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Preface to the Third Edition

This study provides the most comprehensive, authoritative single- volume history available 
on the American conduct of war since World War II. It covers more than seventy years of US 
military history, from World War II to Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan.1 It pro-
vides rich descriptions and analysis of the major wars, policies and strategies, technologies and 
doctrines, and major national security arguments and debates in relatively few words. History 
is always a work in progress. New sources and information, new interpretations and argu-
ments, and new access and foreign scholars are always revising our perspective of the world 
and knowledge of history. I have updated this third edition with new sources and interpret-
ations. For example, Korean and Chinese scholars have made significant contributions to our 
knowledge and understanding the Korean War. The historiography on the Vietnam War has 
also evolved. I have worked to make this edition more readable and accessible for my students. 
Three chapters have been eliminated, parts of their content merged into other chapters. This 
edition is designed to be more concise and more focused on the wars. The primary thesis, 
delineated in the introduction, has not changed; however, the cultural method of analysis has 
been expanded to include the cultural tenets of: racism, gender exclusion, and militarism. The 
strengths of this volume are as follows:

• Each of the major wars is covered in two chapters. Students can gain a rich understand-
ing, and comprehensive descriptions and analysis, of the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and 
other wars, in relatively few pages.

• Major topics are summarized at the end of the chapters in a few pages, for example: the 
events that led to the Cold War, Eisenhower’s defense policy and strategy, the explanations 
and arguments on the outcome of the Korean War, the Vietnam Wars, and other wars, and 
the history of Western involvement in the Middle East.

• The words of historical actors are used to delineate their arguments and thinking on issues 
of national security and war. Rather than rewording what Truman said, what MacArthur 
said, what Eisenhower, Kennedy, Bush, Mao Zedong, Osama Bin Laden, and others said 
I have let the history makers speak for themselves. The words of every President, com-
manding general, and government official who led the United States through major wars 
since World War II are in this single volume.

• Part of the objective of this work is to illuminate the debates, to make accessible the many 
discussions and arguments about national security, the decisions for war, and the decisions 
on the conduct of war. Hence, students get not only the opinions and assessments of key 
decision makers, but also the opinions and assessments of those who disagreed with them.

• An extended table of contents is provided to accommodate the study of particular issues 
or institutions from one war to the next, for example, the role of the media in Korea, in 
Vietnam, in the Persian Gulf; or personnel policies, the air war, strategic and operational 
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doctrines, and other such issues. The evolution of specific aspects of the American con-
duct of war can be traced from war to war.

• All the wars in this study are divided into phases based on shifts in strategy and the start 
and end of major operations. This facilitates comprehension, analysis, and comparison. 
Students seeking to understand the wars of the United States should first familiarize 
themselves with the phases of the wars delineated in the extended Table of Contents. 
A chronology of events that divides the wars into phases is available online for each of the 
wars discussed.

• New sections have been added, for example: “The Chinese Decision to Intervene and 
Offensive Operations” in the Korean War, “Summary of Events: Operation Iraqi Freedom,” 
to provide context to the wars of the United States in the Middle East, and others.

• An extensive online bibliography that is updated several times a year and study questions 
are available online at: www.routledge.com/ textbooks/ 9781138684263. Course syllabi 
are also available online.

• The notes for this book contain more than reference information. They expand on vari-
ous topics and address the historiography on particular issues and people. For graduate 
and undergraduate students initiating new research projects, in recent American military 
history or national security, this book, with online bibliography, notes, and study ques-
tions, is an excellent place to start.

The three most significant questions in the study of war are as follows: First, what were 
the causes of the war? Delineate the major arguments on the causes of war. Second, why did 
the opponents, and their allies, fight the ways they did? Explain the conduct of war from the 
perspectives of both belligerents at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels of war. And 
third, why did one side win and the other side lose? Explain the outcome of war. Delineate 
the major arguments from both perspectives that explain victory and defeat. These questions 
are interrelated. Explaining one helps in explaining the others. Historians disagree. Hence, it 
is important for students of war to master the historiography of the wars they study. Students 
of war who can best explain the conduct of war, the more difficult task to master, can better 
explain the causes and outcomes of war.

The emphasis of this work is on the conduct of war. This single volume explains the causes, 
conduct, and outcomes of the wars of the United States since World War II, and because one 
war influences the conduct of the next, this work provides a unique perspective, not available 
in works devoted exclusively to a single war. For example, you cannot understand Johnson’s 
conduct of the Vietnam War without some understanding of Truman’s conduct of the Korean 
War. And, you cannot understand the Korean War without some understanding of how World 
War II ended in the Pacific. To provide a more complete explanation of the wars of the United 
States I have used anthropological and political science theories, and historical methods. I have 
provided a cultural explanation for US military practices in peace and war.

The study of humanity at war is still necessary. Let me conclude with the words of a 
reviewer of the second edition, Gregory J. W. Urwin: “The American Culture of War should be 
mandatory reading for policy makers, military leaders, students of military history, and all Americans with 
the slightest interest in national security.”

Adrian R. Lewis

http://www.routledge.com/textbooks/9781138684263
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Introduction

Between the early centuries of the Republic’s expansion, when the grant of citizenship was used 
again as a means to hold the state together, citizenship essentially was a status, which conveyed cer-
tain legal powers or benefits. It was also a moral demand in that, out of historical and contempor-
ary ethical belief and practice, it placed before a man a schedule of his responsibilities toward the 
patria …. Historically, citizenship had called for a payment of taxes; now Rome was so rich those 
taxes were no longer required. Moreover, that same wealth did away with the military service every 
Roman owed his patria. Citizen mercenaries, recruited from the lower classes, now filled the ranks 
and gave their allegiance to Marius, Sulla, or some other general or politician who promised them 
good pay and retirement benefits.1

—Peter Riesenberg, Citizenship in the Western Tradition, 1992

Cultural dissonance has developed, to some degree, in communities all around the country. On the 
eve of the twenty- first century, America has become a splintered society, with multi- ethnic towns … 
reflecting a nation more diverse than ever. … [T] he term cluster … refers to population segments 
where, thanks to technological advancements, no physical contact is required for cluster membership. …   
[T]he clusters simply underscore realities already apparent, such as the widening gap between the 
richest and poorest Americans. … Sociologists say global competition and the cyber- revolution have 
widened the gap that divides the haves from the have- nots. …  “No longer are Americans rising and 
falling together, as if in one large national boat,” former labor secretary Robert Reich observed. “We 
are, increasingly, in different, smaller boats.” And not all are assured of life rafts.2

—Michael J. Weiss, The Clustered World, 2000

American citizenship and practice of war have evolved significantly since World War II. In 
the years following the Vietnam War, starting with the end of the draft, the Armed Forces of 
the United States formed a “military cluster” (0.5 percent of US households); that is, a pro-
fessional, long- serving fighting force with its own unique set and system of values, ethics, and 
beliefs. They would fight the future wars of the United States assisted by a growing array of 
private military firms (PMFs). At the dawn of the twenty- first century Americans had no 
obligations to serve, no obligation to defend the United States, “the nation- state,” even in 
time of war. One of the pillars of citizenship was no longer a reality in the United States. And 
because of over- consumption, which has resulted in an epidemic of obesity and near obesity, 
the majority of Americans are physically unfit and incapable of serving. To fight the two long 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan the United States had to rely on PMFs, contractors, to reinforce 
the services. Today the Armed Forces of the United States cannot get themselves to the battle-
field or sustain themselves without contractors. Today the United States could not fight World 
War II. The most significant transformation in the American conduct of war since World War 
II and the invention of the atomic bomb was not technological, but cultural, social, and polit-
ical: the elimination of the American people from the conduct of the wars of the United States. One of 
the essential elements of the modern nation- state, the citizen- soldier, the dual role of sovereign 
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and subject, no longer exists in the United States. Clausewitz’s trinity of war— the marriage 
between the people, the government, and the armed forces— no longer reflects reality in the 
United States. Professional armed forces and private military firms under the direction of the 
central government now conduct the wars of the United States.

During the two long wars in Afghanistan (2001– present) and Iraq (2003– 2010), the govern-
ment used reenlistment bonuses and other financial incentives to keep soldiers and marines 
on active duty, and to entice new recruits to join. Jennifer Mittelstadt, in her study, The Rise of 
the Military Welfare State, noted that:

For the more than 10 million Americans who volunteered for active duty after 1973— 
and their tens of millions of family members— the military provided an elaborate social 
and economic safety net: medical and dental programs; housing assistance; subsistence 
payments; commissary and post exchange privileges; tax advantages; education and train-
ing; dozens of family welfare programs; child care; and social services ranging from finan-
cial counselling to legal aid. These were multibillion- dollar- per- year programs that at 
times accounted for nearly 50 percent of the Department of Defense (DOD) budget.3

Those with the least are the most responsive to these financial incentives. However, pat-
riotism and love of service still matter. It motivates and inspires our men and women in 
uniform. PMFs are in fact the modern equivalent of mercenary armies. If present trends 
continue, humanity may one day view the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as an aberra-
tion, the centuries of the rise and decline of the modern nation- states. What is transpiring 
in the United States is not unique. Other Western states, including Germany, France, Britain, 
and other socially and culturally Western states, such as Japan and Korea, are going through a 
similar transformation. Affluence and consumption are eroding the martial spirit and ethos. 
Increased diversity has diminished national cohesion and the sense of nationalism. Advanced 
technologies have seemingly reduced the need for combat soldiers. What this may ultimately 
mean is an end of the ability of Western governments to fight more total war and produce 
holocausts such as World Wars I and II. Without the willing support of the people, such effort 
and carnage is not possible. This, however, will not bring an end to such wars. Much of the 
world has not embraced Western values and ethics. Much of the world lives with trauma 
and in poverty. There will be wars, and the Western world will not be able to avoid them. 
The question is: will the evolving military system— a system almost devoid of the will and 
participation of the people— be able to provide the security necessary to sustain the Western 
way of life?

The current American practice of war is unsustainable. It fails to provide a sufficient number 
of soldiers to achieve political objectives. It wastes billions of dollars annually on unnecessary 
technologies and bases, the duplication of capabilities, and private military firms. It disassoci-
ates and disconnects the American people from the decisions for, conduct of, and human costs 
of war. And after the commitment of enormous resources, including the expenditure of lives, 
Americans and indigenous populations, it too frequently fails to achieve political objectives. 
Why and how did the current American system and practice of war evolve? And why, in a 
nation of 314 million people, is the Army continuously too small to do all that is asked and 
required of it?

This study delineates and analyzes the American system and practice of war from World 
War II to Operation Enduring Freedom. It endeavors to explain why Americans fight the 
way they do. The thesis is that cultural norms and economic incentives decisively influence 
the way “nation- states” fight. To understand the evolution of the American practice of war, 
we have to identify and understand the cultural tenets that motivate and influence actions and 
practices. Culture and money influence the organization of the national command structure, 
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force structure, strategic and operational doctrines, national and theater strategies, research and 
development, the procurement of soldiers, the acquisition of technology, civil– military rela-
tions, and the actions of soldiers in battle.

Using culture as one of the major determining factors in historical change I argue that 
the traditional American practice of war was no longer valid in the wake of World War II. 
The traditional American system for procuring soldiers and equipment and fighting war no 
longer functioned as a result of the following: (1) the United States becoming a superpower, 
responsible for the security of the “Free World”; (2) the advent of artificial limited war, a result 
of the development of nuclear weapons; (3) the “revolution in warfare,” a result of advances 
in airpower, missile, satellite, and other technologies; (4) expanded American expectations 
from life, a result of unparalleled growth in wealth and consumption; and (5) a new American 
militarism, a result of the military becoming a major expenditure of public fund, the growth 
of an expansive “military- industrial complex” with enormous power to lobby and influence 
Congress and Americans, and a system of competitive services with overlapping functions 
and responsibilities. From World War II until the end of the Vietnam War, Americans tried 
to adapt traditional cultural tenets and traditional ways of thinking and acting to the new 
national mission and the Cold War environment. Ultimately, this adaptation process failed. 
In Vietnam, it collapsed. What emerged was a new American practice of war— a practice 
that virtually eliminated the American people from the conduct of war. As a result today 
the United States is more “state,” a political/ military entity, than “nation,” a culturally cohe-
sive entity. The American people have eliminated themselves from the conduct of the wars of the 
United States.

* * * * *

In the wake of World War II, the political objectives that had directed US national and mili-
tary strategies and the energies and intellect of the American people for two hundred years 
radically changed. In that aftermath of the war, American power and influence, economic 
and military, grew to stretch around the Earth. World War II, more so than any other factor, 
advanced the process of globalization.4 As technologies and trade connected the world in new 
ways, as old Europe collapsed under the weight of two world wars and wars of national liber-
ation erupted in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, and as the Cold War emerged and the threat 
from the Soviet Union grew, the United States necessarily assumed new responsibilities and 
new roles in world affairs. By the end of World War II, the United States became in essence a 
European power and an Asian power, responsible for the security of over two hundred million 
people in Asia, Europe, and other parts of the world. Americans were responsible for defending 
people who were racially and ethnically different from themselves, people with whom they 
had little or no cultural affinity. The new political objectives of the United States were to stop 
the spread of Communism, deter nuclear war, implant American capitalism and practices of 
trade, and transplant American culture— remake the rest of the world to look like America. 
Permanent readiness for war and defensive national strategy and doctrine were the results of 
these new political objectives. However, this new mission and strategy were not in accord with 
the traditional American practice of war and not in accord with American thinking about the 
nature and conduct of war.

The justifications advanced by political and military leaders for adopting new strategies and 
doctrines after World War II were difficult to explain and comprehend. From whom and what 
was America defending these foreign people? And more importantly, did it rise to the level of 
grievance required to produce a unified effort in war? Theoretically, Americans were defend-
ing the “Free World” from Communism— an economic theory and ideology about the nature 
of human interaction and development. The ideology the United States sought to contain was 
difficult to grasp and understand, particularly when it only indirectly threatened Americans. 
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Thus, the axioms of Communism were typically expressed in simplistic terms. Americans 
understood that they were better off than people living under the Communist system; they 
had more things and greater freedom. But, this was not sufficient reason to sacrifice their 
sons and daughters in war to save the people of Seoul or Saigon. As consequence, in the early 
days of the Cold War, a fissure developed between the American people (the nation) and their 
understanding of war, and the United States (the state) and its new practice of war.

In addition, the state asked the American people to risk their lives and sacrifice in artifi-
cial limited wars. In 1953, Robert Oppenheimer, the man most responsible for the produc-
tion of the atomic bomb, concluded that: “We may anticipate a state of affairs in which the 
two Great Powers will each be in a position to put an end to the civilization and life of the 
other, though not without risking its own. We may be likened to two scorpions in a bottle, 
each capable of killing the other, but only at the risk of his own life.”5 By eliminating mili-
tary engagements between the two Superpowers, the “scorpions,” and placing restraints on 
engagements of surrogate forces and in peripheral areas, the “grey areas,” the superpowers 
endeavored to preclude annihilation blows with nuclear weapons. These restraints, how-
ever, were self- imposed. Artificial limited war required states to place voluntary restraints on 
their actions, restraints on the objectives sought, the weapons and manpower employed, the 
geographic areas of hostility, and the emotions, passions, and intellectual commitment of its 
people, the nation.

While artificial limited war was necessary in the age of nuclear weapons, it was and is non-
sense to most of humanity, because there is nothing limited about dying and killing. Limited 
war is limited at the strategic and operational levels of war, and it was only limited for the 
Superpowers and major Western nations. At the tactical level of war, where the killing, dying, 
pain, and suffering take place, there is nothing limited about limited war. Weapons produce the 
same effect in “limited war” as they do in “total war.” They destroy life. To ask Americans to 
commit their most valued possession to war, namely their sons and daughters, and then hold 
back resources that would hasten its end, was inexplicable. The restraints in limited war were 
artificially imposed, and because everyone understood this, there was an internal illogic to war. 
Political and military leaders accepted and fought limited wars, but the American people and 
many of the soldiers who fought, never accepted the doctrine or strategy of artificial limited war. 
Defensive, protracted wars of attrition— a function of the limitation imposed on war— were 
un- American, and could not be reconciled with long- held traditions and cultural norms. In 
the 1950s and 1960s when Americans said “war,” the Civil War and World War II immediately 
came to mind— offensive war aimed at the destruction of the enemy’s armed forces, means 
of production, and ultimately his political system. Artificial limited war expanded the fissure 
between the American people, their understanding of war, and the US Government and its 
practice of war.

“Revolutionary technologies” held the promise of sealing the fissure, but instead only 
expanded it. These technologies never achieved what the government and military claimed 
they could. Jet aircraft, missiles, satellites, radar, nuclear weapons, and other advanced tech-
nologies, and the nation’s commitment of vast resources to them told the American people 
that in future wars armies would be obsolete— there would be no human commitment and 
no sacrifices in dirty, cruel, bloody ground wars. There would be no more Antietams, no more 
Gettysburgs, no more Omaha Beaches, and no more Iwo Jimas. Americans had entered a new 
age: the Space Age. Americans were constantly being told that the fundamental nature of war 
had changed and the evidence was unambiguous. Americans approved expenditures of billions 
of dollars annually on aircraft, missile, and naval technologies. Americans approved the “space 
race.” They were constantly shown the capabilities of these amazing, new technologies, and 
observed with a sense of awe. The media of television and science fiction amplified this new 
vision of war.
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Yet, after all the claims of airpower, and following the atomic bomb that ended World War II, 
the Army fought another dirty, bloody ground war to save South Korea. Another Omaha Beach 
was required. This time it was called Inchon. Another Battle of the Bulge was required. This 
time it was called the Pusan Perimeter. And, the Korean War was more primitive than World 
War II. Later, it took ground forces to stabilize South Vietnam; and more dirty, bloody battles. 
The most advanced airpower in history could not stop the flow of weapons, men, and sup-
plies down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. And the Vietnam War was more primitive than the Korean 
War. There was an irreconcilable contradiction between the realities of war and the imagined, 
futuristic, technological vision of war sold to the American people by the US Government, the 
armed forces, and the defense industry. The promises of military technology were never fulfilled, 
and at the same time the promises were being made, the government was demanding more 
sons and daughters to fight artificial limited wars, in lands most Americans had never heard of. 
Decade after decade Americans were told a revolution in warfare had taken place only to be 
surprised later by a costly, bloody ground war. The most recent example of this was Operation 
Iraqi Freedom. Stealth fighters and bombers, precision weapons, and advanced communica-
tion technologies supposedly changed the nature of warfare, causing a “revolution in military 
affairs.” However, after the destruction of the poorly equipped, poorly motivated Iraqi Army, 
the war degenerated into an insurgency war, which required ground forces, battles, and more 
blood. Another relatively primitive war in a land most Americans could not find on a map.

Because the government could not explain Communist ideology and the threat it posed, 
because it could not explain why American sons and daughters should fight to defend the 
people of South Korea and South Vietnam, and because it could not explain this new form 
of limited war, Americans came to oppose the draft and war as never before. Artificial limited 
war and fighting against ideas and for people that were not directly related to the security of the United 
States violated major American cultural tenets for war. War requires sacrifices. To get Americans 
to make the necessary sacrifices the government had to be able to tell them why the war 
was necessary and why airpower could not achieve what they were told it could achieve. 
From 1945 to 1975 a great many Americans grew to oppose this new form of artificial 
limited war, but endeavored to adapt their culturally imbued understanding of war to this 
new situation and environment. During peace the cultural norms for war were not acti-
vated. And, in the early days of the Cold War, when there was palpable fear in the air, when 
China was “lost” to Communism, and the Soviet Union exploded its first atomic bomb, 
the relationships between conscription, the human cost of war, and national security were 
evident. However, as American technology advanced, as Americans expended billions and 
billions of dollars on the most sophisticated war machines ever produced, and as the palp-
able nature of the threats receded, Americans turned their attention toward “the pursuit of 
happiness,” toward “peace and prosperity,” toward greater levels of getting and consuming. 
And, as a consequence, they became less and less able to see the links between the commit-
ment and sacrifices of their sons and daughters to national security, and less and less willing 
to fight artificial limited war. During hot, limited wars, when Americans were fighting and 
dying on foreign battlefields, opposition mounted at home. The Korean War ended before 
this opposition reached critical mass. However, during the Vietnam War, a critical mass was 
achieved, resulting in an implosion that ended the citizen- soldier Army, and the traditional 
American practice of war.

The Vietnam War marked two important, related transformations in the American practice 
of war. It was the first war in American history in which ground forces were subordinate to 
airpower. Under the doctrine of “Graduated Response,” airpower was supposed to be decisive. 
The US Army fought the entire war on the strategic defense, limited to the borders of South 
Vietnam. New technologies, operational doctrine, and strategic plans created the belief that 
the United States could achieve its political objectives without a strategically offensive ground 
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war. The second important transformation took place in the closing days of the Vietnam War. 
The citizen- soldier army was eliminated, effectively removing the American people from the 
wars of the United States. By the time of the Persian Gulf Wars the American people had no 
legal, positive duties. The terrorist attacks on 9/ 11, and Bush’s Global War on Terrorism did 
not change this. When the Army and Marine Corps were fully engaged fighting two long 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and grossly under strength, no effort was made to call upon the 
American people to serve, confirming the divorce.

With the demise of the citizen- soldier Army one of the principal institutions of the modern nation- state 
no longer existed. The “Clausewitzian” remarkable trinity, which made total war possible, had been 
transformed. Many of the most significant attachments between the people, the armed forces 
and the government were severed, giving each greater freedom, but this freedom also meant sep-
aration and disunity. The responsibility of the White House to limit the use of the Armed Forces 
to actions acceptable to the American people was greatly diminished. The White House had 
greater freedom to go to war. The White House and Pentagon had greater freedom to fight wars 
as they saw fit. And, the American people had greater freedom to pursue the American dream, to 
accumulate wealth and debt, and to consume. At the dawn of the twenty- first century, America’s 
wars resembled the wars of the seventeenth- century monarchs, in which kings elected to go to 
war, and a small professional army fought them. The people were uninvolved.

The first Persian Gulf War only partially tested the new professional forces. However, some 
of the results of the new American practice of war became evident. The long- serving men 
and women of the Armed Forces formed a distinct “military cluster” with values, ethics, and 
beliefs that were different from those of the people they served.6 After the Vietnam War, the 
armed services developed doctrines for war that endeavored to mitigate or eliminate the need 
for the support of the people. They sought to not fight another war dependent on the will of 
the American people, which many military and political leaders believed failed them during 
the Vietnam War. The former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Colin Powell, and 
Commander in Chief Central Command, General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, while voicing 
the importance of the support of the people, planned and fought the first Persian Gulf War 
without them. It was to be a short, intense war. Under the “Weinberger/ Powell Doctrine,” 
overwhelming force was employed. Airpower was to be the primary means for the destruction 
of the enemy’s main forces. It was a war in which the emotions, feelings, and passions of the 
American people had no time to manifest.

In 2003 President Bush “elected” to go to war in Iraq. He endeavored to isolate the war 
to a struggle against Saddam Hussein alone. He did not want war with the Iraqi people. He 
planned to fight the war primarily with airpower employing another new operational doc-
trine, “Shock and Awe” or the “Rumsfeld doctrine.” While American technology created the 
illusion of victory, the war rapidly morphed from a conventional war into an insurgency war, 
creating the need for large numbers of ground forces. The war Bush elected to fight was a 
“true chameleon”— its nature was only slowly revealed. Within weeks of Bush’s dramatic 
landing on the decks of the USS Abraham Lincoln and his declaration of an “end to major hos-
tilities,” American soldiers and the Iraqi people were being killed in growing numbers in an 
insurgency war. As American technology proved less and less useful, the demands for ground 
combat forces increased, causing the redeployment of Army and Marine forces.

Leaders from the Army and Marine Corps— and a few senators— cautioned that the insur-
gency war was growing in strength and vigor, that ground combat forces were too few to stem 
the tide of the insurgence and provide security throughout the country, and that security was 
essential in order to win the support of the Iraqi people. Yet during the presidential debate 
of 2004, between President Bush and Democratic candidate Senator John Kerry, both felt 
compelled to promise the American people that there would be no draft, that there would be 
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no new taxes to pay for the war, and that, in fact, there would be additional tax cuts. In the 
midst of the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT) the President of the United States promised 
the American people they would not be called upon to fight or to sacrifice. Rather than call 
upon the American people to serve— an act that both Bush and Kerry considered political 
suicide— the Bush Administration chose to increase the burden on active duty, reserve, and 
National Guard personnel. The Administration extended tours of duty, put in “stop loss pol-
icies” to preclude people from leaving the services, and rotated soldiers and marines back to 
Iraq after a relatively brief dwell time at home. This was a first for the United States, confirm-
ing the separation between state and nation.

In the months just prior to 9/ 11, the Rumsfeld Pentagon was planning to deactivate two of 
the Army’s ten remaining divisions, in part to secure additional funding for three new jet fight-
ers, one for each air service.7 Had this reduction in force taken place, the United States would 
have been incapable of fighting the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as defending Korea 
and Europe and maintaining its other commitments around the world. And while billions of 
dollars of airplanes sat idly on runways, soldiers purchased their own body armor, purchased 
communication equipment from Radio Shack, and “jerry rigged” armor plating for their 
military vehicles in an effort to reduce their casualties.

The Bush Administration accepted greater risks in Iraq, Afghanistan, Korea, Eastern Europe, 
and other parts of the world by reducing troop strength. It “out- sourced” the war. It employed 
PMFs, American and foreign contractors and sub- contractors, to provide security and support 
to American forces in Iraq and Afghanistan. It endeavored to replace soldiers with technol-
ogy by employing UAVs, satellites, aircraft, and information technologies. It employed Special 
Forces to carry out missions normally conducted by much larger units. It employed surrogate 
forces, which held no loyalties to the United States or its political objectives. And it lived with 
the prospect of failure in the insurgency wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and disaster in some 
other parts of the world.

The United States, with all its great power, was stretched thin in the type of combat power 
necessary to fight the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The consequence was that soldiers and 
marines died and were unnecessarily wounded in an insurgency war that might have been 
avoided had the Bush White House and the Rumsfeld Pentagon listened to the advice of 
Army Chief of Staff, General Eric Shinseki, and deployed sufficient numbers of troops at 
the outset to win the peace.8 In 2007 during the “Surge” the Army and Marine Corps had 
too few soldiers and marines to fully employ its counterinsurgency doctrine. And while they 
struggle to stabilize Iraq and Afghanistan, the most advanced aircraft known to man proved 
incapable of stopping an insurgent with a rifle or a suicide bomber, was incapable of dis-
criminating between a determined enemy soldier and a frightened child, and was incapable 
of establishing the kinds of relationships with indigenous people required to win their con-
fidence and support. And while the United States invested billions of dollars to develop and 
manufacture the most advanced aircraft ever produced, and to replace the most advanced air-
craft ever produced, it was incapable of fighting an insurgency war, a “People’s War,” in only 
one of the small countries targeted by the Bush Administration in the GWOT. And, to be sure, 
the world and our enemies watched, concluding that much of the power of the United States 
was an illusion. While there were voices that called for a more traditional response to war, and 
for conscription and taxes to pay for the war, they were too few to form a chorus large enough 
and loud enough to influence policy. Out of 300 million Americans, less than 1 percent car-
ried the burden of the GWOT. This is the new American practice of war: war without the 
people. It is not sustainable.

* * * * *
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This work is divided into in three sections. The first section covers the Truman years from 
World War II to the end of the Korean War, the period when the traditional American practice 
of war was no longer capable of achieving political objectives, and a new vision of war emerged 
as a function of nuclear weapons and airpower. The second section covers the Eisenhower, 
Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon years— the Vietnam War Era— the period of attempted adapta-
tion of the traditional, cultural norms to the new practices of artificial limited war. The final 
section covers the new American practice of war, from the end of the Vietnam War to the 
present. The common themes that run through each section include national strategy, national 
military strategy, defense and foreign policies, civil– military relations, force structure, technol-
ogy, strategic and operational doctrines, inter- service rivalry, the media, personnel policies, 
the air war, the ground war, the cultures of the services, American culture, and the role of the 
American people. This consistency allows readers to trace the evolution of these various facets 
of the American practice of war over the more than seventy years of change. Because each of 
the wars discussed is the subject of numerous volumes of works a comprehensive, definitive 
treatment of each war is beyond the scope of this book. The notes and bibliography pro-
vide a rich source for finding additional works. A bibliography of the major wars fought by 
the United States since World War II is provided online at: www.routledge.com/ textbooks/ 
9781138684263

http://www.routledge.com/textbooks/9781138684263
http://www.routledge.com/textbooks/9781138684263
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1 War and Culture: An Analytical Approach

So that in the first place, I put for a general inclination of all mankind, a perpetuall and restlesse desire 
of Power after power, that ceaseth onely in Death. … So that in the nature of man, we find three 
principall causes of quarrel, First, Competition; Secondly, Diffidence; Thirdly, Glory. The first, maketh 
men invade for Gain; the second, for Safety; and the third, for Reputation. … Hereby it is manifest, 
that during the time men live without a common Power to keep them all in awe, they are in the 
condition which is called Warre; and such a warre, as is of every man, against every man.1

— Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan

War is and always was a cultural phenomenon among humans. What we learned to do, we can choose 
to stop doing. … Our fate is in our hands. Technology, particularly nuclear technology, has rendered 
war, man’s most powerful social institution, obsolete. If we recognize this in time, we will probably 
remain alive.2

— Robert L. O’Connell, “The Origins of War”

War is primal. It is in our DNA. War is in human nature and the human condition. War is not 
a “cultural phenomenon.” The conduct of war is a function of culture. War is a historical force, 
and a necessary force in human development. War has influenced every aspect of human life. 
It is said that “war is an ugly thing,” but one cannot find a nation or state that was not shaped 
by it. The political geography of the Earth is primarily a function of war. War is a destructive 
force, but it is also a creative force. War has destroyed and created tribes, clans, nations, states, 
and empires. War has destroyed and created ideas, beliefs, ideologies, religions, and institutions. 
War has configured and reconfigured the borders between states. War has destroyed political, 
social, economic, and cultural systems and created the conditions for new systems to grow and 
develop. Every major political, social, economic, and cultural system on the Earth has been 
shaped in multiple ways by war. War created the conditions under which the vast majority of 
humanity has lived throughout recorded history, including the city- states of ancient Greece; 
the Empire of Rome; the dynasties of China; the shogunates of Japan; the monarchies of 
medieval and early modern Europe; the imperialist systems the British and French imposed 
on Africa, India, the Middle East, and Asia; the Communist system of the former Soviet Union 
and People’s Republic of China; the constitutional democracy of Japan and Germany; and the 
American “superpower” empire. All came into existence and most cease to exist as a function 
of war. All of humanity lives under conditions created by war. And still today nations and states 
in all parts of the Earth commit enormous human and material resources to the conduct of 
and preparation for war. War is not an aberration and it is not going away. Human communi-
ties are incapable of permanent, peaceful, coexistence; and if they were, humanity would still 
be in the agricultural stage of development.3 The machines created for war are the machines 
of everyday life. War is a fundamental and necessary process of the human condition— destroy-
ing and creating, purging and renewing, promoting and demoting, changing and reshaping.
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War is a social force. It creates national unity, the cohesion necessary to bind people together 
in significant ways and form nations, cultural units. War turned peasants into Frenchmen, 
Prussians into Germans, Virginians into Americans, slaves into citizens, and Arabs into 
Palestinians. War creates the myths, legends, heroes, symbols, and monuments that form the 
most significant national memories and informed and motivated the actions of generations 
of people. War formulated, defined, and structured paradigms of human behavior. Constructs 
such as manhood and patriotism were formed and reformed, defined and redefined, through 
war. War placed real value and meaning on concepts such as duty, honor, freedom, independ-
ence, and equality. War also brings out the worst and the best in humanity. War purges societies 
of many of their trivial pursuits and places before them larger issues, objectives, and missions— 
survival. Arguably, it is only in the struggle for survival— the struggle for life— that the truest 
nature of humanity is revealed.

War causes adaptation, innovation, research, and development. War created the conditions 
for great advances in science and technology, including vessels capable of traversing oceans and 
exploring their depths, aircraft capable of moving hundreds of people at close to the speed of 
sound, communication systems capable of informing millions of people of events taking place 
on the other side of the Earth at the speed of light, and vehicles capable of orbiting the Earth 
and exploring the Solar System. Nuclear energy, jet and rocket propulsion systems, antibiotics, 
satellite communications, the Internet, and numerous other technologies that most of human-
ity take for granted, are primarily a function of war. Without war men would not traverse 
oceans in hours, travel in space, or microwave popcorn.

War is a major historical, social, political, economic, and cultural force, influencing almost 
every facet of human life. All people ultimately have recourse to war, and the life of every 
human on Earth has been, and will continue to be, influenced by war.

War and Humanity

A long view of history, a study of war, and an objective, honest look at unchanging facets of 
human nature and the human condition reveal a number of facts:

First, from a quote attributed to Plato: “Only the dead have seen the end of war.”War is a function 
of human nature and the human conditions. And, the human condition is a function of war. War 
will come to an end only when humanity comes to an end. To be sure, Western democracies 
will again fight total wars, which will require the active, willing support and participation of 
the people. Democracy, capitalism, and free trade have not, and will never eliminate war. As 
long as there are weak and strong, as long as there is greed, as long as people covet, as long as 
people are prideful and arrogant, and as long as people hold systems of beliefs that create and 
diminish “others,” there will be war.4 The question for each nation throughout history has not 
been whether there would be another war, but whether in the event of war, the people, their 
government, and their armed forces would be ready to face the challenges; whether there was 
sufficient will, spirit, unity, cohesion, resolve, love of country, selflessness, and trained men and 
women ready to meet the crisis; and whether there was sufficient technological achievement 
and production capability to sustain the nation during the period of crisis.

Second, nations and states rise and fall through war. The United States became a “superpower” 
through war, and has retained that status because of war and its continuous preparation for war. 
And it is a fact that the United States will not always be a superpower, or even the dominant 
power on Earth. Like Rome and Britain, it too will ultimately be diminished, and war will be 
one of the major factors that cause or influence its decline. Every day during World War II the 
United States grew in power and prestige. Every day of the Vietnam War, and every day of the 
second war in Iraq, the United States was diminished.

Third, men and women— not the machines they make— are the dominant weapons on Earth. The 
richest, most technologically and militarily advanced state in all of history, the United States, 
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was defeated in Vietnam by a poor, undeveloped nation. It was not technology or the abun-
dance of machines and other resources that determined the outcome of war; it was the will of 
the people. The human body is the most resilient, precision weapon ever produced. The human 
brain, spirit, will, and ability to adapt and bond with other human beings and courageously 
sacrifice, even life itself, for the good of comrades and community, these are the attributes that 
make men and women the dominant weapon. People, humans, are the most adaptable instru-
ment and animal on Earth. The human ability to adapt— physically, psychologically, intellec-
tually, culturally, socially, and emotionally— has made humanity the most successful species. 
And while war motivates men and women to adapt by creating and producing tools and 
machines and new strategies and doctrines, it is the human— not his tools or strategies— that 
is the ultimate instrument of war.

Fourth, humans are social animals that form the bonds of cohesion that make war possible. It is our 
connectedness that makes us able and willing to kill for the security of others and to risk life. 
War is the function of the combined effort of a people. Political, social, and cultural bodies 
make war possible. Something has to hold people together, connect them in significant ways— 
empathy; some system of beliefs, ideology, or religion; some form of shared identity, ancestry, 
language, and culture— to make war possible. Rousseau observed that: “It is man’s weakness 
which makes him sociable; it is our common miseries which turn our hearts to humanity; we 
would owe humanity nothing if we were not men. Every attachment is a sign of insufficiency. 
If each of us had no need of others, he would hardly think of uniting.”5 War requires willing sac-
rifices. Sacrifice requires multiple, strong threads of connectedness. War demands that humans 
do the two most difficult tasks that can be asked: risk one’s life and take another’s life, risk 
death and kill. We are programmed at birth with the instinct for self- preservation. War requires 
that we override this programming. To do this on a large scale people have to be connected 
to something beyond themselves. They ultimately have to place the survival of the political/ 
cultural body above the survival of their physical body. Something stronger than self- interest or 
the instinct for survival has to influence and inform individual decision making and behavior.

Fifth, war damages people in unseen ways. The very nature of war causes trauma, which causes distor-
tion and delusion. Killing extracts something from people. Living with the fear of death extracts 
something from people. Pain— physical, emotional, and psychological— reforms people. The 
destructive nature of war, the sight of carnage, the loss, the wounding, the pain, the suffering, 
the destroyed homes, the disrupted lives, the destroyed bodies, the blood and flesh, the sounds 
of dying, the shrieks and cries of pain of friends and enemies, the destroyed dreams, and the 
witness to all that war is, damages survivors emotionally and psychologically. War reconfigures 
the way the brain operates. It causes people to do as follows: to believe and feel they are not the 
aggressor but the aggrieved; to project unique, dehumanizing qualities on their enemy; to accept 
ideologies that diminish others; to hate others; to look for remedies in gods, miracle weapons, 
and invincible technologies; and to seek out new doctrines, new tactics, and extraordinary men. 
War distorts the world for those who survive it. This pained and distorted view can be passed 
from people to people, from generation to generation. Throughout history, even the greatest 
empires, the greatest states, the greatest leaders, and the most successful armies have fallen under 
the weight of time through distorted perceptions and delusions about the nature of war, enemies, 
and humanity.

Culture: An Approach

The conduct of war— the way nations go about fighting— is a function of culture. Culture 
decisively influences the conduct of war.6 In fact, it is impossible to understand the actions 
of a nation at war without some understanding of its culture. A nation is a cultural entity. 
A state is a political entity. A state has well- defined geographic borders, a military force cap-
able of defending them, an internal security force capable of enforcing laws, a hierarchy 
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of leadership that has legitimacy, and a bureaucracy capable of organizing people, extract-
ing resources from the people, and directing their combined energy and resources toward 
specific objectives. The modern nation- state combines these two forms of human organ-
ization to produce a single entity that was and is capable of conducting total war, the 
commitment of the majority of the human and material resources of a nation- state to the 
objective of the destruction of another political and cultural entity. The noted anthropolo-
gist, Bronislaw Malinowski, wrote:

In the terminology here adopted, we can say that the tribe as a cultural entity can be 
defined as a federation of partly independent and also coordinated component institu-
tions. One tribe, therefore, differs from the other in the organization of the family, the 
local group, the clan, as well as economic, magical, and religious teams. The identity of 
institutions; their potential cooperation due to community of language, tradition, and law; 
the interchange of services; and the possibility of joint enterprise on a large scale— these 
are the factors which make for the unity of a primitive, culturally homogeneous group. 
This, I submit, is the prototype of what we define today as nationality: a large group, uni-
fied by language, tradition, and culture. To the division as we find it between primitive 
culturally differentiated tribes there correspond today such divisions as between Germans 
and Poles, Swedes and Norwegians, Italians and French.7

The modern nation- state is the most powerful historic force in history. The concept of 
nation takes us beyond the legal considerations of the individual as a subject of states.8 The 
people of a given nation are connected by a common identity, a common culture, and it is 
this connectedness that creates the cohesion that makes possible total effort in war, that makes 
possible the will to sacrifice for others. It is the state’s ability to extract and the nation’s ability to 
motivate willing sacrifice that makes total war possible. In the five- year duration of World War II 
seventy million people were killed. The modern nation- state made this possible.

However, the political entity, the state, can cause the cultural entity, the nation, to act in ways 
that are culturally irregular and, by so doing, diminish its power to achieve objectives through 
war. During the Vietnam War, the state developed strategies and acted in ways that were cul-
turally irregular, culturally inconsistent with the norm of Americans at war. As a consequence, 
the willing support of the American people was loss, and the power the nation- state was cap-
able of generating was greatly diminished. The difficult task in understanding the actions of 
a people in war is identifying the cultural tenets that are operative at a given time, and then 
which tenets exert the dominant influence. But before discussing the tenets that inform the 
American practice of war, a working understanding of cultural theory is necessary.

Culture has been defined in many ways. And there are a number of anthropological schools 
of thought with varying definitions of culture and explanations of how culture is produced 
and reproduced. In these pages no effort is made to delineate these arguments. However, a 
generally accepted working definition of culture and an explanation of how it influences 
behavior and is reproduced by succeeding generations is required. Consider the following 
definitions:

Culture, the total pattern of human behavior and its products embodied in thought, 
speech, action, and artifacts [technologies] and dependent upon man’s capacity for learn-
ing and transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations through the use of tools, lan-
guage, and systems of abstract thought; the body of customary beliefs, social forms, and 
material traits constituting a distinct complex of tradition of a racial, religious, or social 
group … a complex of typical behavior or standardized social characteristics peculiar to a 
specific group, occupation or profession, sex, age, grade, or social class ….9
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Culture … refers to the ways of life of people in a given society, to their social heritage. 
According to the classic definition by the anthropologist Tylor, culture is “that complex whole 
which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities acquired 
by men as a member of society.” In any society there exists a body of knowledge, ideas, values 
(conceptions of desirability), attitudes, customs, myths, prejudices, and the like, which make up 
the nonmaterial aspects of the culture at that time and place.10

Culture refers to the socially transmitted habits of mind, traditions, and preferred meth-
ods of operations that are more or less specific to a particular geographically based secur-
ity community. Culture may be qualified for more precise usage, as in strategic culture 
or political culture. … Strategic culture is the result of opportunities, of resources, of the 
skill with which those opportunities and resources have been managed, and of the les-
sons which a society decides its unfolding history should teach. To a considerable degree 
societies are prisoners of their past. Policymakers have been educated both formally and 
by life experiences in their particular society to expect certain relationships generally to 
hold true ….11

While these definitions are useful, they fall short, because they fail to explain how culture 
influences behavior. Pierre Bourdieu’s Outline of a Theory of Practice is useful in this regard.12 In 
his work, each individual is an agent. Agents interact in societies using accepted practices, actions 
that have specific objectives and meaning. Practices are based on culturally accepted strategies for 
operating in a particular environment at a particular time. Practice, then, is the objectification 
of a selected strategy. Strategies are a function of social structures, sets and systems of norms of 
thought that have historical context and content. Structures help human beings make sense 
of their environment. When faced with a given structure people select and employ a strategy 
or strategies that are culturally acceptable and achieve the desired result. History, the physical 
environment, and technologies determine the content of structures. Successful practices are 
reproduced when confronted with objective conditions, in a particular environment, that fit 
into identifiable structures that have been culturally learned. In the mind, the objective condi-
tions are placed into familiar structures, which enable people to act appropriately, that is, to 
select the most fitting strategy, and then to put it into practice.

Agents do not simply reproduce practices based on the objective world, the structures they 
elicit, and the accepted strategies. They sometimes employ culturally unacceptable strategies, 
adapt strategies to nuances in the environment, and improvise new strategies, which result in 
new practices. However, unless one or more factors active in a given environment changes 
significantly, agents tend to reproduce successful strategies and practices that fit the known 
structures.

Structures are identified in the environment all around us. They operate at different levels of 
consciousness. Some structures form durable dispositions that cause practices that are a func-
tion of unintentional thought.13 For example, the construct “manhood” consists of multiple 
structures that operate at multiple levels of thought, which form a complex web that inform 
men of the expected strategies and practices, and motivate them to select the appropriate strat-
egy and reproduce those practices acceptable to the society. These practices and strategies are 
reproduced at various levels of thought. For example, one structure of the construct manhood 
is “honor.” Bourdieu observed:

the point of honour is a permanent disposition, embedded in the agents’ very bodies in 
the form of mental dispositions, schemes of perception and thought, extremely general in 
their applications … and also, at a deeper level, in the form of bodily postures and stances, 
ways of standing, sitting, looking, speaking, or walking. What is called the sense of honour 
is nothing other than a cultivated disposition, inscribed in the body schema and in the 
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schema of thought, which enables each agent to engender all the practices consistent with 
the logic of challenge and riposte.14

Thus, at one level, the sense of honor motivates behaviors that are automatic responses. At 
another level, the sense of honor goes beyond the bodily posture and way of speaking, to the 
decision- making process, to considerations of whether to fight, and to considerations of peace 
or war. American ideas about manhood, in part, shaped the American understanding about 
how the nation, political leaders, and soldiers should and should not act in war. Each service 
has a unique culture designed for the environment in which they act, but also incorporating a 
uniquely American sense of manhood. For example, Richard Maxwell Brown, in his work No 
Duty to Retreat, recorded how the myth of the “old west” influenced Dwight D. Eisenhower:

No one more directly stated the social philosophy of standing one’s ground than President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower in a nationally televised speech in 1953. President Eisenhower, 
the leader of the “Free World” in a time of cold war … expressed the ethos of no duty to 
retreat when he informed his nationwide audience that as a boy in Abilene, Kansas, he had 
been reared to “prize” the code of Abilene and “our Marshal,” the renowned gunfighter 
Wild Bill Hickok. The President still believed in that code, which, he proudly declared, 
was “meet anyone face to face with whom you disagree”; “if you meet him face to face 
and took the same risk he did, you could get away with almost anything as long as the 
bullet was in the front.”15

Eisenhower saw this as an honorable way to behave on the playground or the battlefield, 
and an honorable way for the nation to act in war or other international matters.16 The his-
tory, legends, and myths of the Old West, the Civil War, and the American Revolution are 
incorporated into American culture, and are passed down by individuals and institutions that 
shape, in part, the personalities, beliefs, ethics, and actions (practices) of men, such as Truman, 
MacArthur, Patton, Halsey, Johnson, Bush, Powell, Petraeus, and other political and military 
leaders.

In 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner advanced the thesis that, “American social development 
has been continually beginning over again on the frontier. This perennial rebirth, this fluidity 
of American life, the expansion westward with its new opportunities, its continuous touch 
with the simplicity of primitive society, furnished the forces dominating American charac-
ter.”17 More recently Colin Gray advanced a similar thesis:

If the cultural and stylistic proclivities of Americans were not so important for the con-
sideration of basic national security policy, they would be excluded from discussion here. 
But those policy choices are considered by an American people distinctive in its strategic 
culture from other security communities. The American people are geopolitically con-
ditioned as Americans to think and feel in a reasonably distinctive American way about 
those choices. The roots of American strategic culture lie in a frontier tradition, an experi-
ence and expectation of success in national endeavors, experience with an abundance of 
resources for defense, a dominant political philosophy of liberal idealism, and a sense of 
separateness— moral and geostrategic— from the evil doings of the Old World.18

Gray argues that American policy choices in matters of national security cannot be under-
stood without some understanding of American culture. He concludes that “all human beings 
are culturally educated or programmed” and that “culture embraces both ideas and behav-
ior and that it is inescapable.”19 The word “programmed” implies that people have to act in 

 

 

 

 

 

 



War and Culture: An Analytical Approach 17

   17

accordance with their programming. Americans are reluctant to think that their strategies 
and practices are programmed. They prefer to believe they have self- will and can pursue the 
courses of action they choose. However, this is wrong. The vast majority of humanity performs 
the practices that are designated to them by their positions and roles in a given culture. Very 
few people develop new strategies or create new practices. Human beings are irrational ani-
mals. Most of what we do, our practices and actions, are not based on logic or reason, but on 
culturally learned, culturally informed strategies. We are the product of the culture in which 
we were raised. (For the purposes of this study, structures that produce consistent, durable 
strategies are called “cultural tenets.”)

Political scientists also employ anthropological methods to advance arguments on the causes 
and conduct of war, noting that there exists within Western nations a “culture of war.” John 
Vasquez, in his analysis of the causes of war writes:

The hard- liners’ [agents] cognitive map of the world tends to be simple rather than com-
plex. Hard- liners tend to be nationalistic and hold a militaristic view of the world. The 
hard- liner as a type is hostile toward and distrustful of the other nation, and feels unable 
to control events. In a crisis they are risk- takers. In personal relations they are prone to 
dominance. Except for the last, which is a personality characteristic, it is clear that the 
characteristics hard- liners share are something they have learned from their experience or 
imbibed from the culture around them.20

Hard- liners are predisposed to see specific structures in the objective environment, and are 
inculcated with strategies and cultural tenets that recognize war as an acceptable and possibly 
preferred practice. In 1911, as Europe moved toward the Great War, Friedrich von Bernhardi, 
in his book, How Germany Makes War, articulates the German “hard- liner” perspective in his 
analysis of the German culture of war:

Germany’s output in brainwork is at the same time greater than that of any other people. 
Our prominent importance as a civilizing nation is plain to everybody since the German 
clans have joined hands to form one powerful State. We ourselves have become conscious 
of being a powerful, as well as a necessary, factor in the development of mankind. This 
knowledge imposes upon us the obligation to asserting our mental and moral influence as 
much as possible, and of paving the way everywhere in the world for German labour and 
German idealism. But we can only carry out successfully these supreme civilizing tasks 
if our humanizing efforts are accompanied and supported by increasing political power, 
as evinced by enlarged colonial possessions, extended international commerce, increased 
influence of Teutonic culture in all parts of the globe, and above all, by a perfect safeguard-
ing of our political power in Europe.21

Bernardi concluded that, “The political situation as it is to- day makes us look upon such 
a war even as a necessity, on which the further development of our people depends.”22 The 
structures in Bernardi’s environment required a strategy of war. Vasquez concluded that: “hard- 
liners can be defined as individuals who have a personal disposition (due to their beliefs) to 
adopt a foreign policy that is adamant in not compromising its goals and who argue in favor 
of the efficacy and legitimacy of threat and force.”23

Agents (individuals) mature in “webs” of culture. When confronted with objective events in 
the real world, agents from different cultures can see very different structures, and what they 
see will tend to limit them to specific strategies, which result in practices acceptable to their 
own culture. Agents learn multiple strategies and practices acceptable for success in the various 
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structures of their society. They form cultural dispositions that inform and motivate behaviors 
at all levels of consciousness, and pass this culture on to the next generation. Again, consider 
Vasquez’s analysis on the dissemination of culture:

To determine whether a domestic political context is initially more favorable to the 
influence of hard- liners or accommodationists, all one has to do is look at the “les-
sons of the past” that prevail in the national political culture. … The crucial question 
is: where do these lessons come from? It seems that in all societies these lessons are 
derived from the most traumatic experiences that the society as a whole goes through. 
For most, this is the last major war. Subsequent events, particularly more limited wars, 
will affect those lessons, but for the generation that lived through the traumatic experi-
ence, only another major war will lead to an opportunity for rethinking the lessons. 
Using a general learning model … one can assume that these lessons will be passed on 
to the next generation through socialization and will be accepted, although with less 
emotional attachment.24

Culture makes the objective world comprehensible by inculcating structures and constructs. 
It influences behavior by providing agents with strategies and establishing boundaries between 
the normal and the abnormal, between the permissible and the impermissible. It makes pos-
sible more complete communication than is possible with language alone. Demeanor, dispos-
ition, facial expressions, dress, and other nonverbal forms of communications are culturally 
learned, and often communicate more than words. Culture creates cohesion between people 
of the same community, and barriers between people of other cultures, other communities. 
Culture, in part, creates the mental disposition that enables some people to sacrifice for the 
good of the larger cultural unit— the tribe, the nation, and/ or the service. Culture can be stud-
ied, enabling outsiders to better comprehend the behaviors of a particular people or nation.

War is a series of structures that together form the construct of “war” in the minds of agents 
before it is objectified as actions and practices in the real world. It is a complex web of count-
less culturally regular tenets that generate specific strategies and motivate specific practices. 
The construct informs the various agents— men, women, the aged, and the young of what is 
expected of them. The construct of war involves additional complexities, because it does not 
stand alone; it is intermingled with other constructs, such as manhood, citizenship, and other 
complex concepts. Clearly, determining the influence of culture on war is an exceedingly dif-
ficult task, not easily reduced to useable paradigms. However, some interpretation of culture is 
absolutely necessary to understand behavior, practices, and strategies, as well as the continuity 
of practices and strategies among a given people over time. In other words, cultural compre-
hension is a prerequisite for any in- depth understanding of the conduct of war by a given 
people. The Vietnam War severely disrupted the American culture of war, which had been 
based primarily on the Civil War and World War II.

* * * * *

Military organizations develop doctrines and technologies to employ their forces in battles 
and campaigns in ways that are culturally regular and achieve the desired results. Nations 
recruit soldiers in ways that are culturally regular and produce sufficiently effective fighting 
forces that produce the desired results. The strategies by which forces are employed in sus-
tained, significant wars require the willing support of the people and have to be consistent 
with the cultural norms of the society. They also have to achieve the results desired by the 
people. Doctrines, recruiting systems, and military strategies that are culturally regular, but 
repeatedly fail to achieve the desired results motivate change. Doctrine and strategies that are 
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not culturally consistent or that significantly violate the cultural norm, diminish, and may 
ultimately destroy, the willing support of the people. Significant failure motivates improvisa-
tion, adaptation, and/ or innovation: the development of new, or the amendment of accepted 
strategies and practices. Major changes in strategies and practices are caused by major shifts in 
structures, constructs, and outcomes.

At the end of the Vietnam War, the American system for manning the armed forces 
changed. Conscription ended, and the All- Volunteer Force (AVF) came into existence. Failure 
in Vietnam motivated change. During World War II, and in the post- war period, significant 
changes in technologies and national strategies called into question culturally regular, accepted 
American doctrines, national strategies, military strategies, and recruiting systems. These major 
constructs of the American practice of war that held two centuries of cultural content were 
exposed to revolutionary new technologies, a radically changed foreign policy, and a new 
environment that engendered constant high levels of threat. As a consequence, the American 
cognitive processes adapted to incorporate a new American practice of war.

Axioms of Cultural Theory

For the purposes of this study a number of axioms deduced from cultural theory require 
clarification.

• Culture is manifested in very concrete ways that can decisively influence the outcome of war. Victor 
David Hanson observed that: “The culture in which militaries fight determines whether 
thousands of mostly innocent young men are alive or rotting after their appointed hour 
of battle. Abstractions like capitalism or civic militarism are hardly abstract at all when 
it comes to battle, but rather concrete realities that ultimately determined … whether 
Athenian cobblers and tanners could return home in safety after doing their butchery 
at Salamis or were to wash up in chunks on the shores of Attica.”25 In Vietnam, and later 
in Iraq, the American practice of war and cultural practices damaged the ability of the 
soldiers and marines to earn the support of the people. This had strategic and political 
consequences.

