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Redesigning Land Forces for Wars Amongst
the People

DAVID BETZ

This essay starts from the premise of British General Sir Rupert Smith, who recently
argued that the form of warfare that has become the new norm is ‘war amongst the
people’. This differs from armed conflicts of the past in the sense that:

we tend now to conduct operations for ‘softer’, more malleable, complex, sub-
strategic objectives. We do not intervene in order to take or hold territory. . .
Instead we intervene in, or even decide to escalate to, a conflict in order to
establish a condition in which the political objective can be achieved by
other means and in other ways.'

The ongoing ‘Long War’ is fundamentally such a war because essentially its pol-
itical objective is to establish a condition in which a people’s ‘state of mind’ may be
transformed.? Which raises the question of what sort of armed forces are required
when the desired effect is not likely to be achieved by what Western armies have tra-
ditionally been designed to do: take, hold, or destroy this or that objective.

My thesis is simple. You cannot fight ‘wars amongst the people’ without actually
being amongst them, which means being able to maintain sustained contact with the
local population to restore security and enable the re-emergence of civil life in areas
disrupted by combat operations. And there’s the crux: the West in general does not
have enough of the right forces, especially infantry, for the task. And the ones it
does have are not always appropriately trained or equipped for what they are
needed to do. The aim of this paper is to make some suggestions as to how that
might be changed and contribute thereby to the ongoing discussion on post-modern
counterinsurgency and military reform.

This paper consists of five parts. The first section seeks to delineate the problem at
hand, in essence, the contemporary relationship of war-fighting and nation-building,
which I argue is neither distinct nor linear. The second section briefly reviews and ana-
lyzes the debate over American military reform specifically. This is because although
the emergence of ‘war amongst the people’ represents a paradigm shift that all armies
must adapt to, as the apotheosis of the industrial-age war-fighting model it is in the
American military where the need for change is strongest. Here 1 argue that while
there is scope for optimism that the lessons drawn from Iraq will be ones which will
prepare it to win the next time, there is no room for complacency. While Iraq and
Vietnam are very different conflicts,” there is a chance that their respective aftermaths
may conform to similar patterns of scapegoating, blame-avoiding, and wilful insti-
tutional refusal to recognize and act on the sources of defeat. The third section looks
at what I propose should be the new ‘normal force’, exploring the balance of mobility,
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firepower, and force protection appropriate for a force predominantly focused on sus-
tained nation-building and irregular warfare. My argument is that what is called for
is an expanded light infantry with a heavy leavening of civil affairs and psychological
operations specialists. In the fourth section I consider what I have termed the ‘extraordi-
nary’ force, particularly its specializations in close combat and strategic reconnais-
sance. Fundamentally, it is the proposition of this section that the extraordinary force
provides the strike function to the holding function of the normal force. The fifth and
final section concludes with a reflection on the ongoing, albeit limited, validity of the
once popular concept of military transformation or a Revolution in Military Affairs
(RMA), and more generally on the growing literature on American military reform,
with a view to locating the argument herein with the wider debate and considering
some of the tradeoffs of other approaches.

The paper stresses tactical aspects of fighting ‘wars amongst the people’. This is
not meant to beg the question whether the current challenges of the ‘Long War’ are
chiefly tactical rather than strategic. Indeed, there are plenty of both. There is,
however, already much debate on the strategic question of the contemporary and
future utility of force, not least the aforementioned work of Rupert Smith.
Decision-makers ought to take to heart the wise old adage that ‘strategy trumps
tactics’ and concentrate first on getting the former right, for no amount of tactical
acumen can make up for strategic blundering.

That said, getting one’s tactics right is important too because getting them wrong
can compromise, delay, and multiply the cost of accomplishing one’s strategic objec-
tives or even turn victory into defeat. It is not only the armed forces that face the chal-
lenges of the transition from one era to another; it is the whole of society and
government. Ultimately, the complete answer to the question of how to win ‘wars
amongst the people’ lies in the coordination of the full inventory of national instru-
ments of power. The ‘full inventory’, however, is a complex of moving parts
vaster than can be addressed in this paper, which focuses instead on the fraction of
national power provided by the military in the full awareness that this is a partial
answer to a bigger question.

The Nature of the Problem

In October 2006, the Chief of the General Staff of the British Army, General Sir
Richard Dannatt, said of the Iraq War,

I think history will show that the planning for what happened after the initial
successful war-fighting phase was poor, probably based more on optimism
than sound planning. History will show that a vacuum was created and into
the vacuum malign elements moved ... Let’s face it, the military campaign
we fought in 2003 effectively kicked the door in.*

A premise of this paper is that the problem Dannatt describes is not the result of a
unique failure to plan, something that can be corrected next time around. Rather, it
is a reflection of a systemic problem of trying to fight ‘wars amongst the people’
with armed forces designed to win the wars of a previous age.
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Long ago Sun Tzu wrote, ‘In battle there are only the normal and extraordinary
forces, but their combinations are limitless; none can comprehend them all. For
these forces are mutually reproductive; their interaction as endless as that of inter-
locked rings. Who can determine where one ends and the other begins?’®> More
recently but in a similar vein, Sir Michael Howard has written that ‘In today’s con-
frontations warfighting and peacekeeping cannot be separated. They melt into one
another and the conduct of each determines the success of the other.’® Without
doubt most commanders are familiar with and understand the need for coordination
of forces which Sun Tzu enjoins, yet what he have seen in Iraq is an inability to
find an effective combination of the ‘normal’ and the ‘extraordinary’, or in this argu-
ment, the war-fighting and the nation-building.” Commanders find an effective com-
bination of these forces elusive not because they misapprehend the basic concepts but
because the traditional orientation of the forces they have to work with is the opposite
of what is now required for ‘wars amongst the people’. They are trying to conduct
nation-building with a force designed first and foremost for generating raw combat
power in high-intensity conventional combat with the minimum of manpower.
Thus they are ill-equipped and disposed to securing an area of operations after the
fighting, which is a main reason the highly trained and splendidly equipped coalition
forces in Iraq have proved unable to stabilize the country.

