studies
have enjoyed a renaissance in the United States during the last decade. The National War College in
Washington D.C. has a Clausewitz-medallion which it awards to the best instructor of the year. A bust
of him is on display at the US Army War College, Carslyle Barracks. As it happens, all we know
about Clausewitz’s appearance (apart from the fact that his face was permanently tinted red by the
rigors of the Russian campaign) originates in a single portrait; hence, the bust probably owes even
more to imagination than does the medallion.

Trinitarian War

To appreciate Clausewitz’s contribution to the understanding of war, his work has to be seen in its
proper context, a context provided by the late European enlightenment and the age of reason. Vom
Kriege is mainly deductive in character: starting from first principles, the nature of war and the goal
that it serves, the book seeks to progress step by step towards the most important question of all—
namely, how armed conflict ought to b