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A Note From The Editor
Dear IJ Subscribers,
Welcome to Issue No. 4 of Infinity Journal (IJ).
In some of the strategic discussions surrounding the recent events in Libya, this editor has to admit that he has had to relearn a
few hard facts about strategy.“Doing strategy” is not the same as “doing good strategy.” Doing bad strategy or just lucky and ‘not
too bad’ strategy, all still qualify as strategy.
Using military force to remove a dictator is not hard when the dictator is unloved by his people and possesses numerous but
poorly equipped armed forces, which are unable to fight or operate effectively. The rebel forces, almost entirely enabled by NATO
air power ensured that the dictator was removed and at no cost to NATO as concerns NATO casualties. It may well be that the
policy of removing Gaddafi was not worth the life of a single NATO soldier in the eyes of the civilian populations of NATO countries.
As concerns air operations, or any military means, nothing new was learnt. By any standards, this was well-trodden ground, even
given the necessary restrictions on force. In fact “could do better,” may well be the case, but credit should be given where credit
is due.
As to strategy, “anyone but Gaddafi” is a policy. It’s not a very good policy but it was the only one at hand at the time, when the
opportunity arose. Instruments of power, underpinned by military force, actually removed Gaddafi for very little cost. How is this
not good?
Well it is good… potentially. The “Allies” may have gained something for the cost of almost nothing. That “something” would be
a pro-western Libyan government that would support US and NATO policy in the Middle East, and provide economic and trade
benefits to those countries that assisted in the overthrow of the dictator. This is no different from the logical requirement to install
pro-western governments in Iraq and Afghanistan. The “almost nothing” is not the same as nothing not all, as there is the not-soinsubstantial amount of dollars spent on conducting air-operations; but to date, no NATO blood was spilt.
In terms of a “gamble” it looks like a possibly good outcome, for probably no actual cost in terms of casualties. The point to
ponder is that winning — as in removing Gaddafi — was never in doubt. It was just a matter of cost, and for almost no cost, we
might ask if we really care about the outcome. Any outcome may be “good enough.” If we got something for free, do we care
what it is?

William F. Owen
Editor, Infinity Journal
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Letter To The Editor
Dear IJ Editor,
I applaud your initiative in publishing Infinity Journal. I am impressed by the content and I
have recommended it to colleagues.
But one plea and that is for simplicity and clarity.
When I joined the Royal Air Force (RAF) decades ago, I was taught that strategy was a plan
for the longer-term future.
Tactics was how the strategic plan was to be implemented in the short-term.
The misunderstanding and misuse of these terms by politicians and the marketing community,
in particular, (often substituting ‘strategy’ to mean immediate action) causes confusion.
I’m sure you and your contributors will not add to that confusion.
Good luck for the future.

Yours,
Glenmore Trenear-Harvey
Intelligence Analyst
United Kingdom

§
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Another Bloody Century?
Colin S. Gray
University of Reading
United Kingdom

Professor Colin S. Gray is a strategist, author and professor
of international relations and strategic studies at the
University of Reading, where he is also the Director of the
Centre for Strategic Studies. Professor Gray served five years
in the Reagan Administration on the President’s General
Advisory Committee on Arms Control and Disarmament,
including studies of nuclear strategy, maritime strategy,
space strategy, and Special Forces. He has written 24
books. His most recently published book is The Strategy
Bridge: Theory for Practice (2010).

Introduction: Time Marches On
It can be a humbling experience, even revelation, to read
over work you have written some years ago! Very recently,
I have had students tell me what they believe I believe to
be true about nuclear strategy and war, quoting my own
words from 1979 back at me today. It is very difficult, I can
assure you, to write and lecture about contemporary issues
over a forty- year professional timespan, and be confident
that every golden sentence you craft will look equally golden
forever (which means perhaps only 4 or 5 years).
Recently I rewrote (really self-edited) a textbook on strategic
history, War, Peace, and International Relations, the first edition
of which came out only in 2007. Unsurprisingly, I discovered
that while I could gallop from the 1770s to 2001 with little
need to rewrite myself – except for adding desirable sections
on the American Civil War; and Fighter Command and the
Battle of Britain – my chapters on the 2000s and on ‘irregular
warfare’ brought me to an emergency stop. The reason, of
course, is because there was no historical perspective on the
2000s; in fact half of them had yet to happen when I first
wrote the book in 2006. Even now in 2011 we are in the realm
of journalism and not history on the 2000s. Because we need
to assess behaviour in terms of its consequences, obviously
that is hard to do on the later (perhaps even the earlier)
2000s, because it is far too soon for us to see consequences
we can register with confidence.

I am not suggesting that time is the magical elixir that reveals
all. Why not? Because we cannot help but try to interpret
past events, including very distant past events, in terms
that make some sense to us today. This is true even when
we spot behaviour that obviously is non-contemporary. Our
take on that alien activity is ours, modern to us. When we
find historical analogies, as we need to do and we do all
the time, our choices of analogies and our interpretation of
them is emphatically ours. We cannot recover the mentalités
of historical figures with high confidence that we understand
their motivations. Part of the difficulty lies in what one can call
the unspoken and unwritten assumptions. By these I mean
the beliefs that are so widely shared, are held so deeply, and
are so non-controversial in a community, that people do not
need to make them explicit.

When we find historical analogies
our choices of analogies and our
interpretation of them is
emphatically ours.
For example, if we all agree, explicitly and implicitly, that God
exists, that he has a human representative on Earth, and
that that person and his (or her) institutionalised church can
intercede for us with God, we are only going to debate details
of theology, even if we fight about the details. For another
example: if your culture tells you that people of a particular
colour or religion or ethnicity are not really human beings of
the same species as us, whoever us may be, it will be hard
for historians and strategists today to recover properly those
distant attitudes that informed action then.
Strategy - Now and Then?
I am going to suggest that in order to look forward we can
only look back, because all too obviously the future is a tourist
or combat destination that we can never reach. In the same
way that as a professor I grow older and older, my students,
annoyingly, remain 19 years old. But, just because the future
is always unreachable, it does not follow that we have to be
ignorant of its nature. I want to make a twin-headed argument
as a proposition for your consideration that is simultaneously
conservative with a small ‘c’, yet is fully accepting of the
probability of radical change. When working for government,
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both in Britain and the US, most recently when advising on
the Green Paper and then the White Paper phases of our
somewhat unlovable British Strategic Defence and Security
Review, I objected repeatedly to the popular phrase and
concept of the ‘foreseeable future’. By and large, the concept
is misused by officials who have not thought deeply enough
about its possible meaning. But, there is an important sense
in which the concept of a foreseeable future makes a great
deal of sense.

we can know little, if anything, about
the contingencies that will drive
future strategic history
So, my twin-headed argument is the following: On the one
hand, we can know little, if anything, about the contingencies
that will drive future strategic history. As Prime Minister Harold
Macmillan, who was then a wise old bird, once observed,
‘events, dear boy, events’, are what moves history on, or
sideways, or apparently backwards (cyclically). But, on the
other hand, I maintain that at the level of possibilities we know
everything that we need to know about the future. How can
that be? The answer is because we have variable access to
a human strategic past extending back approximately 2,500
years. In variably good measure, we know who did what, even
if we cannot often be certain why they did it. Though even
in that regard, I will argue that the basic strategic function
that is most simply accurately expressed in shorthand form
as ‘ends, ways, and means’, explains most of what needs
explaining.
Of course times change, but not everything changes. And,
dare I say it – by far the more important things that bear
upon human conflict seem not to change at all. So that
there can be no misunderstanding of my argument, let me
be absolutely clear in my statements (as politicians like to
assert, though in their case reliably only for the purpose of
deception). I am claiming that the twenty-first century will be
just ‘another bloody century’ because there are no reasons
that have weight that suggest why the century will have
any other nature. To be blunt about it, why might this one,
uniquely in all of history, not be a bloody century? I put it to
you that when we have had at least 25 bloody centuries,
uninterruptedly so, in our somewhat recoverable past, it is
highly implausible to suggest that this 26th century is going
to be different.

I am claiming that the twenty-first
century will be just ‘another
bloody century’
Unfortunately, perhaps, this century is going to be different
from all past centuries in vital detail. To know the 5th century
BC, or the 6th and 20th centuries AD is to know, I suggest
that it is to know for certain, what the 21st century will be like.
But, it is not to know what will happen in this new century.
Let me challenge your imagination for a moment. Instead of
being in 2011, try to imagine that you are in Staff College or
university in 1911. You are required to write an appreciation
of ‘the twentieth century that is to come’ – the foreseeable
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or anticipatable future, 1911-1999. I wonder how well you
would have done? In point of obvious fact, I cannot really
challenge you to put yourselves back in Camberley or
Carlisle a hundred years ago, because you cannot expunge
from your minds your knowledge of then future events. This
is one of the inescapable curses from which historians must
suffer. To illustrate with a question: is it possible to write fairly
about the politicians of the 1920s and 1930s, given that we
cannot help knowing that a very great war was to conclude
their sundry efforts in 1939 (or 1937, or 1941?)?
Britain’s most distinguished living military historian, Sir Michael
Howard, has made a particularly potent thought-provoking
claim that is supremely relevant to my thesis. Sir Michael
has argued that wars — all the wars in history — have more
in common with each other than they do with any other
human behaviour. In addition, to lend strength to that claim,
Sir Michael insists that our contemporary wars have more in
common with ancient, medieval, and early-modern wars,
than they do with behaviours other than war today. This
argument for eternality and universality is indeed imperial.

all the wars in history have more in
common with each other than they
do with any other human behaviour
I would like to offer a little personal testimony on my subject
here under discussion. My doctoral dissertation was on The
Defence Policy of the Eisenhower Administrations, 1953-1961,
and for the better part of 20 years, from the 1970s through
the early 1990s, most of my professional focus was on nuclear
matters, which I worked on in the United States. I worked for
the US Air Force and with defence industry for more than 10
years on ICBMs in particular. I went through every one of the
dirty-30 MX ICBM basing modes, small ICBM options, then the
Strategic Defense Initiative, every missile defence argument,
ASAT argument, nuclear war planning issues; and most of
the arms control topics from SALT through START, and the
rest. And, more recently, in the late 1990s I worked on the
SDR, and a decade-plus later, on the SDSR. The reason I cite
these professional biographical facts is because I want to be
able to claim plausibly that my focus has always been on
today and tomorrow. The core of my interests has never been
historical or antiquarian. And yet, by far the most extensively
used books in my library are, and have always been, Suntzu’s Art of War (probably written in the 490s BC), Thucydides’
Peloponnesian War (written in about 400 BC), and Carl von
Clausewitz’s On War (written in the 1820s, and published
unfinished in 1832). How is it possible for someone focused
on contemporary and future defence issues to find those
three books so useful?
The answer lies in Michael Howard’s claim that I just cited.
The three authors, writing millennia apart and in exceedingly
different contexts of politics, culture, technology, geography
and so forth, were all writing about the same subject. It didn’t
really matter whether their human agents were assumed
to drive chariots, thrust with spears, or fire smooth-bore
muskets with the essential aid of black gunpowder. At the
level of general theory about the nature of their subject, the
subject was and is just one subject, eternal and universal.
Of course, this thought is more than a little depressing if you
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subscribe to some variant of what used to be known as the
Whig Interpretation of History. If you see our human past, duly
reconstructed as history by historians, as a steady or unsteady
march through and towards an ever improving future, then
it is a little shocking to hear someone claim that although
many things change, they don’t improve in a significant
sense morally. In other shocking words, human progress with
respect to the truly big things, is a conceit, an illusion. It is the
realm of politicians’ promises, and about as reliable. This is
why Sun-tzu writing 2,500 years ago is a source of profound
wisdom for us today. His writing on statecraft and strategy is
by no means strictly of antiquarian interest.

human progress with respect to the
truly big things, is a conceit,
an illusion
My slightly reluctant argument is that although change is
a law of human history, key continuities are unmistakable.
I cannot claim that the future must resemble the past
closely, but I do claim that 2,500 years provide solid enough
evidence for the correctness of Thucydides’ argument that
human political behaviour is driven and shaped by a mixture
of three master motivations, ‘ fear, honour, and interest’. His
insight, expressed as quoted, is probably worth more than
the whole library of studies produced since 1919 on the
‘causes of war’.
It is plausible to suggest that the main reason why people,
including some scholars, have difficulty coping with the
challenge of understanding the relations between change
and continuity is because they have neglected their
education in the relevant theory. You can tell that I am a
dangerous social scientist who is not strongly theory-averse,
rather than a historian. There is change in continuity, and
there is continuity in change. War and strategy should be
considered to be singular and plural. Both war and strategy
have an eternal and universal nature, but simultaneously
both phenomena are expressed historically in ever-different
wars and ever-different strategies. This all but banal and
I would think obvious point bears hugely on some of our
contemporary confusion over strategy and war. Let me
move swiftly, though you may feel, belatedly, to some current
matters.
Surveying the Debate
Recent debates between and amongst theorists and
practitioners about war and its allegedly changing nature,
illustrate what happens when we lose sight of forests and
focus on trees, and indeed mistake trees for forests. Rather
than risk boring you with academic style point-scoring for
and against particular theorists, let me state a clear position
that covers recent and still current debate.
•

However else it is characterised, what US and British
armed forces have been doing in Iraq and Afghanistan
since 2001 has been war. By sensible definition, with due
attribution to tests locatable in Clausewitz’s On War, we
are talking about war.
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•

Similarly, recognised or not, the single eternal and
universal general theory of strategy has had authority
over our efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan, a fact that should
not be obscured too seriously by noting the plurality of
situation-specific strategies.

