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Introduction
The New Kind of War
THE ATTACK ON the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on  September 11, 2001, dramatically changed the face of war. Suddenly  war ceased to be primarily an enterprise employing military weapons  against expectant armies, and changed to include lethal blows with civilian devices against innocent people.
This is a new kind of war in that no warriors previously had employed  such a weapon as an airliner loaded with passengers and jet fuel, but it  is also the most ancient kind of war in that the strikes were ambushes, a  tactic used in war from Stone Age times onward. Ambushes are designed  to inflict the most damage at the least cost, to hit unwary, vulnerable targets, preferably those without means of defense.
September 11 will therefore go down in history as the moment when  the world ceased to think of warfare exclusively as conventional clashes  of massive, sophisticated weapons on the battlefield, and reverted to seeing war in its rawest, truest, and oldest form, characterized by small  groups of warriors striking by surprise, or at night, against the actual or  psychological rear of the enemy. Ravaging defenseless civilians, hit-and-run raids, sudden assaults on ill-defended places, hiding in inaccessible  lairs, all these and more are the centuries-old elements of irregular warfare: the strategies of the snare and of refusal to meet the main military   strength of the enemy in open battle. The specific ancient rule the terrorists followed was to avoid the enemy’s strength and strike at weakness.1
Other terrorists will surely employ other rules of war by innovating  other techniques of engagement, and using other devices to carry out  their aims. Since the rules the terrorists use are universal, the civilized  world must use the same rules to defeat them. The distinction now is  that the rules and tactics will be played out in a much different fashion  and in much different arenas from those seen in the huge wars and battlefields of the twentieth century.
Future wars are likely to be more limited, more specific in purpose.  They will likely resemble guerrilla operations. Such conflicts are now  largely being conducted by disaffected groups or factions within states,  such as the Basques in Spain, the Tamils in Sri Lanka, and various rebel  groups in Colombia. But the irregular methods that characterize these  struggles—and have marked partisan war since prehistoric times—are  being refined into a radically new type of warfare that pays little attention to national boundaries or to the old rules of orthodox war.
In coming to terms with the motives of the terrorists, we will do well  to remember that war is essentially a political act to secure an aim; this  was as true in Paleolithic times as it is today. One tribe ousting another  from a hunting ground 20,000 years ago was executing a political act no  less than the Allies preventing Germany from conquering Europe in  World War II.
Likewise, the United States fought the Persian Gulf War of 1991 to  keep Saddam Hussein from getting control of the oil supply of the  Middle East. The purpose was not, as was advertised by the first Bush  administration, to preserve the freedom of the autocratic little oil sheikdom of Kuwait.
This connection of war with politics is frequently misunderstood. Yet  war is a military act only to the extent that military forces are needed to  carry out a nation’s political goal. The most memorable quotation from  Carl von Clausewitz, the nineteenth-century Prussian author of the influential study On War, is “war is only a continuation of state policy by  other means.”2 That’s why the French premier in the First World War,  Georges Clemenceau, said “wars are too important to be left to the generals. ” There can be no more graphic an example of war as politics than  the destruction of the World Trade Center and the dreadful damage to  the Pentagon.
The attack of September 11 focused attention on partisan or unorthodox war. But no matter what kind of war we face in the future, whether  from terrorists or more traditional armed forces, in formulating effective  responses we can draw lessons and devise tactics using military rules or  maxims whose origins go back beyond recorded time. The key defining  feature of terrorist war is surprise, and we may not be able to predict  exactly where or how our enemies will strike in the future. But we can  understand their methods and techniques, and we can construct systems  to defend against their blows and root them out of their holes.
Even before the terrorist strikes, war had changed profoundly in  recent years. By the mid-1990s, military planners had determined that  massive, world-scale wars no longer could be fought. The Persian Gulf  War of 1991 showed that modern conventional weapons had become so  accurate and so deadly that human beings would simply not be able to  survive in appreciable numbers on traditional battlefields. With the subsequent completion of the satellite-directed Global Positioning System,  or GPS, the vulnerability of troops on the battlefield has become even  greater because bombs and missiles can be sent with almost pinpoint  accuracy to practically any spot on earth.
This means that the huge weapons and massive collisions of millions  of men in battle, which characterized the two world wars of 1914–1918  and 1939–1945, have now passed away.
The development of nuclear weapons from 1945 onward had already  created enormous doubts about the possibility of fighting large wars.  When the United States and the Soviet Union came within an eye blink  of nuclear confrontation in 1962, during the Cuban missile crisis, every  responsible person realized that nuclear weapons could not be used in  war. Any nuclear strike would lead to counterstrikes that could accelerate beyond human capacity to control. This reality forced people everywhere to step back from the abyss.3
But only since the Gulf War have military leaders finally abandoned the  concept that wars could still be fought between formal armies arrayed   against each other using conventional, or nonnuclear, weapons. Traditional fire-and-maneuver tactics of individual military units, whether  infantry, artillery, armor, or combinations of the three, are now out of  date. Today in almost any environment, including mountains, troops  massed in even small groups are extremely vulnerable. Even if masked,  they can usually be seen by aerial photographs, satellite scanners,  unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), aircraft, or helicopters. Once detected,  they can be precisely located by GPS and hit with bombs, missiles, or  shells directed by laser, infrared, acoustic, or radar homing signals.
The vulnerability of traditional military units has led to a great deal of  deliberation as to how military operations can be carried out in the  future. The most obvious casualty has been the idea of any war between  comparably or equally armed opponents. In other words, direct collisions like those between the Russians and the Germans in 1941–1945  could have only one outcome under present-day conditions: each side  would inflict immense casualties, immobilize the other, and bring about  stalemate.
Another fact became evident in the Persian Gulf War: a nation like the  United States with leading-edge, or state-of-the-art, military technology  can destroy in short order an opponent with less advanced technology.  In the gulf, the Iraqi forces, deploying weapons a generation behind  American arms, were virtually eradicated in a hundred hours.
At first blush, the overwhelming superiority of American military  power seemed to ensure that nobody henceforth could seriously or  effectively challenge any American move. With the demise of the Soviet  Union in 1991, no comparably equipped military organization existed in  the world, and none was being contemplated.4 But as we learned in the  attacks of September 11, American military superiority did not in fact  make the United States immune either to attacks or to military pressure.
We experienced a vivid glimpse into the uncharted future from the  U.S. debacle in Somalia. Somalia was a failed state that had degenerated  into anarchy caused by internecine conflict among warlords, and was  stricken with famine by 1992. In an effort to ameliorate the famine, the  United States began shipping in thousands of tons of food, and landed  troops to ensure fair distribution. More ominously from the viewpoint of   the Somali people, the United States also commenced a program of  “nation building” in 1993, seeking to create a country in the image of the  United States. Nations, however, must evolve out of the genius of their  own people. Outsiders, no matter how well intentioned, cannot impose  their values and their institutions on a people who have no knowledge of  them or any experience in their development or implementation.
