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PREFACE

I’ve been interested in military history ever since I was a boy. Before I began my career as an army officer, though, all my reading was solely for my own pleasure. I could leisurely choose which great captains to read, which battles to relive, and I had little interest in the theory of war because the stories of its conduct were more captivating.

But my most recent assignment in the army demanded a different perspective. As a combat developer for the army, I worked with my fellow soldiers and civilians on developing the force (the infantry force in particular) of the future. A big part of that development revolves around the subject of fighting doctrine, and as a result I became a student of the theories of war. My new reading curriculum consisted of two categories: army doctrine (both current and future concepts) and my own personal reading. For the latter I began to choose those works by which I could trace the evolution of warfighting doctrine throughout the ages.

It gradually became clear to me that there was a disconnect. Our doctrinal manuals persistently claim that we are a maneuver-oriented army. I’d heard that term throughout my career, and to a young infantry lieutenant, it conjured up images of my armored personnel carriers (APCs) charging into battle while the artillery crashed around us. But to apply the term to future developments, I needed a somewhat more sophisticated definition. I turned to the classics for help.

But I could discern little of what the classics were talking about in our doctrine. In fact, often the two sources, our doctrine and established military theory, were diametrically opposed on the question of how to defeat an enemy in war. Thereupon, I set out to define—for my own satisfaction at least—what the term maneuver warfare really meant (if it meant anything at all). I searched again the many books I had read and sought out new ones, always with the purpose of finding those principles of war that led to the defeat of the enemy through maneuver. I was not looking merely for crafty or successful commanders of the past, but rather for principles. The result of my research is part one of this book.

Having satisfied myself that I understood what maneuver warfare is—and even more importantly, what it is not—I embarked upon a reexamination of our fighting doctrine, AirLand Battle. The study was especially relevant to me because I had spent most of my career as a troop leader striving to understand and apply the tenets and imperatives of the new concepts. But I began to note, both in our published doctrine and in the embryonic concepts I saw developing, that quite often lessons and principles from the past seemed to be ignored. When I sat down to analyze the theoretical foundations of how my army fights, I became somewhat dismayed at my findings, but all the more interested just the same. It seemed to me that if there were any serious theoretical foundation for our doctrine, it could not have come from past military principles of maneuver. I determined to discover the guiding principles and thoughts behind the way we fight. The results of my study are found in part two.

I must hasten to disclaim any intent toward iconoclasm. Although I have tried to remain free from bias, my conclusions will no doubt strike some readers as offensive or destructive. But it is my sincerest hope that both friends and opponents of the concepts within the book will accept the work in the spirit of healthy, professional exchange, as I will endeavor to do with their comments.

In the study of the development of AirLand Battle doctrine, one cannot help but admire the bold, innovative thought that the writers produced. Even in the critical approach that my work takes, I must confess an appreciation for the concepts that have advanced our army from the mediocre days of the post-Vietnam era to its current excellent state. The criticisms implied and stated in the book, then, are aimed more at what the doctrine has become since its inception. Further, I have sought less to evaluate the doctrine than to examine its claim to being maneuver warfare. My general impression was and remains that we are an army that knows little about maneuver warfare. In this regard, we are constrained by our own history and the myriad complex cultural, social, psychological, and material factors that condition our interpretation of military theory. If I must confess a motive for writing the book, beyond the satisfaction of my own curiosity, it is to vindicate rather than eradicate the efforts of those before me. Had those leaders not had the courage to reform the army of the 1970s and 1980s, I would not have been able to embark on such a study. My first instruction in maneuver theory came from them.

I should take a moment to explain my approach to terminology in the book. Often, those who write about army doctrine are apt to stick religiously to army terms and definitions, usually for the sake of clarity, I suppose. But such an obsequious acceptance of “the army way” serves to restrict an incisive investigation of doctrine, because often the official definitions of military terms both deviate from historical precedent and conceal a doctrinal bias. The reader will therefore note that often I employ terms in ways that do not conform to our field manuals. I have tried to warn the reader on each occasion and provide a clear explanation of how my definition differs from the official versions. But I submit from the start that our success in searching out the theoretical foundations of our doctrine must begin with a rejection of some of its specific terminology in favor of a more general military vocabulary.

Since I first set pen to paper on the book, the army has participated in two wars—Operations Just Cause and Desert Storm—and I was privileged to serve in the Gulf during the latter. Napoleon once stated that in all his battles and wars, he had learned nothing that he hadn’t known from the start. Since I am less perceptive than he, however, I was able to garner many valuable insights from these clashes, and I have endeavored to present them in the book.

My thanks go to many for the part they played in the development of this work. To Col. Jan D. Beer, mentor and friend, whose expertise and vision started the whole thing. To Maj. Daniel J. Bourgoine, longtime friend, whose instruction in operational art and mechanized warfare has guided me since 1982, and who helped me hammer chapter 4 into its final state. To Maj. David A. Grossman, who dreamed with me when we were young and has added so much to my understanding of the psychology of war.

Thanks also to Col. Carl Baxley, my friends Maj. Jan Horvath, and Capts. Mike Criss and Sean Maguire, from whom I gained tremendous insights. To Capt. Steve Johnson for his thorough readings and wise comments. And to Mr. Bill McMonagle, whose computer expertise saved me from a disaster.

I also owe a debt of gratitude to my pastor, Col. R. B. Thieme, Jr., of Berachah Church, Houston, Texas, for his faithful teaching of the Bible and categories of history that helped to shape and focus my research.

My appreciation also extends to Mr. Chuck Gantner and Mr. Richard McDowell of the Infantry School, both of whom provided invaluable comment as well as enthusiasm for the project. Without the excellent resources and staff of the Donovan Technical Library at the Infantry School, I could not have completed my research.