To have a hope of finding an effective combination of the normal and the extra-
ordinary forces in ‘wars amongst the people’, commanders need to have the right
forces to work with, most importantly, a large, light infantry-dominated ground
force with the extensive skills in civil affairs necessary for prevailing in sustained irre-
gular conflicts. The problem is that in the organization of most Western militaries
there are plenty of forces for ‘kick in the door’ operations, to use Dannnatt’s
phrase, but translating operational success in combat into desired political outcomes
consists of being able to put the house in order afterwards and for that, there are not
nearly enough of the appropriate troops. This needs to be reversed.

The current orthodoxy says that what is needed is a one-size-fits-all medium force
that is both strategically mobile and tactically robust. A main contention of this paper
is that this is flawed. There is no happy medium in technical terms, as is becoming
clear with the mounting technological challenges faced by the US Army’s planned
Future Combat Systems family of lightweight air-transportable armoured vehicles.®
If we continue on this path the risk is of ending up with the worst of all worlds: an
army that is not just too few in number for sustaining low-intensity campaigns, but
too light for high-intensity combat. Equally, there is no happy medium psychologi-
cally. It has long been argued that it is easier for a war-fighter to ‘gear down’ to peace-
keeping than it is for a peacekeeper to ‘gear up’ to war-fighting. Indeed, it is
sometimes argued that it is useless to try to have the same people in the same uniforms
perform both roles:

We want our nation-builders to be open, approachable, and easy to communicate
with. We want nation-builders who understand and care about the locals. We
want nation-builders to dialogue first and rely on force only as a last resort. . ..
We want our soldiers to have none of these qualities. The US soldier should



Downloaded By: [Old Dominion University] At: 16:21 8 March 2008

224 CONTEMPORARY SECURITY POLICY

be the wrath of God, able to bring death and destruction anywhere at any time.
Let the nation-builder be the good guy and the soldier the bad guy.’

And, by logical extension, what is required is a separate nation-building force. This is
also wrong because it draws the distinctions too sharply. To be sure, there is a con-
tinuing requirement for soldiers who are highly, perhaps even solely, focused on
that which Clausewitz likened in its inevitability in war to ‘cash payment’ in business:
combat, battle, and bloodshed. But the contingencies where such a purely kinetic
response is sufficient on its own are infrequent and rare. Moreover, if it is a simple
matter of generating combat power, that can be done with a handful of troops on
the ground. It is true that it is hard to develop troops who are one part diplomat
and one part soldier, but not impossible. It means sacrificing some combat power.
Nonetheless that is what is required in today’s ‘wars amongst the people’, and
from the main forces not the smaller Special Forces because nation-building is
more manpower intensive and takes longer than mere war-fighting.

The counterinsurgency in Iraq stands as a testament to the folly of judging the
likelihood of strategic success on the basis of the ability to generate raw combat
power.'® It has been a costly mistake with the likelihood low that the ongoing
‘surge’ will reverse the disastrous situation enough before the political stopwatch
in Washington DC clicks down to zero. The challenge when that happens will be
to limit the consequences of failure, particularly in Afghanistan, where the psycho-
logical momentum could easily shift from NATO forces to the Taliban emboldened
and reinforced by the success of their allies in Iraq.

The American Debate Over the Lessons of Iraq

The era of ‘wars amongst the people’ of which the Iraq War is emblematic has been
dislocating for the US Army particularly because no other has invested as much psy-
chologically and materially in the notion of Operations Other Than War as being
something other than proper soldiering. The American way of war is profoundly
regular, large scale, and firepower-oriented.'' And the technology-obsessed view of
the essence of modern warfare being men and machines roaring around the country-
side is deeply entrenched.

Arguably, the main lesson of the Iraq war is that only with sufficient ‘boots on the
ground’ can force be employed with the level of discrimination and discernment
required to separate insurgents from the general populace — firepower cannot fully
replace manpower.'> Which is a shame because the lesson is an old one that ought
not to have needed relearning. Speaking in 1962, in the early days of the American
involvement in Vietnam, Colonel John Paul Vann told New York Times reporter
David Halberstam:

This is a political war, and it calls for the utmost discrimination in killing. . . The
best weapon for killing is a knife, but I'm afraid we can’t do it that way. The
next best is a rifle. The worst is an airplane, and after that the worst is artillery.
You have to know who you are killing."?
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Things have begun to change in ways that indicate an appreciation of this point. The
American military is rediscovering the fact that the dichotomy between war-fighting
and nation-building is a false one — the two are different sides of the same coin, par-
ticularly in counterinsurgency where as T.X. Hammes points out, ‘You don’t outfight
the insurgent. You outgovern him.”'* This is evident in the publication of Department
of Defense Directive 3000.05 ‘Military Support for Stability, Security, Transition,
and Reconstruction (SSTR) Operations’;'> the move to a modular ‘brigade-centric’
armed forces (though it must be pointed out that the actual benefit of modularity as
it is being implemented in the American army is mixed);'® the 2005 Quadrennial
Defense Review had a lot of useful things to say about the emerging irregularity of
21st century conflict while leaving much doubt about the seriousness with which
this was to be matched by changes in funding, structure, and organization;'” and
most recently, the US Army and Marine Corps have jointly published a counterinsur-
gency field manual.'® Moreover, senior leaders such as Army General David Petracus
and Marine General James Mattis who are generally thought to have best grasped the
increasingly irregular nature of regular warfare have been appointed to prominent
positions — head of the Combined Arms Center at Fort Leavenworth (the leading
Army institution for doctrine and leadership development), and head of US Marine
Corps Forces Central Command, respectively.'”