The untenable situation came to a head when clansmen ambushed U.S.  Army Rangers trying to rescue a downed helicopter crew in Mogadishu on  October 3, 1993. They killed eighteen Americans, wounded seventy-three,  and dragged the body of an American through the streets with ropes. The  attack demonstrated perfectly how a guerrilla trap can be sprung. The  Rangers did not possess armor, and this contributed greatly to their  losses. Even heavy weapons are, however, no guarantee of victory for a  unit isolated in the midst of a hostile city. In tight urban areas, attackers  can find ample opportunities to approach armored vehicles and destroy  them with unsophisticated weapons (like satchel charges of explosives).5
It’s only a small step in theory, though a vast leap in magnitude, from  the murder of eighteen on the streets of Mogadishu in 1993 to the murder  of thousands in the towers of Manhattan in 2001. In both cases, our opponents found ways to shun American military strength and strike directly  at American institutions and people. The lesson the Somalis taught was  adapted by the Middle Eastern terrorists who attacked on September 11.
The terrorists came in, as it were, under the defensive shield of the  United States. By seizing commercial aircraft on routine flights, they  managed to avoid suspicion until they diverted the planes toward New  York City and northern Virginia, allowing them enough time to hit the  targets before the military’s defensive system could respond. If the terrorists had used military aircraft and approached from the Atlantic  Ocean, they would have been spotted at once and shot down.
The terrorists thus neutralized or evaded existing safeguards. An early  example of the same principle is the Battle of Hastings in 1066. William  of Normandy used weapons unfamiliar to the Anglo-Saxons to conquer  the English king Harold and seize all of England. Most historians have  held that Harold lost because his army was exhausted by fighting a battle with Norwegians in northern England only days before William   landed on the south coast. This is not true. Harold lost because his  forces were armed with pikes, axes, and swords, whereas William’s army  possessed two superior weapons: the bow and armored cavalry.  Nowadays we would call Hastings a clash between asymmetrical  armies. In other words, William conquered England because the new  weapons his forces used neutralized the defenses of the Anglo-Saxons.
France and the United States failed in their efforts to control Vietnam  from 1945 to 1975 for much the same reason that Harold failed at  Hastings. Both countries tried to fight a traditional, or conventional, war  against the Vietnamese Communist forces, but the Communists insisted  on fighting a guerrilla war. That is to say the Vietnamese used different  weapons, and with those weapons they were superior. They, like the  September 11 terrorists, eluded strength and struck at weakness.
In most cases the Vietnamese refused to engage in pitched battles  because they knew they would lose them, since they possessed few  heavy weapons. Instead they adopted a policy of ambushing supply  columns, surrounding and annihilating small outposts, and making surprise strikes at night on enemy installations. When French or American  search-and-destroy missions went into the field, the Vietnamese fought  long enough to inflict losses, but then vanished into the forests. Their  methods inflicted a steady and unrelenting drain on manpower as well  as on the resolve of the French and American people.
The Vietnamese never won a major military victory against the  Americans (though they did against the French at Dien Bien Phu in  1954). But they did not have to. The morale of the people at home was  their real target. When opposition at home became overwhelming, the  French and American governments withdrew.
Although, as the examples above show, the methods or techniques of  war must be tailored to existing challenges, warfare itself has followed  the same set of rules or maxims from the Stone Age to the present. This  is because the aim of war is constant. War is an act of violence to impose  one’s will on another. It is an organized effort by a cell, band, tribe, nation,  or coalition to force another group to do what it does not want to do.
The purpose of this book is to elucidate these key rules of war, identifying along the way those that are likely to be most relevant in future  combat.6 Although conditions, arms, and the ways soldiers fight have varied greatly over the millennia, the problems commanders face and the  solutions they reach are fundamentally identical. The method Alexander  the Great employed to defeat the Indian king Porus in 326 B.C. is the same  method a company of soldiers can use to win a firefight today.
A commander must decide which rule must be applied to solve a particular problem, and that solution must vary according to the particular  circumstances the commander faces. All the rules of war are consistently valid, but in any given situation, following one may bring victory,  while following another would bring defeat.
Remarkably enough, this has not always been understood. Antoine-Henri Jomini, a Swiss officer who served in the Napoleonic wars and who  wrote a widely heralded interpretation of Napoleon Bonaparte’s methods, said Napoleon won quick, decisive victories by the ferocious application of concentrated military force against a weak, sensitive point.1  This was true. But Jomini believed he had discovered in Napoleon’s campaigns a unique “scientific” method of conducting war in all cases, and he  implied that anyone who mastered it could follow it to victory.
His conclusion was simplistic in the extreme, for how Napoleon managed to concentrate his force and where he found the weak point to  strike were the keys to his generalship. Napoleon knew that at any specific juncture he might employ any of several maxims. But the first might  bring little advantage, the second stalemate, the third defeat, and only  the fourth victory.
Napoleon was a supreme military artist. He understood not only  which rule best suited a given situation, but also how it should be carried  out, and he was acutely aware that the manner in which he implemented  the rule would spell the difference between success and failure. Like  Michelangelo, who saw the finished form of David hidden within a block   of raw marble, Napoleon saw in the terrain, lines of supply, locations of  troops, roads, weather, the situation of the opposing general, and other  factors before him the finished shape of a campaign or battle and how it  could be decided.
Like Napoleon, a great captain is one who understands the changes  under way that are affecting how war is conducted. This has not been a  common accomplishment of military leaders. Over the ages, commanders  have most often failed to perceive the transformations of war, and both  soldiers and civilians have suffered greatly because of their blindness. If  the French nobility had heeded the devastating killing power of the  English longbow at Crécy in 1346, they would not have fought a Hundred  Years War. If commanders in the American Civil War had recognized the  range of the Minié-ball rifle and the defensive power of field fortifications,  600,000 men would not have died in battles that were among the bloodiest in history. If generals in World War I had calculated the effects of the  terrible trinity of machine gun, quick-firing artillery, and fortifications,  they would not have destroyed nearly a whole generation of European  youth. There is every reason to believe, however, that a profound new  understanding of the challenges the world faces from terrorism has in  fact been brought about by the ghastly attacks of September 11.
Whatever form warfare takes in the future, it will involve the application of strategy and tactics, the twin divisions of warfare that have  existed from the start. The word strategy is taken from the Greek word  for “general,”  strategos. It is primarily the art of the general, and refers  most appropriately to the plan behind a whole campaign or war. Tactics  refers to the methods for winning victories on the battlefield or in close  combat. While the specifics of strategy and tactics are, of course, crucial  to the outcome of any war, it is the underlying rules of war that are the  fundamental keys to victory.
Strategy and tactics must be designed to take advantage of the wisdom embodied in the rules. No single rule is always applicable in any  given situation; rather the rules offer guidelines for finding solutions in  whatever circumstance a commander finds himself. The commander  must evaluate every new situation with great care, and then choose the   rule or rules he must employ to achieve success. The rules of war relate  to solving  specific problems as they arise, and are not general rules  always to be applied in all situations. In fact, applying a rule in the wrong  situation can lead to disaster.
Since warfare has always had the same purpose—to force an opponent to do something against his will—most if not all of the rules or  methods by which this force can be achieved were worked out in conflicts fought before the dawn of history. Ancient pictorial records that  have survived show clashes and military organizations. For example, the  first fully formed phalanx, or massed body of spear-carrying infantry,  appears on the Sumerian “Stele of Vultures,” which dates from the third  millennium B.C. In addition, storytellers transmitted by voice the traditions of the past and recounted tales of ancient wars.