Thanks also to Mr. Bill Lind, both for his continuing interest in the concepts of maneuver warfare that have stimulated so many, including this author, to search out the truth, and for his personal attention to this work.

My gratitude also to all my associates in combat developments, whose knowledge and foresight guard the army of the future, and to the many soldiers and commanders I’ve had the pleasure of working with over the years. Special thanks and consideration goes to the officers and men of the 4th Battalion (Mechanized), 18th Infantry, with whom I served in war.

I also want to express my appreciation to the staff of Presidio Press, and especially to Mr. Robert Tate, for their enthusiasm and encouragement, an invaluable asset to any new author.

Finally I thank Beverly, Bobby, Sam, and Molly for their patience as their father worried over the book. And to my chief editor, my wife, who read and reread every word, and whose wisdom and commitment made this project possible. To all those who helped, my sincere thanks. But for the findings and conclusions within the book, I take sole responsibility.



PART ONE
MANEUVER-WARFARE THEORY




CHAPTER 1

FRAMEWORK FOR MANEUVER


The best strategy is always to be very strong.
—Clausewitz, On War
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INTRODUCTION: THE FLOWERY WARS

The ancient Aztecs worshiped, among others, Huitzicoatl, the storm god. One of the most important aspects of their worship was to provide Huitzicoatl with his favorite nectar—human blood. In order to satisfy the god’s grisly thirst, the Aztecs employed a ritualistic method of fighting other tribes known as “the flowery wars.”1 The purpose behind the flowery wars was not simply defeat of the enemy per se; the Aztecs were motivated to glorify and focus upon the bloodshed that resulted from battle. If possible the enemy was not killed outright but rather captured, so that later his heart could be ritually cut out and offered to Huitzicoatl. And since all participants basically worshiped the same gods and viewed the flowery wars from the same perspective, there was a sort of cooperation, rather than competition, associated with the fighting. Once challenge had been officially offered, both sides’ priests would meet to arrange for battle on the most auspicious day. Each side was meticulous about giving the enemy the best opportunity to prepare for the battle. It was unthinkable to concentrate instead upon defeating the enemy, imposing one’s will through force of arms, and ending the fight on favorable terms at the least expense of men, materiel, and time. To win and win cheaply would have been regarded as blasphemy—selfishly withholding the proper blood sacrifice.

Thankfully, Huitzicoatl is dead—or is he? Can we perhaps detect his sanguinary presence in our army today? Can we track his bloody footprints along the halls of our training institutions? Do we hear his priests chanting as we listen to the latest versions of our fighting doctrine being preached? Whether for the sake of deities, doctrinaires, or just grand old traditions, there appears to be an immovable fixation upon attrition theory within the U.S. Army, at times approaching the madness of the Aztecs’ flowery wars in its application. The priorities found in doctrinal manuals, in schools, in combat units, and most important, in the souls of our leaders often appear to be aimed at destroying rather than defeating, at fighting fairly rather than stealing every possible advantage over the enemy, and at pursuing perfection in method rather than obtaining decisive results. Virtually every effort—whether designing new vehicles, improving weapons or munitions, developing new tactical concepts, or training officers—seems bent on fighting toe-to-toe with a prepared enemy, leaning into his strength, and outlasting him rather than outthinking him.

This book is aimed at investigating these trends: defining them, exposing their weaknesses, and breaking the cognitive logjam that threatens to block creative approaches to developing effective fighting doctrine. There is a wealth of innovation and energy within our combat-arms leaders that will never be channeled effectively under the constraints imposed by our current doctrine and institutionalized inertia. This study is designed to offer some new thoughts and to inject new directions in our doctrinal developments. To accomplish this task in a way that is at once accurate, inspiring, interesting (even entertaining), and—most of all—useful to friends and foes of the concept alike, I have attempted to define the term “maneuver warfare,” compare it to its theoretical antithesis (attrition theory), and then evaluate our current and evolving doctrine in the light of maneuver theory.

THE CHALLENGE TO DEFINE

When Antoine-Henri Jomini wrote his Art of War, he came under attack by his contemporaries for his presumptuous dogmatism. His attempts to provide concrete and useful definitions and concepts of military theory enraged many of his peers. In reply he wrote:


I hope … I could not be accused of wishing to make this art a mechanical routine, nor of pretending on the contrary that the reading of a single chapter of principles is able to give, all at once, the talent of conducting an army. In all the arts, as in all the situations of life, knowledge and skill are two altogether different things, and if one often succeed through skill alone, it is never but the union of the two that constitutes a superior man and assures complete success.2



It seems that throughout all walks of life, and particularly within the military profession, there persists a dislike, even a fear, of definitions. Whether because a clear definition of a term or concept immediately begs questions about the exception, or because Western man’s love of pluralism causes him to be wary of dogma, one finds that to define a military term is to create an argument. Within the U.S. Army there seems to be a recurring trend first to organize, categorize, and lend specificity to the field manuals and other publications that articulate our doctrine, and then to retreat from such assertions in the name of encouraging innovative thinking. I recall the sense of frustration I had as a young infantry lieutenant, hungry for knowledge but unable to find anything substantial in my “how-to-fight” field manuals beyond vague generalities and buzzwords that left me unprepared for the complexities of mechanized operations. Then again, as a captain I was pleased to find revised manuals that offered well-organized, specific tactical procedures for small units. I have observed the cycle continue ever since: an attempt to articulate specific and useful ideas followed by a cautious retreat into vagueness.

But without some established definitions and principles, a journey into military theory is impossible. Therefore, this chapter is devoted to defining terms and concepts to be used throughout the remainder of the book. We shall progress in the course of four chapters to the objective of specifying from the perspective of both military history and modern theory what the term “maneuver warfare” means and what it doesn’t mean. It is necessary to prepare for our examination of the subject by first establishing a framework for discussion. I have drawn upon many sources for this chapter, and in some instances I will suggest some new ideas.