These are positive signs, but one ought not to be complacent. While it would seem
the elements of institutional learning discussed in John Nagl’s Learning to Eat Soup
with a Knife are present: ‘the right culture, the knowledge itself and access to the
knowledge’;*® the question is the extent of the willingness to apply this to changes
in procedure, organization, and training, particularly as reform is all the more challen-
ging while done in wartime.?' On this account the prognosis is mixed. Firstly,
whereas it is positive that leaders who appear to ‘get’ counterinsurgency have
secured influential positions, on the other hand failing to grasp counterinsurgency
does not seem to impede career advancement.”” Second, within the Army the
biggest structural and doctrinal debate still concerns how best to incorporate the
Future Combat Systems family of manned and unmanned vehicles into combat for-
mations.”® Third, while the new counterinsurgency field manual is thorough,
serious, and stands in sharp contrast to the political rhetoric concerning the ‘War
on Terror’ of the last few years, it is not without failings, chief among them that it
is pervaded by concepts drawn from Maoist-style People’s Revolutionary Warfare,
which is not the sort of insurgency now being faced.**

More fundamentally, it still remains to be seen whether or not the United States
will draw from Iraq something like the lesson it drew from Vietnam: that its strategic
and political culture and national military tradition simply ill suit it to irregular wars.
Jeffrey Record has argued along these lines forcefully and convincingly, drawing the
conclusion that it should therefore abstain from getting involved in them.?’ Still, one
may agree with Record’s estimation of American strategic culture while questioning
the validity of the conclusion that rests on the false assumption that such wars can be
avoided. ‘If this analysis is correct,” says Record, ‘the policy choice is obvious: avoid-
ance of direct military involvement in foreign internal wars unless vital national
security interests are at stake.”%° But, as Herfried Munkler writes in his recent book
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9 CEINNT3

New Wars, ‘War “smoulders on”, “spreads out”, “extends over” and so on ... War as
the subject of events will not stop at the frontiers of Europe and North America but
will sooner or later move beyond them.’?” In other words, fighting ‘wars amongst
the people’ is not a sideshow or an optional extra that the Army may do or not
do — this is the main event. In the words of Michael Howard, ‘The military may
protest that this is not the kind of war that they joined up to fight, and taxpayers
that they see little return for their money. But as I said earlier, this is the only war
we are likely to get: it is also the only kind of peace.”*® The policy choice then is
stark: achieve a cultural change, as mammoth a task as that may be, or grow accus-
tomed to defeat.

The Normal Forces

The most vital cultural challenge in the era of ‘wars amongst the people’ is internaliz-
ing the fact that the old dichotomy of conventional or regular warfare as opposed to
unconventional or irregular warfare is reversed. Also, between war-fighting and
nation-building there is no ‘lesser included contingency’ — both are equally vital.
The latter, however, is costlier in blood and treasure. It must, therefore, be the
main focus of the bulk of the land forces: the new ‘normal’ forces.

‘The best armour’, claimed the British statesman and philosopher Sir Francis
Bacon, ‘is to keep out of gunshot.” Several centuries later, this is a fair approximation
of the thinking behind ‘effects-based warfare’. ‘Never put a man where you can put a
bullet’, the unofficial motto of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, quoted approv-
ingly by Harlan Ullman and James Wade in Shock and Awe: Achieving Rapid Dom-
inance, expresses the same sentiment.’ This is sage advice. Up to a point. The
problem is when, as is the case with most low-intensity conflicts, there is no substitute
for actually being there, in ‘three block war’ situations where the boundary between
necessary close contact with the non-combatant population and close combat with the
combatants among them (who more often than not are indistinguishable up until the
moment of attack) is indistinct.>®

Mobility of the Boot

The optimal force for this situation is composed largely of expanded light infantry,
not mechanized infantry in lighter, high-tech armoured vehicles, but old-school
high-skill foot soldiers blended with civil affairs and psychological operations units
and twinned with the ‘long-range assassins’ of precision fires. In his groundbreaking
and still very current masterpiece on manoeuvre warfare, Race to the Swift, Richard
Simpkin argued, in terms similar to some RMA enthusiasts more than a decade later,
that one impact of dominant firepower would be the dispersal (not necessarily a
reduction) of mass in the form of a ‘net’ of small detachments with the role of
calling down fire and conducting localized quasi-guerrilla type actions. The density
of this network would be extremely low as a result of which the ‘elements of this
net will be everywhere and will thus only need the mobility of the boot’.>!

He argued that such a force would retain offensive power by virtue of the
expanded lethality of its own weapons plus the non-organic firepower (i.e., aircraft
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and missiles) available to it. At the same time, although it would still require some
form of mechanical transport, the marching infantry component would be substan-
tially free of modern logistics paraphernalia. Thus, being lighter and easier to keep
supplied, it would have strategic mobility alongside the infantry’s traditional
ability to adapt to varying terrain types.*” Indeed, once in theatre it need not sacrifice
tactical mobility; on the contrary, being less dependent on good roads, ports, and air-
fields (which are few and fragile in the troubled spots of the world) it might move
more easily. >

In fact, Simpkin’s thoughts about the offensive potential of small, dispersed forces
were well proven in Afghanistan in 20012002 and in Iraq in March—April 2003.%
However, the point is not whether a few troops with the right support can destroy a
regime. What is at issue is whether they can build up a stable new regime afterwards,
which it would appear in Iraq since 2003 particularly, but increasingly also in
Afghanistan,® they cannot. Fundamentally, the problem is that the virtue of the
‘Afghan model’ is that it reduces mass by replacing it with firepower whereas in
‘wars amongst the people’ mass (crucially, in the sense of numbers of troops) is
not so much reduced as it is dispersed. The question is the practical limit of dispersal
which, in turn, is a function of the lowest practical size and composition of the basic
tactical unit.

The essentials of the dynamic are straightforward: lots of small, dispersed units
are able to develop good relations with the local populace through sustained close
contact, but they may lack the staff and mass (e.g., specialists in civil affairs of
various kinds, psychological operations, analysts, linguists) to recognize and
exploit opportunities; on the other hand, brigades and divisions have greater analysis
and control capabilities but cannot develop street-level rapport. This has led some in
the US Army to conclude on the basis of experience in Iraq that the appropriate basic
tactical unit is the combined arms battalion.’® One might argue that it should be
smaller still on the logic that while a battalion-sized base may not be quite the
same ‘mortar magnet’ as the base of a division it is still, having the size and populace
of a small village, not the easiest thing to embed in a civilian neighbourhood. Ideally,
the battalion would operate in dispersed company- and platoon-sized groups each
with access to the command and support apparatus of the battalion. Either way, it
would seem that the recent drive to empower the brigade as the primary unit of
action is possibly still an order of magnitude short of the mark required for ‘wars
amongst the people’.