After the alphabet was invented in the West and logographic symbols  in China, much of this received wisdom was put down in writing.7  Magnificent examples are the Greek bard Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey,   which preserved stories told by ancient Greeks before they learned to  write. Thereafter, writers composed histories and narratives that  described events and wars in their own times, and that drew on the accumulated wisdom inherited from the past.
These authors—some of the most famous are the Greeks Herodotus,  Thucydides, and Xenophon—gave insights into the rules of war. But  only one ancient writer, the great Chinese strategist Sun Tzu, produced  an orderly, coherent, comprehensive summary or analysis of the rules.  Sun Tzu probably inherited most if not all of his ideas from the past, but  his own interpretation of them, written or assembled around 400 B.C.,  constitutes the most profound, succinct, and systematic treatise ever  produced on the prosecution of successful war.
Sun Tzu believed careful planning and accurate information about the  enemy were the keys to victory, while a commander’s primary target   was the mind of the opposing general. All war, according to Sun Tzu, is  based on deception. The successful general must conceal his dispositions and intent. He feigns incapacity. When near, he makes it appear he  is far away; when far away, that he is near. The general approaches his   objective indirectly. Make an uproar in the east, but attack in the west.  The general seeks a quick victory, not lengthy campaigns; extended  operations exhaust the treasury and the troops. The commander attacks  only when the situation assures him victory. By threatening in many  directions, he seeks to disperse the enemy to defend everywhere. If  defending everywhere, the enemy is weak everywhere. When the enemy  prepares to defend in many places, “those I have to fight in any one place  will be few.” The way to avoid what is strong is to strike what is weak.  As water seeks the easiest path to the sea, so armies should avoid obstacles and seek avenues of least resistance.
Sun Tzu postulated two forces—the zheng element, which fixes the  enemy in place, and the qi element, which flanks or encircles the enemy,  either actually or psychologically. The zheng (ordinary) element is direct  and more obvious; the qi (extraordinary) is indirect, unexpected, distracting, or unorthodox. Using both elements ensures that decisive  blows will fall where the enemy does not anticipate them, and is least  prepared. However, the two forces are fluid. As factors change, the  zheng effort can be transformed into the qi and the qi into the zheng. 
Napoleon never drew up a theory of war, but his campaigns reveal six  principal admonitions: rely on the offensive; pursue a defeated enemy;  trust in speed to economize on time; bring about strategic surprise; concentrate superior force on the battlefield, especially at the decisive point  of attack; and until the time of attack, protect forces by a “well-reasoned  and circumspect” defense.8
As warfare moves into a period of revolutionary change, these rules  will remain as relevant as they have always been. Some will likely be less  useful, owing to technological innovations, though perhaps enterprising  commanders will find ways to bring them into the twenty-first century.  As the essential thirteen rules of war are introduced, this book will  attempt to highlight which of the rules are likely to be most effective in  waging the new war and provide glimpses of the way in which the rules  might be applied.
Bevin Alexander

1
The Revolution in Warfare
TWO UNRELATED DEVELOPMENTS have fused to produce a true  revolution in warfare. The first is highly accurate and extremely  powerful weapons. The second is the discovery that modern conventional armies can be defeated by guerrilla methods.
Each development occurred independently, but their combined effect  is almost certain to create a new type of combat by small units that operate in conjunction with one another, but function far more independently than existing military forces. There will be less distinction than in  the past between orthodox military operations, guerrilla methods, and  terrorist strikes. Motivations for each will differ, but they will function  much the same.
The traditional battlefield will disappear, and combat will take on  more the nature of sudden, surprise blows on unsuspecting targets, and  equally surprise counterstrikes by defending forces. In this it will resemble present-day guerrilla and terrorist clashes. Distances at which forces  operate will be great, because troops must be dispersed over wide tracts  of territory, and—to prevent being destroyed by standoff missiles and  bombs—they will remain hidden until prepared to strike.
The long-established structure of armies in a descending order of size  from corps to divisions, regiments, and battalions will not persist much  longer. Existing military organizations were designed for sustained   operations on the linear battlefields or main lines of resistance (MLRs)  of the twentieth century. As such battle lines are now obsolete, military  structures designed to fight on these lines are also obsolete. At the  same time, the capacity of modern computers, radios, and television to  provide to all military elements simultaneously and in split seconds target data and precise details about one’s own forces and enemy forces  makes the old structural or command divisions not only unnecessary  but barriers to quick action.
With the disappearance of the heavily defended front line, troops can  move at will in all directions, and everywhere will be the rear of the  enemy. Clashes may occur at many different places, and make no clear  distinctions between front or rear, or even, unfortunately, between soldier and civilian.
The reason customary battlefields will vanish is that soldiers no longer  can survive on them. In the past quarter century, but especially in the past  decade, nonnuclear weapons have become so accurate and so powerful  that practically any target anywhere can be hit by standoff weapons.
Single tanks, cannons, and vehicles, and small bodies of troops now  can be found, precisely located, and destroyed by weapons fired from  helicopters, aircraft, gunships, cannons, missile launchers, or even individual soldiers manning handheld weapons.1 Missiles and “smart” bombs  can be guided to specific targets by inerrant radar, laser, infrared,  acoustic, or other homing devices. While “dumb” bombs that fall where  they are dropped still exist, and sometimes miss their targets, as does  fire aimed by soldiers, weapons are far more accurate and battlefields  far more deadly today than they were in World War II or the Korean War. 2
All this was demonstrated by the collapse of the Taliban government  in the second week of November 2001 after only a few weeks of targeted  bombing and strikes by attack aircraft, AC-130 gunships, and other  weapons. 3
Numerous programs are under way to locate enemy forces with even  greater precision and to make combat even more lethal. The Pentagon is  developing highly computerized command centers that can be located  continents away from any war zone. These command centers will collect  data from sensors and surveillance systems such as satellites and   unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), and use the information to strike  enemy targets with bombs and rockets fired by aircraft, missile launchers, and artillery.
Devices to detect the presence of even tiny enemy elements are  already extremely effective, and will become more foolproof in coming  years. Among the most important advances are ground sensors and  UAVs, or aerial drones. Ground sensors can be dropped from planes into  enemy territory. Once on the ground, the sensors sprout antennae and  send back to command centers pictures and infrared images showing  the precise locations of enemy vehicles and soldiers. Aerial drones range  in size and scope from the high altitude Global Hawk, which can fly virtually around the world, taking close-up pictures of enemy installations,  to small tactical “hummingbird” drones only nine inches long, which can  give troops in close-combat situations quick birds’-eye views of the  enemy ahead.
The army is developing a small all-terrain vehicle that can serve as the  personal robot of an individual soldier, following him wherever he goes,  and carrying his weapons, ammunition, explosives, and food.