• Culture is timeless and ubiquitous, existing in and influencing all nations at all times. Each nation 
is unique, with varying abilities to adapt, adopt, learn, and innovate. Geography and his-
tory insure that no two nations have identical constructs of war, that no two nations com-
prehend war in exactly the same way. Hanson advanced the argument that there exists a 
uniquely Western way of war, born of the campaigns of the ancient Greeks, and that the 
superior performance of Western nations in war over centuries is the primary reason for 
the dominance of Western culture and Western civilization. He identified the attributes of 
Western culture that produced superior performance:

the Greeks fought much differently than their adversaries and that such unique Hellenic 
characteristics of battle— a sense of personal freedom, superior discipline, matchless 
weapons, egalitarian camaraderie, individual initiative, constant tactical adaptation and 
flexibility, preference for shock battle of heavy infantry— were themselves the murder-
ous dividends of Hellenic culture at large. The peculiar way Greeks killed grew out of 
consensual government, equality among the middling classes, civilian audit of military 
affairs, and politics apart from religion, freedom and individualism, and rationalism.26

The American way of war is an outgrowth of the Western way of war. Hanson’s thesis sup-
ports that of Russell Weigley, who noted: “The frontier interpretation of American history 
applies only minimally to war; American ways of war were offshoots of European ways of 
war, and American strategic thought was therefore a branch of European strategic thought.”27 
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While Weigley disagrees with Turner, Gray, and others on the influence of the frontier on 
American culture, he and Hanson have identified the contributions of Europe to American 
thinking and practice of war.28 The frontier experience, the Western military tradition, and 
numerous other factors influenced the American practice of war. While common elements 
can be found in the American and German practices, a complete description of the attributes 
of each nation would show the uniqueness of each, as a function of their individual histories, 
military experiences, geographic circumstances, long- held political institutions and objectives, 
roles in world affairs, and the specific evolution of each culture.

Again, these theories are not limited to Western culture. Norvell De Atkine, in an essay 
entitled “Why Arab Armies Lose Wars” and Kenneth Pollack, in a comprehensive study, Arabs 
at War, concluded that Arab culture decisively limits the military effectiveness of Arab states. 
Atkine wrote:

Mindful of walking through a minefield of past errors and present cultural sensibilities, 
I offer some assessment of the role of culture in the military training of Arabic- speaking 
people. … It may well be that these seemingly permanent attributes result from a culture 
that engenders subtlety, indirection, and dissimulation in personal relationships [that, in 
part, explains] why Arab armies lose wars.29

Atkine should have specified: “lose conventional wars.” Pollack wrote: “certain patterns of 
behavior fostered by the dominant Arab culture were the most important factors contribut-
ing to limiting the military effectiveness of Arab armies and air forces from 1945 to 1991.”30 
Conversely, it can be argued that tenets of Arab culture enhance the ability of Muslim people 
to fight insurgency wars and to employ terrorism. Pollack later wrote:

Four areas of military effectiveness stand out as consistent and crippling problems for Arab 
forces: poor tactical leadership, poor information management, poor weapons handling, 
and poor maintenance. These complications were present in every single Arab army and 
air force between 1948 and 1991. All had significant and identifiable effects on the per-
formance of Arab armed forces. These were, without question, the principal sources of 
Arab misfortune in war during this period of history. The lack of initiative, improvisation, 
adaptability, flexibility, independent judgment, willingness to maneuver, and ability to 
integrate the various combat arms effectively meant that Arab armies and air forces were 
regularly outfought by their adversaries.31

The inability of Arab nations to fight conventional wars against Western nations, and their 
repeated failures caused them to search for new military and political doctrines and strategies.32 
Terrorism and insurgency are alternative, unconventional strategies for war, and guerrilla war-
fare and terrorism are operational and tactical doctrines. These strategies and doctrines have 
been adopted by some Arab nations, in part, because of their inability to succeed in conven-
tional war against more powerful Western nations. Arab nations have had to adapt. However, 
since the Arabs are fighting on Arab lands and since the Western states are the invaders, time 
and the will to succeed will favor the Arabs.

Nations have varying abilities to adapt, yet they can never escape their culture. It is impos-
sible to ignore the fact that the Japanese adopted many of the attributes of the Western prac-
tice of war, demonstrating their mastery at Pearl Harbor, in the Philippines, and in Singapore. 
But, it is equally impossible to understand the suicidal banzai and kamikaze attack tactics— a 
horrendous misuse of human resources— without some understanding of Japanese culture.33 
While the Japanese adopted Western technologies and ways of fighting, they did so in a 
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distinctly Japanese way. And while the Japanese followed paradigms provided by Western states, 
they ultimately could not escape centuries of cultural learning.

• Cultural blindness/ Cultural arrogance, an inability to see and accurately interpret what one is looking 
at, and an inability to select the appropriate strategies for the construct in front of one’s face. Cultural 
blindness/ Cultural arrogance damages people. Cultural blindness was evident in the German 
inability to see the humanity of German Jews, who looked like them; the Japanese inability 
to see the humanity of Chinese, who looked like them; and the Hutus inability to see the 
humanity in the Tutsi who looked like them. In some communities, some states, culture 
destroyed the humanity of “others,” through the ascription of negative characteristics and 
traits, the elevation and celebration of differences, and the retention of actual or perceived 
historical wrongs and injustices, all of which were (are) culturally, not biologically, pro-
duced and reproduced. Cultural blindness is more easily attained with people who don’t 
look like us. Cultural blindness/ arrogance is one the major sources of racism. Cultures 
diminish some people and elevate others. They create hierarchies of privilege. A study of 
the history of women reveals how their status varies greatly from one culture to another.

• Culture is not static, and all historical events are not equal. Certain events exert greater, more 
lasting, and more persistent influence than others. The American practice of war— like the 
culture that formed it— is continuously acquiring and discarding. John Shy observed that 
the “explanatory importance of events should be reckoned not by proximity, but by priority 
in historical time.”34 Thus, certain battles and wars have priority in historical time, and the 
learning that took place during them “rippled” through time influencing behavior and 
decisions in the present.

American beliefs about war are a function of the extraordinary events that left deep scars 
in the nation, that required enormous sacrifices, that consumed vast resources, and that pro-
duced significant casualties directly touching the lives of numerous individual families and 
communities. Hence, the American experience in the Civil War exerted a more comprehen-
sive, intensive, and sustained influence on American thinking about the conduct of war than 
the more recent American experiences in insurgent, guerrilla warfare in the Philippines War 
(1899– 1902) or attrition, trench warfare in World War I (1917– 1918). Aspects of Civil War 
thinking were reproduced during World War II, reinforcing tenets learned a century before.

Traumatic events in the life of a nation can produce rapid changes in cultural thinking about 
war. The effects of Hiroshima and the Tet Offensive were felt decades later, and are still creating 
waves of influence. Both were reinforced, not by similar historical events, but by other cultural 
tenets, which strengthened their influence. Both events, in very different ways, damaged the 
martial spirit of the American people, and influenced subsequent decisions on war. The spirit of 
a nation and its attitudes and willingness to engage in war can change significantly in relatively 
short periods of time, particularly if they are reinforced by other cultural tenets.

• The armed forces of nation- states have to conduct significant wars, limited and total, in ways that are 
culturally regular. Doctrine is defined as the “authoritative fundamental principles by which 
military forces guide their actions in support of objectives.” Doctrine is a modern con-
cept in military literature, but it is as old as war, existing throughout most history without 
discussion or delineation. The vast majority of the people of any given nation cannot 
define or describe the doctrines that make up the operational art or their armed forces. 
Nevertheless, these doctrines have to be culturally regular for the people to accept them. 
Army operational and tactical doctrines and national, strategic doctrines that deviate too 
far from culturally accepted norms do not retain the support of the people. Doctrines 
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are a function of technology, resources, geography, national military strategy, historical 
experiences in war, service culture and traditions, individual genius, and national cultures. 
Doctrines are prevalent at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels of war. Each service 
has its own operational and tactical doctrine designed to operate in specific environments.

• In war it is necessary for a nation to understand the tenets, dynamics, frictions, divisions, and exigencies 
of its own primary culture to maximize its power. For example, because cultures vary signifi-
cantly among nations and within states the martial spirit is not constant, and the martial 
spirit can be diminished or enhanced by numerous factors.35 The willingness of the people 
of a nation to risk their lives in battle varies from nation to nation and war to war, and it can 
be argued that certain cultures have maintained through the centuries a stronger martial 
spirit than other nations. The frequency of war, the type of war, geographic circumstance, 
the wealth of the nation, the quality of life, the political system, and numerous other factors 
influence the martial spirit of a nation. The martial spirit may or may not explain success or 
failure in war. However, it is a necessary element to fight war, and one of the factors neces-
sary to generate combat power. Ancient Sparta, medieval Prussia, and modern Germany 
have historically been considered nations with a strong martial spirit.36 While the martial 
spirit has not always brought these states military or political success, it was nevertheless an 
important constituent in their ability to fight, to generate combat power. As long as wars 
are made up of battles that require men to enter the battlefield, the martial spirit will be an 
essential component of a nation’s ability to fight war.

• Political leaders and governments can act intentionally and unintentionally in ways that are incon-
sistent with the accepted cultural norms of its people thereby diminishing their capacity to make war. 
The state and the nation are not always in agreement. The American conduct of World 
War II was culturally regular, consistent with American belief, expectations, values, ethics, 
attitudes, and institutional norms. The state, the political entity, and the nation, the cultural 
entity, were in agreement. The American conduct of the Vietnam War was not culturally 
regular. For example, a strategically defensive ground war was not in keeping with the 
American understanding of war. The nation’s first television war showed soldiers and 
marines burning villages, and acting in ways that were inconsistent with American beliefs 
about Americans. There was a considerable divide between the state and the nation over 
the conduct of the Vietnam War at every level. The analytical problem for researchers is 
to identify the cultural norms exerting the greatest influence on the behavior of a people 
during a given war. The more limited the war, the greater the possible deviation from cul-
tural norms. However, small limited wars, that do not require significant resources, do not 
gain the attention of the American people.

• The cultural tenets active in a given nation to some degree conflict and reinforce other active tenets. 
Cultural tenets operate with varying degrees of strength, levels of intensity, and some tenets are dor-
mant until specific events activate them. Michael Desch, in an essay entitled: “Explaining the 
Gap: Vietnam, the Republicanization of the South, and the End of the Mass Army,” wrote:

ROTC programs have been discontinued at a number of elite schools, primarily in the 
Northeast, but many new programs have been established in other schools, primar-
ily in the South, where 49 percent of Army, 41 percent of Air Force, and 41 percent 
of Navy ROTC programs are currently located. … The net effect was to produce an 
ROTC cadet pool that was more Southern and more likely to produce career officers 
than before. There is abundant evidence that graduates of ROTC programs are very 
different from the rest of civilian society.37

In 2001 the majority of US military officers came from the eleven states of the South. 
Between 1990 and 2014, over 40  percent of enlisted accessions came from the South.38 
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Arguably, Southern culture placed greater premium on military service than the regional 
cultures of the Northeast or Midwest.39 The cultural tenets that produce soldiers conflict with 
other more salient tenets prevalent, for example, in the Northeast states. However, the picture 
is more complex. Modern Western nation- states have evolved into multicultural states, with 
varying values, ethics, and beliefs. Economic status also influences the acceptance or rejection 
of specific cultural tenets.

• Within a state there can exist multiple nations, cultural entities, and the greater the fragmentation of 
the cultural body, the nation, the less able the state is to conduct total war or significant limited wars. 
The former Yugoslavia was a state comprised of many nations that almost immediately 
went to war with one another in 1991 following the destruction of the ruling power that 
had kept them peaceful, the Soviet Union. Iraq is a state comprised of three major nations, 
the Kurds, Sunnis, and Shia. The United States is also a state with many nations. Michael 
Weiss, in his work The Clustered World, observed:

For a nation that’s always valued community, this breakup of the mass market into 
balkanized population segments is as momentous as the collapse of Communism. … 
Today, the country’s new motto should be “E pluribus pluriba”: “Out of many, many.” 
Evidence of the nation’s accelerated fragmentation is more than anecdotal. According 
to the geodemographers … American society today is composed of sixty- two dis-
tinct lifestyle types— a 55 percent increase over the forty segments that defined the 
U.S. populace during the 1970s and 80s. … These lifestyles represent America’s mod-
ern tribes, sixty- two distinct population groups each with its own set of values, culture 
and means of coping with today’s problems. … Increasingly, America is a fractured 
landscape, its people partitioned into dozens of cultural enclaves, its ideals reflected 
through differing prisms of experience. … This process has left too many Americans 
alienated from each other, divided by a cultural chasm.40

The American war effort in Iraq in 2003 was not a national effort. The state fought the war, 
and the military cluster fought the war, the nation stayed home. This process of partitioning into 
clusters that form enclaves in all parts of the country has been underway for decades, and because 
of the great mobility of the American people, enclaves with cultural values more like those of 
the Northeast can also be found in the suburbs of Dallas or Houston.41 While the break- up of 
America into enclaves is evident, regional and national core cultures still exert influences, albeit 
sometimes not as much influence as the culture of a particular cluster. The ongoing debate about 
gun laws and the Second Amendment reflects regional cultural norms, but in every state there 
are clusters that support or oppose more restrictive gun legislation. More traditional, core cul-
tural tenets are held with varying degrees of significance in various clusters.

• Organizations with long life spans, such as the US Army and Navy, possess subcultures that influence 
behavior and the decision making of indoctrinated individuals. Soldiers and sailors develop iden-
tities that are in part a function of the culture and history of the service in which they are 
trained and indoctrinated. The officers and NCOs of the services were, and are, required to 
inculcate the culture of their service in order to succeed. The more closely agents inculcate 
the structures and practice the core strategies of their service, the greater their chances for 
successful careers.

• To maximize a nation’s combat power, that nation must understand the culture of its enemy. The 
consequence for failing to understand your enemy’s practice of war can be defeat. The 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor demonstrated a total failure to comprehend American 
culture. The attack, while a tactical success, was strategically a major blunder. It created 
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the cohesion necessary for the American people to produce a total effort in war. Likewise, 
American political and military leadership demonstrated little understanding of the cul-
tural tenets that influenced the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong during the Vietnam 
War, nor did they understand the cultural tenets that motivated the actions of the Iraqi 
people. When the United States entered the war in Iraq, most servicemen and women had 
no understanding of the differences between Sunnis and Shias. This profound ignorance 
negatively influenced US operations. Norvell De Atkine noted:

But how does one integrate the study of culture into military training? At present, it has 
hardly any role. Paul M. Belbutowski, a scholar and former member of the US Delta 
Force, succinctly stated a deficiency in our own military education system: “Culture, 
comprised of all that is vague and intangible, is not generally integrated into strategic 
planning except at the most superficial level.” And yet it is precisely “all that is vague 
and intangible” which defines low- intensity conflicts. The Vietnamese Communists 
did not fight the war the United States had trained for, nor did the Chechens and 
Afghans fight the war for which the Russians had prepared.42

• A nation’s practice of war is a cultural inheritance informing servicemen— not determining— how 
they ought to act in battle, and how the nation, the people, and their political leadership, ought 
to conduct war. Only culturally cohesive nation- states are capable of fighting total war. 
Conformity to accepted national strategies and doctrines for war is more important in 
total war, where the mobilization of enormous national resources is required, and hence 
public support is required, than in limited war. Most of America’s small wars did not 
require the mobilization of significant national resources, or the support of the American 
people. They were carried out by the regular Army or Marine Corps, and attracted rela-
tively little public attention. Hence, the military services and political leaders have con-
ducted all types of campaigns and small wars. However, the more protracted the war, the 
more national resources required, the higher the casualties, the more intense the fighting, 
the greater the public awareness and attention. In essence, the more total the war is, the 
greater the pressure is to reproduce core cultural strategies and practices that have trad-
itionally produced successful outcomes.
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2 The American Practice of War: 
Cultural Tenets

Americans hate war. But once they are provoked to defend themselves against those who threaten 
their security, they mobilize with unparalleled swiftness and energy. While the battle is on there is 
no sacrifice of men or treasure too great for them to make. Once hostilities are over, Americans are 
as spontaneous and as headlong in their eagerness to return to civilian life. No people in history 
have been known to disengage themselves so quickly from the ways of war. This impatience is the 
expression of a deeply rooted national ideal to want to live at peace. But tragic experience following 
World War I taught us that this admirable trait could lead to catastrophe. We needed to temper and 
adjust the rate of the demobilization of our forces so we would be able to meet our new obligations 
in the world.1

— President Harry Truman

The American Revolutionary War thus became in the national memory and imagination paradig-
matic of how America saved itself from being like, and part of, Europe and Europe’s problems. … 
Americans, never ready for war, often surprised by it, were repeatedly brought to their knees by the 
first battles and campaigns. At best gallant, at worst disorganized and demoralized, they came close to 
complete defeat again and again. Never, however, did they give up. And beyond the humiliation of 
Brooklyn and the Brandywine lay Saratoga and Yorktown— or Quebec, New Orleans, Gettysburg, 
Missionary Ridge, Omaha Beach, Leyte Gulf, and Inchon. The Revolutionary War told the story so 
that all could remember and later repeat it.2

— John Shy, The American Military Experience

Truman, Shy, and others identified significant practices of the American national strategy and 
doctrines that were no longer sustainable, because of the new world order created by World 
War II, the acceptance of United States government of new political objectives, the invention 
of nuclear technology, and the revolutionary developments in airpower. Cultural tenets, which 
had sustained the nation in war for two hundred years, were no longer capable of producing 
the expected political outcomes.

Traditional Practices No Longer Worked

In the post- World War II period many students of America’s wars concluded that the trad-
itional American practice of war and the cultural tenets that sustained it were no longer 
applicable. Historians John Shy, Russell Weigley, T. R. Fehrenbach, Colin Gray, and Brian Linn; 
Political Scientists Morris Janowitz, Samuel Huntington, Bernard Brodie, Henry Kissinger, 
and Robert Osgood; Presidents Truman and Eisenhower; and Soldiers Matthew B. Ridgway, 
Maxwell Taylor, and William Westmoreland have all endeavored to describe and explain the 
traditional American way of war and identify the major tenets that were no longer valid 
in the post- World War II era. Their arguments were motivated by what each perceived to 
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be a failure of the United States to adapt to a new environment. In the late 1950s Robert 
E. Osgood wrote:

On the one hand, the United States has demonstrated an impressive ability to defeat the 
enemy. Yet, on the other hand, it has been unable to deter war; it has been unprepared 
to fight war; it has failed to gain the objects it fought for; and its settlements of war have 
not brought satisfactory peace. The blame for these failures must be shared by circum-
stances beyond American control; but to the extent that they were avoidable, they must 
be attributed not to a weakness in the basic elements of national power but to deficiency 
in the political management of power. And this deficiency stems … from the faulty habit 
of mind that regards war as a thing in itself rather than as a continuation of political inter-
course. War as something to abolish, war as something to get over as quickly as possible … 
war as the crusade— these conceptions are all compatible with the American outlook. But 
war as an instrument for attaining concrete, limited political objectives, springing from the 
continuing stream of international politics and flowing toward specific configurations of 
international power— somehow this conception seems unworthy to a proud and idealis-
tic nation.3

Osgood recognized that the policy of containment arrived at after World War II called for 
a new national strategy: a defensive strategy, sustained readiness for war, and a willingness to 
fight wars short of total war. The political objectives of the American government were to 
stop the spread of Communism and deter nuclear war. However, permanent readiness for war, 
defensive national strategy and doctrine, and fighting major limited wars went against signifi-
cant cultural tenets. Fehrenbach, in his study of the Korean War, This Kind of War, wrote:

The Truman Administration accepted the limitation of the war to Korea. … But that 
Administration must have wished for Frederick’s legions, his forty thousand iron 
grenadiers— for there was never any hope that the men of the fields and the merchants 
of America could continue undisturbed. In addition to restraint of objective, the second 
necessary ingredient of limited war is a professional army large enough to handle any 
task. In 1950, even to fight an undeveloped nation in Asia, America had to fall back upon 
her citizens. And in this, above all else, lies the resulting trauma of the Korean War. The 
far frontier is not defended with citizens, for citizens have better things to do than to die 
on some forsaken hill, in some forsaken country, for what seems to be the sake of the 
country.4

Much of America agreed with Fehrenbach’s assessment. When the nation went to war, 
the cultural norms for war were reactivated. Many Americans rallied around the flag, many 
answered the call to arms, and dormant aspects of patriotism were reactivated. However, lim-
ited war looked too much like peace, and the government’s actions to limit the war nullified 
much of the war fervor and many of the traditional practices. Limited war made what had 
been simple complex. Limited war caused consternation and uncertainty:  Were the trad-
itional American cultural tenets for war being reactivated or not? Were we mobilizing for 
war in accordance with cultural norms or not? Were we investing the lives of the nation’s 
young men to achieve strategic victory or not? Major limited wars caused the development 
of cultural contradictions. The cultural norms for both peace and war are active during major 
limited wars, resulting in internal pressures that threaten the war effort and domestic tranquil-
ity. However, this internal pressure was only evident during hot wars, major limited wars in 
which Americans were fighting and dying. During the Cold War the internal contradictions 
remained, but were for the most part dormant. The Korean War was too short to cause a 
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complete disruption of cultural norms for fighting war; however, the pressure against the new 
form of limited war increased with each year of fighting.

* * * * *

What was the traditional American way of war? As noted above, others have answered this 
question and there is considerable consistency in their views. No effort is made here to recre-
ate previous work. The effort here is to develop a synthesis of these assessments.

Geography, history, cultural heritage, and long- held national political objectives influence 
the American conduct of war. American values, beliefs, ethics, and philosophies of govern-
ment, war, and progress, are, at least in part, inherited from European ancestors and reshaped by 
the experience of conquering the North American continent. Until World War II, the United 
States maintained remarkable consistency in its political objectives. These were, in part, con-
tinental sovereignty; expansion and incorporation of the West (Manifest Destiny); prosperity, 
economic growth, acquisition, and trade (capitalism); security in the Americas (the Monroe 
Doctrine); and “the pursuit of happiness” through peace, freedom, equality, the accumulation 
of wealth, and increased consumption. Americans were isolationists, and armed forces were a 
necessary evil to be minimized to the extent possible. Two great oceans and the limitation of 
technology protected the United States. Because America has traditionally been unprepared 
for war, lacking a large body of professionally trained soldiers, it has depended on citizen- 
soldiers, its small, professionally trained officer corps, its wealth of resources, and its ability to 
improvise, adapt, and manage affairs in a crisis environment— “American ingenuity.”

At the outbreak of war, national strategy required a period of crisis mobilization. Mass 
armies were assembled from the civilian population. The US Army has traditionally been a 
citizen- soldier Army, meaning that not only the militia or National Guard and Reserves, but 
also the Regular Army, was rapidly assembled from volunteers and draftees. As late as 1957 
an Army colonel in a memorandum to the Chief of the Officer Assignment Division wrote:

Since the Revolutionary War, the national defense policy of the United States has been 
one which calls for a small standing Regular Army as a continuous force in peace which 
in time of national emergency could be augmented by a large militia of citizen soldiers. 
The size and strength of the Regular Army Establishment is not a constant nor has it been 
so affixed. The Regular Army is charged, with keeping abreast of the changing concepts 
of war during times of peace; it forms the nucleus of the larger citizen army in time of 
war. … The role and purpose of the Reserve … provides for trained units and qualified 
persons to be available in time of war or national emergency. The law envisions the sup-
plementary and temporary role (on active duty) of Reserve units and personnel.5

At the political and strategic levels, Americans have traditionally believed the following 
regarding the conduct of total wars: The United States is a unique nation- state, unbound by 
the rules that govern other nations. War is serious business and ought not to be entered into 
lightly.6 Major wars are a national endeavor involving the resources of the nation. Wars ought 
to be conducted in a professional, expeditious, and unrelenting manner to bring them to 
quick and successful conclusions. War ought to be strategically and doctrinally offensive and 
short. The aim of war ought to be the destruction of the enemy’s main army, followed by the 
occupation of the country; and finally, the transformation of the defeated nation politically, 
economically, socially, and, ultimately, culturally. The objective is to produce a state that more 
closely resembles the United States— a capitalist democracy. Americans believe that war is 
fighting, that fighting ought to commence as soon as possible following the outbreak of war 
and proceed continuously and aggressively until victory is achieved. Americans optimistic-
ally believe that when fully mobilized there is nothing their fighting forces cannot achieve. 
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Americans believe that fighting ought to produce demonstrative progress and ultimately 
decisive results. Compromise solutions are un- American and do not justify the human cost 
of war or achieve the nation’s political objectives, which tend to be more absolute. Americans 
believe that the exigencies of battle ought to dictate the course and conduct of war, and that 
political matters should not impede the efficient use of force and the expeditious prosecu-
tion of war. This is the only way to immediately minimize the loss of life. Americans believe 
in equality of sacrifice, that the burden of war ought to be fairly distributed among the male 
population. They believe that the nation’s human capital is its most precious resource, and 
that while Americans are fighting and dying, no other resource should be spared to bring 
the war to a rapid, successful conclusion. Americans, thus, endeavor to fight highly organized, 
systematic, material, and technology- based wars. Americans believe that war is an aberration 
that upsets the American tenet that man is not a means to an end, but the end— “the pursuit 
of happiness.” Americans believe in acting unilaterally and aggressively in the international 
environment. They believe that nations, like individuals, are responsible for their own status, 
and that nations and men ought to be judged on their accomplishments and failures. Sustained 
warfare is un- American— potentially damaging to American democracy. Americans do not 
accept defeat. They increase effort, employ more resources, improvise, adapt, and/ or seek new 
solutions.7 Defeat is un- American. While no description of a nation’s practice of war is com-
plete, these are major tenets that have traditionally influenced American thinking about the 
conduct of war.

Osgood, Fehrenbach, Shy, and others recognized that during the nation’s first artificial lim-
ited war, in its new role as superpower, the traditional American practice of war was no longer 
valid. Something new was needed. When strongly held cultural tenets conflict or no longer 
achieve their desired results, they create strong internal pressure for change.

Equality of Opportunity and Sacrifice

The tenet that all white men are created equal and, therefore, equally capable of the same level 
of achievement has been a staple of American culture.8 Eisenhower in his inaugural address 
emphasized the importance of the tenet of “equality”:

At such a time in history, we who are free, must proclaim anew our faith. This faith is 
the abiding creed of our fathers. It is our faith in the deathless dignity of man, governed 
by eternal moral and natural laws. This faith defines our full view of life. It establishes, 
beyond debate, those gifts of the Creator that are man’s inalienable rights, and that make 
all [white] men equal in His sight. In the light of this equality we know that the virtues 
most cherished by free people— love of truth, pride of work, devotion to country— all are 
treasures equally precious in the lives of the most humble and of the most exalted. The 
men who mine coal and fire furnaces and balance ledgers and turn lathes and pick cot-
ton and heal the sick and plant corn— all serve as proudly and as profitably, for America 
as the statesmen who draft treaties or the legislators who enact laws. This faith rules our 
whole way of life.9

This tenet of equality has been a strong force in American life. It was necessary in order 
to transform Anglo- Saxons, Germans, French, Italians, Poles, Russians, and other European 
ethnic groups into Americans. The tenet of equality was necessary to produce a culturally 
homogeneous national identity. This tenet also moved Americans toward a social and political 
system based on merit, the best people and the best ideas rise to the top. This tenet also gave 
the nation- state an ideal toward which to strive. Over time, outside ethnic groups, such as the 
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Irish, Jews, and Poles, were incorporated into the main political body of the United States.10 
The tenet of equality was extended to all facets of American life, even the battlefield, with the 
exception of African Americans.

While Americans believed strongly in equality of opportunity, including equality of oppor-
tunity to fight and possibly die in war, they did not believe in equality of outcome. In America’s 
competitive capitalist economy there were winners and losers. Herbert McClosky and John 
Zaller wrote:

As the data show, most Americans strongly— even overwhelmingly— support the notion 
that everyone should have the same chance to “get ahead,” but they are uniformly negative 
toward suggestions that everyone must end up with the same economic rewards. Indeed, 
the distinction between equal opportunity and equality of outcomes could scarcely be 
drawn more sharply than it is in these data.11

American beliefs about equality were deeply integrated into beliefs about the nation’s con-
duct of war. The American military experience and tradition created tenets about manhood, 
military service, and war. These tenets are part of American culture and influence the ability 
of the nation to produce combat soldiers. The tenet that all American men could perform 
equally well on the battlefield was born during the formative period of the nation, the colo-
nial and revolutionary period, and reinforced during the War of 1812, when Andrew Jackson 
developed his “gifted amateur” thesis, which held that American militia men, while poorly 
trained in the conduct of war, were better soldiers than British Regulars. Until the Vietnam 
War this tenet had informed American thinking about the conduct of war. During the colo-
nial and revolutionary periods the nation relied on militiamen to fight Indians, maintain 
internal security, and fight the French and British Regulars. Militiamen frequently failed the 
test of battle, angering men such as George Washington, who wrote:

Militia, you will find, Sir, will never answer your expectations, no dependence is to 
be placed upon them; They are obstinate and perverse, they are often egged on by the 
Officers, who lead them to acts of disobedience, and when they are ordered to certain 
posts for the security of stores, or the protection of the Inhabitants, will, on a sudden, 
resolve to leave them, and the united vigilance of their officers can not prevent them.”12

Regulars also failed in battle; however, because of self- selection, a more rigorous elimination 
process, and better training, regulars consistently performed at a higher level of proficiency. 
Nevertheless, the myth that militia won the revolution, defeating British Regulars, was forever 
embedded in American history and legend, creating the cultural tenet that all American men 
could serve in combat with relatively equal levels of performance. Most Americans, however, 
no long believe this.

In the War of 1812, the militia was again called upon and again, in many cases, failed the 
test of war, but in victory only successful battles dominated the minds of Americans. Russell 
F. Weigley noted:

In military affairs, not Chippewa and Lundy’s Lane [battles won by the regular army] 
but Andrew Jackson’s victory at New Orleans came to symbolize the new egalitarian 
attitudes. New Orleans was interpreted as a triumph of the natural American— strong 
precisely because he was unschooled and therefore natural— over the trained and dis-
ciplined but therefore artificial and effete European. “Their system, it is true,” said one 
congressman of the heroes of New Orleans, “is not to be found in Vauban’s, Steuben’s or 
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Scott’s military tactics, but it nevertheless proved to be quite effective.” Jackson himself 
viewed his victory in a similar light: “Reasoning always from false principles, [the British] 
expected little opposition from men whose officers even were not in uniform, who were 
ignorant of the rules of dress, and who had never been caned into discipline. Fatal mis-
take! A fire incessantly kept up, directed with calmness and unerring aim, strewed the field 
with the brave officers and men of the column, which slowly advanced, according to the 
most approved rules of European tactics, and was cut down by the untutored courage of 
the American militia.”13

During the formative period of the nation the belief that all American men could perform 
effectively in combat was enshrined in history and culture. A second tenet grew out of this 
one: If all American men fight equally well in combat, then there is no need to maintain a 
large standing, professional army, which is expensive and considered a threat to the repub-
lic. Washington, Hamilton, and other military leaders recognized the fallacy of these tenets. 
Writing a century later Emory Upton, a Civil War General and military theorist, restated their 
concerns:

Our military policy, or, as many would affirm, our want of it, had now been tested during 
more than a century. It has been tried in foreign, domestic, and Indian wars, and while 
military men, from painful experience, are united as to its defects and dangers, our final 
success in each conflict has so blinded the popular mind, as to induce the belief that as a 
nation we are invincible. … History records our triumph in the Revolution, in the War of 
1812, in the Florida War, in the Mexican War, and in the Great Rebellion, and as nearly 
all of these wars were largely begun by militia and volunteers, the conviction has been 
produced that with us a regular army is not a necessity.”14

This conviction was also prevalent in World War II. Consider the following words published 
in Infantry Journal in 1946:

Army Ground Forces found him a civilian— a clerk, a mechanic, a student— and turned 
him out a better fighting man than the professional Nazi or the fanatical Japanese. The 
American ground soldier was rushed to a maturity for which he had not planned or even 
dreamed. Yet, so strong were his native hardihood, his resourcefulness, his competitive 
spirit— and so skillfully were these American traits fostered and fashioned by Ground 
Forces leaders— that he conquered, on the ground, face to face and weapon to weapon, 
those Axis warriors whose military upbringing had been foreseen and unhurried.15

While this sort of proclamation was good for the national ego and morale, it devalued the 
relatively small percentage of combat soldiers and marines who were, in fact, self- selected, and 
were ultimately the product of an elimination process that started before they entered the 
Army or Marine Corps and continued to the first battle.

Americans grew to maturity believing that the average American man could do the job of 
fighting the nation’s wars. As a consequence of these beliefs, combat soldiers, as a whole, have 
been historically undervalued. In the American mind, if every man could perform this task 
there was no need to maintain professional forces or a large standing army. However, this was a 
myth, which for a number of reasons has changed.

The myth survived because it was rarely tested against significant states. The myth sur-
vived because of two great oceans and an absence of powerful states in the Americas. The 
Germans, French, and Russians have a much better understanding of the value of well- trained 
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and well- equipped combat divisions. Hitler and Stalin understood better than Churchill and 
Roosevelt the relationship between the security of the nation- state and the quality and quan-
tity of the divisions that guaranteed it. In World War II, by every measure, the Eastern Front 
was the major theater of operation. For the Americans and British, the relationship between 
soldiers and security was indirect. Naval forces, and later air forces, protected their homelands. 
For the French, Germans, and Russians, the relationship was direct and nothing was more 
important to the continued existence of the state than strong ground combat forces. In the 
post- World War II era, the American empire stretched across the two great oceans, radically 
changing the security requirements of the United States. As the Korean War demonstrated, 
the continued existence of South Korea was directly related to the numbers of divisions the 
United States could immediately put into battle. If it were not for the four Infantry Divisions 
of the Eighth US Army, South Korea would not exist today.

Combat soldiers have never been as plentiful as American history and culture has caused 
Americans to believe. Culturally, having a professional or large standing Army is un- American. 
Culturally, all American men are capable of fighting war. These cultural tenets are false and 
based on a misreading of history. Thus, culturally, Americans have undervalued their combat 
soldiers and failed to understand their significance in war.

The cultural tenets that “all American men serve equally well in combat” and “equality 
of sacrifice” served the nation well in total wars. For example, in World War II these tenets 
made it possible for the Selective Service System to function efficiently, producing 6.7 million 
ground force soldiers, from which hundreds of thousands of combat soldiers were culled.16 
Consider Weigley’s analysis:

By 30 June 1945, the American armed forces numbered 12,123,455, and the Army 
8,267,958 [including the AAF]. But the ground combat power of the Army resided pri-
marily in the approximately 5,000 combat riflemen per infantry division, along with 
similar numbers for the cutting edge of the sixteen armored divisions. Out of a popula-
tion of 132,699,275 residing in the continental United States in 1940, only about 5,000 
men in each of eighty- nine Army divisions, 445,000 men, carried the principal weight of 
the Army’s ground combat strength at any one time, at a maximum. The country’s mili-
tary leadership had acquiesced in an extraordinary disproportion between the American 
population at large and the segment of it that had to do much of the hardest fighting.17

There were 27,139,138 draft- age men in 1940. Thus, at any given time during one of the 
most total wars in American history less than 2 percent of the draft- age male population was 
engaged in combat, and this includes the six Marine Corps divisions. The reality was quite 
different from the myth. All men cannot and did not serve as combat soldiers.18 And when war 
actually came and the prospect of being drafted loomed large, most men recognized this and 
avoided service, or avoided service in the Army and Marine Corps where 80 to 90 percent 
of deaths and casualties were sustained, or avoided service in a war zone, or avoided service 
in combat arms— infantry, armor, artillery, and combat engineers. During World War II, and 
every war since, a large number of the enlisted men who served in the Air Force and Navy 
volunteered to do so to avoid being drafted into the Army. Those individuals who did not 
avoid combat service but who were unfit to serve were soon eliminated.

Within the US Army and Marine Corps there has always been a secret. It is that men who 
are believed to be unfit for combat are eliminated on a regular basis. While the Army and 
Marine Corps cannot recreate the conditions of combat, which vary in each war, they are 
experts at pushing men to their limits during training to reveal many of their qualities, or lack 
thereof. The elimination of soldiers from combat arms was (is) routine. The administrative 
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means of elimination were long ago established and institutionalized. The system for produ-
cing combat soldiers from the point of entry into service to the battlefield was (is) a constant 
process of weeding out. The weeding process starts at the basic level with sergeants making 
the initial call for elimination or transfer to a more civilian- like occupational specialty. For the 
most part, this process was not spoken of outside the combat arms system, embarrassing no 
one and maintaining the American myth.

Charles B. MacDonald, a combat veteran of World War II and student of warfare, wrote: “It’s 
easy to get out of combat even after you’re there. Lag behind in an attack; get lost on a patrol; 
feign combat fatigue (they’re suckers for that one); or better still, just refuse to fight. What the 
Articles of War can do to you isn’t necessarily dying. Besides, after the war, emotions will cool 
and you’ll get off light.”19 And, Audie Murphy, the Army’s most highly decorated World War 
II soldier, wrote:

Olsen is the first to crack up. He throws his arms around the company commander, crying 
hysterically, “I can’t take any more.” The harassed captain tries to calm him, but Olsen will 
not stop bawling. So he is sent to the rear, and we watch him go with hatred in our eyes. 
“If I ever throw a wingding like that, shoot me,” says, Kerrigan. “Gladly,” I reply. “In North 
Africa, I thought he was one tough boy.” “Yeah. He threw his weight around plenty.” “He 
seemed to be everything the War Department was looking for. He was my idea of a real 
soldier. … ” “Yeah. I’ll never judge a man by his appearance again.”20

Eisenhower, while inculcated with the American beliefs about manhood and the tenet that 
all men were created equal, nevertheless, recognized the inequality of war: “Early in the North 
African campaign it became evident that the emotional stamina and spiritual strength of the 
individual soldier were as important in battle success as his weapon and training. Combat 
neuroses among the troops developed on an alarming scale as the intensity of our offensives 
increased.” He further noted that “In the rear, hospitals and camp facilities were necessarily 
set aside for those suffering from self- inflicted wounds, from hysteria and psychoneuroses and 
from venereal disease, sometimes, according to the doctors, deliberately contracted.”21 In the 
weeks and days prior to the Normandy invasion thousands of men eliminated themselves, one 
way or another, from the invasion force. Some individuals were psychologically injured before 
they entered the battlefield. Simply waiting for the Normandy invasion, the ambiguity and 
uncertainty caused unsustainable fear and mental breakdowns.22 These, however, are not the 
stories people want to hear or read. These are not the stories that form myths and legends of 
nations; hence, people always have a distorted understanding of war and manhood. From the 
American Revolution to the present very few men have had to serve in combat. There have 
always been ways to get out of serving in the armed forces during war. And if service could 
not be avoided, serving in the Army or Marine Corps could be avoided by joining the Navy 
or Air Force. And if service in the Army could not be avoided, then there were always means 
to avoid serving in combat units— most occupations in the army are not combat related. 
And, if for some reason an individual wishing to avoid combat was not able to avoid serv-
ing in combat units, then once in a combat zone there were always ways to avoid fighting. 
Finally, once in combat, there were always ways for an individual to make himself unwanted 
or unavailable. Even in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when the nation and Army were des-
perate to find and draft men to send to Vietnam, the Army recognized that some men were 
“un- trainable” and eliminated them.

The myth of American manhood— the minutemen, the ability of all to serve equally well 
in combat— died slowly after the Vietnam War. Today most American men know that they 
cannot serve in combat units.
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Inequality of Outcome

Because soldiering was considered an innate ability of all American men, those who served 
in the Army during peacetime were considered losers, individuals incapable of succeeding in 
America’s competitive capitalist economy. In 1952, the Secretary of the Army, Frank Pace Jr., 
in a lecture entitled “Public Service, Present and Future” on the values of military service, par-
ticularly serving as an Army officer, given to an audience of students at Princeton University, 
delineated “a number of misconceptions about government service”:

Another misconception is that government offers fine careers for the incompetent. I suggest that it 
will be an eye- opening experience for those who still believe this to examine the caliber 
of the young men entering Federal, state, and local governments today.

Yet a third misconception is that government experience is a non- transferable commodity. This is 
patently false. The opportunity to deal with broad problems makes the man in government 
often invaluable to business and industry.

And the final misconception has to do with loyalty and moral and ethical integrity. No matter 
what some sensational headlines of the day may say, the overwhelming majority of those 
who work in government are scrupulously honest, hard- working, loyal and normal men 
and women who come from every walk of life.23

Pace went on to make the case for service as an Army officer; however, he had a tough sell. 
The nation was in the midst of the Korean War, the conduct of which the American people 
were growing increasing dissatisfied. Nevertheless, after almost two hundred years of history, 
the culturally held beliefs inculcated in the formative years of the nation were still in effect.

In 1954, a US Navy commander, D. J. Carrison, published an article, entitled “Our Vanishing 
Military Profession,” in which he argued: “Our military leaders should fight the unwise develop-
ments of present law, which encourage employers and educators to conduct rigorous campaigns 
to obtain exemptions or deferments for young men who aspire to a college education. A career 
labeled ‘unworthy of superior talent’ by a large influential segment of our country’s leaders gives 
impressionable young men the idea that a commission in the Armed Forces is not a privilege but 
an admission of inability to face civilian competition in industry.”24 In peacetime, military service 
was not considered a promising career for talented young men with other options. In total war, it 
was expected that all would serve when called upon. And while Americans in the 1950s came to 
respect and value the service and professionalism of the highly skilled Air Force and Navy pilots, 
Army ground combat forces occupied a particularly loathsome place.

In limited war, only a small fraction of the manpower of the nation was required. Who 
would sacrifice? How would they be selected? Could the nation justify committing one indi-
vidual and not another? Could the nation justify committing its men, but not employing the 
full resources of the nation to bring the war to a swift and victorious conclusion? How was 
the nation to reconcile its tenet of equality, while committing some men literally to death and 
others to college campuses? What did such practices say about American nationalism, about 
American democracy, about the American people? What was fair? While the system for select-
ing and recruiting soldiers for war has never been completely fair and unbiased, it was close 
enough to the American expectation of equality to function with the support of the people. 
In limited war the inequities of the system went against the tenet of equality and were too 
obvious to ignore. Limited war created significant cultural contradictions for Americans.

In limited war, which looked much like peace to the vast majority of Americans, the tenet 
of “equality of sacrifice” conflicted with the tenets of “inequality of outcome” and “military 
service is for the least talented.” In total war the latter tenets are almost completely supplanted 
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by the former. But in limited war it became permissible for those considered to be the privi-
leged, the talented, and/ or the educated to avoid war by any legal means available without 
too much public outrage, feelings of guilt, or opprobrium. In fact, those individuals that 
were able to avoid serving in limited war, particularly Vietnam, quietly considered themselves 
smarter and better than those that served.25 The cultural tenet that the talented did not serve 
in the Armed Forces, particularly the Army, was not the dominant tenet in all “clusters,” but 
it was the dominant tenet in the United States. Therefore, while it was un- American to avoid 
war when called upon to fight, it was acceptable to engage in means of avoidance during 
limited war.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Army leadership not only expressed concern for the state 
of readiness of the Army, but also for the willingness of the American people to accept the 
new duties that went along with the new responsibilities of American foreign policies, and 
their willingness to meet the new threat presented by international Communism and Soviet 
expansion. Lieutenant General Manton S. Eddy, who commanded the 9th Infantry Division 
(“Old Reliable”) in North Africa, Sicily, and the Normandy invasion during World War II, in 
an address to the Rhode Island Legislature in February 1950, expressed his concerns:

Of all the instruments of policy, the United States has consistently had the least under-
standing of the use of armed strength. In a world where military power plays a bigger 
role than ever before, this Nation dare not remain on its habitual course of blindness 
toward the fact that, like it or not, force is the final authority of policy. … But how many 
Americans see in it an urgent demand for personal action … ? We still tend to seek an easy 
out for this military part of our obligation to humanity. … National policy on military 
matters can rise no higher than its source, and that source is the people .

At this early stage in allied defense planning there is one fact [for] which there is uni-
versal agreement. It is that the combined land forces of the Allies, including the United 
States, are far from sufficient. In air and sea power the Allies are relatively well off. On 
the ground they are definitely inferior. … The dominant military forces in Europe today 
are the armies of the Communist nations. … As a nation, we are the greatest single force 
for peace in the world today. Our greatest danger will lie in any inclination to forget or 
dodge the responsibilities which are ours. If the philosophy of the people does not include 
a spirited and realistic military attitude, then there is little hope that we can live up to our 
obligations.26

Eddy and other Army leaders believed the power of the United States to prevent the spread 
of Communism rested primarily on the will of the American people, not simply its technol-
ogy, material wealth, or even the size of the Army. This was a common theme for Army leaders 
during the early years of the Cold War. The abstract nature of the “Cold War” and the indirect 
nature of the Communist threat placed a new equation for the use of military force before the 
American people, who were accustomed to overt, blatant acts of aggression that demonstrated 
the need for mobilization for war.

Without the willing support of the people, the Selective Service System could not function 
efficiently. In the latter half of the twentieth century, because of nuclear weapons, limited war 
became the only form of war between the major power blocs. The tenets that produced com-
bat soldiers in total wars, especially that of equality of sacrifice, failed to function in limited 
war. The tenets remained, but they functioned very differently in limited war. The peacetime 
tenet that war was for the least talented was invoked in limited war, but it conflicted with the 
cultural tenet of equality of sacrifice. Many Americans strongly opposed the draft in limited war. 
They also opposed it in peace, but in limited war the opposition became louder and more 
virulent. The unresolved conflict distorted the Selective Service System, eroded support for 
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the war, and impeded the recruitment and retention of soldiers. This cultural conflict, however, 
was resolved in 1973 when the citizen- soldier Army came to an end and the professional, all- 
volunteer force came into existence.

Wealth and Consumption

Excess consumption is killing Americans. A student of the Roman practice of war, Flavius 
Vegetius Renatus, writing during the last days of the empire, observed: “The chief strength of 
our armies, then, should be recruited from the country. For it is certain that the less a man is 
acquainted with the sweets of life, the less reason he has to be afraid of death.”27 Arguably, the 
less a man has the more easily he can be transformed into a soldier. The martial spirit is easier 
to implant in those individuals who are more poorly educated because they have a limited 
vision of the world and fewer options in life. Men who toil in fields or labor in industry are 
physically and psychologically more adaptable to the toils of the battlefield. And, the poverty 
of one’s social and physical condition is more easily transferred to the poverty of the battle-
field. A student of the US Army in the Korean War observed:

[N] o army can change entirely— either for better or for worse— the civilians to whom it 
issues uniforms, supplies, and rifles. As a man has lived as a civilian so can he be expected 
to fight as a soldier. Americans in Korea displayed prodigious reliance on the use of 
firepower; they became unduly concerned with putting in their time and getting out; 
they grew accustomed to fighting on a level of physical luxury probably unparalleled in 
world history to that time. In stark contrast to the American reverence for the programs 
of “R&R” (rest and recuperation) and the “Big R” (rotation back to the US), Chinese 
Communist soldiers fought— much as they had lived— with little hope of leaving the 
frontline until the war ended or until they became casualties. Whether the US can main-
tain the requisite balance between a liberal society which is the master of its armed force 
and a professional soldiery which is free to preserve the military ethic is the vital question 
to which the American way of war in Korea offers limited but significant testimony.28

The affluence of much of modern America is diametrically opposed to the destitute con-
ditions of the battlefield. Two of the things that make life most precious are the expectations 
from life and the finality of death. Fighting at the edge of the battlefield, where the killing takes 
place, is ultimately a selfless endeavor. The culture of wealth and consumption, which empha-
sizes selfishness, is diametrically opposed to the culture of soldiers, which requires selflessness. 
Success in modern America’s competitive, capitalist society is ultimately a selfish endeavor. 
Self- interest is the bedrock of capitalism. Many argue that greed is good for the economy, 
and hence, good for America. But without individuals willing to act selflessly, nations cannot 
provide for their defense. Thus, cultural tenets conflict, and it is the most significant cultural 
learning and the prevalent conditions that determine how such conflicts are resolved. The 
character and quality of enculturation influences the ability of a people to produce individuals 
with the wherewithal to act selflessly and serve during war. Consider the words of Robert 
E. Osgood, writing during the 1950s:

Quite aside from the moral odium of war, the fear of violence and the revulsion from 
warfare are bound to be strong among a people who have grown as fond of social order 
and material well- being as Americans. War upsets the whole scale of social priorities of 
an individualistic and materialistic scheme of life, so that the daily round of getting and 
spending is subordinate to the collective welfare of the nation in a hundred grievous 
ways— from taxation to death. This accounts for an emotional aversion to war, springing 

  

 

 



36 Tradition and an Envisioned Future Collide

36

from essentially self- interest motives, which is quite as compelling as the moral aversion to 
war. And, like the moral aversion, it tends to put a premium upon military considerations 
at the expense of limited political objectives in the conduct of war.29

Getting and consuming are the primary tasks and objectives in American life. Consumption 
is necessary for human existence— food, clothing, and shelter. Consumption is a self- cen-
tered activity. America’s wealth produced levels of consumption few have known in human 
history. Such levels of consumption influenced culture and the way people live and think. 
The American economy in the latter half of the twentieth century helped to shape a soci-
ety in which people are told to consume from birth to death. Americans devote a great 
deal of their time and energy to the self- centered endeavor of consumption, which informs 
people that life is about them. No people in the history of the world have been marketed 
to as Americans have. In the 1950s, television entered American homes. By the end of 
1952, there were 19 million TV sets marketing to Americans. Two years later television 
was the largest advertising medium in the country. As David Halberstam noted: “Ten years 
later television had begun to alter the political and social fabric of the country, with stunning conse-
quences.”30 Television viewing influences consumption and consumption influences every 
aspect of American life, including the nation’s ability to produce combat soldiers. Almost 
from the moment a child is born, he/ she is marketed to, told to get and consume. With 
the development of the cell phone and internet that marketing has greatly intensified. 
American life is about getting and consuming.

During the Cold War wealth was one of the primary indices Americans used to explain 
the difference between their democratic capitalist system and the Communist system. In 1953 
Assistant Secretary of Defense, John A. Hannah, lamented: “Yet ask the average person to 
define the struggle— the dominant fact shaping his life today— and … the most common def-
inition will emphasize, ‘We’re better off here. We have finer homes, clothes, food, labor saving 
devices, television, automobiles, and so forth.’ ”31 American affluence grew considerably dur-
ing the fifties. The value of each American life in terms of dollars grew enormously, exceeding 
that of all other people on Earth. Home, automobile, and television ownership increased. The 
interstate highway and commercial airline systems made Americans more mobile than any 
other society in history. Individual freedoms, freedom from needs, and the freedom of time 
gave Americans a standard of living new to mankind. American expectations from life grew as 
the state prospered, and the definition of the “good life” changed. Eisenhower noted:

In 1953 we had seen the end of the Korean War. In 1954 we had won out over the eco-
nomic hazard of a recession. With these problems behind us, we in the United States 
entered a new era of unprecedented peace and unprecedented prosperity. The slogan 
“Peace, Progress, and Prosperity,” which was applied to the first- term years and was 
used in the campaign of 1956, perhaps seemed platitudinous. But compared with any 
years of the two preceding decades, these surely must have seemed miraculous to most 
Americans. Not in the lifetime of millions of our citizens— children, adolescents, and men 
and women entering adult life— had we previously had peace, progress, and prosperity all 
at one time.32

Wealth created new cultural tenets. The cultural tenets required to produce miraculous 
peace, progress, and prosperity conflicted with cultural tenets required to produce soldiers for 
war, facilitating the transformation in American thinking about the conduct of war. Wealth 
in America created importance and privilege, which in many affluent clusters diminished the 
sense of duty to the state, and the willingness and ability to perform the labors of soldiers. 
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Those clusters with less wealth aspired for and aggressively sought the importance and privi-
leges of those with wealth.33 Families changed. The number of children per family declined. 
More children meant less wealth and less time. Arguably, in the latter half of the twentieth 
century, more and more Americans became too “important” to fight war, particularly lim-
ited war. When measured against the lifetime earning potential of a North Korean, Chinese, 
Vietnamese or Iraqi, American lives were worth many times more. While certain affluent 
clusters continued their traditional roles, other clusters scrupulously avoided service. In the 
American pecking order, the lives of some citizens were valued more highly than those of 
others. This was an aspect of American life that was not publicly acknowledged; nevertheless, 
it was, and is, a fact.34

Eisenhower further explained the transformation in American life:

One dramatic feature of the expanding middle class was the increase in the number of 
white- collar workers and professional people. Widespread schooling, increasing domes-
tic and international travel … and reasonable prosperity had helped turn people away 
from becoming laborers, while technology was making many unskilled and semiskilled 
jobs obsolete. More and more people were working in ‘services,’ because more and more 
people could afford to pay others to do work for them— from shining shoes to surgery.35

This analysis cannot be directly applied to the conduct of war. However, the physical aspects 
of work (such as getting dirty, using muscles, tolerating physical discomfort, the stamina and 
endurance required for manual labor, and the psychological disposition of laborers) were all 
practices that better prepared a man to become a soldier than did the paper- pushing practices 
performed by sedentary white- collar workers.

With each subsequent decade of the latter half of the twentieth century, the American 
people became physically and psychologically less capable of fighting wars. As the service 
industry expanded, the manufacturing industry contracted. The percentage of the American 
population capable of becoming combat soldiers was considerably lower in 2005 than in 1945. 
In February 2009 U.S. News & World Report reported that: “Our expanding girth is America’s 
most visible health problem [and national security problem]. Not only are most adults too 
heavy, but obesity rates for children have more than doubled in the past 30 years. Excessive 
weight is a significant factor in four of the six leading causes of death; heart disease, cancer, 
stroke, and diabetes.”36 This is an issue of national security. People who are overweight or obese 
lack the motivation, energy, confidence, and physical capabilities to serve in war. They also lack 
the will and confidence to volunteer for military service. The article concluded: “Every year, 
in fact, an estimated 900,000 people die from avoidable causes: because they failed to maintain 
a healthy weight, eat nutritiously, and exercise, or because they smoked or drank excessively, 
for example. That’s roughly 40 percent of all U.S. deaths.” This is more Americans than were 
killed in all the theaters of World War II, and the problem is only getting worse. In addition, 
American consumption of drugs, prescription and illegal, is expanding. In 2015 4.4 billion 
prescription drugs were dispensed for American consumption, an average of fourteen per 
American.37 It is hard to imagine how the United States can remain a superpower with the 
majority of its people suffering from the debilitating effects of obesity, drugs, and debt. The 
American people are deteriorating.