Operating in small units is of course a hallmark of Special Forces. However,
suggesting that the new ‘normal’ forces should just be an enlarged version of
what are now Special Forces is an ‘if-wishes-were-fishes’ fallacy. Special Forces
are rare by definition and not created by the expedient of issuing new cap badges
to regular troops. What is being suggested is (somewhat) more modest: regular
forces must acquire more of the skills and capabilities that are now too often con-
sidered the preserve of the elite. (The British Army’s Parachute Regiment is a
good example of such ‘nearly Special Forces’ as are the United States
Marines.) This sort of organizational change will require a profound change in
mindset.
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Shock and Awe plus Comfort and Reassure: Focus on Personnel

Starting in the 1970s, infantry fighting vehicles — small tanks with a compartment for
a section of infantrymen — were widely introduced to provide anti-infantry protection
for main battle tanks (which otherwise are very vulnerable at close quarters) and
reconnaissance for armoured formations, and to protect convoys. This was appropri-
ate to the main threat at the time posed by the Soviet Army on the plains of Central
Europe. But the long-term impact on the infantry, however, was to make them ‘some-
thing other than infantry’ by reducing the size and number of infantry teams and
making them dependent on their vehicles for everything from transport to covering
fire.’” Mechanized infantry became the norm, light infantry the exception; this
order of things needs to be reversed now.

The paucity of light infantry is most acutely a US Army problem, less so for the
US Marines, and the armies of some allies.*® In part this is because being relatively
more poorly equipped than the US Army other armies are more frequently called upon
to ‘make do with less’ — a highly useful skill. The UK’s general forces also retained
much of the light infantry and the appropriate doctrine and training it acquired to
police its global empire because they found them useful in policing Northern
Ireland.® The Australian Army, because of its small size and tradition of unconven-
tional warfare, has made an excellent start in adapting its forces to the new environ-
ment. Its new ‘Complex Warfighting’ concept sets the bar high for regular forces:
‘every soldier, regardless of specialization, must be primarily an operator — with a
warfighting focus and a high level of combat skill. Every soldier must be able to
work and fight effectively, without relying on others to provide force protection’.*’
But this is a more sensible approach than trying to expand the ranks of the Special
Forces, the rapid expansion of which can only be achieved by skimming off the
best of the regular forces and reducing the standards of the elite — to the detriment
of both.*!

Field Marshal Slim famously claimed that ‘Armies do not win wars by means of a
few bodies of super-soldiers but by the average quality of their standard units.” This is
an excellent point worth bearing in mind. However, he continued:

The level of initiative, individual training, and weapons skill required in, say,
a commando, is admirable; what is not admirable is that it should be confined
to a few small units. Any well-trained infantry battalion should be able to do
what a commando can do; in the Fourteenth Army they could and did.*?

This is a mistake. The difference between commandos versus normal infantrymen is
one of depth versus breadth; the former do a narrow range of tasks to a very high stan-
dard; the latter do a broad range of tasks, by necessity to a lesser standard. There is
always going to be a difference between Special and Regular forces which is not
about elitism, but a matter of differentiation as a means of covering the entire spec-
trum of action which involves tradeoffs. The problem today is that our regular forces
tend to trade off the nation-building ‘soft skills’ crucial to fighting increasingly irre-
gular wars for raw combat power, whereas our Special Forces generally trade off in
precisely the reverse manner.
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Moreover, both the United States and the United Kingdom are already experien-
cing intense personnel pressures as they struggle to meet the operational demands of
deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan. The problem is most acutely felt in the land
combat arms where ‘stop-loss’ and ‘stop-move’ orders to stem the decline in active
duty personnel will only work in the short term.** The long-term problem is systemic.
Personnel systems are antiquated and dysfunctional, running internally in the manner
of an industrial bureaucracy where individuals are treated as cogs in a machine rather
than members of close-knit teams; originality and risk-taking (which require tolerat-
ing mistakes) are penalized, thus diminishing innovation and daring overall.**

Traditionally, the infantry has had last call on the most qualified recruits, but
increasingly in future, regular infantry will be required to perform tasks which
were once the preserve of specialists including forward observation, providing
medical aid, sapping, communications, and intelligence-gathering.*> They will also,
says the US Army, need some knowledge of ‘governance, statesmanship and diplo-
macy’ and an understanding of ‘cultural context and how to work effectively
across it”.*® The archetypical ‘Willie and Joe’ image of the infantry is completely out-
dated, indeed, it probably always reflected a misapprehension about the importance of
infantry; for the new archetype think ‘Top Gun’. We should treat the loss through
‘burnout’ of every experienced infantry squad leader or ‘ten-year corporal’ with
the same seriousness as we do the loss of military pilots to the civilian sector and
take equivalent measures to prevent their permanent loss.*’

The Soldier as a System: Skills Are More Durable Than Technology (And Weigh
Less!)

There are a number of ways in which technology may confer advantage. There is no
sense in being Luddite about it: there is a connection, albeit non-linear, between tech-
nology and battlefield capability. Survivability could be enhanced with better body
armour; existing weapons could be made more reliable and easier to operate; situa-
tional awareness could be improved by improved sensors, night vision aids, and
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) tied together in a robust, high-bandwidth com-
munications network; and, above all, efficiency gains could be made across the
board if existing equipment could be made lighter.

However, one must bear in mind with respect to military technology certain
caveats. First, it spreads quickly. The key technologies of the information age are
civilian (i.e., mobile computing, communications, and the internet) and much off-
the-shelf military hardware is as good as or better than that obtained through the
procurement system of major militaries.*® Second, superior technology may confer
relatively little advantage in tactical scenarios such as urban fighting — the enemy
understands and exploits this.*” Third, technology can solve some problems while
creating others. For example, the ability of senior commanders to see the battle
evolve in real time increases their temptation to micro-manage.”

Most major militaries are beginning now to look seriously at the individual soldier
in something like the way they have traditionally looked at vehicles and other
weapons: as a system, that is to say not at the soldier’s boots, rifle, radio or web
gear individually, but all (including the soldier) as an integrated whole. Surprisingly,
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this is not how it has always been done; infantry equipment has always been a rather
ad hoc affair — the failure of one item to integrate with another with cascading effects
on usability has been a wellspring of soldiers’ complaints for generations.