New strike weapons include the small “hornet” canister that can be  dropped by soldiers or from trucks and can detect and classify enemy  vehicles as they pass, then strike them with armor-piercing projectiles.  The air force is developing a whole family of UAVs that can serve as  attack platforms. In Afghanistan the Predator UAV’s video cameras not  only located and passed on to other aircraft precise information about  enemy forces, but also launched Hellfire missiles at targets itself. The  next generation of UAV strike weapons includes the X-45, a thirty-foot-long unmanned combat aerial vehicle that will carry twelve bombs. At  first the aircraft will ask human controllers for permission to bomb targets. By 2010 the Pentagon expects X-45s to attack independently anything within designated “kill boxes.” 4
Large concentrations of troops and weapons now are targets for  destruction, not marks of power, and they no longer will exist.  Dispersion will be the aim in future conflicts. Troops will operate in  much smaller groupings because they offer much smaller and less lucrative targets. Weapons will be lethal, but lighter. Main battle tanks and   huge cannons are becoming increasingly a liability. Mobility will be  essential, and much movement will be by helicopter, which is faster than  travel on land because it is not bound by roads.5
Military units, to survive, must not only be small, but highly mobile, self-contained, and autonomous. Accordingly, the lessons learned in guerrilla  warfare, which largely operates with separate detachments of a few to a  few hundred men, will have vast significance in determining a new type of  regular military force and developing new types of strategy and tactics.
In 2000, John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt wrote for the Rand  Corporation a study, Swarming and the Future of Conflict, that encapsulates much of the advanced thinking about armies and how they must fight  wars today. Arquilla and Ronfeldt postulated small “pods” or modest-sized  teams that would “swarm” around an enemy target on all sides—either  directly as attacking troops, or by fire delivered from artillery, missile,  attack helicopter, or other aerial “pods” miles away.
In other words, infantry “pods” might assault an enemy position  directly on two or three sides, in close coordination with an artillery or  missile “pod” positioned five or six miles distant, or army Apache attack  helicopter or air force AC-130 gunship “pods” overhead. Artillery   gunners would strike targets pointed out by the infantry, while the aircraft might also hit such targets, or might go after targets they located  themselves.
Several pods would be formed into a “cluster,” the main tactical unit.  Clusters might function alone or with other clusters. In any event, pods  or clusters, using instantaneous modern communication systems, would  strike hard, quick blows, disperse quickly, then recombine for another  strike as necessary. One cluster or as many as needed would be assigned  to complete a mission. All would be tied together in an all-channel communications network, in which everyone was connected to everyone  else. This would allow any unit to collaborate with any other unit, wherever located, and permit coordinated attacks or strikes that in existing  military formations would be impossible.6
Instant communications combined with great mobility and high flexibility are the keys to the success of swarming tactics.7 If carried out   properly, small units in constant communication with one another could  attack an enemy on all sides simultaneously. This has been a largely  unattainable goal for orthodox armies, because of the difficulty in communicating rapidly with intermediate or lower headquarters, and getting  them to make quick changes in mission or direction.
The problem has bedeviled armies for centuries. Just prior to the battle of Waterloo in June 1815, for example, Napoleon sent off Marshal  Emmanuel de Grouchy with a large corps to keep the Prussians from  joining the British. But Grouchy merely followed on the tail of the  Prussians, and Napoleon was unable to communicate with him in time to  interpose Grouchy’s corps between  the Prussians and the British. That is  the principal reason Napoleon lost Waterloo.
The new warfare also will require officers to embrace change and new  ideas, and cease holding on doggedly to preconceived theories and  orthodox solutions. There no longer will be a place for the familiar  “Colonel Blimp,” the rigid, by-the-book officer determined to do things  as they have always been done. One example of the kind of thinking that  must vanish occurred in the early stages of World War II. German commanders discovered their 88-mm antiaircraft gun, designed to shoot  down high-flying enemy aircraft, was, in fact, the best weapon they possessed to penetrate armor. This gun became the great “tank-buster” in  the German army. General Erwin Rommel used it extensively against the  British in the desert war in Libya and Egypt. The British had a nearly  identical antiaircraft gun, a 3.7-inch cannon that had as high a muzzle  velocity as the 88. Their top command, however, refused to use it in an  antitank role. It had been designed as an antiaircraft gun, and that was  what it remained.
Changes in technology and tactics can be difficult for traditional officers to accept, but they open avenues to success for those who can think  creatively. Since super-accurate weapons and high mobility will force military units to disperse widely, the officer who can accomplish missions  without constant supervision and instruction will have high value.  Another factor in the new warfare, instantaneous communications, will  make it possible for numerous autonomous elements to work together   efficiently, even when they are far apart. Thus commanders who can see  their tasks as part of a larger goal or objective and who can cooperate  with other detached elements will be successful. In other words, the new  warfare will place far more emphasis on original thinking, independent  action, and individual responsibility by officers down to the lowest level.
A good example of the new kind of thinking was the extremely effective work of small special forces units in Afghanistan in the fall of 2001.  These outfits, operating on the ground and relying on their own initiative, located Taliban and Al Qaeda targets with the help of friendly  Afghan tribesmen, and directed accurate strikes by bombs and shellfire  from American aircraft overhead.
The face of battle will be transformed. It will be spread over a much  larger surface, will employ weapons that nearly always hit their targets,  and will demand officers and soldiers who are more accountable and  reliable than has ever been required in the past. But the element that  makes for victory—essentially the application of superior force at a crucial point—will continue as before. The commander who can see how to  bring this about under the altered conditions prevailing today will be  successful.
Swarming advocates the dispersal of a wide number of small maneuver units over a battle space, along with the devolution of a great deal of  command and control authority from senior officers to those small units.  This implies, of course, highly responsible and skilled junior officers,  and a profound shift away from the top-heavy headquarters structure of  armies commanded by often-distant senior commanders that has existed  for many years.
Perhaps the most extreme example of overcentralized control and  micromanagement was President Lyndon B. Johnson, who sometimes  personally directed local engagements by battalions and smaller units in  the Vietnam War, while he sat half a world away in the White House.
The idea of pods and clusters may be more comprehensible if the pod  is thought of as a platoon or team of thirty to fifty men and a cluster as a  company of three or four platoons. Each team in a given cluster might  have the same mission, or the teams might have different missions.  Arquilla and Ronfeldt assume that clusters would keep the same teams.   Thus clusters, and not individual teams, would be assembled for a given  mission.
Several clusters might be detailed to destroy, say, a terrorist camp discovered in Somalia. Once the task was completed, the clusters would  move to another mission. In other words, clusters could combine and  recombine in as large or as small numbers as needed, and only as often  and for as long as necessary.
There is no inherent reason why teams from one cluster could not be  joined temporarily with teams in another cluster to accomplish a specific job. Thus clusters could be variable in size, especially as each pod  would be self-sufficient, autonomous, and supplied directly. This is not  done at present. Small units now have to get their food, ammunition,  fuel, and other needs from a logistic system organized around much  larger military organizations.
Arquilla and Ronfeldt recognize that the concept they propose would  require a novel, innovative system of logistics. “For swarming,” they write,  “these goods and services will have to be delivered not to fixed locations,  but to an ever-shifting set of small forces almost constantly on the move.”8
The idea of pods and clusters resembles intellectually the Kampfgruppen,  or mixed battle groups, of guns, armor, infantry, and sometimes engineers that the Germans developed in 1940. A battle group  formed with forces and size needed to carry out a specific mission, and  dissolved when it was completed.  Kampfgruppen were flexible but  effective, and dominated German tactical operations for the remainder  of World War II.
The idea also resembles the battle teams that the Communist guerrillas used against the French and the Americans in Vietnam. Although the  Communists often structured their forces in battalions, regiments, and  divisions, or “field forces,” the soldiers usually fought as members of  small platoon-sized teams, with several teams working together to  attack an enemy base or position.
