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This edition starts to see articles written in relation to the War in Ukraine. My last two editorials warned against being tempted 
to prognosticate and pontificate on that war as all the military strategists on Twitter and other social media platforms seem 
to do. Any modern theatre commander must count himself lucky in that he can mine the wisdom of policy commentators, 
military historians and journalists all of whom possess enough expertise to share insights with the entire world. The Russians 
read Twitter, so the would-be Rommels all giving advice on what the Ukrainian General Staff should do next, do so for only 
social messaging reasons.

One thing apparent from the 24th of February 2022 was that anyone professionally connected with the current war in Ukraine 
(as opposed to the ongoing Tigray war in Ethiopia) was working 100-hour weeks; so little time to chew on the commentary 
surrounding the war. This again brings us back, yet again, to the hard reality that Military Strategy is a practical skill. The study 
of military strategy should be conducted with the aim to improve what practitioners do. That may be recreational for some but 
most of the serious writing extant today is essentially academic, thus the existence of this magazine.

Should serious students of military strategy comment on current conflicts? Probably not. Strategic history is the only body of 
evidence strategic theory can employ. The recent past is not history if the recent events are still clouded in ambiguity and the 
fall out from information operations, journalistic opinion and propaganda. Again, most of the early calls on the Ukraine War 
were wrong, as were all the declarations that the Russians would not invade. To prognosticate is to appear foolish. No policy or 
military analyst or serious person's job is to predict. You cannot defend your bad predictions by saying your job was to predict 
so sometimes you are wrong. Strategy requires preparation, not prediction. If any part of what you do requires you to predict 
events that have not occured, then you work for a broken organisation. This means no army, strategists, military professional, 
or serious student of warfare should ponder the future of war, other than to be able to provide guidance as to how to prepare 
in a way that delivers the greatest possible utility.

Fundamentally, much discussion on military strategy and even military science that occurs beyond the page we publish here 
is not of a standard that meets that criteria. Some do, but they are rare. There will be a natural tendency to express opinions 
of the events of the Ukraine War but they should be resisted in terms of this magazine. That is not to say we cannot see useful 
writing occur. War after all cannot change, and warfare can only change in ways apparent to the practitioners. Warfare is 
about human action, thus human choice. It cannot defy explanation. Explanation for the furtherance of understanding is 
always going to be a good thing.

William F. Owen 
Editor, Military Strategy Magazine 
December 2022

A Note From The 
Editor
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In his book, ‘Men against Fire’, the American General S.L.A. 
Marshall designated the battlefield as ‘the epitome of war’[i], 

where everything that characterises the 
deep essence of war, as theorised by 
Clausewitz, comes into action. Violence, 
passions, opposition of wills, frictions: 
whatever the war, this blunt reality is 
always reached, at one point or another. 
This makes war a human activity before 
everything else.

And yet, the battlefield seems to slowly 
give way to non-human elements. 
The rise of automated weapons based 
upon Artificial Intelligence (AI), such as 
autonomous drones, raises questions 
about the human character of the 

battlefield. It even interrogates the validity of the concept of 

To cite this article: Alloui-Cros, Baptiste, “Does Artificial Intelligence Change the Nature of War?”, Military Strategy Magazine, 
Volume 8, Issue 3, winter 2022, pages 4-8.
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the battlefield itself, as AI weapon systems are programmed 
to act or react over long distances at fantastic speeds, far 
out of human reach. This displacement of warfare toward 
new dimensions of time and space seems to challenge the 
monopoly humans traditionally own over the conduct of 
war and the use of force. Where has the ‘epitome of war’ 
gone then? Does the rise of AI truly challenge the nature of 
war itself?

This piece argues that although AI alters the character of war 
in significant ways, it does not change its nature. Rather, it 
has the contrary effect. It emphasises the essential element 
behind the deep nature of war: its human component. 
Psychology, ethics, politics, passions and the proximity 
of pain and death are what war is all about. A ‘trinity of 
violence, chance and politics’.[ii] By departing from all this, 
by showing how relative other elements are, by handling all 
the practical details, AI enables us to focus on what matters 
most. It is this contrast that reminds us that war is a very 
intimate expression of our humanity, and something we 
cannot delegate.

This essay treats the influence of Artificial Intelligence on 
the nature of war through three different layers.

First, it examines how AI changes the strategic landscape, 
the physical world, and shows that its impact is not 
disproportionate or fundamentally different from other 
technological military revolutions. Then, it looks at what AI 
brings to strategic decision-making, how it influences the 
mind, and argues that when used right, it does not alienate 
decision-makers but rather allows them to make the most 
of their own potential.

Finally, it interrogates the possibility that AI may eventually 
make war obsolete and concludes with the observation that 
while AI can affect both the realms of the physical world 
and the mind, it can never handle the affairs of the heart. 
Yet this is where war starts, ends, and where it is mostly 
conducted. Thus, AI will never emancipate us from it on its 
own, and neither will it change its deep nature.

The impact of AI on the strategic landscape

Science and War have always been intertwined, and 
technological innovation is one of the primary drivers of 
warfare and civilisation at large. One can easily argue that 
some innovations were decisive in the way some conflicts 
resulted. From Archimedes defending Syracuse to Vauban’s 
fortifications during the wars of Louis XIV, from Jean 
Bureau’s guns in the hundred years war to Gribeauval’s 
artillery system that was a cornerstone of Napoleon’s 
campaigns, from British ships of the line to German U boats, 
most major conflicts are characterised by such innovations.
[iii] But do they fundamentally change the nature of war?

Arguably not. There is a step between affecting the conduct 
of war and changing the nature of war. Although the 
appearance of gunpowder or nuclear weapons considerably 
shaped the way we fight those wars, they did not diminish 
the importance of politics, passions, uncertainty, and 
frictions in general. On the contrary, the increase in 
firepower and potential for destruction contributed to 
raising the stakes around warfare and, therefore, brought 
even more importance to human decision making and the 
role of psychology and morality, as the Cuban missile crisis 
of 1962 tends to prove.

The apparition of Artificial Intelligence on the battlefield, 
in the narrow sense of the term, i.e., systems that excel 
at a single task, remains in line with this progression of 
the conduct of war. Besides, their most specific feature, 
the fact they are being automated, is not especially new. 
Landmines, for instance, carry out their task without the 
need for human intervention. It is rather the amount and 
the complexity of tasks that can be automated thanks to AI 
that represent a novelty. And it is the limited level of agency 
that humans have once these processes are started that can 
be worrisome.[iv] The following quote by sociologist Ted 
Nelson summarises the dilemma of the tactical use of AI 
perfectly:

“The good news about computers is that they do what you 
tell them to do. The bad news is that they do what you tell 
them to do.” [v]

As such, AIs are nothing else but tools, and can be as efficient 
as detrimental to their users. Like any other weapon, they 
require appropriate use and proper incorporation into 
military doctrines to be useful. Growth in the use and 
scale of AIs on the battlefield brings another concern for 
the military: the fear that combat becomes too fast-paced 
for humans to remain engaged. Indeed, the automation of 
weapon systems, such as missile systems, or other military 
agents, makes the timeframe available to respond to 
incoming threats lower and lower, to the point only pre-
programmed AIs could react in time.

This compression of space and time, however, is a logical 
corollary of the evolution of warfare over time.[vi] From 
swords and close combat to bows, javelins and muskets 
all the way to ballistic missiles, technological innovations 
accompanied the need for adding more distance with the 
adversary and striking him faster to reduce the threat he 
causes to ourselves. One can even argue the annihilation 
of space and time is the aim of technologies in general, 
whether it is the railroad, the telegraph, or the internet.
[vii] It also led to increasing confusion between the scales 
of war, from strategy to tactics, as the physical dimensions 
of war seem to merge. And yet, for Jomini, the specificity 
of the strategist consists in his ability to master space and 
time.[viii]

Does Artificial Intelligence Change the Nature of War? Baptiste Alloui-Cros
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Yet, this concern is not enough to assess if it fundamentally 
changes the nature of war. From a concrete point of view, 
AIs are not going to monopolise the conduct of war. They 
are severely limited and cannot achieve just any kind of 
tactical task nor be used efficiently in any kind of war. Just 
like any other kind of weapon, they have counters, and it 
would not be surprising to see them regularly backfiring 
against their users.

Indeed, their main limitation was induced by the quote by 
Ted Nelson given earlier on: they do what they are told to 
do. It means that once their logical rules of engagement are 
understood, it becomes very easy for the enemy to predict 
their behaviour and take advantage of it. On the other hand, 
leaping away from this rigidity and making more flexible 
AIs requires another trade-off: decreasing human control 
and increasing chances of failure. Indeed, in the words of 
Alan Turing, “if a machine is expected to be infallible, it 
cannot also be intelligent”.[ix] This is a logical trade-off, and 
the most critical one that lies on the road from narrow AI to 
general AI. A logical system can produce perfect answers 
to a limited number of questions but not to all possible 
questions. The more questions this system is asked, the 
lower the rate of correct answers will be. Hence, extending 
an AI to make it more flexible and complex implies 
decreasing its effectiveness at doing individual tasks.[x]

Friedrich the Great, as related by Henri de Catt in his 
‘Memoirs’, asserted “but in war, as in everything else, a man 
does what he can and seldom what he desires.”[xi] The same 
goes for the machine. It is programmed to specific ends, but 
since it is impossible to predict every obstacle that it might 
encounter, it is never guaranteed to succeed. Hence, AI does 
not represent a particularly different form of technological 
innovation tactically speaking. Since its use is limited, it will 
not fully replace human beings on the ground. Rather, it 
will probably be used to carry out very specific tactical tasks 
in coordination with other weapon systems and military 
personnel. As this paper shall now argue there is, however, 
one very important difference between AI and previous 
innovations in warfare: AI does not only have kinetic use, it 
can also affect the mind by assisting decision-making.

AI and the formulation of decision in strategy

Strategy is calculus if nothing else, the interplay of 
imagination and probabilities. Or, more formally, ‘the art 
of the dialectic of two opposing wills using force to resolve 
their dispute’.[xii] If AI is to revolutionise war, and alter its 
character, it is in this direction that one should look: its 
impact on strategic thinking and decision-making.

Indeed, the development of neural networks and deep 
learning AIs has shown very convincing results in complex 
strategy games, such as chess, Go and even imperfect 

information games like poker or Starcraft, where the 
decision space is so enormous it seems impossible to break 
through pure ‘computing strength’. Very recently, Cicero, 
an AI designed by Meta to play ‘Diplomacy’, consistently 
achieved top performances in a game relying almost 
entirely on negotiation and psychology, realms where 
humans traditionally enjoy an edge over the machine.

On their own, those feats might yet still appear slightly 
abstract to the reader wondering how this will change our 
ways to think and take strategic decisions. So perhaps most 
insightful is the case of AlphaZero and how it impacted the 
practice of the game of chess. This AI recombined ideas and 
principles well known to humans in ways that were never 
thought of before, despite the fact the game existed for 
thousands of years. Not only did these principles give the AI 
total dominance over all its counterparts, but it also taught 
high-level chess players new ways to think about the game. 
Nowadays, these high-level players make use of these new 
perspectives in their own games and play arguably much 
better than before AlphaZero. In a nutshell: it made them 
better strategic thinkers on the chessboard.[xiii]

The ability of AI to find its own, independent ways of solving 
a problem makes it a remarkably creative tool. Partially 
free from human biases, and empowered with much better 
computing abilities, it comes up with new ways of playing 
games, but also new ways of solving scientific problems or 
suggesting artistic creations. Hence, Strategy is a natural 
playground for AI, as it thrives when combining means and 
ideas to reach specific ends.

Therefore, it is not absurd to think that the potential of AI 
can be leveraged by strategists to make better sense of the 
options available to them. By simulating a strategic problem, 
in the form of a wargame for instance, and programming an 
AI around it, one might get interesting and creative insights 
into the problem and how to tackle it. To put it simply, it 
would provide the strategist with additional options and 
a more complete overview of the strategic problem. In a 
way, it would integrally be part of what Clausewitz calls 
the general’s ‘imagination’ and act as a kind of sixth sense, 
reinforcing intuition; or to frame it in a better way: enhance 
his coup d’oeil.