The key parameter is weight. For more than a century, military studies in
Germany, Britain, Russia, and the United States have shown over and over that the
optimum load per soldier is not more than a third of his body weight.”' Yet today’s
infantry regularly carry more than 100 pounds (Special Forces may transport loads
which exceed their own body weight). Here is the traditional problem of infantry
viewed as a ‘system’: the ‘power-plant’ is weak. Underneath the helmet and body
armour, rifle, ammunition, radio, night vision goggles, and myriad other seemingly
mission critical impedimenta, there is a human being who must carry it all. A
Marine sergeant asked by the Marine War-fighting Lab for recommendations about
equipment based on his experiences in Iraq illustrated this eloquently:

First and foremost: reduce weight! Some way, some how, the gear needs to be
made lighter; this is life and death ... Ounces equal pounds, and pounds equal
pain. This is not good when Marines need to move quickly in a combat situ-
ation, and the extreme weight reduces their fluidity.>

Reducing equipment weight is a main theme in virtually every ‘future soldier’
programme worldwide but, although there are undoubtedly improvements to be
made, this problem will probably remain intractable for a number of reasons.’
First, consider the weightiest ‘must have’ items: water, ammunition, other equipment,
batteries, and food.>* Not all of these can be reduced. And even if some kit gets lighter
the overall quantity is also expanding. Gains in one area, say lighter rations, are offset
by the need for other equipment, such as batteries, to power computers, lasers, radios,
and powered weapons sights. Moreover, the natural soldierly instinct if the weight of
something is halved, particularly food or ammunition, is to carry twice as much of it
(you never know). And some currently heavy items are not likely to get much lighter
in any case. Helmets come with heavy new optics and a heads-up-display. Ammuni-
tion will still be required in great quantity and in a diversity of types (i.e., in addition
to normal lethal rifle ball and tracer, non-lethal munitions, rifle grenades, and special
rounds ranging from buckshot and flechette for close combat to solid shot for breach-
ing doorways).

The infantryman is likely to continue in a love-hate relationship with his personal
body armour. Because engagements in urban terrain are more often than not initiated
by the insurgent force, he will have to survive the first shot — something which relies a
lot on good luck (maybe the enemy will miss), expert contact drills, and small unit
teamwork, and, should those fail, the quality of his armour. Current armour is
already pretty good, as has been demonstrated in Iraq: ‘soldiers felt comfortable “trol-
ling for contact” because they felt their body armour provided sufficient protection’.””
According to the UK Defence Science and Technology Laboratory, body armour
reduced the number of American personnel forces killed by wounds in action by at
least 50 per cent (possibly up to 90 per cent) and deaths overall by 20 per cent
(possibly up to 32 per cent).’® But it is heavy, impedes movement, and offers
limited protection to the extremities. Eventually, advances in materials science
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such as ‘shear thickening fluid” (or ‘liquid armour’) might make body armour lighter
and more flexible:?’ in the meantime, however, state of the art ballistic protection
based on combining Kevlar with rigid plates of various materials will remain
heavy and/or relatively inflexible.”®

Instead of reducing the weight of equipment perhaps the infantryman could be
made physically stronger. Serious research is ongoing on powered and armoured
exoskeletons that would significantly enhance the strength, mobility, and endurance
of individual infantrymen, conceivably allowing them to carry a heavy weight of
equipment and weaponry, run long distances, and jump to great heights. The prospect
of such developments should not be discounted for sounding like science fiction.>
Nonetheless, it would seem fair to conclude that this is generation-after-next territory,
at least.

Before we get to the ‘Mobile Infantry’ of Robert Heinlein’s Starship Troopers
bounding across the battlefield in armoured battlesuits we need to go ‘back to
the future’. From time immemorial, infantrymen have made every effort to take the
weight off their own backs and put it on whatever vehicle or beast could be made
to carry it, traditionally the humble mule. Max Boot wrote of the Marine Corps’
Small Wars Manual that it was an ‘unparalleled exposition of the theory of small
wars’ even though much of it ‘consists of now archaic tactical advice — the best
way to load a mule, for instance, complete with helpful illustrations’. Perhaps it is
not so archaic: Marine medical corpsmen deploying to Afghanistan have used
mules to transport supplies and wounded in harsh terrain.®® Notwithstanding these
merits, training today’s ‘Nintendo-generation’ soldiery to be mule-herds is more chal-
lenging than equipping them with unmanned ground vehicles, including robotic
‘mules’ for carrying equipment, as well as other tasks, including possibly fighting.
Britain’s vision of future infantry includes the use of such light platforms to take
the strain out of moving individual personnel and their necessary logistics
around the battlefield.®’ The appreciation expressed by airborne and Special Forces
deployed to Iraq with the US Army’s M-Gator — a small, non-robotic, all-terrain
supply vehicle — also tends to suggest the value of a ‘boot plus mule’ approach to
mobility. ‘It would be very difficult’, said one report, ‘to get the units to return to
the days before M-Gator. ..and I wouldn’t want to be the one who tries to take it
away.”®?

In the context of small wars there are additional reasons for concentrating on
dismounted light infantry. While getting around on vehicles provides a gain in
armour, and speed under some conditions, it comes at a cost above and beyond the
necessary logistical footprint and reduction in strategic mobility. Situational aware-
ness is diminished when in a vehicle, making it less likely that attacks can be
avoided or pre-empted. Admittedly, one can clear an ambush zone at greater speed
in a vehicle, assuming the exit route is not closed by a sufficient volume of fire or
an obstacle, but the point in small wars is that there is ‘no obvious field of battle;
there are only areas to be controlled, civilians to be protected, hidden foes to be
subdued’.®® Also, the ability to interact meaningfully with the non-combatant popu-
lation is impaired the more heavily armoured the vehicle, thereby compromising the
broader objective of winning hearts and minds.
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The turret of an M1 tank, for example, is an excellent vantage point from which to
engage in high-intensity combat in open terrain. It is not so good for patrolling streets
and markets, making contact with the locals, winning their confidence, getting to
know their concerns, and generating from them useful intelligence. While the theor-
etical top speed of mounted infantry is greater than dismounted infantry, the actual
ability to cover ground quickly in non-combat conditions is rapidly degraded by
the presence of civilian traffic as well as the suitability of the road network, which
makes one’s movements predictable and therefore more vulnerable to ambush —
especially by mines and Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs). Moreover, the
damage-limiting quality of dispersal is lost to troops under armour meaning that
when it fails the result is worse. These problems were captured in an article by
Michael Yon, an independent reporter embedded with a US Stryker Brigade in
Mosul, Iraq:

During the first phase of this war, many of our troops were riding in unarmoured
Humvees and other vehicles. Soon they were being torn to pieces. Once the
vehicles were up-armoured, the enemy was unable to defeat much of that
defence. For a time. But today — although armoured Humvees are great and
can defeat many threats — the latest generations of IEDs can effortlessly swat
them away, spreading their parts over city blocks. The enemy has destroyed
our most powerful armoured tanks with underground bombs that leave
craters in the roads large enough to make swimming pools...The attack last
week that killed 15 people, including 14 Marines, catapulted this topic to the
front pages. A massive explosion completely destroyed their 28-ton armoured
personnel carrier. Traveling almost as fast as that news was speculation that our
armour is insufficient. But the news that never flashed is that no amount of
armour can completely protect us. Armour is extremely important, but given
time, the enemy will defeat it.%*

The point here is not that armour is necessarily bad (on the contrary, more on this
below), nor that aids to mobility such as powered exoskeletons and robotic ‘mules’
are fundamentally war winners — they are not; rather it is that the mechanization
of the broadest range of forces which made good sense in the age of industrial
mass warfare does not make nearly as much sense in the era of ‘wars amongst the
people’. Accordingly, a great deal more research and investment is warranted in
ways in which dismounted infantry can conduct their strategically vital tasks with
the least possible sacrifice of mobility, protection, and firepower.

The Extraordinary Forces

Thus far we have been discussing the ‘normal’ forces, those designed mainly for
nation-building tasks that requires patience, staying power, and the ability to apply
force carefully and discriminately. Let us turn now to the war-fighting side of the
coin. As noted above, there is no ‘lesser included contingency’ here — both nation-
building and war-fighting are vital. Pure instances of the latter, however, are infre-
quent and rare, and therefore ought to constitute a special niche role, not the
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preoccupation of the main force. The key difference between the Normal and the
Extraordinary force is not in the way they are equipped, which may be significant
but is of secondary importance; rather, the key is the purpose for which they are
employed and the psychological and moral preparation that entails. Expressed in
terms of manoeuvre warfare theory, the Normal force is the ‘holding force’: its
role is sustaining pressure upon the enemy by controlling ground, shaping the
complex terrain, and gathering long-term intelligence, and its most important capa-
bilities are sustaining visible presence and enduring the frequent ‘mini-battles’ of
the disaggregated battlespace. The Extraordinary force is the ‘manoeuvre force’,
which may take many forms depending on the nature of the objective; its role is deli-
vering rapid strikes rather than holding ground; and its most important capability is
the ability to generate time-critical intelligence and apply discriminate force with a
high degree of sensitivity to the political ramifications of tactical actions.®’

Instances requiring a purely ‘kinetic’ ground force are atypical in ‘wars amongst
the people’ — assuming a capable opponent (the safest assumption), occasions when
they will present themselves as a ‘nail” will be infrequent. But when they do one will
be grateful of a ‘hammer’. Key among such instances are strategic raiding and close
assault. Raiding in order to disrupt or destroy elements of the enemy’s system, capture
prisoners, and secure information will be an increasingly important capability as the
‘Long War’ progresses. Raiding is, of course, a longstanding type of offensive oper-
ation — indeed, it is probably the oldest of all. What is different is that raids will be
even more ‘strategic’. As likely as not, raids will be conducted in countries with
which there is no general state of conflict or war, which means that the use of
force must be very carefully modulated and localized. The range at which raids
will be conducted will be global. It may be possible in some instances to obtain the
agreement of third parties to provide staging facilities nearby, otherwise raids must
be conducted from afar, which requires major power-projection capability. And
because the overriding aim of raiding will be the collection of information the
raiding force must have enormous ‘reach-back’ capability, enabling its information
gathering activities to feed and be guided by the much larger pool of information
and analyses back home.®® A main virtue of raids, whatever the scale, is that they
are operations that include a pre-planned withdrawal and therefore are free from
the difficulties of sustaining a long commitment.

The reluctance of the guerrilla to engage in pitched battles is the hallmark of irre-
gular warfare. Occasionally, however, pitched battles do occur, whether as a result of
the tactical brilliance of the counterinsurgent or a blunder of his opponent. Experience
in Iraq and Afghanistan would suggest that Islamic insurgents are perhaps more likely
to conduct fixed engagements, although the general pattern is still to avoid them.®’
Prevailing consistently in such battles requires a soldiery that is superbly trained
and psychologically prepared to literally face the enemy in order to kill him
because the coldness and intimacy of this act requires qualities that are quite rare.
This is demanding specialist work. In fact, industrial and post-industrial Western
societies may be not as good at creating such individuals as pre-industrial ones.®®
Which is why we must be assiduous when we have identified such soldiers that we
train them to a peak in small, tightly bonded teams of the like-minded and employ
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them judiciously. Scales suggests thinking of one’s close combat units as a
professional sports team: ‘their numbers are so small and the consequences of loss
are so great, it is important to take the time to develop every combat soldier
individually — much like professional sports teams select and develop prime
athletes’.%

It is also a matter of having the right equipment, specifically a small amount of
heavy armour, which has turned out to be a vital ingredient in urban combat.
However, if it is true that the tank has a new lease on life it is not likely to be the
same sort as before. The modern tank is first and foremost a specialized killer of
its own kind. But where it has proved most useful lately is in combat against static
unarmoured opponents, particularly in urban terrain, where its main gun has been
to a certain extent irrelevant.’® Indeed, a crucial contribution of the heavy tank to
operations in urban terrain is its role as a communications node because infantry
making the most of covered approaches which abound in cities often lose the
ability to communicate by radio as signals are blocked or reflected. The ability of a
tank to sit in the open with its antennas up absorbing fire that would shred infantry
or lighter vehicles while acting as a base station for the communications of infantry
sheltering nearby is invaluable.”!' In short, there is still a need for armour, but the
interwar British and French concept of the heavily armoured infantry tank designed
to work in concert with the infantry at their pace, which proved disastrous in conven-
tional mechanized warfare of like against like, makes a lot more sense in unconven-
tional ‘asymmetric’ wars of like against unlike.””