Under the proposed system, individual teams might have designated  missions or jobs, such as infantry assault, defense against tanks or aircraft, long-range artillery or missile bombardment, or helicopter strikes.  Others might combine missions, in the fashion of light infantry units   today—having the primary task of attacking enemy positions with automatic weapons, grenade launchers, and high explosives, but also armed  with antitank and antiaircraft missiles, mortars, and mine detectors. But  all, whether single-purpose or multipurpose, would be connected in a  cluster so that any could be called upon in time of need to assist any other.
Arquilla and Ronfeldt propose that the teams would largely employ light  fighting vehicles. The army has the fully tracked M-113 armored personnel  carrier (APC) and Bradley fighting vehicle in a number of configurations.  Both can deflect most small-arms fire and light shrapnel. The Bradley’s  armaments include 25-mm cannons, machine guns, Stinger air-defense  missiles, and TOW antitank missiles.9 The army also has fielded a wheeled  “interim armored vehicle” (IAV), which can carry nine soldiers and a crew  of two or a turreted 105-mm gun and its crew.
One school of thought believes primary tactical movement should be  by helicopter, not on the ground. This school, led by army Major  Anthony M. Coroalles, holds that the only way to restore mobility is by  employing helicopters—that is, using air-assault infantry and light  artillery as the maneuver force.10 Throughout history, faster armies have  won because their elements could reach decisive points before the  enemy or, by concentrating an overwhelming force, could evict smaller  enemy forces from these places.
Using choppers to carry and protect them, air-delivered troops can  move at ten times the speed of any land weapon. Helicopter refueling  and maintenance can be provided well to the rear, thus choppers are  logistically less vulnerable than fighting vehicles, which must have these  elements brought up to them. Also, helicopters can fly over the enemy  and overwhelm a force. 11
The mode of transportation will resolve itself into the best vehicle for  the mission. In cases where American forces have to travel long distances  over difficult terrain to strike, the choice will be helicopters or the new   V-22 Osprey, a tilt-engine transport hybrid between a helicopter and a  fixed-wing airplane.12 In cases where distances are small and roads plentiful, ground vehicles may be as good or better. And ground and helicopter forces will doubtless work in conjunction in many circumstances.13
Swarming, or attacking on all sides, was probably the normal way of   fighting by hunter-gatherer tribes in the Stone Age, since it is essentially  an ambush. But it has been difficult to bring it about in conventional warfare—because of the rigid structure of military organizations14 and the  inadequacy, until very recent times, of communications on the battlefield.
The model formula for orthodox war is called the convergent assault;  this is normally a two-direction attack, whereas swarming is an omnidirectional attack. In the convergent assault, the commander divides his  force into two or more segments. Ideally, one segment attacks the target  from one direction, while another segment attacks the same target from  a different direction. Sometimes a part of the force “fixes” the enemy in  place or distracts him while the other part maneuvers to gain surprise  and break up the defense.
The convergent assault is mentioned in the Bible (2 Samuel 5:22–25),  and was used by Alexander the Great and Hannibal. It has been the  canonical solution for a long time. In part this has been because it could  be used by small detachments and large armies alike, and could succeed  against familiar as well as unexpected obstacles.
For example, it finally broke the tactical impasse along the western  front in World War I caused by the immense power of the machine gun,  heavy field fortifications, and accurate, fast-firing artillery. These  weapons virtually stopped movement in the first year of the war. In 1915,  however, a German captain, Willy Martin Rohr, developed “infiltration” or  “storm troop” tactics. One small group of soldiers held down an enemy  trench position or strong point with heavy directed fire by automatic  weapons, mortars, and sometimes cannons, while one or more well-trained teams of eight to twelve “storm troopers,” working in conjunction, infiltrated the trench line or sneaked up on the strong point, and  “rolled it up” with grenades, small-arms fire, and sometimes flamethrowers. This fire-and-maneuver system overcame enemy guns and fortifications, returned movement to the battlefield, and became the fundamental  method of tactical engagements for the rest of the century.15
Swarming is a variation on fire-and-maneuver, but is an advance over  it, made possible by flexible military units and instant communications.  High speed and mobility, though assets, are not essential to the theory.
Swarming has profound implications for use against terrorist groups   and training sites in countries harboring them, and against hostile formal  military forces in those countries. Clusters could encircle and destroy a  camp or a force discovered in remote or isolated areas, or close in on a  compound within a city and eliminate it, with far more facility than conventional forces. Targets of these types are likely to be fleeting, and will  require prompt and decisive action. In October 2001, for example, an  unmanned aerial vehicle spotted a terrorist group, possibly including  Osama bin Laden, traveling on a road in Afghanistan, but American forces  did not have time to launch a strike before it vanished. Pods or teams could  move much faster because they would not have to wait for higher command to design a full-fledged operation or go through several headquarters  to get clearance. Clusters and pods, with command authority already delegated to them, could respond at once to opportunities as they appeared.
Swarming has less significance for actions against clandestine cells  within democratic countries. These cells are far too small to have capability for defense, must strike by surprise, and possess little hope of surviving except by chance. Terrorist blows within democratic states will  almost always be suicide missions, or underhanded sneak ventures like  the anthrax-laden letters sent through the U.S. mails in autumn 2001.  Since such strikes can rarely be predicted in advance, action against  them must primarily be  preventive. This means essentially detective  work by police and intelligence services to root out the cells and the terrorists before they can strike.
Lessons from the Past
Some armies in the past worked out routines that incorporated swarming and could be performed without direct control or coordination by a  commander. But this approach required highly trained soldiers who  could be depended upon to follow prior instructions precisely.
Numerous tribes of the steppes of inner Eurasia developed such internal discipline and were highly successful. They were mounted archers  and had in their horses the sort of speed and flexibility that Arquilla and  Ronfeldt envision in mobile teams.
The horsemen surrounded an enemy force, not coming to grips with  it, but firing arrows into the massed bodies of infantry or cavalry. The  horsemen used the compound bow, consisting of a layer of sinew on the  back and a layer of horn on the inner surface or belly, with a frame of  wood in the middle. The bow could exert a pull of well over a hundred  pounds, although it was short enough to be wielded easily by a man on  horseback. Arrows could kill at 300 yards and, equipped with sharp  metal points, could penetrate the thickest armor.
The horse archers could materialize before an enemy force, unleash a  storm of arrows, attack to the front, sides, and rear, and disappear, without ever coming into collision with infantry swords or spears or even, in  many cases, with cavalry armed with javelins or spears. A favorite technique was the feint. Combining the speed of the horse with a refined system of control and timing, horsemen rushed forward in a furious charge,  then, pretending the onslaught had failed, withdrew, seemingly in panic  and sometimes over the horizon. Only the most controlled troops could  withstand the urge to rush after the supposedly fleeing horsemen, and,  in the process, go beyond their supports, lose their tight battle order, and  allow units or individuals to become separated. Then the horse archers  suddenly regrouped, turned on the advancing enemy, and destroyed the  disorganized soldiers one unit or soldier at a time.