THE LEVELS OF WAR

One of the important perspectives throughout this book is that the American army is generally untrained in operational art, despite our promiscuous use of the term of late. That this is true can perhaps be explained in historical trends, and it can certainly be verified by examining the poor handling the subject receives at the various levels of schooling within the army.3 Most important, our warfighting doctrine, AirLand Battle, grudgingly admits the existence of operational art but does not allow for a proper expression of it.4 Because we characteristically focus upon battles and engagements rather than upon campaigns, there is little discernible presence of operational art in our doctrine, war plans, or gaming scenarios. If we are to examine the question and perhaps suggest some solutions, we must not only define the term clearly but also point up the implications of the operational level of war.

[image: ]

Figure 1.1 shows a breakdown of the three planning levels in war—strategy, operations, tactics—and how they relate both to the structures of war and to the execution organization. With some clarifications, I find these terms most useful in discussing levels of war.5

The highest planning level in war is that of strategy. It is necessary to distinguish between national (or grand) strategy and military strategy. The former deals with the whole of foreign policy in both peace and war and integrates military factors with political, economic, and diplomatic efforts. It is the purview of the executive branch of our government and is more a function of the State Department than of the Defense Department. Military strategy, on the other hand, deals more specifically with the application of armed force in attaining national goals. Though the study of national strategy is quite relevant (in an indirect way) to our subject of maneuver warfare, I will confine my use of the term strategy to the more restrictive sense implied in military strategy. We will revisit the subject of national strategy again when we deal with the issue of low-intensity conflict in chapter 9.

Any military endeavor must begin with national goals. Strategy, then, seeks to use armed forces to accomplish these national goals. In the past it has been the only level of planning at which the organization involved attempts to match armed force with civilian policy. The challenges of low-intensity conflict tend to blur that distinction, and such conflicts often see even tactical decisions being weighed against national policy. Nevertheless, the strategic planning level will always be intimately connected to governmental policy and goals—much more so than the lower planning levels. The value and relevance of any given strategy depend upon the execution organization’s ability to mix goals with means—an elusive art, and not the subject of this book. Strategic concepts are germane to our discussion only as they provide the proper perspective for comprehending the other planning levels. To summarize, then, I shall define the strategic level as follows:


Strategic: the planning level of war that is responsible for applying military means to achieve national aims; the planning level that develops war plans and theater goals.



National objectives are developed and articulated by the highest levels of government. In the United States, command and control of the military establishment are shared among the three branches of government. The Congress is empowered to declare war and has the power of the purse. Through permanent committees (especially the Armed Services, the Appropriations, the Budget, and the Foreign Relations committees), it works to shape national military policy, particularly through the budget process. In a sense, the Congress serves more to constrain military policy than to initiate it. The Supreme Court indirectly plays a part in the formulation of military policy by hearing cases related to government initiatives (e.g., the Court refused President Truman’s attempt to seize steel mills during the Korean War). The president serves as the commander in chief of the services and can issue executive orders. He forms a National Security Council made up of the service secretaries and other selected advisers. He also provides direction for foreign policy. The secretary of defense and secretaries of the services assist the president by executing his policies. The Joint Chiefs of Staff function as an extension of National Command Authority and can assist in developing theater goals designed to achieve the national aims. It is in the proper balance of the three branches of government that effective national strategy is developed.

The key point here is that because it develops theater goals, the strategic planning level dictates operational objectives. Hence, operational art is not self-contained but responds to the dictates of strategy. Operational art is successful, then, only to the degree that its outcomes advance the strategic plan.

The next-lower planning level, and the one we shall explore to some depth in this book, is the operational level of war. Again referring to the figure, operational planning deals with campaigns and major operations. As we will see, without a thorough understanding of the operational level of war, it is impossible to grasp the essence of maneuver warfare, because the greater part of maneuver warfare takes place at the operational level.

We must take a moment to discuss the terms operations and operational. The misuse and overuse of these terms in the American army proves, in a sense, my thesis that operational art remains a mystery to many within the army establishment. Operational often refers to a piece of equipment’s maintenance status. The term is also used to distinguish between field units and staff agencies. For example, a new piece of materiel may be acquired because of an operational need—a requirement, that is, generated by field units as opposed to staff planners. The term operations is also used to describe the unit staff function performed by a G3 or S3, in contrast to personnel, intelligence, and logistics. In a related usage, the term is often applied to any undertaking by a military unit. For example, a platoon leader might say, “For this operation, the uniform will be wet-weather gear.”

For our purposes, however, we will define operational as follows:


Operational: the planning level of war that constructs campaigns and major operations in order to accomplish the theater goals articulated at the strategic planning level; the intermediate planning level that integrates tactical efforts and events into a campaign.



A campaign is a series of related joint actions (air, sea, land) designed to achieve theater goals. A major operation can be defined as a subset of a campaign—the link between battles and the overall campaign.

The operational level of war is that level generally fought (in the American army) by corps and echelons above corps. Richard Simpkin, in his book Race to the Swift, insists that to be considered operational, an event must be directly related to a theater (hence strategic) goal.6 We will use a somewhat different perspective, because we will focus not upon the upper limit of operational art but upon the lower. That is, we will discuss operational art as it relates to its principal building blocks—battles. Nevertheless, it is critical to reinforce the concept that proper application of operational art always keeps the strategic goal in view and avoids expending resources in undertakings that do not support those goals. Again, therefore, we note the pattern established above: the operational level of war dictates tactical objectives.

Finally, there is the tactical level of war, fought (in the U.S. Army) by corps, divisions, and lower planning levels. The tactical level of war can be defined as follows:


Tactical: the planning level of war that deals with battles and engagements.