And this coup d’oeil is well needed in a world where entropy 
keeps increasing while our cognitive abilities remain 
the same. The notion of entropy in warfare, in fact, is a 
very interesting way to conceptualise the resilience and 
efficiency of a military organisation. It was first theorised by 
Mark Herman in 1997, and describes ‘the state of disorder 
imposed on a military system at a given moment’.[xiv] 
For instance, a military unit whose entropy reached the 
maximum level is then ‘no more than a mob’. This concept 
goes well along with the increased use of AI in command 
and control and decision-making, and can apply to any 
kind and any size of military organisation.

Does Artificial Intelligence Change the Nature of War? Baptiste Alloui-Cros
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Indeed, the use of AI at this level requires very specific 
agency. It requires humans to define well the place of 
the machine in their decision-making process, a lucid 
understanding of what the machine brings and where its 
strengths lie as well as its limitations. This human-machine 
teaming is sometimes labelled ‘centaur warfighting’, as first 
expressed by ex-secretary for defence Robert Work.[xv] 
In this paradigm, the machine uses its superior cognitive 
capabilities to provide situational awareness and potential 
solutions, enabling the human to focus on actual decision-
making and on the political and psychological components 
of the problem. The strategist, having a better grasp of the 
situation, can then redirect the efforts of the machine to 
more precise points of the problem, effectively resulting in a 
virtuous circle. Reaching such a level of cohesion can explain 
how, for instance, two amateur chess players with engines 
could beat grandmasters also using engines in a tournament 
in 2005.[xvi] In a similar way, a wrong understanding or 
use of the machine can have adverse consequences on the 
cohesion of an organisation, effectively raising the entropy 
level instead of decreasing it. Therefore, although software 
and hardware can both be replicated, actual AI-human 
teaming is hard to produce and always unique to each 
organisation. In the words of Paul Scharre, “There’s also 
better people, training, doctrine, experimentation. That all 
goes into making that package together, and that’s actually 
really hard to replicate.”

The incorporation of AI into the decision-making process 
of military organisations is a definite change from previous 
technologies and is likely to alter the character of war. But 
does it actually change the nature of war?

As long as humans remain in control and have the choice 
to apply or not the propositions of the machine, it does 
not. According to Kenneth Payne, the danger in AI, whether 
employed for a tactical weapons system or a strategic-
scenario planner, “lies primarily in the gap between how 
the AI solves a problem framed by humans, and how those 
humans would solve it if they possessed the AI’s speed, 
precision and brainpower.”[xvii] As long as the strategist 
is conscious of this gap, and merely uses the AI as a tool 
for suggestions and a source of inspiration, the machine 
cannot be alienating. Rather, it enables them to focus on the 
heart of the problem and facilitate their stream of thoughts. 
Finally, human biases are always present in the process, as 
humans are the ones designing the AI and feeding it with 
their own perception of the strategic problem at hand. Thus, 
AI is never completely bias-free, nor is it totally separated 
from human touch.

Will AI make war obsolete?

In ‘the causes of war’, Geoffrey Blainey makes the point 
that war always happens out of miscalculations from one 
or both camps about their respective power and will and 
that, without these miscalculations, war would not break 

out.[xviii] But then what does the involvement of AI in war 
imply for this assumption? As AI becomes more and more 
elaborated, and closer to general AI, miscalculations should 
be fewer. Hypothesising that war will not be an attractive 
solution in the eye of AI thus sounds defensible. In the words 
of the supercomputer Joshua from the movie Wargames:

“A strange game. The only winning move is not to play.”

As we rely more and more on AI, war would then be pushed 
outside of the human realm, and what was normally the 
realm of passions becomes something else. He who lived by 
the sword would no longer die by the sword.

The danger of this perspective is perhaps best illustrated by 
‘A taste of Armageddon’, an episode from Star Trek in which 
two planets, concluding that to kill was an unavoidable 
feature of human nature, decide to wage an eternal war 
through computer simulation, only killing the citizens 
that fell victim in the simulation without any other kind 
of physical violence to not have to fight a real war. But 
simultaneously, the simulation immunised both societies 
to the horrors of war, hence they see no reason to end it:

“Death, Destruction, Disease, Horror. That’s what war is all 
about. That makes it a thing to be avoided. You made it neat 
and painless. So neat and painless, you've had no reason to 
stop it. And you’ve had it for 500 years.”

Ultimately, technology is an expression of ourselves. It can 
be misused, and we can be driven by it just like we can be 
driven by our impulses and passions. But we always have 
a choice, ethics are in our control. We cannot outsource 
problems of ethics, politics, and decision-making to AIs. It 
cannot conceive what dissent is, despite dissent being the 
first act of war. The morale factor and the will to resist, the 
most crucial factors in war, are things AI cannot compute. 
All these features are essential to the phenomenon of war.

Indeed, the deep nature of war lies within the heart, as 
the purple heart medal awarded to killed and wounded 
American soldiers reminds us. This is also why it is an art 
and not a science. AI is not a pill of Murti-Bing, it cannot 
be a cure for independent thought.[xix] Eventually, human 
dilemmas and the most critical choices will always remain 
in our hands, for war is mostly a matter of conscience. And 
the human element in combat shall remain essential.[xx]

Conclusion

Our humanity is often defined by our ability to be intelligent 
and creative. Yet, the rise of AI seems to challenge this 
assumption. Far from changing the nature of war, however, 
it is the contrast it brings alongside humans that shows what 
this nature is all about: it is first and foremost the realm 
of passions. For this reason, as AIs become work partners, 
in warfare as elsewhere, the role of psychology should 

Does Artificial Intelligence Change the Nature of War? Baptiste Alloui-Cros
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keep rising in importance. Indeed, questioning the moral 
and philosophical grounds behind human phenomena as 
fundamental as dissent, for instance, does increasingly 
matter for AI will never be able to sort out these kind of 

questions. Hence, a deeper inquiry into this singular side 
of warfare would probably be beneficial if we are to become 
better strategic thinkers at all.

References

[i] Marshall, S.L.A. Men against Fire: The Problem of Battle Command in Future War. 1947

[ii] Clausewitz, Carl. On War. 1984.

[iii] Guerlac, Henry. "3. Vauban: The Impact of Science on War". Princeton: 2010

[iv] Cummings, M.L. The Human Role in Autonomous Weapon Design and Deployment, 2014

[v] Nelson, Theodor H. Computer Lib ; Dream Machines. 1987.

[vi] Solnit, Rebecca. "The Annihilation of Time and Space." 1990

[vii] Schivelbusch, Wolfgang. "Railroad space and railroad time." 1978

[viii] Jomini, Antoine H. The Art of War. 1863.

[ix] Turing, Alan. Lecture to The London Mathematical Society, 20 february 1947

[x] Lucas, J.R. Minds, Machines and Goedel. 1961

[xi] Catt, Henri. Frederick the Great: The Memoirs of His Reader, 1758-1760. 1916.

[xii] Beaufre, Andre. An Introduction to Strategy. 1965.

[xiii] Sadler, Matthew, Natasha Regan, Garry Kasparov, and Demis Hassabis. Game Changer: Alphazero's Groundbreaking 
Chess Strategies and the Promise of AI. 2019.

[xiv] Herman, Mark. Entropy-Based Warfare: Modeling the Revolution in Military Affairs. 1997

[xv] Scharre, Paul. Centaur Warfighting: The false choice of humans vs automation. 2016

[xvi] Dark horse ZackS wins Freestyle Chess Tournament, Chessbase, 2015

[xvii] Payne Kenneth. I, Warbot: The Dawn of Artificially Intelligent Conflict. 2021.

[xviii] Blainey, Geoffrey. The Causes of War. 1988

[xix] Miłosz, Czesław. The Captive Mind. 1981.

[xx] Henderson, Darryl. Cohesion: The Human Element in Combat Leadership and Societal Influence in the Armies of the 
Soviet. 1985

Does Artificial Intelligence Change the Nature of War? Baptiste Alloui-Cros



SUBSCRIBE 
FOR FREE
Subscribe to our newsletter to recieve notifications about new 
editions and articles. Only available online.

Exclusively online at MilitaryStrategyMagazine.com

Our website features the following:

• Fully open, no registration required

• A full archive of all Infinity Journal editions, special editions and articles

• Online and downloadable versions of all editions, past, present and future

• Email notifications for new editions

• MSM Briefs - Informative and educational pieces to provide understanding of core 
concepts

• An enhanced digital edition that provides the best reading experience and features. Fully 
compatible with iOS, iPadOS & Android.

• Submission Guidelines and much more

No paid subscriptions or logins, just content. It really is that simple.

https://www.militarystrategymagazine.com


Volume 8, Issue 3, Winter 2022 10

Great in Theory: Does the 
U.S. Need a New Strategic 
Paradigm?
Joe McGiffin - U.S. Army, Modern War Institute, West Point

About the author

Joe McGiffin is an active-duty U.S. Army captain currently serving as the 
planning officer for the Modern War Institute (MMI) at West Point. He 
has a B.A. in History and two M.A.s in Military Studies and International 
Relations, respectively. In addition to his work at MWI, Joe also teaches 
in the Defense and Strategic Studies program at the United States 
Military Academy, West Point.

Disclaimer: The views expressed herein 
are those of the author and do not 
reflect the position of the United States 
Military Academy, the Department of 
the Army, or the U.S. Department of 
Defense.

Military theory is a critical and oft-
neglected piece of any state’s national 
security strategy, and the United States 
is no exception. It is conceptual and 
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abstract, making it all but anathema to the comfort 
and safety of quantifiable information and empirical 
methodologies that pair so effectively with the increasing 
might of technology and computational power. However, 
the absence of a theoretical framework for any state’s 
strategic process is always evident in hindsight of a security 
problem gone poorly. From Bernard Brodie’s iconic 
lamentation: “Soldiers usually are close students of tactics, 
but rarely are they students of strategy and practically 
never of war;” to Colin Gray’s amusement at the persisting 
“buzzword” culture of the U.S. security sector, the world’s 
greatest strategic scholars have consistently observed 
that there is something missing from U.S. security policy 
and scholarship which manifests in a consistent failure to 
develop effective strategy.[i]

One key but neglected analytical tool in crafting cohesive 
strategy is epistemology: “the theory of knowledge, 
especially with regard to its methods, validity, and scope. 
Epistemology is the investigation of what distinguishes 
justified belief from fiction.”[ii] Without a common 
theoretical system, a strategy’s validity conflates with its 
popularity, promoting a climate of catchy phrases and 
trendy ideas. There is no framework from which to gauge 
the merits and drawbacks of any given course of action 
until after it has most likely failed in execution.

This research inductively identifies the current U.S. strategic 
framework, assesses its effectiveness, and proposes a more 
effective paradigm for future use. Ultimately, this paper 
finds that the U.S. relies on a flawed understanding of 
Revolutions in Military Affairs (RMA) theory and suggests 
that identifying objectives based on environmental trends 
should dictate technological development efforts rather 
than trying to anticipate the next generation of evolution 
for existing defense platforms. This paper first provides the 
historiography of RMA theory and then presents two case 
studies which portray how it has influenced U.S. strategic 
history. Subsequently, the paper introduces a trend-based 
paradigm which would make better use of its resources.

A quick note on relevance: RMA theory was a lamentable 
casualty of buzzword fatigue in the greater U.S. military-
industrial community. When its popularity peaked in the 
early 2000s, its original, rigorous meaning had already 
begun to lose significance due to its frequent, and often 
incorrect, usage. That said, although the community has 
moved on to different conversations, the lack of present 
discussion on RMA says nothing about its relevance or 
utility as a theoretical framework to aid in the crafting of 
effective strategy as this article endeavors to portray.