During the Battle of Britain in 1940, the British Royal Air Force used  swarming tactics to defeat heavy German Luftwaffe bomber assaults  against England. British radar, developed prior to the war, could track  German bombers from the moment they took off from bases in western  Europe. This allowed RAF fighters to mass in advance, and attack each  bomber flight from all sides when it came within a target box or sector.  It was this combination of radar and omnidirectional fighter strikes that  caused staggering losses to the Luftwaffe and preserved Britain from  invasion.16
Chinese forces used another variant of swarming when they intervened in the Korean War in late 1950. The Chinese had no air power and  were armed only with rifles, machine guns, hand grenades, and mortars.  Against the much more heavily armed Americans, they adapted a technique they had used against the Nationalists in the Chinese civil war of   1946–1949. The Chinese generally attacked at night and tried to close in  on a small troop position—generally a platoon—and then attacked it  with local superiority in numbers. The usual method was to infiltrate  small units, from a platoon of fifty men to a company of 200, split into  separate detachments. While one team cut off the escape route of the  Americans, others struck both the front and the flanks in concerted  assaults. The attacks continued on all sides until the defenders were  destroyed or forced to withdraw. The Chinese then crept forward to the  open flank of the next platoon position, and repeated the tactics.17
These examples demonstrate that the idea of swarming and a new,  smaller unit structure for military forces embody techniques and principles that reach back to the earliest days of warfare. In the chapters that  follow, we will examine these principles, showing how they succeeded  in previous wars and how they may be employed in the future.

2
Striking at Enemy Weakness
THE RULE OF war that is most directly relevant to the current war  on terrorism is the maxim to exploit an enemy’s weakness, while  nullifying his strength. International terrorism is based on this rule, as is  guerrilla warfare. Though they share this same principle, international  terrorism differs from guerrilla war in a deep-seated way, and the difference will be the key to the war against terrorism. International terrorism  has one great strength: it makes sneak attacks on unsuspecting people,  and thus is difficult to prevent. But it also has one profound weakness: it  operates as clandestine cells in an alien environment, and thus can be  isolated.
Though international terrorism copies the strategy and tactics of guerrilla warfare, it differs fundamentally in that international terrorism is  fought in the enemy’s land. True guerrilla warfare is fought in one’s own  land. Terrorism accordingly is offensive, aimed at forcing a distant enemy  to accept terrorist dictates. Guerrilla conflict is primarily defensive,  aimed at neutralizing a foreign invader or weakening a domestic enemy.
International terrorism is a new type of war, therefore, not because it  targets helpless citizens, but because it seeks to achieve political goals  across a distance. Transferring a conflict from the Middle East to the  people of the United States is unique, and distinguishes it from other  wars. The principal aim of the terrorists is not to destroy the United   States, but to transform the Middle East, to drive the West out of it, and  to overturn the liberal or secular Moslem governments there.
In waging this war, international terrorism mimics guerrilla methods  because these are the easiest for small covert cells to use. The nature of  guerrilla war is to avoid an enemy’s strength by refusing to fight pitched  battles, and guerrilla war achieves its power by striking vulnerable targets that are ill-defended or not defended at all. International terrorism  does the same.
But the projection of irregular-type warfare over a great distance—  that is, from its source in the Middle East to the United States—has  resulted in the counterprojection of something quite akin to irregular  war by the United States and Britain, also over a great distance—back to  the Middle East. This demonstrates the far-reaching, radical, unprecedented nature of the new form of war. It also points to the ultimate irrationality of the terrorist campaign, since it seeks an intrinsically  unattainable goal—to alter the political behavior of a foreign land by  skulking attacks on its citizens.1
The main driving force of international terrorism is anger for wrongs  its leaders feel other countries have perpetrated on their people. The category of international terrorist forces includes not only the Al Qaeda  group associated with Osama bin Laden, but also the Irish Republican  Army (IRA), which has attacked targets in England, and the suicide  bombers of Palestine associated with Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and Yasir  Arafat’s Palestinian Authority, who have been attacking civilians and soldiers in Israel. All three are essentially engaged with killing foreigners.  The Palestinian suicide bombers argue that the land of Israel belongs to  them, but in fact they are operating in a territory peopled by Israelis.
The major focus of the struggle against international terrorism is on  the Al Qaeda network, because of the strikes of September 11. But it’s  important to understand that Al Qaeda is an example of a type, and has  antecedents that go far back in time. The Middle East was the scene of  one of the worst terrorist movements ever, the Assassins (Nizari  Ismailis), a politico-religious Islamic movement that started in 1094 in a  dispute over who would be caliph (religious governor and successor to   Mohammed). The movement of the Assassins evolved into a war of murder waged by Iranian terrorists against Iraqis and Syrians.
Al Qaeda complains that Middle Eastern people have suffered at the  hands of the West for centuries, and directs its greatest animus against  the United States, not only because it is the major Western power, but  also because the United States has been so active in Middle Eastern  affairs, most notably supporting Israel and moderate states in the Middle  East, and leading a coalition against Iraq in the Persian Gulf War of 1991.  But Al Qaeda also opposes the liberal or secular Moslem states of the  region that have cooperated with the West and that seek to bring the  Middle East into the world economy and the community of nations.
In trying to evict the West from the Middle East, Al Qaeda activists see  Islam, the main religion of the region, as their vehicle. They, along with  some other Moslems, maintain that the aim of Islam is to wipe out other  religious beliefs and to create states based on Islamic law. Accordingly  the terrorists wish to turn Islam into a militant, aggressive, despotic  movement that attacks not only the West but also moderate Moslem  states. On the other hand, a large number of Moslems hold that Islam  does not teach such a radical, exclusionary doctrine, and that its overriding message is peace.
The terrorists’ goals are foolishly ambitious. To reconstruct Islam in  their dictatorial image is an enormous, probably impossible task. A program to force the United States and other Western nations out of the  Middle East by random acts of terror is even more illogical because the  capacity of the West to resist and to inflict retribution is immensely  greater than the terrorists’ capacity to inflict damage.
This is all the more the case because the terrorists have deliberately  narrowed their support base in their home region to radical or extremist  fringe groups, such as the Taliban of Afghanistan. As Middle East  observer Judith Miller states, these groups are increasingly fragmented  and diverse, and represent no unified force.2 In this fact lies the great vulnerability and the key difference between them and a true guerrilla war.
Al Qaeda, the IRA, and Palestinian suicide bombers are not fundamentally strong. But their disciples are dedicated and resilient, and have   adopted a rule of war—avoiding strength and striking at weakness—  that is difficult to defeat. Guerrilla methods, however, while practically  invincible when employed properly within one’s own country, have  tremendous weaknesses when used as the terrorists are using them, in a  foreign land. International terrorism will be hard to root out; in democratic states where people can move freely, it may be impossible to prevent terrorist attacks entirely.3 But terrorism does not possess the  inherent capacity for victory that true guerrilla warfare possesses.
The aim of international terrorists is to create fear in the hope that  this fear will cause their enemy to yield to certain demands or relinquish  control over territory, or, as the terrorists see things, over their way of  life. This is a delusion. Attacks on defenseless people are seen everywhere as cowardly, and arouse anger, not fear.4 That anger mobilizes  populations against them, as we have seen in the wake of the September  11 attacks.