A battle is a direct conflict between large tactical units (in the U.S. Army—corps, divisions, brigades) that have been committed as part of a major operation. An engagement, which can be a subset of a battle, is fought by divisions and below on a smaller scale and can develop incidentally (even accidentally) in relation to the commander’s plan. For example, an engagement can occur unexpectedly as two forces are moving. The key concept here is that in order for a battle or engagement to be relevant, it must be directly related to the campaign plan. Indeed, history abounds with examples of battles that should not have been fought, that were irrelevant to the outcome of the campaign.

It becomes clear with a study of military history that the different demands of the three planning levels of war are often in competition. Indeed, it is fundamental to maneuver-warfare theory to recognize that, for example, what is good for the tactical plan may be counterproductive for the operational plan and that planning in warfare must deliberately prioritize among the objectives of the three levels. In the realm of maneuver-warfare theory, the priorities are always clear. What the strategic plan demands, operational art must supply. Likewise, tactical objectives must slavishly submit to the operational plan, or they become disastrously inappropriate. But when the lower planning levels are elevated and emphasized above the higher, we produce ineffective, often bloody diversions from maneuver warfare and the art of war.

The First Battle of Bull Run is illustrative of this point. At the start of the American Civil War, Winfield Scott had articulated a sound strategy for forcing the South to capitulate: the Anaconda Plan. The goal was to close off Southern ports and isolate the Confederacy by interdicting the Mississippi and other transportation and communications routes. By thus putting a stranglehold upon the South, the Union could force an economic collapse. The Anaconda Plan was to be the strategy that would win the war for the Union, but only after years of bloody diversions from this essential plan. Under pressure from unskilled politicians and an emotional public, Irvin McDowell, commander of the Army of the Potomac in the early days of the war, was pushed into launching a drive toward Richmond that culminated in the First Battle of Bull Run (or Manassas Junction).

Setting aside for the moment the fact that the North lost the battle, it is important to note that, the outcome notwithstanding, the battle was irrelevant to the overall plan. The root of the problem was that McDowell reluctantly began a campaign to capture Richmond, which caused him to fight a battle at Bull Run. But neither the campaign nor the battle that resulted from it were in support of the strategy proposed by Scott. The resources thus lost—men, materiel, morale, and time—were in every sense wasted, because there was no chance of advancing the strategic plan. In this light, one of the purposes of this book is to get the reader to think in operational terms, so that he can properly evaluate the significance and worth of a particular battle or engagement.

DYNAMICS OF OPERATIONAL ART

The operational level of war starts with strategic goals. The operational planner determines how to use his available combat power to achieve these goals through a campaign.

The key factor in understanding operational art is the commander’s viewpoint of the battle. To a tactician, the battle is an integral whole and the culmination of his art. The battle, or perhaps to an enlightened few, the pursuit, is the end result of his planning. The tactical commander strives above all to win battles. At the operational planning level, however, the battle is a building block, not an end in itself. The operational commander must be skilled at using battles (whether won, lost, or avoided altogether) along with other assets (maneuver, deception, interdiction, etc.) to structure a winning campaign. Hence, operational art provides the justification for a battle.

This definition naturally leads one to consider one of the operational commander’s primary functions during a campaign: to decide whether to accept battle or to decline through maneuver. When we fight a battle—even if we win—we lose resources. Above all, men die and time is lost. Thus, operational planners seek to ensure that there is a good reason to fight, and that reason must always be directly related to the campaign plan. To fight and even win a battle that does not contribute to the commander’s campaign plan constitutes a failure in operational perspective.

The operational commander, then, must keep a cool head regarding battle. It is his function to remain aloof, as it were, and to figure out how to use the battle—even if lost—to further his plan. I will discuss this point further as we deal with concepts of maneuver warfare. However, some readers would perhaps depart from this line of thought already. They might claim that the operational commander must be the one to funnel resources into a battle continuously in order to ensure tactical success. In fact, such a notion comes close to stating our current doctrine (see chapters 5 and 6). This school of thought would prefer to stumble into battle and then repeatedly reinforce failure in the name of tactical success—regardless of the battle’s effect on the overall campaign. Yet history abounds with examples of armies that lost a battle but won the campaign—Nathanael Greene’s Southern Campaign during the War of Independence, for example, in which he lost at least four battles and yet won the campaign. Obviously, even when the enemy has won a battle, he has consumed resources (men, ammunition, fuel, time, etc.) that he can no longer use for another purpose. In essence, he has converted potential energy into kinetic energy, and the operational commander seeks to use this energy loss to his advantage.

Operational art offers unique and difficult challenges to an army that has been trained for the most part to think in tactical terms. Indeed, it is almost instinctive for U.S. Army officers to ignore operational implications in war, though there are fine exceptions to this rule. I believe that in most minds, a war consists of multiple unrelated battles fought by master tacticians until one side glances woefully at the tactical scoreboard and concedes victory to its opponent. “You win—six battles to three.” Thus, to a tactician, a battle won is an end in itself, and victory in battle serves to justify his efforts. This is totally opposed to operational thinking.

I recall my days as an officer cadet in Military Science class. One of the imperatives relentlessly driven into our brains each week was “We must win the first battle!” (See chapter 5 for development of doctrine in the middle to late seventies.) The idea was that all our preparation for war must be aimed at winning (hence fighting) that first battle. To sympathize with the doctrine writers of that period, one must remember the technological context of those years. Nuclear psychosis was still producing mass aversion to established military principles. The fixation on the first battle proceeded from the idea that the next conflict would be so violent and fast-paced that decision would be reached immediately. Therefore, if you wanted to be a contender, you had to be the first to get a point on the tactical scoreboard before the nuclear referees called the game.