RMA Theory and History

The closest concept to a strategic paradigm employed 
by the United States is what some scholars call “techno-
fetishism,” a unique interpretation of the well-known 

theory of Revolutions in Military Affairs (RMA).[iii] RMA 
theory first appeared in commentary literature toward the 
end of the Cold War. The United States originated from 
Soviet strategists observing U.S. military development 
in the early 1980s. While executing their Second Offset 
Strategy, the United States had developed advanced 
weaponry capable of overmatching any conventional assets 
and neutralizing the numerical advantage of the Soviet 
military: the M1 Abrams tank and AH-64 Apache helicopter 
are two prominent examples.[iv] The Russian observers 
saw these outputs and concluded that the Americans were 
in the middle of a “Military Technical Revolution.” Strategic 
scholars in America discovered these findings and co-opted 
the technical revolution into their own literature. By the 
mid-1980s, the U.S. Department of Defense would explicitly 
acknowledge the phenomenon as a Revolution in Military 
Affairs and has continued to use it as the basic framework 
for its strategic process.[v]

Derived from the chaos theory of the physical sciences, 
RMA purports to explain the sequence of alleged 
discontinuities in the practice of war throughout history. Its 
general argument is that there is an integral link between 
military advancement and decisive victory.[vi] In a survey 
of strategic history, Williamson Murray conversely found 
that, although RMAs have been a consistent phenomenon 
of war, technology and weaponry advances are linked to 
larger changes in society and warfare but do not necessarily 
cause them. More importantly, Murray’s survey found that 
these perceived disruptions were linear and cumulative; 
that is, war and warfare evolve in response to changing 
operational variables. By way of illustration, he pointed to 
the development of the phenomenon labelled Blitzkrieg 
during the interwar period, which was the result of the 
German military’s analysis of strategic history. The Germans 
identified a way to avoid the carnage of artillery and trench 
warfare of World War I (the last military revolution) and 
developed the technological means for their military to 
achieve it.[vii]

Murray’s insights notwithstanding, the U.S. military-
industrial complex generally assumes a causal link between 
technical innovation and RMA. The United States relies 
heavily on superior technology not as part of its military 
strategy, but as the strategy itself. If discussing strategy in 
terms of the Lykke Model, superior technology serves as 
both the means and the way the United States achieves its 
ends.[viii] The last two decisive U.S. victories showcase this 
unique strategic approach. The first example was the atomic 
bomb: its pure destructive force broke the Japanese will to 
fight and ended World War II. More recently, innovations 
enabled the United States to defeat Iraq soundly during the 
Gulf War.

Often argued as the definitive proof of a causal link 
between technology and RMAs, Operation Desert Storm 
portrayed the use of emergent capabilities for dominant 
battlespace knowledge (DBK) via information-led warfare, 
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precision guided munitions (PGM), and dominant 
maneuver synergistically transforming the fundamental 
characteristics of modern warfare.[ix] However, while these 
innovations were tremendous assets which supported a 
decisive coalition victory, others argue that focusing on 
these assets ignores other critical changes which clearly 
contributed to the accepted revolution.

Marshall Beier points to an increasing “techno-fetishism” 
of the larger American society which drives fixation on 
technical innovations to the exclusion of other aspects of 
war and strategy.[x] Similarly, Colin Gray noted that, when 
one accepts technology as a causal link to warfare without 
understanding the historic context of RMA theory, then 
every new observation in the field of strategic studies is 
likely to receive a revolutionary label all of its own, creating 
a strategic climate driven by unvalidated buzz words.
[xi] The drift from RMA into techno-fetishism was likely 
pushed by the large military-industrial complex which has 
consistently been vital to U.S. defense. The products of the 
complex became synonymous with strategy itself over time, 
displacing the RMA framework as the guiding principle. 
While this U.S. derivation of RMA theory has facilitated 
viable strategies in the past, that observation ignores other 
historic conditions which were part of the calculus for 
victory: superior technology alone was not sufficient then 
and will not be so now.

Case Studies

This article analyzes four case studies: the Joint Strike 
Fighter Program, the Defense Innovative Initiative (DII), 
Blitzkrieg, and the Gerasimov Doctrine. The first two case 
studies provide empirical evidence of the flaws in the U.S. 
understanding of the RMA framework and show that a 
technology-driven approach to strategy limits strategic 
options. The latter two provide evidence for the explanatory 
power of conditional variables for technological innovation 
as a strategic asset; that is, strategic demand and 
environmental variables drive technical revolutions to 
generate new strategic options.

Technology-Driven RMA Paradigm: U.S. Case 
Studies

The Joint Strike Fighter Program and the Defense Innovative 
Initiative (DII) illustrate the limitations of the current U.S. 
strategic framework. The Joint Strike Fighter Program, 
responsible for developing and manufacturing the F-35, is 
a multinational collaboration and a centerpiece of current 
U.S. strategy. The F-35 has been in development since 2001, 
and less than 850 platforms have since been put into service 
by the various stakeholder militaries.[xii] Built as a futuristic, 
long range stealth fighter to dominate airspace over land 
and sea, it was so ambitious at its launch that some planned 
technologies were not yet available.[xiii] Since the start of 

the program, the JSF has been unable to meet its original 
goal of replacing the majority of the U.S. military’s fighter 
fleet with a cost-effective combat platform generations 
ahead of what adversaries might field. According to the U.S. 
Government Accountability Office, the program has missed 
every projected deadline, ran over budget by more than 
70%, has required massive program restructuring three 
times, struggles to achieve adequate mission capability, and 
remains the single most expensive weapons program of the 
DoD. Furthermore, the project is only expected to continue 
to be an unsustainable resource drain if it is not overhauled 
again in the near future.[xiv]

Even if the JSF program proceeded as originally planned, 
it would have struggled to make a strategic impact. Its 
purpose was to be the best fighter platform available, but 
that presumes a strategic demand for this very specific 
weapon system in a global context. Since its application 
is only within an active battlespace, the F35 is inherently 
limited as an asset to operational and tactical use. Assuming 
strike fighters are a necessary component of airspace 
security, they are still not a sufficient variable; that is, an 
enemy can develop a plan to bypass the need to contend 
with the F35 (for instance, hypersonic weapons that defy 
interception). Phrased differently, is the JSF program 
worth the resources it is consuming when weighed against 
its strategic asset outputs? Also, consider that the U.S. 
Air Force has already announced the prototyping for its 
replacement, the Next Generation Air Dominance system 
(NGAD).[xv] The JSF has already begun a downward trend 
in utility as every preceding innovation has before in the 
history of revolutions in military affairs. This illustrates 
that technological superiority, particularly for tactical 
innovations, is a transient, unpredictable means of 
achieving strategic objectives and is unreliable in support 
of long-term goals.

It is worth noting that this analysis comes close to arguing 
in favor of Colin Gray’s third fallacy of air power: that the 
development of airpower is driven by technology and not 
ideas. This research concurs with Gray’s findings that 
development has been driven by ideas, theory, and doctrine. 
[xvi] Where this analysis distinguishes itself is that rather 
than focusing on a strategic need keyed to geopolitical 
variable and future trends, JSF development has exclusively 
followed a regimen to enhance existing doctrine. As a 
result, its output can be anticipated and accounted for by 
competing strategies instead of decisively increasing U.S. 
advantages.

The DII mirrors the limitations of the JSF’s strategic utility 
in line with RMA theory. It focuses on apex weaponry in 
general, specifically leaning toward DBK and PGMs to 
re-obtain parity with China and Russia. More commonly 
referred to as the United States’ Third Offset Strategy (3OS), 
it is a crafted response to a perceived military-technical 
trend (possibly a new RMA) generally labelled anti-access 
and area denial (A2/AD) operations which aims to harden 
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land, sea, air, and space terminal vulnerabilities while 
generating longer-range offensive assets.[xvii] Anticipating 
the next step in the evolution in existing military technology 
presents itself here in the continued pursuit of more 
advanced weaponry than any other state. However, 3OS 
hinges on two unvalidated assumptions. First, it assumes 
that a U.S. adversary will not develop a superior piece of 
technology that will negate U.S. advancement efforts. 
Second, it only addresses military capability and does not 
provide for integration with more elements of U.S. power, 
especially in terms of military actions below the threshold 
of war, a staple of the current Chinese playbook.[xviii] 
Given the propensity for U.S. adversaries to avoid direct 
engagement with the U.S. in their pursuit of strategic 
objectives, this begs the question of whether or not it is 
worth the investment based off the improbability that 
new 3OS platforms when compared with generating more 
immediately applicable options.

Situational Variables-Driven Paradigm: 
Blitzkrieg and Gerasimov Doctrine

Blitzkrieg, apropos of U.S. strategic culture, is a buzzword, 
popularized by U.S. and British journalists, used to describe 
the radical shift in German strategy and tactics leading into 
World War II.[xix] While the badging of ‘lightning warfare” is 
retrospectively applied to this case study as the first viable 
employment of mechanized military forces, this puts a lot 
more emphasis on the technical aspects than there was 
at the time of its dominance. After the high cost of trench 
warfare from World War I, German strategist turned back 
to history to identify ways to neutralize an entrenched 
enemy’s advantages.[xx] This brought the principle of 
decisive maneuver, a mainstay of the lauded Moltke the 
Elder, back into circulation.[xxi] This principle combined 
with the emergence of combined arms tactics that emerged 
at the end of World War I to create the archetype of modern 
warfare studied today.[xxii] Ultimately, “lightning warfare” 
was the culminating strategy from an intense analyses of 
tactical options, a study of the enemy strategy, and the 
incorporation of new technologies in order to enhance the 
strategy’s effectiveness exponentially.

Like Blitzkrieg, Gerasimov Doctrine is a buzzword 
popularized by journalists in the West. In its brief time, it 
was generally understood as Russia’s framework for future 
war, a hybridized approach between asymmetric and 
conventional military means to achieve political objectives. 
The origin of this phrase traces to a 2013 article written 
by then-Chief of the General Staff of the Army—General 
Valeiry Gerasimov. The purpose of the article was a call for 
military scientist to recommit to projecting future warfare, 
demanding innovations apart from the standard path of 
progress.[xxiii] Given the Russian strategy for its previous 
invasion of Ukraine in 2014 shortly after its publication, 
the article became the lens through which the West studied 
Russian strategy.[xxiv]

The phrase was short-lived, as it proved inaccurate and 
unhelpful in anticipating and accounting for future Russian 
actions and objectives.[xxv] Like the grievances with any 
other given buzzword, it failed to understand and identify 
its subject ontologically. However, there is still great value 
in studying both the Gerasimov article and related Russian 
activity. Gerasimov anticipated the need for Russia to 
develop hybrid warfare based on global strategic trends: he 
was not laying out a new strategy but rather calling for a new 
paradigm. As his title suggests, “The Value of Science is in 
Foresight,” Gerasimov wanted strategic minds to generate 
new options for Russia that would give it more options 
and advantages in future conflict, not advocating a new 
permanent military doctrine.[xxvi] Gerasimov was calling 
for an intellectual RMA to leverage available technologies 
synergistically to achieve political objectives efficiently and 
effectively.

Framing Future Strategy

The U.S. strategic paradigm follows a technology-first 
approach, developing incredibly advanced assets without 
considering the needs for them first. This tends to beg the 
question with regard to future war planning; that is, there 
is a myopic focus on what battlefields and operational 
campaigns might look like with less attention paid to 
overall global context and strategic threat assessment.
[xxvii] The drive for technological supremacy to achieve 
tactical overmatch conflates as both a way and means, 
institutionalizing what Colin Gray observed as the American 
military-industrial complex’s monomaniacal hunger for 
the “next big thing.”[xxviii]

While military supremacy has continued to fill a pivotal 
role in deterring war between major actors, it is not a 
fungible advantage and therefore offers limited utility; 
military innovations can be used only in the deterrence or 
application of the orthodox understandings of inter-state 
war. China, for example, is widely credited as a high-risk 
adversary, and while it has a substantial military, it has 
been making strategic gains through the indirect use of 
forceful means. China reached it strategic position of today 
through careful planning and steady buildup to avoid notice 
of stronger competitors, The United States in particular, 
demonstrating that the limited perspective of the U.S. 
strategic paradigm restricts its threat assessment to an 
unacceptably narrow population that is exclusively defined 
by the conventional military might of a state. [xxix]

Conversely, a different understanding of the relationship 
between technical advancement and RMA sets a different 
framework; both blitzkrieg and Gerasimov doctrine 
indicate that a contextualized planning process which starts 
from operational variable analysis (e.g., adversary strategic 
preferences, anticipated theater of war, available means, 
etc…) yields more effective strategy. Instead of a specific 
framework, planning is driven by the needs and projection 
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of needs and not the projection of current capabilities. 
Within this context, the U.S. military-industrial complex 
could be re-directed toward disruptive innovations.