Those attacks focused law enforcement as never before on finding  terrorists, and both the police and the FBI have vast resources to bring  to bear. Domestic hiding places have never been entirely secure because  terrorists are not part of the community. Now they are more likely to  arouse suspicion or at least curiosity. Ordinary observant citizens are  more inclined to provide leads that police can pursue, while efforts at  ferreting out cells by paid informants or tipsters have mushroomed. The  hunt for terrorists within targeted countries will be largely carried out  as a police mission, along the lines of rounding up fugitives or suspects.  The scale is increased, but the methods are part of orthodox police  work, and a great deal of progress can be made in this way.
Precisely because of their vulnerability abroad, however, terrorists  must center their ultimate leadership in countries or regions that offer  support and protection to them. That is why terrorism must be pursued to  its sources, the headquarters where leaders plan and organize strikes,  wherever they are located. Through close surveillance and good intelligence work, as well as international cooperation, these supposedly safe  harbors can be found and the cells rooted out. In the future, no state will  openly endorse terrorism, because it would thereby invite military, economic, and diplomatic retaliation of the fiercest kind. Terrorism will enjoy  only covert support at best. And this hidden assistance will come solely  from radical states or dictators outside the norms of civilized behavior. As  such, these terrorist sympathizers can be isolated and dealt with.
Methods to destroy terrorism, aside from pressure on host countries,  will include hunting down and eliminating furtive cells within democratic countries by police and intelligence services; cutting off the  money supply of the movements through international financial channels; spying on suspected groups; targeting leaders for assassination or  capture; and striking located hard targets, bases, or training sites by military special forces units or by standoff weapons such as cruise missiles  and aircraft.5
Might terrorists be able to establish bases of cover within democratic  countries? Since the Vietnam War, specialists in think tanks have conjectured how small American forces might function in hostile territory, a  mission somewhat parallel in its requirements to those of terrorist cells in  democratic countries. The theory was that the Americans would remain  hidden in out-of-the-way places, be supplied clandestinely by air, provide  intelligence for the Pentagon, and make quick strikes at isolated enemy  positions or installations. These proposals always have had an aura of  fantasy, however, because experience has shown they won’t work.
During the late stages of World War II, small Allied teams, mostly  British and American (the “Jedburghs”), joined the French resistance or  Maquis in occupied France, helping them carry out strikes against the  Germans and providing intelligence for the Allied invasion in June 1944.  Those teams, however, depended upon the protection of the French  underground. The few teams unable to reach local help were destroyed  by the Germans or had to evacuate quickly.
The closest Americans have come to a force that remotely resembles  the structure of terrorist cells was Detachment 101 of the Office of  Strategic Services (OSS), the predecessor of the Central Intelligence  Agency. This unit dropped into Japanese-occupied northern Burma in  mid-1943. It recruited Kachin tribesmen to form an intelligence and  irregular force, and operated for a number of months behind enemy   lines. Detachment 101 was somewhat successful, but it was not a true  guerrilla force operating in enemy territory, because it survived only  with the support and protection of the Kachins, who lived in mountainous areas where the Japanese seldom ventured.
Could something resembling the Kachins provide a hiding place in  democratic countries for terrorists? In other words, could Middle  Eastern terrorists disappear into a community largely made up of  Moslems? Not likely. For, unlike the Kachins, such a community is not  isolated geographically, and few of its members support the murderous  aims of terrorists. The probability of discovery in a Moslem neighborhood would be in reality no lower than elsewhere.
Accordingly, international terrorists will never have domestic support. They always will be regarded as predatory monsters who should be  destroyed, not harbored. Terrorist cells in democratic countries must be  clandestine in the strictest sense, limited to a few trusted accomplices,  and hidden from the rest of society. Such cells have great vulnerability,  because any activity that draws the slightest attention will be regarded  by observers as suspicious, and will invite police investigation.
While the use of the strike-at-weakness rule by terrorists is, therefore,  ultimately irrational and will have counterproductive effects, its employment by true guerrilla forces can be extremely effective. Successful guerrillas enjoy the support of natives in their own countries. It is this that  gives them strength. The concept was expressed best by Mao Zedong  (1893–1976), who focused the world’s attention on the movement.  Guerrillas, he said, are fishes who swim in the sea of the people.6 They are  able to disappear into the population when not engaged in hostilities, and  thus cannot be singled out and destroyed. This is an extremely powerful  asset, and explains why their type of warfare is successful only at home.
Mao Zedong Creates a Doctrine
In order to see the devastating potential of the rule to strike at the  enemy’s weakness while nullifying his strength, we can find no better   example than that of the guerrilla war waged by Mao Zedong. Guerrilla  war is an alternate form of conflict that has run alongside conventional  war from the earliest days of organized armies 4,500 or more years ago.  In fact, it is the original, most primitive form of war.
The lives of prehistoric people may not have been wholly “solitary,  poor, nasty, brutish and short,” as the seventeenth-century English  philosopher Thomas Hobbes maintained, but they definitely involved  guerrilla-like war. Excavations of Paleolithic cemeteries in Europe and  Egypt give ample proof of methodical killings of men, women, and children. And there is solid evidence that raids, ambushes, and surprise  attacks on settlements constituted a major component of tribal warfare.7
Irregular or guerrilla war is, in fact, the most successful form of conflict, but for most of recorded history it received little notice. The great  campaigns and battles of conventional armies from ancient Sumerian  and Egyptian times onward were so dramatic and decisive in determining the rise and fall of states and empires that they inspired the majority  of literature, history, and art. The obscure, mostly anonymous, and  largely unrecorded clashes that settled the fates of tribes and peoples  elsewhere on earth seemed insignificant by comparison. Even when a  famous commander came to grief against tribes that refused to fight  orthodox battles—as happened to Alexander the Great in central Asia in  329 B.C.8—historians and military men tended to explain the defeat away  as an accident or chance event.
Despite countless examples through the centuries of decisive victories following a policy of avoiding battle, the concept did not affect  mainstream thinking about war or its practice until the last half of the  twentieth century. And it got attention then only because orthodox generals using the most modern conventional weapons lost wars to irregular warriors who refused to fight standard battles. The scene of their  exposure to a new way of thinking was Vietnam from 1945 to 1975.
But it was Mao Zedong who produced the intellectual basis, theory,  and procedures for successful modern guerrilla war. Mao developed his  ideas during the two-decade struggle that ended in 1949 for control of  China between the Communists and the Nationalists.9 The Communist   leader Vo Nyugen Giap used Mao’s teachings to develop the tactics and  strategy that defeated first the French and then the Americans in  Vietnam.
Mao was quick to acknowledge, however, that the Chinese strategist  Sun Tzu, in his Art of War, written about 400 B.C., gave him practically all  the ideas he incorporated into his theory. Sun Tzu’s axioms or admonitions make no distinction between orthodox and irregular war; they  apply to any form of conflict, and thus demonstrate that all kinds of war  follow the same principles.
The primary aim of Mao’s system was to direct small but frequent violent attacks against enemy towns, bases, depots, and lines of communication. Attacks occurred in many different places and at unexpected  times. The goal was to force the enemy to disperse his forces widely and  in small detachments to protect vital points. Even guarded, these positions remained vulnerable, because the enemy could not predict which  position Mao’s forces would attack. The purpose was to confuse the  enemy, make him uneasy and insecure, and therefore demoralize him.10  This was a process of nullifying the enemy’s strength.