The problem with this thinking becomes clear with historical perspective. The prophecy that “the next war will be decided quickly” is as old as war itself, and it has usually been tied to a technological advance. Military prophets have attributed “the-end-of-warfare-as-we-know-it” to such things as the invention of the gladius, the stirrup, the pike, gunpowder, steam engines, the railroad, the airplane, and—most recently—the nuclear bomb. This recurring prediction that the principles of war have been circumvented by the latest breakthrough is an interesting study in human psychology. Of course, I don’t mean to suggest that nuclear weapons represent only an incremental step in weapons technology. But it should have been obvious to military thinkers at the beginning of the atomic age (late forties and fifties) that weapons of mass destruction, even when parceled into little tactical packages, have an inherent drawback: the all-or-nothing syndrome, which would limit their use. Indeed, of the military innovations listed above, I would argue that nuclear technology has had the least direct effect upon the tactical and operational levels of war.

An attendant phenomenon in the U.S. Army’s rejection of operational thinking is the pervasive idea that it is proper to keep junior officers in the dark about strategy and operational art, because they are not yet at the proper command level (i.e., corps command or staff) at which one deals with operations. I suspect that this viewpoint emanates from the uncomfortable fact that what we don’t understand we can hardly teach to others, but it results in officers at corps and echelons above corps (EAC) who cannot think beyond the tactical level. The most important thing that a student of tactics must learn is how a battle or engagement fits into the greater plan. Such instruction helps the officer to view his endeavors from the perspective of their outcomes, rather than their methods. An effective approach would be to train all officers thoroughly in operational perspective, from cadet through general. Such a training regimen would produce not only fine corps-level thinkers but also better tacticians, because the ones fighting the battle would be better able to see beyond the fight. Col. Michael D. Wyly, USMC, noted:


Tactics without strategy are dangerous.… The wrong battles, whether won or lost, occupy valuable units that might be better used elsewhere and waste good men.

Generals, after all, are former lieutenants. But there must be more to being a general than old age.… There must be a lifetime of study.… That we can take a tactician, a battalion commander, for instance, and “add water” by sending him to a war college and have—voila!—a general, is a delusion.7



We must conclude, then, that strategy and operational art are subjects unto themselves. They are not, as our doctrine seems to imply, simply “pumped up” tactics. And we can no more learn war by focusing on battles than we can learn human anatomy by studying a foot. Both strategy and operational art demand an emphasis free from and superior to tactical considerations. But to achieve such a perspective, we have literally centuries of military lessons to contemplate, as well as a plethora of contemporary ideas to “unlearn.”

THE PROBLEM OF BATTLE

American fascination with the battle (instead of the campaign) has been well stated by Victor Hanson in his works on classical Greek warfare. From his own experience listening to his father’s stories about the air conflict over Japan in 1945, Hanson recounts that “whatever little I have learned about warfare has come out of an interest in battle and combat at the expense of strategy and tactics.”8 He contends that our Western heritage is one that perverts our viewpoint of battle—causing us as a cultural collective to overemphasize the importance of battle in isolation from the other aspects of war. Hanson also provides the observation that Americans (and Western military thinkers in general) typically seek “that one decisive battle” in order to attain their military goals:


The quest for that one decisive battle—in wars that drag on for years … has been a bane of Western history.… [W]e have held on to, and indeed glorified, the goal of a resounding outcome.9

The fifth-century Greeks invented not just the dominant idea of Western politics—democracy—but the parallel idea, also rooted in democracy, of the decisive battle. The Greek city-states settled everything in an “hour or so of brutal killing.” … In combat as in politics, men sought instantaneous result.10



Given this context of occidental warfighting tradition, we are confronted with an almost hereditary inability to see beyond the battle. The Western mind often has difficulty fitting a battle outcome into a greater plan. Further, because the battle is the focus, it also becomes an imperative that sooner or later (and the sooner the better) the opposing armies must clash—strength on strength. Hence, we fail to come to grips seriously with operational art (which will accept a battle only when necessary) or with its natural product—maneuver warfare (which will avoid an enemy’s strength in favor of attacking his weakness).

If this fixation was the “bane of the West” in pre-Napoleonic days, that is, in the days of professional armies, it is disastrous today. The complexities of nations in conflict are infinitely greater now than in the days of “kings’ wars.” The very nature of economic, political, cultural, and military factors colliding in a crucible of war defies the war planner’s search for decision in battle. Rather, the planning for victory must begin at the top national levels (refer again to figure 1.1) and work logically down to the operational and tactical levels. There, to his despair, the tactician may find that his artful masterpiece—the battle won—was irrelevant to the campaign.

The danger of failing to understand the operational level of war can be illustrated by examining an argument within the infantry community of the United States Army. For the past decade or so—and especially since the development of the M2 Bradley fighting vehicle—infantrymen have argued over the issue of dismounting soldiers from their armored vehicle. On the one hand, there are those who argue that dismounting infantry from their carriers or fighting vehicles is tantamount to losing the battle. They insist that momentum must be maintained above all else. Others are equally adamant that infantry are not truly acting as infantry unless they are on their feet. Members of this school of thought preach that the vehicle is intended to get infantry into the fight, but that once there, infantrymen must dismount in order to provide their unique contribution to the combined-arms fight. So which side is right?

Of course, both sides are right. But neither is distinguishing between the planning levels of war. From an operational perspective, mechanized infantry are of greater value if they are mounted, because their potential velocity (hence, momentum) is much greater. Dismounted infantry often cannot move quickly enough to affect operations in a fast-paced environment. From a tactical perspective, however, infantry are relevant only when they are dismounted. Until that point, they are only passengers, not participating in the fight, and they are unable to “close with and destroy the enemy by fire and maneuver.” In other words, mechanized infantry are at their best when dismounted in battle but mounted between battles.

A GAME OF CHESS

Operational art presents many unique educational challenges to the student of warfare, different as it is from the tactical level. Recently I engaged in an interesting discussion about the subject with a friend as we faced each other over a game of chess. We found as we talked and played that even a common game of chess offers a forum for developing operational perspective. In the course of our game (in which, I may say, I pummeled my opponent with a smashing queen-pawn opening and subsequent Stonewall attack!), we noted that it provided several opportunities for illustrating principles applicable to modern warfare: tempo, mobility, thinking ahead, and operational perspective.