•

Metaphorically, for the sake of hoped-for clarity through
analogy, there are two elephants in one room of war and
statecraft – war and strategy (in peace and war). When
viewed in specific perspectives, these metaphorical
elephants can appear to inspired theorists as being
asymmetrical, low-intensity, irregular, hybrid, or ‘amongst
the people’. But these, and other, characterisations are
simply particular perspectives on generically whole
phenomena – war and strategy. My most recent favourite
is the concept of the ‘difficult war’, concerning which I
hope any comment would be superfluous.

Recent defence and strategic debate reminds me, rather
sadly, of the debates we used to hold on strategy for nuclear
weapons that persisted, with succeeding ‘waves’, for nearly
thirty years, from the early 1950s to the early 1980s. If you
are sufficiently unfortunate as to be obliged to try to take
seriously the contemporary debate among theorists of
irregular war, you should have some understanding of my
argument already. Is our primary problem in Afghanistan one
of global insurgency, or is it something else? Which of several
competing grander theories of counterinsurgency is The
Truth? Is it COIN as ‘armed anthropology’, as prophet David
Kilcullen asserts? If not, can we kill our way to victory (defined
how) by good old fashioned military attrition? And, whose
competing interpretation of history is the more reliable? If
Basra and Helmand were not just South Armagh with sand
and poppies, or the Malayan jungle similarly altered, what
were they? Just how granular does your detailed cultural
terrain knowledge need to be to do COIN and CT well
enough? Is there a general wisdom on COIN and CT that
can be applied, when duly adapted, to specific contexts?
Or, is each case of war, if it is war, so different that there can
be no general theory to help educate for good practice in a
particular case? (I don’t believe that, by the way.)

Which of several competing grander
theories of counterinsurgency is The
Truth?
A few years ago, I researched and wrote a study for the
Pentagon on the subject of the Anglo-Irish War of 1919-1921 –
they were interested in cases of (fairly) successful COIN. As a
social scientist, foolishly unafraid to theorise, I concluded with
a list of ‘lessons from 1919-1921’. I believe, and still believe,
that those lessons continue to have valuable meaning for
today. I should mention that strategic history keeps producing
prophets who amazingly rediscover what has always largely
been known. From Prophet T.E. Lawrence, with his 27 Articles
and ‘Science of Guerrilla Warfare’, to David Kilcullen, whom
has gone one better with his ’28 Articles’ for good practice
at the company commanders’ level on COIN. Repeated
epiphanies occur, and they tend to repeat the revelation.
The basic reason is not all that hard to spot. Whenever they
were writing, historically, the problems of strategy essentially
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have been the same. Writing in aid of the Norman (actually
Angevin) conquest of Wales in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, which was to be nothing if not a COIN campaign,
Gerald of Wales (1146-1223) wrote the equivalent of a COIN
manual that, with minor adaptation for the concepts of today,
could be judged wise had it been translated and adapted
for Iraq and Afghanistan in the 2000s. The general subject
has endured, alas. Lawrence of Arabia and now David
Kilcullen did not and do no know much about insurgency
and COIN that Gerald of Wales did not know, and advise,
when the latter’s writings were used in the occupation and
pacification of Wales by the kings of England.

for those who, yet again, claim that ‘the sky is falling’ and
strategic Armageddon is nigh! In the course of the last century
the human race has made sense of air power, has made
such sense as can be made of nuclear weapons, has begun
usefully to corral and understand space power. Cyber power
in its turn will be mastered strategically, and seen for what it is,
just another (fifth) quasi- geographical domain of warfare. It
will have its own tactical ‘grammar’, to cite Clausewitz, but not
its own political or strategic logic. Of course, cyber power is ill
understood today; how could it be otherwise? Cyber power
today is approximately where air power was in, perhaps, the
First World War, or nuclear weapons in about 1947-8.

The Temptations of Novelty

Conclusion

We would protect ourselves against undue capture by the
novelty of the moment were we to be more careful in the
adjectives we use. When in doubt, avoid them in reference to
war and strategy. To explain, if one refers to nuclear strategy
or air strategy, or today cyber strategy, it is natural to lay
emphasis upon that which is new, the adjectives and not
the noun. What you should refer to is strategy for nuclear
weapons – if that is not an oxymoron – or strategy for air
power, or strategy for cyber power or cyberspace. If you say
cyber strategy you risk implying that the strategy is somehow
distinctive as strategy because it is owned by its cyber tools.

You can find some reassurance, if not quite comfort, in the fact
that we are still here in 2011, despite the awesome hazards
of the Cold War. And, German conquest or hegemony was
given its comeuppance twice in modern history. We know
that the twenty-first century will record wars and rumours
of wars. Why? Because human history in every century has
done so. No changes in culture, politics, technology, or
anything else, have reduced our capacity or inclination to
inflict collective self-harm as a competitive species for what
seem at the time to be good enough reasons. It is always
possible, but exceedingly unlikely, that the twenty-first century
will be different. For so long as homo sapiens remains as he
is revealed by history to have been, and as he remains today,
then for so long can we sadly be certain that in vital senses
we have seen the twenty-first century before.

one must recognise that strategy
is just strategy
In fact, boringly, one must recognise that strategy is just
strategy, regardless of the geographical domain to which it
relates or the military or other agents that it employs. Although
the military capabilities by and large unique in kind to each of
war’s five geographical domains (land, sea, air, Earth-orbital,
and cyberspace), must work in harmony towards a common
goal, it is quite proper to develop domain-specific strategies
as contributing sub-sets of the whole endeavour. To conceive
of a strategy for air power is not to postulate a strategy that
only employs air assets as its means. It is, however, to suggest
strongly that each geographically defined military tool is likely
to be able to make a unique contribution to the common
strategic purpose. In every war it is necessary to identify what
friendly land, sea, air, Earth-orbital, and cyber capabilities
bring to the strategic table. Because fungibility usually is
not extensive among the different military instruments, the
strengths and limitations of each geography’s kind of military
power have to be reflected in distinctive land, sea, air and so
forth strategic narratives – in aid of a single political purpose,
of course.
When you use the term cyber strategy you risk misleading
people into thinking that they are entering a new and
mysterious domain. Happily, we know a great deal about
strategy. We should, with 2,500 years of past experience from
which to learn. And we have readily to hand a good enough
general theory of strategy that certainly has authority over
cyber power. This recognition helps reduce the ‘wow’ factor
about computers and provides useful historical perspective
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the twenty-first century will record
wars because human history in every
century has done so.
You might care to reflect on these propositions.
1.

We are no better or worse at strategy than were the
Greeks, Romans, and Byzantines.

2.

Despite the technical progress of the past two centuries,
that progress does not transfer from tactics and
operations to strategy/politics; let alone to the realm of
applied morality that is strategic ethics.

3.

Skill in warfare - or even armed and sometimes violent
social work in COIN - is always likely to be useful, but it
doesn’t produce strategic success automatically.

4.

Even skill in strategy will not deliver victory if policy insists
on political ends that subvert the value of tactical and
operational effort.

5.

“Another bloody century” is an oversimplification, but
arguably a useful one. It may be worth contrasting it with
its logical polar opposite, “a century of co-operation”.
Somehow, I doubt if we will be allowed to choose. In the
1930s, most people, including most Germans, wanted
peace, but that was not what they received,
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Paradox
Each country and historical period is different at invalidating
most analogies, but the paradoxical logic of strategy is
always the same — hence the identical prescriptions of Carl
von Clausewitz and Sūnzǐ 孫子, greatly separated though
they were by time, distance and cultural context. Under
this logic, because of the increased resistance evoked by
its rising power China could even become weaker at the
level of grand strategy because of its own rising strength,
a truly paradoxical outcome. That result could at least be
moderated if not undone, if China’s rising strength were offset
by increasingly conciliatory and unassertive foreign policies.
The paradoxical logic thus runs counter to common sense
and ordinary human instincts, because there is nothing
natural about becoming more humble because one’s power
is increasing. Nor is it at all natural to de-militarize, because
with rising wealth military growth becomes easier. Hence the
paradoxical and unnatural logic of strategy is more often
ignored than obeyed — and that is one large reason why
history is to such a large extent the record of the crimes and
follies of mankind.

there is nothing natural about
becoming more humble as
one’s power is increasing
Until 2008, however, the external conduct of the People’s
Republic of China largely conformed to the “unnatural” rules
of the paradoxical logic, as it has been shown in precise
detail in the case of territorial disputes[i]. In the years 19601965, border treaties were signed with Burma, Nepal, North
Korea, Mongolia, and Afghanistan, after the Chinese side
conceded 82%, 94%, 60% 65% and 100% respectively of
the disputed areas. In 1998, when China was in a far better
condition, it conceded 76% of the disputed area to conclude
a treaty with Laos, and 50% in a treaty with Vietnam. Boundary
agreements were also signed with Kazakhstan in 1994 (with
66% conceded) Kyrgyzstan in 1996 (68%), Vietnam in 1999
(50%) and Tajikistan in 1999 (96%).
It was almost as if China’s readiness to compromise
increased with its relative power. By contrast, at sea where
China is less favored than on land, the disputes over the
Paracels and Spratlys remain unresolved till this day. With
India, rival claims were not settled either, but agreements
were signed in 1993 and 1996 to set aside those differences
to pursue cooperation in other spheres; tacitly, the same was
true of the maritime dispute with Japan, in line with China’s
overall “Peaceful Rise” 中国和平崛起 grand strategy[ii] (later
relabeled with the more emollient “Peaceful Development” 中
国和平发展) whose obvious aim was to dissuade resistance,
and any coalescence of adversaries.
From 2008, however, there was a drastic change. Perhaps
it was caused by the abrupt elevation of China’s relative
standing in the world caused by the Western economic crisis,
which seemingly validated Chinese practices (The “Beijing
Consensus”) while badly eroding the prestige of Westernstyle Democratic Capitalism. Or perhaps the cause or causes
were more complicated than a simple outbreak of hubris, but
in any case the consequences were not complicated at all:
confident assertions, ironical dismissals, and sharp warnings
became more common in the language of Chinese officials
commenting on international issues, with much talk of
China’s shift from reaction to action, from “rule taking” to “rule-
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making”. Most publicly, when top Foreign Ministry officials
addressed unofficial international conferences, arrogant
condescension or outright triumphalism increasingly
became their prevalent tone.
More important, China’s long-dormant territorial disputes
with India and Japan, were abruptly revived, in addition
to the already active maritime disputes with Malaysia, the
Philippines and Vietnam above all. On territorial questions,
Chinese diplomacy definitely became more active, and
in the case of Japan there was even a dramatic incident
at sea that ended with Japan’s humiliating retreat--whose
effects on Japanese opinion were magnified by the Chinese
Foreign Ministry’s subsequent demand for an apology and
compensation. It is as if, contrary to all historical experience,
it was believed that such conduct would have no lasting
consequences that such incidents would simply be forgotten,
and that strong-arm tactics one day could be followed by a
nice summit meeting on the next that would expunge their
effects. That is delusional.