To craft cohesive strategy in a consistently effective manner, 
the United States needs to frame its operational variable 
analysis epistemologically. This requires identifying 
assumptions made for planning purposes: about the U.S. 
strategic process, the enemies, and unknown qualities of 
other environmental variables. Understanding why actors, 
including the U.S., operate the way they do is pivotal in 
anticipating future scenarios for which the United States 
must prepare. While there is a tendency to assume that 
strategy follows a rational pattern of logic, there is no 
objective rationale by which to gauge another’s plan; that 
is, the actions and objectives of actors are influenced by 
a host of socio-cultural considerations which influence 
strategic preferences for ends, ways, means, and even 
objectives.[xxx] Recognizing and validating assumptions 
in the planning process is an integral part of developing 
strategy which can account for the most likely and probable 
eventualities. From this foundation, the United States could 
then explore how it can effectively use its technological 
prowess to its advantage: namely, disruptively.

Disruptive innovations have massive impacts on one or 
more aspects of society. The concept was originally used 
to describe the phenomenon caused by a revolutionary 
innovation’s potential to fundamentally alter the 
competitive market space,[xxxi] but it applies just as well to 
the strategic climate. When applied to strategic history, the 

notion dovetails with pure RMA theory; that is, some change 
in society, physical or conceptual, catalyzed a change to 
the status quo, which some states used to their strategic 
advantage. Focusing research and development efforts 
on technical advancements with strategic advancements 
relevant to near future security scenario projections would 
be a more cost-effective approach than trying to maintain 
standing defense technologies one generation ahead of 
adversaries. As evidenced by A2/AD platforms and their 
ability to project force well beyond a distance at which 
they would be vulnerable to typical military assets, there is 
always a new way discovered to bypass accepted military 
means.

There are many example RMAs from which strategists 
might draw to test the assertions of this research or RMA 
theory in general. While there are undoubtedly examples in 
which technology did cause a specific RMA, that cannot be 
considered proof that all RMAs are caused by technological 
innovations. Therefore, it is imprudent to use a theoretical 
framework based on that assumption. A more conservative 
assessment of a strong correlation therefore serves as a 
better strategic framework.

In conclusion, understanding what shapes strategy at the 
conceptual level determines a lot of an actor’s strategic 
process. Consequently, it is difficult to develop innovations 
in strategy if there is no explicit epistemology for the process. 
Hopefully, the wider community finds this epistemology 
and its assessment valid, or at least an interesting enough 
topic to bring it to the forefront of the conversation.
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The war in Ukraine has shifted the focus 
of politics in every European state. In the 
case of Germany, this shift was almost a 
complete turnaround, or as Chancellor 
Olaf Scholz said in his historic speech 
on February 27, “eine Zeitenwende”. 
Chancellor Scholz explained in his speech 
that this was the time to show, “whether 
power is allowed to prevail over the law. 
Whether we permit Putin to turn back 
the clock to the nineteenth century and 
the age of the great powers. Or, whether 
we have it in us to keep warmongers like 

Putin in check.” The Chancellor described the consequences 
he would draw from that question. He acknowledged the 
necessity to increase the national budget for the German 
armed forces. He also confirmed a clear commitment to 
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NATO criteria for the future. The corresponding bill to 
establish the increased funding for defence was adopted by 
the German Parliament on June 3rd, 2022.

But money alone will not make the German armed forces 
better.

This article will point out that the increased funding must 
be accompanied by an improvement of civil-military 
interaction between military leadership and political 
decision makers. In addition, the understanding of each 
soldier as an active player in civil-military relations on the 
level of society must be reinforced.

I will start with outlining the context of the German 
Zeitenwende. Secondly, I will analyse the constitutional 
framework of German armed forces in the state. Lastly, 
I will develop measures that must accompany financial 
investments in order to create more efficient armed forces 
in Germany and draw my conclusion. My findings focus on 
Germany, but this text might deliver some value for other 
democratic states and their armed forces as well.

German Defence Policy

Until February 2022, the Bundeswehr and NATO were rarely 
discussed in the German Parliament, and even less often 
in broader public or the media. A look through the official 
documentation of parliamentary debates shows that the 
keyword “Bundeswehr” has around 300 hits for the whole 
legislative period of 4 years. If one looks more closely into 
the discussed topics it becomes clear that the parliament 
only discussed Bundeswehr topics on the occasions of 
mandates, procurement decisions or in the case of (negative) 
media reports about the Bundeswehr. Neither Parliament 
nor the relevant committee found the time or the need to 
start a broad discussion about the tasks and function of 
armed forces in Germany during that period.

However, on the international level the commitment to 
NATO and the idea to form a strong European common 
security and defence policy was articulated very explicitly. 
For example, during the Munich Security Conference in 
2014, the former German Federal President Joachim Gauck 
as well as the former Defence Minister Ursula von der Leyen 
stated that Germany was ready to do more to contribute to 
European and international security.[i] At the NATO Warsaw 
Summit in July 2016, Germany confirmed its commitment 
to NATO and agreed to be one of the four leaders for the 
multinational battle groups in Eastern Europe.

In 2016, a strategic concept on German foreign and defence 
policy, the so called “Weißbuch 2016” was agreed by the 
German government after discussions with foreign and 
security policy experts and input from public discussions. 
This strategic document summarizes key elements and 

parameters of German security policy and also outlines 
what this means for Bundeswehr requirements.

Today, the Bundeswehr commands the multinational 
battle group in Lithuania with around 1,000 military 
personnel. Furthermore, the German Army has already 
begun providing military personnel for the NATO Response 
Force (NRF) 2022-2024. And, from next year , the German 
Armed Forces will assume the special role of lead element 
for the multinational land components of the NATO Very 
High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF). The German Navy 
supports the maritime part of the VJTF. Germany will also 
contribute with personnel and equipment to the New Force 
Model, which will follow the NRF. In 2022 the German Air 
Force contributes to NATO’s Air Policing; it is the 13th time 
German Air Force fighters take part in the mission in the 
Baltic region.[ii] The commitment to NATO is in line with 
the German Weißbuch 2016, which pronounces national 
and collective defence as the major task for Bundeswehr.

Still, the Chief of the German Army announced in February 
2022 that the German Army was not ready to face future 
threats.[iii] This statement might be exaggerated in order to 
achieve the desired effect. However, the core message, that 
the German Armed Forces need to improve their efficiency, 
is confirmed also by the leadership of the Bundeswehr: 
The German Minister of Defence, Christine Lambrecht, 
declared in a joint statement with the German Chief of 
Defence, Eberhard Zorn, that further action is needed in 
order to achieve operational readiness of the Bundeswehr. 
[iv]

How could it happen, that German policy had the focus on a 
strong commitment to NATO and EU, and still in 2022, the 
German Bundeswehr is not able to fulfil that role?

In some degree, unsecure funding of procurement projects, 
with varying financial commitments over each year can be 
blamed. The budget needs to be approved by parliament 
for every year, and that makes the investment in expensive 
weapon systems with following year long commitments 
difficult.

But, it is important to note that the budget for the German 
armed forces actually increased every year since 2014. It 
follows, that more money alone will not make the German 
armed forces better.

To change an existing system requires good ideas and 
the political will to support those changes. This clear 
commitment should be formulated not only by the leadership 
of the Bundeswehr, but also monitored by Parliament. But 
in the years after 2016, there was no thorough discussion 
on how to make the Bundeswehr an efficient army to fulfil 
all the tasks that were attributed to national and collective 
defence. The reason for this is probably a reluctance to 
engage in a discussion about the tasks and functions of the 
Bundeswehr by the political leadership and in civil society.
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Therefore, improvement of civil-military relations in 
Germany is a prerequisite to create the necessary support 
within civil society for the tasks the Bundeswehr has to 
fulfil and to agree on the accompanying costs.

Constitutional Framework

Armed forces play a decisive role in the functioning of the 
state. They provide the ability to use military force to the 
security concept of the state, and therefore contribute 
to safeguard its existence. But, even if armed forces are 
established with the sole purpose of defending the state, 
one should not forget that armed forces can become too 
powerful and therefore be a threat to the state, if they do not 
recognize the elected government or its institutions. They 
have a unique set of equipment and fully trained personnel 
and could therefore also be dangerous to the persistence of 
the state.

A way to prevent the military from threatening its own state 
is to integrate armed forces in the structure of the state, so 
that they cannot endanger it.[v] In Germany, the civil and 
democratic command of the armed forces is laid down in 
the constitution. The German Basic Law contains several 
norms that ensure democratic control over the Bundeswehr. 
Article 87a Basic Law guarantees the establishment of the 
armed forces as well as limiting their area of responsibility. 
According to the German Basic Law, armed forces are only 
allowed to act in order to defend the country. The definition 
of defending the country also allows for missions that 
contribute to an alliance, for example a system of mutual 
collective security.[vi] The German Constitutional Court 
draws this conclusion from the overall perspective on the 
German Basic Law, which is open to international law and 
favours the accession to international organizations and 
treaties.

There is a strict separation of responsibilities regarding 
domestic and external security threads. The Minister of 
Defence has the uniform command and command power 
over the armed forces in peace time (Article 65 a Basic 
Law), and in time of war this will be transferred to the 
chancellor (Article 115 b Basic Law). Thus, the armed forces 
are directly subordinated to the political leadership at the 
government level and are fully subject to parliamentary 
control. The German Basic Law further installs a 
Parliamentary Commissioner for the Armed Forces, who 
shall safeguard basic rights and assist the Bundestag in 
exercising parliamentary oversight. It shows that resulting 
from historical experience, the regulations about armed 
forces in the German Basic Law are focused on establishing 
effective control.

The German Basic Law does not only define those 
institutions, but also creates rights and duties for each 
individual soldier. Soldiers must stand up for the values 
of the Basic Law, for example, democracy, freedom and 

equality and they are expected to actively promote those 
values, especially the core principles of democracy and 
human rights.[vii] On the other hand, the Basic Law allows 
a soldier to refuse a command, if this command contradicts 
his/her ethical beliefs.[viii] With their founding in the 1950s, 
the German Armed Forces have developed a concept of 
leadership (called Innere Führung) in order to ensure that 
those values are promoted also within the armed forces. 
Innere Führung establishes the idea of active engagement 
between each soldier and society, but also includes the aim 
to build a structure in the armed forces, that gives room 
for critical thinking. The concept of Innere Führung has 
designed the individual soldier as an equal member of 
society and encourages the adoption of possible social roles 
in addition to the military function.

Strengthen civil-military interaction

Existing institutions in Germany build a solid foundation 
for civil military relations. The constitutional structure in 
Germany gives armed forces and soldiers a certain role 
in the state and in society. In addition, the concept of 
Innere Führung which is an integral part of Bundeswehr 
gives the support to each soldier, to engage with society. 
But institutions, procedures and concepts depend on 
the people, who act within those institutions and give 
lifeto procedures and concepts. Organizations are run by 
people, who can also ignore, abandon, or change them.[ix] 
Institutions alone cannot achieve communication, as this 
depends on the humans that work in the relevant positions.

The development of strategic concepts and its 
implementation requires communication between armed 
forces and civilian political leaders. Armed forces must be 
able to ensure that their military contribution is in line with 
the politically defined aim. The analysis of Gray[x] shows 
that this is not as easy as it sounds, as usually politicians 
and soldiers have opposing values, skills, perspectives and 
responsibilities. On the other side, political decision makers 
must understand the military instrument that they intend 
to use and be aware of its abilities.

To increase effectiveness and secure stability of the state, 
the political side as well as the military side of that dialogue 
need to acquire the ability to communicate. The military 
side must be prepared to give advice that fits into the 
strategic concept of the state and develop ideas as how to 
use the military instrument of power in a way that serves the 
political strategic objective. The political side on the other 
hand must be willing to receive advice and to take it into 
account. Armed forces need to be aware of their function 
in the state and political decision makers must also know 
how to integrate military aspects in their decision-making 
procedures.