Every chess master knows and appreciates the value of tempo. Simply put, tempo consists of the player’s pace of moves, such that the opponent, who may have a good plan, has no time to execute it. The player with tempo constantly forces the opponent to react defensively to a series of attacks, threats, and feints, all the while advancing his own plan. He need not concern himself overmuch about enemy intentions, because his tempo serves as a shield against enemy attack. I have found this to be a fascinating idea, and one which our current doctrine does not adequately deal with.

An example of the failure to appreciate tempo can be seen in the U.S. Army’s newfound fixation upon “intelligence preparation of the battlefield (IPB).” I must hasten to point out that I consider IPB to be a viable method for comprehending the battlefield. It is a thorough, precise, step-by-step procedure for understanding the terrain, weather, and most important, the enemy. The methods developed over the past ten years or so are well thought out and effective. But they take time to execute. And while all combat leaders should be trained in IPB, it is crucial to understand that IPB can in some instances be rendered irrelevant by a proper application of tempo. Simply put, if I can develop and pursue my plan to defeat you faster than you can execute your plan to defeat me, then your plan is unimportant. You do not have the time to put your plan into action.

From this we should conclude not that IPB is invalid, but rather that if we can develop and sustain a tempo advantage over the enemy, then the enemy’s intentions become less and less relevant, and we should not waste our resources in studying them. If a modern staff is trained to methodically plod through each exhaustive step of IPB before making a decision, we might see key opportunities fly by us. Of course, the doctrinal answer to this dilemma is that we must train to perform IPB faster, and that is a good answer. But the point that we can learn from our chess game (and more important, from history) is that through tempo, we can make the enemy’s plan meaningless.

Mobility, defined as the ability to project power over distance, is another characteristic of good chess. It is the goal of a good chess player to ensure that each of his pieces can exert pressure upon a maximum number of squares, rather than being bottled up in a corner, surrounded by other pieces. Hence, the chess master looks forward to pawn exchanges (infantry battles, if you will), not because he is trying to wear down the enemy, but because he knows that he can project the power of his rooks (mechanized forces) down the resulting open files. In this manner, the chess master fights in order to move. This idea is central to maneuver-warfare theory.

No game teaches thinking ahead better than chess. Indeed, that function is the primary occupation of both players for the greater part of the game. Some time ago, I was fascinated by a book I picked up called How to Think Ahead in Chess, by I. A. Horowitz.11 I bought the book, as you might suppose, because like most players, I have trouble thinking ahead beyond two or three moves. Often I’ve been frustrated by the ability of the masters to see so far ahead (ten and more moves), while most of us throw up our hands and concentrate on “killing the queen.” Horowitz’s approach, however, is that in order to think ahead in chess, you should concentrate on employing only a handful of basic strategies, so that you have to consider just a limited amount of enemy responses. The thought here is twofold. First, through repeatedly using the same basic approaches, the player will naturally experience games which are similar in outcome. Second, the player, in his 50 percent contribution to the game’s outcome, forces play into situations with which he is prepared to deal. The combination of these two concepts confers on the player a sort of artificial ability to think ahead. Compare this idea with a quote from Soviet Marshal Mikhail N. Tukhachevskii in an article he wrote in 1932:


Indeed if one looks at the matter as a whole, one side, in trying to shape the battle to its plan, is in fact directing its own actions. But because of this complexity, real control of the battle must necessarily imply control of the entire tactical process—that is, not just of one’s own actions but also in a certain measure of the enemy’s actions, forced on him by one’s own. Thus in the parallel pursuit, for instance, the enemy’s movements are to some extent “controlled” by the attacker.12



Last and most important, chess teaches operational perspective, though the term is not generally used among chess players. An examination of the chess concepts of “strategy” and “positional chess” and their relationship to “tactical chess” will reveal an applicable analogy. Amateur players typically emphasize tactical play, while experts focus on strategy and position. That is, no accomplished chess player fixates on individual pieces and captures, but rather on the interaction of all components—friendly pieces, enemy pieces, black and white squares, captures, threats, pawn structure, etc. He seeks to construct and execute a game plan that will result in checkmating the opponent’s king. He does not strive in a game simply to capture enemy pieces. In fact, the chess master appreciates the need to lose a “tactical” battle in some cases in order to win the game. Thus, among the master’s assets are not only a handful of pieces but also a repertoire of feints, sacrifices, stratagems, and maneuvers.

MOVEMENT AND MANEUVER

Before we delve any further into a discussion of maneuver warfare, it is necessary to examine an idea that is basic to small-unit tactics: the difference between movement and maneuver. The dictionary definitions of these two terms would lead us to the conclusion that as regards military usage, they are virtually synonymous. But to examine the term maneuver in the context of the U.S. Army, we find that it means “the movement of forces supported by fire to achieve a position of advantage from which to destroy or threaten destruction of the enemy.”13 This definition is both enlightening and at the same time too restrictive. By relating maneuver so closely with “fire” and “destruction,” the official definition implies an application fixed at the tactical level of war. Indeed, I have attended lectures on the subject throughout my career in the army: maneuver includes both fire and movement, and the ultimate aim of movement is to facilitate firing.