On territorial questions, Chinese
diplomacy definitely became
more active
As for the historical and legal rights and wrongs of these
quarrels, they are of course entirely irrelevant in this context.
Only the strategic outcome matters: as of now, January 2011,
wide segments of public opinion in the countries at the
other end of each of these disputes no longer view China’s
rise with equanimity but instead with concern, anxiety or
even alarm. The governments of India, Japan, South Korea,
Singapore and Vietnam are more watchful than before, more
focused on security rather than trade and some, howsoever
tentatively, are beginning to coalesce against China.
That India, Japan and Vietnam in combination exceed
China in total population, total economic capacity, and total
technological advancement is not strategically significant in
itself because nothing resembling a triple alliance is in sight,
nor is it politically plausible.
But then again, no such alliance is necessary. Not
coincidentally, each of the three countries has improved
its own relations with the United States of late, and the one
American talent that cannot be gainsaid is in the careful
construction, patient maintenance, and gentle leadership
of multi-lateral alliances year after year, decade after
decade. The North Atlantic Alliance (b. 1949) is certainly the
longest-lived multi-lateral alliance in history, and is served
operationally by a standing military command organization
(NATO). No similar Asian organization is likely to emerge,
nor indeed any kind of formal multi-lateral alliance, but
again neither is needed or even desirable. Purely bilateral
arrangements would be perfectly sufficient, and would allow
others to join in, starting with South Korea.
Moreover, unlike the British who had to make important
colonial concessions to construct their 1904 “Entente
Cordiale” alliance with France, the United States would not
have to sacrifice anything to effortlessly assume the informal
leadership of an eventual (and of course wholly undeclared)
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anti-China coalition, in which its historic “Anglo-Saxon” allies
and certainly Australia are also likely to join.
Against such a very broad coalition that need not be
cohesive to be capable — a most unusual virtue in any
alliance — China has only one certain ally: Pakistan, from
whose nationality is as separable as those of Austria-Hungary.
Cuba, Bolivia, Ecuador, Venezuela, and Iran — if still under
their present governments — are also likely to rally to China’s
side purely in the name of anti-Americanism, but among
them only Ecuador is a Pacific power, and not one of the
greatest.

China has only one certain ally:
Pakistan whose nationalities are as
separable as those of
Austria-Hungary
Only the addition of the Russian Federation to the Chinese
side would have true strategic significance. Accordingly,
if China’s conduct persists on its post-2008 path inevitably
evoking a coalition against it, Moscow will emerge as the
true focus and prize of global diplomacy — even more so
because the Russian Federation would bring with it its Central
Asian allies.
So long as the West continues to badger the Russian
government for being a Russian and not a Scandinavian
or American government, China will have a fair chance of
success in this contest, even though the Russians too have
become its weary and watchful neighbors. For the other side,
India may hold the key to success because its successive
governments have wisely and very persistently refused
to accompany their opening to the United States with the
abandonment of long-standing connections with Russia and
its military and aviation industries. To the contrary, even as
India started to buy US military equipment, adding one more
supplier to the fading Europeans and interactive Israelis, it
has actually expanded its dealings with Russia’s military
aviation industries. India is allocating important sums for this
purpose, an excellent investment strategically, because coproduced systems, starting with the successor to the versatile
Sukhoi heavyweight fighter, cannot be offered to third parties
without the consent of each side.

It is only as a theoretical end-point
of military force-planning that war
remains a valid concept within the
circle of the greater powers
To be sure, the very meaning of any Great Power strategic
alliance is now far different from its 1914 predecessors. Those
were veritable military pacts, mutual undertakings to mobilize
and deploy combat forces for war. Their purely mechanical
interaction could notoriously overcome whatever prudent
statecraft remained to stop the path to war. In 2011,
prudence is not more abundant, but nuclear deterrence
is the sturdy obstacle to any war between nuclear powers,
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indeed any combat that ranks above a mere incident. It is
only as a theoretical end-point of military force-planning that
war remains a valid concept within the circle of the greater
powers — not as a realistic prospect.
Hence, these days, the defining function of alliances is not
to combine combat forces and concert plans to prepare
for war, but to the contrary, to dissuade war more broadly,
by extending the reach of deterrence from ally to ally. This
would also mean, however, that any bilateral crisis with
China on one side, would become multi-lateral on the other,
expanding the dimension of the crisis and its consequences
on broader relations between all concerned. Thus even if
war is simply ruled out or, much less realistically, crises are
treated as inconsequential incidents, China’s leaders would
still have excellent reasons to be greatly concerned by the
emergence of any coalition engendered by their own overassertive behavior and excessively rapid military growth.
Strategic alliances of course influence non-military relations
as well, including international trade if only in subtle ways. If
rival blocs emerge, restrictions on inter-bloc trade would be
inevitable if only for dual-use equipment, and technologies,
and that is only a start: as of now Chinese-made civilian
telecommunications is sometimes rejected for security
reasons. Even outright embargos more or less multi-lateral
(there are always trade defectors) are a possibility in the
event of descents into overt confrontations, as “cold war”
substitutes for the impossibility of real war.
Beyond any material consequences, the purely attitudinal
effects of worsening strategic relations would be very costly
in themselves for the peoples on both sides. Communication
and cooperation in all spheres of life would be diminished
and deformed in all sorts of ways, atrophying the myriad
of individual, familial, institutional, societal and national
relationships that have flourished since China rejoined the
world after 1976. Thus even the lesser evils of the present
drifting to a multi-lateral struggle would be amply damaging
for the world as a whole, but more so for a still rising China.
It follows that unless the Chinese government can somehow
find ways to assemble an overwhelmingly powerful global
coalition on its side, its best option at the highest level of
Grand Strategy must now be to de-construct its assertive
diplomatic stance over territorial disputes and much else,
and decisively decelerate the pace of its military growth.
The latter has become an increasing problem in itself, not
so much because of the actual, material, build-up of military
strength whose dimensions are not especially immoderate,
but because of accompanying displays that are highly
provocative. One that preceded the 2008 turning point was
the January 19, 2007 destruction of a Chinese satellite in orbit
by a ballistic missile. That was not a new capability by any
means, but there were no intercepts in space because of
their alarming effects on all satellite-using countries, and the
noxious scattering of debris in space. The very latest display
seems calculated to alarm China’s neighbors: the leaked
photos of the J-20 fighter-bomber, whose ultra-modern
appearance implies “stealth capabilities”, and whose vast
size significantly exceeds that of its largest US counterpart,
the F-22 (whose production was stopped because it was
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“too powerful”), implying a large internal bomb-bay for strike
missions. It may be that many years will pass before the J-20
acquires efficient engines and advanced electronics to
make it useful for combat, but by parking the aircraft in a
Chengdu airfield unscreened from photography, one result
has already been achieved: China’s neighbors have one
more reason to fear its military growth, one more reason to
coalesce against it. Why that should be seen as favorable to
China’s overall interests is a mystery.
Perhaps it is delusional to believe that the Chinese leadership
can resist powerful emotional impulses and determined
institutional interests to instead subject its policies to the
iron logic of strategy, with its paradoxical and “unnatural”
prescriptions. The rewards would be very great –just as great
as China’s comparative advantage in most peaceful pursuits
– but there is nothing easy about valid strategic conduct,
indeed very hard things would have to be done. In China’s
case at this juncture, new declaratory stances with the softest
and nicest words in place of arrogance would help, but
could not be enough to stop the coalescence of adversarial
reactions that is already underway. Nor can disputes be
solved by ordinary diplomatic negotiations premised in the

In China’s case the softest and nicest
words in place of arrogance would
help, but could not suffice enough
to stop the coalescence of
adversarial reactions
usual way on reciprocity and conditionality—to do so would
merely open new venues for contention. The only option
would be to set aside all disputes that cannot be ended
by Chinese concessions (as in the past), or else to give
them up to binding international arbitration. The Chinese
government might itself assume the highly conducive task of
initiating the establishment of an effective arbitration venue,
and its modalities, in a very non-provocative transition from
“rule-taking” to “rule-making”. This would also be a good
opportunity to diffuse the notion of rén (仁).
Most difficult of all perhaps, would be to adopt unilaterally
a severe form of self-imposed arms limitation, to retain
the nuclear deterrent and “defensive primacy” forces for
territorial security, while allowing more offensive capabilities
to atrophy, even those that are only offensive operationally,
and not strategically. Militarily that would be a retrograde
step, it would be unfair, and it would certainly disappoint
perfectly understandable and not especially unreasonable
military ambitions. But only a recessive military policy, along
with an emotionally very unsatisfying emollient diplomacy,
could balance the unprecedented magnitude of China’s
economic growth and technological advancement,
keeping the whole within systemically acceptable limits. The
more conventional course of continuing to forge ahead in all
directions, hoping that all will turn out well after all, is certainly
more natural, and politically infinitely easier. But the logic of
strategy is not only paradoxical; it is also cruel to those who
hope for the best instead of averting the worst.
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The state of Israel – since its independence in 1948 – continues
to exist in a hostile environment. Such an environment has led
Israel through years of strengthening military capabilities and
consistently improving military might, thought and strategy.
Political thought adjusted itself to military paradigms and the
military establishment became the most appreciated and
respected institute in Israel (Michael, 2007). There is doubt
that the hegemony and supremacy of military thought
narrowed the maneuver and flexibility spaces of the political
echelon and it is reasonable to assume that the State of
Israel missed some political and strategic opportunities
that may have improved its geostrategic position. However,
on the other hand, there is no doubt that the State of Israel
has succeeded to flourish in its perilous neighborhood and
has succeeded to tackle many strategic challenges in
ways that continue to encourage its liberal and democratic
characteristics and remain a part of the free world and one
of the leading nations. If this is the reality, then what, precisely,
are the problems? Is there a real strategic problem in a
situation where military thought is the main emphasis? If it is
a problem, how (and why) should it be dealt with? This article
attempts to elaborate on these questions and to analyze the
difficulties that the Israeli political echelon faces whenever it
has to deal with complex strategic situations by exercising
the paradoxical logic of strategy. The paradoxical logic of
strategy and the difficulties to explain its logic to the public in
order to gain public support and consensus that are required

for major strategic moves in a democratic society continue
to represent serious obstacles.

Israel has succeeded to tackle many
strategic challenges in ways that
continue to encourage its liberal
and democratic characteristics
Obstacles Created by Prioritizing Military Thought as
Supreme
The complexity of the geopolitical environment and the
characteristics of the prolonged confrontation with the
Palestinians create a constant perception of security threats
within Israeli leadership and serve to rank military thinking
above political thinking. The unique characteristics of military
thinking lead to a unique framing of the characteristics of
threats, and this framing in turn shapes patterns of response
and action. This framing of the threat’s characteristics
became a primary layer of the collective psychological
foundation and fixes the conceptualization of the conflict
as uncontrollable and ongoing (Michael, 2009). History
demonstrates that under the circumstances in which
Israel operates, Israeli leadership finds it difficult to update
its strategic paradigm. The reason is that adjusting the
paradigm requires disengagement from the military thinking
that amplifies the sense of threat and leads to preference
for military power as a means of solving political problems.
The strategic paradigm is, in essence, security-based and
military in nature, but this does not necessarily mean that the
political sector has not willingly adopted it. Moreover, there
were cases in which the military sector pointed out limitations
of the paradigm, but the political sector continued to adhere
to it nevertheless.
During Operation “Cast Lead” (January 2009), the Israeli
pattern of action in the Gaza Strip was based on the logic
of military thought and reflected the security discourse that
prefers the use of force as a solution to political problems.
The political discourse refrained almost completely from
consideration of other political options, such as negotiations
with Hamas, whether directly or indirectly.
The political sector chose to frame the complicated reality
through the traditional military perception along the lines of
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what may be termed “political militarism.” A salient example
of this phenomenon is the position of the military, headed by
Chief of Staff Gabi Ashkenazi and Minister of Defense Ehud
Barak, who realized the limitations of military power after a
few days of fighting during Operation “Cast Lead.” They even
advised the political sector to terminate the operation after
approximately a week, but Prime Minister Ehud Olmert and
Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni pressed for continuation of military
action, and indeed it continued for another month.