Racism

Racism is a fact of American life. It has been and remains a major cultural tenet influen-
cing every aspect of American society. The white American practices of slavery, massacres, 
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mass imprisonment, terrorism, lynching, segregation, theft of land, and murder of non- white, 
minority populations were, in large part, a function of racism. There is an enormous body of 
scholarship devoted to this subject. While exploration of it is beyond the scope of this study, 
some discussion is necessary. Racism influences behavior. It cannot be separated from the 
American culture of war. From the American Revolution, through the Indian Wars, through 
the war in the Pacific, to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan racism has played an important 
part. Racism influences the decisions for war, the organization for war, the leadership for war, 
the conduct of war, the treatment of civilian populations in war zones, the treatment of non- 
white allies, and the termination of war. Racism evokes strong emotions in some people that 
motivate extreme forms of behavior. Racism also causes cultural blindness and arrogance, and 
an inability to empathize with people who look different, an inability to see the humanity in 
others, an inability to see the pain and suffering of others. Racism has damaged the ability of the 
United States to achieve its political objectives through war. Consider the argument of John 
Dower, advanced in his book, War Without Mercy:

Prejudice and racial stereotypes frequently distorted both Japanese and Allied evaluations 
of the enemy’s intentions and capabilities. Race hate fed atrocities, and atrocities in turn 
fanned the fires of race hate. The dehumanization of the Other contributed immeasur-
ably to the psychological distancing that facilitates killing, not only on the battlefield but 
also in the plan adopted by strategists far removed from the actual scene of combat. Such 
dehumanization, for example, surely facilitated the decision to make civilian popula-
tions the targets of concentrated attack, whether by conventional or nuclear weapons. 
In countless ways, war words and race words came together in a manner which did not 
just reflect the savagery of the war, but contributed to it by reinforcing the impression 
of a truly Manichean struggle between completely incompatible antagonists. The natural 
response to such a vision was an obsession with extermination on both sides— a war 
without mercy.38

Dower argued that racism decisively influenced the American and Japanese conduct of the 
war in the Pacific, and that the American war degenerated into a war of extermination. The 
firebombing, the incineration, of more than sixty Japanese cities, and the employment of the 
atomic bomb against a nation- state that was largely defeated, provided evidence to Dower, and 
others, of extermination warfare. Dower’s thesis has been greatly debated. However, few would 
argue with the tenet that: racism influenced American behavior; and hence, the American prac-
tice of war. Racism also influenced the Japanese practice of war. Fear of enslavement, fear of 
colonization, fear of what happened to Africa and what was happening to China— European 
imperialism— were great motivators for the Japanese, who adapted and modernized their 
nation and state, and particularly their military, at a pace to preclude Western domination, 
European imperialism. Gerald Horne wrote:

Whatever the case, what ensued was one of the more extraordinary developments in 
human history; the Meiji Restoration, the creation of an advanced society by Asians in 
a blunt refutation of the predicates of white supremacy. As the scholar Peter Duus put it, 
the Japanese “had transformed themselves into a modern nation mainly out of fear”— 
fear that they too could be enslaved or colonized. According to Duus, this also helped to 
induce among many Japanese a sincere desire to overthrow white supremacy.39

What is racism and how does it influence behavior? There are multiple definitions, some 
more useful than others, and the definitions have changed over time. Webster’s diction-
ary in 1971, defined racism as: “the assumption that psychocultural traits and capacities are 
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determined by biological race and that races differ decisively from one another which is usu-
ally coupled with a belief in the inherent superiority of a particular race and its right to dom-
ination over others; a political or social [or economic] system founded on racism.”40 Some 
argue that racism is not an “assumption,” but a science, others that it is a doctrine and an 
ideology that is socially, economically, and politically produced.41 Racism and racist ideology 
are modern concepts and movements. Their origins can be found in the Enlightenment— 
the rise of science, pseudo- science, and the scientific methods; the growth of secularism and 
spread of imperialism; and the evolution of the discussion on the natural rights of man, a 
discussion that had its origins in the Renaissance.42 Jan Nederveen Pieterse in his book White 
on Black wrote:

The era of Enlightenment confronts us with several contradictions. It is on record as the 
“age of reason,” when scientific thinking advanced— but this also meant the rational-
ization of old prejudices. It was the time when the debate on slavery was taken up and 
human rights were first mentioned— but the science of race took shape in this period as 
well, and not all the opponents of slavery were devoid of racism.

Racial thinking means attributing inferiority or superiority to people on the basis of 
their racial characteristics, that is on the basis of biological traits. This is a modern notion, 
because thinking in biological terms only took shape in the eighteenth century. The sci-
ence of race is a late development. The common view is that racial thinking developed as 
a justification and rationalization of slavery and that the histories of slavery and of racial 
thinking run parallel.43

George Fredrickson in his book The Arrogance of Race defined racism, and traced the evo-
lution of its meaning:

The term racism has been a source of considerable confusion. In its limited, precise, and 
original sense, racism is “the doctrine that a man’s behavior is determined by stable inher-
ited characters deriving from separate racial stocks and usually considered to stand to one 
another in relations of superiority and inferiority.” Racism, according to this definition, is 
a matter of conscious belief and ideology and can be distinguished from prejudice, which 
is a matter of attitude or feeling, and discrimination, which is a description of behavior. In 
recent popular discussion, however, racism has tended to lose this original meaning and 
to become synonymous with patterns of action that serve to create or preserve unequal 
relationships between racial groups.44

Fredrickson did not acknowledge that racism was based on science or pseudo- science.45 For 
him it was based on ideology. Ideology serves political purposes. This definition was supported 
by the work of George L. Mosse, a historian of the Holocaust, who wrote:

Racism as it developed in Western society was no mere articulation of prejudice, nor was 
it simply a metaphor for suppression; it was, rather, a fully blown system of thought, an 
ideology like Conservatism, Liberalism, of Socialism, with its own peculiar structure and 
mode of discourse. … Racism was a visual ideology based on stereotypes. That was one 
of its main strengths. Racism classified men and women: this gave it clarity and simplicity 
essential to success. But in addition racism, as an emotion- laden ideology, took advantage 
of the reaction that set in against the Enlightenment. Many factors came together in the 
making of modern racism: the underside of the Enlightenment was a crucial one and so 
were those movements like romanticism and modern nationalism which had their proper 
beginning in the age of the French Revolution.46
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Dinesh D’Souza, the author of “The End of Racism?” in an interview with Nicholas 
Lemann, defined racism as follows:

Historically racism has been, and I think still is, a doctrine of biological inferiority. So to 
be a racist, you have to believe in races. You have to believe that there are human groups 
that are distinguishable biologically. Second, you have to believe that these races can be 
ranked on some kind of scale. Third, you have to believe that these rankings are intrin-
sic, or natural, not merely accidental. And fourth, you have to use this hierarchy as a basis 
for segregation and discrimination. If you satisfy those four requirements, then you are a 
classic racist.47

Categories of race are primarily socially, culturally, politically, and economically produced; 
however, racism was originally a scientific doctrine— often based on pseudo- sciences— of the 
human species. In a book entitled The Science- History of the Universe: Anthropology, published in 
1909, the following was considered to be “science”:

The famous “facial angle,” or the means of determining gnathism, is of great  importance. … 
Generally speaking, facially it is the projection of the jaw beyond a perpendicular line 
dropped from the forehead. The divisions between the races are clear and sharp. Thus the 
white races (pethognathous) range from 89 to 81.30 [degrees], and yellow races (mesog-
nathous) from 82 to 76.58 [degrees], and the black races (prognathous) from 69 to 59.5 
[degrees].48

The scientists who made these discoveries also took other measurements of the skull and 
concluded that: “The importance of this measurement is because the relation of mental power 
to cranial capacity is close.”49 Racism was a doctrine that sought to categorize and explain the 
different physical traits in the human species (e.g., skin color, hair, facial features and shape, 
height, and other characteristics). According the People’s Cyclopedia, published in 1911, there 
are five races of humanity:

The human family, according to Blumenbach, comprises five distinct races of men, 
viz.:  The Caucasian, or white race, inhabiting Southwestern Asia, the greater part of 
Europe, and spread into other quarters of the world; the Ethiopian, black or negro race; 
originating in Africa; the Mongolian or yellow race of Northern and Eastern Asia; the 
Malayan or brown race of the East Indies and Australasia; and the Indian or red race of 
the American continent.50

Out of the Enlightenment, advances in the “scientific methods,” and the work of Charles 
Darwin, came numerous new “sciences” (e.g., racism, eugenics, craniometry, phrenology, 
physiognomy, gnathism, and anthropology), that claim to be capable of explaining and meas-
uring perceived intellectual capacities and emotional predispositions based on physical char-
acteristics such as the size and shape of the skull and texture of hair.51 Thus, in 1863, before 
the Paris Anthropological Society, a researcher named Pruner Bey presented a paper titled, 
“On the human hair as race character, examined by the aid of microscope.”52 These false sci-
ences reinforced pre- existing prejudices against and preferences for certain physical charac-
teristics, certain physical types. Racism, thus, came to mean prejudice against a certain group 
of individuals who possessed specific physical characteristics (e.g., dark skin). The sciences of 
racism were used to support political, economic, and social institutions and policies in Western 
nations and their empires. The sciences of racism were used to support European imperialism, 
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the institution of slavery, and the extermination of Jews. Hannah Arendt noted: “Imperialism 
would have necessitated the invention of racism as the only possible ‘explanation’ and excuse 
for its deeds, even if no race- thinking had ever existed in the civilized world.”53 Racism influ-
enced people emotionally, psychologically, and even physically. In Europe and America racism 
produced hatred— a virulent, malignant hatred— that caused people to disregard their laws, 
customs, and Christian beliefs; and to commit acts of terrorism, crimes against humanity, and 
genocide. Racism was linked with a virulent form of nationalism creating the conditions for 
the Holocaust.54

Racism influenced the American conduct of the American Revolution, the Civil War (a war 
caused by racism), the centuries- long war against native- Americans (which was arguably a war 
of genocide, racial extermination), the World Wars, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and the 
elected American wars in the Middle East. Asians, Koreans, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Japanese; 
Muslims, Iraqis, Afghans, Iranians, and Egyptians; Central and South Americans, Africans, and 
others were never consider equals to the white Americans and Western Europeans, but some 
races were less equal than others; thus, treatment varied. Daniel Goldhagen, in his effort to 
explain the behavior of Germans during the Holocaust, delineated the German order of racial 
preference.

More generally, the Nazi view of humanity, much of which had penetrated and found 
assent in wide portions of German society, informed the German’s manner of treatment 
of conquered and subject peoples. The view divided human beings into a hierarchy of 
races, race being understood in biological terms. The Nordic people— tall, blond, blue- 
eyed— were at the apex. Below them were various western European racial strains. Below 
them were southern Europeans. Below them were Asian peoples. At the bottom, some-
where near the boundary separating human beings and primates, were Blacks. Although 
all sorts of hazy notions informed the conceptualization of the continuum, it was essen-
tially a continuum of putative capacity, with valued attributes, such as intelligence, to be 
found in diminishing quantity the lower a people’s position was in the hierarchy.55

The German hierarchy of race was also the American hierarchy of race, with one import-
ant exception. The various European ethnic groups, the British, the Germans, the French, the 
Italians, the Poles, and eventually the Irish and the Jews, became “white people.”56 Whiteness 
produced Jim Crowism, or Jim Crowism produced whiteness— racist ideology and practices 
directed primarily at black people.57 Asians, while not white, were at least not black. These 
distinctions made important differences in the real world.

In November 1944 in Marine Corps Gazette, in an article entitled “False Gods– False Ideals,” 
the following was written to explain the Japanese to marines: “They [American men fighting 
the Japanese] have learned to know that not only the Japanese “militarist,” but the average 
Japanese soldier embodying the characteristics of his nation is a savage, dirty and treacherous, 
but also a tough and fanatic— and at times a wholly fantastic— fighter who seems incompre-
hensible of the Western mind.” The author separated the Japanese from the Germans:

The savageries committed by Nazi Germans throughout Europe show that even the 
most civilized people can relapse into barbarism within a short time. But while German 
“rebarbarization” is a recent phenomenon produced by the Hitler madness and may be 
expected to pass with it, Japanese savagery is deep and primordial, and an integral part of 
the Japanese character through the ages. It is no newly acquired characteristic, but a prod-
uct of inheritance which has been carefully nurtured and preserved by Japanese religion, 
tradition, and political indoctrination.58
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During World War II, American racist attitudes toward Japanese evolved, with Japanese suc-
cess. In an essay published in Military Review in 1945, titled “The Man You Are to Kill,” 
Lieutenant Colonel Charles W. Davis, of the US Army, traced this evolution: “Prior to Pearl 
Harbor, we had underestimated the Jap and on the whole regarded him as a bantam, saki- 
soused race that could be wiped from the face of earth with one stroke. Then Pearl Harbor 
blazed into view and we began changing our ways of thinking as far as the Jap was con-
cerned.”59 This change caused Americans to elevate the racial status of the Japanese. Davis 
continued: “Due to many stories, true and otherwise, that inevitably float from the battle area, 
we began to think of the Japanese as super- soldiers. In fact, fear of the unknown linked with 
reports were enough to bring about a subconscious feeling of uneasiness toward the Japanese 
situation.” American racial attitudes toward the Japanese evolved during and after the war. 
Racist beliefs and attitudes can change.

During World War II the Japanese became more respected, but also more hated, and even 
feared. The Japanese became “Gooks.” They were portrayed as monkeys, apes, snakes, rats, and 
dwarfs. Japanese Americans were imprisoned. Their property confiscated. During the Cold 
War, during the Korean War, the Koreans and Chinese— the Chinese were our allies in World 
War II— also became “Gooks.” During the Vietnam War, the Vietnamese became “Gooks.” 
White Americans distinguished no difference between Japanese and Chinese, Koreans and 
Vietnamese. Racism against Asians, which was greatly intensified during World War II, influ-
enced the American decisions and conduct of wars in the Pacific throughout World War II and 
the Cold War. Shu Guang Zhang, a Chinese scholar, wrote:

Trapped by its own self- image, the U.S. military hardly paid attention to the strategy and 
tactics of the Chinese Communist force. … It is unfortunate, to say the least, that the lack 
of interest in understanding a “non- Western” military philosophy or the tactics of “an 
irregular army” may have contributed to the much more tragic error of U.S. intervention 
in Vietnam.60

It also contributed to America’s ultimate defeat in Vietnam. America’s second war in Korea, 
against the Chinese Communist forces, an “oriental army” was, in part, a function of racism. Had 
the Russians threatened to enter the war, the United States would have never crossed the 38th 
parallel into North Korea. The perceived inferiority of Chinese forces influenced the US deci-
sion to cross the 38th parallel and advance to the Chinese border. America’s second war in Iraq 
was also influenced by racism— the perceived inferiority of Iraqi and Muslim forces motivated 
Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld to go into Iraq with a relatively small force. American racism 
and cultural arrogance in Iraq, in part, caused the counterinsurgency war. In Vietnam and later 
in Iraq, Americans were incapable of winning the counterinsurgency wars, the “Other War,” 
the wars for the hearts and minds of the people. White Americans’ ignorance of the cultures 
and peoples whose hearts and minds they were trying to influence diminished their ability to 
develop effective counterinsurgency strategy and doctrine. They could not put themselves in the 
place of poor Koreans or Vietnamese or Iraqis. Racism diminished their ability to empathize.

Racism is not restricted to white people. As John Dower has pointed out, the Japanese were 
equally as racist; however, as Japan’s military power declined their ability to actually act on the 
basis of racist attitudes and beliefs also declined, to the point where by the end of 1944 Japan 
was unable to defend itself from the firebombing or the nuclear attacks. Racism is not simply 
a function of attitudes, beliefs, and culturally accepted norms. It is also a function of the power 
to act and to influence the lives of others, the ability to act on racist beliefs. Hence, while 
African Americans held racist attitudes and beliefs about white Americans, they did not have 
the power to influence their lives. Racism is also transferable. It can be exported and grown in 
new soil where it is adapted to the new environment. White American racism toward African 

 

 



The American Practice of War: Cultural Tenets 43

   43

Americans was effectively exported to the Japan and Korea during the American military 
occupations. The Japanese and Koreans adopted many of the American racist practices, but 
adapted others to their environment. People who are the object of racism are not immune 
from adopting, adapting, and employing the practice of racism, in some cases with greater 
alacrity and intensity, as though to prove fitness and kinship to those who employed racism 
against them.61

Today genetic scientists have mapped the human genome, and have shown that 99.9 per-
cent of human DNA, the building blocks for life on Earth, is the same for all the 7 billion 
people on Earth. They have determined that race is not a function of science, but culture:

Every single one of the 6 billion people on the planet today is descended from the small 
group of anatomically modern humans who once lived in eastern Africa. … Human groups 
are too closely related to differ in any but the most superficial ways. The genetic study 
of our past is revealing that the cultural difference between groups could not have bio-
logical origins. Those differences must result from the experiences individual have had. …  
Genetic research is now about to end our long misadventure with the idea of race. We 
now know that groups overlap genetically to such a degree that humanity cannot be 
divided into clear categories.62

Genetic science has traced the migration of modern humans out of Africa and across 
the face of the Earth through the discovery of mitochondrial DNA and mitochondrial 
Eve who lived fewer than 200,000 years ago.63 However, race and racism still influences 
behavior, and still determines outcomes for people. I am not so sure that “our long misad-
venture with the idea of race is about to change.” And, that .01 percent difference produces 
enormous variations and enormous diversity. It can be argued that from this diversity 
individuals exhibit abilities, skills, and talents at slightly different or unique levels of profi-
ciency from other human beings. Slight differences in skills, types of intelligence, ambition, 
instincts, tolerance to conditions, acuity of eyesight, reflexes, speed, musculature, height, 
and other human qualities produce enormously different outcomes in the physical world. 
Regardless of culture, everyone cannot serve effectively as soldiers in combat units, just 
as everyone cannot play in the national football league or participate in Ph.D. programs. 
However, these variations in ability do not define an entire “race.” While the racist argu-
ments based on pseudo- science have been destroyed, racism still exists, and exerts powerful 
forces on nations, states, war, and individual lives.64

Arguably, the Japanese in World War II, the Chinese in Korean, and the Vietnamese in 
Vietnam did the non- white parts of humanity a favor. They demonstrated that white suprem-
acy was not a fact of history, and could be defeated. Horne wrote:

But the greatest changes probably occurred within the [British] Empire, where Asian 
nations after witnessing the ineptitude and fecklessness of British troops in the face of a 
challenge from a fellow “colored people”— the Japanese— recognized that “whiteness” 
and competence were not one. In India in particular, the very heart of the Empire, con-
siderable pro- Tokyo sentiment had been expressed during the war— an indication of the 
revulsion there to British colonialism and its handmaiden, white supremacy.65

Centuries of white, European domination of Earth started to come to an end after World War 
II. The Cold War took place in the midst of another great global struggle, decolonization, wars of 
national liberation, the destruction of imperialism, the destruction of the two largest empires on 
Earth, the British and the French. Today, the wealthiest nation- states on Earth are not in Europe, 
but Asia. Today China has the largest and fastest growing economy. Japan has the third largest 
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economy. And, India is emerging as a global power (the peoples of India, many with dark skin, 
are considered Caucasian, not Asian). Militarily it will be decades before China can rival the 
United States. Still, globalization is changing the racial dynamics on Earth. But, racism, like war, 
is not going away. Racism will continue to influence the American conduct of war.

Exclusion of Women

In the first decade of the twenty- first century American women were killing and wound-
ing, and being killed and wounded in combat. Women were serving as combat soldiers. 
A Congressional Research study on “Women in Combat,” noted:

As of October 2015, 161 women have lost their lives and 1,016 had been wounded 
in action as part of Global War on Terror (GWOT) operations. In addition, in modern 
combat operations, over 9,000 women have received Army Combat Action Badges for 
“actively engaging or being engaged by the enemy,” and two have received Silver Stars for 
“gallantry in action against an enemy of the United States.”66

The all- male bastion of combat was breached in ways that were evident to all. This evolu-
tion in the American practice of war is irreversible. However, we will not see large numbers 
of women in combat units.

Gender exclusion has been a major tenet of the American culture of war. The belief that 
women were physically, mentally, and emotionally unfit for the difficulties and hardships of the 
battlefield caused the legal exclusion of women from war. Yet, women in war, is as old as war 
itself. Linda Grant De Pauw noted: “The history of women in war is buried beneath centuries 
of sniggering. The tendency to conflate all women’s roles into sexual ones made the presence 
of women in war zones a natural target for dirty jokes. Many myths and false assumptions 
about women and their military roles still survive.”67 The days of “sniggering,” are not over, but 
the sniggering is not nearly as loud as it used to be. Today the United States cannot go to war 
without women. They make up approximately 15 percent of the active force. And, given the 
nature of the modern battlefields women cannot be excluded from combat.68

Some women are capable of serving in combat as effectively as some men, and more 
effectively than most men. Most men and most women are not capable of serving effectively 
in combat. The exclusion of women from combat, like the exclusion of African Americans 
from combat, was primarily a function of culture, not physical or psychological limitations. 
There is a significant body of scholarship on this issue. A survey of it is beyond the scope of 
this work. However, such an important tenet of the American culture of war requires some 
discussion.

There are three considerations— physical, psychological, and cultural. These considerations 
exist for both genders, but not in the same ways. That vast majority of women eliminate them-
selves from war, from combat, and from service in combat units, just as men do. However, 
there is a huge difference. American white girl culture, not physical or psychological realities, 
eliminates the vast majority of women from combat.

Physically men and women are different. Recent and past studies by the Army and Marine 
Corps have demonstrated women are less capable of serving effectively in combat than men. 
In 2015 the Marine Corps completed a year- long study with the following findings:

• All- male squads and teams outperformed those that included women in 69 percent of the 
134 ground combat tasks that were evaluated.

• All- male squads in every infantry job were faster than mixed gender squads in each tac-
tical movement evaluated. The differences between the teams were most pronounced in 
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crew- served weapons teams. Those teams had to carry weapons and ammunition in add-
ition to their individual combat loads.

• Male- only riflemen squads were more accurate than gender- integrated counterparts on 
each individual weapons system, including the M4 carbine, the M27 infantry automatic 
rifle and the M203 grenade launcher.

• Male marines with no formal infantry training outperformed infantry- trained women on 
each weapon system, at levels ranging from 11 to 16 percentage points.

The physical differences between men and women explain, in large part, the differences in 
performance.

• The average male marine volunteer was 178 pounds with 20 percent body fat; the average 
female volunteer weighed 142 pounds with 24 percent body fat.

• In anaerobic power and capacity, female marines averaged 15 percent lower levels than 
their male counterparts. In anaerobic power performance, the top 25 percent of female 
performers and the bottom 25 percent of male performers overlapped.

• In aerobic capacity, female marines demonstrated levels 10 percent lower on average than 
male marines.

• Over the course of the assessment, musculoskeletal injury rates totaled 40.5 percent for 
women, more than double the 18.8 percentage rate for men.69

Still, some women were fully capable, and many men are not.70 Consider these words written 
just after the end of hostilities in 1946:

Another personnel situation peculiar to the ground forces arose in 1943 when it became 
apparent that conditions under which ground soldiers trained in this country and under 
which they lived and fought overseas were too demanding physically for many men. AGF 
[Army Ground Forces] recommended that only the most physically able inductees be 
assigned to ground arms in the future.71

This situation has only gotten worse. Infantry soldiers required considerable physical endur-
ance, the ability to move long distances rapidly, over extended periods of time, across rugged 
terrain, carrying packs and equipment weighing more than 90 pounds, and then move straight 
into combat. While the range of potential soldiers is not nearly as narrow as the range of indi-
viduals who can play in the National Football League (NFL), it is a fact that not everyone, 
male or female, can physically perform the duties of infantry soldiers. The cost for physical 
failures in combat can be death, of an individual, or a squad, or a higher organization. Due to 
the obesity epidemic in the United States, fewer men are capable of serving than during World 
War II. If the current trajectory of the epidemic continues, the role of women in combat will 
necessarily expand. In addition, the tenet of equality of opportunity and sacrifice support the 
inclusion of women who are physically qualified.

Psychologically it is not evident that women are less able than men to kill, risk death, and 
withstand the trauma that is inherent in war. War damages people. It causes a disease, currently 
known as post- traumatic stress disorder. Some people are psychologically better equipped 
than others to experience and live with the fear, anxiety, uncertainty, doubt, trauma, death, and 
destruction that are common in war. A World War II study on “war neuroses” found:

The individual’s personality can be fortified by training, modified by experience, weak-
ened or strengthened by leadership. But it can never be completely changed. The reaction 
of the individual soldier to the situation of battle will be either normal, when he carries 
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on his duties regardless of fear of discomfort, or abnormal, when he develops neurosis 
and became a psychiatric casualty. … Many of the infantrymen should never have been 
assigned to a combat unit. Because of emotional instability … they were certain to crack 
up in battle.72

These conditions apply equally to men and women. Infantry soldiers/ leaders are necessarily 
students of humanity. Training under rigorous conditions reveals much about the character of 
an individual. However, until people are put into difficult situations, the masks that they wear 
are difficult to penetrate. It may be that American culture has better prepared men to kill and 
risk life, but an individual’s psychological disposition is not just a function of nurturing.

The cultural exclusion of women is by far the most important consideration. American 
white girl culture tells women what they ought to be, what they should look like, how they 
should act, what they can be, and what they cannot be. While the roles of women in American 
culture and society are evolving, for example, we see more women doctors, lawyers, business-
women, and politicians than ever before, women are still not culturally educated to aspire to 
be soldiers. And the feminine roles that women are expected to fill, are, what they tend to do. 
American white girl culture is epitomized by Barbie, the doll, arguably the American standard 
for female appearance. “For 57 years, the world’s most famous doll has been stick- thin, set-
ting an unrealistic— and, studies show damaging— beauty standard for generations of young 
women.”73 The pursuit of this image has damaged women physically, psychologically, and cul-
turally. The pursuit of this icon of American womanhood is most evident in the commitment 
of resources, in the billions of dollars spent annually and the time committed to achieve this 
look. As a rule women excluded themselves from combat.

The door to full, open participation of women in the armed forces was partially opened 
with the end of the conscription of men in 1973, and the advent of the All- Volunteer Force 
(AVF). In 2016, America’s first black President, opened all branches and all military occupa-
tional specialties (MOS), including combat arms to women.74 In 2015, the first two women 
soldiers graduated from the Army’s elite Ranger School, First Lieutenants Kristen Griest and 
Shaye Haver.75 In 2016, the Senate confirmed Air Force General Lori Robinson as head of 
US Northern Command, making her the first woman to serve as a combatant commander, 
the most coveted four- star commands in the Armed Forces. By opening combat occupations 
to women, the services created the conditions for women to become senior leaders.

These developments represent a major cultural change in the American practice of war. 
However, women will continue to eliminate themselves from the combat arms and the battle-
field. Although the doors are wide open to women in all combat arms there have been very 
few applicants. This is not going to change. The women who are most likely to select mili-
tary service are the daughters of soldiers and marines, sailors and airmen— women who have 
grown to maturity on military installation, and in service culture. Their numbers, however, are 
relatively few, and marriage frequently removes them from service. Women make up 51 per-
cent of the population of the United States, but we will not see the 82nd Airborne Division 
or the 1st Marine Division with 50 percent women.

The exclusion of women from combat has had a cost: the denial of full citizenships and 
participation, which resulted in diminished roles in every field of business and politics, 
restrictions in various fields of labor, reduced pay for performing the same jobs as men, 
and the focus of life and activities on the having and raising of children. The exclusion has 
meant that women could not live up to their full potential, or fully pursue their dreams 
in certain fields of endeavor. This has not only robbed women of important resources 
and achievements, it has robbed humanity of the considerable contributions they could 
have made.
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Finally, women do perform a necessary function in society that requires and deserves pro-
tection. They have babies. And the years that women are most fertile are the years in which 
they make the best soldiers. Societies with cultures that undervalue, devalue, or fail to pro-
tect this vital function have declining populations. Today France, Germany, Japan, Korea, and 
other developed states have declining populations. As their populations age, these nations will 
become less able to defend themselves.

Science and Technology

From World War II to Operation Enduring Freedom, the preferred American approach to war 
has been to substitute technology for manpower. Consider the words published in Infantry 
Journal in 1945:

What the Infantryman has done in this war— what he has had to do, and done— has 
come as a development, unexpected not only by most of the American people, but also by 
some of our commanders. The people thought, back in 1940, 1941 and 1942, that there 
could be no need of a “mass Army.” They believed that men in planes and men in tanks 
could do practically all the hard combat work there would be to do. Back of this belief 
was the hope that we could win without great cost, that American sons and husbands 
could fight from within machines with far more safety than they could by fighting on the 
open fields of battle. And there were commanders, too, who believed at first that men in 
machines could handle the heaviest parts of the task. But by 1944 it was clear to all that 
the Infantryman would have to be there in the center of battle, in large numbers, taking 
the worst of it as he fought.76

These words were as applicable in 2003, the US wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, as they were 
in 1944. The United States Army ran out of infantrymen in 1944, 1950, 1968, and 2007, and 
the ultimate cost in lives was higher than it needed to be. The unnamed author of this piece 
concluded with a question that can now be answered:

Once again, the men of the Army are wondering whether the nation will this time, the 
seventh time, realize the vital and continuing need for the ablest military leaders, for the 
same flexible yet indomitable type of mind and spirit that has been able to go forward 
with utmost energy, speed and expansion, physical and intellectual, to win the war just 
finished.

A mere six years later as the US Army deployed to fight the Korean War, it was evident that 
the nation had again failed to maintain adequate ground fighting forces, had again endeavored 
to substitute technology for manpower, and had again suffered near defeat for want of trained 
infantry. When it comes to war the American cultural preference for technological solutions 
dwarfs all other cultural tenets; and the outcomes of the battles and campaigns have had little 
or no influence on that preference. This failure to learn is actually quite remarkable.

The American culture of science and technology can be traced back to the formative 
years of the United States, and is closely linked to the cultures of equality and wealth. A stu-
dent of American culture and history, Alexis de Tocqueville, in his 1835 work, Democracy in 
America, wrote:

Equality begets in man the desire of judging of everything for himself; it gives him in all 
things a taste for the tangible and the real, contempt for tradition and for forms. … To 
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minds thus predisposed, every new method that leads by a shorter road to wealth, every 
machine that spares labor, every instrument that diminishes the cost of production, every 
discovery that facilitates pleasures or augments them, seems to be the grandest effort of 
the human intellect. It is chiefly from these motives that a democratic people addicts 
itself to scientific pursuits, that it understands and respects them. … You may be sure that 
the more democratic, enlightened, and free a nation is, the greater will be the number of 
these interested promoters of scientific genius and the more will discoveries immediately 
applicable to productive industry confer on their authors gain, fame, and even power.77

The cultures of equality and wealth made possible the American addiction for advanced 
technologies and for the biggest and most scientifically sophisticated weapon systems. In the 
latter half of the twentieth century the United States has out- spent all other states on Earth 
in search of the most advanced technologies for war. Americans expend hundreds of billions 
of dollars to replace the most advanced systems on the planet with other systems just slightly 
more advanced, or just different. Americans expend hundreds of billions of dollars on systems 
that don’t work, and that are in some cases obsolete. What is the reason for this? Science 
and technology held out the promise to alleviate all human suffering, to make all men and 
women equal, to create a paradise where no individual wanted, needed, or suffered anything. 
Americans embraced this promise with fervor.

During World War II the pace of scientific research and technological development increased 
substantially, driven by the desire to reduce American casualties and the need to defeat Nazi 
Germany and Imperial Japan. In World War II, only the British and the Americans invested 
vast sums and vast human resources in an unproven theory, which was manifested in a doctrine 
of war known as Strategic Bombing.78 To explain why, Richard Overy wrote:

Public opinion in both states [the UK and US] was unusually susceptible to the science- 
fiction view of air power, first popularized by writers such as H. G. Wells, whose War in 
the Air, published in London as long ago as 1908, painted a lurid picture of “German air 
fleets” destroying “the whole fabric of civilization”. Wells was father to a whole gener-
ation of scaremongers, who traded on popular anxiety that bombing was somehow a 
uniquely unendurable experience.79

In December 1931, in the American journal Liberty, Colonel Fitzmaurice described what 
war from the air might look like:

A hideous shower of death and destruction falls screeching and screaming through space 
and atmosphere to the helpless, thickly populated earth below. The shock of the hit is 
appalling. Great buildings totter and tumble in the dust. … The survivors, now merely 
demoralized masses of demented humanity, scatter caution to the winds. They are seized 
by a demoniacal frenzy of terror. They tear off their gas masks, soon absorb the poisonous 
fumes, and expire in horrible agony, cursing the fate that did not destroy them hurriedly 
and without warning in the first awful explosions.80

Long before Gene Rodenberry created Captain Kirk and the Starship Enterprise, the ideas of 
decisive war from the air were prevalent. (Each new generation of technology created a new 
version of air war theory.) The specter of World War I— of trench warfare— weighed heavily 
on the British. The carnage experienced at the Somme and Passchendaele, and witnessed at 
Verdun, were enough to motivate extreme efforts to avoid this type of warfare.81 The vision 
of war created by science- fiction writers, such as H. G. Wells, and the predictions of airpower 

 

 

 

 

 



The American Practice of War: Cultural Tenets 49

   49

enthusiasts, such as Douhet and Billy Mitchell, not only planted seeds— ideas for a better, 
smarter way of war— but they also added to the fears, anxieties, and concerns created during 
the Great War.82

Airpower was also seen as an instrument for projecting power across great oceans and to 
maintain empire. The British and US Navies had responsibilities in all the oceans around the 
globe. Airpower was another means to secure possessions thousands of miles from the homeland. 
It expanded the reach of ground and naval forces. Technological competition was (and still is) a 
tenet of the Western way of war. All sides tried to gain advantage through advances in technolo-
gies. The airplane was a versatile instrument for reaching deep into enemy countries. In 1940, 
after the Fall of France, when Britain stood alone, airpower dominated the war effort. Before the 
Wehrmacht could invade Britain it had to control the air above the invasion beaches. The sur-
vival of Britain depended on the capabilities of the Royal Air Force’s Fighter Command. At the 
same time the British were fighting for their survival, the only means for them to strike back at 
Germany was airpower. Hence, in the early days of World War II airpower played a decisive role. 
Churchill and Roosevelt never lost sight of this fact. Airpower saved Britain. In the days that fol-
lowed the victory of the RAF, the Americans and British built great fleets of heavy bombers, and 
initiated the Strategic Bombing campaign, the first such campaign in history. Proponents of air-
power claimed that airpower had won the war, and that had it been employed more effectively, 
the ground campaign would have been unnecessary.83 By the end of World War II, the American 
people had firmly embraced air war theory. This was the future of warfare.

After World War II the pace of technological competition did not abate. The “Cold War,” 
and later the “Space Race,” became the new driving forces. The technological advances of the 
Soviet Union produced fear and anxiety in the United States. After the launch of Sputnik in 
1957, the first Earth- orbiting satellite, many Americans said “never again,” and demanded that 
the United States maintain the lead in all forms of technology: military, space, medicine, gen-
etics, physics, and all other disciplines. Technology also appeared to offer a way to eliminate the 
inequality of limited war, and perhaps even end the human sacrifices demanded by war— at 
least on the American side.

In the post- World War II era, the intense search for advanced weapon technologies became 
a major tenet of American culture, producing ways of thinking, strategies, and practices inde-
pendent of other cultural tenets. The atomic bomb, long- range strategic bombers, jet air-
craft, rockets, guided missiles, radar, and other technologies that were developed during World 
War II “revolutionized warfare.”84 The evidence seemed overwhelming until the Korean War, 
when the Chinese “peasant army,” defeated the US Army at the Yalu River, causing the longest 
retreat in American military history. One Chinese student of the Korean wrote:

It was as if Americans were technology. Advanced technology created an American faith 
that the United States could not be beaten in war— not by any nation or by any combin-
ation of nations. The U.S. could fight where, when, and how it wished, without risking 
failure. The conviction of U.S. invincibility on the bases of American technological super-
iority misled American strategist.85

Advanced technologies produce arrogance, and a belief that wars can be won cheaply. The 
Administration of George W. Bush, went to war against Iraq, in part, because it looked easy, 
because he believed the costs in American lives and treasure would be minimal, and the war 
would be short and decisive. He was deluded by the promises of advanced technologies, by the 
claims of his enormously expensive stealth bombers and precision munitions.

One of the ironies of America at the dawn of the twenty- first century was that in the midst 
of the greatest wealth of war machines and advanced military technologies ever produced by 
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humanity, the American people were at the lowest ebb of martial spirit and ability to fight war 
in the nation’s history.

Militarism

The new American militarism has received considerable attention since George W. Bush’s 
elected war in Iraq, which cost the American people over two trillion dollars and thousands 
of lives. Books with titles such as The New American Militarism: How Americans are Seduced by 
War, by Andrew Bacevich; Corporate Warriors: The Rise of the Privatized Military Industry, by P. 
W. Singer; Betraying Our Troops: The Destructive Results of Privatizing War, by Dina Rasor and 
Robert Bauman; State of War: The Political Economy of American Warfare, by Paul C. Koistinen, 
and numerous other books, have concluded that the American system of war, as it has evolved 
since World War II and particularly the end of the Cold War, is damaging the United States 
and American people in numerous ways.

Militarism in one form or another exists in just about all human communities. The creation 
and maintenance of states, nations, and empires requires military forces. With these forces, 
inevitably, came some form of militarism. The questions are as follows: To what degree does 
militarism exists in a nation- state? How powerful is its influence? How pervasive is it influ-
ence? How many institutions and agencies, governmental and civilian, does it touch and influ-
ence? And how profoundly does it shape the behavior of the people? Alfred Vagts in his classic 
study, A History of Militarism: Civilian and Military, explains:

Militarism … covers every system of thinking and valuing and every complex of feelings 
which rank military institutions and ways above the ways of civilian life, carrying military 
modes of acting and decision into the civilian sphere. … Militarism … presents a vast 
array of customs, interests, prestige, actions, and thoughts associated with armies and wars 
and yet transcending true military purpose. Indeed, militarism is so constituted that it may hamper 
and defeat the purpose of the military. … An army [navy and air force] so built that it serves 
military men [Congressmen and their constituents], not war, is militaristic; so is every-
thing in an army which is not preparation for fighting.86

Militarism is the inculcation of military values, ethics, and belief into the thinking and actions of a 
people. It is the preference for military ways and means and military solutions to problems, both 
international and domestic. Militarism promotes military strategies and practices above other 
forms of engagement. America has declared war on poverty, war on cancer, war on drugs, war 
on obesity, and numerous social ills, and attempted to apply military means, methods, strat-
egies, and measures in order to cure these social and cultural maladies. Retired military leaders 
are sometimes asked to lead these campaigns.

Vagts further observed that “Militarism … has meant also the imposition of heavy burdens 
on a people for military purposes, to the neglect of welfare and culture, and the waste of 
the nation’s best man power in unproductive army service.”87 This was one of Eisenhower’s 
major concerns, the subject of his farewell address to the nation. Militarism is the expenditure 
of resources for military means beyond that need for national security. Militarism is the maintenance 
and acquisition of military facilities, equipment, and units beyond that required for national 
security. Militarism does not necessarily mean the love of war.88 However, it can mean the 
love of the instruments of war, the technologies of war, the bombers, fighters, aircraft carriers, 
and so on; the love of the sense of power, prestige, and influence that weapons and military 
forces produce; and the love of the social and cultural structures and practices that military 
forces produce. Militarism is a predisposition, an attitude, a way of looking at and thinking 
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about the world that emphasizes military perspectives and means, and military practices and 
solutions.

The Cold War made defense and war big business. The United States is the biggest producer 
and exporter of arms and military technologies on Earth. The National Security Act of 1947 
helped to institutionalize selfishness, not only among and between the services, but also in the 
Senate, in the House of Representatives, in industries, and in communities across the country. 
It created competition between the services for limited resources and at the same time permit-
ted them to pursue their own interests and objectives, almost exclusive of the other services. 
The Cold War and hot wars during the Cold War caused the United States to become the 
exporter of military hardware, means, and know- how. Other agents throughout the United 
States embraced this system, in large part because of the economic incentives it produced. 
Spending tens, then hundreds of billions of dollars annually on defense, some of which went 
to each agent, caused the growth of militarism. Producing weapons to sell to allies, such as 
Britain and Germany, and then “allies,” such as Saudi Arabia and Iran, produced enormous 
wealth, facilitating the growth and continuation of militarism. Militarism is deeply embedded 
in American social, cultural, and political systems.

American Cultural Tenets

A comprehensive description of American culture is beyond the scope of this study and not 
required for its purposes. However, a summary of American thinking about the conduct of 
war is pertinent:

• Americans value human life, particularly those of Americans, above all else. As a con-
sequence, Americans have been willing to spend considerable portions of the nation’s 
wealth on technologies, policies, and strategies that limit the commitment and expend-
iture of American lives. The most fundamental tenet of American life, written into the 
constitution, is that man is not a means to an end, but the end itself. War, which requires 
men to become a means of state policy, is thus an aberration, a break from the norm that 
cannot be sustained indefinitely.

• Equality of opportunity, including the equality of opportunity to serve and sacrifice for 
the country, has been an important and consistent cultural tenet from the Colonial/ 
Revolutionary period to the Civil Rights Movement. Equality of opportunity was 
the primary tenet that produced Americans. While for some Americans equality was a 
dream— the American Indians, African Americans, Mexican Americans, Asian Americans 
and other outside groups— over time these groups have moved closer to the dream. The 
move toward greater equality for all has been a significant historical force in the making 
of America.

• Inequality of outcome, a person’s status, his or her station in life— wealth, prestige, pos-
ition, and quality of life— were believed to be based on individual’s talents, abilities, skills, 
tenacity, innovativeness, education, and willingness to work hard— the “self- made- man.” 
Inequality of outcome produced the unique American traits of individualism, unilateral 
behavior, and aggressiveness.

• All American men are born soldiers, capable of performing equally well in combat. This 
tenet of American life is closely connected with the tenet of equality, and has informed 
American military policy for two centuries. It provides one of the arguments against 
maintaining a larger professional army and is the basis of legitimacy for the Selective 
Service Administration. However, it is a myth. All Americans cannot physically or psycho-
logically serve equally well in combat units, or combat. Today few Americans believe this.
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• Military service in peacetime is for the least among us, the least talented, the least capable, 
the least ambitious, and the least intelligent. Americans have tended to believe that mili-
tary service in peacetime was a poor use of human ability and talent; hence, only losers 
served in the Army during periods of peace. The “best and the brightest” went into busi-
ness or politics. This tenet started to change during the Cold War as science and technol-
ogy became significant elements in the conduct of war.

• The pursuit of wealth and consumption is the primary focus of much of American life. 
Americans covet wealth and the symbols of wealth. Americans pursue wealth with ten-
acity and aggressiveness. Wealth creates importance, opportunities, prestige, influence, 
access, inclusion, exception, and high levels of consumption of every form. Wealth pro-
duced an unacknowledged inequality, and consumption a psychological and physical con-
dition that diminishes the nation’s ability to fight war.

• Racism and gender exclusion have influenced the American practice of war. The organ-
ization of the armed forces, the promotion of leaders, the decision for war, the strategy 
and conduct of war, and the termination of war have all been influenced by racism and 
the exclusion of women.

• The United States is the most technologically advanced nation on Earth in the field of 
military technologies. Americans expect to maintain this status. Americans expect to be 
first in space, first in medicine, first in military technologies, first in all forms of scientific 
and technological developments. This tenet of American culture also supports the first 
tenet— the substitution of technological means for human effort, and supports American 
militarism.

• Americans tend to be optimistic believing that with every generation life gets better. 
Better means newer, bigger, faster, easier, more powerful, more consumption, and more 
glamorous. Americans expect change, and prefer the new to the old.

• Americans have tended to be isolationist and unilateralist. The isolation from signifi-
cant enemies by two great oceans enabled Americans to look inward until World War II. 
American isolation and individualism caused Americans to believe that each nation ought 
to make it on its own, the way the United States did, and the way individual Americans 
did. World War II, the “Cold War,” and globalization required the American people to 
adopt a new perspective toward national security and international relations. This new 
perspective conflicted with this well- established cultural tenet. Aspects of the unilateral 
tenet remained in effect and were evident in the latter part of the twentieth century 
and the beginning of the twenty- first century in American attitudes toward the United 
Nations and war.

• Americans believe in the exceptional position of the United States among nations. 
Americans have accepted and enjoyed the position of the most powerful nation- state on 
Earth— militarily, economically, culturally, and politically. They believe that the United 
States has a unique place in world affairs, and that the rules that govern the behavior of 
other states are not applicable. They believe the United States is a force for good. They 
believe that, ultimately, the rest of the world has to adapt to look like America, accept 
American values, ethics, beliefs, practices, and cultural norms. Americans export culture. 
Americans believe in the power of the United States to transform other nations and states 
through political policies, economic means, and, if necessary, military force.

It would be folly to believe that the American culture of war could be reduced to a few 
pages. The objective here is much less ambitious. I am arguing that the American behavior in 
war in the latter half of the twentieth century is incomprehensible without some understand-
ing of American culture, and that the demise of the citizen- soldier Army and the adoption of 



The American Practice of War: Cultural Tenets 53

   53

a new American way of war were caused primarily by cultural conflicts between three strongly 
held tenets: first, that man is not a means to an end, is not a tool of the state, second that equal-
ity of opportunity is the natural right of human beings, particularly all Americans, and third, 
all Americans have the right to pursue happiness uninterrupted by the government. Artificial 
limited war, as constructed in the post- World War II period, went against these cultural tenets, 
upsetting the norms. Artificial limited war looked too much like peace to motivate the selfless-
ness and cultural practices required in total war. Yet, enormous sacrifice by a few— a practice 
in inequality— was required. The state took some people away from their pursuit of happiness 
and used them as means. The inequality of opportunity to sacrifice, and the exclusion from 
the opportunity to pursue wealth and consumption, in “peacetime,” went against fundamental 
cultural tenets.

A second major problem was the nature of the wars fought, strategic defensive. Americans 
viewed war as an aberration, not a permanent condition. (This is, in part, because Americans 
tend to remember, teach, and memorialize only the total wars.) The Cold War required the 
permanent readiness for war, which Americans accepted as long as no one was dying. When 
Americans started dying the American people expected the government to apply every means 
available to bring the war to a swift and successful end. The war in Korea and later the war in 
Vietnam were unacceptable because the strategy employed, strategically defensive, protracted 
the wars. The state could not tell the nation when the war would end. Americans, traditionally, 
fought offensive wars with offensive strategy and doctrine, the aim of which was the destruction of 
the enemy’s main forces. This was the only way to envision an end to the conflict and a return 
to normalcy. War based on defensive strategy and doctrine could not produce decisive results. 
Hence, the termination of hostilities could not be predicted. This was unacceptable. The 
demise of the citizen- soldier Army started at the end of World War II when the United States 
became a superpower and took on new political objectives, and adopted new strategies and 
doctrines for war. The new role of the United States created cultural conflicts that were most 
evident during the Korean and Vietnam Wars, but were prevalent throughout the Cold War.
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3 The Legacy of World War II:  
Man versus Machine

Man— the Ultimate Factor. In the nature of the Army’s mission it is the soldier himself who, as a 
tactical entity of combat, must fight and control the battle. To wield the power of his hardware he 
must enter the battle personally; indeed, no means are likely ever to be developed which will permit 
him to control the battlefield without entering and occupying it. He is the ultimate factor in victory. 
The Army must therefore continuously devote substantial scientific resources to research on human 
factors in warfare— developing improved methods of selecting men for combat; assuring that their 
equipment are compatible with their innate and trained aptitudes and battle skills … and improving 
methods for training in the complex knowledge and skills of the soldier’s profession.1

— Lieutenant General Arthur G. Trudeau, 1959 US Army Chief of
Research and Development

War has become vertical. We are demonstrating daily that it is possible to descend from the skies 
into any part of the interior of an enemy nation and destroy its power to continue the conflict. War 
industries, communications, power installations and supply lines are being blasted by attacks from the 
air. Fighting forces have been isolated, their defenses shattered and sufficient pressure brought by air 
power alone to force their surrender. Constant pounding from the air is breaking the will of the Axis 
to carry on. … Strategic air power is a war- winning weapon in its own right, and is capable of strik-
ing decisive blows far behind the battle line, thereby destroying the enemy’s capacity to wage war.2

— General Henry Arnold, 1943 Commander Army Air Forces

These two quotes summarize the fundamental operating principles of the US Army and Air 
Force, and delineate the fundamental disagreement between them. World War II ushered in 
the new age of airpower, and by doing so initiated a process of transformation that would 
ultimately end with the elimination of ground forces as major combatants in war. Henceforth, 
wars were to be won entirely from the air. This school of thought has dominated air- war 
thinking since the introduction of the big, four- engine, heavy bomber in the 1930s, and the 
first serious effort to develop doctrine to win a war with strategic bombing. The most fun-
damental tenet that informs this thinking and gives life to the practices of the US Air Force 
is that airpower technology is the decisive instrument for the conduct of war. In Vietnam 
airpower was the only strategically offensive arm. It was supposed to win the war. The Army 
fought the entire Vietnam War on the strategic defense, a first in American military history. In 
2003 during Operation Iraqi Freedom, while employing the most technologically advanced 
aircraft, munitions, and doctrine ever produced, the basic thesis was the same: the war could 
be won from the air. However, the air- war thesis, in the Army’s view, has never proven success-
ful. The Army provided the opposing school of thought, which held that man is the decisive 
instrument for the conduct of war. This fundamental tenet informs the thinking and animates 
the practices of the Army. The Army and Air Force have never reconciled these beliefs that 
form the very core of their cultures. Not until the end of the twentieth century were serious 
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efforts made toward joint doctrine. The inability of the Army and Air Force to produce a joint 
doctrine damaged the ability of the nation to effectively use military power to achieve polit-
ical objectives, and arguably, caused the nation’s first defeat in war.

World War II, for four years, reinforced the cultural norms of the traditional American prac-
tice of war. At the same time, it created a new practice of war, based on new technologies that, 
in the last days of the war, unequivocally informed Americans that their traditional practices of 
war were obsolete. Airpower and nuclear weapons exerted enormous influence on American 
thinking about the conduct of war. These technologies seemed to offer a way to finally end 
the psychological and physical destruction caused by face- to- face, close combat. Airpower 
seemed to offer an end to the mass armies that turned men into instruments of the state. And 
it seemed to offer an end to the enormous commitment and expenditure of resources required 
to fight total wars. If a few men in an airplane could cause the incredible destruction witnessed 
at Hiroshima in a single attack, surely there was no need for mass armies!

Culture and technology were the driving forces that initiated a transformation in American 
thinking about the conduct of war after World War II. In America, men were not a means to 
an end, but the end. In America, all men were created equal. Whereas ground war with mass 
armies very nearly obliterated these fundamental tenets of American culture, airpower and 
nuclear weapons appeared to preserve them, appeared to maintain the cultural norms and cul-
tural balance. All the technologies, doctrines, strategic thinking, and reinforcing and conflict-
ing cultural tenets required for the demise of the citizen- soldier Army and the emergence of 
a new American practice of war were evident in World War II. This story starts in World War 
II, but it is still unfolding.

Air War Doctrine versus Ground War Doctrine

While World War II was rich in new technologies and doctrines, at the end of the war, four 
offensive campaign- winning doctrines claimed decisiveness. The US Marine Corps and Navy, 
and the British, independently developed amphibious warfare doctrines— the methods and prin-
ciples to employ landing craft and ship technologies to transport combat forces to hostile 
shores. The British and US navies developed aircraft carrier task force doctrine— the methods and 
principles to use aircraft carrier technologies to project naval and airpower across vast oceans 
against enemy forces. The Germans developed “Wolf Pack” submarine doctrine— the methods 
and principles to employ submarine technologies to destroy the enemy’s merchant ship fleet. 
And the British and US navies developed Anti- Submarine Warfare (ASW) doctrine— the meth-
ods and principles to employ destroyers, aircraft carriers, and land- based aircraft technologies 
to find and destroy enemy submarines that preyed on allied merchant ships. While these doc-
trines contributed to the outcome of the war, none of them had the potential to be decisive in 
war. British and Marine Corps amphibious warfare doctrines created access to enemy forces 
and ultimately the enemy’s homeland, but neither had the potential to destroy Imperial Japan 
or Nazi Germany. Navy aircraft carrier task force and ASW doctrines created passages to the 
battlefields, and kept strategically important logistical sea lanes open, but neither could des-
troy the enemy’s main forces. Once the passage had been made and access to the battlefields 
achieved, either the Army air forces and/ or the Army ground forces had to complete the 
destruction of the enemy’s main forces.

The US Army employed two offensive campaign- winning, ground warfare doctrines in 
World War II, Infantry and Armor. The pioneering work of the Germans in armor warfare was 
copied by all major nations that fought in World War II with variations that were a function 
of their own culture, industrial and technological capabilities, the paucity or abundance of 
their resources, geographic circumstances, and the disposition and intellect of their leaders. 
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The Army’s primary doctrine for fighting the war was its traditional Offensive Infantry doc-
trine, which in World War II was a strategic, operational, and tactical doctrine. The US Army 
planned to win the war by fighting successive, successful, offensive Infantry battles that pro-
duced successful campaigns of strategic importance, the cumulative effect of which would 
produce victory by destroying the German Army.

“The Arnold vision” of war from the air was first articulated in World War I: “the day may 
not be far off when aerial operations with their devastation of enemy lands and destruction of 
industrial and populous centers on a vast scale may become the principal operations of war, to 
which the older forms of military and naval operations may become secondary and subordin-
ate.”3 The German bombing campaign against England caused many observers to conclude that 
airpower could be decisive by destroying the will of the people or the enemy’s industrial cent-
ers.4 However, the technology in aircraft and munitions did not exist in 1917 to greatly influ-
ence the outcome of the war. Still, the idea was born, and Giulio Douhet, the Italian airpower 
theorist and author of the influential book Command of the Air, and Hugh Trenchard, the first 
Chief of the Royal Air Force, ensured that it survived the interwar period. While many consider 
Douhet the “father of strategic air power doctrine,” it was Trenchard who fought successfully 
for the survival of the RAF, in part, by maintaining the vision of the potential of airpower to 
break the stalemate of attrition and exhaustion warfare— industrial warfare that produced the 
then unprecedented destruction and carnage of World War I. By the 1930s advances in aircraft 
and munitions technologies had made possible new strategic bombing doctrines. The dominance of 
ground warfare doctrine was challenged by these new airpower doctrines.