In Germany, the people within the relevant institutions do 
not contribute enough to enhance civil-military relations. 
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The German Parliament rarely discusses topics related to the 
Bundeswehr, and if it does, it is mostly about procurement 
projects or international mandates. The overarching idea 
of what to expect from armed forces and what it means 
to defend the country is not discussed in parliament. To 
improve civil-military communication, the parliament 
should start interaction with armed forces and civil society. 
The interaction should include strategic discussions about 
how the armed forces see themselves and what the state 
wants from its armed forces. Armed forces can be used with 
varying degrees of destructiveness, ranging from influence 
over deterrence to defeat.[xi] It is necessary to define in 
which scenarios armed forces are meant to play a role, 
and to what degree. After all, the main task is the use of 
force, which means to kill and to bekilled. Even if it is hoped 
that this core military ability is not used regularly, it must 
be defined in which scenarios the use of military force is 
deemed necessary.

The discussion should also be about the core concepts of 
NATO: defence and deterrence. It should be clear that in 
order to fulfil German NATO obligations, sufficient funding 
must be guaranteed for future years. This funding will only 
be given by parliament, if there is an understanding of the 
strategic idea behind all that money. German Parliament 
needs to open up a debate about what Germany expects 
from NATO, but also what Germany can contribute to the 
alliance. There must be a debate in parliament and also 
within society about the role armed forces should play 
within NATO and what costs will come with this role.

Not only Parliament, but also the Minister of Defence can 
contribute to improve civil-military interaction. The 
Minister of Defence stands at the interface between the 
armed forces and parliament. The minister’s function 
is to facilitate a constructive debate between those two 
sides. There should be an awareness about the different 
approaches to discuss strategy, especially regarding 
civilian and military thinking[xii] and the need to include 
both ways into national strategic concepts. The minister 
has the responsibility to promote a better understanding of 
the soldier in the state, and to provide for strategic clarity 
within the armed forces.[xiii]

The armed forces must take up their responsibility and 

become a confident player within civil-military relations. 
German armed forces already have a concept that gives 
the background for this interaction: the concept of Innere 
Führung. The initiators of the concept of Innere Führung, 
Kielmansegg and Baudissin, understood that democratic 
understanding could not be taught in a classroom alone.
[xiv] Words like democracy, equality and freedom are 
often connected to idealistic discussions and it requires 
some thought to understand what effects those words 
have on one’s own life. They created a concept that should 
ensure interaction between armed forces and civil society 
and give soldiers the experience of what it means to live 
in a democratic society. The concept of Innere Führung 
encourages each soldier, to take part in discussions about 
armed forces and their role in the state. Still, public 
statements of soldiers are rarely found and there seems 
to be no room yet for an open and maybe even conflicting 
debate about the role of the armed forces.

Conclusion

The decision to increase public funding for the German 
armed forces is an important step to strengthening European 
Security. In order to achieve long term commitment, one 
must learn from the mistakes of the past and accompany 
the increased defence spending with an additional effort 
for civil-military interaction. Parliament as well as armed 
forces and civil society must understand that statecraft, 
military institutions, soldiers, society, and culture form a 
whole that must work together in order to define strategic 
demands for the armed forces.[xv]

In regard to parliament, as well as the armed forces, 
interaction must be deliberately formed in order to create 
the conditions for honest and transparent debate that also 
includes the broader public. The need to improve civil-
military relations also effects the role of each soldier, and 
it should be emphasized that all members of the armed 
forces can contribute to a better understanding of the 
armed forces and their role in the state. On the other side 
there should be awareness amongst the public for the tasks 
that armed forces fulfil. Constant interaction will create a 
relationship of trust between politics, armed forces and the 
democratic, pluralistic society they have sworn to protect.
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Introduction and Scope

Since as early as the Chinese classicists, military theorists 
have debated the primacy of different principles of war. 
Some have argued that all the variations in thought about 

military strategy essentially boil down to 
variations on concentration – how to do 
it, and what form it should take. Others 
have argued for the primacy of ‘objective’. 
Without the ‘objective’, they argue, one 
cannot mass at the right time, concentrate 
at the right place, etc. Objective, some 
argue, should have antecedent primacy in 
the strategist’s mind. This article takes a 
cognitive theoretical approach to this idea 
that there might be antecedent principles 

of war: processes, characteristics, or principles that 
come before the traditional principles of war. This article 
puts forward what the author terms interpretation and 
anticipation as proposals, herein referred to as ‘antecedent 
principles of war’.
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First, in terms of scope, this paper is intended to make 
recommendations for the grand strategist – someone who 
takes a longer view than “the problem of winning military 
victory.”[i] The problem is also “winning the peace.”[ii] The 
paper is intended for someone who “seeks [advantage in] 
a strategic situation”[iii] across a conflict continuum, and 
who idealizes grand maneuvers that minimize the need for 
costly destruction, with an eye to the “post-war benefit.”[iv]

The First Antecedent Principle: Interpretation

Having clarified the grand strategic scope, the initial 
‘antecedent principle of war’ taken up is interpretation. 
Here is a definition: ‘War conforms to theories; therefore, 
advantage belongs to those who best comprehend theories 
of war and translate those theories into principles for 
practical application.’

Given the definition, consider a Clausewitzian theory of 
war, that it “is not an independent phenomenon, but the 
continuation of politics by different means.”[v] Having 
this theory in mind, the strategist can interpret how the 
theory’s explanation of “constituent parts, relationships 
between those parts, and causes and effects”[vi] translates 
to advantages. In this case, politics illuminate objectives.

There are two main ways by which understanding war 
as politics (the theory) serves the strategist in practical 
application. First, he or she understands where he or she 
stands as war begins. Paret writes of Clausewitz that “it 
was obvious to him that the politics of the previous decade 
had largely decided the issue [the defeat of Prussia in 1806] 
before fighting began.”[vii] Thus, in understanding one’s 
own political situation, and its evolution leading into the 
present, one divines important characteristics of one’s own 
military situation before the onset of violence.

Like Clausewitz in this example of his thinking from 1806, 
the strategist may perceive of how some political object has 
“largely decided the issue [of conflict] … before fighting 
[begins].”[viii] If the strategist comprehends the political 
situation correctly to the left of violence on the conflict 
continuum, or before the application of violent force in 
coercive diplomatic escalation, then he or she can best 
assist in “subjugating the enemy’s army without fighting,” 
because that also must happen to the left of violence. Thus, 
the strategist may require theories like Clausewitz’s to 
realize Sun Tzu’s ideals,[ix] because it may prove challenging 
to subjugate adversaries without fighting, if relying on 
other sources like instinct or intuition alone, absent any 
theoretical frameworks. In this way, interpretation may 
be both a characteristic and ‘antecedent principle’ of 
war, because some form of interpretation is unavoidable, 
like friction, and is, therefore, characteristic – but it does 
not become a vehicle for advantage unless it is done well. 
Studying how to reason through the application of a theory 
of war well is a matter of ‘antecedent principle’, as it must 

precede the application of other principles in order to 
magnify their qualities.

Second, in addition to understanding one’s own situation 
before the onset of violence, another benefit of applying 
theory is that it yields “an estimate of an opponent’s likely 
course and [enables one to act] accordingly.”[x] Corbett 
gives a good application example. He describes Britain’s 
ability to seize distant but valuable pieces of territory from 
other great powers when the adversary’s political appetite 
to expend force was too paltry at that time.[xi] In Corbett’s 
specific example, he illustrates how the British retained 
Canada after 1763 because she correctly perceived France’s 
competing priorities. Corbett suggests that the British 
chose the target, scale, and timing of the conquest in view 
of the opposition’s political disadvantages at that place and 
time.[xii]

Having noted two advantages of applying a theory of war, 
such as comprehending war as a continuation of politics by 
other means, one can return to the interpretation principle 
of war to examine potential pitfalls.

Interpreting Badly

The first pitfall is to imbibe, interpret, and apply too few 
theories. For example, by ascribing to a Clausewitzian 
theory of war, one interprets that theory and applies 
related principles, perhaps to some advantage – but the 
theory is not perfect – and its disciples have known many 
disadvantages from its application.[xiii] This theory’s 
exclusive adherents might hesitate to believe, for example, 
that politics is sometimes prisoner to social or economic 
forces; therefore, the strategist who can interpret and apply 
not only Clausewitz’s theory of war, but also macroeconomic 
theories of conflict would be more successful.[xiv] Sidestep 
this pitfall by drawing from the strengths of multiple 
theories of war.

In addition to the pitfall of constraining oneself to too 
few theories, a second pitfall is when the interpreting 
strategist ascribes to an invalid theory. Although some 
writers offer valid criticisms of Clausewitz, his theory still 
has its uses, especially if the strategist understands its 
strengths and weaknesses.[xv] Some theories, however, 
are more misleading than they are insightful. For example, 
a primordial theory that holds that certain races are 
predisposed to victory because of genetic superiority could 
be misleading and damaging for the strategist’s prospects. 
To avoid this pitfall, the interpreting strategist must be a 
critical thinker, pairing learning with vigilance.[xvi]

The Second Antecedent Principle: Anticipation

Moving on from interpretation to the next ‘antecedent 
principle of war’, one should anticipate before beginning 
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with the usual principles. Here is a definition: ‘Change is 
essential to war; therefore, advantage belongs to the one 
who can anticipate change – especially in the character of 
war; in adversary plans, disposition, and movements; and 
in the post-war conditions.’

As the definition notes, change is essential to war. Fuller 
describes how “war presupposes changes in force, and 
particularly in physical energy,” but also in other spheres 
as well.[xvii] Iklé also notes how “wars transform the 
future.”[xviii] In Fuller’s estimation, the acute minds of 
generals or other agents are “transforming the fighting 
power” of both sides, seeking to strengthen his own army 
and weaken [the] adversary’s.”[xix] Indeed, the natural 
and tangible phenomenon relevant to war are in motion. 
In parallel, while matters of the mind are sometimes 
controversial, it remains true enough for the purpose of this 
analysis that one’s intentions and plans are continuously 
changing, as are one’s adversaries’ intentions and plans.[xx]

Having noted that change is essential to war, it also 
follows that advantage belongs to the one who can better 
anticipate the changes. For example, Douhet sought 
advantages for Italy when he anticipated how airpower 
“had altered the character of war,”[xxi] and because of this 
advocated for an independent air force, a “battle plane … 
chemical weapons … [and certain] force structures.”[xxii] 
Douhet was an affirmatively influential strategist to the 
extent that he correctly anticipated the future effects of 
changes he perceived, and made meaningful, impactful 
recommendations therefrom. The reverse can also be true. 
Incorrect forecasts can lead to compound negative effects.
[xxiii]

In addition to anticipating changes in the character of 
war, the strategist ought to anticipate changes in the 
adversary’s plans, disposition and movements. What 
Liddell Hart describes as the line of least expectation is 
separated from a line of least anticipation by a thin semantic 
difference: that anticipation implies a reaction to purely 
intellectual expectation. A new intellectual appreciation 
for the adversary’s plans may pair with emotion to 
cause transformative anticipation. Thus, the strategist’s 
anticipations are catalysts for action. In correctly 
anticipating what the adversary is likely to do next, the 
strategist may not only inform friendly expectations, but 
“animate”[xxiv] and “transform”[xxv] a military’s morale, 
changing the adversary’s would-be indirect approach into 
a direct approach; his or her line of least expectation into 
the line of greatest expectation.[xxvi]

Adding on to anticipating changes in the adversary’s 
plans, disposition, and movements, the strategist can gain 
advantage in war by anticipating post-war conditions. Iklé 
describes how strategic foresight leads to lasting political 
success, which relates back to the grand strategist’s 
interest in “winning the peace.”[xxvii] Iklé also suggests 
that one would not know when to negotiate for peace terms 

if one could not anticipate the probable alternate futures 
springing from the proposed terms.[xxviii] Thomas’s 
exposition on Russian military thought connects here 
also. Thomas quotes Gaivoronsky and Galkin’s assessment 
of the “highest manifestation of a commander’s military 
skill,”[xxix] including the “ability to anticipate”[xxx] as it 
informs risk-based decisions, such as when and how to 
expand, contract, escalate, concentrate, or negotiate for 
peace.