Chief of Staff Gabi Ashkenazi and
Minister of Defense Ehud Barak
realized the limitations of military
power after a few days of fighting
during Operation “Cast Lead.”
Israel exists within a complex reality because, among a
multitude of other reasons, the awareness of threat and
the sense of insecurity amplify awareness of the tension
around security issues and create a reality of “neither peace
nor war.” In such circumstances, the complexity of strategy
becomes a real challenge requiring particularly developed
and sophisticated strategic skills. Such a complex mix of
circumstances requires strategic acrobatics capable of
creating tricky, paradoxical synergies out of opposites and
contrasts, such as fighting Hamas and simultaneously
providing the local population with daily requirements,
including “luxury” items.
Given that in Israel “there is no conception of security that
can serve as an organizing conceptual framework for
politicians and soldiers, [and] Israeli governments have not
developed the relevant know-how to address foreseeable
crises and security matters,” (Tamari, 2007: 30-31) the IsraeliPalestinian conflict is typically assessed in the context of a
security policy that is not current, not adequately developed,
and not totally relevant. Rather, it is, at times, detached from
the broader contexts of national, regional, and international
security and their methods of management. Israel tends not
to trust the international community and carries in her ethos
a bloody history. Therefore, Israel often makes mountains out
of molehills and regards every threat as an existential danger.
Thus, the burden of confronting threatening situations
becomes heavier and more complicated.
Developing the skills to deal with strategic complexity under
the structural and cognitive conditions described here
requires significant enhancement of learning processes in
a way that would enable the political echelon to develop
a relevant, coherent, and effective national security
perspective, in turn allowing the development of processes
and formation of political and public legitimacy for complex,
ground-breaking measures.
The Geopolitical Environment, Negative Influence, and
Israeli Leaders
The complexity of Israel’s strategic environment, which
has been described as a “meeting of opposites” (Luttwak,
2002: 77), requires complex learning processes that would
enable political leaders to cope with a dynamic reality in
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an intelligent and critical way. “Learning” for our purposes
is what Tetlock (1999) described as a change in the
cognitive structure of the image of the individual in relation
to the international environment…in the direction of greater
complexity and willingness to be self-critical. The significance
of this form of coping is the guarantee of relevance of the
cognitive structures – the system of beliefs and perceptions
that serves the purposes of interpretation and understanding
of the same reality and of developing methods of coping
with substantive challenges – by, among other means,
reframing the perceived threats. The relationship between
the cognitive structure and the content and beliefs, however,
is fairly complicated and has the potential to overflow the
value complexity barrier (Bar-Siman-Tov, 1996). Players prefer
to assimilate new information into thought frameworks that
already exist, which is likely to prevent a change in beliefs
(Levy, J., 1994).
In many cases decision-makers aspire to avoid past failures,
while the generals are fighting the previous war. Jack Levy
(1994) has suggested that lessons from the past and their
accompanying myths can affect policy more than standard
perception. Rather than systematically learning from
historical experience, it is possible to use history selectively
and instrumentally by choosing examples that most support
preexisting policy preferences. Israeli experience fuels the
Israeli narrative and maintains the perception of threat and
danger in a way that makes it difficult to change the strategic
paradigm by accepting and processing new or alternative
information.

Israeli experience fuels the Israeli
narrative and maintains the
perception of threat and danger in a
way that makes it difficult to change
the strategic paradigm
Decision-making processes – particularly those of
governments subject to complex and conflict-riddled
circumstances – reflect the manner by which various
alternatives are examined through “cultural filters.” Historical
analogies, as well as precedents and metaphors, guide
the process of selection among various alternatives, while
“cultural filters” simplify reality but reduce the range of
selection. These filters in fact determine what is considered
obvious and what is subject to debate or reexamination. This
process generates the array of scenarios to be developed
by the government and affects the shape of patterns of
operation and reaction (Levy, Y., 2009). In the case of Israel,
the military filter almost always serves the political sector as
well, and thus it influences the learning processes, design
of alternatives, and policy choices, which in turn lead to
a marked preference for use of military power to resolve
political problems. The Second Lebanon War and Operation
“Cast Lead” are clear examples of this process.
Israel’s Complex Strategic Environment
The complex strategic environment in which Israel operates
and the paradoxical principles on which this environment
is based make it difficult to market and explain it, both to
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coalition partners and to the general public. The complexity
of the strategy and its underlying paradoxical logic require
the creation of a balance based on complementary
opposition – military strategy (force) balanced by a soft
political-diplomatic strategy, and vice versa. For example, a
severe military blow to Hamas could serve as the basis for
talks and the adoption of a policy of negotiation with Hamas
or supporting the local population. Conversely, it is possible
to strike a blow to Hamas without damaging its ruling power
(“home address”) and principal assets because that would
be the only way to deter it militarily in the future. That is, unless
it has some standing and assets, Hamas cannot be deterred.
This process is based on paradoxical logic and on
complementary opposition, making it very difficult to attract
support among the Jewish public in Israel. That conclusion
is reinforced by the findings of the Peace Index of February
2009, which indicate that a third of the Israeli public was
disappointed by the outcome of Operation “Cast Lead” and
less than a third was satisfied with the outcome. The more
significant finding, however, was that 66% of the Jewish public
think that the military operation should have continued until
Hamas completely surrendered (Peace Index, Steinmetz
Center, Tel Aviv University, February 2009). The December 2008
Peace Index showed that 90% of the Jewish public in Israel
already believed that the operation should continue until
Hamas surrendered.
The democratization of war makes it impossible for Israel’s
leaders not to consider public opinion and the power of the
media, compelling them to act quickly, before the media
can influence public opinion and planned actions. But it is
precisely in these circumstances that the political echelon
needs to have acquired complex learning processes
requiring strategic skills and staff-work that do not exist in
most of the Israeli ministries. In the absence of these tools, the
resulting vacuum draws on military experience, knowledge,
and thinking, and from that moment onwards, the military
sector begins influencing decision-making processes and
policymaking, primarily as a result of its structural and
traditional advantages rather than its own free will. When the
political sector is unable to internalize and operationalize
complex-learning processes efficiently and relatively
quickly, it then loses maneuverability and flexibility. In such
circumstances it has difficulty setting new and relevant policy,
and it is compelled to operate under the influence of public
and media pressure and against a problematic reality of
a gap of legitimacies on the part of the public — the gap
between the legitimacy for using force vs. the absence of
legitimacy for scarifying (Michael, 2008, Michael, 2007b;
Michael, 2011).

The democratization of war makes
it impossible for Israel’s leaders not
to consider public opinion and the
power of the media,
Even in cases where the national leadership has undergone
a learning process that led to change of positions and
priorities, these changes must pass the political and public
legitimacy test because the leaders of democratic states –
specifically the State of Israel – must earn political approval
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(in the governmental and coalition contexts) as well as
public approval for the implementation of policy, all the
more so when novel, ground-breaking policy is involved (BarSiman-Tov, 1996). But sometimes the public cannot absorb
paradoxical opposites and synergies of opposites and
contradictions. These are key strategic elements of Israel’s
complex operational environment but are very hard to
market and explain because, for these purposes, the public
would also have to undergo a complex social learning
process (Bar-Siman-Tov, 1996).
Despite the range of possible strategies, Israeli leaders have
not always succeeded in establishing legitimacy for the
policies they sought to implement, and the most salient
cases actually turned out to be in the Palestinian context
(Bar-Siman-Tov, 1996). This difficulty can be explained through
the unique and complex characteristics of the operating
environment in which, paradoxically, a sterile and prolonged
political process is taking place against the background of a
violent confrontation (with the Gaza Strip) and a continuing
focused effort to eliminate terrorist threats (from the West
Bank).
The lack of congruence between Israeli military powers and
political powers creates a need for a unique leadership
capable of developing a strategy for overcoming the
obstacle described above, which is sometimes a stumbling
block in the complex circumstances in which Israel must
operate.
Israeli Leadership and the Incongruence Between Military
and Political Power
The complex operating environment of the Israeli-Palestinian
arena in which Israel is situated is characterized by sudden
transitions from calmness to violent confrontation and
sometimes also by a political process taking place in parallel
to violent confrontation. Operating in such an environment
requires a uniquely strategic leadership capable of
influencing the public and leading it through complex and
controversial processes. In democratic countries, however,
leaders must act on the basis of political agreement and
broad public consensus grounded in linear logic. The
difficulty lies in resolving the contradiction between the
accepted linear logic (common sense) and the paradoxical
logic of the strategy. History has shown that only rarely have
leaders been gifted with a strategic ability that applies to the
reality of war as well as the reality of peace. Even rarer is the
skill to deal with a complex, dynamic reality involving a sense
of existential threat and “neither peace nor war.”
Political leadership should also be intellectual leadership
that is capable of combining military strategy with political
understanding and formulating a grand strategy in the
broadest, most inclusive, and most comprehensive sense
of the term (Michael, 2007). The challenge becomes more
difficult within the complex environment in which Israel
operates, where reality embodies a fundamental clash
between military strategy and political logic (balancing
between “ways” and ”means” in a turbulent environment
towards the “ends”). Military strategy dictates striking,
defeating, capturing territory, and achieving the best possible
military outcome. Political logic requires achievement of the
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best possible negotiating outcome. This is why almost all
military personnel believe that almost all politicians are either
too daring or too cowardly. The military leader will always
try for the best possible outcome, even if this is less than
total victory; the statesman will try to achieve his objectives
through negotiations; the potential clash between them is
understandable and insoluble (Luttwak, 2002:194).
Another contradiction between the strategies is reflected
in the difference between the diplomacy of peace – the
purpose of which is to minimize a threat – and deterrence
by means of armed persuasion – the purpose of which is
to prevent actualization of a threat. The very need to use
armed persuasion undercuts the ability to persuade through
the diplomacy of peace. The diplomacy of peace, however,
could create a problematic reality for Israel, where she
would have difficulty deterring her opponent through armed
persuasion.
Israel exists in a reality of incongruence between notable
military power and notable diplomatic power. Luttwak found
that in cases of incongruence between these powers, the
strategic range of operation decreases. In the Israeli case,
though, it appears that the lack of decisive diplomatic
superiority creates incongruence in relation to military
power. Not only is there a strong need for strategy, but strong
strategic leadership is also necessary.
The key to intelligent handling of the incongruence between
these powers lies in a strategic leadership that will strike the
right balance between the horizontal and vertical dimensions
of strategy. Such leadership would define consistent and
non-conflicting goals, set priorities, and coordinate the
various sectors: military, diplomatic, social, and economic.
This requires an acrobatic combination of paradoxes and
contradictions because a tough military policy needs to
be balanced with a soft foreign policy, and vice versa. But
such acrobatics put the political sector – in Israel specifically
and in democratic countries generally – in a very difficult
position: decision makers might be (mistakenly) perceived
as adopting incoherent and contradictory policies. Ironically,
it is much easier for dictatorships to implement such policies
because dictators do not have to explain their policies and
do not need agreement (Luttwak, 2002: 326).
An excellent example of such acrobatic skill demonstrated
in political leadership can be seen in the aftermath of the
terrorist attack near Eilat (18 August 2011), which left eight
dead. Despite public pressure to aggressively strike Hamas
in Gaza, the political leadership chose to respond in a calm
and considered way, which takes into account a variety
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of considerations. They decided to act in a measured and
balanced manner, so as not to lead to further escalation,
to preserve deterrence, to contain Egyptian anger and,
keeping the fragile agreement and security cooperation
while building the infrastructure of international legitimacy
for the next strike that might be needed. It was well expressed
by Israeli MK Dan Meridor, as he explained the paradoxical
reality imposed on Israel when Israel has to slap Hamas on
the face in order to encourage and enable it to suppress
and prevent terrorism emanating from the Gaza Strip. This
example demonstrates the learning process of the political
leadership and significant improvement in the ability to act
strategically in the spirit of the paradoxical principle.