Conclusion

Between the end of the Gulf War in 1991 and the attacks of 11 September, without
doubt the most popular topic of debate in defence circles was the Revolution in Mili-
tary Affairs. The basic claim of the RMA thesis is well-known: industrial societies,
pre-eminently Western until recent times, fight industrial wars, such as the World
Wars, in which the key determinant of victory is relative industrial might — the
sort of wars in which, to use the words of Napoleon, ‘fortune favours the side with
the bigger battalions’; whereas ‘information societies’, which is what the West is
becoming, fight wars in which victory or defeat hinges on the possession of ‘infor-
mation dominance’.”® This would allow smaller, faster, and lighter militaries to
conduct ‘rapid decisive operations’ because having superior mass is reckoned to be
less important than having superior agility and operational tempo — both being a
direct function of having superior knowledge than one’s opponent.”* Translation:
small, light, agile forces can beat big, heavy, cumbersome ones cheaply.

The success in Iraq in March—April 2003 at first seemed to vindicate some of the
claims of the RMA’s proponents: Vice-President Cheney called it ‘proof positive of
the success of our efforts to transform our military to meet the challenges of the 21st
century’.” This could be a classic illustration of the mistake of preparing to fight the
last war. For the main thing proved was the West’s supremacy in a type and manner
and warfare, typified by the big wars of the 20th century, which no one except Saddam
Hussein, foolishly and to his doom, now seriously contemplates matching it strength
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for strength. Since the end of ‘major combat operations’, coalition forces have
struggled with a different war, a ‘war amongst the people’ in which defeat is a decid-
edly plausible outcome.

It is no surprise that the leading figures behind the two main conceptual offshoots
of the RMA, ‘effects-based operations’ and ‘network-centric warfare’, have been air
force and naval officers. The US Navy has, over many years, sought the integration of
all the sensors, command and control systems, and weapons in its fleets. The heigh-
tened ‘battlespace awareness’ and closer connection between sensors and weapons
that this shared information grid confers creates great advantages in overall combat
power as well as protection of the vital ships (e.g., aircraft carriers) at the core. In
naval and air combat, which takes place in relatively uncluttered, relatively predict-
able environments, one can see the value of this tight connection between sensors and
shooters and thereon to destroyed or neutralized enemy platforms. Doing this faster
than your opponent, getting inside his ‘decision cycle’, is integral to mission
success, not to mention survival.’®

But the impact of the RMA on land warfare has been considerably less
impressive. The ‘fog of war’ has not been lifted — battle remains the realm of
chance and uncertainty. Friction, in the form of human error and mechanical
failure, is no less palpable a factor than before. The ‘operational art’ of translating
tactical successes into ‘decisive’ operational victories is no less challenging — in
fact, the impact of the media probably makes this more difficult than ever.”’
And the perpetual problems of imposing political control throughout and beyond
the ‘war proper’ into the aftermath, with a view to rendering warfare an effective
instrument of policy, are still acute. The RMA has as a result gone rather out of
fashion.

Nonetheless, the pendulum ought not to be allowed to swing too far because the
RMA remains a viable, if limited, concept, particularly with respect to the ever closer
integration of air power with ground elements and the improving granularity of air
observation and interdiction. Until recently, air power has been relatively ineffective
in small wars because guerrilla forces have miniscule logistical needs and the bulk of
their supplies are derived from the local populace from whom they are indistinguish-
able from the air. This made them largely immune to air interdiction.”® Moreover,
contacts with concentrations of guerrillas meaningful enough to engage with air
power are inherently unpredictable. One cannot easily plot fire support for a patrol
which does not know where or when, if at all, it might engage the enemy — or
rather more likely be engaged by him. Also identifying friend and foe from the air
is a perennial difficulty made worse in small wars when engagements take place in
close terrain and often with combatants intermixed with non-combatants. And, as
precise as modern air-delivered munitions are, even the smallest ones have enormous
explosive power that increases the chances of causing unintended casualties, which
leaves the strategic objective — winning the ‘hearts and minds’ of the people —
hostage to tactical exigencies.

This is starting to change. For one thing, the traditional distinction between types
of support fire is breaking down. In the past it mattered greatly to commanders where
the fire was coming from. Air power could be devastating and highly flexible — where
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a fast-moving force might outrun its slow-moving artillery support, this is not a
problem with fast jets. On the other hand, aircraft are limited by their fuel supply
in their ability to loiter over the battlefield and are at the mercy of the weather —
lack of fuel or bad weather meant no air support. Having one’s own mortars and
artillery at hand was more reliable. Increasingly, it matters less to commander
whether fire is from artillery or mortars behind, close support aircraft above, strategic
bombers with JDAMs 50 miles away: what matters is that the targets he designates are
receiving the appropriate fire when he needs it.

For another, the problems of aircraft loitering time and the vagaries of weather are
lesser now because of a number of developments:

e The advent of cheap, precision-guided munitions like the JDAM means that high-
endurance heavy bombers like the venerable B-52 can effectively be employed in
the close support role.

* New sensors make targeting in virtually all-weather conditions possible.

* The emergence of persistent UAVs of a range of types greatly extends the quantity
and quality of aerial surveillance.

* Vast improvements in command and control systems have allowed all aircraft in
theatre to be used more effectively.

As aresult, instead of planning missions days or weeks in advance, aircraft patrolling
Iraq, for instance, routinely launch with no specific targets in mind. They patrol their
assigned areas scanning the ground with sensors, pass around and discuss imagery of
potential targets, and coordinate with ground-based air controllers to attack insurgents
when they fleetingly appear. Successfully attacking ‘time-critical targets’, which was
hardly an option before, is fast becoming a real possibility; for instance, the strike on a
two-story building by two F-16s firing 500-pound GBU-38 JDAM bombs that killed
the terrorist leader Abu Musab al Zarqawi on 7 June 2006.”° But the general trend was
established in Afghanistan where Special Forces achieved amazing effects spotting
for air power.