The air forces of Britain and the United States pioneered two different strategic bombing 
doctrines that they believed had the potential to produce victory independent of a ground 
war. The British Strategic Bombing doctrine was based on the theory that the civilian popu-
lation was the center of gravity, the point of decision. British Bomber Command believed that 
bombing people would break their will, the moral effect, and that as a consequence they would 
rebel against their government and/ or stop working. In either case, the war would come to 
an end because the people were no longer producing the machines, equipment, and supplies 
necessary for war and no longer supporting the war effort. American strategic bombing doc-
trine was based on the theory that it was possible to destroy the enemy’s means of production, 
the materiel effect, by the concentrated, precision bombing of major production nodes; that is, 
key sections of a system, such as transportation artery, fuel production, or key industries whose 
destruction would cause the breakdown of the entire industrial apparatus.

While most students of the air war in Europe have concluded that airpower did not decide 
the outcome of World War II, they acknowledged that it contributed greatly to the Allied vic-
tory. It is further argued by some that had it been employed more effectively— more closely 
in line with doctrine— it could have produced decisive results. With the employment of the 
atomic bomb, and the development of jet aircraft and missile technologies, the theory of air-
power became firmly inculcated in the minds of Americans.

In the immediate post- war period, most Americans believed Army ground forces and doc-
trines were obsolete. Infantry doctrine, in particular, was considered an old and unnecessary 
practice of war. Since World War II, the Army has been on the defensive. Airpower appealed 
to the American imagination. It was new technology. It was glamorous. It was continuously 
changing, continuously offering revolutionary transformations. Science fiction reinforced the 
American belief that airpower was the future, and ground forces the past.

The Army’s Practice of War

The history of the US Army is the history of the United States, the state, and the history of 
the American people, the nation. At every critical moment in the nation’s history, from the 
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American Revolution, through the Civil War, to the destruction of Nazi Germany, the US 
Army was there, a major determinant in the unfolding of history and the shaping of the post- 
war world. No other institution in the United States has had a more profound role in shaping 
the nation. The US Army has many faces: that of “minutemen,” that of George Washington’s 
Continental Army, that of Western explorer, that of U. S. Grant’s Union Army, that of manager 
of the settlement of the West, that of Indian fighters, engineers of waterways, deliverer of relief 
in emergencies and natural disasters, manager of the oversea empire, occupier of Germany 
and Japan, Cold War protector of allies, and others. However, the primary purpose of the US 
Army is to fight the nation’s wars. The history of the US Army in peace and war is well docu-
mented.5 No effort is made in these pages to summarize this extensive body of work.6 The 
objective here is to identify core cultural tenets that influenced Army thinking in the post- 
World War II period. In World War II, technologies greatly influenced the Army’s conduct of 
war. Army ground forces integrated new technologies into its traditional doctrine of war, and 
developed a separate armor warfare doctrine. It also developed airborne infantry, mechanized 
infantry, and Ranger infantry. Still, the Army retained core cultural beliefs that went back to 
the Civil War and the formative years of the nation.

The Army’s practice of war prior to the invention of the tank was based on historical expe-
riences. Infantry battles and campaigns won all of America’s wars prior to World War II. The primary 
instrument for the conduct of battles until World War II was a soldier armed with an individual 
weapon organized into companies, battalions, regiments, and divisions. The principal mission of 
the Army was to close with and destroy the enemy’s main army in battle. This was the way the 
most traumatic events in the nation’s history— the American Revolution, Civil War, and World 
War II, were ultimately fought and brought to a conclusion. Because the United States typically 
entered war unprepared, its initial strategy, doctrine, and pursuit of battle were constrained by the 
paucity of resources, trained soldiers, and skilled leadership.7 However, once mobilized, the Army 
tended toward offensive strategy, operations, and doctrine. War was to be fought in a continuous 
unrelenting manner.8 Wars were to be won by a series of offensive campaigns and campaigns won 
by a series of offensive battles. The two most fundamental tenets for the US Army’s approach to 
war were that successful battles and campaigns win wars, and that man is the dominant instrument on the 
battlefield. It can be argued that both are tenets of the “Western Way of War.” Nevertheless, the 
way Army forces were organized, trained, and employed was uniquely American.

FM 100– 5, Field Service Regulations: Operations (May 22, 1941), contained the principal Army 
doctrine for the conduct of World War II. (Arguably, it also contained the cultural inheritance 
of the Army from the American Revolution to World War II. Doctrine is a function of culture 
and technology. Technology, as a norm, changes faster than culture. Culture is thus constantly 
adapting to new technologies.) The thinking delineated in FM 100– 5 was reflected in other 
Army doctrine manuals, such as, FM 31– 5 Landing Operations on Hostile Shores.

The US Army in World War II was primarily an infantry army. Infantry divisions were the 
primary instruments for the destruction of the enemy’s main forces. And the Army’s most 
senior leaders were primarily infantry officers. FM 100– 5 stated, “No one arm wins battles. 
The combined action of all arms and services is essential to success.” Still, the emphasis was on 
the infantry. Of the eighty- nine divisions organized to fight World War II, seventy- four were 
fundamentally infantry (sixty- six Infantry, five Airborne, one Mountain, and two Cavalry). 
Only sixteen armored divisions were formed, and they typically contained as many infan-
try battalions as tank battalions.9 While infantry divisions were combined arms organizations 
containing tank and artillery units, their primary means of destroying the enemy was intended 
to be the infantry. FM 100– 5 outlined the basic thinking of the Army:

The Infantry is essentially an arm of close combat. Its primary mission in the attack is to 
close with the enemy and destroy or capture him. … Infantry fights by combining fire, 
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movement, and shock action. By fire, it inflicts losses on the enemy and neutralizes his 
combat power; by movement, it closes with the enemy and makes its fire more effective; 
by shock action, it completes the destruction of the enemy in close combat. Infantry is 
capable of limited independent action through the employment of its own weapons. Its 
offensive power decreases appreciably by an organized defensive position. Under these 
conditions or against a force of the combined arms, the limited firepower of Infantry must 
be adequately reinforced by the support of artillery, tanks, combat aviation, and other 
arms …. The principal weapons of Infantry are the rifle and bayonet, the automatic rifle, 
and the machine gun. Other weapons include mortars, pistols, grenades, light antitank 
weapons, and antitank guns.10

Battles were to be won primarily by the infantry, supported by artillery, tanks, airpower, 
and naval gunfire. FM 100– 5 emphasized that: “Man is the fundamental instrument in war; other 
instruments may change but he remains relatively constant. … In spite of the advances in technology, 
the worth of the individual man is still decisive. … The ultimate objective of all military operations is 
the destruction of the enemy’s armed forces in battle.”11 This was an immutable cultural tenet of the 
US Army. FM 22– 10, Leadership, published during the Korean War, restated this tenet: “Man 
is the fundamental instrument of war. Other instruments may change, new weapons may be 
created and new modes of defense may be devised, but man, the fundamental instrument, 
remains constant.”12 In 1959, General Trudeau restated these words. And a reading of World 
War I manuals reveals similar wording. No tenet was more basic to the mission and purpose 
of the US Army.

In March 1943 Major General Walter B. Smith, Chief of Staff Allied Forces Headquarters, 
published a Training Memorandum for all Army Forces in the North African- Mediterranean 
Theater, which, in part, stated:

War is a dirty business, and anyone who engages in it must face the facts. It is simply a 
question of killing or being killed. It cannot be impersonal. To wage successful combat 
there must be a burning desire to come to grips with the enemy, and to kill him in mor-
tal combat. There is no other way to win against a determined enemy. … Battles, large 
and small, cannot be won entirely by maneuver, or by artillery or air action. Well trained 
troops cannot be shot or bombed out of a position. They can be “softened” by such 
action, but it remains for the Infantry; conversed by its supporting arms, to close with the 
enemy and by use, or threatened use, of the bayonet to drive him from his position. … 
There is no other formula. … A weakling or unskilled soldier simply will not stand up 
to it. The required physical conditioning and skill can only be developed by training … 
in the same manner that a football team is developed, or a boxer prepares for a fight. He 
must be particularly proficient with the bayonet. … And when accompanied by battle 
cries they have seemed to strike terror to his heart. The object of war is to kill the enemy. 
… And the more ruthlessness with which that object is pursued the shorter will be the 
period of conflict.13

This memorandum contained Army cultural beliefs about war and American cultural beliefs 
about manhood and honorable behavior. Ground warfare required men to close with the 
enemy on relatively equal terms and kill him. American superiority was seen in the quality 
of its men, not the quality of its weapons. War was still the ultimate test of manhood. Smith’s 
memorandum was a reflection of American history and culture, the “Indian war cry” or the 
“rebel yell,” beliefs about equality (with the proper training all American men can perform 
well in combat), meeting the enemy face- to- face, team spirit, physical battle, the bayonet, and 
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the fight to the death. Smith recognized that the uniquely American game of football was the 
quintessential reflection of American thinking about the conduct of war: two teams with an 
equal number of players, under the relatively equal conditions, lined up to face one another 
on an agreed upon field for physical battle. Human attributes, not technological sophistication, 
made the difference. Victory was based on talent, skill, physical strength, tenacity, the will to win, 
and intelligence— all character traits highly valued in America’s competitive, capitalist society.

The battle and campaign that most epitomized the American practice of war in World War 
II was the Normandy invasion and the battle for Omaha Beach.14 The battle was won by 
infantry soldiers. It was not naval gunfire, strategic bombers, tanks or artillery that achieved 
victory at Omaha Beach. These systems helped, but it was the soldiers of the Big Red One, 
the 1st Infantry Division, that ultimately overcame a deliberate defense, years in the making, 
manned by the experience German 352nd Division. The strategic bomber completely missed 
the German beach defenses. The naval gunfire had only thirty minutes to destroy concrete 
bunkers. Few tanks and artillery made it to the beaches in time to provide significant combat 
power to the assault. The battle was won by soldiers. General Omar Bradley noted that:

Despite the setbacks we had suffered as the result of bad weather and ineffective bombing, 
I was shaken to find that we had gone against Omaha with so thin a margin of safety. At 
the time of sailing we had thought ourselves cushioned against such reversals as these. … 
Had a less experienced division than the 1st Infantry Division stumbled into this crack 
resistance, it might easily have been thrown back into the Channel. Unjust though it was, 
my choice of the 1st to spearhead the invasion probably saved us Omaha Beach and a 
catastrophe on the landing.15

American military history is full of stories such as this. The Army expected soldiers ultim-
ately to win battles, Saratoga, Gettysburg, Omaha Beach, Inchon, Ia Drang, and ultimately 
wars, not technology.

Airpower: A New Practice of War

Consider first the British approach. In 1919, Trenchard proclaimed: “At present the moral 
effect of bombing stands undoubtedly to the material effect in a proportion of 20 to 1.”16 
Trenchard had no evidence upon which to base this conclusion; nevertheless, the concept 
had considerable staying power. The 1928 RAF War Manual (“Operations” section) stated: 
“Although the bombardment of suitable objectives should result in considerable material 
damage and loss, the most important and far- reaching effect of air bombardment is its moral 
effect.” The RAF and other services discussed various theories of air war during the interwar 
period, but without the funding to build aircraft and test doctrine, all their theories were aca-
demic. In the 1930s Britain started to re- arm to compete with the growing military strength 
of Germany. Technology, however, limited what was possible. In the early days of the war the 
British tried both accepted strategic bombing theories, ultimately deciding on the destruction 
of the will of the people.

In late 1940 airpower saved Britain. The Battle of Britain was a defensive air campaign that 
succeeded in stopping the German invasion, Operation Sealion. After the “Fall of France,” 
Britain faced the Nazi Juggernaut alone. The only offensive option available was airpower, 
Bomber Command. On 17 May 1940, a report to the Cabinet from the Chiefs of Staff 
Committee on “British strategy in a certain eventuality,” asserted that the combined bombing 
of Germany and German- controlled Europe with a vigorous naval blockade could create the 
conditions for a revolt against Germany.17 Churchill lifted all restrictions on bombing noting 
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that: “an absolutely devastating, exterminating attack by very heavy bombers upon the Nazi 
homeland” was the only way to defeat Hitler. In a “memorandum” to the Minister of Supply 
written on 3 September 1940, Churchill outlined his thinking:

The Navy can lose the war, but only the Air Force can win it. Therefore, our supreme 
effort must be to gain overwhelming mastery in the air. The Fighters are our salvation, but 
the Bombers alone provide the means of victory. We must, therefore, develop the power 
to carry an ever- increasing volume of explosives to Germany, so as to pulverize the entire 
industry and scientific structure on which the war effort and economic life of the enemy 
depend, while holding him at arm’s length from our island. In no other way at present 
visible can we hope to overcome the immense military power of Germany. … The Air 
Force and its action on the largest scale must, therefore, subject to what is said later, claim 
the first place over the Navy or the Army.18

Churchill adopted the vision of victory through airpower, in part, out of an absence of 
other options. On the defense, the Navy, Army, and fighter command could save Britain by 
not losing the war, but only through offensive actions could Nazi Germany be defeated. And 
at this juncture, an amphibious invasion and ground war were far beyond the capabilities of 
Britain and its Empire. While Churchill believed airpower offered the potential for victory, 
his major objective was to get new allies. In June 1941 Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, and 
in December, Japan attacked the United States. These events totally changed the strategic 
situation, yet Churchill retained his faith in airpower. To explain why Britain was willing 
to invest its fate in the unproven doctrine of airpower, Marshal of the R.A.F. Arthur Harris, 
Commander- in- Chief of Bomber Command wrote:

The idea was a natural one for a country which had never maintained an army of 
Continental proportions, has a large empire which must be defended as cheaply as pos-
sible, and has in the past largely won its wars by the strategic use of sea power working as 
an independent weapon; the same principle of strategy that made England a sea power in 
the past had only to be applied to the new weapon which had rendered obsolete the old 
one, the battleship.19

From this assessment, it can be deduced that ground forces too were the equivalent of the 
“battleship.” “The British army played only a minor part in defeating Hitler’s Germany.”20 
This was by design, a fundamental tenet of the British practice of war even before Dunkirk. 
Throughout the war, senior British airpower leaders believed that strategic bombing alone 
could win the war and that the heavy bomber was the dominant weapon in the conduct of 
modern war.

In 1940, when the British initiated the strategic bombing campaign, the ability to hit 
small targets at altitudes of 20,000 to 25,000 feet did not exist. Hence, the ability of 
Bomber Command to destroy German production facilities was severely limited. The 
British also lacked the resources in bombers, trained crews, intelligence on German pro-
duction facilities, and bombs with sufficient explosive power to do long- term damage to 
German facilities. Other problems, such as weather, the exigencies of naval and ground war, 
friction over the allocation of resources, and most important, German defensive measures 
impeded the efforts of Bomber Command. The British were forced to bomb at night, in 
order to avoid German fighters. At night pilots and navigators had greater difficulty in 
finding designated targets. As a consequence, and perhaps out of a sense of urgency to show 
results and some desire for revenge, the British emphasized the destruction of the “will of 
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the people” through the killing of civilians. In April 1942, Churchill wrote as follows to 
the Secretary of State for Air:

We are placing great hopes on our bomber offensive against Germany next winter, and 
we must spare no pains to justify the large proportion of the national effort devoted to 
it. The Air Ministry’s responsibility is to make sure that the maximum weight of the best 
type of bombs is dropped on the German cities by the aircraft placed at their disposal. 
Unless we can ensure that most of our bombs really do some damage it will be difficult 
to justify the pre- eminence we are according to this form of attack.21

Churchill was convinced that the destruction of German cities would produce results, and, 
technologically, Bomber Command was incapable of doing anything else. British objective 
was to kill as many civilians as possible:

Early in 1942 he [Professor Lindemann, a member of the Cabinet] produced a cabinet 
paper on the strategic bombing of Germany. … It described, in quantitative terms, the 
effect on Germany of a British bombing offensive in the next eighteen months (approxi-
mately March 1942— September 1943). The paper laid down a strategic policy. The 
bombing must be directed essentially against the German working- class houses. Middle- 
class houses have too much space round them, and so are bound to waste bombs; factories 
and “military objectives” had long since been forgotten, except in official bulletins, since 
they were much too difficult to find and hit. The paper claimed that— given a total con-
centration of effort on the production and use of bombing aircraft— it would be possible, 
in all the larger towns of Germany (that is, those with more than 50,000 inhabitants), to 
destroy 50 percent of all houses. … Strategic bombing, according to the Lindemann pol-
icy, was put into action with every effort the country could make.22

It was known that “working- class houses,” particularly at night when the British attacked, 
had people in them— families, women, and children. In July 1943, the Bomber Command 
carried out incendiary night attacks against the urban center of Hamburg, killing an estimated 
45,000 people. Was this extermination warfare?23 High- explosive bombs destroyed everything 
within a specific radius. Incendiary bombs had no specific radius. As long as there was fuel to 
feed the fire it would keep burning, killing, and destroying.

In November 1944 the United States Secretary of War directed that a major study be car-
ried out to evaluate the effects of bombing. The study resulted in The US Strategic Bombing 
Survey, which found that:

The mental reaction of the German people to air attack is significant. Under ruthless Nazi 
control they showed surprising resistance to the terror and hardships of repeated air attack, 
to the destruction of their homes and belongings, and to the conditions under which 
they were reduced to live. Their morale, their belief in ultimate victory or satisfactory 
compromise, and their confidence in their leaders declined, but they continued to work 
efficiently as long as the physical means of production remained. The power of a police 
state over its people cannot be underestimated.24

“Ruthless Nazi control” was not the primary cause for the behavior of the German 
people.25 The assessment of the “surprising resistance” of the German people also applied to 
the people of Britain, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam. What other option did they have? Bernard 
Brodie concluded that:
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From at least the beginning of 1944 the average German had become disillusioned with 
the Nazi leadership, increasingly frightened by war’s toll and its potential threat to himself 
and his family, and persuaded with growing certainty that all would end in defeat. Yet he 
stuck to his job and his machine for as long as it was physically possible to do so, and in so 
doing kept a disastrous war going to its ultimate ruinous conclusion. Why did he do so? 
The answer is to be found in need combined with habit, in coercion, and propaganda— 
in descending order of importance— all adding up to the plain circumstance that the 
German worker had no real alternative open to him.26

Another student of strategic bombing, Robert A. Pape, noted that:

the citizenry of the target state is not likely to turn against its government because of 
civilian punishment. The supposed causal chain— civilian hardship produces public anger 
which forms political opposition against the government— does not stand up. One reason 
it does not is that a key assumption behind this argument— that economic deprivation 
causes popular unrest— is false. As social scientists have shown, economic deprivation does 
often produce personal frustration, but collective violence against governments requires 
populations to doubt the moral worth of the political system as a whole, as opposed to 
specific policies, leaders, or results. Political alienation is more important than economic 
deprivation as a cause of revolutions.27

The British strategic bombing doctrine did not destroy the will of the people, and it did not 
destroy the will of the government. In the mind of Hitler and his senior leaders who accepted 
Nazi ideology, people existed only to serve the state— particularly working- class people. After 
the horrendous battle of Stalingrad in which the Germans lost between 250,000 and 300,000 
men, Hitler stated: “What is life? Life is the nation. The individual must die anyway. Beyond 
the life of the individual, is the nation.”28

Still, the British airpower historian, Richard Overy, concluded that the “impact of bombing 
was profound”: “Industrial efficiency was undermined by bombing workers and their hous-
ing. … [I] n the Ford plant in Cologne, in the Ruhr, absenteeism rose to 25 per cent of the 
workforce for the whole of 1944 …. A loss of work- hours on this scale played havoc with 
production schedules.”29 Bombing did in fact lower morale, diminish hope, create pessimism, 
and traumatize the people, but the vast majority of survivors continued to work. The British 
strategic bombing doctrine and campaign were not decisive; nor did they have the potential 
to be decisive.

* * * * *

The US Army Air Corps, later the Army Air Force (AAF), also concluded that airpower 
was the decisive instrument for the conduct of war. However, it pursued and developed a 
uniquely American strategic bombing doctrine— daylight precision bombing. General Arnold 
stated:  “The Army Air Forces’ principle of precision bombing … aimed at knocking out 
not an entire industrial area, nor even a factory, but the most vital parts of Germany’s war 
machine, such as the power plants and machine shops of particular factories.” At 25,000 feet, 
at 150 mph, using the Norden bombsight, flying flat in box formations B- 17 and B- 24 heavy 
bombers were totally incapable of destroying point targets, and totally incapable of the preci-
sion claimed.

In the 1930s at the Air Corps Tactical School (ACTS) at Maxwell Field in Alabama, the 
doctrine of precision bombing was advanced. Donald Wilson, Harold George, and Robert 
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Webster produced much of the pioneering work on precision bombing.30 The Air Force’s 
official history noted:

The Air Corps Tactical School proceeded to preach that offensive air operations offered 
the most direct avenue to victory. The ACTS faculty taught its 1934– 35 class that “loss 
of morale in the civilian population is decisive” in war and that air power alone could 
directly affect this key factor. The instructors played down the advantages of population 
bombing because international sentiment opposed this method and because air officers 
believed destruction of an adversary’s industrial base, raw materials transportation system, 
and energy supplies would be a more efficient way to induce peace. The ACTS’s “Air 
Force” text was a bit uncertain whether the foe’s air force should be wiped out before 
launching a campaign against his economy, but it eventually resolved that if the hostile air 
arm was a threat it must first be neutralized. The text nevertheless made it clear there were 
no air missions more important than these two in bringing about the enemy’s defeat.31

Thus, the center of gravity for the AAF in World War II was the destruction of the enemy’s 
means of production. This single- minded focus to demonstrate the decisiveness of airpower 
drove airmen throughout the war. In the interwar years the Army Air Corps officers learned 
lessons that would hinder their ability to work with the rest of the Army. They learned that 
close air support, interdiction, and supporting ground forces operations were the least pro-
ductive forms of airpower. The Army Air Corps all but ignored the War Department’s policy 
that the airpower was to operate “as an arm of the mobile Army,” placing such missions low 
on the list of priorities. The uncertainty about air superiority combined with the drive to 
demonstrate the decisive role of bombers and the perceived defensive capabilities of the B- 17s 
and B- 24s, caused costly doctrinal mistakes in the initial phase of the American air campaign. 
And, while the Air Force text gave priority to bombing for material effect it did not eliminate 
bombing for moral effect. A year before the outbreak of war in Europe, the 1938 text for the 
“Air Force” confirmed the thinking of American airmen:

the economic structure of a modern highly industrialized nation is characterized by the 
great degree of interdependence of its various elements. Certain of these elements are 
vital to the continued functioning of the modern nation. If one of these elements is 
destroyed the whole of the economic machine ceases to function. … Against a highly 
industrialized nation air force action has the possibility for such far reaching effectiveness 
that such action may produce immediate and decisive results.

Historians disagree on the extent to which the AAF deviated from its official doctrine of 
precision bombing in the European theater. However, out of necessity the AAF did bomb for 
“moral effect,” that is, area bombing, in concert with its precision- bombing campaign. The 
AAF’s basic instincts for materiel bombing were at times overcome by technological limita-
tions, weather conditions, enemy antiaircraft systems, the urgency to produce results, and com-
petition with the British. In the Pacific theater, difficulties in initiating the campaign, anger, 
racism, some desire for revenge, and a general loosening of moral restraints moved the Air 
Force to adopt the British practice of bombing city centers with incendiary bombs.

The AAF initiated its strategic bombing campaign with a number of assumptions that 
proved to be false. The AAF assumed that the heavily armed B- 17s and B- 24s flying in tight 
formations could penetrate German air space and defend themselves against German fight-
ers and antiaircraft defense systems. It assumed that the Norden Bombsight could produce a 
high degree of accuracy. It assumed that once a target was attacked it was destroyed, rendered 
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inoperable. It assumed that the vital centers of an industrial society could be determined and 
systematically destroyed. And, it was assumed that escort fighter aircraft were unnecessary. All 
these assumptions were wrong. The AAF failed to examine objectively the lessons learned 
from the British experiences in the first two years of the war. The fear of amalgamation into 
the British bombing program and the compulsion for independence from the Army, in part, 
drove the AAF to establish itself as a unique, decisive instrument of war. In its initial daylight 
raids the bombers suffered heavy losses. On 5 September 1942, the Eighth Air Force attacked 
the Rouen- Sotteville marshalling yard. Eighty percent of its bombs fell outside the marshal-
ling yard, killing as many as 140 civilians and wounding another 200. A student of the air war, 
W. Hays Parks, wrote:

Eighth Air Force’s claims of  “precision” bombing were not particularly appreciated by the 
French, who were justifiably skeptical about the ability to bomb accurately from 25,000 
feet. It was a problem that would plague US heavy bombers striking targets in proximity 
to friendly civilians or Allied ground forces throughout the war; high- altitude formation 
bombing was not a precision tool.32

Parks concluded that: “The USA leadership underwent a philosophical change of heart 
in October 1943,” because of the difficulties in destroying point targets, the heavy losses 
suffered in daylight deep penetration bombing of Germany, perceived British success in 
area bombing of German cities, and advances in radar technology. On 1 November 1943 
General Arnold ordered the heavy bomber forces to carry out radar- assisted bombing 
attacks against selected targets, typically rail yards located in cities, when it was not feas-
ible to bomb point targets visually. This was in essence area bombing. The AAF took part 
in the bombing of Hamburg, Dresden, and twenty- five other German cities. Still, Parks’ 
conclusions are a bit off the mark. The AAF retained its belief in daylight precision bomb-
ing of selected strategically important targets, and throughout the war conducted precision 
bombing attacks.

By the end of 1943, adjustments were being made that facilitated precision bombing. New 
tactics and technologies were employed. Fighter escorts accompanied the bombers. The range 
of fighters was extended, enabling them to penetrate deep into Germany. New fighters were 
put in service. And, as the size of US Strategic Air Forces increased, so did its capacity to des-
troy targets. In February 1944, the AAF was capable of putting 1,046 bombers in the air over 
Germany. Six months later it almost doubled this capability, putting more than 2,000 bombers 
in the air. By concentrating on the destruction of German aircraft industry, oil production 
facilities, and air defense systems, air superiority was gained. By the end of 1944 the Army 
Air Force and Bomber Command could fly wherever they wanted, whenever they wanted. 
With air superiority the strategic air forces were able to concentrate destructive power on key 
industries, such as oil production facilities or the German National Railway system.

How effective was the American strategic bombing campaign in damaging the ability of 
Germany to make war? The authors of the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey wrote:

Because the German economy through most of the war was substantially undermobilized, 
it was resilient under air attack. Civilian consumption was high during the early years of 
the war and inventories both in trade channels and consumers’ possession were also high. 
These helped cushion the people of the German cities from the effects of bombing. Plants 
and machinery were plentiful and incompletely used. Thus it was comparatively easy to 
substitute unused or partly used machinery for that which was destroyed. While there was 
constant pressure throughout for German manpower for the Wehrmacht, the industrial 

 



The Legacy of World War II: Man versus Machine 65

   65

labor supply, as augmented by foreign labor, was sufficient to permit the diversion of large 
numbers to the repair of bomb damage or the clearance of debris with relatively small 
sacrifice of essential production.33

German production rose throughout most of the war, and only in late 1944 did it start to 
decline as a result of the strategic bombing campaign. National industrial economies were not 
easily brought to collapse by bombing. The resilience of the German economy disproved the 
AAF’s axiom that: “air force action has the possibility for such far reaching effectiveness that 
such action may produce immediate and decisive results.” Excess capacity, greater efficiencies, 
extended hours of operation, increased labor, the shift in production from civilian to military 
goods, the substitution of products, the ability to repair damaged facilities, and numerous other 
factors precluded the AAF from achieving the decisive victory it sought.

A student of the German economy, Alfred C. Mierzejewski, concluded that the Allies con-
centrated their efforts on the wrong target late in 1944. He noted that “Oil was not crucial 
to German industry … assault on Germany’s petroleum resources could not have harmed 
the Reich’s basic industrial economy.”34 German industry was fueled by coal. Mierzejewski 
concluded that, given the geographic divisions in the German economy, the National Railway, 
the “Reichsbahn,” was essential to the continued survival of Nazi Germany. He wrote: “the 
Reichsbahn distributed the economy’s life blood— coal. The coal/ transport nexus was the 
very core of the division of labor. As long as it functioned, the mechanism could continue 
to produce. If it were severed, then the economy would necessarily, though not immedi-
ately, crash to the ground.” Thus the final collapse of the German economy was delayed by 
the failure to identify the decisive target. Mierzejewski’s work demonstrates the difficulty in 
determining what was decisive in a modern industrial economy. It can be argued that mod-
ern industrial economies were extremely resilient and flexible, adapting quickly to numerous 
difficulties, and that the destruction of the Reichsbahn would have caused further adaptation. 
In addition, each state organized its system of production differently. Hence, what was decisive 
in one state was not necessarily decisive in another.

While it cannot be argued that either the British or American strategic bombing doctrines 
proved decisive, strategic bombing contributed mightily to the war effort. The heavy bombers 
destroyed large parts of the German aircraft industry helping the Allies gain air superiority. 
They carried out the “Transportation Plan” that destroyed key junctions in the French trans-
portation system that supported the movement of forces into and out of Normandy. They 
attacked the V- 1 “Buzz Bomb” sites, stopping the terror bombing of London. They assisted 
the tactical air forces in the destruction of the German ground forces. And, they destroyed 
large parts of Germany’s ability to produce fuel, ultimately causing their tanks to run dry in 
the Battle of the Bulge. The offensive ground war in the east and west destroyed the German 
Army. Airpower facilitated the ground war. However, the cost of precision bombing in men 
and aircraft was high. At war’s end 40,000 airmen had been killed in combat— more men 
than were killed in the entire Marine Corps in World War II— and 6,000 aircraft had been 
destroyed.

* * * * *

In both theaters the AAF fought total wars, employing all its resources to bring the war to an 
end. However, the air war against Japan reached new levels of destruction. On the night of 
9– 10 March 1945, 325 B- 29 Superfortresses from the AAF’s Twenty- first Bomber Command 
dropped 1,665 tons of incendiary bombs into a ten- square- mile target area in Tokyo, Japan.35 
The napalm and magnesium created a huge hurricane of fire that killed an estimated 100,000 
people. Ninety percent of the structures in Tokyo were constructed of wood, which fueled 
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and intensified the fire. Many people were completely incinerated. Entire families disappeared. 
Tornadoes of fire sucked the oxygen out of the air, causing people to suffocate. Those indi-
viduals who found shelter underground or in hardened structures were baked to death. One 
account went as follows:

The entire building had become a huge oven three stories high. Every human being 
inside the school was literally baked or boiled alive in heat. Dead bodies were every-
where in grisly heaps. None of them appeared to be badly charred. They looked like 
mannequins, some of them with a pinkish complexion. … But the swimming pool 
was the most horrible of all. It was hideous. More than a thousand people, we esti-
mated, had jammed into the pool. The pool had been filled to its brim when we first 
arrived. Now there wasn’t a drop of water, only the bodies of the adults and children 
who had died.36

The success of the attack on Tokyo motivated similar attacks on other Japanese cities. As the 
months went by, General Curtis LeMay’s air forces grew stronger in men and bombers. By the 
end of the war he was capable of putting nearly a thousand B- 29s in the air, and more than 
sixty Japanese cities had been attacked, many of them repeatedly. Cumulatively, the firebomb-
ing was far more destructive than the atomic bomb. Still, a student of the bombing campaign 
and the decision to employ the atomic bomb concluded: “There might seem to be some sol-
ace from the million aggregated horrors of this night in Tokyo to believe that it played some 
significant role in persuading the Emperor that the war was not only lost but must be halted 
soon. The story of the events to follow [the event that led to the final surrender], however, 
admits of no such ready consolation.”37 In his book, Mission with LeMay, LeMay explained 
his thinking:

General Arnold needed results. Larry Norstad had made that very plain. In effect he had 
said: “You go ahead and get results with the B- 29. If you don’t get results, you’ll be fired. 
If you don’t get results, also, there’ll never be any Strategic Air Forces of the Pacific. … 
If you don’t get results it will mean eventually a mass amphibious invasion of Japan….”

Of course magnesium makes the hottest fire, and it’ll get things going where probably the 
napalm might not. But the napalm will splatter farther, cover a greater area. We’ve got to mix 
it up. We’re not only going to run against those inflammable wooden structures. We’re going 
to run against masonry too. That’s where the magnesium comes handy ….

No matter how you slice it, you’re going to kill an awful lot of civilians. Thousands and 
thousands. But, if you don’t destroy the Japanese industry, we’re going to have to invade 
Japan. And how many Americans will be killed in an invasion of Japan? Five hundred 
thousand seems to be the lowest estimate. Some say a million.38

These passages offer insight into LeMay’s thinking about the conduct of the air war against 
Japan. LeMay’s strategic bombing campaign had four main objectives: first, to prove the effect-
iveness and dominance of strategic bombing over ground and naval forces; second, to destroy 
the will of the government of Japan to continue the war; third, to destroy the ability of the 
Japanese to make war by destroying its industry; and fourth, to destroy the Japanese people 
who made possible the production necessary to continue the war. While the stated objective 
of the firebombing campaign was to destroy the ability of the Japanese to make war and to 
destroy Japanese industry, LeMay’s words and actions indicate that the objective was also to 
destroy the will of the Japanese government. Killing Japanese facilitated the accomplishment 
of all objectives.

 

 

 



The Legacy of World War II: Man versus Machine 67

   67

Unlike the American strategic bombing campaign in Europe that emphasized the target-
ing of specific industries, the air campaign against Japan targeted cities— “industrial cities.” 
Precision bombing was abandoned. LeMay essentially adopted the British approach to the 
strategic bombing of Germany— area bombing. He, however, had bigger, more capable air-
craft and munitions. Factories and other production sites are typically made up of concrete 
and steel. Napalm would have little effect on such targets. High- explosive bombs would 
have performed better against industrial areas containing heavy machinery. Hence, even if 
we accept the argument that “cottage industries,” “the feeder industries” that provided the 
components for the major industrial sites existed throughout Tokyo and other industrial cit-
ies, LeMay’s interest in the construction material used in Japanese homes reveals his purpose. 
This was the same thinking that motivated the British to target the houses of working- class 
families in Germany. The campaign was designed to kill large numbers of Japanese, and by 
doing so, destroy the will of the Japanese. While publicly, Arnold stated he abhorred “terror 
bombing,” he told his subordinate airmen that “this is a brutal war and … the way to stop 
the killing of civilians is to cause so much damage and destruction and death that the civil-
ians will demand that their government cease fighting.”39 Ideas of racism, social Darwinism, 
and imperialism; emotions of hate, anger, and revenge; and strong desires to limit American 
casualties and demonstrate the dominance of airpower— all were mixed with the limita-
tions of men, aircraft, and munitions to produce the strategic bombing campaign against the 
Japanese.40

By war’s end, LeMay’s B- 29s had produced 2.2 million casualties, 900,000 of whom were 
killed, a figure that exceeds Japanese combat casualties. Sixty- eight of Japan’s largest cities were 
attacked, scorching 178 square miles, or 40 percent of urban areas. This unparalleled destruc-
tion caused Arnold and LeMay to conclude that the strategic bombing campaign had effect-
ively destroyed the will of the Japanese: “the Japanese acknowledged defeat because air attacks, 
both actual and potential, had made possible the destruction of their capability and will for 
further resistance.” The question that was never answered is as follows: At what level of killing 
does the effort to influence the will of the people become extermination warfare, genocide?41

Cultures in which hereditary rulers are considered Gods could suffer horrendous losses 
without revolt. The Japanese people were culturally, psychologically, and emotionally disposed 
to accept genocide. Brodie wrote:

In Japan there was no more tendency than there was in Germany for the low morale 
to find expression in any organized popular movement to revolt, or in manifest pressure 
upon the government to surrender. On the contrary, the Emperor’s announcement of the 
surrender was apparently greeted by a majority of the population with stunned disbelief 
and dismay.42

In Japanese culture, it was considered an honor to die for the emperor, and a dishonor to 
surrender. A  Japanese soldier explained: “When a Japanese surrenders … he commits dis-
honor. One must forget him completely. His wife and his poor mother and children erase 
him from their memories. There is no memorial placed for him. It is not that he is dead. It is 
that he never existed.”43 Unconditional surrender meant the occupation of the nation- state by 
foreign troops, the destruction of the accepted government, and the complete subjugation to 
the will of a foreign people and culture— an intolerable situation for most of humanity. People 
have few options in total war.

The objective was also to destroy the will of the Japanese political leaders with the belief 
that the hopelessness of the situation, the systematic destruction of their homeland, and the 
suffering and deaths of their people would influence their decision making. Conventional 
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bombing, however, had very little potential to influence the will of political leaders who 
believed that people are an instrument of the state. The British bombing of German cities and 
the American firebombing of Japan did little to influence the will of Hitler or the Emperor 
and ruling oligarchy in Japan. Rather than surrender, they would have accepted the deaths of 
millions of their people. Pape concluded:

The evidence shows that it is the threat of military failure, which I call denial, and not 
threats to civilians, which we may call punishment, which provides the critical leverage 
in conventional coercion. … governments are often willing to countenance considerable 
civilian punishment to achieve important territorial aims [or to survive]. Consequently, 
coercion based on punishing civilians rarely succeeds.44

Pape’s work has been controversial. He argued that neither the firebombing, nor the atomic 
bomb caused Japan to surrender: “In comparison to the Soviet entry, the atomic bomb had 
little or no effect on the Army’s position.”45 He further argued that it was the American vic-
tory at Okinawa and the Soviet invasion of Manchuria that caused Japan to surrender. The 
argument that the atomic bomb did not influence the decision making in Japan does not stand 
up under scrutiny. Premier Suzuki in December 1945 wrote: “They [the Army] proceed[ed] 
with that plan [Ketsu- Go to defend Japan] until the Atomic Bomb was dropped, after which 
they believed the United States … need not land when it had such a weapon; so at that point 
they decided that it would be best to sue for peace.”46 Frank, in his comprehensive study, 
concluded: “the Soviet intervention was a significant but not decisive reason for Japan’s sur-
render …. [T] he atomic bomb played the more critical role because it undermined the funda-
mental premise that the United States would have to invade Japan to secure a decision.”47 Still, 
the conclusion that the firebombing of Japan had little effect on the ruling oligarchy is correct. 
To base the outcome of war on the numbers of civilian men, women, and children one can kill 
is not only inhumane, it is impractical. This doctrine of war taken to its extreme is genocide.

Truman addressed the nation shortly after the employment of the first atomic bomb:

Sixteen hours ago an American airplane dropped one bomb on Hiroshima, an important 
Japanese Army base. … The Japanese began the war from the air at Pearl Harbor. They 
have been repaid many folds. And the end is not yet. With this bomb we have now added 
a new and revolutionary increase in destruction to supplement the growing power of our 
armed forces. … It is an atomic bomb. It is a harnessing of the basic power of the universe. 
The force from which the sun draws its power. … We are now prepared to obliterate more 
rapidly and completely every productive enterprise the Japanese have above ground in 
any city. We shall destroy their docks, their factories, and their communications. Let there 
be no mistake; we shall completely destroy Japan’s power to make war.48

Truman’s words were poorly chosen. They created the impression that the atomic bomb was 
used for revenge, when in fact it saved hundreds of thousands of lives.

The results of the strategic bombing campaign in World War II mattered little to American 
beliefs about the future potential of airpower. America’s belief in airpower was so strong and 
so infectious that it drove post- war developments. This vision of airpower was reinforced by 
fundamental cultural tenets, specifically the tenet that man was not a means to an end, but 
the end. Ground war upset this tenet. Airpower offered a means to diminish this misuse of 
humanity. Hence, the effectiveness of the British and American campaigns in World War II 
was only of secondary importance. The dream, the vision had been created. And there was no 
turning back.
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The Navy and Marine Corps

The missions of the US Navy in World War II were not too dissimilar from those of the 
Athenian Navy during the Peloponnesian War or those of the British Navy during the 
Napoleonic Wars: to seek out and destroy the enemy’s navy; to seek out and destroy the ene-
my’s merchant fleet; to control strategically important sea lines of communication; to seize 
advanced bases, which made it possible to project power deep into enemy space; and to deploy, 
support, and sustain land forces. During World War II, the US Navy also adopted a vision of 
war dominated by airpower. After the impressive Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and the bat-
tle of Midway in June 1942, the aircraft carrier became the dominant platform for the con-
duct of naval warfare, replacing the battleship. Navy aircraft carriers task force doctrine made 
possible the Central Pacific campaign, which gave the Army and Army Air Force access to the 
main Japanese Islands. The aircraft carrier also made it possible for the Navy to move beyond 
its traditional wartime missions. Air superiority, close air support, air interdiction of land forces, 
air reconnaissance, and even strategic bombing became naval aviation missions, extending the 
Navy’s reach well beyond coastal regions and deep into the interior of enemy nations. Shortly 
after the cessation of hostilities, Admiral Ernest J. King, Chief of Naval Operations, reported:

Our fleet in World War II was not solely engaged in fighting enemy fleets. On numerous 
occasions a large part of the fleet effort was devoted to operations against land objectives. 
A striking example is the capture of Okinawa. During the three months that this oper-
ation was in progress our Pacific Fleet— the greatest naval force ever assembled in the 
history of the world— was engaged in a continuous battle which for sustained intensity 
has never been equaled in naval history; yet at this time the Japanese Navy had virtually 
ceased to exist— we were fighting an island, not an enemy fleet.49

Aviators ultimately came to dominate the Navy. The US Navy wisely and out of necessity 
advanced a more Julian Corbett Maritime Strategy, than an Alfred T. Mahan Naval Strategy.50 
The Navy’s efforts to expand its role in war were in part out of the necessity, and desire to 
employ all resources available to bring the war to a rapid conclusion. However, the long- range 
strategic bomber presented new institutional challenges to the Navy. Alexander P. De Seversky 
in his work, Victory Through Air Power, published in 1942, wrote:

Clearly the time is approaching when even the phrase “sea power” will lose all real mean-
ing. All military issues will be settled by relative strength in the skies. At that time, I dare 
to foresee, by the inexorable logic of military progress, the Navy as a separate entity will 
cease to exist. The weapons it represents will have atrophied to the point where it is, at 
best, a minor auxiliary of air power.51

The atomic bomb that ended the war strengthened the argument that airpower provided 
by the Air Force could replace the need for naval forces. As a result, the Navy was put on the 
defensive shortly after the war ended, and to insure its continued existence, the Navy sought 
new missions and roles, specifically part of the nuclear strategic bombing mission that the Air 
Force claimed exclusively for itself. Before the war ended the conflict between the Air Force 
and Navy that would last into the twenty- first century was framed.

* * * * *

During World War II, the Marine Corps became the Navy’s primary army for fighting the 
Central Pacific campaigns of Admirals King and Nimitz. Prior to World War II, the Marine 
Corps had a rich tradition of fighting America’s “small wars” south of the US border.52 
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However, its experiences in World War II exerted the dominant influence on Marine Corps 
culture. The Marine Corps is first and foremost a light infantry force. The most fundamen-
tal tenet of Marine Corps culture is that man is the dominant instrument on the battlefield. 
The second most fundamental tenet is that marines are better fighting men than soldiers. The 
primary reason for this permanent disposition was survival. The Marine Corps has always 
felt the need to justify its existence. The Army has at times argued that the Marine Corps 
was unnecessary, that the Army performed the same missions and had the same capabilities. 
By asserting that marines were better fighting men and that the Marine practice of war was 
uniquely different, the Marine Corps established itself as an alternative land force. The Marine 
Corps constructed and cultivated an image of an elite fighting force.

Never comprising more than two corps, Marine Corps thinking focused primarily on the 
operational and tactical levels of war. At the strategic level the Navy dominated Central Pacific 
planning.53 The Central Pacific campaign was strategically significant in providing access to 
Japan, making possible the strategic bombing campaign, the employment of the atomic bomb, 
and had it been necessary, the invasion of Japan. Besides fighting the Central Pacific campaign, 
the Marine Corps’ greatest strategic contribution to World War II was the development of 
amphibious warfare doctrine in concert with the US Navy.54 The doctrine developed by the 
Marine Corps and Navy made possible the Central Pacific campaign.

Marine divisions were deployed and sustained by the Navy. Marine divisions were not 
designed, organized, trained, or equipped to fight in the European theater.55 Marine divisions 
depended on naval gunfire, Navy and Marine aviation, and Navy logistical support. Marine 
divisions lacked the artillery, engineer, air defense artillery, armor, transportation, and supply 
units common to Western land armies, and had no capability to conduct mechanized, maneu-
ver warfare.

During World War II, geography, in part, dictated the character of Marine operations. 
Marines fought in one theater of war, across a vast expanse of 8,000 miles of ocean. Marine 
operations were typically short, intense, hard- fought, bloody affairs. For example:  the 2nd 
Marine Division (MD) that opened the Central Pacific Campaign fought five days for Tarawa, 
20– 24 November 1943. It did not see combat again until 15 June, the campaign for Saipan, 
which lasted twenty- five days. From Tarawa to the end of the war the 2nd MD fought a total 
of thirty- five days. Including the fight for Guadalcanal it was in combat for 208 days.56 The 
3rd MD, activated on 16 September 1942, saw a total of forty- five days of combat. It fought at 
Guam from 12 July to 15 August 1944, twenty- one days, and at Iwo Jima from 21 February 
to 16 March 1945, twenty- four days. The 4th Marine Division fought in four battles and 
saw a total of seventy days of combat.57 The 5th Marine Division was in combat just over a 
month, thirty- five days. And the 6th Marine Division saw eighty- two days combat. The 1st 
Marine Division, with 382 days of combat, was the exception. Its longest campaign was at 
Guadalcanal, 152 days. Short, direct, intense, bloody combat came to characterize the Marine 
practice of war. Marines put forth a maximum effort for relatively short periods of time, armed 
with the knowledge that the battle would last a few weeks or months at the most, and that the 
enemy was isolated and could not be reinforced.

General Holland Smith, USMC, characterized Marine thinking, “The way to beat these 
bastards is to hit them hard. Gain contact all along the front and then never let go. Keep after 
them all the time, give them no chance to rest or reorganize and they can’t take it.”58 He 
later wrote:

Since I first joined the Marines, I have advocated aggressiveness in the field and con-
stant offensive action. Hit quickly, hit hard and keep right on hitting. Give the enemy no 
rest, no opportunity to consolidate his forces and hit back at you. … I stressed the need 
for heavy and concentrated support from naval gunfire, a subject I cannot refrain from 
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mentioning time and time again because of its vital bearing on the success of amphibi-
ous warfare. … The stronger the defenses the heavier, more prolonged and more effective 
should be the bombardment, over periods as short as three days and as long as ten days.59

Marine culture emphasized firepower, speed, offensive operations and tactics, the direct 
approach, and tenacity.

Marines preferred to operate independently of the Army.60 Craig Cameron in his book, 
American Samurai, a study of Marine attitudes, beliefs, and culture, wrote: “The largest and 
most serious inter- service conflict developed between the Army and Marine Corps over 
their different approaches to the conduct of ground operations in the [Central] Pacific the-
ater. These invidious comparisons have continued to this day and remain, at best, thinly dis-
guised.”61 According to the Marine historian, Allan Millett, Marines believed that “the Corps 
embodied standards of bravery, success, and economy not found in the Army.”62 The presence 
of the Army in the Pacific Theater distorted the Marine conduct of battle. Cameron noted, 
“resentment and animosity toward the Army were deeply ingrained … and from the outset 
of the planning, he [Repertus, Commander the 1st Marine Division] wanted the capture 
of Peleliu to be solely a Marine venture. … [H] e wanted no support from the 81st Infantry 
Division.”63 In other words, Marine disdain for the Army, at times, caused irrational behavior. 
During World War II, these attitude and beliefs hardened into cultural tenets that influenced 
the relationship between the Army and Marine Corps for the remainder of the twentieth 
century, making it impossible for the two services to achieve synergy on the battlefield. Inter- 
service rivalry and animus between the services distorted their approach to war, damaging 
the ability of the United States to achieve political objectives and maintain the support of the 
American people. It has also caused enormous waste and duplication of capabilities.

* * * * *

The technologies and doctrine developed and deployed during World War II revolutionized 
the conduct of war, influencing the behavior of the superpowers throughout the Cold War. A 
summary of the legacy of World War II military developments includes the following:

• During World War II the most significant technological development in the long history 
of warfare took place. The atomic bomb was developed and employed revolutionizing the 
conduct of warfare.

• During World War II, for the first time in the history of humanity airpower was employed 
as a war- winning technology. The British and Americans developed big, heavy four- engine 
bombers, strategic bombing doctrines, and air war strategies that they believed had the potential 
to win the war without ground forces. Airpower transformed the conduct of war.

• World War II was rich in new technologies and doctrine. In ground warfare the tank 
revolutionized warfare. The Germans introduced combined arms, Blitzkrieg Operational 
Doctrine. In naval warfare the aircraft carrier replaced the battleship as the dominant instru-
ment for the conduct of naval warfare, and the Americans introduced Aircraft Carrier Task 
Force Doctrine. Submarine technologies were employed under German Wolfpack Operation 
Doctrine and Tonnage Strategy, which the Americans copied and deployed in the Pacific 
against the Japanese. To counter German submarine technology and doctrine, the British 
and Americans developed Anti- Submarine Warfare (ASW) Doctrine. The US Marine Corps 
and Navy and the British developed amphibious warfare doctrines.

• During World War II other technologies were developed that greatly influenced the post- 
war period. The Germans pioneered jet aircraft and guide missile technologies, the V2 
rocket. The Americans developed the atomic bomb. The British, Germans, and Americans 
developed radar and sonar technologies.
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• The Army’s primary cultural tenet is that: man is the dominant instrument on the battle-
field. In spite of the advances in technology, the worth of the individual man was still 
considered decisive. The Army Air Force’s primary cultural tenet is that airpower is the 
decisive instrument for the conduct of war.

• The Army’s primary instrument for war was its Infantry Divisions. The Army’s primary 
doctrine for fighting the war was its traditional Offensive Infantry Warfare doctrine. The US 
Army planned to win the war by fighting successive, successful, offensive infantry battles 
that produced successful campaigns of strategic importance. The objective was the destruc-
tion of the German Army.

• In World War II three strategic bombing doctrines were developed. The British believed 
the destruction of the will of the people was decisive. They conducted night- time area 
bombing of German homes. The Americans believed the destruction of the enemy’s 
means of production was decisive. They conducted daylight, precision bombing of 
German industries. In the bombing campaign against Japan, some argued, that the United 
States employed extermination warfare doctrine.

• The inter- service rivalries that were evident throughout World War II plagued the armed 
forces of the United States throughout the Cold War, damaging their ability to fight lim-
ited wars and achieve political objectives.
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4 Truman, the Cold War, and the National 
Military Establishment, 1945– 1950

In an instant many of the old concepts of war were swept away. Henceforth, it would seem, the 
purpose of an aggressor nation would be to stock atom bombs in quantity and to employ them by 
surprise against the industrial fabric and population centers of its intended victim. Offensive methods 
would largely concern themselves with the certainty, the volume, and the accuracy of delivery, while 
the defense would strive to prevent such delivery and in turn launch its store of atom bombs against 
the attacker’s homeland. Even the bombed ruins of Germany suddenly seemed to provide but faint 
warning of what future war could mean to the people of the earth.1

— General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Crusade in Europe, 1948

You may fly over a land forever; you may bomb it, atomize it, pulverize it and wipe it clean of life— 
but if you desire to defend it, protect it, and keep it for civilization, you must do it on the ground, the 
way the Roman legions did, by putting your young men into the mud.2

— T. R. Fehrenbach, This Kind of War, 1963

The quotations above advance two very different visions of the future wars, and the role of 
armies in them. In August 1945, the most significant innovation in the conduct of war in 
human history was revealed to the world. Two small atomic bombs were dropped on the 
Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, bringing World War II to an abrupt end. The war 
ended not with the destruction of the Japanese main army on the field of battle, not with 
the clash of mighty armies and navies, but with two small nuclear devices and two lone B- 29 
bombers. These technologies caused many political and military leaders and students of mod-
ern warfare to conclude that a revolution in warfare had taken place, forever transforming the 
conduct of war. Watching the awesome power and destruction delivered from the air, many 
observers came to believe that, henceforth, armies were obsolete, and their value in future 
wars would be to mop up after airpower destroyed the enemy forces. General Maxwell Taylor 
recalled discussing this new technology with Generals Marshall and Patton. He wrote:

General Patton and I looked at each other in silence, both meditating upon the awful sig-
nificance of Marshall’s words. … What if we had had such things to clear our way across 
Europe? Think of the thousands of our brave soldiers whose lives might have been spared. 
Now, indeed, I thought, we have a weapon which can keep the peace and never again will 
a Hitler or a Mussolini dare to use war to impose his will upon the Free World.”3

Thus, before the atomic bomb was even used against the Japanese, it had created hopes and 
dreams of saving lives, for winning wars without ground combat, and for deterring future war. 
Eisenhower wrote:

All the developments in method, equipment, and destructive power that we were study-
ing seemed minor innovations compared to the revolutionary impact of the atom bomb. … 
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[E] ven without the actual experience of its employment, the reports that reached us after 
the first one was used at Hiroshima on August 6 left no doubt in our minds that a new 
era of warfare had begun.4

In this new era, the role of armies was uncertain. Some quickly came to believe that armies 
were obsolete, and whatever part they played in future wars, their status would never again 
equal that achieved in World War II.

Truman, the Policy of Containment, and National Strategy

President Harry S. Truman is the only human being in history to order the employment of 
nuclear weapons against human beings. Truman was President during the most momentous 
and traumatic period of world history. His actions laid the foundation, not only for US for-
eign and military policies, but also for the structure of world politics and war in the latter half 
of the twentieth century. During Truman’s presidency World War II, the most destructive war 
in human history, came to an end; the “Cold War,” during which humanity created the ability 
to destroy itself, began; and European Imperialism, after centuries of growth and expansion, 
started the process of collapse. During Truman’s presidency Communism loomed as an ever- 
present threat to the American way of life, the Soviet Union, under Stalin’s leadership, became 
a superpower, competitor, and adversaries. In the opening phase of the Cold War the Soviet 
Union became a nuclear power, the Iron Curtain descended in Eastern Europe, and China, 
under Mao Zedong’s leadership, became a Communist state, forming the Communist bloc 
alliance with the Soviet Union. These significant Communist victories heightened American 
fear and caused the development of the theory of the “Communist Monolith,” directed and 
controlled form the Kremlin in Moscow. During Truman’s presidency wars of national liber-
ation erupted in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, as new nations and states liberated them-
selves from centuries of British and European rule, and aligned themselves with East or West. 
During Truman’s presidency humanity started the long process of recovering from the deaths 
of seventy million people and the emotional and psychological chaos that was World War II.