Despite public pressure, the political
leadership decided to act in a
measured and balanced manner, so
as not to lead to further escalation
Summary and Conclusions
Characterizing and analyzing the complex environment
in which Israel operates poses a significant barrier to
implementation of strategic goals. This strategic barrier
creates real difficulties vis-à-vis the learning processes
necessary to bring about change. It also poses a series of
obstacles that make it difficult for Israeli leadership to identify
or create opportunities; to plan and take complex strategic
steps; and to achieve meaningful political breakthroughs
that serve the strategic needs.
Significant change of the characteristics of this complex
operating environment can occur as a result of the
redefinition of the space in a way that generates a sense
of security within Israel that it is wanted and accepted
in the region and grants its complete legitimacy as the
state of the Jewish People. The political sector in Israel will
be required to demonstrate clear strategic leadership; to
develop learning processes that will lead to a knowledge
base, and the strategic skills to reshape the contours of the
security discourse; transform the “truth regime”; reduce the
consciousness of threat; and enable the necessary social
and political acquiescence. Under such circumstances
there would be a reasonable likelihood of exchanging the
existing security paradigm for a new paradigm, which in turn
would lead to a new political reality. It seems that the way the
Israeli government chose to act after the bloody event in Eilat
demonstrates that such change is possible.
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This article explores the strategic utility of the hybrid threat
construct. The original exploration of hybrid threats was
developed after 9/11 by Marines at Quantico, Virginia, to
examine how the character of conflict was evolving. It was
designed to update the mid-1990’s concept of “Chaos in the
Littorals” and the prediction by General Charles C. Krulak that
future wars would resemble the “Stepchild of Chechnya”,
instead of more conventional Desert Storm-style campaigns.
The official tasking was to define with some granularity just
how the character of conflict was evolving, and what the
implications of that evolution would be to the Marines at the
operational and tactical level.

the hybrid threat construct serves a
number of useful purposes
Overall, the hybrid threat construct serves a number of useful
purposes. At the strategic level, its most significant value is
to raise awareness of potential risks and opportunity costs
presented by the various options in the ongoing threat/force
posture debate in Europe and the United States.[i]
Defining a Hybrid Threat
A number of analysts have suggested that future conflict
will be multi-modal or multi-variant rather than a simple
black or white characterization of one form of warfare.
These scholars, soldiers and analysts (including Mike Evans,
Max Boot, John Arquilla, Colin Gray, William Nemeth of the
Marine Corps, Generals Casey and Dempsey from the US
Army, and CENTCOM’s General James Mattis) conclude that
there will be more blurring and the blending of war forms

in combinations of increasing frequency and lethality. This
construct is most frequently described as “hybrid warfare.”

A number of analysts have
suggested that future conflict will be
multi-modal or multi-variant
most frequently described
as “hybrid warfare”
This concept builds upon other noteworthy conceptions
about conflict including compound, combinational and
4GW theory.[ii] This theory does not contend that it is either
original or historically unique, or that hybrid threats are ten
feet tall. Quite the contrary, the historical hybrid threats case
studies show that properly trained, conventional forces
employing combined arms usually win: see for instance the
2nd Anglo-Boer War, Chechnya in the 1990s, and Hezbollah
vs. the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). However, they also tend to
do so with far greater losses than expected; and by applying
techniques and firepower that are anathema to today’s
casualty-sensitive Post-Heroic Warfare advocates and COIN
proponents.[iii]
Hybrid threats incorporate a full-range of different modes
of warfare including conventional capabilities, irregular
tactics and formations; terrorist acts including indiscriminate
violence and coercion, and criminal disorder. In my
interpretation, hybrid wars can be conducted by separate
units or kinds of forces - or even by the same unit - but
are generally operationally and tactically directed and
coordinated simultaneously within the main battlespace to
achieve synergistic effects in the physical and psychological
dimensions of conflict.
My own definition emphasizes modes of conflict in terms
of capabilities and tactics, and incorporates criminality,
which many military cultures do not define as a mode of
conflict. My interest is in the adversary’s doctrine or theory of
victory, which must be understood. The U.S. Army, in its recent
adoption of the term in its doctrine emphasizes the character
of the forces (traditional combat forces, irregular forces and
criminal elements) working together for mutual benefit. This
definition emphasizes actors themselves, over their modes of
operation. It also has a strong historical basis, and discounts
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the idea that a single force might be able to apply multiple
modes.
This is not an abstract exercise. Given the looming global
economic crisis and the need to carefully husband defense
resources in the next decade, it is important that the senior
policymakers and strategists grasp the numerous modes of
warfare that we face and explore a broader spectrum of
options. Western governments, especially the United States,
must carefully invest very scarce resources, avoid strategic
overstretch in risky adventure; and make difficult decisions
about where to prudently balance risk in the future.[iv] In
a perfect world, our military forces would be robustly sized
and we would build distinctive forces for discernably different
missions along the entire conflict spectrum. We would have
separate counter-terrorism forces, a corps of trainers/advisors
for foreign internal defense, a larger Special Operations
Force, a force for protracted counterinsurgencies, highlyready expeditionary forces, more robust homeland security
means, a new cyber force with battalions of cyber warriors;
and heavy conventional forces for those rare but existential
interstate conflagrations.

it is important that the senior
policymakers and strategists grasp
the numerous modes of warfare
that we face and explore a broader
spectrum of options
In a perfect world, the training and equipping of these
forces would be well matched to their expected operating
environments and threats. But we do not live in such a world.
In fact, we are preparing for a future of great uncertainty
with fewer resources then previously held. The post-9/11
funding spigot is about to be turned off, forcing military
establishments in general - and the Pentagon in particular to rethink priorities and make hard calls. We no longer have
the resources to simply buy everything and eliminate every
risk (if we ever did). The time for thinking anew and acting
strategically has arrived.[v]
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evolution of conflict. They contend that massed formations
comprised of traditional arms and large-scale conflict
between conventional powers is not a realistic planning
scenario or the focal point for shaping tomorrow’s military.
They assess that the most likely challenges and greatest
risks are posed by failing states, ungoverned territories,
transnational threats and radical versions of Islam.
This school argues that irregular warfare is not only different
and of greater priority, it cannot be successfully conducted
by general purpose forces who only marginally prepare for it.
Instead, they argue for a greater emphasis on ‘Wars Amongst
the People’, and a force particularly shaped for sustained
irregular warfare. The latest proponents of this school include
Dr. Roy Godson from Georgetown and Richard Schultz from
the Fletcher School, Tufts University.[vii] They assert that OSD
is failing to plan for the most likely scenarios and committing
a serious strategic error.
The Counterinsurgent school focuses on today’s fights and
what could be tomorrow’s, but fails to acknowledge the suboptimal importance of today’s conflicts in global strategic
terms. Under their advice, the U.S. military could markedly
improve readiness for stability operations and COIN tasks
by improving individual cultural and language skills, small
unit tactics and training/advisory missions. Yet at the same
time, this focus would leave the United States less prepared
for rare but demanding conventional or higher end conflicts.
It would also leave the force sub-optimally ready for hybrid
threats that would severely maul light forces unprepared for
the ferocity of hybrid scenarios in failed state scenarios with
large urban centers.

The Counterinsurgent school focuses
on today’s fights and what could be
tomorrow’s, but fails to acknowledge
the sub-optimal importance of
today’s conflicts in global
strategic terms.

Alternative Schools of Thinking

The Traditionalists

Propelled by the combined effect of a severe fiscal crisis
and an impatient if not war weary populace, America’s
post-Afghanistan strategy, budget and forces debate is in
full throttle inside the Pentagon.[vi] This debate is informed
not only by current conflicts, but by projections of future
challenges. There are a variety of schools on how to address
this force posture problem. Other nations may have the same
choices or face unique options, but the following categories
are relevant to the United States and its political culture and
defence posture.

The Traditionalists sit at the opposing end of the spectrum
of conflict. This school seeks to re-establish the conventional
focus of the armed forces on “fighting and winning the
Nation’s wars.” They focus on major, high-intensity interstate
wars. They advocate against reorienting forces - especially
ground forces - away from this conventional focus, viewing it
as a distraction inconsistent with American culture, interests
and requirements.

The Counterinsurgents

Traditionalists want to retain the Pentagon’s current
procurement profile and its emphasis on “the Big Guns” for
a future they predict will be conventional in nature, and for
which a large military is strategically necessary.[viii]

This school challenges the narrow orientation of traditionallyfocused forces and argues for a transformation based on
today’s fights. The advocates here believe that Iraq and
Afghanistan represent far more than a passing blip in the

This camp wishes to preserve today’s competitive advantages
in large-scale conflicts, and avoids entanglements in messy
protracted stability operations. They focus on traditional
large-scale wars against nation states and abhor messy,

Issue 4, Fall 2011 Infinity Journal

Page 18

Future Threats and Strategic Thinking

ambiguous conflicts that do not fit the proverbial American
Way of War. This school would concur with a key assessment
in Joint Forces Command’s Joint Operating Environment that
concludes “Competition and conflict among conventional
powers will continue to be the primary strategic and
operational context for the Joint Force over the next 25
years.”[ix] Clearly, this debate is inherently mixed with the
strategic lessons of Iraq and Afghanistan. To the Traditionalists
our experiences in Iraq suggest that protracted COIN
missions are not just expensive and manpower intensive:
they are in fact an astrategic waste of resources that
neither serve U.S. interests. Nor do they match up well with
U.S. culture or priorities. Scholars, especially Professor Colin S.
Gray, conclude that global security is better served by the
United States serving as a Reluctant Sheriff focused on the
preservation of the international system.
Utility Infielders
The third school, most prevalent among American ground
force commanders, is the Utility Infielder school. This school
recognizes the need to adequately deal with both strictly
conventional tasks and irregular threats. Proponents seek to
cover just about the entire spectrum of conflict, and avoid
the risk of being optimized at either extreme. Flexibility and
adaptability are the watch words for this approach, which
manages risk across the range of military operations by
investing in quality forces, educating its officers for complex
problems and employing tough training programs.

The Utility Infielders school
recognizes the need to adequately
deal with both strictly conventional
tasks and irregular threats.
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for ground forces - and produce “jacks of all trades, masters
of none.” As this school prioritizes, divides, and specializes
roles and missions between the Services, it can be labeled
the “division of labor” option.
A RAND study has recommended that the Pentagon
consider focusing a much larger proportion of U.S. ground
forces on stability operations, and “accept the risk of shifting
some of the burden for deterring and defeating large-scale
aggression to air and naval forces.”[xi] This study rationalizes
roles and missions, and offers a means of guiding future
defence investments. Its conclusion is that the most plausible
regional wars that U.S. forces might be called on to fight —
involving Iran, China (over Taiwan), and North Korea — call
for heavy commitments of air and naval forces and fewer U.S.
ground forces.

The Division of Labor school offers
dedicated and separate forces or
Services for discrete missions.
The Division of Labor school offers dedicated and separate
forces or Services for discrete missions. Ground force
investment would be reduced in this option, since ground
forces are required principally for stability functions and one
possible warfighting scenario. This approach exposes the
United States to some risk, as U.S. forces would lack of depth/
capacity for long-duration scenarios requiring ground forces
prepared for combat conditions. As the specific options
described above represent the two extremes of the conflict
spectrum, this posture option produces forces sub-optimized
for hybrid threats. This of course presents risks. The degree
of risk depends on one’s assessment of the prevalence of
stability operations, protracted or sharp clashes against
hybrids, or major conventional operations.

The Utility Infielders school is officially represented in the
Army’s new doctrinal manual FM 3-0, which declares that
“Stability operations are a core U.S. military mission that must
be given priority comparable to that of combat (offensive
and defensive) operations.” This school is similarly reflected
in the Marine Corps’ long-range vision and that extols the
versatility of “multi-capable” Marine Air Ground Task Forces
across the full range of military operations.[x]

This school realizes that the Services do not have to receive
fixed shares of the budget, or that each Service plays equally
in all modes of war. However, a critical strategic question is
whether U.S. force planners agree with the Division of Labor’s
strategic assumptions about the character of future conflict,
and whether or not its emphasis on precision attack and
missiles offers a decisive solution in future contests.

The difficulty of this approach is the extensive risk being taken
with the initial readiness of ground forces for so many tasks.
Some challenge the ability of ground forces to execute Full
Spectrum Operations with a general purpose force, given
the widely varied conditions that the force might face.
Additionally, this posture may assume that force size and
resources will remain high, which is questionable.

Assessment – A Question of Risk

Division of Labor
Finally, there are strategists and analysts who reject the
fundamental premise of the Utility Infielders school. They
argue that irregular and conventional warfare are markedly
different modes of conflict that require distinctive forces with
different training, equipment and force designs. They worry
that too wide a range of skills will dilute readiness - especially
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Which school of thinking dominates the debate today?
How should we think about these schools and assess
them? Perhaps the best way would be to approach each
in terms of what the American Joint Staff calls “operational
risk.” Operational risk is a function of the combination of
the frequency or probability of an event occurring — and
its consequences. This risk is represented by the greater
intensity of conflict and the greater frequency of occurrence,
compared to the required resource commitment — or
demand. (See Figure 1 below)
Part of the underlying argument about hybrid threats is the
conclusion that the frequency of conflict will be increased,
as well as its lethality, as non-state actors acquire the
kind of capabilities previously monopolized by states. As
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presented in Figure 1, the convergence of the fervor and
fanaticism of so-called irregular threats with the increased
killing power of conventional capabilities combine to create
demand scenarios in the middle of the conflict spectrum.
Joint expeditionary forces will thus have to respond to this
demand. This would seem to indicate that the character of
these threats and attendant Western interests will require
robust ground forces in order to achieve order and assigned
political objectives.