The Afghans watched in wonder as the Special Forces soldiers set up their
secret weapon, a dark gray box called a laser designator, and pointed its lens
toward the Soviet-made tanks and artillery in the distance. The men on the
ground called on the satellite communications to the pilots in the sky and to
their intermediaries, who were sitting in Saudi Arabia thousands of miles to
the south ... The resulting barrage of bombs and two days of fighting cleared
the Taliban from Bagram.80

Some critics point to the problematic Operation Anaconda in Afghanistan’s Shah-
i-Kot valley in March 2002 to kill or capture Al Qaeda fighters holed up in deep
defence to cast doubt on the model of close ground—air coordination. The operation
provoked a clash between the army and the air force prompted by an interview with
the ground commander, General Hagenbeck, in the pages of Field Artillery Journal in
which he criticized the air support provided by the Air Force.®' Closer analysis,
however, suggests that the problems were more a result of mutual misunderstandings
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between the services. Institutional miscommunication and cultural differences caused
the services to fail to ‘make the most of the potential synergy of air, space and land
power that was available to them in principle’.®* The problem for the future is not
whether or not close ground-air coordination that the RMA makes possible ‘works’
in the sense of producing profound combat effects. It does, which is what underpins
the overwhelming ability of Western armies to produce massive combat power with
relatively few troops — a crucial advantage that is growing all the time.** The problem
is that this is less than half the job. Much more is needed to turn battlefield success
into tangible political outcomes.

As noted earlier, some have recommended creating a separate new nation-
building service for ‘extreme peacekeeping’ or unconventional warfare. The best
known such argument is that of Thomas Barnett, who has argued that the solution
is a bifurcated military: ‘one that specializes in high-tech, big violence war, and
one that specializes in relatively low-tech security generation and routine crisis
response’.®* This is a problematic idea. For one thing, the diagnosis that underlies
such calls — that armed forces are maladapted to their new operating environment —
is correct, but the cure is as bad as the disease. First, as we have seen, for high-
intensity ‘big violence’ warfare, at least on the ground, the optimal systems are as
often as not low-tech ‘legacy’ systems which will be useful for years to come and
which we have in abundance; whereas the essential problems in ‘low-tech security
generation’, how to achieve conventional overmatch reliably in ‘hybrid war’ scen-
arios where the average infantryman must operate across a broad spectrum of conflict
within a short period of time (if not simultaneously) and within a small area (if not
contiguously), and how to generate police-like levels of situational awareness, start-
ing with reliable means of identifying and tracking individuals, will require a good
deal of high-tech to solve.®> Second, security generation is far from routine or low
violence. On the contrary, ferocious combats are routine, but dispersed, small in
scale, and decisive only in the aggregate over time. For that matter, adversaries
will not remain low-tech for long; instead, they will be capable of ‘advanced irregular
warfare’ with modern, highly lethal weapons and encrypted command systems.>
Most worryingly, however, a bifurcated military merely reinforces the erroneous
notion that war-fighting and nation-building are distinct and different things. This
will lead inevitably to strategic defeat because, to reiterate the point made at the
beginning of this article, in reality ‘the two blend into one another and the conduct
of each determines the success of the other”.®’

In any case, what should concern us most about the preparedness of armies for
‘wars amongst the people’ is not the technological sophistication of its equipment,
where the edge for Western armies is already good, but the training, quality, and
quantity of its personnel. In the end, having good tactical technique counts for
more than having good technology.®® Above all, we must concentrate on expanding
and improving our light infantry. Referring to the failures of Western forces from the
end of the First Indo-China War to the fall of Saigon in 1975 John English wrote, “The
one common theme that runs through these very different events is the fact that
victory was achieved by the side that devoted the greatest share of its resources,
and, in particular, its human resources, to its infantry.’89 By that measure we have
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a long way to go, for as Bing West has pointed out, the United States now has as many
combat aircraft as it does infantry squads.’® This is not a sound footing on which to
meet the challenges of future wars.

Armies need more and better infantry first and foremost — not just more ‘boots on
the ground’ but smarter boots. In Special Forces there has always been a distinction
between the unconventional warriors who focused on the techniques of counterinsur-
gency, working closely with locals and generally placing great stock in communi-
cation skills and good political sense as opposed to fighting — though that must be
a part of it; long-range reconnaissance specialists focused on observation and remain-
ing undetected; and raiders, specialists in short, sharp, close-quarter battle — ‘hard
men’ in the vernacular. The need for specialists in reconnaissance and raiding has
not diminished at all; in fact, it is greater than ever.”! But the fact is that irregular
warfare is the new norm, not the exception, and therefore the appropriate skills for
waging it are properly in the province of the regular forces.””> In a thoughtful
recent analysis of American military reform Mackubin Owen Thomas described
the current Army force structure as a ‘dumbbell with heavy forces on one end and
light forces on the other. The former are lethal and capable once in the theatre of oper-
ations, but slow to deploy, while the latter are responsive but lack lethality’.”* The US
Army’s answer to this dilemma is the creation of a medium-weight force. In this paper
I have argued that this is a mistake.

There is nothing wrong with a dumbbell-shaped force if the balance of force
types matches the balance of necessary mission types. The problem is that it
does not at present, as is recognized in the Quadrennial Defense Review 2006,
which highlights the imbalance between the growing irregular challenges and
the current capability portfolio.”* The bulk of the land force is focused on
regular, inter-state war-fighting of like against like, a task which technology is
making possible to do with relatively few ground troops working in conjunction
with precision fires delivered by air and naval assets; but the main threat is
posed by irregular opponents in ‘wars amongst the people’, the fighting of
which calls for skills and mindsets that are still too often seen as a niche or sep-
arate capability. If the problem of meeting current and future threats could be
solved merely by taking, holding or destroying this or that objective, then the
current arrangement of forces could be continued. The problem, however, is
winning ‘wars amongst the people’ and for that, the battlefield must be repopulated
by soldiers whose training and mindset is inherently opposite to the ‘never put a
man where you can put a bullet’ logic of the Revolution in Military Affairs and
its derivative concepts. If land forces in future are going to have to fight a succes-
sion of big ‘small wars’, then the ‘big army’ is going to have to shoulder the
burden of nation-building, recognize it as the core and substance of war-
winning, and compose its forces accordingly.
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