In the course of these world- shaping events, Truman developed the strategic vision, pol-
icies, and strategies that influenced American and world affairs for the next four decades. 
Under Truman the “policy of containment” and the strategic doctrine of “massive retaliation” 
were developed. The United Nations and NATO were formed, the Marshall Plan enacted, 
and the Truman Doctrine, that provided military and economic assistance to nations fighting 
Communist insurgencies, implemented. Under Truman the United States started the con-
struction of permanent system of military bases across the plant, from Europe and Asia, and 
went to war in Korea, initiating the new policy of artificial limited wars. To better meet the 
global threats, Truman initiated the reorganization and attempted unification of the armed 
forces, which resulted in the creation of the Air Force, Department of Defense, NSC, and CIA. 
Under Truman the American “military- industrial complex” became a permanent part of the 
national military establishment. Truman exerted greater influence on the political and military 
affairs of the planet in the latter half of the twentieth century than any other human being 
(Stalin and Mao Zedong can also make this claim). However, Truman did not create the world 
in which he made the critical decisions. He accepted the world as it was, and instituted policies 
and strategy to preserve the American way of life and that of other Western nations. He too, 
however, fell prey to the hopes and dreams that technology had revolutionized warfare, and 
that airpower and nuclear weapons had replaced troops on the battlefield. What did he inherit?

For most of its history, the United States had looked inward, and focused on incorporat-
ing the landmass between the Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans. However, at the end of the 
nineteenth century the United States stretched into the Pacific, acquiring an overseas empire, 
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which included the Philippines. In 1917 the United States entered World War I to help pre-
serve Europe’s capitalist democracies. After the Great War, Americans again turned inward, 
becoming isolationists and eschewing military involvement in European affairs. Witnessing 
the rise of Nazism, President Franklin D. Roosevelt concluded that isolationism had been a 
mistake. He believed that World War II was, at least in part, caused by the failure of the Great 
Powers to act in concert in world affairs. He advanced the formation of the United Nations, 
and in 1941, in a document known as The Atlantic Charter, along with Winston Churchill of 
Great Britain, committed the United States to defeating Nazi Germany, preserving European 
capitalist democracies, and taking an active part in world affairs until mankind had reached 
some new level of political organization that guaranteed peace and security for all states, large 
and small:

[T] hey believe that all the nations of the world, for realistic as well as spiritual reasons, must 
come to the abandonment of the use of force. Since no future peace can be maintained 
if land, sea, or air armaments continue to be employed by nations which threaten, or may 
threaten, aggression outside of their frontiers, they believe, pending the establishment of a 

Figure 4.1  President Harry S. Truman signs the Armed Forces Proclamation, making 19 May Armed Forces 
Day for 1951, during a brief ceremony in the White House. Among those present for the sig-
nature ceremonies are Secretary of Defense George C. Marshall (seated at the President’s left). 
Rear row, left to right: Lieutenant General Merwin H. Silverthorn, Assistant Commandant of 
Marine Corps; Admiral Forrest P.  Sherman, USA, Chief of Naval Operations; General Hoyt 
S. Vandenberg, Chief of Staff, US Air Force; Secretary of the Army Frank Pace Jr.; Secretary of the 
Navy Francis P. Mathews; Secretary of the Air Force Thomas K. Finletter; General of the Army 
Omar N. Bradley, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; and General J. Lawton Collins, Chief of 
Staff, US Army.
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wider and permanent system of general security, that the disarmament of such nations is 
essential. They will likewise aid and encourage all other practicable measures which will 
lighten for peace- loving peoples the crushing burden of armaments.5

Churchill interpreted this objective as follows: “Finally, not the least striking feature was 
the realism of the last paragraph, where there was a plain and bold intimation that after the war 
the United States would join with us in policing the world until the establishment of a better order.”6 In 
the Atlantic Charter, Roosevelt committed the United States to maintaining the world order 
that had previously been maintained by Britain and France, but also to improving that order 
through the United Nations (UN) and the exportation of “Americanism.” Roosevelt was a 
strong advocate for the UN, pressuring Stalin to support this new organization.

Following Roosevelt’s death, President Harry S. Truman accepted the new role for the 
United States in world affairs— its special place among nations and the dominance of its 
military and economic power. In 1945 in a “Special Message to the Congress,” he told the 
American people:

Whether we like it or not, we must all recognize that the victory which we have won 
[World War II] has placed upon the American people the continuing burden of responsi-
bility for world leadership. The future peace of the world will depend in large part upon 
whether or not the United States shows that it is really determined to continue in its 
role as a leader among nations. It will depend upon whether or not the United States is 
willing to maintain the physical strength necessary to act as a safeguard against any future 
aggressor. Together with the other United Nations, we must be willing to make the sac-
rifices necessary to protect the world from future aggressive warfare. In short, we must be 
prepared to maintain in constant and immediate readiness sufficient military strength to 
convince any future potential aggressor that this nation, in its determination for a lasting 
peace, means business.7

Truman, while accepting this new responsibility for the nation, was slow to fully under-
stand the duties that went along with it. Historically, the United States had not maintained 
a large standing force immediately ready for war. This new level of commitment of national 
resources to the defense of foreign shores marked a major change in US foreign policy and 
national strategy. The rapid collapse of the British Empire, the advance of Communism, and the 
Soviet acquisition of the atomic bomb placed expanding new demands on the United States. 
However, not until North Korea attacked South Korea did Truman fully comprehend and 
accept the new duties placed upon the United States; and even after the start of hostilities the 
American people were uncertain about their new responsibilities and duties in world affairs.

The fight that was the “Cold War” created the environment and the conditions for the 
transformation of American thinking about the use of military force and the conduct of war. 
The Cold War (1945– 1990) was a period when the two most powerful nation- states on the 
planet, the United States and the Soviet Union, continuously prepared to go to war with one 
another, and indirectly fought wars through surrogate, peripheral, non- aligned states. It was a 
period when these two superpowers formed strategic mutual defense alliances, such as NATO 
and the Warsaw Pact, in order to strengthen their ability to defend themselves and destroy their 
opponents. It was a period when the two superpowers competed for allies to make their bloc 
stronger, and fought political, diplomatic, and espionage wars to undermine and weaken their 
opponent’s bloc and alliances. It was a period of global turmoil, when the exertions of World 
War II caused the collapse of European imperialism, and the thirst for independence and 
nationalism spread to India, Pakistan, China, Indochina, African nations, Middle East nations, 
and other parts of the world. It was a period of great suffering and carnage in developing states 
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racked by wars as they tried to achieve statehood, establish legitimate political systems, recon-
cile borders that were drawn based on the concerns of European imperialist powers, redress 
racial and ethnic divisions and discrimination, and recover and reorganize after decades and 
centuries of European rule. It was a period during which the extinction of humanity became 
a real possibility as the superpowers acquired nuclear arsenals capable of destroying each other, 
and ultimately civilization. It was a period during which armies of scientists and engineers 
from both superpowers deployed their intelligence, talents, and abilities in a race to develop 
the most destructive weapons and invincible delivery systems.

The Cold War was a period when the world expended vast resources on armies, navies, and 
air forces, and militarism invaded the social and political fabric of nations. It was a period when 
the United States maintained armies, navies, and air forces forward deployed in nations and 
states around the world, influencing their economies and internal politics, and Americanizing 
their culture. It was a period of distrust, uncertainty, and anxiety, punctuated by moments of 
high fear and tension. It was a period of ideological entrenchment, when paranoia invaded 
governmental institutions and American society, and the specter of the “police state” threat-
ened democracy and individual freedoms. It was also a period of great prosperity in the United 
States, during which Americanism spread around the globe, and American culture adjusted 
to the norms of being in a perpetual state of preparing for war or fighting war. The Cold War 
was ultimately a fight over the political, economic, social, and cultural systems that would dominate Earth 
going forward. During this long, costly, and difficult fight, all parties were transformed, politic-
ally, geographically, socially, culturally, economically, and militarily.

The Cold War has been well researched and documented. No effort is made here to reintro-
duce in a comprehensive manner the history of its origins; however, it is necessary to reiterate 
the basic ideas and policies that prevailed throughout the latter half of the twentieth century.

In 1947 George F. Kennan, a foreign area analyst of Russia and the Soviet Union, in the 
State Department, published an article that helped shape American foreign and military pol-
icies and strategies for the next four decades. Kennan described the “policy of containment,” 
later adopted by the Truman Administration and every subsequent Administration until the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1990. Kennan wrote:

In these circumstances it is clear that the main element of any United States policy toward 
the Soviet Union must be that of a long- term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of 
Russian expansive tendencies. … It is clear that the United States cannot expect in the 
foreseeable future to enjoy political intimacy with the Soviet regime. It must continue to 
regard the Soviet Union as a rival, not a partner, in the political arena. It must continue to 
expect that Soviet policies will reflect no abstract love of peace and stability, no real faith 
in the possibility of a permanent happy coexistence of the Socialist and capitalist worlds, 
but rather a cautious, persistent pressure toward the disruption and weakening of all rival 
influence and rival power.

Balanced against this are the facts that Russia, as opposed to the western world in gen-
eral, is still by far the weaker party, that Soviet policy is highly flexible, and that Soviet 
society may well contain deficiencies which will eventually weaken its own total poten-
tial. This would of itself warrant the United States entering with reasonable confidence 
upon a policy of firm containment, designed to confront the Russians with unalterable 
counter- force at every point where they show signs of encroaching upon the interests of 
a peaceful and stable world.8

There were three important axioms in Kennan’s thesis: first, Communism is not a status 
quo- oriented ideology. Marx, Lenin, and other Communists believed that they had identified 
a universal truth about the human condition, and that ultimately all nations would go through 
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the same sequence of transformations. Communist ideology thus predicted the collapse of 
capitalism. Many advocates of Communism pursued this change/ revolution with the zeal and 
tenacity of religious conviction, willing to expend significant resources to transform other 
states. Second, Russia was historically an expansionist state, as indicated by its large geographic 
boundaries and the diversity of its racial and ethnic groups. Finally, Communist ideology con-
tained internal contradictions that could not be reconciled with human nature; therefore, the 
Communist state would ultimately collapse under the weight of its own ideas. Kennan cor-
rectly predicted that Communism would implode, but when? This neither he nor anyone else 
could determine. As a consequence, he called for a specific type of containment: “a long- term 
but firm and vigilant containment.”

Kennan also presented administrations with a problem of interpretation. What did 
“unalterable counterforce at every point” mean? Did this mean the United States had 
to go to war to stop every type of incursion? Nations have many types of power: polit-
ical, geographic, diplomatic, economic, military, leadership, and others. Any combination 
of these powers could be employed in a given situation. But when was the use of mili-
tary power appropriate? What constituted the necessary conditions for war? Containment 
destroyed the centuries- old determinants for major American wars, and put in place a new set and 
system of determinants. Although the determinants for war changed, the United States left in 
place its traditional system for fighting war, its citizen- soldier Army. No one asked whether 
the cultural tenets upon which the citizen- soldier Army functioned were still applicable 
given the new set and system of determinants for war. The Korean and Vietnam Wars were 
fought under this new equation of determinant factors. Further, each administration had to 
figure out what “every point” of “unalterable counterforce” meant to it. However, beyond 
their size, the questions regarding the quality and character of forces required to police the 
world were never seriously discussed.

* * * * *

The causes of the Cold War have been greatly debated. The collapse of the Soviet Union and 
access to Soviet sources has only intensified the debate.9 A full discussion of the issue is beyond 
the scope of this work. However, in the aftermath of World War II, the “Cold War” was inevit-
able. All the seeds of the Cold War are evident in World War II. Nations, a people, can experi-
ence severe traumas that cause psychological damage that impedes or prevents them from 
seeing the world as it really is, and hence, acting in a balanced, responsible manner. Russians in 
the wake of World War II were severely traumatized. The unprecedented carnage, the unpar-
alleled loss of over thirty million lives, the enormous suffering, the incredible destruction of 
cities and homes and places of work, the sights and sounds of the battlefield everywhere, the 
presence of brutal, foreign soldiers occupying cities and towns, the direct experience of killing, 
the personal losses and injuries to family members, and the total absence of normalcy caused 
post- traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) on a national scale. It was impossible for the Russian 
people and leadership to act in an objective, balanced, rational manner in the aftermath of 
the war. This enormous pain and suffering traumatized the Russian people, influencing their 
thinking and decision- making process for generations. The American Psychiatric Association 
(APA) defines PTSD as follows:

the development of characteristic symptoms following exposure to an extreme traumatic 
stressor involving direct personal experience of an event that involves actual or threatened 
death or serious injury, or other threat to one’s physical integrity; or witnessing an event 
that involves death injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of another person; or learning 
about unexpected or violent death, serious harm, or threat of death or injury experienced by a family 
member of other close associate.10
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After World War II the Russian people and leadership had an abnormally high need for 
security guarantees. They needed buffer zones in Eastern Europe to protect their home front 
from future invasions. They needed large armies to defend their frontier. They needed a large, 
trained strategic reserve, and well- equipped forces, including the most modern tanks and 
airplanes. They needed industry to continue at near a war-time production schedule. They 
needed intelligence on American military and scientific activities. They needed nuclear weap-
ons. And they needed the employment that military service provided hundreds of thousands of 
Russian men. “Never again” were the words that constantly filled the mind of every Russian 
who lived through “The Great Patriotic War.” They were not in a position to trust, particularly 
the Americans or the British who while providing enormous resources to the Soviet Union 
through Lend- Lease, continuously delayed the promised and much needed “Second Front” in 
Europe until 1944, when it was evident that the Germans were on the defensive.

The trauma experienced by the American people during the war, while substantial, was 
not of the quality, character, or intensity of that experienced by the Russian people.11 Still, 
Americans also learned important lessons from the war. Foremost among them was that the 
power in existence had to be balanced. The United States could not depend on Europe to fight 
the first years of a war while it readied itself. And many political and military leaders believed 
that the lack of a credible deterrent on the part of the French and British and the “Policy of 
Appeasement,” which was a function of that lack of preparedness, caused the greatest conflag-
ration in human history. In the months that followed the end of the war in Europe, Truman 
received a secret report from the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). The report informed him 
that the Soviet Union would emerge from World War II the most powerful nation in Eurasia, 
and that Russia’s natural resources, and manpower were so great that within a relatively few 
years she could be more powerful than either Germany or Japan has ever been.12 The report 
concluded that, in the foreseeable future Russia may well outrank even the United States in 
military potential. The Soviet acquisition of nuclear weapons in 1949 confirmed this report. 
These two conditions, the extraordinarily high need of the Russian people for security guar-
antees, and the necessity for the United States to take over the role of declining European 
powers and to balance the substantial forces maintained by the Soviet Union, made the Cold 
War unavoidable.

While the effects of psychological trauma diminish over time, the events that caused the 
trauma live on in the lives of subsequent generations, shaping how they see the world, influ-
encing their decisions, and motivating their actions. The experience of pain and suffering 
that causes PTSD does not only influence a people for the rest of their lives, it can be passed 
on to the next generation, and the next generation. The violence, death, and destruction of 
World War II were unparalleled in human history, and the Soviet Union received the worst 
of it. The APA diagnostic manual states: “The disorder may be especially severe or long lasting 
when the stressor is of human design (e.g., torture, rape).” The severity of trauma influences 
the extent of the damage, and consequently, the degree of variation in behavior and thinking 
from the norm. It is possible to identify behaviors, such as “feeling constantly threatened,” that 
are related to specific historical events in the current disposition, behavior, and attitudes of a 
people.13

* * * * *

The Cold War and the “Policy of Containment” meant that the armed forces of the United 
States should remain in a permanent state of military readiness to provide the counter- force 
required in order to maintain peace and/ or fight until the Soviet Union collapsed from its 
“deficiencies.” The Truman Administration and the Congress, however, opposed spending the 
money required to maintain American forces at the state of readiness the service Chiefs believed 
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was necessary given the Soviet threat and world- wide responsibilities. Memories of the Great 
Depression ran deep, and in the aftermath of World War II, given the totality of that war, it was 
difficult to imagine a ground war that would not escalate into nuclear war. Therefore, strategic 
airpower had become the decisive instrument and doctrine for the conduct of American wars. 
It appeared to offer the United States the means of maintaining a high state of readiness with-
out wrecking the economy or placing an enormous burden of debt on the American people. 
Airpower and the atomic bomb gave the United States a deterrent, and in the event of war, a 
means of devastating the enemy’s homeland. Truman also believed that American security was 
enhanced by diplomatic offensives and economic support to allies. Collective defense agree-
ments, such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Military Assistance 
Program were means of enhancing the security of the United States without maintaining a 
large standing army.

On 12 March 1947, the “Truman Doctrine” was promulgated before a joint session of 
Congress. This was the first installment of various military assistance programs, which dur-
ing the course of the Cold War expanded into hundreds of billions of dollars, and made 
the United States the biggest arms producer and distributor on Earth. Specifically, Truman 
requested $400,000,000 from Congress to provide military and economic assistance to Greece 
and Turkey with the objective of helping them defeat Communist guerrillas supported by 
the Soviet Union. In a larger sense, Truman initiated a program that committed the United 
States to “help free peoples to maintain their free institutions and their national integrity 
against aggressive movements that seek to impose on them totalitarian regimes.” Truman, in 
his memoirs, wrote: “This was, I believe, the turning point in America’s foreign policy, which 
now declared that wherever aggression, direct or indirect, threatened the peace, the security of 
the United States was involved.”14 The Military Assistance Program (Map), part of the Truman 
Doctrine, was a derivation of Roosevelt’s “Arsenal of Democracy,” the Lend- Lease Program 
of World War II, which provided military aid and assistance to nations fighting Nazi Germany 
and Imperial Japan. Roosevelt effectively substituted America’s material wealth for its human 
wealth. Truman too accepted this policy, and all subsequent presidents adopted similar Maps. 
However, these commitments linked the United States in significant ways to the security of 
the people to whom they were providing assistance.

In September 1949, Army Chief of Staff General Bradley, before the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, outlined the military strategy of the United States:

These factors are the foundation of a sound strategy for collective defense. … In our 
approach to this arms aid program, the Joint Chiefs of Staff have followed the principle 
that the man in the best position, and with the capability, should do the job for which he 
is best suited. Further, our recommendations for this program have been predicated upon 
this basic principle, and upon the following assumed factors:

First, the United States will be charged with the strategic bombing. We have repeatedly 
recognized in this country that the first priority of the joint defense is our ability to deliver 
the atomic bomb.

Second, the United States Navy, and the Western Union naval powers, will conduct essential 
naval operations, including keeping the sea lanes clear. Western Union and other nations will 
maintain their own harbor and coastal defense.

Third, we recognize that the hard core of the ground- power- in- being will come from 
Europe, aided by other nations as they can mobilize.

Fourth, England, France, and the closer countries will have the bulk of the short- range 
attack bombardment, and air defense. We, of course, will maintain the tactical air force for our 
own ground and naval forces, and for United States defense.
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Fifth, other nations, depending upon their proximity or remoteness from the possible scene 
of conflict, will emphasize appropriate specific missions.

The essence of our overall strategy is this: There is a formidable strength, and an obvi-
ous economy of effort, resources, and manpower in this collective strategy, when each 
nation is capable of its own defense, as part of a collective strategic plan.15

Bradley was arguing for another installment of the Military Assistance Program, which 
passed Congress late in 1949. The Congress appropriated $1,314,010,000 for military assis-
tance to North Atlantic Treaty countries, to Greece and Turkey, to Iran, Korea, and the 
Philippines, and to the general China area. This program, along with the Marshall Plan, 
was to get Western Europe back on its feet after World War II so it could defend itself. 
American airpower and nuclear capabilities would provide deterrence. This strategy allo-
cated no major role for Army ground forces. European ground forces were to defend 
Europe. Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson supported the program of aid to European 
allies, while at the same time advocating further cuts in the budget for the armed forces of 
the United States. Johnson, in an appearance before the House Foreign Affairs Committee 
stated:

The three fundamentals of military preparedness are: manpower, materials— and suitable 
positions from which to employ them in the event of attack. The Western European mem-
bers of the North Atlantic Pact generally have substantial manpower resources. They also 
have positions of self- evident strategic importance to the defense of the North Atlantic 
community, including the United States. However … they lack the equipment. … Under 
this program, no United States troops will be sent abroad to employ the equipment we 
will provide. This Military Assistance Program is solely an equipment and a technical and 
training assistance program. The only United States personnel involved will be a strictly 
limited number of technical and training specialists to assist and advise the participating 
countries.16

Truman substituted America’s material wealth for its human wealth. But, how far could the 
Administration take such a program, and what degree of control did it give the President to 
influence events around the world?

Technological wealth, primarily in the form of airpower, was also a means of defraying 
the human cost of war. Throughout the period of 1945 to 1950, Truman reduced the 
size of the Army. Bradley and other senior Army leaders did not accept this part of the 
President’s national strategy. Bradley argued for a combat- ready Army that was immedi-
ately deployable:

Because too many Americans are searching for an easy and popular way to armed secur-
ity through top- heavy trust in air power at the sacrifice of our remaining arms, we are 
in danger of reckoning our safety on fantasy rather than fact. I do not … deny that the 
threat of instant retaliation through air offensive is our greatest deterrent to war today. But 
I must part company with those enthusiasts who ascribe to air power limitless capabilities 
in winning an instant decision. … However crippling air attack can be, I am convinced 
beyond any reasonable doubt that, should this Nation be forced into still another conflict, 
we shall once more be forced to gain the inevitable victory over our dead bodies— those 
of our soldiers on the ground. If I did not believe that war in the future will still thrust its 
eventual burden on the soldier who fights on the ground, then I would readily recom-
mend abolition of the Army.17
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Senior Army leaders were constantly on the defensive, trying to defend the Army from 
further crippling cuts and making the argument that airpower, while important, was not the 
panacea claimed.

A summary of the causes and events that led to the Cold War includes the following:

• The Cold War was fought between two superpowers, the Soviet Union and the United 
States, and nation- states allied with them, over the political, economic, social, and cultural 
system that would dominate Earth. The Western system of democracy and capitalism was 
opposed by the Soviet system of Communism and single- party rule.

• The Cold War, arguably, started in World War II, with friction between the United States 
and Soviet Union over the conduct of the war, particularly, the issue of Second Front in 
Europe, and the post- war reorganization of Eastern Europe.

• In 1945 World War II came to an end. In May 1945 Germany surrendered uncondition-
ally. On 6 August the United States dropped the first atomic bombs on Hiroshima, and on 
9 August the second atomic bomb on Nagasaki. On 8 August the Soviet Union declared 
war on Japan. On 15 August the Japanese surrendered.

• The end of World War II marked the beginning of Wars of National Liberation and the end 
of European Imperialism. The decline of Europe made it possible for nations in Africa, 
Asia, and the Middle East to throw out their European rulers.

• In the wake of World War II friction between the United States and the Soviet Union 
intensified over the issues of repatriations, occupation, and the restructuring of Europe. 
The future status of Germany and Poland were at the top of these concerns. Germany was 
divided into East and West Germany. The Soviet Union occupied East Germany, establish-
ing a Communist government and the United States, Britain, and France occupied West 
Germany establishing a democratic, capitalist state. Poland was geographically shifted west 
and a Communist government was established.

• In early 1946 Stalin and Churchill declared Cold War. In February Stalin gave a speech 
arguing that war was inevitable as long as capitalism existed. And, in March 1946, Winston 
Churchill gave his famous “Iron Curtain” speech at Westminster College, in Missouri. 
Both leaders announced that coexistence was not possible.

• In December 1946 the Vietminh attacked French colonial forces initiating the French 
Indochina War, which ended in 1954 with the French defeat at Dien Bein Phu. The 
United States supported the French, associating itself with European Imperialism.

• In March 1947 the United States promulgated the Truman Doctrine, which stated that 
the United States would provide military and economic assistance to help states fighting 
Communist insurgencies. In May Congress voted and approved funds to aid Greece and 
Turkey, establishing a policy that was followed throughout the Cold War.

• In June 1947 Secretary of State George Marshall promulgated the “Marshall Plan” to 
rebuild war- torn Europe, including Germany. The Soviet Union had just suffered thirty 
million deaths at the hands of the Nazis, and was opposed to recovery of Germany. The 
Marshall Plan was offered to the Soviet Union. It was rejected.

• In July 1947 George Kennan of the State Department published his famous “long telegram,” 
titled “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” in Foreign Affairs that conceptualized the Policy of 
Containment, which influenced American foreign and military policies for the next fifty years.

• In August 1947 Britain officially recognized the independence of India and Pakistan and 
departed, signaling the beginning of the end of European imperialism.

• In June 1948 the Soviet Union initiated the Berlin Blockade, blocking the land route to 
Berlin. Truman initiated the Berlin air lift to provide the citizens of Berlin with food and 
heating fuel. The air lift was successful and Soviet Union reopened the land root in May 
1949, ending the blockade. In 1948 Czechoslovakia was added to the Soviet bloc.
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• In 1948 Korea, like Germany, which had been temporarily divided in 1945, with the 
Soviet Union occupying the North and the United States occupying the South, became 
permanently divided with the establishment the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK) in the North under Kim Il Sung (May 1948), and the Republic of Korea (ROK) 
in the South (Aug 1948).

• In April 1949 the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was founded, establishing 
the policy of collective security and forming the Western bloc of nation- states. In 1955, 
Khrushchev established the Warsaw Pact, a military alliance of Communist Eastern bloc 
states, which were organized to confront NATO.

• In August 1949 the Soviet Union detonated its first nuclear weapon, ending the US mon-
opoly. The Soviet bomb was based on the American design. Through espionage the Soviet 
had obtained classified information from the United States. The Soviet Union’s conven-
tional armed forces were reduced substantially after World War II, but at the same time it 
maintained significant ground forces, and committed enormous resource to constructing 
airpower, missile, and nuclear power.

• In October 1949 the Chinese Communist Forces (CCF) of Mao Zedong defeated the 
Chinese Nationalist forces of Chiang Kai- shek. The Nationalists (Kuomintang) escaped 
to the island of Formosa (Taiwan). The People’s Republic of China (PRC) was formed.

• In January 1950 Ho Chi Minh declared the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) is 
the only legal government. The PRC, USSR, and Soviet bloc states recognized the DRV. 
The PRC began supporting the DRV’s war against the “Imperialist French,” which was 
supported by the United States.

• In early 1950, under the leadership of Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, the National 
Security Council initiated work on a document that became known as NSC 68, America’s 
“blueprint,” for the fighting the Cold War. The document called for rapid rearming, and a 
more aggressive stance against the Soviet Union.

• In June 1950 North Korea invaded South Korea. Truman committed US forces to the war, 
initiating the first artificial limited war of the nuclear age, and three years of bloody conflict. 
The PRC and Soviet Union support the DPRK. The US Army had been reduced to 
591,000 soldiers organized into ten divisions, when the war started.

• In April 1952 Truman’s National Security Council conceptualized the “domino theory,” 
“the loss of any of the countries of Southeast Asia to Communist aggression would have 
critical psychological, political, and economic consequences.”

• In November 1952 the United States detonated the first thermonuclear bomb (hydro-
gen bomb) with an explosive power of 10 megatons at Eniwetok Atoll in the Pacific, 
taking a brief lead in the nuclear arms race. The following year the Soviet Union deto-
nated its first hydrogen bomb. In 1961 the Soviet Union detonated the largest device 
known, 58 MT.

There are many arguments on the causes of the Cold War. Soviet aggression (orthodox), US 
aggression (revisionist), and mutual aggression (post- revisionist), as a function of misunder-
standing, are the major arguments. However, some historians argue that the Cold War was 
inevitable as a result of World War II. Two superpowers emerged from World War II. The 
enormous casualties suffered by the Soviet Union created the need to maintain large forces, 
acquire nuclear weapons, and establish a buffer zone of allied states on Soviet borders. As a 
function of the victories achieved in World War II, and the decline of Europe and European 
Imperialism, the United States assumed responsibility for states in Europe and Asia. As a result 
of the policy of appeasement that many believed caused World War II, the United States had 
to remain engaged in world affairs. And as a function of sustained Soviet military strength 
in ground forces and its buildup in airpower and nuclear weapons, the United States had 
to commit to the sustainment of large military forces to balance Soviet forces. One of the 



84 Tradition and an Envisioned Future Collide

84

lessons of World War II was that power in existence had to be balanced. As a consequence, 
the Cold War was inevitable.

Strategic Airpower and National Military Strategy

In 1947, the President established an Air Policy Commission to develop recommendations 
on the employment of airpower in future wars. Following an intensive five- month study, the 
commission presented a 166- page report, which emphasized the importance of airpower, the 
concept of massive retaliation, sustained readiness and modernization, and the willingness to 
discard the old ways of war:

Relative security is to be found only in a policy of arming the United States so strongly 
(1) that other nations will hesitate to attack us or our vital national interests because of the 
violence of the counterattack they would have to face, and (2) that if we are attacked we 
will be able to smash the assault at the earliest moment. This country, if it is to have even 
relative security, must be ready for war. Moreover, it must be ready for modern war. It 
must be ready not for World War II but for a possible World War III. To realize this double- 
barrelled policy will be as difficult a task as this country has ever taken on. Nothing less 
than a reversal of our traditional attitudes towards armaments and national sovereignty 
can make it succeed.

Heretofore the United States has been able to make most of its preparations for war 
after war began. This will not be the case in a future war. … This means an air force in 
being, strong, well equipped and modern, not only capable of meeting the attack when 
it comes but, even more important, capable of dealing a crushing counteroffensive blow 
on an aggressor.18

The authors of the report recognized that the way Americans thought about war had to 
change, and that the pre- World War II national strategies no longer worked. They believed that 
the US Air Force had to be ready for war on 1 January 1953. It was assumed that other nations 
would have sustained nuclear weapons programs by the end of 1952. Hence, they argued for 
an intensive effort: “The United States must press most energetically and immediately its basic 
and applied research and development programs in aerodynamics, power plants, electronics, 
and related fields with a view to developing at the earliest possible date the most effective 
piloted aircraft and guided missiles and the defenses against them.” The commission recom-
mended that the counteroffensive force be constructed around fleets of bombers, accom-
panying planes, and long- range missiles. They also recommended the construction of a radar 
defensive system that would create a protective ring around North America. Recognizing that 
these recommendations would be enormously expensive, the authors cautioned against the 
continued investment in World War II technology and outmoded thinking: “We view with 
great anxiety the pressures from many sides directed toward the maintenance of yesterday’s 
establishment to fight tomorrow’s war. … All this is understandable. For it comes in large 
part from loyalty of each Service to its traditions. But we can no longer afford the waste it 
involves.”19

The recommended strategy and doctrine were clear. Airpower was the future of warfare. 
Ground forces were the past. Technology had rendered them obsolete. Airpower was new 
and modern, and eliminated mass armies and the casualties they produced. Joint doctrine 
was not considered. The report stressed again and again that: “We must have in being and 
ready for immediate action a counteroffensive force built around a fleet of bombers. … 
The strength of the counteroffensive force must be such that it will be able to make an 

  

 

 



Truman, the Cold War, and the NME 85

   85

aggressor pay a devastating price for attacking us.” Common usage of the term “massive 
retaliation” started during the Eisenhower Administration, but the ideas were born during 
the Truman Administration.

In 1948 General Carl Spaatz, Chief of Staff of the USAF, rendered a report to the Secretary 
of the Air Force, delineating his thinking, which was in concert with the assessments of the 
Air Policy Commission:

The primary role of military air power is to attack— not other aircraft, but targets on 
the ground that comprise the source of an enemy’s military strength. In the main, those 
targets are industrial: oil refineries, steel mills, engine factories, electric power plants, alu-
minum smelters, or whatever may be important to military effort. From them flow the 
arms and weapons, the fuel and ordnance— in short, everything necessary to maintain a 
fighting force in the field, on the sea, or in the air. Because air power can cut off the flow 
of the enemy’s military strength at its source it can be decisive in war.20

This was the “precision bombing” theory of war that the Air Force advanced in World War 
II. However, throughout the 1950s the Air Force was completely incapable of hitting point 
targets. Hence, the only way to rapidly destroy these targets was with nuclear weapons. In 
“the world of air power” Spaatz envisioned, the bomber was the primary aircraft, and its tar-
gets were the “eight great industrial areas in the world today of sufficient productivity to be 
significant factors in a full- scale war”— Japan, central Siberia, the Ural Mountains, Moscow, 
the Don Basin, Western Europe, the British Isles, and the northeastern United States. Spaatz 
concluded that:

In World War II, it was clearly shown that a determined attacking force cannot be 
stopped short of its target. … While defensive air power can do much to minimize the 
effectiveness of an aerial attack, the present capabilities of air weapons do not alter this 
World War II lesson. … The ultimate defense available [as a consequence] to the United 
States for protection from aerial attack from over the top of the world lie in the main-
tenance of a striking- force- in- being that could answer aerial aggression with a smash-
ing retaliatory attack. … The fact, accepted by all military thinkers, that a future major 
war would commence with an aerial attack is given particular importance because, if 
such an attack were carried out with atomic bombs, its results might well be decisive.21

The concepts and ideas behind mutually assured destruction, and strategic doctrine accepted 
by the Kennedy Administration, were delineated long before the actual capability existed and 
before the defense scholars and think tanks popularized the idea. The Air Power Commission 
and Spaatz’s vision of the future of war were accepted by Truman. Limited wars, major con-
ventional wars, and Communist insurgencies in peripheral regions were minor considerations. 
Truman wrote:

I was firmly committed to the position that, as long as international agreement for the 
control of atomic energy could not be reached, our country had to be ahead of any pos-
sible competitor. It was my belief that, as long as we had the lead in atomic developments, 
the great force would help us keep the peace.22

To maintain this lead, Truman had to increase investment in the production and devel-
opment of nuclear weapons and their delivery systems, which in the late 1940s and early 
1950s meant strategic bombers. Yet, between May of 1945, the end of the war in Europe, 
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and May 1947, the Air Force dropped from 2,253,000 men to only 303,614. Force mod-
ernization lagged, and for the fiscal year 1952, only forty- two air groups were planned. 
Inter- service rivalry in an environment of declining budgets hindered the moderniza-
tion of all the armed forces. In July 1949, a Special Committee of the National Security 
Council argued that, “production of atomic weapons should be stepped up.” It also rec-
ommended that, “the newly developed B- 36 bomber be given a priority second only to 
atomic weapons.” The B- 36 was the delivery system, a long- range intercontinental bomber 
capable of dropping the latest atomic weapons. The Air Force was also developing a new 
command, Strategic Air Command (SAC), for its strategic bomber. In this vision of future 
wars what role would the Army fulfill?

On 25 March 1948 Secretary of Defense Forrestal addressed the Senate Armed Services 
Committee. He delineated his views of the type of military forces necessary to keep the peace:

I abhor war, as do all Americans. Because of that abhorrence, I propose today a spe-
cific program which is solely designed to achieve one great objective— to avert war. 
… [W] e cannot afford to sit by while these countries [Hungary and Czechoslovakia] 
fall, one by one, into the Soviet orbit, until we are left virtually alone and isolated in a 
Communist world. … If we make it plain and clear that the United States will not tol-
erate the destruction of the Western civilization of Europe we shall have peace. … We 
need a strong Air Force, capable of striking sustained blows far beyond the peripheral 
bases which we now hold; an Air Force capable of the air defense of homeland and our 
protective bases, and capable of seeking out and destroying an enemy that might impose 
war ….

We need ground forces to protect our air bases from hostile attack, which it takes much 
more than airplanes to resist. We need ground forces to seize and hold more distant bases, 
should the attack fall upon us, in order to take the war to the enemy and not suffer its 
ravages here in America. Such bases, as well as our great cities here at home and our key 
production centers, require antiaircraft protection, which is provided by the Army. And a 
strengthened Air Force will require enlargement of those Army elements which service 
and support its operations.23

Thus two of the Army’s primary missions were to seize advanced bases from which air 
attacks could initiate, and defend America’s cities from air attacks. The Army was to become, in 
part, the “Marine Corps” of the Air Force. At the end of the nineteenth  century, the US Navy 
was the primary service for projecting American power across the oceans. The Navy recog-
nized that in order to protect the newly acquired American empire across the vast Pacific, it 
required advanced maintenance and supply bases to service and protect the fleet. From these 
advanced bases the Navy could project power around the world and into the enemy’s home 
waters. To secure these bases the Navy needed ground forces, and in the event of war it need 
ground forces to seize and secure advanced bases from which the fleet could further project 
power. This mission gave new life and purpose to the Marine Corps, and initiated the devel-
opment of Central Pacific amphibious warfare doctrine.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s many believed that the Air Force had become the pri-
mary service for projecting power. However, the limited range of aircraft and the inability to 
refuel in the air created a problem for the Air Force similar to that faced by the Navy fifty 
years earlier. Hence, the Army was to become the “Marine Corps” of the Air Force. The Army 
was no longer the decisive instrument of war, but an auxiliary tool designed to facilitate the 
accomplishment of the primary instrument for war, the Air Force. Some argued that the Army 
should recognize its new role and become subordinate to the Air Force, forming a relationship 
similar to that of the Navy and Marine Corps.
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Army leadership accepted the new role of airpower, and the missions delineated for 
the Army by the Air Force. In January 1947, in an address entitled “The Postwar Military 
Establishment and Its Manpower Problems,” Lieutenant General J. Lawton Collins, “Lighting 
Joe,” who landed his VII Corps on the beaches of Normandy on 6 June 1944, delineated his 
understanding of the threats to the security of the United States and his vision of the future 
of warfare:

I think, personally, that the outstanding military lesson gained from the past war is that 
airpower is the dominant factor of present day warfare. … We believe that the next war 
may come with a heavy surprise attack against us and will come by air. … I would like to 
picture for you one man’s concept of the possible pattern of a war that might be launched 
against us. … With seapower as the chief means of transporting men and supplies, wars 
of the past have always gone East to West or West to East around the world. We believe 
that the development of airpower will alter the latitudinal direction of future wars and 
causes them to be fought “longitudinally” over the “top” of the world. … From Siberia, 
for example, you could take an airplane with a range of 5,000 miles and cover the whole 
of the United States.24

Collins accepted the Air Force’s vision of the future of warfare. However, he concluded 
that balanced forces were required, that armies and navies were still necessary, that the demo-
bilization of the Army had gone too far, and that to meet future requirements the size of the 
Army had to be increased. He told his audience “when you think in terms of disarmament 
remember that we have already largely disarmed. Our Army had demobilized 90 percent.” 
The Army also argued for the maintenance of a tactical air force capable of supporting ground 
operations. The Air Force had almost eliminated its Tactical Air Forces, envisioning little need 
to support ground forces.

A number of crises between 1947 and 1949 caused serious reflection on the state of readi-
ness of the Army. In February 1947, the Soviet takeover of Czechoslovakia shocked the 
Western World. The US Army in Europe under General Lucius D. Clay could only watch. 
The Army numbered less than 1.4 million soldiers deployed across the planet. In Europe were 
five of the Army’s sixteen remaining divisions— three in Germany, one in Austria, and one in 
Italy. Bradley noted: “The Army had almost no combat effectiveness. … The Army was thus 
in no position whatsoever to backstop a get- tough policy of containment vis- à- vis the Soviets. 
Actually, the Army of 1948 could not fight its way out of a paper bag.”25 On 30 March, the 
Soviets imposed a blockade of all land transportation into and out of Berlin. Through diplo-
macy the Soviets at first relented, but in June they again imposed the blockade. The Berlin 
airlift made it possible for the United States and Europe to sustain the inhabitants of the city 
during the two- year crisis. On 12 May 1949, the blockade ended— 277,804 sorties had deliv-
ered 2,325,809 tons of food and supplies over a twenty- six- month period. It was a remarkable 
performance, but it could only take place because the Soviets permitted it. Flying over Russian 
occupied lands at relatively low altitudes the heavily laden cargo planes were vulnerable to 
attack, from the ground and the air. While the crisis was managed and viewed as a victory for 
the Truman Administration, the status of the Army continued to decline in the face of grow-
ing tensions with the Soviet Union. The Truman Administration seemed willfully blind.

On 14 April 1948 Army Chief of Staff General Omar N. Bradley addressed the House 
Armed Services Committee. He presented his views of the Army’s role in national defense:

Success in modern war can come only through a carefully planned employment of bal-
anced land, sea, and air forces operating as a team. Air bases will unquestionably be neces-
sary. These bases are defensive, to prevent attack on our homeland, and offensive, to permit 
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the air effort to be carried to the enemy. This being so, the land forces— the Army— will 
be responsible for seizing and holding bases from which the air effort may be most effect-
ively launched ….

At the outbreak of an emergency, or before it takes place, the Army must be pre-
pared: to occupy those areas from which air attacks could be launched against our indus-
trial cities … and, it must be able to seize the overseas areas of vital importance to our 
communications and to our Air Forces. The units for this job must be in being, up to 
strength, fully equipped, and trained. Advanced bases are essential to an enemy if he is to 
bomb our cities.26

Bradley argued unsuccessfully for an increase in Army strength from 542,000 soldiers to 
822,000. He wanted a “Mobile Strike Force” of 223,000 soldiers to perform the missions 
outlined above, and he recognized that the Army was fully employed carrying out occupa-
tion duties in Germany and Japan. In the nuclear age, Bradley too accepted the advanced base 
strategic airpower doctrine as the primary mission for the Army. Bradley, however, did not 
lose focus of the traditional Army role: “we anticipate many vital objectives, such as scattered 
guerrilla forces, against which the air weapons will not be effective. Only trained land forces 
can reduce such opposition.” He further noted that “there will unquestionably be situations 
wherein the full effect of air power will be felt only in conjunction with land forces which can 
dominate enemy land forces.” When Bradley made this argument the term “limited war” had 
not entered the lexicon of strategic analysts; however, that is exactly what Bradley and other 
senior Army leaders argued for— a force capable of fighting limited war, small- scale conflicts 
in disputed regions of the world.

In the “First Report of the Secretary of Defense,” December 1948, James Forrestal cau-
tioned Americans and the President:

If the Army is to function as an effective member of the national security team, there 
must be a clear public understanding that land forces will continue to be indispensable as 
a primary fighting arm. This fact has been obscured since World War II by a host of col-
lateral functions which have precluded the Army from preparing itself for an emergency. 
The Army’s fighting role should not be overlooked or underrated as a result of a public 
misconception that air power replaces land power.27

Forrestal was considered a Navy man, but he argued for a balanced force. At this point, 
however, Bradley and Forrestal were fighting a losing battle. The airpower thesis dominated 
American strategic thinking, and the American faith in science and technology was boundless. 
The Navy too had suffered under the new vision of war. However, Forrestal had managed 
to maintain the Navy at a reasonable level of combat readiness at the cost of his job. Truman, 
doubting his loyalty and perhaps angered at the continuing budget debates, requested his res-
ignation on 1 March 1949. On 28 March, Forrestal resigned.28 Louis A. Johnson replaced him. 
At the dawn of the Cold War with the growing Communist threats he was exactly the wrong 
man for the job.

In this atmosphere, charged with expectations of the miracles to be performed by air-
power and the money to be saved by cutting ground forces, the Army argued for Universal 
Military Training. Brigadier General George A.  Lincoln, chief of Army plans, remem-
bering the surprise attack at Pearl Harbor, told the Congress in 1948, “we will not have 
time to mobilize we had from 1939 onward. Adequate forces in readiness must be imme-
diately available and there may be little warning.”29 The debate on Universal Military 
Training (UMT), a plan that would require all men of a given age to receive some military 
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training, had been in progress since the end of World War II. Congress had rejected it sev-
eral times and briefly, with the support of the President, allowed the draft to expire in 1947. 
Peacetime conscription was considered by many in Congress un- American. However, the 
realities of the Korean War caused the Army to once again advocate for the program, 
which now had the support of the President, George Marshall, Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
Mark W. Clark, Omar Bradley, Henry L. Stimson, and James Forrestal. Before the Senate 
Armed Services Committee on the Problem of Military Manpower Bradley stated: “If this 
country is to survive, our citizens will have to face the hard fact that the conditions under 
which we labor may persist for 10, 15 or 20 years and that our only sensible military answer 
to these conditions is to have our citizens adequately prepared and organized to take up 
our defense.” Bradley concluded: “This is the cold and unalterable fact.”30 General Collins, 
Army Chief of Staff, added his voice to those supporting UMT:

[T] here is a recurring tendency to believe that the advance of science and its application 
to warfare have decreased the requirement for manpower. We are ever mindful of the 
need for young scientists both in civil life and in the armed forces. But I should like to 
emphasize that wars are still tough slugging matches. Korea has proved once again that we 
still need men as well as the implements with which they fight. The core of our ability 
to fight is trained manpower. I cannot stress too strongly the fact that democracies must 
be defended by citizen- soldiers. It seems to me there is only one solution, dictated by the 
lessons of the past. … It is the program of Universal Military Training designed to provide 
a steady flow of trained men. … Universal Military Training would necessarily require 
some sacrifices by all of us. … But if we are to continue our own free way of life we must 
be prepared to accept sacrifices. If we are to continue as leaders of free men we cannot 
shirk the responsibilities that go with leadership. … We face a future in which our military 
needs cannot be met by voluntary means alone.31

The Army had sought to avoid the poor state of readiness it faced in 1940, but in 1950 it 
was again unprepared for war. UMT was enormously unpopular with the American people. 
Civilian educational, religious, labor, pacifist, and farm groups opposed it. Compulsory mili-
tary duty in peacetime was unacceptable to large parts of America.32 And because Americans 
were convinced that airpower would be the decisive instrument of war, what they wanted 
was a “seventy- group” Air Force, not another infantry division.33 Americans still viewed war 
as an aberration, possessed enormous faith in science and technology, and disdained the idea 
of man becoming a permanent instrument of the state. Since no one could predict an end to 
the Cold War, in essence, the Army was asking the American people to become a means to an 
end indefinitely.

In 1948, in his final report as Army Chief of Staff, Eisenhower again raised the alarm. He 
had witnessed the Army’s decline from 6 million men in 1945 to 552,239 men as of July 1948, 
from eighty- nine divisions to ten divisions:34

The Army phases of a balanced air- sea- ground organization require special stress at a time 
when many voice the opinion that land forces have been made obsolete by the advance 
of aviation, the development of rockets, and the atomic bomb. Today the only element 
of the military establishment that can hold a defensive position, seize for exploitation a 
major offensive base, exercise direct complete control over an enemy population— three 
fundamental purposes of armed effort— is, as always, the foot- soldier. The introduction 
of the plane and the atomic bomb has no more eliminated the need for him than did the 
first use of cavalry or the discovery of gunpowder.35
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Armies exist for two basic purposes: to generate the combat power necessary to destroy 
enemy forces and thereby win wars, and to deter war through their demonstrative ability to 
generate combat power. Eisenhower recognized that the Army was not ready to fight, and 
hence, could not deter war:

The budget of the Army and its numerical strength are devoted largely to the conse-
quences of victory. Occupation is both worthy and necessary, but it must be seen as pre-
ventive rather than as positive security. Moreover, its physical magnitude and manifold 
problems demand such concentrated effort that relatively few men and little time are left 
for the Army’s primary job. The purely security mission— organizing, training and sharp-
ening for national defense— has necessarily taken second place. By no stretch of the facts 
can the United States Army, as it is now manned, deployed, and engaged, be considered 
an offensive force. It is not ready to respond to an emergency call because its global distri-
bution not only leaves it weak in every sector but prevents the concentration of anything 
beyond the merest handful for possible tactical use. This virtually complete dispersion of 
our ground strength cannot be permitted to continue.36

The Truman Administration had an accurate assessment of the Army’s state of readiness, and 
the potential dangers. In February 1950, months before the outbreak of the Korean War, the 
Chairman of the National Security Resource Board and former Secretary of the Air Force 
spoke at Baylor University in Texas and explained America’s security situation:

It is our belief that if any democracy attempted to maintain in peacetime a comparable 
regular armed force, the free economy of that democracy would be wrecked. … Here are 
three facts which every American should know because this is the world in which we 
live. Behind the Iron Curtain there has been an atomic explosion. Behind that curtain is 
the air equipment capable of delivering a surprise atomic attack against any part of the 
United States. And, we have no sure defense against such an attack. … Would any of us 
like to forfeit either the capacity to defend ourselves as best possible against sudden atomic 
air attack, or the strategic air capacity necessary for instant effective retaliation against those 
who would make a surprise move against this country? It is a basic dilemma of our time 
that those who menace our way of life may force arms expenditures of a magnitude [that 
would] cripple our economy and imperil our free institutions. … If reports received from 
behind the Iron Curtain are correct, in a short time Russia will be at its strongest position 
in armaments, and under its present program that position will increase steadily year by 
year.37

On 29 August 1949 the Soviet Union exploded its first atomic bomb, ending the American 
monopoly.38 And in October, the CCF of Mao Zedong defeated the Nationalist forces of 
Chiang Kai- shek, creating the PRC.39 There was considerable “doom and gloom” in the air, 
when reports of the Soviet nuclear success reached the American people. And these reports 
came at the time that America “lost China” to Communism and the Soviet Union. Visions 
of Armageddon caused anxiety and depression. Still, the Secretary’s message was clear: The 
United States could not afford to maintain conventional forces to counter those of the Soviet 
Bloc— consider the manpower potential of China and the Soviet Union. To try to do so would 
bankrupt the country, wreck the economy, and imperil our free institutions. The only logical 
solution was, therefore, airpower and nuclear weapons. The Soviet acquisition of the atomic 
bomb and the creation of the PRC gave a further boost to the proponents of airpower and 
nuclear weapons. In January 1950, Truman authorized accelerated research and development 
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on the “super bomb,” the hydrogen bomb. (On 1 November 1952, the United States tested 
the first hydrogen bomb at Enewetak Atoll in the Marshall Islands. On 27 November 1955, 
the Soviet Union tested its first hydrogen bomb.)

The events of 1949 convinced Secretary of State Dean Acheson that the Soviet Union had 
the initiative around the world, that American nuclear and conventional forces were inad-
equate and had to be built up rapidly to deter war, that the United States had to be able to 
fight wars short of nuclear war, and that the new world- wide responsibilities of the United 
States required a new world- wide military establishment.40 The United States could not go 
back to the pre- World War II paradigm for national defense, or rely purely on airpower. In 
the early months of 1950, NSC- 68, a classified National Security Council policy document, 
advanced by Acheson and Paul H. Nitze, was discussed at the highest level of government.41 
The policy paper in summary stated:

The issues that face us are momentous, involving the fulfillment or destruction not only 
of this Republic but of civilization itself. … With conscience and resolution this gov-
ernment and the people it represents must now take new and fateful decisions. … One 
of the most important ingredients of power is military strength. In the concept of “con-
tainment,” the maintenance of a strong military posture is deemed to be essential for two 
reasons: (1) as an ultimate guarantee of our national security and (2) as an indispensable 
backdrop to the conduct of the policy of “containment.” Without superior aggregate 
military strength, in being and readily mobilizable, a policy of “containment”— which is 
in effect a policy of calculated and gradual coercion— is no more than a policy bluff … 
We have failed to implement adequately these two fundamental aspects of “containment”. 
In the face of obviously mounting Soviet military strength ours has declined relatively ….

[W] e must, by means of a rapid and sustained build- up of the political, economic, and 
military strength of the free world, and by means of an affirmative program intended to 
wrest the initiative from the Soviet Union, confront it with convincing evidence of the 
determination and ability of the free world to frustrate the Kremlin design of a world 
dominated by its will. The whole success of the proposed program hangs ultimately on 
recognition by this Government, the American people, and all free peoples, that the cold 
war is in fact a real war in which the survival of the free world is at stake.42

NSC- 68 was a simplistic formulation designed to be easily understood. It divided the 
world into good and evil. Undiscriminating global anti- Communism became the major force 
in American foreign and military policy. Kennan’s tenet of “counter- force at every point” 
was defined in NSC- 68. It was designed to be a blunt instrument to move Truman and his 
Secretary of Defense, Louis Johnson, to increase defense spending to $35 billion, $5 billion 
above that requested by the JCS, and $20 billion more than Truman and Congress planned 
to spend. The President ended up requesting $14,241 million, to be divided almost evenly 
between the services.43 However, in April Truman discussed and analyzed NSC- 68 with his 
principal advisers. NSC- 68 had the support of the JCS. Still, budget concerns and the econ-
omy dominated his thinking and decisions. The President wanted additional information. He 
wanted a second committee formed to study the implications of NSC- 68 on the economy. 
This committee was scheduled to report its findings in August 1950.

On 25 June 1950 the Korean People’s Army (KPA) invaded the Republic of Korea (ROK) 
and Truman committed the nation to a war the services were ill- prepared to fight, even the 
Air Force. The Air Force’s emphasis on strategic bombing left it in a poor state of readiness to 
carry out conventional missions such as air superiority— fighter- to- fighter— close air support 
of forces on the ground, interdiction, and strategic and operational air mobility. In 1950, the 
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Army had fewer than 600,000 men and ten active divisions. Its primary missions were: the 
occupation and rehabilitation of Germany and Japan; the maintenance of forces in the United 
States to support occupation; and the provision of the US component of the United Nations 
security force.44 In other words, the Army was primarily a police force responsible for the lives 
of 125 million people in foreign countries. Training for war was a secondary mission. All the 
services went to war in Korea with equipment from World War II, much of which was obso-
lete. As a result of this lack of foresight, the failure to understand the threats, concerns about 
the economy, and the over- reliance on airpower and nuclear weapons, the armed forces of the 
United States, particularly the Army, were not prepared to fight the war in Korea, and men 
died as a result of these failures. General Curtis LeMay, of the US Air Force, lamented:

In 1945 we had possessed the largest and best trained and most experienced and most 
effective Army and Navy in our history. In 1948 we were going around explaining to the 
world that we really didn’t mean it; we were so sorry; and our bazookas had all been taken 
to the city dump, and our airplanes had been smashed into junk. And Gus had gone back 
to the diner, and George had gone back to the real estate office…. And please forget that 
we ever tried to be soldiers, sailors, and airmen. It was the prevailing psychology of the 
year. The maintenance of a puissant force was regarded as a national aberration.45

LeMay’s words and tone expressed his frustration and anger, and that of other senior mili-
tary leaders who questioned the extent of the disarmament in the face of a growing Soviet 
military threat. LeMay identified an important aspect of American thinking about the conduct 
of war. The maintenance of powerful military forces was not the American norm. It was an 
aberration. The tradition of maintaining a small standing Army, with the Navy as the first line 
of defense, secure behind the vast Pacific and Atlantic oceans was again put into practice after 
World War II, with the new dimension of airpower. Acheson noted:

The dispatch of the two divisions to Korea, removed the recommendations of … NSC- 
68, from the realm of theory and made them immediate budget issues. … I urged that the 
President ask for an immediate increase in authorized forces of all services, for substantial 
appropriations— too much rather than too little— for increased military production and 
powers to allocate and limit uses of raw material, and state that this was to increase the 
capabilities not only of our own forces but of allied forces as well. The President agreed.46

A few days after the outbreak of the Korean War the President went to Congress to get 
approval for increased military spending and authorization to increase the size of the Army. In 
a message to Congress, Truman explained his actions:

The attack on the Republic of Korea … was a clear challenge to the basic principles of 
the United Nations Charter and to the specific actions taken by the United Nations in 
Korea. If this challenge had not been met squarely, the effectiveness of the United Nations 
would have been all but ended and the hope of mankind that the United Nations would 
develop into an institution of world order would have been shattered. Prompt action was 
imperative.47

Truman called for a rapid increase in defense spending to expand the size of the armed 
forces, and the partial call- up of reserves and National Guard forces to support MacArthur, 
strengthen strategic reserves, and reinforce forward deployed forces in Europe. When war 
came, the Army was too small, with too many missions, dispersed in too many parts of the 
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world. The US Army Eighth Army in Korea faced one humiliating tactical defeat after another, 
until it was surrounded in the Pusan Perimeter, facing strategic defeat. Soldiers died because 
the Army was unprepared for a war. As Ridgway noted:

We were, in short, in a state of shameful unreadiness when the Korean War broke out, and 
there was absolutely no excuse for it. The only reason a combat unit exists at all is to be 
ready to fight in case of sudden emergency, and no human being can predict when these 
emergencies will arise. The state of our Army in Japan at the outbreak of the Korean War 
was inexcusable.48

The Army never fully accepted the theory of strategic airpower. Starting in the late 1940s 
and throughout the 1950s, Army Chiefs of Staff and senior Army leaders argued against the 
new vision of war from the air with nuclear weapons and the Truman national defense strategy. 
In defense of the Army, leaders such as Dwight D. Eisenhower, Omar N. Bradley, J. Lawton 
Collins, Mark W. Clark, Matthew B. Ridgway, Maxwell D. Taylor, James M. Gavin, Lyman 
L. Lemnitzer, Manton S. Eddy, Bruce C. Clarke, and others argued for the retention of sig-
nificant ground combat forces to meet the growing Communist threat.