Part of the underlying argument
about hybrid threats is the
conclusion that the frequency of
conflict will be increased as nonstate actors acquire the kind
of capabilities previously
monopolized by states.
Yet this approach is in direct contrast to the approach taken
in the 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), where the
US Department of Defence suggests diverging threats and
at the lower and upper end of the spectrum. This reflects the
underlying strategy emphasis on preventive efforts: such as
building up partnership capacity via security force assistance
at the lower end of the conflict spectrum, and the rise of HighEnd Asymmetric Threats (HEAT) at the other end. The HEAT
construct offers justification for intensive investments in cyber
warfare, missile defence, and prompt global strike assets by
the U.S. military. This perspective reflects a growing consensus
in the U.S. policy community, which notes significant increases
in capabilities posed by possible Asian challengers.

Frank G. Hoffman

insurgencies. The Utility Infielders would also reject the HEAT
perspective to a degree, but particularly find the Division
of Labor argument risky, as they perceive the current era
as one of persistent conflict with the potential for extensive
applications of ground forces.

If ground forces were particularly
postured for hybrid threats the Full
Spectrum school holds particular
merit
Clearly, a “Full Spectrum” option, by hedging against a wide
array of scenarios and threats, begins to appear attractive in
this formulation. If ground forces were particularly postured for
hybrid threats (in terms of force protection and preparation
for complex urban contingencies) the Full Spectrum
school holds particular merit over the other investment and
readiness options.
The Division of Labor school also reflects a divergence of
threats into high and low-intensity scenarios, and favors
investment in the technology and capital-intensive combat
arms, especially air and space power. Yet if one accepts the
rising salience and prevalence of the hybrid threat construct,
the Division of Labor school offers the starkest options and the
greatest risks. If, however, one needs to ensure that emerging
challengers do not leap ahead of the United States in new
technological areas such as cyberwarfare, the Division
of Labor school has key points. This school offers the most
strategic orientation, attempting to create priorities and hard
tradeoffs, but its reliance on technological solutions and
airpower could be contested.[xii]
As Colin Gray has frequently reminded us, strategic force
planning has two cardinal rules: prudence and adaptability.
Viewed through the lens of the hybrid threat construct, the
Full Spectrum Operations school postures forces prudently
for likely and messy challenges of the 21st century. However,
the costs of sustaining large ground forces — which I define
in today’s terms a force of about 18 U.S. Army and Guard
divisions and 4 Marine divisions — and providing them the
necessary training time and equipment to be proficient
across the full spectrum of conflict is a daunting challenge.

Figure 1
Viewed through the lens of the major force design schools
in the United States, these threat/scenario options present
radically different risks and priorities. The “Counterinsurgent”
school believes that threats are predominately irregular
at the lower end of the conflict spectrum, and they would
argue against the HEAT perspective and the investment in air
and naval forces over ground forces adapted for persistent
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At the end of the day, this is about war and its chameleonlike character. Over the long term, I would contend we must
maintain the ability to wage successful campaigns against
both large conventionally-armed states and their militaries
and against widely dispersed terrorists — and against
everything in between. Advocates of the rising salience of
hybrid threats suggest that we will see more of the multimodal approach rather than classical armed rebellions or
HEAT cases. I concur with that view and the conclusion that
the hybrid threat is a good focal point for designing/training
expeditionary forces for the 21st century. This focal point is
especially relevant for our ground forces, as it will minimize
risks and maximize readiness demands within constrained
resources. It also serves as a valuable justification for SOF
forces, which are critical to reducing the hybrid threat’s
command networks and key leadership infrastructure.
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not simply one of preparing for long-term Stability Operations
or high-intensity conflict. We must be able to do both and do
them simultaneously against enemies far more ruthless than
today’s, as predicted more than 15 years ago by General
Krulak.

Strategy is about making choices
and creating coherence between
policy ends, ways and means.

Figure 2
Conclusion
Strategy is about making choices and creating coherence
between policy ends, ways and means. Making wise choices
require us to think prudently about the future and the past.
Policy makers and strategists need to define their assumptions
about frequency, consequences, and risk far more carefully
and analytically. Since we have fewer resources available,
these decisions will pose more critical distinctions and
possibly greater risk for our societies without analytical rigor.
The hybrid threat construct, and its theoretical adversary
doctrine, suggests that the choices are more complicated
than some schools of thought are considering. The choice is

Accordingly, force planners must be smart about future
decisions regarding force design and lean towards agile,
rigorously trained, multi-purpose forces capable of being
adaptive in approach to the unique conditions each
conflict poses. This posture is best suited for the increased risk
produced by the convergence in the battlespace (See Figure
1 above), a battlespace that will entail intimate contact with
both adversaries and noncombatants. Thus, with respect
to ground forces, this author is in the Utility Infielders camp.
Some degree of specialization might be necessary. Some
forces should be postured for just one end of the spectrum
or the other. Surely we need some training and advisors, just
as much as we need the vaunted F-22 to slice through the
defences of a modern anti-access system.
Yet the cardinal principles of prudence and adaptability
strongly suggest that Western military forces that must deploy
globally for expeditionary missions should be postured for
the greater lethality and complexity of hybrid threats in urban
terrain and complex operating environments in order to be
successful.[xiii]
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We will thus attempt to make a strategic assessment of the
Second Lebanon War in a different way. First, we will make an
informed guess as to the hypothetical “Israeli” strategy and
then evaluate the activities of the IDF against this hypothetical
strategy and see what we can learn from it.

Gur Laish is a retired Israel Air Force (IAF) Colonel. Gur
has served as, among others, the head of the IAF Warfare
Planning Department and he has been involved in
strategic planning for both the IAF and the Israel Defense
Force. Gur has recently been appointed to Israel’s National
Security Council.

What was the strategy of the two sides?

Note: this article was written prior to Laish’s appointment
to the Israeli National Security Council.

Hizballah’s strategy was derived from the organization’s
objectives at the Lebanese and Islamic levels vis-à-vis Israel.
We will concentrate on the ultimate objective of Hizballah
vis-à-vis Israel, which is to be an element of defiance that
confronts Israel. In my opinion, the objectives indicated by
van Creveld (Shabaa, prisoners, etc.) are not Hizballah’s
objectives but the means used by it to justify its resistance
to Israel.

In an article that appeared in Volume 1, Issue No. 3 of Infinity
Journal, Martin van Creveld analyzes the Second Lebanon
War (2006) five years after the war’s end. The analysis focuses
on the tactical and operational level without going into the
strategic debate.[i] However, he reaches the interesting
conclusion that despite the tactical failures of the IDF in the
war, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert has succeeded in achieving
unprecedented quiet on the northern border, mainly as a
result of his resolve to persist with the war (which as stated,
suffered from serious tactical problems). This is, apparently,
a strange situation where a lack of strategy and a tactical
failure led to retrospective success. Sun Tzu must be turning
in his grave. Can this really be the case?
Was Olmert’s success really fortuitous, resulting from his
persistence, or did he choose the correct strategy and win?
In order to answer this question it is necessary to analyze the
Second Lebanon War at the strategic level.
However, there is a problem in evaluating Israeli strategy and
the extent of its success in the war, since there has been a
long-standing problem in Israel with management at the
strategic level. No basic documents can be found that
define Israel’s military strategy in general, and especially
those that defined the strategy for the 2006 war in Lebanon.
Furthermore, over the years Israeli governments have been
harshly criticized for coming up short in the field of strategic
planning.

I have chosen to analyze the strategies of the sides using a
reverse engineering method; based on their actions and not
on their public declarations, which frequently fail to present
the strategic truth.

Hizballah’s strategy, therefore, in the context of its confrontation
with Israel, was one of resistance. During the period preceding
the Second Lebanon War, Hizballah attempted to retain its
operational freedom to act from time to time against Israel
in a way that would justify its military existence and present
itself as the “Shield of Lebanon”. This operational activity
included high trajectory fire and isolated ground actions,
mainly near the border. Hizballah relied on both the firepower
in its possession and Israel’s reluctance to return to Lebanon
after the withdrawal — so as to create deterrence against
too-strong an Israeli response to its activities.

Hizballah’s strategy in the context of
its confrontation with Israel, was one
of resistance.
Thus, Hizballah does not have an objective of high intensity
confrontation. It regards such a situation as a risk that it is
prepared to take, but it is not one of Hizballah’s objectives
and consequently it wishes to terminate such actions as
soon as possible, provided that it can return to its strategy of
resistance thereafter.
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In the event of a broader confrontation, Hizballah’s strategy
includes considerable and varied firepower that can hit
the whole of northern Israel, and guerrilla forces that can
demand a price for any maneuver by the IDF inside Southern
Lebanon. Hizballah employed the ‘spider web approach’,
according to which the Israeli home front cannot withstand
a broad attack and take casualties.

Hizballah was engaged in a massive
program for re-equipping with
medium-range rockets produced
in Iran and Syria

Furthermore, as appropriate to an asymmetric strategy,
Hizballah had neither the intention nor the capability of
preventing penetration of Lebanon by the IDF. It thus relied on
the fact that the IDF would, as far as possible, avoid attacking
the civilian population in the south if it re-occupied territories
in Lebanon. In other words, Hizballah’s strategy did not include
a defense of Southern Lebanon in the classical meaning of
the term. Such defense was left to the responsibility of Israel
and the international community.

However, Hizballah ran into a number of surprises when
the war started. First, it lost its long-range firing capability to
attacks by the air force, and later discovered that its mediumrange launchers were destroyed immediately after firing.
(Incidentally, van Creveld is in error on this point when he
presents the achievements of the air force against the rockets
as having taken place during the first two days of the war
only. This was an impressive tactical success that continued
during the entire war.) However, it later compensated for this
loss by firing short-range rockets.

Israel’s objective against Hizballah is to minimize friction on
the border for as long a period as possible.This (hypothetical)
Israeli strategy attempted to minimize the activities of Hizballah
near the border by means of deterrence, protection of IDF
forces on the border, and reduction of the daily friction with
Hizballah. Israeli strategy in the past had relied on using Syria
as a means of restraining Hizballah. This strategy became
invalid after the Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon in the year
preceding the Second Lebanon War, and the IDF was in the
process of constructing an alternative, a process that was
not completed prior to the war. As ruled by the Winograd
Committee, Israel lacked a coherent strategy for the situation
of broad confrontation with Hizballah, and consequently the
Winograd Committee criticized the hasty decision to go to
war without a clear strategy as to how it should be managed.
In the light of the IDF’s military actions in the war, I propose
that the Israel’s actual strategy was as follows: a heavy
assault against Hizballah — its military assets, the center
of the government and its deployment in Beirut, and its
communal infrastructure in Southern Lebanon. Such a
strategy intended to demonstrate the Israeli determination
to act against Hizballah, including by ground actions, while
absorbing hits from Hizballah fire, and resistance that would
refute Nasrallah’s spider web approach. In this way, at the end
of the confrontation Hizballah would be beaten, deterred,
and have little legitimacy for the continuance of its military
activities against Israel. As we have said, such a definition of
Israeli strategy is derived from an a posteriori analysis of its
activities, and I do not claim that such a strategic definition
existed before the war.
How did each side implement its strategy?
Hizballah did indeed act as it had planned. It carried out
limited operations in the border region that peaked in
attempts at kidnapping - which generally failed - until it
achieved success on July 12, 2006. It was deployed in
Southern Lebanon in such a way permitting it to carry out
massive firing against northern Israel, as well as guerrilla
warfare against Israeli ground actions. In addition, Hizballah
was engaged in a massive program (that has continued
without let-up until the present) for re-equipping with mediumrange rockets produced in Iran and Syria.
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Hizballah was also surprised by the IDF’s determination to
act on the ground in Lebanon. Hizballah lost hundreds of
combatants in battles that developed, while failing to kidnap
soldiers or bodies of dead IDF soldiers, and it took a low toll
(as they saw it) as a result of the ground maneuver.
Hizballah was also surprised by the intensity of the attack
and the destruction caused to the Dahiya neighborhood
in Beirut, and the destruction of infrastructure, mainly in
Southern Lebanon. Hizballah’s efforts at re-equipping during
hostilities did not influence the fighting, and did not permit
it to change its nature. Nasrallah did attempt to deter Israel
from continuing attacks on Beirut by threatening to attack
“beyond Haifa”, but Israel did not cease its attacks. On the
other hand, Hizballah did not fall apart but rather maintained
the organized character of its activities. Over almost the entire
length of the war, Hizballah was ready to halt firing in return
for an Israeli withdrawal, provided that it could continue
to present its very survival and the damage to Israel as a
“victory”.