Although Mao developed bases for his forces in out-of-the-way places,  notably a small rural soviet in the Wuyi Mountains of southeastern China  around the city of Ruijin in 1928–1934, he ruled that all such refuges had  to be abandoned if the enemy surrounded them and forced the guerrillas  into a defensive battle that they must win or die. “The tactics of defense  have no place in the realm of guerrilla warfare,” he wrote. 11
Since a country or movement engaged in guerrilla warfare abandons  the concept of a formal military line of resistance, the enemy can move  throughout the country’s entire territory. Consequently, everywhere is   in the rear of the enemy. That is why guerrillas, without a defended  region of their own, must depend upon the people for food, support,  refuge, and spying on the enemy’s movements. To gain the backing of   the peasants, who made up 80 percent of the Chinese population, Mao  seized the fields of rich gentry landlords, divided them among peasant  families, and reduced high taxes and high interest on loans, which had  kept peasants in poverty for centuries.
Mao also insisted that guerrillas cannot defend specific places. Their  strength lies at the other extreme. They can strike fast and hard with  small forces against vulnerable enemy targets, and then get away. In contrast, conventional armies are locked into defense of their lines of communication and supply, bases, airfields, ports, garrisons, outposts, and  occupied cities. If an orthodox army’s supply line is cut, its means of  subsistence are lost. The traditional army will go to any lengths to protect its supplies and depots. This forces armies to disperse, and gives  guerrillas innumerable targets at which they can strike. It is not necessary to actually destroy those targets; merely the threat of attack keeps  the enemy army divided and largely inactive.
Guerrillas thus have the initiative. They can select when, where, and  how to attack. The side that holds the initiative has liberty of action, and  can dictate events. The supporting population provides eyes and ears to  tell guerrillas where enemy forces are located. With superior information,  guerrillas can engage under conditions of their own choosing. In attacks  they seek maximum surprise and overwhelming superiority in numbers.  They decoy the enemy to believe they are going to hit a point in one direction, but actually strike a target in a different direction. They use  ambushes or approach covertly in darkness. Attacks are sudden, sharp,  vicious, and of short duration, and the forces get away to safety fast.
Vietnam: Successful Irregular War
In Giap (born 1912), the Vietnamese Communists possessed a great general, who applied the teachings of Mao to free Vietnam from French  colonial rule, then to break American support of the reactionary government of South Vietnam in Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City). Giap summarized his operations by repeating the classic definition of guerrilla  warfare: avoiding the enemy where he was strong, and attacking him  where he was weak.
Giap urged his men to exhaust the enemy by small victories. The main  objective was to destroy enemy manpower. To achieve this, he stressed   the tactical principles of “initiative, flexibility, rapidity, surprise, suddenness of attack and retreat.”12
In order to carry this plan out, Giap trained his soldiers to concentrate  quickly, take battle positions at once, and depart fast to avoid being spotted and attacked. The usual pattern was to arouse enemy suspicions at  one or more false attack points, and then to strike at a wholly unexpected place. In battles against the French especially, the Communists  leaked misleading information to double agents, and marched forces  toward a pretended target, but then moved stealthily at night in the real  direction of attack, avoiding villages and inhabited areas to reduce  chances of being detected.
The Communists generally approached a French position by infiltration at night. The soldiers usually moved individually and at wide intervals. This technique concealed them from air attack, and normally from  ground detection. It also unnerved French forces. The Communists were  so stealthy that they sometimes infiltrated right through an enemy position, and were able to attack it on two or more sides.
The actual onslaught normally opened with a small engineer, or sapper, force that crept to a critical point and blew a breach with dynamite,  sometimes tied on the end of a bamboo pole inserted into wire entanglements. Behind were assault infantry units, which rushed in and tried  to overwhelm the French post. In reserve was another force with the  mission of covering the shock troops with fire, assisting them in the  attack if successful, or protecting their retreat if repulsed.
The French relied on roads to move troops and deliver food, ammunition, and other supplies. The Communists therefore possessed ready-made opportunities for ambush. They often generated ambushes by  besieging a French outpost, making no serious effort to capture it, but  inducing the French to send a rescue expedition from the nearest base.  They then set up a blocking position, and attacked the relief column as  it came by. The French were never able to prevent such ambushes, and  feared them till the end of the war.
Throughout the war, the Communists gained strength from the people, who regularly hid them, and the Communists, in turn, promised to  give the peasants land and reduce their taxes and interest on loans, as   well as to end forced labor. The Communists also assassinated leaders  who opposed them. On the whole the populace supported the  Communists because they were attempting to drive out the imperial  French and achieve Vietnamese independence.
The French abandoned Indochina (Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia) in May  1954 at the Geneva conference after suffering the staggering loss of  13,000 troops at Dien Bien Phu in northwestern Vietnam, an isolated  base that the Communists surrounded and forced to surrender.
The Western powers and the Communist bloc agreed at Geneva to  divide Vietnam “temporarily” along the seventeenth parallel, the  Communists controlling the north, and a reactionary government under  a Roman Catholic bachelor, Ngo Dinh Diem, ruling the south. The stated  aim was to hold an all-Vietnam election in two years to reunite the country. But Diem knew he would lose any free election and refused to hold  it, instead purging all the Communists he could find and suppressing the  Buddhists, the majority faith in the country. These moves set off a new  revolt in the south. With the Communists about to take over, the United  States encouraged a coup by South Vietnamese generals in November  1963. The result was the assassination of Diem and the first of a series of  military regimes, which represented no popular forces, and depended  entirely on American support.
President Lyndon B. Johnson decided to assume conduct of the war  early in 1965. But American doctrine was focused on fighting a “mid-intensity” (nonnuclear) war against the Soviet Union. This type of conflict  emphasized heavy weapons, direct confrontation of the enemy, set-piece  battles, high expenditures of ammunition, bombs, and missiles, and occupation of enemy territory. American military commanders wanted to carry  out search-and-destroy missions in Vietnam, and maintained the belief,  articulated by Lieutenant General Lionel C. McGarr, chief of the U.S.  Army’s advisory group in Vietnam (1960–62), that the objective was to  “find, fix, fight, and finish the enemy.” 13 American commanders never overcame the conviction that “finishing” the enemy in battle was their goal.14
U.S. military leaders found it difficult to understand the “low-intensity  conflict” being waged by the Communists, which depended upon lightly  armed infantry and firepower restraint, and was unconcerned with holding ground. American military leadership was never able to resolve this  contradiction, trying to the last to fight a conventional war against the  Vietcong, or VC (Vietnamese Communists). But such a war was always  elusive, because the Vietcong usually refused to meet American forces in  pitched battles.
Even in the cases when they did engage U.S. forces, they withdrew  after inflicting casualties. This was Giap’s primary aim. The Communist  leaders were prepared to lose ten Vietnamese soldiers to one American.  They were convinced the American people would not sustain even that  ratio of losses indefinitely, and would demand withdrawal from the war.
The American search-and-destroy tactical system was immensely  counterproductive. The basic plan was to make contact with the enemy,  then withdraw, so that bombers, attack helicopters, and artillery could  blast the enemy. As one American general described the procedure, “You  don’t fight this fellow rifle to rifle. You locate him and
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