Truman and his advisors had ignored the many warnings. The services’ lack of prepared-
ness dictated American strategy and doctrine for the conduct of the Korean War, initiating the 
chain of events and creating the conditions for the major strategic decisions that brought the 
United States into war with the People’s Republic of China. The entry of Chinese Communist 
Forces into the Korean War in November 1950 triggered an expanded mobilization resulting 
in twenty active divisions, temporarily reversing the move toward almost exclusive reliance 
on airpower and nuclear weapons. Speaking during the war, the Army Chief of Staff, General 
Collins, reminded the American people of the many duties their Army was carrying out at 
that moment:

This Army … is deployed over the face of the world— with sizable forces located in forty- 
nine countries on six continents. In addition to the men of our great Eighth Army fight-
ing in the mud and mountains of Korea, soldiers are keeping watch along the iron curtain 
in Berlin and Vienna, are participating in atomic tests in the Nevada desert, are standing 
guard along our northern approaches in Iceland, Greenland and Alaska, are assisting in the 
defense of Japan, are protecting our essential outposts in Panama and the Caribbean and 
on islands of the Pacific, and are providing advice and military assistance to our friends 
along the periphery of the Soviet empire in Europe, the Middle East and Asia. Within the 
continental United States, Army antiaircraft units are deployed to defend our cities and 
key industrial facilities and other Army forces are stationed in all of the forty- eight states.49

Army leaders believed the Korean War proved the fallacy of the argument that nuclear 
weapons and airpower alone could keep the peace and advance American interests around 
the world. They retained their belief that man was the ultimate weapon on the battlefield. 
They advanced the concept of limited war, and sustained readiness. But the Army was fight-
ing a concept of war that was incredibly powerful, which had captured the imagination of the 
American people. The Army could not win this battle.

Considering the decisions made by Truman, Congress, the American people, and the 
armed forces, it can be argued that they all were responsible for the sorry state of the armed 
forces in June 1950. The Truman Administration had placed its trust in nuclear weapons and 
strategic bombing, in mutual defense treaties, and in military aid and assistance to nations 
fighting Communism. The Congress had cut the budget of the armed forces beyond that 
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recommended by the Truman Administration. The American people had opposed Universal 
Military Training and were dissatisfied with conscription under the Selective Service System 
during times of peace. Finally, the armed forces had not helped themselves. In the post- war 
period without the exigencies of war, the services competed in a zero- sum game for resources. 
This system motivated behaviors that damaged the integrity of the services. The so- called 
“Revolt of the Admirals” was only one such episode of a service placing its own interests 
ahead of those of the country.50 The inability of the services to develop joint strategy and 
doctrine eroded their influence. This situation became critical during the Vietnam War, when 
Kennedy, Johnson, and McNamara virtually ignored the advice of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

However, if instead of looking at the decisions made by the various agents as decisions based 
primarily on the exigencies of the time, they are looked at through the prism of strongly held 
American cultural tenets, then those decisions are coherent. They make sense because they 
follow traditional, culturally imbued strategies and practices. This is the best explanation for 
American behavior at the dawn of the Cold War.

From the National Military Establishment to the Department of Defense

In 1949, two years after the National Security Act was made law, General Bradley wrote:

In the creation of a sound military force for the armed defense of the nation, there is 
no place for free competitive enterprise among the separate services in the business of 
fighting a war. Security is a cooperative venture; it is not a competitive race. To forewarn 
aggressors and to construct effective military might, we are in need of partnership, not 
partisanship; concern for the safety of this nation, not the survival of our arms.51

And, in 2000, General Anthony Zinni, USMC wrote:

The National Security Act of 1947 set up the most dysfunctional, worst organizational 
approach to military affairs one can possibly imagine. In a near- perfect example of the 
Law of Unintended Consequences, it created a situation in which the biggest rival of any 
US armed service is not a foreign adversary but one of its sister services.52

There are many organizations and systems for the command and control of armed forces, 
ranging from the World War II British committee system, under which power at the high-
est levels was diffused, to the German General Staff system, under which power was more 
centralized and concentrated. The development of the German General Staff— possibly the 
most proficient, professional organization for the conduct of war ever developed— was an out-
growth of Prussia/ Germany’s geographic circumstances, with no natural defensible borders; 
the prevalence of significant, strong states with contiguous borders; the relatively impover-
ished state of Prussia; the greed and competitiveness of the European monarchy system; the 
growth of the standing army; the experience of the suffering and devastation caused by the 
Thirty Years War; and the perennial nature of war in Europe.53 The continued existence of 
the Prussian state was a function of the professionalism, efficiency, and effectiveness of the 
Prussian Army. The state existed because the Army existed.54

The organization and system for the command and control of armed forces instituted by a 
nation- state is in part a function of its historical experiences, culture, military traditions, geo-
graphic circumstances, political and social systems, myths and legends, and the values, ethics, 
and beliefs of its people, who, in the age of the modern nation- state, support and maintain 
the armed forces. No system, no structure for the command, control, and planning for the 
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maintenance and employment of armed forces is perfect— maximizing combat effectiveness 
and achieving synergy at minimum cost to the people. As in all aspects of life, trade- offs and 
compromises have to be made. Maximizing combat effectiveness was not a primary object-
ive for some nation- states, and was a secondary or tertiary consideration for others that were 
primarily concerned with priorities such as the civilian control of the military, and the non- 
interference of the military in the lives of the people. Of course, military ineffectiveness caused 
by the system of command and control is a luxury of nation- states that are not directly threat-
ened by other significant powers.

Prior to World War II, the United States enjoyed this luxury. Protected by two great oceans 
and a world order maintained by the British and French Empires, the United States possessed 
a level of security the German and Russian- speaking people have never enjoyed. And that 
luxury made possible systems of military command and control that could survive with extra-
ordinary waste, diffused power, neglect, and military incompetence. The survival of the United 
States, for most of its history, was not tied to the survival and capabilities of its armed forces. 
Thus, the American cultural norm was to institute systems for command, control, and admin-
istration that intentionally failed to maximize military effectiveness. For almost two hundred 
years maximizing combat effectiveness was not an objective of the United States; in fact, it was 
un- American to do so. Although cultural change can take place rapidly under the conditions 
of war or some other traumatic event, as a rule, it takes place slowly.

For half a century, observant, senior military and civilian leaders have argued that the national 
command structure for the maintenance and employment of the armed forces of the United 
States instituted in the early days of the Cold War damaged the ability of the United States to 
fight war and as a consequence, impeded and/ or precluded it from achieving political object-
ives. It has also been argued that the national command structure institutionalized militarism, 
wasted billions of dollars, and more importantly wasted lives. The National Security Act of 
1947 and the Amendments of 1949, which created and institutionalized the US Air Force, the 
Department of Defense, the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Chairman of 
the JCS, the National Security Council, the Central Intelligence Agency, and the system of 
competing services with overlapping responsibilities and capabilities, decisively destroyed the 
ability of the services to cooperate and produce comprehensive policies, strategies, and joint 
doctrines. As General Zinni noted, the legislation created a persistent environment in which 
the biggest rivals of a service are its sister services. The inability of the armed forces to develop 
joint doctrine, unified chains of command, and coherent strategy facilitated defeat in Vietnam, 
and ultimately the demise of the citizen- soldier Army.55 The inability of the American people 
to accept artificial limited war was, in large part, a function of the inability of the armed forces 
to effectively fight it.

The tests of any system of command are fourfold: first and foremost, does it achieve its 
political objectives, does it win wars? Second, does it maximize the capabilities of the forces 
employed, does it achieve operational synergies? Third, does it preserve the fighting forces— 
physically, emotionally, and psychologically? And fourth, can the nation- state maintain it, pol-
itically, economically, and socially? Does it impose an unsustainable burden on the people? By 
these standards the National Security Act of 1947 was an abysmal failure. This fact was evident 
before and during the Korean War; however, the system as executed during the Vietnam War 
was a national disgrace, eroding the potential combat power of all the services. The 1947 Act 
survived because the services, the administrations, the Congress, the American people, and 
the defense industry wanted it. In a limited war, where the homeland was not threatened, 
a nation- state as powerful as the United States did not have to rationalize its resources. War 
could be carried out with gross inefficiencies because of the great wealth and power of the 
United States. However, watching the poor performance of the military and the government 
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in Korea and Vietnam and in other operations damaged the credibility of the services, erod-
ing American faith in their armed forces and government. The result was that the American 
people said “yes” to the production of military hardware, research and development, and even 
the incredible waste that parts of the system produced; but “no” to their sons and daughters, 
“no” to conscription.

In 1947, 1949, 1953, 1958, and 1986 the US Congress passed legislation to reorganize the 
national defense organization, systems, and structures; and in the wake of the terrorists attacks 
on 9/ 11 additional changes were recommended, some of which were put into law. In addition, 
at various times, Secretaries of Defense have initiated change within the limits of their power, 
which has expanded over the years. Secretary of Defense McNamara instituted significant 
reforms that changed the way some parts of the Department of Defense (DOD) operated. The 
body of written material on this topic is extensive and no effort is made here to reproduce it. 
However, the major arguments for and against, and the objectives of these Acts are delineated 
and discussed.

The impetus for the unification of the services grew out of the experiences of World War 
II. The inability of the United States to present a united front to its British ally in strategic 
planning; the inter- service disputes over operations, doctrine, resources, and command; and 
the desire of the President to have the armed forces speak with one voice when recommend-
ing strategic options created the driving forces for the unification of the services at the highest 
level. In the years that followed, the high cost of new technologies and the cost of maintaining 
four separate services became additional incentives for some form of unification. And, in the 
years following the war in Vietnam, defeat became another motivator. These motivating fac-
tors, however, never overcame vested interests.

Truman recognized that unification was a long- term process, and that the process required 
much more than changes in organizational structures: “It will require new viewpoints, new 
doctrine, and new habits of thinking throughout the departmental structure.” Significant 
change in the cultures of the services was required to produce “new habits of thinking,” and 
long after Truman’s death this objective was still unrealized. Truman understood too that there 
was considerable opposition from some senior officers, particularly the admirals, and that the 
undertaking would present the “greatest difficulty.” Still, he concluded that when the task 
was completed, “we shall have a military establishment far better adapted to carrying out 
its share of our national program for achieving peace and security.” Truman advanced nine 
recommendations:

1. We should have integrated strategic plans and a unified military program and budget.
2. We should realize the economies that can be achieved through unified control of supply 

and service functions.
3. We should adopt the organizational structure best suited to fostering coordination 

between the military and the remainder of the Government.
4. We should provide the strongest means for civilian control of the military.
5. We should organize to provide parity for air power.
6. We should establish the most advantageous framework for a unified system of training for 

combined operations of land, sea, and air.
7. We should allocate systematically our limited resources for scientific research.
8. We should have unity of command in outlying bases.
9. We should have consistent and equitable personnel policies.56

The National Security Act of 1947 accomplished, affirmatively, only two of these recom-
mendations, the separation of the Air Force from the Army and the establishment of unified 
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commands. Other recommendations were partially implemented. In subsequent legislation 
the civilian control of the military was strengthened by increasing the power of the Secretary 
of Defense. With the 1958 legislation almost all deployed forces were placed under unified 
commands, and operational control was removed from the service Chiefs. The Secretary of 
Defense issued orders to the unified and specified commands through the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, who was not officially in the chain of command. Other recommenda-
tions were accomplished a decade later under McNamara, specifically item numbers 1, 2, and 
7— the consolidation of the budgeting process, the creation of a semi- unified supply system, 
and the consolidation of research and development programs. Since World War II, the defense 
agencies have been moving incrementally toward greater centralization. The objective is cen-
tralized planning and decision making, while maintaining the initiative for field commanders 
in the operational and tactical environments— decentralized execution. However, centraliza-
tion is not unification. The services never developed the kind of joint thinking and joint 
culture of which Truman spoke. At the end of the twentieth century, the two biggest defects 
remained:  the armed forces of the United States rarely trained together; and second, there 
was no joint culture or mutual comprehension and acceptance of the cultures of the separate 
services. The services could fight on the same battlefield, but not as cohesive combat teams 
with joint doctrine capable of achieved synergy. And, as late as 1983, during the invasion of 
Grenada, stupid things, such as incompatible radio systems, hindered the ability of the Army 
and Navy to communicate. Since World War II, the United States has fought enemies vastly 
inferior in every way that mattered. These nation- states did not directly threaten the shores 
of the United States or the lives of Americans. As a consequence, with the exception of the 
Vietnam experience, there has been little incentive to change.

* * * * *

On 9 April 1946, the Senate Military Affairs Committee introduced S. 2044, which followed 
closely the President’s recommendations. A month later, on 9 May, the Chairman of the Senate 
and House Naval Affairs Committee promulgated a letter that outlined the Navy’s objec-
tions to the bill.57 The authors of this document appealed to traditional American fears of the 
Army taking over the country; of violating the Constitutional divisions of powers; of enact-
ing undemocratic practices; and of creating an all- powerful, German- type Chief of Staff. The 
major concerns, however, were more basic, and represent the same thinking that precluded the 
armed forces from operating with maximum combat effectiveness in Vietnam and other wars. 
The larger concerns were items (A) “the bill would concentrate too much power in the hands 
of too few”, (F) “the equitable distribution” of the military budget, and (G) “representation 
in the Cabinet.” The Navy was primarily concerned about its autonomy, believing that the 
newly independent Air Force would dominate a unified command structure, and that it and 
the Marine Corps would suffer as a result. The Navy was also concerned about access to the 
President and Congress, and expanding the missions and roles of Navy aviation, submarines, 
and the Marine Corps.

When this letter was prepared “the equitable distribution of funds” was a major con-
cern. The Air Force and Navy were engaging in a bitter feud. The Navy had concluded 
that Air Force doctrine and technology were consuming the defense budget, that the Air 
Force’s share of the budget was damaging the Navy’s efforts to construct its super- carrier. 
The Soviet Union, which was the nation’s principal enemy for the next forty years, had 
no major navy for the US Navy to fight. The Air Force, thus, argued against big expensive 
aircraft carriers, believing they were unnecessary; and argued for increases in the number 
of air groups. The Navy too recognized that control of the sea was no longer a mission that 
justified the expenditure of vast resources to build aircraft carriers. The Navy needed new 
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missions. It needed part of the strategic bombing mission. It needed nuclear weapons— the 
technology in vogue. To deliver these atomic weapons it needed heavier, jet aircraft. World 
War II carriers had limited capabilities to accommodate such aircraft. Hence, the Navy 
needed a super- carrier and new aircraft. The Navy viewed this as a fight for the life of 
naval aviation.

The Marine Corps too concluded that Truman, with the help of the Army, was planning 
to eliminate it. The Marine Corps developed doctrines and strategies to insure the survival of 
the service. Part of the strategy was direct appeal to Congress. General Alexander Vandergrift, 
Commandant of the Marine Corps (January 1944– June 1946), was responsible for executing 
that strategy. On 10 May 1946, he gave a speech before Congress full of emotion, indignation, 
and anger that went against the President’s proposal— something done primarily when a ser-
vice felt threatened. He concluded with:

The Marine Corps, then, believes that it has earned this right— to have its future decided 
by the legislative body which created it— nothing more. Sentiment is not valid consider-
ation in determining questions of national security. We have pride in ourselves and in our 
past but we do not rest our case on any presumed gratitude owing us from the nation. The 
bended knee is not a tradition of our Corps. If the Marine as a fighting man has not made 
a case for himself after 170 years of service, he must go. But I think you will agree with 
me he has earned the right to depart with dignity and honor, not by subjugation to the 
status of uselessness and servility planned for him by the War Department [the Army].58

The Secretary of the Navy, and the first Secretary of Defense (September 1947 to April 
1949), James Vincent Forrestal, with the political support and lobbying of the Navy and 
Marine Corps, also opposed the unification plan advanced by the President and the Army, 
believing that it concentrated too much power into too few hands. Forrestal accepted the 
Navy’s horizontal system of command, which depended, in part, on voluntary coordination 
and cooperation.59 On 16 April, a day after listening to General Eisenhower testify in support 
of the legislation before Congress, Forrestal outlined his thinking in his diary:

I was somewhat shaken by the recurring evidence of the Army’s intransigence in regard 
to the chain- of- command concept (when, as a matter of fact, during the war they had 
not been able to issue a single order to MacArthur— and they couldn’t now). I said my 
whole attitude in the bill was that unless the civilians who were named to the various 
jobs outlined would work together in complete harmony, the operation of the bill would 
be a mess. And by the same token, I said that unless the Services were led by officers who 
were determined to make the thing go, there would be the same chance of a mess. I said 
the difficulty I had all along was the Army’s genial assumption that by writing a chart and 
drafting a law you could get discipline, when as a matter of fact I had seen very little of 
it in the Army itself. Cooperation and harmony take constant effort and work as well as 
imagination to foresee the things that will create friction.60

Because officers are formed and permanently shaped by the cultures of their service, it was 
impossible to produce the type of officers Forrestal believed were necessary. And, because 
civilian leaders rapidly adopt the culture, perspective, norms, and exigencies of the service 
they represent, they too were incapable of the kind of job performance that maximized 
effectiveness and produced synergies. Bureaucratic behavior dominated these large institu-
tions. Forrestal himself was an example of civilian leadership adopting the culture of the 
service they represented. Forrestal’s willingness to advance the Navy’s position ultimately 
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caused the President to conclude he was disloyal and to remove him. Nevertheless, Forrestal, 
the Navy, Marine Corps, and other legislators were able to shape the bill to insure that the 
United States retained a system of competing services. All the services wanted to survive to 
preserve their technologies, doctrines, missions, and traditions. All the services were proud 
organizations with distinguished histories. And all the services regularly placed the needs of 
their institution above the needs of the country as defined by the President. This was a form 
of militarism.

Exactly what did the National Security Act of 1947 achieve? The 1947 Act created the 
National Military Establishment (NME) under the Secretary of Defense. The NME con-
sisted of the Departments of Army, Navy, and Air Force, completing the divorce between 
the Army and the Army Air Force. The Marine Corps became a separate service within the 
Navy Department, and retained all its World War II duties. Millett noted: “When the National 
Security Act of 1947 finally passed both houses and went to Truman for signature, the Marine 
Corps believed it had won the ultimate legislative sanction for its role as both amphibious 
assault specialist and force in readiness.”61 The NME was not an executive department. The 
services retained command authority over their forces and budget authority. The Secretary 
of Defense was “the principal assistant to the President in all matters relating to the national 
security.” He was to supervise the budget process and provide direction; however, he had little 
control over the services. The service secretaries still exercised considerable authority as cab-
inet members. The Secretary of Defense created another layer of civilian authority between 
the President and his senior military advisors, and with the addition of the Air Force Chief of 
Staff, and later the Commandant of the Marine Corps, the advice the President and Secretary 
of Defense received was further diluted, creating greater opportunities for friction. The new 
status of the Marine Corps increased the clout of the Navy. No President since the passage of 
the Act has had the quality of advice, relationship, and trust enjoyed by Roosevelt, Marshall, 
and King in World War II. And no service chief since has had the access to the President that 
King and Marshall enjoyed.

The JCS provisionally established during World War II was made a permanent part of the 
NME. It consisted of the Chiefs of Staff of the Army and Air Force and the Chief of Naval 
Operations. Its duties were to prepare strategic plans, to provide strategic direction to the 
military forces, to establish unified commands in strategic areas, to formulate policies for 
joint training, to act as principal military advisors to the President and Secretary of Defense, 
and to carry out the duties directed by the President and the Secretary of Defense. The 
National Security Act also provided for Joint Staff, made up of approximately equal numbers 
of officers from all the services. The Act created the National Security Council “to advise 
the President with respect to the integration of domestic, foreign, and military policies relat-
ing to the national security so as to enable the military services and the other departments 
and agencies of the Government to cooperate more effectively in matters involving the 
national security.”62 The NSC under the guidance of the President developed and promul-
gated strategic military doctrine and national policies and strategy. The NSC consisted of the 
President, Secretary of State, Secretary of Defense, the service secretaries, and other advisors 
appointed by the President. The Act created the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). The 
Director of the CIA served on the NSC. The Act also established a legal basis for unified and 
specified commands.

In less than a year of service as Secretary of Defense, Forrestal was dissatisfied. The 1947 
legislation had failed to produce the quality of unified decision making he expected from the 
JCS, particularly in the budgeting process. Thus, Forrestal had the Chiefs conference at the 
Key West Naval Base, Florida in March 1948 for a “free and frank discussion” on the roles 
and missions of the services. The conference produced the Key West Agreement; however, it 
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did not produce a corporate body capable of acting selflessly in a joint environment. Forrestal 
departed the conference with the following understanding:

1. For planning purposes, Marine Corps to be limited to four divisions with the inclusion of a 
sentence in the final document that the Marines are not to create another land army.

2. Air Force recognizes right of Navy to proceed with the development of weapons the 
Navy considers essential to its function but with the proviso that the Navy will not develop 
a separate strategic air force, this function being reserved to the Air Force. However, the Navy in 
the carrying out of its function is to have the right to attack inland targets— for example, 
to reduce and neutralize airfields from which enemy aircraft may be sortying to attack 
the Fleet.

3. Air Force recognizes the right and need for the Navy to participate in an all- out air 
campaign.63

It is remarkable that these words had to be written. The problem, however, was that they 
did not go far enough in defining the missions and responsibilities of the services. Forrestal’s 
report to the President added, “Navy not to be denied use of A- bomb,” and “Navy to proceed 
with the development of 80,000 ton carrier and development of HA [high altitude] aircraft 
to carry heavy missiles there from.”64 The Air Force and Army had not agreed to this. Bradley 
and Blair wrote: “Contrary to his later assertions, Forrestal did not ask the JCS to ‘vote’ for 
or against the Navy’s supercarrier. … Had we been asked to vote in a formal sense, Spaatz, 
Van [Hoyt S. Vandenberg, Spaatz’s designated replacement] and I would probably have spoken 
against it.”65 Forrestal was dishonest. In his drive to achieve Navy objectives he was willing to 
use subterfuge.

Figure 4.2  1947 chart showing the relationship of major elements of the National Security resources, civil 
economy, foreign policy, strategy, and military effort. It charts functional, rather than organizational, 
relationships.

 

 

 

 



Truman, the Cold War, and the NME 101

   101

The services could have organized based on missions, or based on domain— air, sea, 
land, and littoral regions. As it was, they organized based on both. The Navy and Marine 
Corps organized based on missions. They were, therefore, better able to focus on the 
threat, and refocus to meet new threats. They were more adaptable than the Army and the 
Air Force. The Navy and Marine Corps were also more adaptable because they worked 
together, and maintained the capability to operate with organic force in every domain, 
air, sea, and land. The Army and Air Force were organized based on domain, and both 
were very much stuck on their World War II missions, all- out ground offensive and stra-
tegic bombing, respectively. The Air Force was determined that the Army should possess 
no combat aircraft, no major transport aircraft, and a very limited number of aircraft for 
reconnaissance and other miscellaneous functions. The Air Force was of the opinion that 
ground forces were, or were in the process of, becoming auxiliary forces. Hence, the Air 
Force did not seek an organic ground force capability. Everything could be done from 
the air. The Air Force also argued against funding the Navy’s supercarrier, concluding that 
in the nuclear age it was a highly vulnerable platform and hence a poor use of limited 
resources. The Air Force also recognized that with this carrier the Navy planned to attain 
part of the Air Force’s strategic air mission. While the dispute between the Air Force and 
Navy was the most visible and hotly debated, the Army was the biggest loser in 1947 
and 1948.

The Army and Air Force would have performed significantly better in the latter half of the 
twentieth century had they been organized based on missions. The Army should have retained 
the tactical air forces, those air resources that provided close air support, and the Army also 
should have retained their air transport resources, not only for its airborne divisions, but also 
to rapidly deploy significant forces to the battlefield. Both missions— close air support and 
strategic mobility— were low on the Air Force’s list of priorities. At a time when Ridgway, 
Taylor, and Gavin were trying to build an Army that could be deployed and sustained by air, 
a force of three to five divisions; the Air Force was arguing there was a strategic bomber gap 
and that more B- 52s and B- 47s were needed; and Eisenhower was enforcing fiscally conser-
vative budget policies.

The Marine Corps emerged from World War II and Korea with an outstanding record of 
service to the nation. Its demonstrated capabilities secured and insulated its position in the 
national defense structure. The Marine Corps developed and cultivated a mystique, a way 
of war, and a distinct mission that appealed to the American people and Congress. Victor 
H. Krulak explained why the American people maintained and supported the Marine Corps:

Essentially, as a result of the unfailing conduct of our Corps over the years, they [the 
American people] believe three things about the Marines. First, they believe that when 
trouble comes to our country there will be Marines— somewhere— doing something 
useful about it, and doing it at once. … Second, they believe that when the Marines go to 
war they invariably turn in a performance that is dramatically and decisively successful— 
not most of the time, but always. … The third thing they believe about the Marines is that 
our Corps is downright good for the manhood of our country.66

The Marine Corps became the nation’s rapid reaction force— First to Fight. It, and the 
Navy, developed the capability to respond to emergencies in the various corners of the world, 
considerably faster than the Army. The Marine Corps created, cultivated, and marketed an 
image of boldness, aggressiveness, readiness, and eagerness to fight. The Marine Corps carved 
out a unique place for itself in national defense, but also formed a second land army. While 
maintaining their focus on amphibious operations, Marines fought in independent units in 
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large- scale protracted ground combat— in Korea, Vietnam, and the Persian Gulf. Still, the small 
size and outstanding reputation of the Marine Corps made it the most stable, institutionally 
secure, politically untouchable service. In the latter half of the twentieth century the influ-
ence and roles of the Marine Corps in national defense increased with each decade.67 A 1952 
Amendment to the NSA gave the Commandant of the Marine Corps (CMC) co- equal status 
on the JCS on Marine Corps issues. In 1978, the CMC became a full member of the JCS. 
And, in 2005, General Peter Pace became the first Marine Chairman of the JCS, the nation’s 
most senior military leader.

The Key West agreement did not improve the situation of the Secretary of Defense, who 
lacked the power and the staff to impose decisions on the services. During Forrestal’s tenure as 
Secretary of Defense he negotiated with the services to no one’s satisfaction. Truman gave him 
a budget ceiling and it was his responsibility to divide it between the services. In his final days 
as Secretary of Defense, and the final days of his life, Forrestal, in testimony before the Senate 
Armed Services Committee, concluded: “After having viewed the problem at close range for 
the past 18 months, I must admit to you quite frankly that my position on the question has 
changed. I am now convinced that there are adequate checks and balances inherent in our 
governmental structure to prevent misuse of the broad authority which I feel must be vested 
in the Secretary of Defense.”68

* * * * *

In 1949, the National Security Act was amended and the NME became the Department 
of Defense (DOD). The amendment significantly increased the powers of the Secretary of 
Defense. The DOD became an executive department. The services were placed under its 
authority and control. The three military department Secretaries were reduced from cab-
inet rank and removed from the NSC. The individual services were demoted in power and 
status. The Secretary of Defense was given the “direction, authority, and control” of the 
Department of Defense. He was given greater power over the budgetary process. Lines of 
authority were clarified. And he was given a larger staff. Still, the Amendment provided 
for the separate administration and operation of the three military departments under 
the service secretaries. And the Secretary of Defense was not given operational control 
of combat forces. The chain of command for units in the field still went through the ser-
vice chiefs; thus, during the Korean War MacArthur’s unified command was administered 
through the Department of the Army. Nevertheless, Forrestal’s replacement, Louis Johnson, 
concluded: “Eighty per cent of the problems that had beset unification immediately disap-
peared when the President signed the bill increasing the authority and the responsibility of 
the Secretary of Defense for unification.”69 He was too optimistic, as subsequent legislation 
demonstrates.

A new position of comptroller was authorized. The individual occupying this position was 
designated one of the Assistant Secretaries of Defense. He was to be responsible for supervising 
the preparation of the DOD budget. He was to work with the comptrollers from each of the 
departments. The Secretary of Defense had final approval of the budget. The objectives of the 
amendment were “to provide for their [the services] authoritative coordination and unified 
direction under civilian control of the Secretary of Defense but not to merge them.”70 These 
were the stated objectives. The unstated, and possibly the main objective, was to force compli-
ance from the services in budget and other matters. Louis Johnson, shortly after the signing of 
the 1949 Amendment wrote:

The cost of our Armed Forces comes high; too high in fact. We are determined to cut 
it at the rate of about a billion dollars this year. … We are going to make the savings 
by eliminating waste and duplication. We have declared war on these two enemies of 
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efficiency and we will wage it with vigor and determination. … When we come before 
the Congress today our budget represents a coordinated, integrated estimate of the needs 
of the Department of Defense as a whole. There is not enough taxpayers’ money available 
to give each of the three services everything that each of them feels it may need. … We 
are evaluating the weapons and the systems of attack and defense of the three services and 
bringing them into a cohesive whole. … We are combining facilities and services when-
ever possible and are taking advantage of specialized abilities and techniques developed in 
the respective services.71

Johnson’s optimism was not justified. Congress ultimately made many of the decisions he 
claimed through the budget and authorization process. And the services could always appeal 
directly to Congress. Closing or consolidating facilities and services was extremely difficult, 
because it meant a loss for a given state and district. The cancellation of the Navy’s “supercar-
rier” and the Korean War created crisis situations that caused the services and nation to revert 
to traditional relationships, and behaviors. The Korean War destroyed Johnson’s frugal budget, 
and ultimately his career as Secretary of Defense. During the Korean War Johnson resigned 
and General Marshall became Secretary of Defense. The first two Secretaries of Defense were 
not successful.

The 1949 amendment also created the position of Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
who would serve as the most senior officer in the armed forces. Eisenhower was offered the 
position, but rejected it. General Omar N. Bradley was the first to officially serve in this pos-
ition. Bradley was reluctant to accept the position, and wrote in his diary: “[I]  wanted no part 
of the job.” Bradley later noted: “My reasons for demurring were the same as those I had 
advanced for declining Forrestal’s invitation to become his principal military adviser. There 
was still much to be done to salvage the Army. Moreover, I did not relish the prospect of wind-
ing up my professional service moderating bitter debates between the Air Force and Navy.”72 
Eventually, Bradley was persuaded to take the job, and, on 16 August 1949, he was sworn in. 
Bradley explained his decision:

I changed my mind. … The main reason for my change of heart was my deep concern 
about the state of the military establishment. Owing to the cancellation of the supercar-
rier, there was a vicious mutiny afoot in the Navy. With his crazy bull- in- china shop 
approach, Johnson was in no way fit to deal with it. … A Navy mutiny could conceivably 
tear apart the Department of Defense, possibly tempting the Kremlin to capitalize on our 
military disarray. A firm but fair JCS Chairman … might be the moderating force that 
could prevent a crippling brawl.73

The uniforms the service Chiefs wore tended to limit their vision of war to the campaign- 
winning operational doctrines of their service. And their dual role as chief advocate for 
their service and advisor to the Secretary of Defense and President on matters of strategic 
planning, conflicted. The role of service chief generally won the struggle. The powers of 
the Chairman were insufficient to produce an integrated, uniformly accepted strategic 
plan. The Chairman was to preside over the JCS, provide the agenda for meetings, inform 
the Secretary of Defense, and “when appropriate” the President of “those issues upon 
which agreement among the Joint Chiefs of Staff has not been reached.” The Chairman, 
however, had no vote. He was to “provide for the effective strategic direction of the armed 
forces and for their operation under unified control and for their integration into an effi-
cient team of land, naval, and air forces but not to establish a single Chief of Staff over the 
armed forces nor an armed forces general staff.”74 Congress gave the Chairman responsi-
bilities, but little authority.
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In 1953 the Act was again amended to clarify and further define lines of authority and 
control, to improve the machinery for strategic planning for national security, and to realize 
greater efficiencies and reduce waste. The powers and authority of the Secretary of Defense 
and the Chairman of the JCS were expanded. Various defense organizations that operated 
independently of the Secretary of Defense were either eliminated or placed under his author-
ity. And the Joint Staff was placed under the control of the Chairman of the JCS, as opposed 
to the JCS. The amendment also gave the Chairman a vote.

In 1958, the Department of Defense Reorganization Act was passed. The objective of this 
legislation was to provide a comprehensive program for the future security of the United States:

to provide for the establishment of integrated policies and procedures for the departments, 
agencies, and functions of the Government relating to the national security; to provide 
that each military department shall be separately organized under its own Secretary and 
shall function under the direction, authority, and control of the Secretary of Defense; 
to provide for their unified direction under civilian control of the Secretary of Defense 
but not to merge these departments or services; to provide for the establishment of unified 
and specified combatant commands, and a clear and direct line of command to such commands; to 
eliminate unnecessary duplication in the Department of Defense, and particularly in the 
field of research and engineering by vesting overall direction and control in the Secretary 
of Defense; to provide more effective, efficient, and economical administration in the 
Department of Defense; to provide for the unified strategic direction of the combatant forces, for 
their operation under unified command, and for their integration into an efficient team of land, naval, 
and air forces but not to establish a single Chief of Staff over the armed forces nor an overall 
armed forces general staff.75

The 1958 legislation again strengthened the direction, authority, and control of the 
Secretary of Defense. The military departments were removed as executive agents. Chief of 
Naval Operations was, in fact, no longer the chief of naval operations. The Departments of 
Army, Navy, and Air Force lost control of their major field commands, such as the Strategic 
Air Command, a specified command, and European Command, a unified combatant com-
mand. Unified and Specified commands were also given greater command authority. They 
were responsible for the performance of military missions assigned them by the Secretary of 
Defense with the approval of the President. They were responsible for determining the force 
structure of their combatant commands, Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines. They com-
manded all the forces in their assigned area of operation, and were responsible to the President 
through the Secretary of Defense for the performance of military missions. They also acquired 
political responsibilities. They were required to meet and know the political leaders in their 
region, and understand the political and military situations that might cause war, or were of 
strategic importance to the United States. They, thus, had to coordinate with the Department 
of State and CIA.

The chain of command went from the President to the Secretary of Defense to the Unified 
and Specified commands. The Joint Staff assisted the Secretary of Defense in exercising direc-
tion over unified commands. The departments could not transfer forces assigned to Unified 
and Specified commands. Only the Secretary of Defense could assign or transfer major units 
assigned to these commands. The service departments had again been demoted. However, 
they retained responsibility for the individual training and administration of their personnel 
assigned to Unified and Specified Commands.

This legislation was also intended to merge, and control the research and development 
competitions, primarily between the Army and Air Force. The Army’s Jupiter and the Air 
Force’s Thor intermediate- range missile programs were obvious examples of unnecessary 
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duplication. The duplication of effort and the failure to share research was costing the nation 
billions of dollars.

The power of the Secretary of Defense increased with every legislative act regarding the 
national command structure. The most senior advisor to the President on military matters and 
war was a civilian. The service chiefs administered and trained their Services, and developed 

Figure 4.3 Chart of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Figure 4.4 Chart of the Administrative/ Logistics Chain of Command.
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Figure 4.5 Chart of the Unified Command Structure.

operational doctrine. The Joint Chiefs of Staff developed military strategy under the leadership 
of the Chairman of the JCS, with the approval of the Secretary of Defense; however, because 
of the service hats they wore they were rarely capable of achieving consensus. The 1958 legis-
lation was a significant evolution in the command structure of the armed forces. This was the 
organizational structure that unsuccessfully fought the Vietnam War. From 1958 to 1986 the 
organization of the Department of Defense remained unchanged by the Congress. But, this 
was not the end of the story. In the 1980s further amendments were debated and enacted, and 
again the Navy and Marine Corps were the biggest opponents to the legislation.

Given the new roles and missions of the armed forces and the United States, and given the 
Cold War environment and the enormous expenditure of national resources, no objective 
observer can argue that the Congress rationalized the system for the organization and con-
trol of the national defense to meet the new threats and maximize efficiency. Congress was as 
much a part of the problem as the services. The waste, duplications, conflicts of interest, and 
the inability of the Pentagon to produce a coherent national military strategy, joint doctrine, 
or unified command system damaged the nation’s ability to fight. The Chiefs were all smart, 
dedicated leaders; however, service culture pulled them inexorably toward a position that 
placed the needs of their service above the needs of the war. And Congressmen with vested 
interests in a particular service accepted these gross inefficiencies. The structure and outlook 
that Truman sought were never achieved.
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5 The Korean War: The Opening Phases, 
1950– 1951

It is quite possible that the Communist expected, when they made their attack, a cheap and easy 
victory, believing that neither the United States nor any other Western power would assume the risk 
of general war in order to defend that newly independent country. Unquestionably, the Communists 
were encouraged in such beliefs by the diminution of our military strength in the area because of 
excessive postwar disarmament, and by the gratuitous announcement of the Secretary of State in 
a speech at the National Press Club on January 12, 1950, that our “defensive perimeter runs along 
the Aleutians to Japan and then goes to Ryukyus … [and] from the Ryukyus to the Philippines 
Islands”— an announcement which set Korea outside our defense perimeter.1

— President Dwight Eisenhower, 1963

The Korean War meant entry into action “as is.” No time out for recruiting rallies or to build up and 
get ready. It was move in— and shoot. This put the bulk of the burden on the G.I. The story of the 
infantry soldier is an old and honorable one. He carries his home with him— and often his grave. 
Somehow, he has to bring along the whole paraphernalia of fighting, as well as domesticated liv-
ing: the grocery store, the ration dump; the hospital, the Medical Corps; the garage, the motor pool; 
the telephone, the Signal Service. He must sleep and eat and fight and die on foot, in all weather, rain 
or shine, with or without shelter. He is vulnerable day and night. Death has his finger on him for 
twenty- four hours, in battle, going toward it, or retreating from it. It is a wonder that the morale of 
those uniformed gypsies never falters.2

— General of the Army, Douglas MacArthur Reminiscences, 1964

The Korean War was an infantry war that the US Army was unprepared to fight. Airpower 
alone was incapable of stopping the advance of the Korean People’s Army (KPA). It took 
soldiers, infantrymen, fighting a primitive war in the heat, stench, rain, mud, and frigid con-
ditions of the Korean peninsula with individual weapons, to stop the KPA and save the new 
Republic of Korea (ROK).3 This was not the war Americans expected in the age of jet aircraft 
and nuclear weapons.

In 1950, the majority of the Army’s overseas units were understrength, dispersed through-
out the occupied countries, poorly trained and equipped, and intellectually and psychologic-
ally unprepared for war. To some degree the size and state of the US Army influenced the 
thinking of Soviet leaders, expanding the range of permissible behavior of its client states. 
Knowledge of American airpower and nuclear capabilities did not deter limited wars in per-
ipheral regions— the grey areas. In the immediate post- World War II period the Truman 
Administration sent the wrong signals. Eisenhower concluded that:

Military weakness on our part cannot be hidden. The transparency of our governmental 
process, the public discussion of military matters, the information our citizens must have 
to arrive at a sound public opinion— all these assure to any nation that seeks it a factual 
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knowledge of our day- to- day military position. Moreover, they afford great advantage to 
a conspirator against the peace, since he is given full notice of our intentions and ample 
warning of any decision in the international sphere.

In Korea, the Army and the nation rose to the challenge, but the cost of unpreparedness was 
high, and, as always, soldiers paid the highest price. The Korean War also demonstrated that 
a small developing state could place such a heavy burden on the armed forces of the United 
States that they were unable to respond adequately to threats in other parts of the world, leav-
ing the nation vulnerable to diplomatic, political, and military setbacks elsewhere.

The Korean War can be divided into three strategic and six operational phases. Each stra-
tegic phase represented a change in strategic, political, and military objectives. The first stra-
tegic objective was to restore South Korea, by driving the KPA out of South Korea— a limited 
war objective. The second objective was to reunite Korea and roll back Communism. In 
essence, to destroy North Korea as a separate political entity— a total- war objective, which 
caused China to intervene. After the PRC intervened, forcing UN forces to retreat back to 
South Korea, the strategic objective was, once again, to restore and defend South Korea— 
back to the limited war objective. Operationally the war can be divided into six phases, each 
designed to achieve strategic objectives: (1) The KPA war against the Republic of Korea Army 
(ROKA) and the US Army’s delay- and- defend campaign (the Pusan Perimeter); (2) Offensive 
turning movement (the Inchon landing and breakout from Pusan); (3) Pursuit and exploit-
ation (crossing the 38th parallel and the advance to the Yalu to complete the destruction of 
the defeated KPA); (4) Retreat, delay, and defend (a new war with the PRC and its “volunteer 
army”); (5) Attack— offensive operations back to the 38th parallel (Ridgway’s offensives); and 
(6) Negotiating while fighting (static, defensive war of attrition in the vicinity of the 38th 
parallel), which ended with an armistice agreement signed on 27 July 1953 by General Mark 
Clark, General Peng Dehuai of the PRC, and Kim Il Sung.

* * * * *

During the Korean War, a significant, but unnoticed transition in the American way of war 
took place. In 1951, as the war became a stalemate, the American citizen- soldier Army stopped 
employing offensive strategy, the Army’s traditional campaign- winning doctrines. Instead, the 
Army assumed the strategic defense, and airpower became the primary offensive arm. The 
citizen- soldier Army of the United States would never again fight a major war with offensive strategy and 
doctrine. In 1951 and throughout the Cold War, “major limited war” came to mean strategically 
defensive ground war in which the Army was not supposed to produce victory. The US Army 
fought the entire Vietnam War on the strategic defense. Airpower became the primary and 
only strategically offensive arm, and it was employed to achieve essentially negative objectives; 
that is, to convince the enemy that they could not win, and to convince the enemy to nego-
tiate.4 This new approach to war, initiated in Korea, was culturally un- American. Strategically 
defensive, protracted, artificially limited wars of attrition would never be acceptable to the 
American people, particularly with a citizen- soldier Army; and especially with the demon-
strated capabilities of the airpower and nuclear weapons employed in World War II.

The Korean War

In 1905, the Japanese defeated the Russians in a short, bloody war, and occupied Korea. In 
1910, Korea was annexed and became a province of Japan. For thirty- five years, Japan ruled 
Korea. On 6 August 1945, the United States dropped the first atomic bomb on Hiroshima. 
Two days later the Soviet Union declared war on Japan. This declaration made it possible 
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for the USSR to intervene in the war in Asia, take the surrender of the veteran Kwantung 
(Japanese) Army in China, support the Communist Chinese under Mao Zedong, and take 
part in the post- war reorganization in the region. On 9 August the United States dropped the 
second atomic bomb on Nagasaki, bringing World War II to an end, and initiating the Cold 
War. Had there been no atomic bomb, there would have been no division of Korea at the 38th 
parallel. General MacArthur’s planned invasion of Japan would have taken place and then all 
the services would have been too heavily committed to consider operations in Korea. Soviet 
forces would have taken the entire peninsula. The rapid surrender of Japan created the condi-
tions for the United States to negotiate the occupation of Korea. Because US forces were not 
physically prepared to occupy Korea, Stalin had the opportunity to secure the peninsula. To 
explain why he did not do so, Shen Zhihua wrote as follows: Stalin “accepted the 38th paral-
lel proposal as a bargaining ploy. … Clearly Stalin was hoping to exchange US occupation of 
Korea south of the 38th parallel for Soviet occupation of a portion of Japan.”5 Truman rejected 
Stalin’s proposal for the occupation of Hokkaido, the northernmost Japanese island.

On 15 August 1945, US General Order Number One called for the US Army to take 
the surrender of Japanese forces south of the 38th parallel in Korea. The armed forces of the 
USSR took the surrender of Japanese forces north of the 38th parallel. The division of the 
Korean peninsula was a temporary expedient; however, as relations between the United States 
and the Soviet Union deteriorated and political divisions in Korea moved toward civil/ revo-
lutionary war, the border at the 38th parallel became militarized, a point of contact between 
the Communist Left and the Western- oriented Capitalist Right.6 On 15 August 1948, the 
Republic of Korea (ROK) was formed in Seoul, Korea under the leadership of President 
Rhee Syngman. Less than a month later, on 9 September, the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK) was formed in Pyongyang under the leadership of Kim Il Sung. Dae- Sook 
Suh, in his biography of Kim Il Sung wrote:

Kim Il Sung was a Korean patriot who gallantly took up arms for his country against 
the Japanese militarists and can claim a place in the annals of modern Korea for what he 
accomplished. He deserves recognition for his persistence and his resolve to fight to the 
end without submitting to his enemies. It is notable that he attained recognition as a pol-
itical leader of the Korean people form the Soviet occupation forces that liberated North 
Korea. Like other political leaders of Korea at the time, he wished to reunify the divided 
country— thus starting the Korean War— but he failed to achieve his goal.7

Kim Il Sung, “the Great Leader” was the father of a brutal, hereditary, Communist dicta-
torship that survived the Cold War, the collapse of its ally the Soviet Union, and the unpre-
cedented economic growth of its neighbors the ROK and the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC). North Korea became a nuclear power that today remains a major security threat to 
South Korea, Japan and the United States.8

Geography and terrain greatly influenced the conduct of the Korean War, facilitating the 
ability of the United States, United Nations, the PRC, and the Soviet Union (USSR) to con-
tain and limit the war to a relatively small geographic area. Korea is a peninsula, roughly 600 to 
650 miles long from its northern border with Manchuria to its southern tip. It varies in width 
from 125 miles to 200 miles and covers 85,270 square miles. Korea is funnel shaped in the 
northern half, and has contiguous borders with the PRC and the former USSR in the north. 
The Yalu and Tumen Rivers delineate Korea’s 450- mile- long border with the PRC. Japan lies 
just over 100 miles to the southeast across the Korea Strait. Thus, Korea is strategically situ-
ated in the center of a triangle between three traditional rivals. As a consequence, Korea has 
been both the spoils of and an invasion route for these larger, more dominant states in their 
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competitions. Korea’s common borders with the PRC and USSR made it possible for these 
states to intervene directly in the Korean War with supplies, equipment, and conventional and/ 
or insurgency forces in support of the North Korean Communists. Geography, thus, elimi-
nated exhaustion and annihilation strategies.

Short of total war with the PRC or USSR, there was no way to isolate the battlefield, to 
stop the flow of supplies, equipment, and other materiel into North Korea. Geography also 
made it possible for the KPA to cross the Yalu into China precluding its complete destruction. 
KPA forces could rest, refit, and reenter Korea when ready to continue the fight. The PRC 
or USSR could also intervene at will with so- called “volunteer forces” or with their regu-
lar forces. Hence, in a war in which the PRC and USSR participated, passively or actively, 
there was no way to complete the destruction of the enemy’s army— through conventional 

Map 5.1 Korea, area of operations.
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annihilation strategy. In addition, the resources, population, and geographic proximity of the 
PRC and USSR to Korea made it possible for them to provide manpower and material almost 
indefinitely. In a limited war with the slow drain of resources, the United States and the UN 
could not match the combined manpower and material resources of the two Communist 
giants. It was not possible to exhaust or annihilate Communist forces in Korea, leaving only 
one strategy— attrition. Given these geographic circumstances, from a military point of view, 

Map 5.2 Korea, nature of terrain.
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the United States should not have fought the Korean War. For the same reasons delineated 
above the Soviet Union would never have fought a war in Mexico.

Because Korea is a peninsula and because of the dominance of the US Navy, three sides 
of the Korean battlefield were controlled by the United States. The US Air Force controlled 
the skies above most of Korea. As a result, once ground forces were stretched across the waist 
of the peninsula certain forms of offensive maneuver became impossible with significant 
forces. Envelopment/ flanking movements, and turning movements became impossible for the 
enemy. Enemy offensive operations were necessarily front attacks, penetrations, or infiltrations; 
thus, the geography of Korea favored defensive operations. These restrictions on the forms 
of maneuver caused by the narrowness of the peninsula and the dominance of the US Navy 
made it possible for the United States to employ limited ground forces to control the pen-
insula and balance the superior numbers of the enemy. However, the funnel shape of North 
Korea limited this effect. The further north the UN forces traveled, the greater the number of 
soldiers required to stretch across the peninsula.

The Korean War was more primitive than World War II. In 1950, Korea lacked the infra-
structure of European nations. There were few large cities and relatively little industry. Lines 
of communications, and rail and road systems, were generally poor, and cross- country move-
ments by vehicles, tracked and wheeled, were difficult. There was no space in Korea for the 
heavy armor and mechanized divisions that characterized World War II in Europe. This was 
an infantry war. Mobility in some parts of the country was restricted to foot movement. One 
main road and one main rail system linked the entire country. Korea has a spine of mountains 
running almost its entire length. Mountainous terrain covers 70 percent of the peninsula. The 
northeast region has the highest peaks and the most difficult terrain to navigate. This terrain 
greatly reduced engagement ranges, requiring more soldiers to defend. The mountainous ter-
rain facilitated infiltration and compartmentalized the battlefield. With each mile traveled 
north, the physical and mental demands of soldiers increased. The flat areas were covered with 
rice fields that channeled vehicular transportation. The terrain in most parts of Korea reduced 
engagement ranges, and diminished the technological advantages of US ground forces.

The climate went from one extreme to the other. During the winter months, October to 
March, the weather was severe, approaching arctic conditions. The summers were hot, with 
temperatures reaching over 100 degrees F. The mountainous terrain, heat, and heavy loads 
carried by soldiers combined to produce heat casualties and to erode the mobility and combat 
power of the Eighth Army. In the summer months, a stench emanated from the ubiquitous 
rice fields fertilized with human waste. Ridgway wrote: “There is one feature of Korea that 
every fighting man will remember— the smell. The use of human excrement— night soil— to 
fertilize the fields, the husbanding of that commodity in pails and barrels, and in leaky wag-
ons, give to the atmosphere of the country a fragrance so overpowering that the soul at first 
rebels.”9 War in Korea made enormous demands on the human body and spirit. Yet, Korea is a 
beautiful country, with 30 million people (roughly 20 million in the South and 10 million in 
the North) who culturally rank among the most industrious, adaptable, and enterprising on 
Earth. The character and tenacity of the Korean people contributed mightily to the survival 
of the Republic of Korea.

The Opening Phase: The Korean People’s Army  
versus the Republic of Korea Army

In March 1949, Kim Il Sung believed he had adequate military means to defeat South Korea. 
He requested Stalin’s approval for an invasion. Stalin declined. In the early months of 1950, 
Kim Il Sung again petitioned Stalin to support the invasion of South Korea with the objective 
of reuniting the peninsula. Stalin was deeply concerned about US intervention, and would 
only “consent” with Mao’s approval and support of the plan.
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To convince Stalin and Mao, Kim Il Sung argued that the United States would not intervene, 
that his forces would achieve strategic surprise and complete the destruction of South Korean 
forces in three days. He explained that there would be an uprising of 200,000 Communists 
against the Rhee government, that his guerrilla forces had penetrated into the southernmost 
provinces of South Korea and were positioned to support the invasion, and that if the United 
States did decide to react they would encounter a fait accompli. It would be too late to influ-
ence events.10 The Korean War was, at least in part, the function of miscalculations on all sides. 
Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, had in fact indicated publicly that South Korea did not fall 
within the defensive perimeter of the United States, drawing the line at Japan. By so doing, he 
strengthened Kim Il Sung’s argument. The United States had demobilized so completely after 
World War II, that the US Army was no longer a credible threat.

At around 0400 on 25 June 1950, following more than a year of guerrilla warfare and bor-
der incursions by both sides, the Korean People’s Army (KPA) attacked across the 38th par-
allel, executing a well- developed invasion plan, achieving tactical and strategic surprise. The 
armed forces of DPRK numbered 164,380 men, of which 148,680 served in the KPA. The 
KPA was organized into ten divisions, five separate infantry brigades, and one armor brigade 

2. Offensive turning movement (late September, 1950)

KPA
(Total number: about 70,000)

ROKA
(Total number: about 72,730)

Division Commander Troop strength Division Commander Troop strength

1 Kim, Gwan- hyup About 3,000 1 Paek, Sun- yup About 10,000
2 Choi, Hyeon About 2,500 3 Lee, Jong- chan About 10,000
3 Lee, Young- ho About 5,000 6 Kim, John- oh About 10,000
4 Lee, Gwon- moo About 3,000 7 Shin, Sang- cheol About 10,000
5 Kim, Chang- deok About 3,000 8 Lee, Seong- ga About 10,000
6 Bang, Ho- san – Capital Song, Yo- chan About 10,000
7 Lee, Ik- sung – 
8 Oh, Baek- ryong – 
9 Park, Hyo- sam About 5,000

10 ? About 3,000
12 Choi, In About 5,000
13 Lee, Ik- sun About 1,500
15 Park, Sung- choei – 

105 Light 
Tank

Yoo, Gyeong- soo About 1,200

Table 5.1 Opposing forces: KPA and ROKA

1. Opening phase of the Korean War (June 1950)

KPA (Total number: 164,380) ROKA (Total number: 105,752)

Division Commander Troop Strength Division Commander Troop Strength

1 Choi, Gwang About 11,000 1 Paek, Sun- yup About 10,500
2 Lee, Cheong- song About 11,000 2 Lee, Hyung- geun About 9,000
3 Lee, Young- ho About 11,000 3 Yoo, Seung- yeol About 9,000
4 Lee, Gwon- moo About 11,000 5 Lee, Eung- joon About 9,000
5 Kim, Chang- deok About 11,000 6 Kim, Jong- Oh About 10,500
6 Bang, Hosan About 11,000 7 Yoo, Jaeheung About 10,500

10 Lee, Bang- nam About 12,000 8 Lee, Seong- sa About 10,500
12 Jeon, woo About 11,000 Capital Lee, Jong- chan About 9,000
13 Choi, Yong- jin About 6,000
15 Pakr, Seong- cheol About 11,000
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with approximately 258 Soviet- made T34 tanks. Significant numbers of KPA soldiers were 
veterans of the Chinese Civil War. Mao detached three divisions and one regiment of Korean 
soldiers from the PLA to help form the KPA.11 Their combat experience greatly enhanced 
the combat power of the KPA. North Korean forces also included a large guerrilla force that 
had infiltrated into South Korea to instigate an insurgency.12 Substantial numbers of Soviet 
advisors assisted the KPA.