Nasrallah did attempt to deter Israel,
but Israel did not cease its attacks
In other words, Hizballah acted in accordance with the
strategy that it had prepared. However this could provide
no answer to the excessive force applied against Hizballah
by Israel. Further, the price paid by the organization and by
the population of Southern Lebanon far exceeded the price
that Nasrallah was prepared to pay when he ordered the
kidnapping of soldiers.
In contrast, the IDF did not act in accordance with a coherent
strategy. It began with a massive and successful air attack and
subsequent ground actions near the border, but no direct
connection between its activities and the achievement of
the termination of the hostilities can be discerned. Although
the IDF succeeded in attacking Hizballah’s combatants, it
certainly did not succeed in halting the firing of rockets on
northern Israel.
Did the IDF really attempt to halt the firing? The IDF did not act
directly and effectively against the firing, and it may be seen
from this that it had no real intention of directly halting it. It
can also be assumed that the IDF hoped that the pressure
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applied to Hizballah and the fear that the operations would
be intensified, would cause the organization to stop firing.
The Winograd Committee addressed this anomaly indirectly,
when it harshly criticized “the period of treading water” prior
to the decision to carry out an extensive land operation. The
committee correctly stated that Israel should have decided
whether hostilities would be terminated after the first days
and an attempt made to reach international agreements (as
occurred in the end), or whether the pressure on Hizballah,
Southern Lebanon, and the state of Lebanon should be
intensified in order to arrive at better terms in the agreements.
Either way, it is not clear how the continuation of the military
operations during the period of treading water, which
included attacks from the air and limited ground actions,
were supposed to cause Hizballah to halt the firing of rockets.
As I understand it, the IDF did not attempt to directly achieve a
cessation of rocket fire and therefore did not fail to do so. The
feeling of failure regarding a cessation of the firing of rockets
by Hizballah resulted from a lack of strategic understanding.
Did the Israeli home front withstand Hizballah’s attacks?
Nasrallah felt sufficiently confident to take military action
against Israel, because he estimated that Israel was as
weak as a “spider’s web” and that Israeli society would not
withstand the losses of a wide-scale war. Nasrallah made
a serious mistake. Despite the considerable criticism of the
results of the war in Israel, and of the way it was conducted,
the Israeli home front contended with the challenges of the
war successfully. (One should not infer from this that the
systems functioned properly – quite the contrary.) Despite
the inefficient operation of the systems on the home front
during the hostilities, there were few casualties, the physical
damage was repaired within a few weeks after the war,
and the economic damage was largely reversible, without
seriously harming the Israeli economy.

Its attempt to present its actual
survival as an organization, and the
damage it caused to Israel as a
victory, is a clear act of deception.
In this context we do not need to wait for the jury to give its
verdict, as van Creveld proposes, since it is clear that following
the war Hizballah changed its modus operandi against
Israel and not of its own volition. In contrast, the degree of
deterrence applied by the sides following the war will change
over the course of time, and it is likely that Hizballah will again
feel capable of action in the future. However, this does not
change the strategic appraisal of the war.
Therefore, we have seen that assuming the hypothetical
strategy we have proposed, at the strategic level, the
Second Lebanon War reflects an Israeli success compared
to Hizballah’s failure. I find no support for the argument
presented by van Creveld that Olmert’s determination to
continue with a long war led to the success. On the contrary,
I support the conclusion of the Winograd Committee that it
might have been possible to reach the same achievements
by reducing the period of treading water.
How was the strategic debate conducted on the Israeli
side?
The major problem in the analysis we have made is that there
was no clear Israeli strategy. The hypothetical strategy was
tailored to fit the activities of the IDF, but it is quite uncertain
that there existed such a strategy directing IDF operations.
This may be seen in a multitude of ways, but we will give two
important examples:
1.

The period of treading water – As stated, the major
criticism by the Winograd Committee regarding the
strategic management of the war was directed at the
long period of time between the opening of the war and
the decision to carry out an extensive ground action. If
there had been a clear strategy during the war it would
have been clear to the leaders that they must decide on
a cessation of the hostilities or its intensification, since,
obviously, the military activities during the period of
treading water had no chance of causing a cessation
of the firing of rockets.

2.

If the hypothetical strategy had been accepted in
advance, it would have been clear that in order to reach
the military achievements and improve the situation in
Lebanon, a political effort was required in parallel with
the military one. In fact, the political effort started late
and was not coordinated with the military activities.
Indeed, the lack of coordination peaked with the
commencement of the large-scale ground operation at
the end of the war.

Van Creveld argues that this was not an Israeli success but
resulted from the inaccuracy of the weapons in Hizballah’s
possession. However, Nasrallah should have been familiar
with the capabilities of the weapons at his disposal, and he
even relied on their low accuracy in order to justify massive
firing at civilians. It can be seen therefore that Nasrallah erred
at the strategic level when he underestimated the capability
of Israeli society to meet defensive challenges.
This assessment is supported by an examination of the efforts
made by Hizballah after the war to greatly expand its firing
capabilities, even as this endangered its allies, Iran and
Syria, who became increasingly regarded as supporters of
terrorism following these efforts at re-equipping.
Did the Israeli strategy of attacking Hizballah and Southern
Lebanon achieve its objectives? As van Creveld testifies, the
northern border has never been quieter. In other words, Israeli
strategy succeeded. It is important to emphasize that, without
doubt, Hizballah sustained a defeat regarding its objective
of resistance. Its attempt to present its actual survival as an
organization, and the damage it caused to Israel as a victory,
is a clear act of deception.
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The inability to define a strategy, to discuss it in real-time and,
mainly, to make the appropriate military and political efforts
during the war, is a very serious structural problem in Israel.
It is probable that the solution to this problem has begun to
emerge with the enactment of the National Security Council
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Law in 2008, but the onus of proof still lies with it and with
the executive bodies. Without doubt, at the strategic level
this is the most important lesson to emerge from the Second
Lebanon War.
Re-assessment of the tactical failures of the IDF:
The strategic deficiency also exacerbated some of the
IDF’s tactical difficulties, as addressed by van Creveld. In my
opinion, the IDF, its officers and combatants, and of course
the public failed to understand the nature of the war and
consequently acted in a way that did not match the situation.
In general it is customary to classify the various types of
confrontation as follows:
Homeland security → Low intensity conflict (asymmetric) → Conventional war
Border security activities
Second Lebanon War
1973 War

By this chart the second Lebanon war is a low intensity
conflict.
The more appropriate classification should be understood as
seen in the chart below:

In this classification the Second Lebanon War was a highintensity war waged against an asymmetric enemy. The
distinction is not merely semantic, since it influences the nature
of deployment of forces and their operations. During the
Second Lebanon War, the forces were deployed in a manner
similar to that of border security operations: the General Staff
bunker was not activated, the CGS gave tactical orders to
the forces (not to move during the day, for example), and the
level of risk that the forces were prepared to take was low –
the forces halted after taking their first casualties.
But the most dramatic influence was that the officers and
soldiers failed to realize that this was a real war, and in
such a war, completion of the mission takes precedence
over political correctness and polite behavior. Officers that
received commands which they did not understand and
which they were certainly unable to carry out did not protest
or ignore orders.
In every war there is a gap between the level of understanding
between the headquarters and the reality in the field, but
when the soldiers act independently they provide a solution
for these differences. However in the “polite” behavior of the
IDF they reduced the chance that those in the field will bridge
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such critical gaps.
The criticism generally voiced, including van Creveld,
according to which the tactical echelons luckily corrected
the mistakes of the command, is incorrect and is due, in my
opinion, to basic misunderstandings of what happens in a
war. Wars are influenced by the initiative of the soldiers in the
field. The IDF achieves superiority over its enemies primarily
because of the high ability of its soldiers and junior officers.
What was lacking in the Second Lebanon War was, in fact, a
greater independence on the part of the forces.

What was lacking in the Second
Lebanon War was a greater
independence on the part
of the forces
In order to maintain an historical balance we should recall
that on the Sinai front in the 1973 Yom Kippur War the opposite
mistake was made in the strategic understanding of the
nature of the confrontation. The IDF acted as if it was facing
an existential threat from the Egyptians, when the latter were
attempting to achieve a very limited objective (and were
also incapable of achieving more than that).
This mistaken understanding made it difficult to take the
correct tactical decision of a withdrawal to a rear line of
defense followed by a counter-attack only after the necessary
conditions had been achieved. In the case of the Yom Kippur
War, the result of this erroneous evaluation of the nature of
the confrontation created excessive aggression that caused
numerous casualties. In the Second Lebanon War it caused
hesitancy.
Conclusions
At the strategic level, Israel could be regarded as the victor
since it had a better strategy than that of Hizballah, which
failed. However, limited, and sometimes totally lacking,
strategic management led to a situation in which the
strategic advantages were not fully exploited.
Problems at the tactical level resulted from lack of preparation;
training was intensified by an incorrect understanding of
the nature of the confrontation, evaluation that is critical for
correct behavior at the tactical and operational levels.
However, the Second Lebanon War demonstrated more than
anything else, the inherent problem of an asymmetric entity,
which, during a high intensity confrontation remains inferior
and will always lose to the conventional side (but not before
inflicting casualties and damage on him).

References
[i] In his article, Martin van Creveld virtually never examined the management of Israel’s strategy – what was the strategy for the war, how did the IDF plan (if it did
plan) to halt the firing of the rockets, how and whether the strategy changed during the war. Consequently it is not clear how van Creveld reaches the conclusion
that the persistence regarding the length of the war was what led to the positive result of quiet on the northern border.
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Before proceeding it is necessary to appreciate how the term
‘theory’ is being used in this context. Plainly, in any study of
the infinitely varied scale of human conduct, Strategic Theory
cannot aspire to achieve any hard scientific understanding
that survives experimental testing under exactly replicable
conditions. However, it does constitute a theory, in the broader
sense, which advances a set of propositions that, if true,
can be held to explain certain facts or phenomena. In this
regard, Strategic Theory reveals itself less as a set of hard and
fast rules, and more as a series of purposive assumptions,
or rules of understanding, that guide analysis; though as we
shall endeavour to suggest in the conclusion, these rules do
ultimately enable us to posit a plausible, all encompassing,
definition of Strategic Theory.
Rules of Understanding: The Key Features of Strategic
Theory

The term ‘strategy’ must be one of the most commonly used
terms in public discourse. It is employed to refer to anything
from state policy, business plans, to personal choices. Yet few
appreciate what this term really means, and what it implies
as an approach to the study of social phenomena.
The notion of Strategic Theory as a method of analysis has
permeated into the wider domain of International Relations
and Political Studies via the work of scholars like Bernard
Brodie and Thomas Schelling, and has been increasingly
employed as a tool to assist in the comprehension of decisionmaking, particularly with respect to the use of military power.
One of the best statements of the utility of Strategic Theory is
provided by Harry Yarger: ‘Strategic theory opens the mind
to all the possibilities and forces at play, prompting us to
consider the costs and risks of our decisions and weigh the
consequences of those of our adversaries, allies, and others’.
[i]
What, then, is Strategic Theory, and how does it help open the
mind? Working from first principles, we aim to provide a concise
understanding of what Strategic Theory encompasses in its
essentials. As will be shown, to achieve this understanding
it is important to appreciate what Strategic Theory is not,
as much as what it is. In the process, we hope to show that
Strategic Theory is a simple, parsimonious, yet elegant, way of