Anticipating Badly

Given these three areas in which anticipation yields 
advantage, one may also note two potential pitfalls of trying 
to anticipate the future. First, one takes too short a view. 
Liddell Hart writes of those who at the end of World War 
II failed to foresee how atomic weapons brought a sense 
of insecurity in the long run. He writes that they “did not 
look beyond the immediate strategic aim of “winning the 
war,” and that they were “content to assume that military 
victory would assure peace – an assumption contrary to the 
general experience of history.”[xxxi] This is akin to how Iklé 
describes anticipating the result of a battle but missing its 
implications for the war.[xxxii]

In addition to the pitfall of taking too short a view, one can 
mistakenly focus on means instead of ways. Fuller describes 
how those evaluating potential adversaries are often 
tempted to mistake “the mere addition of new weapons and 
means of movement and protection … [for] progress.”[xxxiii] 
The means are more significant in the ways’ context. 
Thus, Fuller writes that the “test of progress is the tactical 
idea,”[xxxiv] meaning how the adversary conceives that he 
or she will use the new technology.[xxxv] For example, the 
key to anticipating the character of a future war with China 
is not primarily the types of weapons China has added to its 
arsenal, but instead the tactics, techniques, and procedures 
they have introduced to coincide with the weapons.[xxxvi] 
Intent, not technology, is the primary driver of strategy, as 
people are the primary agents of warfare.[xxxvii]

Tying the Antecedents Together

Considering these two ‘antecedent principles’: 
interpretation, and anticipation, Fuller explains how the two 
intertwine. On moving from interpretation to anticipation, 
Fuller writes that if one “understand[s] the true reason 
for any single event, then [one] shall be able to work out 
the chain of cause and effect and, if [one] can do this, 
then [one] shall foresee events and so be in a position to 
prepare ourselves to meet them.”[xxxviii] Fuller then works 
his reader from anticipation to concentration, writing that 
“an Army superior in activity can always anticipate the 
motions [of an] … enemy, and bring more men into action … 
though inferior in number,” and this “must generally prove 
decisive, and ensure success.”[xxxix] Here one sees how to 
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move from the ’antecedent principles’ to the ordinary.

Problems of Application and Inculcation

Some might ask ‘so what’? Anyone who can interpret 
theories and anticipate events is going to be better in his 
or her profession. Can this even be done in war? Yes. These 
activities can be done in ways particular and relevant to war, 
and to varying degrees of quality. Fuller is in conversation 
with Clausewitz on this point. Whereas Clausewitz was 
broadly skeptical that one can know very much about one’s 
adversary in wartime, Fuller parlayed that skepticism into 
a commentary on delaying commitment until a critical 
assessment is possible.[xl] Here there is a tension between 
concentrating immediately without a good understanding 
of the adversary to preserve initiative and surprise, and 
holding off on commitment, but perhaps losing one’s 
chance. The temporal aspect of the balance between these 
two is in the characteristic functionality of both ‘antecedent 
principles’ proposed in this article. But even if these things 
can be done in war, can one inculcate a skill to apply 
theories and anticipate future events? Yes. Working well 
with theories is typically taught, not discovered, especially 

in the disciplines of causal reasoning and logic. Anticipation 
is typically taught more so than discovered or innate, 
especially as anticipation of adversary military courses of 
action takes on an increasingly technological bend, where 
knowledge of adversary capabilities limits alternate futures 
and computers enable modelling and simulation that 
inform alternate futures analyses.

Conclusion

In conclusion, students of military strategy might consider 
the cognitive theoretical antecedents to the ordinary 
principles of war and remain aware of associated pitfalls: 
using too few or invalid theories, anticipating the future 
with too short a view, or prioritizing means over ways in 
evaluating an adversary. By capitalizing on the ‘antecedent 
principles’ and side-stepping the pitfalls, the strategist 
can achieve the affirmative cascade of effects described 
by Fuller above: theories illuminate cause and effect – 
key ingredients to anticipation, which in turn allows for 
proactive concentration.[xli] Thus, by staying ahead of the 
adversary in applying force and effects, the strategist can 
“[win] the peace.”[xlii]
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We only know the past through the 
present and can only speculate as 
regards to the future from the present; 
and all our subjective knowledge in 
time is ultimately based on objective 
motion, or the relationship at any given 
moment between energy and mass.[i]

 – Colonel J.F.C. Fuller, The 
Foundations of the Science of War, 

1926

Introduction

For centuries, military theorists, 
planners, and commanders alike have 

looked to the past for guidance. Whether it was Christine 
de Pizan’s medieval study of Hannibal’s struggle with 
Rome, or Carl Von Clausewitz and Baron de Jomini’s 19th 
century analysis of the Napoleonic wars, military theorists 
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tend to be rearward facing, searching the past for bridges 
into the future. These bridges, the principles of war, are few 
and far between, highlighting the extent to which military 
theory is predominantly military history – more descriptive 
than prescriptive. But to the degree military theory is 
prescriptive, one should take caution. As J.F.C. Fuller 
observed, “The fundamental principles of war are neither 
very numerous nor in themselves very abstruse, but the 
application of them is difficult,” drawing into question the 
utility of military theory in practice.[ii] Or at least, as theory 
stands today.

Theoretical physicists faced a similar dilemma at the 
turn of the 20th century as they labored to reconcile 
Newtonian mechanics with strange observations in the 
lab. Light’s emergent property as both a particle and a 
wave failed to square neatly with more deterministic 
theoretical frameworks, but instead of forcing their results 
to fit theory, they went back to the drawing board. After 
years of experimentation and stubby-pencil work, the 
scientific community led by Niels Bohr, Max Planck and 
Albert Einstein determined their issue ultimately lied with 
classical physics and adopted a new framework by which 
to understand the world – quantum theory. By 1945, the 
power of the subatomic universe would be on full display 
over the skies of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. But what if 
quantum theory had something more profound to offer the 
battlefield? Not for its testimony of how to upend the status 
quo, but for its appraisal of how wars are fought?

If true, there are three broad implications military theorists 
should consider. First, perhaps the degree to which 
military theory is effective depends on its ability to express 
quantum realities. Second, perhaps the principles of war 
are difficult to apply because they discount these realities. 
And finally, perhaps quantum principles and concepts can 
be combined with the principles of war to reinvigorate their 
application in a more modern and technological operating 
environment. Three traditional principles of war, Simplicity, 
Economy of Force, and Objective, help draw our attention to 
these possibilities.

Simplicity

 Quantum theory is anything but simple. Ironically, however, 
its central proposition that quantum entities behave as 
both a deterministic particle and probabilistic wave may 
hold the key to understanding the utility of this principle 
of war. According to U.S. Joint planners, “The purpose 
of simplicity is to increase the probability of success in 
execution by preparing clear, uncomplicated plans and 
concise orders.”[iii] In quantum terms, this definition treats 
a military’s operational approach as both a particle and a 
wave by using military orders to collapse a probabilistic 
future into a single, victorious result. An order can be 
observed, measured, and is bounded by the language used 
to communicate it. However, once published, one cannot 

with 100% certainty guarantee its result. Fuller notes 
that when an order is given, the “[general] is no longer in 
physical control, and, once his plan is issued, the mental 
structure of the command is enlarged to include a number 
of subordinates, who, if they are capable men, can, in an 
emergency, replace him.”[iv] The principle of simplicity, 
consequently, aims to increase the number of individuals 
capable of possessing a singular, unifying idea as a hedge 
against wartime attrition, coalescing a military’s mental 
impression into a common operating picture and reflecting 
quantum realities. Pinpointing the animating idea on a 
battlefield would be like identifying the position of an 
electron thought to be nowhere at once, but rather in a 
cloud around its nucleus as described by its quantum wave 
function. An order seems to exist in a Clausewitzian fog as 
well, common to all participants yet stimulating different 
responses while it orbits around the enemy’s center of 
gravity.

Developing a simple order is difficult. Commanders 
are mindful of what Jomini lamented as an “order 
misunderstood…throw[ing] into the hands of the enemy 
all the chances of success which a skillful general had 
prepared for himself by his maneuvers.”[v] Underlying 
this latent frustration is the implication that even simple 
orders may not be simple enough. As discussed, simplicity 
is effective because it treats the future as a probability 
statement. The past should be treated slightly different. 
Because it can be observed by historical account, there is a 
narrower set of possible outcomes, though in developing an 
operational approach, a common pitfall is treating the past 
perfectly deterministically, as if it can be fully known and 
understood. Specifically, one might presume if an event in 
the past is like the present, and the present is like the near 
future, then the past is predictive of the future. This is a 
highly classical interpretation summarized by the transitive 
property: If a = b, and b = c, then a = c, and can lead to poor 
decision-making.

In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson and his advisors artificially 
anchored, and thereby limited, their Vietnam strategy with 
presumed Korean War insights despite striking geopolitical 
dissimilarities. As historian Yuen Khong concluded, “The 
relationship between the lessons of history and policy has 
been that statesmen frequently turn to historical analogies 
for guidance when confronted with novel foreign policy 
problems, pick inappropriate analogies, and as a result, 
make bad policies.” Liddell Hart anticipated this result, 
stating that, “an intensive study of one campaign unless 
based on an extensive knowledge of the whole history of 
war is likely to lead us into pitfalls. But if a specific effect 
is seen to follow a specific cause in a score or more cases, 
in different epochs and diverse conditions, there is ground 
for regarding this cause as an integral part of any theory 
of war.”[vi] Validating a course of action without exhaustive 
precedence presumes omniscience and is tantamount to 
discounting the quantum realities of uncertainty.
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Integrating quantum theory’s principle of wave-particle 
duality with simplicity sets a cloud over previous wars, not 
just future ones. Consequently, there is just as much to 
learn through visceral engagement with the future as there 
is through vicarious study of the past; a quantum intuition 
21st century militaries can finally act upon. For example, 
pilots can test new tactics, techniques, and procedures, 
approximating real-world experience, without risk to life. 
In this way, flight simulators are where ideas now go to die 
so pilots don’t, and mirrors what the 19th century military 
genius could achieve only in his mind’s eye.[vii] Clausewitz 
called this the coup d’oeil, or “the quick recognition of a truth 
that the mind would ordinarily miss or would perceive only 
after long study and reflection.”[viii] In the blink of an eye, 
the military genius mentally compares a series of future 
scenarios, selects one optimized for simplicity and effect, 
validates it against precedence, and then submits a clear, 
unambiguous order in real time. Though simulation in its 
nascent form has not yet advanced past the tactical level, it 
represents an intermediate step between imagination and 
an advanced ability to model the near future. An order’s 
simplicity, then, may no longer need history for validation. 
But rather, through technology and imbued with a quantum 
intuition pointing toward the future, it might soon be 
affirmed by the lowest ranking member receiving it, and 
whose intelligent engagement with the future has already 
led them to the same conclusion.

Economy of Force

What physicists label as quantum entanglement, Clausewitz 
defines as the principle of polarity, or the relation that 
“positive and negative interests exactly cancel one another 
out…since the victory of one side excludes the victory of the 
other.”[ix] Clausewitz adeptly observed that “polarity lies 
not in the things but in their relationship” to one another.
[x] In quantum theory, a similar relationship exists between 
electrons passed through a beam splitter, forever and 
indelibly connected. Despite being at great distances apart, 
measuring the spin of one electron will perfectly correlate 
with the spin of its entangled partner even though prior 
to measurement, or what Clausewitz terms decision, “each 
[quantum particle is] in a state of superposition, both ‘spin 
up’ and ‘spin down’ at the same time.”[xi] The principle 
of the Economy of Force overlays on these realities and is 
fundamentally the recognition that time management is 
a zero-sum game; every passing minute either benefits 
your future strategic advantage or that of the adversary’s. 
Therefore, it’s a principle of full employment, harassing 
the enemy around the clock or risk being harassed. 
“Always make sure that all forces are involved,” instructed 
Clausewitz in his definition of Economy of Force, “– always 
to ensure that no part of the whole force is idle…even the 
least appropriate task will occupy some of the enemy’s 
forces and reduce his overall strength while completely 

inactive troops are neutralized for the time being.”[xii] In 
reflecting this zero-sum quantum reality, Economy of Force 
finds its chief utility.