But while such a perspective may be helpful in organizing and training small units, it is not conducive to understanding maneuver-warfare theory as it has been developed throughout history. The term maneuver as applied at the operational and strategic levels of war obviously cannot include the idea of battlefield fires. Rather, it is quite simply defined as “movement toward an objective.” The purpose of the movement in our case is not tied to fires, but rather to gain an advantage over the enemy in some way—positionally or psychologically. It is critically important that we use this more basic definition of the term, because an appreciation of maneuver-warfare theory will lead us to consider the value of maneuver without associating it with fires or the direct destruction of the enemy. Further, our more basic definition of maneuver will allow us to examine an idea that is gaining ascendancy in many circles: namely, the notion that in the future we can “maneuver” battlefield fires rather than maneuver units. This assertion finds expression in the doctrine of “interchangeability,” which I will discuss in chapters 6 and 7. But throughout the remainder of this book, we will use the term maneuver to mean, quite simply, movement.

ATTRITION AND MANEUVER THEORY

The dichotomy of military theory outlined in this book seeks to address the problem of how to defeat an enemy in war. By attrition theory, I refer to that method of fighting wars, campaigns, and battles (that is, at the strategic, operational, and tactical planning levels) in which the friendly force attempts to defeat an enemy through the destruction of the enemy’s mass. The key words in this definition are “destruction” and “mass.” Attrition theory is a “bottoms-up” approach to war, because it focuses first upon bringing the enemy to battle and then seeks to defeat him in that battle or in follow-on battles. Adjusting his focus upward, then, the attrition theorist structures his operations and strategy around that battle. The key concepts in attrition warfare are those of “initial-force ratios,” the real or perceived numerical and materiel superiority of one side or the other; “loss ratios,” the rate of losses in men and materiel by both sides as a result of battle; and “fractional exchange ratios,” expressed algebraically as the loss ratio over the initial-force ratio. Attrition warfare enthusiasts seek to improve the force ratio by achieving and sustaining an acceptable loss ratio over the enemy. And a doctrine founded upon such a theory holds the logic of algebra as the overriding guide above all other aspects of the problem.

“Addicts of attrition,” as Simpkin calls them, generally cannot think beyond the battle, and they consider that the only way—or at least the preferred way—to defeat an enemy is to destroy the physical components of his army, especially the combat portions (armored fighting vehicles, troops, guns, etc.). If the attrition addict appreciates war’s intangibles at all (such as morale, initiative, and shock), he sees them only as combat multipliers with which to fight the attrition battle better. If the attrition warrior learns about maneuver, he sees it primarily as a way to get to the fight. In other words, he moves in order to fight.

Maneuver theory, on the other hand, attempts to defeat the enemy through means other than simple destruction of his mass.14 Indeed, the highest and purest application of maneuver theory is to preempt the enemy, that is, to disarm or neutralize him before the fight. If such is not possible, the maneuver warrior seeks to dislocate the enemy forces, i.e., removing the enemy from the decisive point, or vice versa, thus rendering them useless and irrelevant to the fight. If the enemy cannot be preempted or dislocated, then the maneuver-warfare practitioner will attempt to disrupt the enemy, i.e., destroy or neutralize his center of gravity, preferably by attacking with friendly strengths through enemy weaknesses. We will examine these ideas on the means of defeat more closely in chapter 3.

OF KINGS AND QUEENS

Although the term center of gravity has become popular in the U.S. Army, I have rarely found a field manual that tells me what one looks like, so that I could aim my rifle at it. I will attempt to do so here.

To return to our analogy of chess for a moment, my friend and I discussed the question of centers of gravity as we strove to best each other.

“What is my center of gravity?” I asked my friend, in a clever attempt to distract him.

“That’s easy,” he replied. “Your queen. The way you play chess, you can’t do without your queen. If I can capture that one piece, I will most likely win the game.”

When I first considered this question, I hastily concluded with my friend that the center of gravity in a game of chess must be the strongest piece, the queen. Remove the queen and the opponent has suffered a terrible reduction in his “warfighting capabilities.” And indeed, as my friend pointed out, usually when he captured my queen, he won the game—but not always. Greater reflection revealed our flawed thinking. We had both come to the wrong conclusion, because we had incorrectly defined the characteristics of the opponent’s center of gravity. The enemy’s center of gravity is not his source of strength; it is his critical vulnerability. Destruction or neutralization of his center of gravity must not result merely in reduction of his capabilities, but rather in the paralysis of his forces. The answer then became obvious: the opponent’s center of gravity is the king. By no means the strongest piece, the king is the one piece whose neutralization ends the war!

But in reading the many dissertations on the subject of centers of gravity, both from antiquity and in modern works, I find a basic though often unspoken disagreement among writers. There are those, including many in the U.S. Army,15 who cling to what we may term the “queen theory”—that the center of gravity is the enemy’s source of strength. But a better approach is the “king theory”—that the critical vulnerability is the center of gravity.

The U.S. Marine Corps aptly noted the evolving definition of the term center of gravity from the days of Clausewitz to today:


There is danger in using this term. Introducing the term into the theory of war, Clausewitz wrote (p. 485): “A center of gravity is always found where the mass is concentrated the most densely. It presents the most effective target for a blow; furthermore, the heaviest blow is that struck by the center of gravity.” Clearly, Clausewitz was advocating a climactic test of strength against strength.… This approach is consistent with Clausewitz’ historical perspective. But we have since come to prefer pitting strength against weakness. Applying the term to modern warfare, we must make it clear that by the enemy’s center of gravity we do not mean a source of strength, but rather a critical vulnerability. (Emphasis added.)16



The distinction is at once incisive and vital to an understanding of maneuver theory. The definition adhered to by the student of military art will in effect determine his approach to attrition and maneuver theory. We will see that the king theory is fundamental to an appreciation of maneuver warfare, whereas the queen theory automatically locks its advocates into an attrition approach to defeat. Advocates of the former school of thought seek above all to paralyze the enemy rather than to relentlessly attack his strength, whereas the latter perspective can lead only to massive, bloody contests of destruction.