1) The study of ends, ways and means
Strategy is concerned with the ways in which available means
are employed in order to achieve desired ends. Analysis
using Strategic Theory therefore involves the study, in Michael
Howard’s words, of the ‘use of available resources to gain any
objective’.[ii] Here, the term ‘resources’ (the ‘means’) refers
not simply to the tangible elements of power, but also to the
many intangible factors that might impose themselves on
a decision-maker – most notably the degree of will that an
actor can mobilize in the pursuit of its goals.
2) Interdependent decision-making
A second key feature of Strategy Theory is that decisionmaking is influenced by the existence of a wilful adversary
(or adversaries) set on achieving its (or their) own ends. This
in turn means that the quality of strategic decision-making
must be measured not against any fixed standard of efficacy,
but in light of the response it can be expected to elicit from
an adversary. It is this feature – along with the uncertainty it
engenders – that distinguishes strategy from administrative
behaviour, and it is the consideration of how interdependent
decisions are reached in a fluid environment that provides
Strategic Theory with a great deal of its richness. Many of
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the key insights provided by thinkers like Carl von Clausewitz
and Thomas Schelling, for example, are predicated on the
proposition that strategic decision-making is dependent on
the choices and actions of others in the political system.[iii]
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and the tactics that can be employed’.[v] Second, Strategic
Theory ‘cannot proceed from the point of view of a single
favoured participant. It deals with situations in which one
party has to think about how the others are going to reach
their decisions’.[vi]

3) The study of the political actor as the central unit of analysis
Principally, strategic theorists concern themselves with the
calculations of what are termed ‘unitary’ political actors, be
they states, sub-state entities, or any other social grouping.
Strategic Theory analysis is interested in describing the
choices available to such actors and evaluating the quality
of their decision-making.Thus, strategic theorists will invariably
attempt to trace the line of thinking of a particular political
entity to comprehend how it seeks to achieve its objectives.
4) Understanding value systems and preferences
Evaluating decisions in light of the responses they elicit
from an adversary implies a requirement to understand
the relevant actors’ value systems and preferences – in the
interests of minimizing uncertainty. Strategic theorists are, in
other words, concerned with understanding what motivates
the actors under consideration. They are concerned with
asking how actors construct their interests in light of their
ideological motivations, how these interests translate into
specific objectives and how they shape the choice of means
employed to achieve them.
5) The assumption of rationality
Strategic Theory assumes the existence of rational actors. To
be considered rational, actors must exhibit behaviour that
is consistent with the attainment of their desired end. The
assumption of rationality does not suppose that the actor is
functioning with perfect efficiency or that all decisions always
produce the ‘correct’ or maximum outcome for the actor. It is
merely a presupposition that an actor’s decisions are made
after some kind of cost–benefit calculation that results in a
decision to employ means so as to optimize a desired end in
accordance with an actor’s values.[iv] It is in some degree a
problematic assumption (how do we know if a cost-benefit
calculation has been undertaken for instance?), but Strategic
Theory would lack analytical purchase without it.

The assumption of rationality
does not suppose that the actor is
functioning with perfect efficiency

The Application of Occam’s Razor
These six features comprise the core of Strategic Theory. We
contend that it is a precise and economical tool because
it applies the principle of Occam’s Razor. That is to say, it
incorporates as few postulates as possible in its operation.
[vii]
Of course, what has been presented so far is only a basic
framework. What these key assumptions also provide is a
point of entry into many other interesting questions, such
as: how is it possible to gain an appreciation of another’s
value system (through serious historical or anthropological
research); and how might we be able to discern when an
actor has attained its objectives, or has reached a point
where it has maximized its potential with its chosen means
(a matter of judgment based on knowledge of the actor’s
value system)?
With its focus on understanding value systems and their
interaction with other actors in the wider environment,Strategic
Theory might be considered a form of constructivism avant
la lèttre. Strategic Theory, however, avoids the problematic
nature of constructivist approaches as they have evolved
within the field of contemporary International Relations. This
latter brand of constructivism tends to come with normative
‘bolt-ons’ to the effect that, because identities and interests
are not permanently fixed, they must be manipulated towards
some set of universal humanitarian values.This, we contend, is
an unduly ethnocentric enterprise that (for reasons provided
earlier) Strategic Theory avoids.
Additionally, Strategic Theory does not fall into the hole
that American political scientists often manage to dig for
themselves by perceiving a contradiction between the
fact that identities and interests may be constructed from
contingent historical and social experiences (rather than
given by immutable structures in the international system),
and the fact that once interests are formed they are often
pursued with great realist vigour – particularly on the part
of major state actors on the international stage. Strategic
Theory perceives no such contradiction.

6) The observance of moral neutrality

What Strategic Theory Is Not…

Strategic Theory is intellectually disinterested in the
moral validity of the means, ways and ends of any actor.
Commentary is confined to evaluating how well the chosen
means are used to achieve stated ends. This understanding
includes and applies to all instrumental acts of violence.
This may seem clinical, even cold blooded, but it is a logical
concomitant of any dispassionate attempt to understand
strategic decisions. As Schelling elucidates, this is for two
reasons. First, strategic ‘analysis is usually about the situation
not the individuals – about the structure of incentives, of
information and communication, the choices available,

Strategic Theory avoids many of the pitfalls that have
afflicted International Relations because, in disciplinary
terms, the two are unrelated. Its modern origins derive from
public choice economics. It is an analytical tool that is
sometimes brought in to investigate issues and problems in
the realm of International Relations, but it is not intrinsically
of International Relations. Unfortunately, some scholars do
consider it a branch of International Relations, and this
leads to misunderstanding and confusion. Thus it is worth
mentioning briefly what Strategic Theory is not. This, in itself,
also helps to clarify the nature and value of our approach.
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1) Strategic Theory is not just the study of military power
It is true that the term ‘strategy’ derives from the Greek word
strategos, meaning the ‘art of the general’, but the way
strategy is defined (the application of means to ends) implies
no inherent link with military power and war. The majority of
self-described strategic theorists probably do study the use,
or threat of use, of armed force in politics. Fundamentally,
though, Strategic Theory has universal application across
the sphere of human activity as Thomas Schelling, himself a
political economist, demonstrated in much of his work.[viii]
2) Strategic Theory is not Strategic Studies
It is important to make a distinction between Strategic Theory
and Strategic Studies. Strategic Studies emerged as a field of
academic enquiry after World War II. It was concerned with
the study of military power in international politics. As such
it is unsurprising that Strategic Theory played an important
role in shaping the methodological basis of Strategic Studies.
[ix] On the other hand, the substantive concerns of Strategic
Studies were more historically contingent. The realist focus
on states and material power needs to be understood as
consequent to the abandonment of interwar idealism, whilst
the focus on deterrence arose due to the advent of nuclear
weapons. Thus, although the end of the Cold War brought
with it new conditions that challenged the relevance of
Strategic Studies, the same cannot be said in relation to
Strategic Theory with its commitment to more fundamental
issues.
3) Strategic Theory is not the same thing as Security Studies
For reasons outlined above, Strategic Studies has become
subsumed into a much broader field of academic
endeavour since the end of the Cold War. States and nuclear
weapons are no longer the only things on the agenda when
academics talk of ‘security’. Such things remain important,
but they now jostle up against a much greater range of
concerns embraced by the new Security Studies.[x] Indeed,
security – defined in terms of the absence of threats to welfare
– is becoming so broad a term that neither of us is really quite
sure what its study now amounts to. But this does not worry
us over much: just as Strategic Theory is not Strategic Studies,
nor is it Security Studies.

Strategic culture is a problematic
concept, and is not necessary to
sustain coherent strategic analysis.
4) Strategic Theory is not the study of ‘strategic culture’
Strategic culture is a problematic concept, and is not
necessary to sustain coherent strategic analysis. Strategic
Theory, as has been emphasized, routinely involves the
study of how value systems shape the character of choices
in relation to ends and means. If this is what people mean
by the study of ‘culture’ then Strategic Theory is, ipso facto,
concerned with the study of cultural variables. Academic
notions of strategic culture go back a long way. More
recently it has attracted interest amongst constructivistminded International Relations scholars who are concerned
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to challenge the dominant Realist paradigm in their field by
demonstrating the importance of ideas for explaining the
behaviour of political actors.[xi] Realists have succeeded
in mounting a spirited counter-offensive.[xii] Nevertheless,
the whole debate would hardly have been necessary had
greater attention been paid to the insights available from the
literature on strategic theory.
5) Strategic Theory is not Game Theory
Just as Strategic Theory has no need to engage with
problematic notions of culture, neither does it connote the
opposite fallacy of a value-free understanding of rationalactor behaviour as embodied in Game Theory. By no means
have all strategic theorists found value in Game Theory.
Brodie, for example, did not believe it as directly valuable.[xiii]
Schelling did employ it, but the most influential and enduring
aspects of his work derive not from his mathematical
formulations, but from his profound qualitative understanding
of the interdependent character of human relationships.
A Brief Case Study – Using Strategic Theory to Define
Terrorism
Now that a set of statements has been advanced about what
does, and does not, constitute Strategic Theory, let us turn to
the question of what they all add up to. At the beginning
of this piece we made the claim that Strategic Theory was
a precise and efficient method that can help simplify and
clarify social phenomena. Let us provide a brief example that
will hopefully elucidate what we mean.
In recent years the term ‘terrorism’ has vexed International
Relations scholars, with one lamenting that over 200 definitions
have been put forward. The received wisdom is that terrorism
‘is nearly impossible to define’,[xv] and that consequently
no stable basis for study has been possible.[xvi] With our
previous claims in mind, we would want to reject such a view.
Indeed, we consider that the term is easy and unproblematic
to define. One may employ Occam’s Razor. Simply put, terror
is an abstract noun that denotes fear, and thus terrorism
can be defined quite adequately as the creation of fear
for a purpose.[xvii] In this way, terrorism reveals itself as a
technique, a tactic. This is a perfectly stable basis for study.
If you are seeking to generate fear for instrumental reasons
then you are practising terrorism: and you are therefore liable,
accurately, to be called a terrorist. If you are not explicitly
trying to generate fear, then you are not a terrorist.
The self-inflicted problem for many in International Relations
and Political Science is of course that they insist, without
any clear reason, in attaching moral valuations to the term
terrorism (with people who use terrorism deemed to be bad).
Strategic Theory practises intellectual disinterest towards
the moral validity of the cause, along with the means, ways
and ends of political action. It holds that terrorism, like any
tactic, can be used in good or bad ways for either good
or bad purposes.[xviii] As a parent, one might consider
it appropriate to instil fear (albeit of a mild kind) in one’s
children for a whole variety of laudable reasons. Sub-state
actors sometimes (but not always) employ the tactics of
terror to achieve their political goals. The IRA, for example,
sometimes resorted to terrorism, but it also applied violence
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with other strategic effects in mind.[xix] States, of course, are
also perfectly capable of employing terrorist tactics. Although
strategic theorists are dedicated to evaluating correlations
between ends, ways and means, we make no automatic
value assumptions about the intrinsic moral worthiness of
the actor or its cause merely on the basis of the tactics it
chooses to employ at any one point in a campaign to attain
its political purposes.
The point is that deciding what constitutes a morally good
or bad purpose is a wholly separate intellectual task from
describing and evaluating the utility of a particular tactic.
Mixing up an attempt at description with a moral judgment
is what philosophers of language call a category mistake.
[xx] To give an example, the much-quoted phrase ‘one man’s
terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter’ is a classic category
mistake. For a strategic theorist, one part of the phrase –
‘terrorist’ – alludes to the description of a tactic (someone
who seeks to create fear for a purpose), whilst the other –
‘freedom fighter’ – is a positively loaded moral judgment.
To fuse together these different intellectual standpoints is
illogical. Strategic Theory thus succeeds in revealing that the
slogan ‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter’
is meaningless, not least because if one thinks about it, one
can, depending on how the contingent moral environment
is evaluated, be considered to be both at the same time.[xxi]
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Conclusion
Strategic Theory offers a concise and coherent basis for
investigating the social behaviour associated with conflict,
that is, in situations where actors are endeavouring to secure
their interests and values against the interests of other
political actors. It routinely reaches out to other areas of
academic endeavour, but it is not intrinsically of any other
area. Its fundamental concerns are not indissolubly linked
to a particular historical, ethical or other context. On the
contrary, it is defined in such a manner as to help the theorist
to extricate him or herself from situational bias.
In outlining these crucial elements it is finally possible to
posit a concise definition of Strategic Theory: in its irreducible
essence, Strategic Theory is the theory of interdependent
decision-making under conditions of uncertainty. As such,
it possesses considerable advantages for the analyst,
facilitating, as it does, the disentangling of efforts to evaluate
instrumental behaviour from efforts to impose arbitrary moral
valuations on it. In this manner, Strategic Theory facilitates
clarity of understanding. Strategic Theory is, thereby, mind
opening and intellectually liberating.
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