However, as its name suggests, economizing the force should 
not overemploy the force but rather optimize operations. 
Persistent engagement, unchecked, hastens decision but 
not necessarily to one’s own benefit, like making a bet on 
an entangled electrons spin prior to ensuring the collateral 
to back it up. Instead, participants have traditionally been 
regulated to an upside-down economy where hard work 
guarantees nothing, passing through Lewis Carroll’s 
looking glass into wonderland, ‘running as fast as they can 
just to stand still.’[xiii] To appreciate the magnitude of this 
error, one would need to look no further than the Franco-
German frontier in the First World War.

Across a narrow 150-mile-long stretch, the Clausewitzian, 
“least appropriate task,” was conflated with his theory of 
unification, such that, “all forces intended and available 
for a strategic purpose [were] applied simultaneously.”[xiv] 
Full employment on the battlefield, like a free market, led 
to upward inflationary pressures with the price of victory 
measured in blood. Forcing decision in this brute force 
manner discounts a basic quantum reality. The spin of an 
electron will always be a matter of chance. A better approach 
would be to remain hidden in a superimposed state, forcing 
the adversary to make an impossible prediction as to what 
one may do, and then based of the threat of what you may 
do, be coerced to surrender. As Thomas Schelling argued, 
“To be coercive, violence has to be anticipated. And it has 
to be avoidable by accommodation. The power to hurt 
is bargaining power. To exploit it is diplomacy – vicious 
diplomacy, but diplomacy.”[xv]

A zero-sum quantum intuition, when paired with the 
principle of Economy of Force, reinvigorates peacetime 
readiness with a sense of urgency “to accelerate change, or 
lose,” as recently declared by U.S. Air Force Chief of Staff, 
General Brown, in 2020.[xvi] The United States is entangled 
in a long-term, strategic competition with China, and 
though the two nations are not at war, the side that treats 
the prelude as a zero-sum event lays claim to the strategic 
advantage. The one that forces a decision without it, 
however, rolls the quantum dice. An asymmetric advantage 
in technology is but one mechanism by which to delay 
violent decision, supplanting brute force with a coercive 
show of force. “It is the difference between defense and 
deterrence,” highlighted Schelling, "between brute force 
and intimidation." Consequently, to remain in a non-zero-
sum state of strategic competition paradoxically requires 
a zero-sum deterrent posture. Expanding the military 
production-possibility frontier as a coercive deterrent, 
then, requires a rate of innovation commensurate with 
developments seen in actual war, such that the U.S. military-
industrial complex allies itself with General Brown in his 
imperative to accelerate change.

Quantum Principles Dante K. Earle



Volume 8, Issue 3, Winter 2022 32

Objective

Perhaps the most provocative concept in quantum theory is 
the observer effect, or the concept that a quantum particle’s 
position will behave according to its wave function, but 
when observed, appears to behave like a discrete particle, as 
if the presence of an observer collapses all probabilities to a 
definite result. Erwin Schrödinger was the first physicist to 
derive an equation able to calculate a system’s wave function 
and authored an equally famous thought experiment to 
help explain what it would mean for “a quantum system 
to stop existing as a superposition of states.”[xvii] Placed 
in a theoretical box, as the story goes, a cat’s fate depends 
on the path of an electron. Shot out of an electron gun, the 
particle either spins down and is absorbed by the system, or 
up, killing the cat.[xviii] Though many assume the odds are 
evenly split, as previously discussed, because of the wave-
particle duality, the electron is in a superimposed state, 
both up and down simultaneously. Not until an observer 
investigates the contents of the box will reality snap into 
dramatic effect.

War is that box. The enemy’s will, the objective, is 
Schrödinger’s cat. The implication of this is that once a 
result is produced, or rather, once a war has concluded, the 
initial conditions were such that the result would always 
have occurred; initial conditions shaped by exogenous, 
political actors. The principle of objective in quantum 
terms, then, is a principle of focused, collective attention 
on the initial, political conditions. “If it is all a calculation 
of probabilities based on given individuals and conditions,” 
Clausewitz observed, “the political object, which was the 
original motive must become an essential factor in the 
equation.”[xix]

Regardless of the impetus, the military bears responsibility 
for collapsing a probabilistic future into a set of options for 
its political leadership. “Whatever the objective selected,” 
former Marshal of the Royal Air Force, Sir John Slessor, 
wrote, “we must concentrate upon it the highest possible 
proportion of our available strength and continue to do 
so for sufficient length of time to give a reasonable chance 
of decisive effect.”[xx] However noble and ubiquitous this 
conviction may be, it discounts the quantum reality that 
initial conditions play in achieving objectives.

For example, in 1965 the United States executed Operation 
Rolling Thunder, a bombing campaign over North Vietnam 
not so much intended to “achieve strategic objectives,” 
noted historian, Benjamin Lambeth, “as to send ‘signals’” in 
a vain effort to coerce Hanoi’s capitulation. [xxi] Frequent 
pauses in the bombing campaign were later attributed with 
providing North Vietnamese leaders “the time they needed 
to continue the buildup of their air defenses.”[xxii] And so, 
the cat lived to fight another day. However, a half century 
later, a U.S.-led NATO war with the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia once again executed infrequent bombing pauses 
to, as Dag Henriksen concluded, “let [Milošević] assess the 

situation” under threat of future damage.[xxiii] This time, 
the cat died, and with Milošević’s defeated will, the U.S.-
led coalition was able to deliver their political leaders a 
negotiated peace settlement. As noted under simplicity, 
there are hidden variables at play with both of these 
historical accounts, but for all of their similarities, they are 
different in one key area: the political objectives shaping the 
initial conditions.

Combining objective as a principle of war with the observer 
effect produces military leaders of conviction, willing 
to engage with the political establishment in search of 
clear objectives through which they might shape more 
appropriate rules of engagement. As Iklé noted, “Many 
wars in this century have been started with only the most 
nebulous expectations regarding the outcome, on the 
strength of plans that paid little, if any, attention to the 
ending. Many began inadvertently, without any plans at 
all.”[xxiv] Vietnam epitomized this critique, prompting 
General Colin Powell, former United States Secretary of 
State and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, to reflect, 
“As a corporate entity, the military failed to talk straight to 
its political superiors or to itself.”[xxv] Following his lead, 
the U.S. military needs to energize the same top-down 
political awareness of war, and should be reminded that it is 
to only remain nonpartisan, not apolitical. Marrying theory 
to practice through the principle of Objective is ultimately 
about converging a military’s situational awareness with 
political realities and the subatomic initial conditions they 
underpin.

Conclusion

Military theory should be continually reconciled with its 
practice, leaning full into war’s mysterious dual nature. 
Quantum theory, if nothing else, provides a new lens by 
which to consider the reasons why the principles of war 
are still employed around the world, despite their pre-
industrial origins. Still further, since quantum theory 
purports to describe the physical world itself, it very well 
likely does interact with military theory, though determining 
definitively how may never fully be appreciated. What 
matters, however, is that the question continues to be asked 
not only of history, but as discussed, the future: How should 
wars best be fought? Though, perhaps the most important 
lesson of quantum theory is the enduring principle of 
chance, which is to say that the highest probability of 
achieving the political object initially desired, is to pursue 
it in peace. War, due to its erratic, quantum-like nature, 
may never provide the exact end state one seeks. Therefore, 
writes Hart, “The true aim is not so much to seek battle as 
to seek a strategic situation so advantageous that if it does 
not of itself produce the decision, its continuation by battle 
is sure to achieve this.”[xxvi] But if that sounds easier said 
than done, it’s probably because it is. As Einstein noted, 
“Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not 
simpler.”[xxvii]
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Rage and the Radical Left

David Martin Jones
and M.L.R. Smith

‘An excellent expose of the neo-Maoist roots of 
rage in the West today that has sustained a 
nihilistic campaign against Western society and 
state, and which endangers the very democratic 
liberalism that we value but have taken for 
granted. A must-read for everyone concerned with 
what our future holds.’   

– Andrew Tan, Macquarie University, Australia

Investigating 20th Century Chinese ideology 
through the two main elements of passionate 
belief and cultivation of rage, this timely book 
examines how Maoist thinking has influenced 
Western politics.
 
Tracing the origins of Maoist ideas in Western 
politics, David Martin Jones and M.L.R. Smith 
expertly apply the principles of strategic theory 
to provide an understanding of how Mao’s ideas 
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“War is the Father of All Things”- Heraclitus[i]

You may not be interested in war, 
but war is interested in you- Leon 
Trotsky[ii]

With the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, International Relations 
scholars are scrambling to see what 
this means for the various theories 
of world politics. Although classical 
realists are not likely fazed by 
Vladimir Putin’s actions,[iii] there 
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few decades dedicated to addressing the assumptions that 
were proven wrong by the invasion of Ukraine (i.e., the 
decline of major war, the facets of strategic coercion and 
the role of nuclear deterrence in both). Some have already 
started building the onramps.[iv] Yet while scholars and 
practitioners watch the war unfold with dread and begin 
analyzing its perplexing qualities, many Americans, from 
today’s youth to sitting US congressmen, seem uninterested 
and indifferent; they do not see any legitimate reason why a 
war so far away should matter to them.[v] So while military 
historians, strategists and scholars witness the return of 
great power rivalry in the form of competition and armed 
conflict, with all of its nasty and brutish characteristics, 
those outside the academic study of international relations 
are unavailable for comment.

Perhaps there is a simple explanation as to why so few paid 
keen attention to the war in Ukraine: there was already 
enough to worry about. There is no doubt that the war in 
Ukraine came at an already tumultuous time. The COVID 
Pandemic, rising inflation, ugly domestic politics in the US 
and abroad, the fall of Kabul— every news cycle seems to 
compete for our current attention. A war in a distant country 
lacks the immediacy, urgency and tangibility that rising 
grocery prices have. In other words, much of the world 
was distracted by more pressing problems. Yet it seems 
that this explanation mistakes the tree for the forest. War 
is perhaps the most distracting and pressing phenomenon 
that affects the world. War has altered the landscape of 
history more than any other force. Those of us who study 
strategy know it to be true; why not the masses? For 
strategic studies to thrive, we must convey to the average 
citizen the most basic truth of strategic studies, the truth 
that explains the discipline’s existence and exonerates the 
language we use: war matters. War and the fear of war have 
been, by far, “the most powerful among the influences that 
have shaped the course of international relations over the 
past two centuries.”[vi] The disciplines considerable lack 
of conveying to the public is the fundament upon which 
the study of war and strategy sits and is what we may dub 
the “communications problem” in strategic studies. It is to 
explaining the chasm that separates the world of strategic 
studies and the general public that this essay now turns.

On Modern Attitudes Toward War

To bridge the gap, a proper understanding of the problem 
is the first step. Much of the gap is likely explained by the 
contemporary disdain for all things war. Of course, disdain 
for war is not new. Writing nearly 50 years ago, Bernard 
Brodie noted that “we have to disabuse ourselves of the 
notion that a feeling of distaste for war and of repudiation 
of its awful characteristics and consequences is a uniquely 
recent development. There are confirmations of such 
rejection among sensitive people in the past, but usually 
ambivalently, as though the sense of being appalled were 
coupled with a sense of the necessity of accepting that which 

is appalling—and even finding pleasure in it.”[vii] Today, 
however, that ambivalence is surely lacking. Even in 1973, 
Brodie saw that in modern times, “there is often an added 
dimension that was lacking [in earlier anti-war sentiments]: 
a sense of disgust and horror at something intrinsically 
evil.”[viii] That disgust has increased exponentially, 
especially among Gen Z and Millennials.