The ROK and MacArthur’s FEC were taken by surprise. However, they shouldn’t have 
been. The CIA in a report titled “Consequence of US Troop Withdrawal from Korea in  
Spring 1949,” concluded that:

Withdrawal of US forces from Korea in the spring of 1949 would probably in time be 
followed by an invasion, timed to coincide with Communist- led South Korean revolts, 
by the North Korean People’s Army possibly assisted by small battle- trained units from 
Communist Manchuria. Although it can be presumed that South Korea security forces 
will eventually develop sufficient strength to resist such an invasion, they will not have 
achieved that capability by the spring of 1949. It is unlikely that such strength will be 
achieved before January 1950. Assuming that Korean Communists would make aggressive 
use of the opportunity presented them. US troop withdrawal would probably result in 
a collapse of the US- supported Republic of Korea, an event which would diminish US 
prestige and adversely affect US security interests in the Far East.13

The US Army’s Intelligence Division disagreed with this assessment: “The [Korean] People’s 
Army still is a relatively small, although well trained and efficient, military force. At present 
it does not have, of itself, the preponderance of strength over South Korean military forces 
which would be required to insure victory in an armed struggle.” The Army concluded that 
“the continued maintenance of a small United States Army force in South Korea would be 
only a relatively minor psychological contribution to the stability of the Republic of Korea.” 
In June 1949 US occupation forces withdrew from South Korea, leaving behind nearly 500 
advisors of the Korean Military Advisory Group (KMAG), under the command of Brigadier 
General William L. Roberts.

Roberts had a positive assessment of capabilities of the Republic of Korea Army (ROKA), 
yet it was ill equipped to halt the KPA invasion. It was organized into eight divisions with 
approximately 105,752 soldiers. US military assistance had intentionally restricted the devel-
opment of the ROKA’s offensive capabilities. The objective was, in part, to preclude South 
Korea, under the aggressive leadership of Rhee, from attacking North Korea. The ROKA had 
no combat aircraft, tanks, heavy artillery, or effective anti- tank weapons. The ROK Air Force 
and Navy were insignificant.

In response to the attack, the United Nations Security Council immediately convened. The 
Security Council approved a US- sponsored resolution calling for “all members of the United 
Nations to furnish such assistance to the Republic of Korea as may be necessary to repel the 
armed attack and to restore international peace and security in the area.” On 27 June President 
Truman authorized General Douglas MacArthur, Commander- in- Chief, Far East (CINCFE) 
to use air and naval forces to assist the ROK in slowing the advance of the KPA.14 At the same 
time he ordered the US Seventh Fleet, under the command of Vice Admiral Arthur D. Struble, 
to blockade Korea and defend the Formosan Straits— placing the United States between 
the Chinese Communists on the mainland and the Chinese Nationalists (Kuomingtang) on 
Formosa, the island of Taiwan. Truman also accelerated military assistance to the French forces 
and “Associated States” fighting the Communists in Indochina (Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam). 
By ordering the Seventh Fleet into the Straits of Formosa, the United States intervened 
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directly in the Chinese Civil War, an act interpreted by the PRC as “armed aggression” and a 
“blatant violation of the United Nations Charter.” The Chinese could legitimately claim that 
US actions were an act of war. That same day, in a news conference, Truman informed the 
American people of his actions and explained why they were necessary:

In Korea the Government forces, which were armed to prevent border raids and to pre-
serve internal security, were attacked by invading forces from North Korea. The Security 
Council of the United Nations called upon the invading troops to cease hostilities and 
to withdraw to the 38th parallel. This they have not done, but on the contrary have 
pressed the attack. The Security Council called upon all members of the United Nations 
to render every assistance to the United Nations in the execution of this resolution. In 
these circumstances I have ordered United States air and sea forces to give the Korean 
Government troops cover and support.15

This was the first use of the UN to give US actions legitimacy. The day following Truman’s 
announcement, Seoul fell to the KPA. MacArthur flew to Korea to assess the situation. He 
later wrote:

The South Korean forces were in complete and disorganized flight. We reached the banks 
of the Han just in time to be caught up in the last rearguard action to defend its bridges. 
Seoul was already in enemy hands. Only a mile away, I could see the towers of smoke 
rising from the ruins of this fourteenth- century city. I pushed forward toward a hill a lit-
tle way ahead. It was a tragic scene. … I watched for an hour the pitiful evidence of the 
disaster I had inherited. In that brief interval on the blood- soaked hill, I formulated my 
plans. They were desperate plans indeed, but I could see no other way except to accept a 
defeat which would include not only Korea, but all of continental Asia.

The scene along the Han was enough to convince me that the defensive potential of 
South Korea had already been exhausted. There was nothing to stop the Communists 
from rushing their tank columns straight down the few good roads from Seoul to Pusan at 
the end of the peninsula. All Korea would then be theirs. Even with air and naval support, 
the South Koreans could not stop the enemy’s headlong rush south. Only the immediate 
commitment of ground troops could possibly do so. The answer I had come to seek was there. I would 
throw my occupation soldiers into this breach16

While MacArthur’s account is overly dramatic, and Ridgway has challenged the accuracy of 
his recollection, three key points are irrefutable: Seoul had fallen to the KPA, the ROK Army 
was in retreat, and incapable of reversing the situation; US air and naval power had not and 
could not stop or reverse the rapid advance of the KPA; and, therefore, the only way to pre-
clude a Communist victory was to employ US Army ground forces.17 MacArthur’s words also 
indicate the significance he placed on actions in Korea. Not only was Korea at stake, but “con-
tinental Asia.” His words indicate that the Chinese Communist victory over the Nationalist in 
1949 might still be undone.

Upon returning to his headquarters in Japan, MacArthur sent Truman an urgent message, 
which concluded with: “The only assurance for holding the present line, and the ability to 
regain later the lost ground is through the introduction of United States Ground Combat 
Forces into the Korean battle area. To continue to utilize the forces of our of air and navy 
without an effective ground element cannot be decisive.”18 A day later, Truman authorized 
the use of US ground forces in Korea, without a declaration of war, or a joint resolution from 
Congress. Truman never questioned whether he had the authority to order the use of air, sea, or  
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ground forces in war. Truman acknowledged that: “This was the toughest decision I had to 
make as President. What we faced in the attack on Korea was the ominous threat of a third 
world war.”19 Truman’s initial strategic objective, and that of the UN, was to restore the status 
quo on the Korean peninsula and prevent World War III. “I wanted to take every step neces-
sary to push the North Koreans back behind the 38th parallel. But I wanted to be sure that 
we would not become so deeply committed in Korea that we could not take care of such 
other situations as might develop.”20 Truman planned from the very outbreak of war to fight a 
limited war, even if that meant the loss of South Korea. Still, the Army started the Korean War 
the way it started World War II, World War I, and the Civil War— unprepared, with all resultant 
loss of life.

Walker’s Battle for Pusan

MacArthur’s initial strategic objective was to secure the port of Pusan, on the southeast tip 
of the peninsula. To do this, he had to stop the advance of the KPA.21 If the port of Pusan 
were lost, the war between North and South Korea would be over. If Pusan were lost, the 
restoration of the situation would require the mounting of a major amphibious operation that 
would take more than a year to prepare. And once the entire peninsula was in Communist 
hands, the President and the United Nations may have accepted the loss of Korea, as they had 
the loss of China, a year earlier. Hence, holding Pusan was of strategic importance.

In Japan, MacArthur, now Commander- in- Chief United Nations Command (CINCUNC) 
had Lieutenant General Walton “Johnnie” Walker’s Eighth Army available for deployment. It 
consisted of four of the Army’s ten active divisions, the 1st Cavalry Division (an Infantry 
Division), and the 7th, 24th, and 25th Infantry Divisions (ID). Walker was a well- respected, 
highly decorated, experienced soldier. In 1944 and 1945 his XX Corps had frequently led 
Patton’s Third Army in its campaigns across Europe. Walker, however, coming from the 
European theater, was not one of MacArthur’s chosen few, which created some friction. 
Walker had assumed command of the Eighth Army in September of 1948 with the mission 
to improve its combat readiness.

Walker and his Army faced numerous obstacles that impeded their ability to improve com-
bat effectiveness.22 The divisions were considerably below wartime strength in personnel and 
had high turnover rates that damaged continuity and stability. On 30 June 1950, the 24th ID 
had 757 officers (OFF) and 11,398 enlisted men (EM), and was over a 1,000 men short of its 
authorized strength. The 25th ID had 836 OFF and 14,113 EM, and was more than 500 men 
short of its authorized strength. The 1st Cavalry Division had 689 OFF, and 11,605 EM, and 
was more than 100 men short of its authorized strength. Finally, the 7th ID had 818 OFF, and 
12,970 EM, and was almost 1,000 men short of authorized strength.23 The authorized strength 
of each division was well below wartime strength of 18,900 officers and enlisted men. Each 
regiment had eliminated one of its three battalions, with the exception of the all black 24th 
Infantry Regiment. This meant the divisions could not fight in accordance with established 
doctrine. The divisions lacked equipment, supplies, space, and time to train and maintain com-
bat readiness. The divisional tank battalions had been reduced to tank companies, and artillery 
battalions were one battery short. And while the focus and quality of training had improved, 
many units were psychologically unprepared for battle. General Roy K. Flint, observed:

For young soldiers … life in Japan was an adventure. Not only were they learning to 
live in the Army, but a new and strange culture beckoned just outside the camp gates. 
[M] any young privates lived with Japanese women just outside the camp. … Their only 
natural enemy was venereal disease. … Heavy drinking was a problem in all units and 
all ranks.24
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In war- torn Japan, a sergeant was a wealthy man, and a private could supplement his income 
by black market trading. Japanese houseboys performed many of the routine duties of soldiers, 
providing them with additional free time. Still, with all the impediments to training, the Eighth 
Army was better trained than most historians and soldiers have recognized. Under Walker, the 
military training program had progressed from individual training through squad, platoon, and 
company training to battalion, and in some units, to regimental training. However, the one- 
year rotation meant that trained units maintained that status only until key leaders rotated back 
to the United States. Walker was well aware of the state of his army. He understood that it was 
not ready to fight as divisional and in some cases regimental combat teams. The Eighth Army 
possessed a few very good units and leaders; however, the quality of training had been uneven.

To bring the other divisions to approximate fighting strength, the 7th Infantry Division was 
stripped of personnel and whole units. MacArthur informed Truman that individual replace-
ments and entire divisions were needed. MacArthur also cautioned Truman that his request 
was based on war with North Korea alone, and that if the Chinese or Soviets intervened, “a 
new situation would develop which is not predictable now.” Truman and the Pentagon were 
initially slow to respond to MacArthur’s requests. They were uncertain about what they faced. 
Was the invasion isolated to Korea, or part of a general war, with the Korean invasion sim-
ply a feint to draw US forces into the region, and away from the major theater in Europe? 

Figure 5.1  Arrival of General Collins and General Vandenberg. Left– right: G/ A Douglas MacArthur, C in C 
FEC; Col. Laurence E. Bunker, Aide- de- Camp to General MacArthur; and Lieutenant General 
Walton H.  Walker, Commander of the Ground Forces in Korea, await the arrival of General 
J. Lawton Collins, Chief of Staff, US Army, and General Hoyt S. Vandenberg, Chief of Staff, USAF 
at Haneda AFB, Tokyo, Japan. General Collins and General Vandenberg will confer with General 
MacArthur regarding the situation in Korea.
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Truman, after further analysis and discussion with the JCS, released the 2nd ID, the 3rd ID (the 
latter of which had fewer than 5,000 men) and the 5th Regimental Combat Team and the 
187th Regimental Combat Team of the 11th Airborne Division. However, their deployment 
would take time, and MacArthur needed still more forces, requiring a call- up of National 
Guard units, as well as conscription. On 1 September 1950, Oklahoma’s 45th and California’s 
40th National Guard Divisions were federalized.25 These eight Army divisions along with one 
Marine Division, the ROK Army, Korean augmentations to the US Army (KATUSAs), and 
soldiers from nineteen nations, including Britain, France, Belgium, and Turkey, fought the 
Korean War. When the Eight Army reached its manpower peak of nearly a million men in 
1953, less than half of them were Americans. The majority, 590,000, were Koreans.

The first Army unit deployed to Korea was Task Force (TF) Smith— a composite unit 
based on the 1st Battalion, 21st Infantry, of the 24th ID— commanded by Lieutenant Colonel 
Charles B.  (Brad) Smith. The Commanding General (CG) of the 24th ID, Major General 
William F.  Dean, wrote:  “No commander likes to commit troops piecemeal, and I’m no 
exception, but Smith was definitely the man for the job if it had to be done. He had a fine 
World War II record in the South Pacific and was a natural leader. So he and his 406 riflemen, 
plus a few artillerymen, were on the way to a landing field outside Pusan on July 1.”26 TF 
Smith’s orders were to move north by train, and then, based on intelligence from the ROK 
Army, put in a defensive position on the main road to block the advance of the KPA. On 5 July 
1950 TF Smith engaged a superior KPA force in the vicinity of Osan. In an uneven battle it 
was destroyed. It had delayed the enemy advance only a few hours. This was just the beginning 
of the long embarrassment of the US Army. The 24th ID deployed piecemeal. Units from the 
division advanced as far north as possible, established hasty defenses, and then fought desper-
ate delaying actions without the support of tanks, adequate artillery, and effective anti- tank 
weapons. One account written during the war read:

Some 10 days after the initial elements of the United States 24th Infantry Division were 
committed in Korea, the remainder of that understrength division was engaged with 
the enemy … every battalion was attempting to defend a front greater than that nor-
mally allocated to a full- strength division. Artillery was spread so thinly that it frequently 
could reach the flanks of its supported unit with only one or two pieces. Engineers were 
employed as infantrymen. … This inadequate force suffered many defeats, but still man-
aged to regroup, pull together, and fight again over the long road from Osan to Taejon.27

The KPA used envelopment tactics, finding the flanks of the American line, moving around 
them, and thereby forcing the unit to withdraw under pressure to another defensive position 
along the main arteries, where this process started again. The US Army was unaccustomed to 
fighting retrograde operations, and suffered numerous casualties and tactical defeats. As more 
forces entered the theater, a defensive perimeter began to be formed.

The opening phase of the war was a race for time and space. The Eighth Army’s objective 
was to deploy and build up sufficient forces to stop the KPA and save the port of Pusan, estab-
lish a defensive line to stabilize the situation, and finally to conduct offensive operations to 
retake the Korean peninsula south of the 38th parallel. In the initial phase, at a minimum, the 
Port of Pusan had to be retained. The KPA’s objective was to complete as rapidly as possible 
the destruction of the ROK Army, and push US forces back into the sea before significant US 
forces could be deployed.

On 13 July Walker formally took command of the Eighth US Army in Korea (EUSAK), 
establishing his headquarters in Taegu. On 15 July President Rhee Syngman placed ROK 
forces under MacArthur’s command, extending that command to Walker. By 20 July Walker 
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had deployed the 25th ID and 1st Cavalry Division, and redeployed the ROK Army, which 
consisted of the 1st, 3rd, 6th, 8th, and Capital Divisions. In late July the 1st Marine Brigade 
joined the battle bringing the Eighth Army forces into rough parity with the KPA. By early 
August, the Eighth Army’s troop strength had risen to 92,000 (45,000 US and 47,000 ROK). 
At the same time the strength of the KPA had declined to an estimated 80,000 troops. (This 
was a considerable loss of forces, indicating that the ROK Army had performed better than it 
was given credit.) South Korea would continue to exist, but the enemy still held the initiative, 
and Walker was unaware of enemy troop strength, and still uncertain about the performance 
of his Korean allies.

By the end of July the Eighth Army had withdrawn into a position that became known 
as the “Pusan Perimeter.” It was engaged on two sides with its back to the sea forming a 
rectangular area on the southeastern tip of the Korean peninsula, stretching roughly 100 
miles from the vicinity of Taegu south along the Naktong River to the Korean Straits, 
and east, roughly fifty miles, to the Sea of Japan. Walker initially lacked the manpower to 
establish a continuous defensive perimeter, or fight in accordance with Army doctrine. He 
established a system of strong point defenses on dominant terrain, and employed counter-
attack tactics to maintain the perimeter. The timely arrival of Army regiments and the 
1st Marine Provisional Brigade provided needed reserves for counterattacks. Walker used 
these forces as “fire brigades,” plugging holes in the defense where enemy breakthroughs 
threatened.

On 31 July Walker ordered: “There will be no more retreating, withdrawal, readjustment 
of lines or whatever else you call it. There are no lines behind which we can retreat. This is 
not going to be a Dunkirk or Bataan. A retreat to Pusan would result in one of the greatest 
butcheries in history. We must fight until the end. We must fight as a team. If some of us must 
die, we will die fighting together.”28 Throughout the month of August Walker rushed troops 
from one threatened sector to another; however, he had the advantages. He was tactically on 
the defense, and his army’s troop strength increased steadily as more United Nations forces 
arrived. A railway system and road network gave him interior lines, the ability to reinforce his 
separated units faster than his enemy. Tactical communication intelligence provided Walker 
with the locations and time of almost every major attack, enabling him to start the movement 
of forces to the threatened area before the attack took place. Air reconnaissance provided 
detailed information. Close air support and the interdiction of the enemy’s supply lines, which 
extended from North Korea, diminished the combat power of the KPA. North Korean gen-
eralship was unimpressive. Instead of concentrating the combat power of the KPA against a 
single sector, KPA leaders dispersed it, conducting multiple attacks. Still, soldiers and marines 
fought desperate battles to retain or retake hilltops. Communications between positions were 
frequently broken by enemy penetrations.

Navy and Marine aviators became the heroes of the close air support war. They assisted 
soldiers and marines in plugging holes in the line and fighting off breakthrough attacks. 
Marine and Navy aircraft, because of their proximity to the battlefield, also had a longer loi-
ter time over the battlefield than Air Force aircraft. Flying off aircraft carriers or from within 
the perimeter, they could answer urgent calls more rapidly. They were effectively integrated 
into the battle. In regard to air interdiction General Almond wrote that: “despite concentrated 
air efforts by the Marines, the Navy, and the Air Force thus far in the fighting, it had been 
impossible to prevent the North Koreans from moving tremendous quantities of supplies to 
the support of their forces then some 300 miles south of the 38th parallel. The interdiction 
of roads, railroads, and bridges had no decisive effect on their overall movements.”29 Airpower 
was not decisive, but it was important. By the end of August, the Eighth Army, with the sup-
port of the Far East Air Force (FEAF) had stabilized the situation. In September, MacArthur 

 

 



120 Tradition and an Envisioned Future Collide

120

was ready to go on the offense. Walker’s delay and defend operation had succeeded in stopping 
the advance of the KPA.

However, tactical defeat at the hands of a poor, Asian army was an enormous embarrassment 
to the US Army, and the performance of the soldiers of the Eighth Army had in too many 
cases been poor and disgraceful. Some units exhibited “bug- out fever” (soldiers quitting and 
leaving the battle without orders to do so) when under enemy attack. The Eighth Army had 

Map 5.3 Attack of the North Korean forces.
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been thrown into battle, even though the soldiers were psychologically, emotionally, physically, 
and materially unprepared to fight. Units had been pieced together in an effort to get them 
up to strength. Some leaders took command the week they went into battle. To compensate 
for the lack of trained infantry, firepower from artillery and airpower was used extensively. In 
Training Bulletin No. 1, it was noted:

In X Corps in late 1950 and early 1951 we found that ability [to mass fires] primarily in 
the artillery; the infantry was not making maximum utilization of the weapons available. 
For example, we found attack after attack where the recoilless rifles were never placed in 

Map 5.4 South Korea, the Pusan Perimeter.
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position because it was too much of an effort to hand- carry the guns and ammunition up 
the rugged mountains. Our company and platoon orders too often merely mentioned the 
attachment of support of crew- served weapons— no targets or areas of fire were assigned, 
with the consequence that many infantry weapons were never used in the attack.30

While this assessment was written late in the war it is indicative of the US Army’s prac-
tice of war, a practice that relied heavily on firepower. Too many soldiers were unskilled in 
their jobs. The Army improved as it gained experience, and as more cohesive, better- trained 
units arrived from the United States. However, when it met its most severe test against the 
veteran Chinese army, it was still not proficient in many of the skills required to succeed on 
the battlefield. Many units were simply incapable of fighting as teams. Too much of the Army 
was in a poor state of physical readiness, incapable of sustained marches carrying the fifty- to- 
sixty pounds of weapons and equipment necessary to fight. The result was higher casualties, 
decreased combat effectiveness, and more tactical defeats.31

In 1950, the armed forces of the United States were still segregated. Racism still influenced 
the treatment of African American soldiers. While many Army units had “bug- out fever,” the 
criticism of the all black 24th Infantry Regiment was particularly severe. Given the racial cli-
mate at the time and the prevalence of Jim Crowism, objective consideration was impossible. 
Nevertheless, the inferior status of the 24th Infantry placed burdens on the unit that were 
difficult to overcome. As a consequence, some elements of the 24th did in fact perform poorly. 
Others, however, fought well.32

The Eighth Army achieved its first strategic objective. It retained control of the port of 
Pusan. And, given the suddenness of the deployment and the poor state of the Army, Walker 
and his soldiers and marines deserve great credit for their conduct of the defense. Walker, how-
ever, has received considerable criticism for his conduct of operations in Korea, particularly 
the initial “delay and defend” phase. Clay Blair wrote:

Walker made many mistakes, especially in the early days of the war. The first was to under-
estimate vastly and even to ridicule his enemy. That led to the second mistake: the deci-
sion to commit the green 24th Division, battalion by battalion, well forward of the Kum 
River. The ensuing decision to defend Taejon in the hope the 1st Cav Division could 
reach there in time was another mistake.33

Blair concluded: “it was the mistakes of KPA generals and squad- level courage rather than 
superior American generalship that ‘won’ the Battle of the Pusan Perimeter.” It has also been 
argued that given the Eighth Army’s overall superiority in forces, by late August Walker should 
have taken the offensive. The US Army in Korea had many defects. As a result it suffered 
and withstood tactical defeats and humiliation; but, it continuously reorganized, adapted, and 
improvised in the face of tremendous opposition. It persevered, fought, and ultimately reversed 
the situation. The Eighth Army saved South Korea.

The Inchon Landing

On 23 July 1950 MacArthur cabled Washington:

Operation planned mid- September is amphibious landing of a two division corps in rear 
of enemy lines for purpose of enveloping and destroying enemy forces in conjunction 
with attack from south by Eighth Army. I am firmly convinced that early and strong effort 
behind this front will sever his main lines of communication and enable us to deliver a 
decisive and crushing blow.34
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This was classic MacArthur. He had used similar maneuvers against the Japanese. He always 
preferred going in the back door. The operation was a deep turning movement designed to land 
forces in the enemy’s rear, sever his lines of communication, and force him to fight in two 
directions. The X Corps summary noted:

The plan boldly called for the committing of the GHQ Reserve and the 1st Marine 
Division in an amphibious operation to seize the Inchon- Seoul area and cut the main 
line of the enemy communications and supply to his armies in the south. In conjunction 
with this seaborne envelopment, Eighth Army was to launch a major offensive from the 
south, and driving in a northwesterly direction along this axis Taegu- Taejon- Suwon, to 
effect a juncture with the amphibious forces at Seoul. … The objective of Plan 100 B was 
the destruction of the North Korean Army.35

The JCS, Navy, Marines, and Army Chief of Staff, General Collins, initially opposed 
MacArthur’s invasion plan, fearing it was too risky.36 The Navy and Marine Corps pre-
sented the strongest arguments against it. Speaking to Colonel Donald H. Galloway, one of 
MacArthur’s staff officers, the Navy’s amphibious expert in the Far East, Rear Admiral James 
H. Doyle stated: “Don, if you think a plan like that would work, you ought to have your 
head examined.”37 Doyle believed that MacArthur was “oblivious of the enormous technical 
hazards,” and sought to inform and dissuade the Supreme Commander. Navy amphibious 
doctrine identified seven criteria for landing on a given piece of terrain: (1) ability of naval 
forces to support the assault and follow- up operations; (2) shelter from unfavorable sea and 
weather; (3) compatibility of the beaches and their approaches; (4) offshore hydrography (i.e., 
water depths and bottom configuration); (5) the extent to which anti- ship mines could be 
employed; (6) conditions that may affect the enemy’s ability to defeat mine- clearance efforts; 
and (7) facilities for unloading shipping. After an analysis of MacArthur’s Inchon plan a mem-
ber of Doyle’s staff concluded: “We drew up a list of every natural and geographic handicap— 
and Inchon had ’em all.”

General Lemuel C. Shepherd, Jr., Commander Fleet Marine Force Pacific, and General 
Oliver P. Smith, Commander 1st Marine Division, also registered their objections to the plan. 
They concluded that there was “a complete lack of understanding at GHQ concerning the 
manner in which amphibious operations were mounted out.” And, in fact, the amphibious 
doctrine envisioned for the Inchon landing was not in accordance with Navy and Marine 
Corps World War II Central Pacific amphibious doctrines, which was based on firepower. 
Surprise was to be the decisive factor in the Inchon landing. The Navy and Marines wanted 
and recommended a less ambitious plan.

At a meeting on 23 August, attended by Army Chief of Staff J. Lawton Collins and 
Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Forrest Sherman, Admiral Doyle presented the Navy’s 
arguments against the Inchon invasion. He delineated all the problems that could cause 
disaster. The littoral and hydrographic conditions at Inchon were considered too danger-
ous for an amphibious assault. The tidal range at Inchon, among the largest in the world, 
varied so greatly (33 feet) that the Navy’s ability to support the landing, and, if necessary, 
evacuate the assault force, was severely limited.38 The tides dictated the date and time of 
the landings. With the ebb and flow of the tide came strong currents up to eight knots that 
hampered the maneuver of ships and equaled the maximum speed of some small landing 
craft. The channel to the port was so narrow, a single deep- water lane, that the move-
ment of ships was severely restricted, particularly during low tides. Wolmi, a small, forti-
fied island with a long narrow causeway, protected the port. It had to be secured before 
the landing could take place. Instead of attacking onto a beach, marines at one landing 
site had to attack over a 15- foot protective seawall, which required ladders to traverse. 
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Additionally the marines were attacking into urban terrain, the city of Inchon, with a 
population of 250,000. Each house was a potential fighting position. The invasion site was 
not in supporting distance of the Eighth Army (180 miles from the Pusan Perimeter) and 
if the element of surprise were lost, the X Corps might find itself surrounded and alone. 
In addition, Walker’s Eighth Army was to be reduced in strength by the removal of the 
5th Marine Regiment, which was to land at Inchon. These and other factors caused the 
Navy and Marine Corps to conclude that MacArthur’s plan was fatally flawed. The Navy, 
thus, proposed an alternative landing site further south.

MacArthur, after listening to the Navy’s presentation, spoke: “Admiral, in all my years of 
military service, that is the finest briefing I have ever received. … you have taught me all I had 
ever dreamed of knowing about tides. … I have a deep admiration for the Navy. From the 
humiliation of Bataan, the Navy brought us back. I never thought the day would come that 
the Navy would be unable to support the Army in its operations.” MacArthur continued:

The bulk of the Reds are committed around Walker’s defense perimeter. The enemy, I am 
convinced, has failed to prepare Inchon properly for defense. The very arguments you 
have made as to the impracticabilities involved will tend to ensure for me the element 
of surprise. For the enemy commander will reason that no one would be so brash as to 
make such an attempt. Surprise is the most vital element for success in war. … The Navy’s 
objections as to tides, hydrography, terrain, and physical handicaps are indeed substantial 
and pertinent. But they are not insuperable. My confidence in the Navy is complete, 
and in fact I seem to have more confidence in the Navy than the Navy has in itself. The 
Navy’s rich experience in staging the numerous amphibious landings under my com-
mand in the Pacific during the late war, frequently under somewhat similar difficulties, 
leaves me with little doubt on that score.39

MacArthur’s appeal to the Navy’s pride probably had little influence in changing Admiral 
Sherman’s assessment of the plan. The major incentive for Sherman’s reversal was the sav-
ing of the Navy, particularly Navy aviation, and the Marine Corps. One student of the 
Inchon landing, Ronald Carpenter, wrote: “For an ostensible age of atomic war, the Air 
Force received major budgetary support under Truman. The Navy had ‘its back to the wall, 
while the Marine Corps was literally fighting for existence. … ’ Secretary of Defense Louis 
Johnson cut ‘fat out of the Armed Forces’ with ‘most of his trimming on the Navy and 
Marines.’ ” While the Army had taken more substantial cuts, Johnson’s attitude and approach 
to the Navy had been particularly hostile. Just a year earlier, he had cut the Navy’s supercar-
rier from the defense budget, initiating the “Revolt of the Admirals.” And Truman, in a letter 
to a Congressman, wrote: “The Marine Corps is the Navy’s police force and as long as I am 
President that is what it will remain. They have a propaganda machine that is almost equal to 
Stalin’s.”40 Truman later apologized. Still, the Marine Corps, at 97 percent of its strength at 
the outbreak of the Korean War, numbered only 64,279 men. The 1st Marine Division (FMF 
Pacific) numbered 7,779 men, and the 2nd Marine Division (FMF Atlantic) numbered 8,973 
men. The go- to- war strength of a Marine Division was 22,000 men.41 To form a full division, 
the Marine Corps had to reassign units from the 2nd Division to the 1st Division and called 
up Marine Corps Reserves.

Sherman viewed the Korean War and the Inchon landing as an opportunity for Navy avi-
ation and the Marine Corps to prove that the nation still needed them. Carpenter concluded, 
“MacArthur need not prove to Sherman what the Navy could do, but Sherman could prove 
to Washington what the Navy and its Marines could do. … Along with defeating North 
Korea, success at Inchon could restore Navy and Marine Corps prestige and ensure their 
stronger position in the US defense establishment.”42 It cannot be argued that the Navy or 
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the Marine Corps suffered more substantial cuts than the Army in the post- war period, nor 
can it be argued that since the battles of Midway or Iwo Jima the prestige of the Navy and 
Marine Corps had been damaged. All the services, even the Air Force, were ill- prepared for 
war in Korea because of the austere budgets of the Truman Administration and the concentra-
tion of spending on strategic forces, long- range bombers, and nuclear weapons. Nevertheless, 
success in war had the potential to restore service budgets, demonstrate capabilities, regain the 
attention and affection of the nation, and thus, prove that these forces were still relevant and 
necessary.

It took someone of MacArthur’s stature, prestige, and confidence to overcome the 
opposition to his plan. Short of Eisenhower, there was not another general or admiral 
in the armed forces that could have succeeded in having this plan approved. At Inchon, 
MacArthur gambled and won. The amphibious assault, “Operation Chromite,” was an 
unmitigated success. On 15 September, Admiral Arthur D.  Struble’s Joint Task Force 7 
put Major General Edward M.  (Ned) Almond’s X Corps, consisting of the 1st Marine 
Division, which led the assault, and the 7th ID, ashore at the Port of Inchon. Strategic sur-
prise and operational surprise were achieved. The KPA had no major forces in position 
to oppose the landing or counterattack. UN forces enjoyed enormous naval gunfire and 
air superiority. The bombing, which started on 10 September, precluded tactical surprise; 
however, this level of surprise was not necessary. Resistance was light. Some landings were 
unopposed, and the KPA fought without determination. The official history of the Marine 
Corps concluded:

it was obvious that the North Koreans had abandoned Inchon in haste during the 
night [of D- Day]. … Communications were destroyed, so that KPA defense force 
fought or fled as isolated units. Adequate reserves were not at hand initially, with the 
result that stop- gap detachments were fed piecemeal into battle, only to be flattened 
by the Marine steamroller. In short, the North Koreans lost control. And when they 
attempted to regain it, time had run out. … Resistance on the [Inchon] peninsula 
proved negligible, although once again the capture of prisoners and materiel revealed 
enemy potential unused.43

On D- Day, the Marine landing force suffered twenty killed in action, one missing in action, 
and 174 wounded.44 MacArthur had been right, and everyone else wrong. The Inchon landing 
facilitated the destruction of the KPA, and restoration of South Korea.

The Inchon landing, however, has not escaped controversy. Robert Debs Heinl, a mar-
ine veteran of the campaign at Iwo Jima, in his work, Victory at High Tide, advanced 
what has become the traditional interpretation: “The operation which MacArthur had 
in mind was, above all, a naval operation; without the Navy’s ships and support, without 
the Marines’ amphibious troops, and without the professional know- how of both Navy 
and Marines, the landing at Inchon … could never become reality.”45 Stanley Sandler 
advanced the idea that the Inchon landing was unnecessary and that the risk of failure has 
been exaggerated:

If X Corps had been combined at the perimeter with Eighth Army it seems unlikely that 
the North Koreans could have contained UN forces for much longer. Furthermore, even 
had the KPA been forewarned of the landings, or had the working out of the tide tables 
gone awry, given UN absolute control of the air over the landing sites it is difficult to see 
how the North Koreans could have done much more than harass the landing. A beached 
UN armada on the Inchon mud flats would have been an embarrassment but hardly a 
disaster.46
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The low casualty count supports Sandler’s assessment. While getting to Inchon required 
considerable knowledge, skill, and talent, the assault phase of the operations was relatively 
easy. The KPA was unprepared to defend, and UN firepower was overwhelming. And at 
Pusan UN forces had won the build- up race, and it was simply a matter of time. The suc-
cess of the Inchon landing reinforced the decision in Washington to change the strategic 
objective to the destruction of DPRK and proceed across the 38th parallel, a decision that 
risked war with the PRC.

The Inchon landing damaged the confidence of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and other senior 
military leaders. Their willingness to challenge MacArthur was destroyed. In reference to 
MacArthur’s plan for a second amphibious landing at Wonsan, Ridgway observed that, “Had 
he suggested that one battalion walk on water to reach the port, there might have been some-
one ready to give it a try.”47 MacArthur’s perceived infallibility and the diffidence of the JCS 
ultimately led to the debacle in North Korea and the relief of MacArthur.

Operationally the X Corps was not placed under Walker’s command. MacArthur retained 
command. This was the first of a series of mistakes made by MacArthur. This arrangement 
violated the principle of unity of command. Initially this arrangement made sense. Walker’s 
preoccupation with the defense of and breakout from the Pusan perimeter, the geographic 
separation of the forces, and the location of the planning in Tokyo, were initially justification 
for this chain of command. However, once the X Corps was in Korea, it should have been 
placed under Walker’s command, as the JCS knew.

The day after the invasion, Inchon was secured and the Eighth Army initiated its breakout 
attack. The KPA fought tenaciously, not fully realizing its lines of communication (LOC) 
were in danger. Three days after the attack began MacArthur grew concerned at the lack 
of progress. He started developing plans for a second amphibious landing.48 However, this 
proved unnecessary. The KPA soon broke. Its lines of communications had been severed, 
causing it to run low on ammunition and supplies. The morale of many KPA units, which 
had been sustained by success and savage discipline, collapsed. One observer wrote: “Many 
conscriptees were sent into combat unarmed, with instructions to pick up weapons on the 
battlefield. In the attack, these draftees were forced into the leading elements by North 
Korean regulars who followed behind and shot them if they faltered or attempted to des-
ert. Under such circumstances, it is natural that a large number would desert at the first 
opportunity.”49

Walker endeavored to use envelopment tactics to capture and destroy the KPA. Both 
US and ROK forces, “were ordered to destroy the enemy by penetrating deeply and, 
through enveloping and encircling maneuvers, getting astride of his lines of withdrawal to 
cut his attempted retreat.”50 MacArthur, however, wanted Walker to move fast. He pushed 
Walker to advance as rapidly as possible. As a consequence, enemy forces were bypassed, 
and many survived to fight another day, often as guerrilla fighters. On 26 September the 
X Corps captured Seoul and linked up with the Eighth Army in the vicinity of Osan. On 
30 September the city of Seoul was formally restored to the ROK. Soon thereafter UN 
forces recaptured most of the territory of South Korea, and started “mopping” the final 
resistance. The same day that MacArthur formally returned Seoul to President Rhee, Zhou 
Enlai, Foreign Minister of the PRC, warned that, “The Chinese people will not tolerate 
foreign aggression, nor will they supinely tolerate seeing their neighbor being savagely 
invaded by the imperialist.”

The total number of US casualties, as reported up to 30 September, was 19,474 (includ-
ing KIAs, WIAs, and MIAs). The total numbers of South Korean casualties were 111,000 
killed, 106,000 wounded, and 57,000 missing. The total strength of the UN forces was 
102,372; ROKA strength was 174,465. The first Korean War was over. The second was 
about to start.
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Crossing the 38th Parallel

By the end of September 1950, the UN forces had achieved Truman’s initial political object-
ive of restoring the pre- war situation in Korea; however, in July Truman started to change his 
political objective to rolling back Communism and the reunification of the Korean peninsula. 
The reason for this change is as follows. In 1949 Truman had been charged with the “loss 
of China.” The Communists defeated the Nationalist, exiling them to Formosa. The “Iron 
Curtain” had descended in Europe bringing tens of millions of people into the Communists’ 
or Stalin’s sphere. Domestically the “Red Scare” was generating fear and uncertainty. Now 

Map 5.5 South Korea, the Inchon landing, and the breakout from the Pusan Perimeter.

  

 



128 Tradition and an Envisioned Future Collide

128

Truman had an opportunity to confront Communism and advance democracy and capitalism. 
The decision to cross the 38th parallel was an effort to achieve total victory in Korea. It was 
in keeping with the traditional American practice of war. The advance across the parallel was 
what Americans expected— the complete destruction of the enemy’s army and unconditional 
surrender. The achievement of a unified non- Communist Korea would also justify the cost in 
American lives; maintenance of the status quo would not. In a “Special Message to Congress 
on the Situation in Korea,” on 19 July, Truman stated:

It should be made perfectly clear that the action was undertaken as a matter of basic moral 
principle. … We are determined to support the United Nation in its effort to restore 
peace and stability to Korea, and its effort to assure the people of Korea an opportunity 
to choose their own form of government free from coercion as expressed in the General 
Assembly resolutions.51

Truman’s generals and admirals in the Far East Command and JCS supported the decision to 
cross the 38th parallel. They argued that it was necessary to complete the destruction of the 
enemy’s army, and that from the military perspective there was nothing significant about the 
38th parallel. Thus, for moral, political, and military reasons, the decision was made to cross 
the 38th parallel. America’s political and military cultural norms, overrode its global strategy, 
established international priorities, and common sense.

On 27 September MacArthur received new orders authorizing military operations north of 
the 38th parallel. Truman wrote:

[MacArthur] was told that his military objective was “the destruction of the North Korean 
Armed Forces.” In attaining this objective he was authorized to conduct military opera-
tions north of the 38th parallel in Korea, provided that at the time of such operations there had 
been no entry into North Korea by major Soviet or Chinese Communist Forces, no announcement 
of intended entry, no threat by Russian or Chinese Communists to counter our operations militar-
ily in North Korea. He was also instructed that under no circumstances were any of his 
forces to cross the Manchurian or U.S.S.R. borders of Korea, and, as a matter of policy, 
no non- Korean ground forces will be used in the provinces bordering the Soviet Union or in the area 
along the Manchurian border. Similarly, support of your operations north or south of the 
38th parallel by air or naval action against Manchurian or against U.S.S.R. territory was 
specially ruled out.52

Given these instructions, UN Forces should have never crossed the 38th parallel. The PRC 
had already issued warnings to the United States and the UN. In addition, the Army had 
numerous reports of the movement of substantial Chinese forces into Manchuria. MacArthur’s 
intelligence officer estimated that Chinese forces, consisting of 246,000 troops, had moved into 
the provinces bordering North Korea. In the same document Truman and JCS added: “In the 
event of the open or covert employment of major Chinese Communist units south of the 
38th parallel, you should continue the action as long as action by your forces offers a reason-
able chance of successful resistance.” In short, Truman and JCS sent MacArthur ambiguous 
instructions. On 29 September the JCS approved MacArthur’s deeply flawed plan for the 
invasion of North Korea.

On 12 September Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson was forced to resign. George C. 
Marshall, the primary author of America’s World War II victory replaced him. On 29 
September Marshall informed MacArthur: “We want you to feel unhampered tactically and 
strategically to proceed north of 38th parallel.”53 Marshall’s message to MacArthur, which 
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went through the JCS, essentially negated the instructions sent to MacArthur by the JCS and 
approved by the President on 27 September. There was considerable ambiguity in the instruc-
tions that were sent to MacArthur, which meant that he could interpret them as he saw fit. 
And, with the message from the Secretary of Defense in hand, all the JCS could do was to 
accept MacArthur’s actions.

Truman and the Pentagon developed two policies to respond to the potential intervention 
of major Communist forces from the north: one for the Soviet Union and another for the 
PRC. There was enormous respect and awe for the Soviet Union and its armed forces through-
out the Western world. The Soviet Union was a nuclear power. At the end of World War II 
it had the largest, most combat- experienced army on Earth. The Red Army had defeated 
the Wehrmacht in four long years of bloody fighting. The Red Army had earned respect. 
The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in the PRC also had a long list of victories, defeating the 
Japanese in China in World War II and the Nationalists in the Civil War; however, it was not 
well respected by the Western powers. It was considered a peasant army, an Asian army, with 
poorly armed and equipped guerrilla forces. The PLA lacked the professionalism, expertise, 
technology, and industrial capacity to compete on the same battlefield with the United States; 
hence the two policies. Soviet intervention meant, possibly, World War III. NSC 81 stated: “in 
the event that U.N. forces are operating north of the 38th parallel and major Soviet units are 
openly employed … the United States in common prudence would have to proceed on the 
assumption that global war is probably imminent.” In such a case, Europe was the primary the-
ater. Had Stalin announced plans to reoccupy North Korea, the United States would not have 
crossed the 38th parallel. The American main effort would have been the security of Europe. 
China, however, posed no equivalent threat. In regard to the PRC, NSC- 81 noted:

In the event of the open employment of major Chinese Communist units south of the 
38th parallel: a. The United States should not permit itself to become engaged in a war 
with Communist China. b. As long as action by U.N. military forces offers a reasonable 
chance of successful resistance, the U.N. Commander should continue such actions and 
be authorized to take appropriate air and naval action outside Korea against Communist 
China.54

The PRC proved more capable than US political and military leaders anticipated, but it was 
not the Soviet Union.

On 1 October the ROK Army’s 3rd Division crossed the 38th parallel. Two days later Zhou 
Enlai again warned the United States and UN that, “American intrusion into North Korea 
would encounter Chinese Resistance.” On 7 October, the UN General Assembly adopted 
a resolution that changed the major political objectives of the war. The resolution called 
for: “All appropriate steps be taken to ensure conditions of stability throughout Korea. All 
constituent acts be taken, including the holding of elections, under the auspices of the United 
Nations, for the establishment of a unified, independent and democratic Government in the 
sovereign State of Korea.”55 In other words, the UN accepted the American plan for the uni-
fication of the peninsula with military force. It authorized the use of UN forces north of the 
38th parallel. That same day, before the completion of mopping up operations, the US 1st 
Cavalry Division crossed the 38th parallel into North Korea.

The next day, Mao Zedong ordered Chinese “volunteer forces” to “resist the attacks of US 
imperialism.” And on 9 October, UN forces initiated an offensive to complete the destruc-
tion of the KPA. The operation was pursuit of a broken enemy. It was now time to exploit 
the success already achieved by destroying the remaining enemy forces before they could 
reorganize and establish an effective defense. This required speed. The advance of the ROKA 
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toward Wonsan had precluded the KPA from organizing a coherent defense. The Eighth Army 
attacked toward the capital of Pyongyang, while the X Corps moved to conduct an amphibi-
ous landing at Wonsan on the west coast. At Wonsan the X Corps was met by ROKA, which 
had advanced from the 38th parallel. The amphibious assault had been unnecessary. In fact, it 
delayed the advance north.

Map 5.6 Korea, exploitation across the 38th parallel.
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On 15 October, Truman and MacArthur met at Wake Island. MacArthur informed the 
President that, “We are no longer fearful of their [Chinese] intervention. … If the Chinese 
tried to get down to Pyongyang there would be the greatest slaughter.”56 It can be argued that 
rational, intelligent analysis of relative combat power informed the decisions of MacArthur 
and the JCS that, in regard to force structure, technology, leadership, and training, US forces 
were superior to the PLA. However, a quick head count, a glance at a map, a little understand-
ing of geography and terrain, and some memory of recent operations, such as the perform-
ance of the 24th ID, should have caused them to reconsider. Western arrogance, racism, flawed 
analysis of intelligence, and faulty assumptions caused US and UN leaders to disregard their 
strategy and plans to preclude World War III. They also disregarded the Chinese warnings, and 
underestimated the capabilities of the PLA. The FEC and JCS concluded that the Chinese 
would not enter the war because they feared war with the United States, and an alliance 
between the United States and the Chinese Nationalist on Formosa. The PRC, they reasoned, 
had also missed the best opportunity to influence the situation in Korea. If they had planned 
to intervene they would have done so before the total collapse of the KPA. Still, there was no 
excuse for the deployment and disposition of UN forces in October and November.

The Eighth Army and X Corps raced up the Korean peninsula separated by a spine of moun-
tains. The X Corps was on the east and the Eighth Army on the west. There was no unity of 
command. MacArthur denied Walker’s request to place the X Corps under his command, and 
to slow the advance until the supply situation had improved. O. P. Smith, the commander of 
the 1st Marine Division, was also uneasy about the pace and organization of the advance. The 
Eighth Army and X Corps advanced at their own speed with little regard to the disposition 
of the other. They were directed and coordinated from MacArthur’s headquarters in Tokyo,  
Japan. The Eighth Army consisted of three corps. The I  Corps of Major General Frank 
W. Milburn consisted of the American 1st Cavalry Division, the 24th ID, ROK 1st Division, 
and 27th Commonwealth Brigade, a primarily British command with one Australian battal-
ion. The ROK II Corps consisted of the 6th and 8th Divisions. And the IX Corps of Major 
General John B. Coulter consisted of the 2nd ID and 25th ID, and the ROK 7th Division. 
Lieutenant General Edward M. Almond commanded the X Corps in the western half of 
North Korea. It consisted of the 1st Marine Division, the 7th ID, and the ROK 3rd Division.

The Chinese Decision to Intervene and Offensive Operations

On 4 August 1950, at a meeting of the Politburo to discuss the Korean War, Mao Zedong 
stated: “If the U.S. imperialist won the war they would become more arrogant and would 
threaten us. We should not fail to assist the Koreans. We must lend them our hands in the form 
of sending our military volunteers there. The timing could be further decided, but we have to 
prepare for this.”57 Mao had numerous reasons for supporting North Korea; however, when 
these words were spoken the Inchon Landing had not taken place, and the Eighth US Army 
had not crossed the 38th parallel. Initially Kim Il Sung neither sought nor wanted Chinese 
help. What motivated Mao’s decision, and when was the decision finally made to intervene?

There has been considerable debate and scholarship in recent years over the Chinese deci-
sion to intervene in the Korean War. Much of the discussion centers on the dynamics of the 
relationship between Stalin and Mao. Some have argued that Mao was manipulated by Stalin, 
and that Stalin lured the United States into the Korean War to gain time for the recovery of 
the Soviet Union, which had suffered enormous destruction in World War II.58 Some have 
argued that Mao made the decision for war in early July, shortly after the war started. The 
opening of Russian archives in the wake of the Cold War and the emergence of significant 
Chinese sources and scholars in this field have changed our views on the decision- making 
process; however, the controversy has not gone away.
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In 1950 the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) numbered 5 million soldiers; however, it was 
not ready for war with the United States. The PLA lacked air and naval forces, and was poorly 
equipped. Much of its weaponry and equipment consisted of a hodgepodge collected from 
numerous sources during World War II and the Chinese Civil War. The PLA lacked a modern 
command structure and logistical organizations. It was primarily an internal security army. It 
had not projected its power beyond its borders, and its primary focus on the eve of the Korean 
War was completing the destruction of the Nationalist (Koumingtang) force, which had fled 
to Formosa. In addition, China was reliant on the Soviet Union for its airpower support and 
nuclear deterrent.

In July, as a prudent first step, Mao started shifting the focus of the PLA from Formosa 
to the Manchurian border with Korean. He ordered the PLA to establish the Northeast 
Border Defense Army (NEBDA). By the end of July, four armies (about the equivalence 
of an American corps) three artillery divisions, four air- defense artillery regiments, and one 
tank regiment, a force of roughly 255,000 soldiers, had redeployed to the Chinese– Korean 
border.59 Thus, by the end of July, Mao had in place forces capable of intervening. Mao, how-
ever, had not received approval or an acknowledgment of support from Stalin. In August and 
September the Chinese intensely watched the situation in Korea, taking steps to warn Kim 
Il Sung of the potential for an amphibious invasion at Inchon. The Chinese warnings were 
ignored, and they watched the defeat of the KPA in South Korea. By late September, with the 
complete destruction of KPA imminent, Mao intensified preparations for war, his efforts to 
gain support from Stalin, and his warning to the United States.

When the UNF crossed the 38th parallel on 1 October, the Chinese were forced to act. 
Shen Zhihua, in his study, wrote as follows: “Though there had been differing views among 
Chinese leaders over sending troops to Korea, they reached consensus to do so at the October 
5 Politburo meeting.”60 Zhou Enlai stated: “We don’t want to fight, but the enemy has forced 
this on us. He will soon be at the Yalu River. We can’t look on idly at impending danger. This 
is both helping Korea and defending ourselves. If one falls, the other will be in immediate 
danger.”61 Had UN forces not crossed the 38th parallel, there would have been no second 
Korean War, and no question on the survival of the ROK. And had significant CPV entered 
the war in July or August, UN forces would never have crossed the 38th parallel. The Chinese 
were not manipulated by Stalin into fighting the Korean War; nor was the United States lured 
into the war.62 Once war became unavoidable Mao took steps to preclude total war with the 
United States.

On October 8, Mao created the Chinese People’s Volunteers Force, hoping by the use of 
the word “volunteers” to convince the world that the CPVF had not been organized by 
the Chinese government. By officially entering Korea, China risked full- blown war with 
the United States and the sixteen other countries that had joined the UNF and theoretic-
ally could invade China. In fact, the “volunteer” soldiers … were Chinese regular troops, 
commanded by Chinese officers.63

On 16 October Chu Teh, the commander of the People’s Liberation Army, ordered the 
“People’s Volunteer Army,” under the leadership of Generals Peng Dehuai, to secretly cross 
the border into North Korea.64 On 19 October three Chinese infantry armies and three 
artillery divisions, approximately 260,000 entered North Korea. When the attack came in late 
November the Chinese had more than 450,000 troops committed to Korea, in thirty- three 
divisions. In a telegram dated 2 October Mao informed Stalin of Chinese plans and objectives:

(1) We have decided to send a portion of our armies in the guise of a Volunteer Force to 
Korea to fight the military forces of the United States and its running dog, Syngman 
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Rhee, and to assist [our] Korean comrades. We believe it is necessary to do this. If all 
of Korea is occupied by the Americans, Korean revolutionary forces will be basically 
defeated, and the American aggressors will run even more rampant, bring great harm 
throughout the East.

(2) We think that since we have decided to dispatch Chinese military forces to Korea to battle 
the Americans, first, in order to be able to solve the issue, we have to prepare to annihi-
late and drive from Korea the aggressor armies of the United States and other countries; 
second, since Chinese forces will fight with the Americans in Korea (though we will be 
doing this in the guise of a Volunteer Force), we have to prepare for the United States to 
declare that it is in a state of war with China, and to prepare for the possibility that the 
United States, at the very least, may use its air force to bomb many Chinese large cities 
and industrial areas, and its navy to attack coastal areas.65

In his long telegram to Stalin, in addition to outlining his strategy, Mao requested signifi-
cant military assistance, tanks, trucks, artillery, small arms, ammunition, air defense systems, 
and most importantly air support. Stalin ultimately provided the Chinese enormous military 
support; however, he decided initially not to send the Soviet Air Force to defend the CPV 
advance into Korea. Stalin too sought to avoid World War III. Without Soviet air support the 
Chinese faced a new battlefield equation. However, the situation in Korea was deteriorating 
rapidly. If the Chinese were going to intervene, it was better to do it while significant KPA 
forces were still operational and effective. In the meeting of the Politburo on 13 October the 
decision was made. Zhihua wrote:

Taking the lead, Mao worked to persuade Peng and others that although the Soviet 
Union could not provide air support over Korea in the early stage after China’s entrance 
into the war, Stalin had agreed to provide air cover over Chinese territory and massive 
amounts of military material to China. The final decision of the October 13 Politburo 
meeting was that even without Soviet air cover in Korea in the foreseeable future, mas-
sive U.S. Army advances meant that China must send troops immediately to help North 
Korea, no matter what the hardship might be.66

The Chinese had no other option. Had a foreign army been advancing north through 
Mexico toward the US border, the United States would have done exactly what the Chinese 
did.67 On 25 October the Chinese promulgated its decision to deploy the PLA/ CPV to fight 
the “War to Resist the United States and Aid Korea” (WRUSAK). Mao did not plan to restore 
North Korea. He planned to unify the Korean peninsula. He planned the complete destruc-
tion of the ROKA and US and UN forces in Korea, a total- war objective, confined to the 
Korean peninsula. In order to achieve his objective he planned to concentrate an overwhelm-
ing number of forces. Mao wrote: “we should be able to concentrate our forces four times 
larger than the enemy (that is, to use four of our armies to fight against one enemy army) 
and to use a firing power one and half to two times stronger than that of the enemy … so 
that we can guarantee a complete and thorough destruction of one enemy army.” The trans-
formation of the PLA from a primarily guerrilla, insurgent army to a conventional army took 
place prior to the Korean War. Stalin had provided weapons and equipment and some train-
ing. Still, the PLA suffered from numerous deficiencies that precluded total victory. Mao had 
little respect for the capabilities of the armed forces of the United States. This was ultimately 
a costly miscalculation. With air and naval power supporting ground forces no army on Earth 
could match the firepower of the armed forces of the United States, particularly in a confined 
geographic space, such as the Korean peninsula. Mao, however, had a large army and the will 
to expend their lives in pursuit of an unattainable objective. One student of Mao’s way of war 
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wrote: “Beijing involvement in the war … stemmed in part from the CCP’s confidence in 
the people’s war strategy. The man- over- weapon doctrine dictated that subjectivity, creativity, 
flexibility, and other human attributes were far more decisive in warfare than weaponry or 
technology.”68 Mao also used this opportunity to consolidate power in China and mobilized 
the people.