Allow me to illustrate center of gravity by using an analogy with which every U.S. Army infantry officer will sympathize. When I first went to Fort Benning for Infantry Officer Basic Course, I encountered that nasty little insect known for its large nests and painful sting—the fire ant. My wife and I were just recovering from seeing our first live cockroach when we noticed a fire ant mound in our front yard. Being an aggressive infantryman, I assured my mate that I had learned how to deal with this menace. So, I grabbed a can of gasoline, kicked the top off the mound, and doused the swarm of ants that rushed up out of the ground. I beamed proudly as my wife patted my back with approval. The ants died instantly.

The next day I was dismayed to find another mound in my front yard! This one was about two feet removed from where the remains of the other still stood as a tribute to my military prowess. I defiantly repeated my highly successful tactics of the previous day as my wife looked on doubtfully. Again the ants died.

And again they returned the next day. There ensued a bitter campaign: man against ant. I never lost a battle. A week later my front yard was pockmarked with brown spots, and I was out of gas. I had done everything a man could do. At one point, to my lasting shame, I even ignited the gasoline-soaked masses, which delighted me no end but served only to cook the arthropod corpses. My wife frowned on this atrocity, so I desisted. Unable to explain how these devilish ants were able to recover their losses so quickly, I even offered to perform a body count to prove to my wife I was winning this war.

Finally, in desperation we drove to the PX. In the garden shop I found an insecticide that was guaranteed to rid my yard of fire ants once and for all. The back label directed me to sprinkle some of the granules on the nest. The ants, thinking it was food, would carry it to the queen ant who, upon ingesting it, would die. Once the queen was dead, the rest of the ants would die or go away.

As I stood there reading the back label on the box, I received one of my most valuable lessons on maneuver warfare, though it did not occur to me then: the center of gravity of a fire-ant nest is the queen. Kill the queen, and the nest goes away for good. If you fail to kill the queen, it doesn’t matter how many ants you get. The masses are irrelevant to the campaign. I took the box home and tried it. Bitterly, I had to admit it worked. It seemed a terribly “unmanly” way to fight, but my wife assured me that she still considered me a great soldier. After all, was not the ruined front yard a memorial to the many battles I had won?

If we accept the “critical vulnerability” definition, we are ready to examine and define centers of gravity as they exist in modern warfare. First of all, enemy centers of gravity exist at all three planning levels of war—strategic, operational, and tactical. Strategic centers of gravity are typically (but by no means always) cities—seats of government, industry, and transportation. They are considered centers of gravity because occupation and control of them (in this case by armed forces) represents a severe blow to the enemy’s will or means to fight. Cities, after all, are large collections of human souls in one area. Capture of these areas has direct, immediate impact upon the people who live there. The tangible instruments of governmental power most often reside in such locations. Hence, the enemy’s “mass”—his armies, navies, and air forces—are in peril of becoming irrelevant to the war once the seat of government, transportation, or logistics is neutralized. Centers of gravity at the strategic level could also be a civil or religious leader or group. Sometimes, even an army could be considered a center of gravity, such as in the American War of Independence. It was thought by many, including Washington, that the Continental army embodied the Revolution. Neutralization of the army would destroy the will of the people. Strategic centers of gravity may also include intangibles, such as a unifying economic idea or religious belief.

In the introductory chapter of his book The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, Alfred Thayer Mahan offered a shrewd analysis of Spain’s strategy against England during the American War of Independence. Though the author does not use the term center of gravity, the reader will note his suggestion that Spain, by failing to aim at England’s critical vulnerability, misplayed her hand.


In the war of the American Revolution, France and Spain became allies against England in 1779. The united fleets thrice appeared in the English Channel, once to the number of sixty-six sail of the line, driving the English fleet to seek refuge in its ports because far inferior in numbers. Now the great aim of Spain was to recover Gibraltar … and to [that] end immense efforts both by land and sea were put forth by the allies against that nearly impregnable fortress. They were fruitless. The question suggested … is this: Would not Gibraltar have been more surely recovered by controlling the English Channel, attacking the British fleet even in its harbors, and threatening England with annihilation of commerce and invasion at home, than by far greater efforts directed against a distant and very strong outpost of her empire? The English people … were particularly sensitive to fears of invasion, and their great confidence in their fleets, if rudely shaken, would have left them proportionately disheartened.



Operational centers of gravity can be geographical locations, the loss of which makes the enemy army’s position untenable. For example, in the Ardennes Offensive of 1944–45, Hitler considered Antwerp to be an operational center of gravity, because the loss of the port city would endanger the Allied armies and virtually paralyze them. More often, however, operational centers of gravity consist of enemy headquarters. In the Soviet army, for example, the loss or neutralization of a corps, army, or front headquarters could paralyze huge formations and cause them to be unable to operate against the enemy. Again, the key in discerning the operational center of gravity is to think from the perspective of the enemy commander. What constitutes a critical vulnerability in his mind? Whatever it is, when it is attacked or threatened, it will produce a reaction in the mind of the commander and his forces. The goal of operational art includes finding and operating against that vulnerability in order to cause a defeat as quickly and cheaply as possible.

Tactical centers of gravity can also be geographical. A given piece of key terrain (hill, choke point, highway, etc.) can give the owning commander such a potential advantage over the enemy that the latter’s force surrenders or quits the field without a fight. More often, the enemy’s center of gravity consists of his tactical headquarters—in the Soviet example, a regimental or divisional headquarters. Equally as vulnerable can be the communications links between those headquarters and the combat forces. Logistical trains and fire-support systems can also be considered centers of gravity (particularly to the Soviet army), because their loss or neutralization can cause the enemy commander to lose the means or, more important, the will to fight.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has briefly outlined basic definitions of the levels of war and two competing theories of war. It remains for us to penetrate beyond the superficialities and to formulate a precise description of what defeating the enemy through maneuver has meant in the past, so that we may decide what it means on today’s battlefields. In the next chapter, we shall construct an outline of the development of maneuver warfare throughout history.
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