There is an irony at play with modern attitudes toward 
war. Globalization, spurred by technological innovation 
has made the world not only more connected but also more 
readily accessible. Families do not need to gather around 
the radio for the nightly broadcast to hear about events in 
far off countries; a glance at your phone can provide that 
information. Yet, Gen Z and Millennials are much more 
domestically focused than globally. A major study published 
by the Red Cross revealed that Millennials around the 
world view corruption, unemployment and poverty as 
issues more important than war and armed conflict.[ix] 
In America, nearly half of Gen Z believes that US foreign 
policy should prioritize climate change, whereas a mere 
12% say it should focus on countering Chinese aggression.
[x] Moreover, and herein lay a significant departure from 
past attitudes toward war, many think that war and conflict 
can be avoided altogether. Not specific wars, but war writ 
large; nearly 74% of Millennials share this view.[xi]

What accounts for these modern attitudes toward war is 
a separate essay (if not a multitude of books) in its own 
right. To be sure, there are many explanations. But high 
on that list must be the ever-growing ignorance of history 
that plagues the West. A sort of historical amnesia runs 
rampant throughout the modern condition, in some ways 
motivated by the false belief that society has triumphed 
so much so that everything that came before the present 
moment has no value to tomorrow; false utopianism breeds 
apathy towards the past.[xii] Moreover, there is a sad belief 
that Western governments have been agents of colonialism 
and subjugation, more than they have been agents of good.
[xiii] Couple this historical (ahistorical?) attitude with the 
fact that many of those who bore witness to the global 
conflagration and evil of 1939-1945 are no longer with us, 
and you get the disdain, apathy, and contempt for all things 
war in the 21st century. If Sir Michael Howard thought it was 
hard “to convince the peoples of Western Europe that there 
is, or plausibly might be, a ‘threat to national survival’” in 
1979, a problem exacerbated because that generation had 
“no experience of the Second World War and its aftermath,” 
it has only gotten harder.[xiv] Strategic studies and military 
history need to find ways to have their work be accessible 
and persuasive to the current, dominant discourse. Some 
convincing is necessary.

On Current Strategic Scholarship

The scholarship that strategic studies produces is often 
directed towards one of two groups of people. At times, it 
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is written by the people for the people—in the discipline, 
that is. The highly specialized language is used without 
clarification, assumptions of first principles already implied. 
Even the word that defines the discipline, “strategy,” has so 
many definitions, [xv] each meaning totally different things, 
connoting so many different ways of thinking, that those 
within the discipline surely get confused as to an author’s 
true intent; some have rightly raised the alarm for more 
effective strategic writing.[xvi] The problem of ambiguous 
language is all the more acute for those on the outside, who 
nearly always assume “strategy” means “plan.” “Terrorism,” 
an activity that is more easily recognized than it is defined, 
boasts at least 200 definitions, from the disturbingly broad 
to the oversaturated, hyper-specific and constrained.[xvii] 
Moreover, it is hard to recommend any recent works on 
strategy that are able to be understood by those who don’t 
have tattered copies of Carl von Clausewitz’s On War on 
their shelves, yet even the great Prussian general’s tract 
is at times notoriously unclear. Perhaps one example: 
Clausewitz’s most famous dictum (although not his own), 
that “war is a continuation of politics by other means” is not 
such a simple aphorism in its own right, but suffers from 
a severe translation issue. Hew Strachan has noted that in 
the original German, Clausewitz used the word politik, a 
word that can either mean “politics” or “policy,” each with 
radically different meanings. But since Michael Howard and 
Peter Paret’s translation is the standard one in the English 
speaking world, a very significant textual question has been 
swept away, and with it the ramifications of future studies.
[xviii] In this regard, those few floors in the Ivory Tower 
dedicated to war and strategy resemble an Ivory Prison 
more than other fields of inquiry. You truly need to be on 
the inside to understand what is going on. Visitation hours 
are nonexistent or kept to a bare minimum.

But there is another type of scholarship that so many try 
to produce: “policy relevant” scholarship.[xix] Professor 
Francis Gavin notes that “there has been a vigorous effort 
within the disciplines of political science and strategic 
studies to encourage scholars to become what is termed 
‘policy relevant.’” Spurred on by “array of activities, 
including fellowships in government, training in opinion 
writing and media engagement, and funds,” scholars 
compete for the ear of the policy maker.[xx] To be sure, few 
things must be as exhilarating as influencing history in the 
here and now. But this type of relevance is shortsighted. 
If we cannot inspire the next generation of policy leaders 
to appreciate war and strategy, no amount of “relevance” 
will matter. If our thinking about an American defense of 
Taiwan falls on the ears of citizens who care not for war, who 
remain completely unaware of how precarious peace is and 
who elect leaders who share their disdain for international 
politics and strategy, the discipline will become as relevant 
as the dinosaurs.[xxi] Strategic studies needs to shift at 
least some of its attention to becoming a different type of 
relevant; relevant to the public.

The Main Thing is to Keep the Main Thing the 
Main Thing

Much of the literature about communicating war is within 
the context of “selling” a given war and the policies therein, 
for “even the most justified military campaigns have 
required more and more hard sell.”[xxii] No longer are 
the days where war was the exclusive preserve of states 
and elites; public support is an integral part of a polity’s 
war plans and operations. Today, “no contemporary 
government war effort is complete without its Media 
Operations Centre with dozens of specialists working on 
the Events Grid, the Master Messages, Scripts, or Rebuttals 
along the lines of a political election campaign.”[xxiii] But 
both governments and scholars need to communicate war—
its aims, its pressing importance, how it fulfills the state’s 
needs—before the tanks rolls in.[xxiv] This means taking 
stock of the blessings the current world order, carved in 
the blood of war, has bestowed upon us, and convincingly 
demonstrating how fragile our world truly is.[xxv] If hubris 
is a cause of war, it is also the cause of destruction.

In order to be relevant to the masses, especially to my 
generation of Millennials who haven’t witnessed war in 
the same way my parents and grandparents did, strategic 
studies needs to communicate the fact that “war and the 
fear of war have been by far the most powerful among the 
influences that have shaped the course of international 
relations over the past two centuries.”[xxvi] It is vital to 
tell the public that “war has made the modern world more 
than has any other influence.”[xxvii] It has also unmade 
the modern world several times. Of course, there is more 
to history than war and peace (technological change, 
medical innovation, etc.), but “the strategic dimension to 
international relations has been by far the most significant 
of the influences shaping events.”[xxviii] Perhaps the public 
understands the significance of a particular battle. But 
an appreciation for the seismic shifts that war inflicts on 
society? With perhaps one notable exception, Margaret 
MacMillan’s War: How Conflict Shaped Us, we have yet to 
scream this from the hilltops in a way digestible to the 
average citizen. [xxix] We have yet to convince so many of 
our neighbors that the answer to “why should one care 
about war?” is “because war matters. The stakes at play in 
the international system are simply too high to discount it.” 
If the disdain for traditional history identified earlier has 
led to presentism, articulating the long view of history—
what has changed versus what has remained constant—is 
undoubtedly part of the solution.

Perhaps two suggestions on bridging the gap between 
the discipline’s recognition of the importance of war and 
the public’s apathy to war. First, it is imperative that in 
explaining the nature of our study, strategists and military 
historians counteract both the claims of our obsession with 
violence and of peaceful trends in the human condition.

Critics both in and out of the academy claim that strategists 
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and military historians are fascinated by violence. They 
claim that strategists are emotionless when they discuss, 
for instance, potential nuclear holocausts.[xxx] In the 
introduction to one of his many brilliant works on nuclear 
strategy, Bernard Brodie summed it up best: “Who can 
enjoy finding himself in a position which, besides being 
somewhat lonely intellectually, seems by contrast with 
that of the opposition to be more than a little insensitive, 
heartless, and even wicked?”[xxxi] We must not allow 
ourselves to be branded as preoccupied with violence 
and destruction; we must dispel the notion that studying 
war with all its awesome consequences is somehow cold, 
heartless and violence obsessive. If we don’t level similar 
accusations against the oncologist for studying cancerous 
tumors, we ought to make clear that we too do not take 
some perverse pleasure in suffering and death. Indeed, 
the oncologist and strategist go about their professions 
in similar ways; to have a better tomorrow, we need to 
understand the evils of today. Si vis pacem, para bellum is 
our motto; we should strive for everyone to know that Latin 
phrase.[xxxii] Moreover, we need to counteract the fatalist 
claims leveled against strategic studies from our colleagues 
in peace studies. “Maybe if you stopped talking about war, 
it would go away!” is a frequent accusation leveled at the 
strategist. But we are not fatalists. We raise the siren in 
hopes of preventing catastrophe, not to welcome it.

It is of course uncomfortable to talk about war since war is 
fundamentally a human endeavor. From the soldiers who 
fight to the strategists who plan, to engage in war both 
physically and intellectually is to enter the often scary world 
of human nature. Mankind is, of course, uniquely capable 
of displaying acts of kindness and love. Yet, we have never 
been able to escape Thucydides’ triptych that we fight out 
of “fear, honor and interest,”[xxxiii] nor have we been able 
to alter human nature away from Hobbes’ understanding 
that we are inherently destructive, selfish, competitive, 
and aggressive.[xxxiv] We ought to remind those outside 
strategic studies and military history that studying war 
is, on some level, studying ourselves; an endeavor that is 
equally frightening and enlightening.

On the other hand, much of strategic studies’ reception 
has been tainted by the advent of what some scholars call 
“Pinkerism.” The eminent cognitive psychologist Steven 
Pinker has argued in his book The Better Angels of Our Nature 
that society has become less violent and the frequency of 
wars are declining.[xxxv] Although Pinker’s work has been 
critiqued by the strategic studies community, it has seemed 
to take hold of the public writ large.[xxxvi] We are likely 
heading into another bloody century, the start of which was 
ushered in by the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Falling prey 
to our apparently newfound virtues means a future world 
that will be unprepared for those demons Pinker simply 
chocks up to randomness.[xxxvii] The public needs to know 
this. They need to know that even if we are tapping into 
the better angels of our nature, complacency and wishful 
thinking in foreign policy has often led to disaster; we 

should not count on having more angelic actors than not.

A second approach, which might be met with disdain by 
those looking for book contracts only from publishing 
houses out of Yale and Oxford, is the writing of historical 
fiction. The novel, and at times the movie, has been 
influential in shaping the attitudes the public has towards 
war.[xxxviii] Catch-22 captivated the anti-war sentiment 
in the sixties, and its influence is still discussed today.
[xxxix] An entire generation of Americans bore witness to 
the risks and occasional absurdity that surrounded nuclear 
weapons doctrine with Dr. Strangelove, Fail Safe, War Games 
and other movies.[xl] And of course, no intellectual history 
about the modern study of war is complete without noting 
the impact of H.G. Wells’ novels.[xli] To be sure— there are 
some recent novels written to explain the stakes of future 
war.[xlii] But we can, and should, do more. We must not 
only write works of futurology; we ought to write alternative 
historical fiction. Philip Roth is one writer whose works 
truly make a person grasp the severity of what can happen in 
the international arena if the bad guys win.[xliii] Historical 
fiction grounded in strong evidence about where we 
narrowly escaped catastrophe should stretch our collective 
imagination about what could have been. A United States 
where the South won, a world where appeasement was a 
farcical policy or where the Allies lost; those worlds should 
be dramatized, grounded in strong historical inquiry, and 
presented in moving prose. Fiction influenced the public 
sphere before and there is no reason why it cannot do so 
again. As great power rivalry rears its ugly head again, now 
is as great a time as ever.

Conclusion

Colin Gray once noted that those with an eye toward 
strategic history know that “nothing of real importance 
changes.”[xliv] Statecraft and strategy, at their core, remain 
unchanged and have for millennia; it is hard to argue that 
Alexander the Great or Napoleon or George Marshall would 
find themselves bewildered by today’s international arena. 
One such constant—perhaps the constant—is the fear 
and threat of war and its eventual outbreak. The use of 
violence for political ends is not going away. As Margaret 
MacMillan so eloquently notes: “it is not the time to avert 
our eyes from something we may find abhorrent. We must, 
more than ever, think about war.”[xlv] And while strategic 
studies continue to push the limits in scholarship and 
ideas, we must do what we must to bring the public into 
the fold. There will always be vigorous debate over what 
policy is wise, what causes we should die for; there is no 
one answer to any question in foreign policy. But we should 
hope that the public understands the stakes at play in the 
international system. Clausewitz is unlikely to enter into 
the lexicon of the public at large. But we should hope that 
we can at least inspire the public to see the significance in 
what he revolutionized; the forever important study of war.
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