Throughout October UNF continued their advance, and on 26 October the ROK 6th 
Division reached the Yalu River, where it was attacked by the CPV. On 1 November, US 
forces arrived in the vicinity of the Yalu River. That night they were attacked. The lead elem-
ents of the 1st Cavalry Division suffered heavy casualties. “I heard a bugler,” said a lieutenant 
from the Cav, “and the beat of horses’ hooves in the distance. Then as though they came out 
of a burst of smoke, shadowy figures began shooting and bayoneting everybody they could 
find.”69 These initial attacks gave Walker and MacArthur the opportunity to re-evaluate the 
situation and the disposition of the Eighth Army. Walker understood that he was facing a new 
enemy. He understood that this was not the broken KPA, but the organized, disciplined CPV. 
He also understood that his LOC stretched almost the entire length of the Korean peninsula, 
that his supply situation was not adequate to defend against a new sustained enemy offensive, 
that his Army had exposed flanks because of the funnel- shaped geography of North Korea, 
that unified command had not been established because of the separation between the Eighth 
Army and X Corps, and that psychologically his Army was in the pursuit mission mindset, 
believing that the war was all but over and that they might be home for Christmas.

On 6 November, MacArthur concluded, “A new and fresh army now faces us, backed by 
a possibility of large alien reserves. Whether and to what extent these reserves will be moved 
forward to reinforce units now committed remains to be seen and is a matter of greatest 
international significance.”70 With this intelligence of significant Chinese forces in the bor-
der region of North Korea, MacArthur decided to continue the attack north. Major General 
Charles A. Willougby, MacArthur’s assistant chief of staff for intelligence, continuously under-
estimated Chinese strength and capabilities, and failed to understand Chinese intentions. 
David Halberstam and others believed these intelligence failures were intentional. Halberstam 
wrote: “so the men of the Dai Ichi [MacArthur’s headquarters in Japan] had doctored the 
intelligence in order to permit MacArthur’s forces to go where they wanted to go militarily, to 
the banks of the Yalu.”71 As darkness fell on the night of 25 November, the Chinese launched a 
powerful, coordinated attack. The size and ferocity of the attack caught the Eighth Army and 
X Corps by surprise. MacArthur reported to the JCS:

All hope of localization of the Korean conflict to enemy forces composed of North 
Korean troops with alien token elements can now be completely abandoned. The Chinese 
forces are committed in North Korea in great and ever increasing strength. No pretext of 
minor support under the guise of voluntarism or other subterfuge now has the slightest 
validity. We face an entirely new war.72

Was “an entirely new war” what MacArthur wanted? His critics say, “yes.” Others argue 
that MacArthur and Walker were lured into a trap at the Yalu. MacArthur, however, was being 
MacArthur. He was fighting war the American way: complete the destruction of the enemy’s 
main army. He fully expected the President and American people to respond as they always 
had, with greater force and resolve.

Operationally and tactically there was no military justification for the disposition of the 
Eighth Army, given the repeated warnings from China, the considerations of geography 
and terrain, the intelligence on the size and capabilities of enemy forces in the border 
regions, and the known size of the Chinese population and PLA. North Korea is funnel 
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shaped. At the narrowest point of the funnel, the area roughly from Pyongyang to Wonsan, 
the Eighth Army, concentrated in a deliberate defense, could have held. At the narrowest 
point, the Eighth Army possessed sufficient forces to stretch across the peninsula. No mat-
ter how large the Chinese Army, on the offense the funnel shape geography forced it into 
a narrow frontage where the only option was frontal attacks. UN forces controlled the sea 
and the air. The Eighth Army, in a good defensive posture at the narrowest point on the 
peninsula, with airpower, possessed the combat power to stop the attack of hundreds of 
thousands of Chinese.

In November, when the second Chinese offensive took place, US forces numbered 178,500, 
and ROKA forces 224,000. The CPV numbered 380,000, and the KPA 103,000. While out-
numbered in a defensive disposition the combat power equation favored the United States. In 
the Pusan Perimeter, in a hasty defense, with fewer personnel, the Eighth Army demonstrated 
the ability to generate sufficient combat power to defend a 150- mile- long front. In a delib-
erate defense it could have held a similar front against a Chinese force three or four times as 
large. However, this was not possible in the northernmost provinces. In this region, the top 
of the funnel, the Eighth Army would have had to cover an area three times larger than the 
Pyongyang to Wonsan corridor, to form a continuous defensive line. Given the size of the 
Eighth Army, this was beyond its capabilities. The more mountainous terrain in the northern-
most provinces also increased the manpower requirements. North Korea was lost because of 
the disposition of the Eighth Army, and not because of its manpower, training, or equipment. 
MacArthur’s operational decisions strategically and politically shaped the destiny of the Korean people, 
and the security needs of the United States into the twenty- first century.

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, particularly the Chairman, Omar Bradley, were derelict in their 
duties. They tolerated a chain of command that damaged the ability of the Army and the 
other services to fight. They watched MacArthur divide his forces in the face of a numer-
ically superior enemy and said nothing. They allowed him to advance into the indefensible 
border regions, and into terrain that soaked up manpower. They were silent when he bypassed 
the most defensible terrain and geographic region without constructing a fallback defensive 
position. They permitted him to advance without opening up more reliable supply lines, and 
without building up sufficient supplies to fight the threatening Chinese. They allowed him 
to deploy US forces in the border regions in violation of policies they established. And, they 
ignored intelligence on the Chinese buildup. All of this was sacrificed for the sake of speed. 
The JCS bear considerable responsibility for the subsequent failures in Korea, and for the 
relief of General MacArthur. W. Averell Harriman, an advisor to Truman, observed, “General 
Bradley and the Chiefs of Staff were afraid of General MacArthur, I think; they were very 
timid about it.”73

The Chinese attack could not have been better timed. The Eighth Army was stretched from 
one end of Korea to the other. It was divided between a mountain range. It was advancing 
with wide- open flanks. The disposition of the Eighth Army made it vulnerable to attack. The 
first CPV offensive started on 25 October and lasted until 7 November. CPV forces were not 
ready for major offensive operations. The Chinese faced enormous supply, resource, and trans-
portation problems. As they advanced those problems multiplied. Still, the offensive stunned 
the Americans causing a local retreat. The first Chinese offensive helped to stabilize the KPA. 
The second CPV offensive was initiated on 25 November and continued until Christmas. 
On 30 November, UN forces initiated a general retreat. Thousands of UN soldiers became 
casualties, prisoners of war, or went missing in action. The CPV used infiltration and envelop-
ment tactics. Once in the rear of UN forces they set up roadblocks, forcing the surrounded 
units to fight their way through while simultaneously fighting rearguard actions. When major 
units, whole regiments, were incapable of breaking through they abandoned their vehicles and 
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equipment and tried to escape through the mountains in smaller units of squads and platoons. 
Many were captured. Major units became combat ineffective. The objective of the CPV was 
the total destruction of the Eighth Army.

On 3 December MacArthur informed Washington that twenty- six Chinese Divisions had 
been identified and that another 200,000 enemy soldiers were in the vicinity to support the 
attack. He wrote: “This small command, actually under present conditions, is facing the entire 
Chinese nation in an undeclared war, and unless some positive and immediate action is taken, 
hope for success cannot be justified and steady attrition leading to final destruction can be rea-
sonably contemplated.” The following day, on 4 December, the CPV recaptured Pyongyang, 
the capital of North Korea. By the 15th, UN forces were back in the vicinity of the 38th 
parallel. Washington had no intention of initiating a general war in Korea. On 15 December 
Truman addressed the American people in a broadcast from the White House:

Then, in November, the Communists threw their Chinese armies into the battle against 
the free nation. By this act they have shown that they are now willing to push the world 
to the brink of a general war to get what they want. … That is why we are in such grave 
danger. The future of civilization depends on what we do. … We have the strength and we 
have the courage to overcome the danger that threatens our country. We must act calmly 
and wisely and resolutely.

We are expanding our Armed Forces very rapidly. … We have a large Navy. We have a 
powerful Air Force. We have units around which a strong Army can be built. But measured 
against the danger that confronts us, our forces are not adequate. … On June 25, when the 

Map 5.7 Chinese attack in North Korea.
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Communists invaded the Republic of Korea, we had less than 1 ½ million men and women 
in Army, Navy, and Air Force. Today, the military strength has reached about 2 ½ million. Our 
next step is to increase the number of men and women on active duty to nearly 3 ½ million.

As a part of the process of achieving a speedier buildup, the number of men to be 
called up under the Selective Service System had been raised, and two additional National 
Guard Division are being ordered to active duty in January.74

This was the traditional American response to the expanding needs of war. On 29 December 
the JCS directed MacArthur to hold in Korea, informing him that: “We believe that Korea 
is not the place to fight a major war. Further, we believe that we should not commit our 
remaining available ground forces to action against the Chinese People’s Volunteers.” The  
survival of the Republic of Korea was not worth the risk of World War III, but it was worth 
the continued effort with the forces available. The JCS continued: “a successful resistance 
to the Chinese- North Korean aggression at some position in Korea and a deflation of the 

Figure 5.2 Mao Zedong and the Red Chinese hordes, 11 December 1950.
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military and political prestige of the Chinese Communists would be of great importance to 
our national interest.”75 MacArthur responded with his own proposal:

Should a policy determination be reached … to recognize the state of war which has been 
forced upon us by the Chinese authorities and to take retaliatory measures within our 
capabilities, we could (1) blockade the coast of China; (2) destroy through naval gunfire 
and air bombardment China’s industrial capacity to wage war; (3) secure reinforcements 
from the Nationalist garrison on Formosa to strengthen our position … and (4) release 
existing restrictions upon the Formosan garrison for diversionary action, possibly leading 
to counter- invasion against vulnerable areas of the Chinese mainland.76

The JCS rejected MacArthur’s proposals, and concluded with: “Should it become evident 
in your judgment that evacuation is essential to avoid severe losses of men and material you 

Map 5.8 Korea, Eighth Army and X Corps retreat.
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will at that time withdraw from Korea to Japan.”77 This was not what MacArthur expected. 
This was not the traditional American response. Artificial limited war fundamentally changed the 
American practice of war. The United States and the Army, because of the talent, tenacity, char-
acter, and professionalism of General Matthew B.  Ridgway, never faced the ignominy of 
defeat in Korea, and never faced a Dunkirk. The long retreat, however, was a disgrace for the 
US Army.

The Ground War: Ridgway Takes Command

On 23 December General Walton H. Walker was killed in a vehicle crash. He was suc-
ceeded by Lieutenant General Matthew B. Ridgway, who had commanded the famed 82nd 
Airborne Division in the Sicily and Normandy invasions, and the XVIII Airborne Corps in 
the Battle of the Bulge. Ridgway, responding to a reporter in 1952, outlined his approach to 
command:

When you get a new job to do, spend most of your time discovering exactly what your 
new mission is. Then break it down into workable units. Establish an organization that 
will enable each unit to accomplish its particular mission. Then try to find good men to 
fill the key spots. Give them full authority for individual action, but check them relent-
lessly to see they speed the main job. And if they don’t produce, fire them.78

He further noted that, “The one thing I demand in a man is loyalty,” and that, “I am a sol-
dier and a soldier’s job is to obey orders.” Ridgway was one of the finest combat leaders ever 
produced by the United States.

On 25 December when Ridgway met with MacArthur he was given command of the 
entire Eighth Army, including the X Corps: “The Eighth Army is yours, Matt. Do what you 
think is best. … I will support you. You have my complete confidence.”79 The following day 
Ridgway flew to Korea and issued his first General Order:

I have with little notice assumed heavy responsibilities before in battle, but never with 
greater opportunities for service to our loved ones and our Nation in beating back a 
world menace which free men cannot tolerate. It is an honored privilege to share this 
service with you and with our comrades of the Navy and Air Force. You will have my 
utmost. I shall expect yours.80

Ridgway’s first action as Commander of the Eighth Army was to give his soldiers 
reasons for fighting. In a limited war in which the President’s decision for war did 
not enjoy the full support of the American people, Ridgway found it necessary to tell 
soldiers, again and again, why they were fighting. He had to compete with dissenting 
opinions that made their way into the newspapers and other sources of information 
read by soldiers.

Ridgway arrived in Korea just in time for the CPV’s third offensive across the 38th parallel. 
As the CPV advanced, their LOC grew longer and more vulnerable to attack from the air. 
Seoul was captured on 3 January, and the Eighth Army continued its retreat. Ridgway faced 
one of the most difficult military tasks in war, assuming command of a defeated, retreating, 
broken army, in the face of a superior force. Ridgway had to halt the retreat, establish a defense, 
reinvigorate his army, and then attack to restore South Korea, in order to achieve the political 
objectives of the United States and the UN. Ridgway’s first task was to assess the situation, his 
subordinate commanders, and the status of troops— mentally, physically, and emotionally—  as 
well as the status of supplies and equipment:
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My concern in this conference [with corps commanders] was to devise every means we 
could to make an immediate improvement in the Eighth Army’s combat potential, for 
I was determined to return to the offensive just as quickly as our strength permitted. … 
But before the Eighth Army could return to the offensive it needed to have its fighting 
spirit restored, to have pride in itself, to feel confidence in its leadership, and have faith 
in its mission. These qualities could not be assessed at secondhand, and I determined to 
make an immediate tour of the battlefront to meet and talk with the field commanders in 
their forward command posts and to size up the Eighth Army’s spirit with my own eyes 
and senses. Fighting spirit is not something that can be described or spelled out to you. 
An experienced commander can feel it through all his senses, in the posture, the manner, 
the talk, the very gestures of the men on the fighting front.81

Ridgway’s ability to assess “fighting spirit,” emotional intelligence, was a function of cultural 
learning, of understanding what an effective soldier looked like. Ridgway visited frontline 
positions in an open jeep to talk with corps, division, battalion, company, and even platoon 
commanders. “I rode in an open jeep, and would permit no jeep with the top up to operate in 
the combat zone. Riding in a closed vehicle in a battle area puts a man in the wrong frame of 
mind.” Ridgway’s inspections gave him an understanding of the quality and character of the 
defense, the status of equipment and morale, and an assessment of the leaders. Reporting to 
General Collins, Ridgway wrote: “I have so far found only one or two cases where a division 
has shown any appreciable resourcefulness in adapting its fighting tactics to the terrain, to the 
enemy, and to conditions in this theater.”82 He found that too many units of the Eighth Army 
lacked the know- how to carry out their missions and duties. They were deficient in small 
unit tactics and too many leaders were not fulfilling their responsibilities. He concluded that 
the fighting spirit was too low to generate the combat power needed to reverse the situation:

I must say, in all frankness, that the spirit of the Eighth Army as I found it on my arrival 
there gave me deep concern. There was a definite air of nervousness, of gloomy fore-
boding, of uncertainty, a spirit of apprehension as to what the future held. … It was clear 
to me that our troops had lost confidence. I could sense it the moment I came into a 
command post. I could read it in their eyes, in their walk. I could read it in the faces of 
their leaders, from sergeants right on up to the top. They were unresponsive, reluctant to 
talk. I had to drag information out of them. There was a complete absence of that alert-
ness, that aggressiveness, that you find in troops whose spirit is high. … [T] hey seemed 
to have forgotten, too, a great many of the basic, unchanging principles of war. They 
were not patrolling as they should. Their knowledge of the enemy’s location and his 
strength was pitifully inadequate. There are two kinds of information no commander can 
do without— information pertaining to the enemy, which we call combat intelligence, 
and information on the terrain. Both are vital. … All intelligence could show me was a 
big red goose egg out in front of us, with 174,000 scrawled in the middle of it.83

Ridgway immediately initiated actions to improve the welfare and morale of soldiers, 
to retrain them, and to restore their fighting spirit. He ordered immediate and aggres-
sive patrolling to gain knowledge of the terrain and maintain contact with the enemy. He 
removed commanders that exhibited defeatism or who lacked the physical stamina to serve 
in combat units, cautioning others that “heads would roll if my orders [are] not carried 
out.” He insured that soldiers had everything they needed to fight in the harsh Korean win-
ter, and enforced supply discipline rules. He increased the firepower of the Eighth Army 
by requesting that the Pentagon expedite the deployment of ten battalions of artillery. He 
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requested 30,000 Korean laborers from President Rhee to dig fighting positions and string 
barbed wire in order to add depth to his defense and improve the mobility of his army. He 
also requested additional support from the Civilian Transportation Corps, which had been 
organized under General Walker. Nine companies were available by 26 March 1951 to haul 
ammunition and supplies to the front using the traditional Korean “A” frames. By mid- 
June, eighty- five companies, 30,589 carriers, were assisting the Eighth Army to move sup-
plies over the rugged terrain and rain- soaked roads.84 This became known as the “A Frame 
Army.” Ridgway initiated programs to retrain soldiers. He rotated units out of combat for 
training and rest, and then back into combat. He led by personal example. He looked and 
acted like a soldier, wearing a web belt and harness with a hand grenade attached. Ridgway 
later noted: “I held to the old- fashioned idea that it helped the spirits of the men to see the 
Old Man up there, in the snow and sleet and mud, sharing the same cold, miserable exist-
ence they had to endure.”85

Ridgway did a lot of talking. He explained to his subordinate commanders what he expected:

Then I  talked a little about leadership. I  told them their soldier forebears would turn 
over in their graves if they heard some of the stories I had heard about the behavior of 
some of our troop leaders in combat. The job of a commander was to be up where the 
crisis of action was taking place. In time of battle, I wanted division commanders to be 
up with their forward battalions, and I wanted corps commanders up with the regiment 
that was in the hottest action. If they had paper work to do, they could do it at night. 
By day their place was up there where the shooting was going on. The power and the 
prestige of America was at stake out here, I told them, and it was going to take guns and 
guts to save ourselves from defeat. I’d see to it they got the guns. The rest was up to them, 
to their character, their competence as soldiers, their calmness, their judgment, and their 
courage.86

Ridgway also issued a lot of orders communicating his intentions to attack, to go on the 
offensive, “I skinned Eighth Army staff officers individually and collectively many times to 
have them do as I wanted.” He informed all that, “I am going to attack. … We are interested 
only in inflicting maximum casualties to the enemy with minimum casualties to ourselves. 
To do this we must wage a war of maneuver— slashing at the enemy when he withdraws and 
fighting delaying actions when he attacks.”87

Ridgway soon recognized he had another problem. The Korean War was the subject of 
debate back home, and soldiers knew it. The President’s policies in Korea did not have the 
quality and character of support that was prevalent in World War II. And press coverage of the 
war was damaging the morale of the forces fighting in Korea. In Vietnam this problem re- 
emerged. Ridgway acted to counter the negative effects of the press coverage and the debate 
in the United States. He sought to explain to soldiers what they were fighting for:

The real issues are whether the power of Western civilization, as God has permitted it to 
flower in our own beloved lands, shall defy and defeat Communism; whether the rule of 
men who shoot their prisoners, enslave their citizens, and deride the dignity of man, shall 
displace the rule of those to whom the individual and his individual rights are sacred; 
whether we are to survive with God’s hand to guide and lead us, or to perish in the dead 
existence of a Godless world. … This has long since ceased to be a fight for freedom for 
our Korean Allies alone and for their national survival. It has become, and it continues 
to be, a fight for our own freedom, for our own survival, in an honorable, independent 
national existence.
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The sacrifices we have made, and those we shall yet support, are not offered vicariously 
for others, but in our own direct defense. In the final analysis, the issue now joined right 
here in Korea is whether Communism or individual freedom shall prevail; whether the 
flight of fear- driven people we have witnessed here shall be checked … or be permitted 
step by step to close in on our homeland and at some future time, however distant, to 
engulf our own loved ones in all its misery and despair. These are the things for which 
we fight.88

During World War II and the Korean War there was considerable hypocrisy in the words 
of American political and military leaders, given the prevalence of Jim Crowism, segre-
gated armed forces deployed around the world, the imprisonment of Japanese Americans, 
and racism toward Asians. Still, Ridgway echoed concerns prevalent in the Army since the 
outbreak of the Cold War. In artificial limited war, the connections between the sacrifices 
that soldiers were required to make and the security of the United States were indirect and 
difficult to perceive. In limited war, it was more difficult to produce the national consensus 
that was the norm in more total wars. Limited wars required the Army to acknowledge 
and understand the national debate and the effects it had on the motivation of soldiers. It 
required the Army to actively, tenaciously work to counter the negative influences of the 
press and the national debate on the morale and discipline of soldiers. Without aggressive, 
proactive measures to counter the debate the Army was going to deteriorate. Ridgway’s 
words were an acknowledgment of this problem, and a palpable example of his efforts to 
maintain the fighting spirit of his army. Ridgway believed in the American soldier. He 
knew what was possible, and was thus able to re- ignite the fighting spirit of the Eighth 
Army, turn it around, and attack.

* * * * *

The enemy the United States fought in Korea was unlike that fought in Europe. Army infan-
try operation and tactics doctrine had to adapt to new conditions and a new enemy:

In Korea, Americans encountered unfamiliar enemy tactics along with rugged terrain 
that hampered full employment of the World War II mechanized doctrine. North Korean 
tactics, and those of the Chinese, differed from the European- style warfare to which 
Americans had grown accustomed. The more fluid enemy tactics in Korea resembled 
aspects of guerrilla warfare, notably in extensive use of infiltration and night attacks. The 
U.S. Army, on the other hand, had become conditioned to European battlefields, orienting 
doctrine, organization and weaponry in that direction. American soldiers had grown road 
bound and dependent upon extensive artillery support, elaborate communications, and 
endless supplies. Korea’s rugged mountains, few roads, and harsh climate helped obstruct 
the effective employment of superior American military power.89

The engagement ranges in Korea were considerably shorter than those in Europe, and the 
enemy developed tactics to mitigate the effectiveness of American superior firepower and 
control of the air. Darkness and adverse weather conditions favored the enemy. Captured 
North Korean and Chinese documents emphasized the desirability of night attacks, noting 
“the ineptness and distaste” of US forces for actions during darkness.90 The Chinese used cam-
ouflage and concealment in order to advance within 200 meters of UN lines, when possible, 
before initiating the attack. They were poor marksmen with individual weapons, but excel-
lent with the use of the 7.62- mm light and medium machineguns, 60-  and 82- mm mortars, 
“Chinese stick” grenades, and satchel and pole charges. CPV armor units were equipped with 
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T 34 tanks. CPV had significant artillery, but enormous difficulty advancing it. CPV attacked 
in echelons concentrating on specific sectors of the defense, after probing attacks found the 
main defensive line. All soldiers were not equipped with individual weapons. When a soldier 
in the first echelon fell, another soldier in the second or third echelons would pick up his 
weapon and continue the attack. One third of the attacking unit was held in reserve to exploit 
breakthroughs. The much- discussed human wave tactics were not the norm for CPV, but they 
did take place. Once penetration was made, Chinese forces expanded to the flanks to enlarge 
the breach. They fought with great tenacity and zeal, using bugles and horns to confuse, 
intimidate, and terrorize the defenders, and to control their formations.91 Mao’s theory of war 
is encapsulated in these few words:

This is the so- called theory that “weapons decide everything”, which constitutes a mech-
anical approach to the question of war and a subjective and one- sided view. Our view is 
opposed to this; we see not only weapons but also people. Weapons are an important fac-
tor in war, but not the decisive factor; it is people, not things, that are decisive. The contest 
of strength is not only a contest of military and economic power, but also a contest of 
human power and morale.92

To regain the initiative, restore confidence, and ultimately retake lost territory, Ridgway 
planned a series of limited offensives. However, first he had to stop the retreat, and gain an 
accurate picture of the enemy’s disposition. In late January 1951, he ordered aggressive patrol-
ling, and ordered the 2nd Infantry Division to turn around and advance north. On the night 
of 13– 14 February, the 23rd Infantry “the Tomahawk Regiment,” of the 2nd ID fought des-
perate battles against Chinese human wave tactics to stop a major Chinese advance.93 One 
assessment of the battles and Chinese tactics read:

Now, while the entire perimeter of Chip’yong- ni was under pressure, the main CPV blow 
fell against weakened George Company. George was piling up the dead by the hundreds, 
but too many of the enemy were getting in close with explosives and hand grenades. 
The artillery fired star shells and HE [high- explosives ammunition] alternately, riddling 
the Chinese, but still they came on. The Chinese washed up on the low ridge again and 
again, fighting a determined battle for each foxhole. Little by little, against violent resist-
ance, they were chipping the ground away from the American defenders. … The Chinese 
kept pressing in. They did not try to overwhelm G with one rush, but continued to creep 
through the night, knocking out hole after hole. The 1st Platoon, near three o’clock in 
the morning, was pushed back out of position. … The 23rd’s perimeter was broken. The 
Chinese had a pathway into the vitals of the regiment. All they had to do was to exploit 
it. … The Chinese now demonstrated what would be proved again and again upon the 
Korean field of battle: they could crack a line, but a force lacking mechanization, air 
power, and rapid communications could not exploit against a force possessing all three. … 
[A] ir, armor, artillery, and redeployed infantry had plugged the hole.94

At daylight, the 23rd Infantry counterattacked, re-establishing its perimeter. The success-
ful defense led to a sequence of offensive operations, “Thunderbolt,” “Roundup,” “Killer,” 
and “Ripper,” that started the Eighth Army back up the peninsula.95 On 14 March Seoul 
was recaptured. By the end of the month, UN forces were back in the vicinity of the 38th 
parallel. At this juncture, Truman changed the political objective for the third and final time. 
The political objective reverted back to that of July 1950— restore South Korea. This deci-
sion caused the Eighth Army to halt major offensive operations and establish a defense. Both 
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armies reinforced and dug in, and in the summer of 1951, following the failure of the fifth 
Chinese offensive, the war entered its final phase— negotiating while fighting, a defensive 
stalemate, a war of attrition. Once the line was drawn across the peninsula, and both armies in 
well- established deliberate defenses, offensive ground operations were for limited gains, such 
as the next ridgeline. Airpower became the major source of UN strategically offensive combat 
power. Still, the Eighth Army reached its peak performance under Ridgway in the spring of 
1951, regaining the initiative against the formidable PLA. During the strategic defense phase 
of the Korean War, the Army relied primarily on firepower to destroy enemy forces and break 
up planned offensives. Limiting casualties became a major concern. Huge artillery parks were 
constructed, with the ability to mass tremendous fires almost immediately. Maneuver warfare 
had come to an end, and greater reliance was placed on artillery and airpower.

In hindsight it can be argued that it was a mistake to stop the forward progress of the Army. 
The war continued for two more long years, while negotiations were carried out. By assuming 
the defense, the Eighth Army surrendered the initiative, and political leaders robbed themselves 
of their most important negotiation tool— success on the battlefield. During this “negotiating 
while fighting phase” 40 percent of the total number of casualties of the war were sustained. 
Geography, the battlefield situation, the President’s promise, and the credibility of the United 
States should have influenced the political decisions of the President. The President had made 
a commitment to the Korean and American people. The prestige and credibility of the PRC 
and the United States were engaged in the struggle for Korea. The outcome of the war would 
affect world opinion for decades, diminishing or expanding influence. The most defensible 
geographic location and terrain were a hundred miles to the North. And, both Ridgway and 
General James Van Fleet, who replaced Ridgway in April 1951, believed that forward progress 
was still possible. Therefore, within the range of limitations established by the President— to 
fight a war within the confines of the Korean peninsula with American forces, no greater than 
eight divisions, and ROKA forces— there was still room for action. There was still the potential 
to achieve a better outcome. However, by no means did the Eighth Army possess the com-
bat power to push to the Chinese back to the Yalu River. Geography, China’s population, the 
PLA, Soviet airpower, and the combined resources of the PRC and Soviet Union precluded 
military victory on the Chinese border, short of total war. Truman, who probably regretted his 
decision to cross the 38th parallel, sought what he believed was the most expeditious means 
to end the war. However, by stopping the Eighth Army, he actually prolonged the war, and in 
the process, created a new, major power, the PRC, which had demonstrated to the world its 
ability to fight the United States to a stalemate. This new prestige and demonstrative power 
would influence future wars.

The assumption of strategic defense marked an important change in the American way of 
war. Two hundred years of American warfare came to an end. An Army that retained signifi-
cant offensive combat power in the midst of a shooting war in which Americans were fighting 
and dying voluntarily went on the strategic defense. Political leaders decided not to pursue 
victory. Support for the war deteriorated. And as soldiers came to realize that victory was no 
longer sought and that there was no way to bring the war to an end through ground combat 
operations, through their own efforts, other priorities rose in importance. A decade later, the 
precedents established in Korea were reenacted in Vietnam. The threat of direct intervention 
by the PRC caused the United States to fight a strategically defensive war of attrition, a war 
that from the start the Army could not win.
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6 The Korean War: The Final Phases, 
1951– 1953

When they [the B- 29s] got back to their base— Here was a case of man bites dog. A communication 
had just come in. … The message said to the B- 29 people: “Our congratulations and our thanks. 
The First Cavalry Division is now across the Naktong River.” What they had done was to completely 
erase the enemy artillery concentrations on those hills west of the Naktong. With all their people and 
artillery … destroyed … there was no possibility of the enemy’s resisting ….

This was the old Attack technique … and the original dream of Army commanders who saw 
in the new- fangled airplane only an extension of ground firepower. “Flying Artillery” once more. 
It worked. … But that wasn’t what B- 29’s were trained for, nor was it how they were intended to 
perform. The B- 29’s were trained to go up there to Manchuria and destroy the enemy’s potential 
to wage war. They were trained to bomb Peking and Hankow. … The threat of this impending 
bombardment would, I  am confident, have kept the Communist Chinese from revitalizing and 
protracting the Korean War. … The great tragedy is that even these 157,000 [American] casualties 
were mostly unnecessary. That war … could have been terminated almost as soon as it began. I will always 
believe this.1

— General Curtis LeMay, USAF

General Curtis LeMay was confident that strategic bombing alone could have won the war in 
Korea, and saved thousands of American lives. He believed that the United States possessed the 
technology to dictate the course and conduct of the war, and that it was a waste of precious 
American lives to engage in an unnecessary ground war. This vision of war from the air was 
communicated to the American people in numerous ways, and they accepted it. However, it 
made the Korean and Vietnam Wars difficult to understand. If LeMay was right, why were we 
committing our young men to bloody infantry battles?

LeMay also believed that it was a mistake to employ strategic airpower, a limited resource, 
in support of ground tactical operations. LeMay commanded SAC throughout most of 
the 1950s, and it was his belief that airpower was the decisive instrument for the conduct 
of war— all wars. The Army disagreed. The Army argued that in the early days of the war, 
airpower demonstrated that it was incapable of stopping the advance of the KPA and that 
the employment of ground forces had been necessary to achieve this objective. Both argu-
ments were a function of the service culture from which they were derived. However, in 
the new age of nuclear weapons, jet aircraft, and missiles, the argument that best fit the 
American vision of war was that of the Air Force. The actual conduct of the war meant little 
in this environment. The American people would ultimately consider the Korean War as a 
mistake— a dirty, little infantry war in which the United States did not achieve its strategic 
objective of total victory. The Korean War, however, foretold the future of warfare, and 
restated the history of warfare.

World War II strategic bombing doctrines did not have the potential to achieve decisive 
results in limited wars, where airpower was restricted to a single geographic region and the 
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enemy’s means of production and the population centers that produced war materials were 
outside of that region. By 15 September 1950 General George E. Stratemeyer, Commander 
Far East Air Force (FEAF), was able to report: “Practically all of the major military- industrial 
targets [in North Korea] strategically important to the enemy forces and to their war potential 
have now been neutralized.”2 In the official history of The USAF in Korea Robert Futrell con-
cluded that the strategic bombing of North Korea “made an appreciable contribution to the 
United Nations victory south of the 38th parallel,” but added, “the campaign lacked decisive-
ness.”3 Without a willingness to fight a more total war, the strategic bombing doctrines of the 
Air Force could not destroy the enemy’s means of production, will to fight, and/ or people, all 
of which were outside of the confined theater of war. The Air Force well understood this, but 
LeMay was willing to expand the war to the cities of the People’s Republic of China. He, like 
MacArthur and other senior military leaders, was willing to fight a more total war.

World War II strategic bombing doctrines also did not work because developing coun-
tries such as North Korea lacked a large working- class and/ or middle- class population to 
bomb into submission. Hence, the ability to win the war by destroying the will of the people 

Figure 6.1 General Curtis LeMay, United States Strategic Air Force Command, 4 September 1950.

 

 

 



The Korean War: The Final Phases 147

   147

was almost nonexistent. Peasant based, poorly educated, near subsistence level societies were 
unaccustomed to the rights of citizens in the Western tradition— unaccustomed to revolt, to 
challenging the government, to recognizing any rights, except the right to exist. And, exter-
mination warfare could not be justified. In limited war none of the World War II strategic 
bombing doctrines were capable of producing decisive results.

Strategic airpower and nuclear weapons did provide the deterrent power that precluded 
limited wars from developing into a more total war, and, it was hoped, the deterrent power to 
keep other nation- states from entering the localized war. But henceforth, it was in limited war 
and in missions restricted to specific geographic areas and by the political parameters set in 
Washington that the Air Force endeavored to prove the decisiveness of airpower. This was not 
the type of war the Air Force envisioned or planned to fight. A student of the air war in Korea 
wrote: “It was a phony war, too because the United Nations Air Forces always fought with 
one hand tied behind their back.”4 Another student of strategic airpower noted: “The three 
years of FEAF Bomber Command operations in Korea were rich in ironies. A plane designed 
to carry all- out war to the industrial heart of enemy nations served in a limited, localized, per-
ipheral conflict.”5 Most of the American people would have agreed with LeMay. Artificially 
imposed restrictions were difficult to explain and accept when Americans were fighting and 
dying. However, Truman’s decision to fight a limited war, a war without the employment of 
nuclear weapons, even in the face of the Chinese onslaught and threat to the Eighth Army, 
established a precedence that has been followed ever since, by every leader of every state with 
nuclear weapons. This was the most significant decision of the twentieth century.

Given the limitations imposed, the Air Force searched for targets, doctrine, and technolo-
gies that might prove decisive. For the remainder of the twentieth century the Air Force 
fought campaigns circumscribed and constrained by political leaders. While airpower was not 
decisive, it still made significant contributions to the survival of South Korea.

The Air War

General Curtis LeMay observed: “This may come as a surprise to the reader: we never lost a 
single man on the ground to enemy air action in Korea. … No ground soldier is known to 
have lost his life during enemy air action. Not one.”6 LeMay’s boast was accurate. The US Air 
Force controlled the skies above the battlefields on which UN ground forces fought; however, 
LeMay should have also given credit to Stalin’s decision to restrict Soviet airpower to the bor-
der regions of China and North Korea. Not since World War II, have American ground forces 
suffered a significant air attack; however, the United States also has not fought major powers. 
As a consequence of American dominance in the air and seas, naval and air forces devoted 
greater efforts and resources to fighting the ground war, either independently or in concert 
with ground forces, than in fighting in their own environments.

Airpower greatly influenced the situation on the ground in Korea; however, there are two sides 
to this story. Soviet airpower helped maintained the flow of men and material across the Yalu and 
into North Korea. One student of the air war noted that, “Soviet MiG- 15s and anti- aircraft guns 
helped keep supplies flowing to Chinese and North Korean field forces despite the best efforts 
of USAF and UN pilots to interdict the trucks and trains heading south form Manchuria.”7 The 
USAF maintained air superiority above the battlefields upon which UN forces fought, but it was 
not a war- winning resource, nor did it have the potential to be. In addition, many of the same 
driving forces that precluded the Army and Army Air Forces from cooperating and achieving 
synergy at places such as Sicily and Normandy precluded them in Korea.

The Air Force entered the Korean War unprepared to fight the type of war required of 
it by political leaders.8 The Tactical Air Command was too low on the Air Force’s list of 
priorities to adequately prepare for a limited war; in fact, by January 1949 TAC had been 
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demoted to a planning headquarters stripped of its units and absorbed into the Continental 
Air Command. Army protests and the arguments within the Air Force, caused the restor-
ation of the TAC in July of 1950.9 Nevertheless, the Strategic Air Command had been 
the primary focus of the Air Force, receiving the majority of resources— energy, intellect, 
budget, talent, and prestige. By experience, training, doctrine, technology, and culture the 
Air Force was geared and oriented toward strategic bombing and more total war. In limited 
wars, the Air Force could not fight the way it was designed or had planned. The Air Force, 
thus, had to adapt its strategic bombers and other technologies to conduct tactical and stra-
tegic missions short of total war.

Early in the war came the first restrictions from Washington. Major General Emmett 
O’Donnell, commander of Bomber Command, and a veteran of the air war against Japan, 
developed the initial strategic bombing plan for the Korean War:

It was my intention and hope … that we would be able to get out there and to cash in on 
our psychological advantage in having gotten into the theater and into the war so fast by 
putting a very severe blow on the North Koreans, with an advance warning, perhaps tell-
ing them that they had gone too far in what we all recognized as being an act of aggres-
sion … and [then] go to work burning five major cities of North Korea to the ground, and 
to destroy completely every one of about 18 major strategic targets.10

The burning to the ground of North Korea’s five major industrial cities and the destruction 
of its hydroelectric dams were not approved, at least not initially. Washington was concerned 
that the Communists would exploit the fire raids for propaganda purposes. And henceforth, 
limiting civilian casualties and the destruction to civilian property would be a legitimate con-
cern in war. Proportionality was not a tenet of the Air Force’s practice of war in World War II. 
But, it would be, in future wars. Ultimately this requirement pushed the Air Force to develop 
precision- guided munitions. Arguably, the development of these technologies was delayed 
more than a decade because of the narrow focus on strategic bombing and nuclear war. The 
future employment of airpower would be measured to correspond to the limited political 
objectives sought. Still, in Korea and Vietnam the United States dropped massive tonnage of 
bombs.

* * * * *

In the initial phase of the war, the exigencies of the situation dictated the employment of air-
power. Because of the urgency of the situation on the ground, MacArthur would not approve 
the use of the twelve available B- 29s in a strategic bombing campaign. They were needed 
to destroy targets that facilitated the conduct of the ground war. However, the Air Force 
was eager to initiate the strategic bombing campaign, and deployed additional air resources, 
medium and heavy bombers, to the FEAF. SAC deployed the 22nd and 92nd Bombardment 
Groups and the 31st Strategic Reconnaissance Squadron from the United States to back 
up the FEAF’s own 19th Bombardment Group. Together they formed the FEAF Bomber 
Command (Provisional). On 8 August General George E. Stratemeyer ordered O’Donnell 
to initiate the strategic bombing campaign. However, once the Air Force determined that its 
civilian political bosses would not permit it to win the war employing its strategic bombing 
doctrine, it sought a new campaign- winning doctrine to win the war without the Army. Allan 
Millett noted:

On the day he assumed command [of the FEAF] Weyland wrote to Vandenberg that 
Korea offered an unparalleled opportunity to show how tactical air power could win a 
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conventional war. The Air Force, therefore, should “fully exploit its first real opportun-
ity to prove the efficacy of air power in more than a supporting role. … ” The Korean 
War experience might provide positive guidance for the USAF force structure and help 
formulate concepts for the defense of Western Europe, but that experience should come in a 
massive commitment to interdiction, not to close air support.11

In limited war, tactical airpower doctrine became the Air Force’s primary campaign- winning 
doctrine. The Air Force concluded that air attacks on enemy forces, lines of communication, 
and logistical centers had the potential to produce decisive results. In limited war many of the 
missions that the Army Air Force believed were the least productive in World War II became 
the only way for airpower alone to prove decisive. The Air Force and Army also labored against 
attitudes and perspectives that were the legacies of World War II. In World War II, the Air Force 
viewed close air support as its least productive mission, believing that the Army should rely on 
its own artillery out to its maximum effective range. Millett noted: “the Army saw artillery as 
dominant within its range, and air power the principal weapon outside artillery range. … In 
sum, the Army did not expect integrated close air support, and the Air Force did not intend 
to deliver it except under carefully circumscribed conditions.”12 Army tactical commanders 
ultimately concluded the Navy and Marine Corps team had developed a more responsive and 
accurate close air support system.13 This greater cooperation was a function of joint service 
cultures and the dominance of one service over the other.

As a result of the Air Force’s long struggle to separate itself from the Army, the two services 
had in fact “grown steadily separate.” And this was much more than procedural. It was shown 
in attitudes and ways of thinking.14 Marine aviation was a resource the Army greatly envied, 
and in Vietnam the Army constructed its own air forces. General Almond, Commander of the 
X Corps, outlined the problem:

The chief objection I had to the support that we received in Northeast Korea was the fact 
that the Air Force’s high command desired notification of tactical air support requirements 
24 hours in advance. I explained to General Partridge, the 5th Air Force Commander … 
that this was impossible. Our requirements for immediate air support were not always 
predictable 24 hours in advance; we needed an Air Force commitment to respond to 
unplanned tactical air support requests within 30– 50 minutes of the initial request so that 
the enemy located by ground units could not be moved to a different place and probably 
better concealed. This was my chief complaint and my constant complaint. The Air Force 
required requests for the support too far ahead of the use to which it was to be put.15

In the early days of World War II the Army encountered similar problems. Not until late in 
1944 was the Army Air Force capable of the responsiveness the Army required in unplanned, 
tactical situations. Some lessons of war have to be relearned. Culturally preferred ways of oper-
ating cause the neglect of some of the more mundane, but essential, functions of war.

* * * * *

Air forces flew out of bases in Japan, Okinawa, and Korea, and the waters surrounding the 
Korean peninsula. The size and capabilities of the FEAF increased throughout the war, par-
ticularly in the first year of the war. From the outbreak of war to the signing of the armis-
tice the FEAF grew from 33,625 officers and airmen to 112,188. At war’s end it consisted of 
seventy squadrons, including seven Marine and three foreign squadrons, having grown from 
forty- four. When the war started, the FEAF possessed 657 aircraft, and 1,441 when it ended. 
It employed a wide range of aircraft, from World War II B- 29 and B- 26 bombers, to the most 
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technologically advanced jet aircraft, including the F- 80 Shooting Star and F- 84 Thunderjet 
fighter- bombers, and the F- 86 Sabre air- superiority fighters.16 Because the Korean War was 
the first jet aircraft war, many lessons had to be learned.

The Korean War gave the Air Force its first opportunity to manage and coordinate all the 
air assets in a theater of war. The FEAF in Japan consisted primarily of Bomber Command 
(Provisional), and the Fifth Air Force. The Twentieth Air Force in Okinawa and the Thirteenth 
Air Force in the Philippines were subordinate command. The Navy’s Seventh Fleet air 
resources consisted of 1st Marine Air Wing (1st MAW), and Task Force 77, composed of 
the Navy’s carrier air groups, which typically had two to three carriers conducting opera-
tions. Foreign air forces from Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa provided additional 
resources. The FEAF operated under the control of Far East Command. MacArthur, Ridgway, 
and Clark each placed different demands on the FEAF; however, each faced different situ-
ations. While the FEAF commanded and directed the overall air effort, priorities had to be 
worked out with the Army, and agreements made with the Navy and Marine Corps. Positive 
command was never established. Priorities and agreements were negotiated and then renego-
tiated during the war, and each service had the option of appealing up the chain of command, 
all the way to Washington if necessary.

The Navy believed that the Air Force was incapable of treating it fairly. Admiral John 
J. Hyland, Jr. observed that the Air Force tended to “give the Navy the poorest and least 
important strikes and take the most profitable ones for themselves. So the Navy has always 
been worried about getting itself under somebody else’s control and not be able to operate the 
Navy to its best effectiveness”17 In varying degrees, all the services held this view. It was also 
difficult for the Air Force to communicate with the Navy. Navy and Air Force communica-
tions and encryption procedures were dissimilar and incompatible, and the Navy tended to 
maintain radio silence during operations.18 The FEAF, thus, exerted little operational control 
of navy aviation, and the United States in effect fought two air wars. The services preferred 
to fight their own separate wars, to perfect their own technology and doctrine independent 
of the other services, cooperating only on the periphery. Marines believed that Marine Corps 
aviation was to support their operations. When they did not get the support they believed 
necessary (because of Army requests or utilization) they went up both of their chains of com-
mand, bypassing the Army. These efforts usually produced the desired results.19

The Air Force objected to the employment of strategic bombers in tactical support of 
ground forces (a repeat of the World War II argument between the Army and Army Air Force). 
They believed that such missions were better left to the Fifth Air Force— the Tactical Air Force, 
commanded by Major General Earle E. “Pat” Partridge, employing fighter- bombers, light 
bombers, and fighters— and that the heavy bombers were best used for the strategic bombing 
campaign. The Air Force won the argument, and after the crisis of the Pusan Perimeter and 
the Inchon landing, the heavy bombers were primarily devoted to strategic bombing. Bomber 
Command began the systematic attack on the enemy’s supply lines, Operation Strangle, fly-
ing 54,410 interdiction sorties between January and June 1951. While airpower failed to 
stop the flow of men and materiel out of the PRC and SU and into the Korean peninsula, it 
significantly diminished the tonnage of supplies. On 11 March 1951, Peng informed Zhou: 
“Currently, no improvement appears in the transportation. Our troops often run out of food 
and fight without meals. It is impossible [for them] to find any food locally. The enemy has 
increased their air power, which will certainly not reduce our difficulty, but increase it, if our 
air force can’t protect our transportation and logistics. This will affect the next decisive bat-
tle.”20 In March, during the Chinese spring offensive operations Mao informed Stalin that: 
“Only about 60– 70 percent of our army’s logistical supplies reach the front, while 30– 40 
percent of them are destroyed by air raids and bombs during shipment.”21 Stalin responded to 
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Mao’s request for greater logistical and air support, including the deployment of fighter divi-
sions. Jon Holliday, a student of the Soviet air war in Korea concluded that:

Their [Soviet] air presence was probably the crucial factor in keeping supply lines open 
and thus permitting the North Korean and Chinese ground forces to sustain the war for 
three years under intensive bombing. The Russians managed to inflict a fairly high level 
of casualties on the US air forces. They raised the cost to the United States of sustaining 
the effort in Korea, particularly in the context of its global commitments. It can be argued 
that this was a major factor in bringing the war to an end in July 1953.22

American airpower caused enormous pain and suffering for Chinese and Korean soldiers, 
and for the people of North Korea, but it also motivated greater effort. It caused the commit-
ment of more forces and resources from both China and the Soviet Union. Both sides esca-
lated and the war moved toward a more total effort. Later in Vietnam, the US Air Force faced 
a similar problem in trying to stop the flow of men and material down the Ho Chi Minh trail. 
The lessons of Korea had been forgotten.

* * * * *

On 17 December 1950 in the northernmost sector of North Korea, Lieutenant Colonel 
Bruce Hinton, in a North American F- 86 Sabre, shot down a Soviet MiG- 15 piloted by 
a Russian, initiating the air- superiority campaign. This was the first jet air- to- air combat. 
According to the USAF the Sabre won. According to the Soviet/ Russian Air Force the MiG 
won. General William W. Momyer, USAF, noted: “Our Fifth Air Force contained the North 
Korean Air Force (NKAF). Of course the NKAF was not all Korean, but basically Chinese 
with Russian and Polish pilots as well. Further, there is substantial reason to believe that most 
of the fighter squadrons actively engaging the F- 86’s were Soviet squadrons.”23 Stalin was slow 
to provide Chinese and Korean fighting forces with Soviet airpower; however, in November, 
he acquiesced to the pleas of Mao Zedong and Kim Il Sung, sending Russian air and ground 
forces to defend the PRC border regions. The Soviets established the 64th Air Defense Corps 
in China, under a separate Soviet command structure. Twelve air divisions rotated through this 
command, which at one time totaled 26,000 servicemen. At the same time, a Russian diplo-
matic offensive, which charged the UN air forces with violations of Chinese air space, kept 
Washington’s air force focused on containing the war.

Sabre pilots of the 4th Fighter Interceptor Group and MiG pilots of the 64th Fighter Aviation 
Corps both fought defensive campaigns. Soviet/ Chinese air bases located in Manchuria were 
off- limits to UN forces. The Sabres officially had to wait for the enemy to attack across 
the Yalu River into North Korea to engage. Similarly, for most of the war, the MiGs were 
restricted to the air space over the northern regions of North Korea. Unofficially the air cam-
paign took place over both sides of the Yalu. A major part of the aerial campaign was fought 
in a well- defined air space in the northeast corner of North Korea that became known as 
“MiG Alley.” According to the Air Force’s official history, in aerial combat the FEAF claimed 
to have destroyed 900 MiGs, 792 of which were MiG- 15s; to have damaged 973; and to have 
“probably” destroyed another 168 Soviet aircraft. The FEAF claimed to have suffered only 147 
aircraft destroyed in air- to- air combat, of which seventy- eight were Sabres; and 1,600 to 1,700 
aircraft were destroyed in combat.24

American pilots tended to believe the F- 86 Sabre was the superior aircraft. The MiG- 15 
had a faster rate of climb than the Sabre, but was not as responsive or maneuverable. The 
canopy of the Sabre permitted greater visibility than the MiG making it possible for Sabre 
pilots to detect and engage targets faster. Some US Air Force pilots judged the two aircraft 
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as “roughly equal,” attributing the higher kill ratio to the superior skill and aggressiveness of 
American pilots. More recent research challenges the official assessment of the US Air Force. 
Xiaoming Zhang, in his work, Red Wings Over the Yalu, wrote:

[R] ecent revelations of Soviet involvement in Korea [following the collapse of the Berlin 
Wall] offers a contrary picture: It was the Soviet air force, not the PLAAF [People’s Liberation 
Army Air Force], that went head- to- head with UN air forces from the beginning of the 
Chinese military intervention. The Soviets claimed the destruction of more than a thousand 
UN aircraft against only some three hundred losses of their own. … The 64th IAK claimed 
that its fighter units were responsible for 1,106 enemy planes destroyed, and antiaircraft artil-
lery units were credited with 212 planes downed. In return it acknowledged the loss of 335 
MiGs and 120 pilots, plus sixty- eight antiaircraft gunners killed in action.25

Another source concluded that “The Russian claim they downed ‘more than 1,300 US 
planes,’ plus a number of Australian and other allied aircraft. The Russians admit the loss of 
345 planes and ‘something over 200’ pilots killed.”26 American and Soviet/ Russian figures 
cannot both be right. Stalin’s deployment of the 324th and 303rd Interceptor/ Fighter Air 
Divisions (IAD) in April 1951, it is argued, reversed the trend toward UN dominance in the 
air over North Korea. These fighter divisions consisted of veteran World War II pilots who had 
amassed considerable experience in the MiG- 15s. The Soviets also rotated their air divisions, 
and because of uneven training and skill, some divisions performed considerably better than 
others. Zhang noted that: “More than forty thousand Soviet troops … served in Korea, with 
a peak figure of twenty- six thousand from July 1952, to August 1953. The Communist air 
force flew more than ninety thousand sorties, of which more than two- thirds were made by 
the Soviets, and the rest were by Chinese and North Korean pilots.”27 Later in the war Stalin 
pushed the development of the Chinese PLAAF and, in the last years of the war, they took a 
more active role in the air war. Zhang concluded: “the most productive Soviet contribution 
to the air war in Korea involved the creation of the Chinese air force.” The Chinese air forces 
eventually became the third largest air force on the planet.

* * * * *

The US Air Force performed numerous missions during the war that made it possible for the 
UN Forces to ultimately achieve the United State’s final political objectives. The Air Force 
dropped 476,000 tons of bombs on Korea. Airpower interdicted lines of communications 
(railroads, marshaling yards, roads, and bridges), destroyed supply and equipment depots, troop 
concentration, industrial areas, and airfields. Almost half of the Air Force’s sorties (47.7 per-
cent) were interdiction missions. As the war became a stalemate at the 38th parallel, restrictions 
on the use of airpower were lifted. The objective in 1952 was to force the Chinese to come 
to a peace agreement through the application of an “air pressure” campaign. Starting in the 
summer of 1952, North Korean cities, irrigation dams, and hydroelectric installations were 
targeted and destroyed, flooding vast areas and destroying homes, villages, and rice crops. The 
destruction was horrendous. Something the North Korean never forgot. The campaign was 
designed, in part, to destroy the will of the people; however, the will of North Koreans did 
not matter. Airpower limited the ability of CPV to conduct offensive operations. It provided 
operational and strategic intelligence through aerial reconnaissance, conducted emergency 
transport of American personnel out of and into Korea, and carried out psychological warfare 
operations, for example, dropping propaganda leaflets. The FEAF carried out sustained cam-
paigns that ultimately influenced the CPV decision to sign the armistice.

* * * * *
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Since the defeat of the Imperial Japanese Navy in World War II the US Navy has been 
unchallenged in surface warfare. The US surface fleet no longer fought other fleets. It 
has dominated the waters around all battlefields on which the US ground forces have 
fought  since 1945, and participated in the air and land battles with naval aviation and 
gunfire. The Navy and Marine Corps conducted 41 percent of the air sorties flown during 
the Korean War, and dropped 202,000 tons of bombs (Navy 120,000 and Marine Corps 
82,000). This included 40 percent of interdiction missions and more than 50 percent of 
all close air support.28 (Navy aircraft could not carry the bomb load of Air Force aircraft.) 
They also suffered the loss of 1,248 aircraft, 564 of which were downed by enemy action. 
Admiral Andrew Jackson, who joined Task Force 77 in January 1952, described naval 
operations:

Task Force 77 was furnishing air cover and air support for the Marines in particular. We 
were also attacking targets in the north, North Korea, mostly logistic lines of supply, the 
main one, of course, being the railroad that ran down the east coast of North Korea, 
which we tried to keep out of commission. And we did keep it out of commission to a 
large extent. … [W] e would go in one afternoon and tear up the railroad track line, take 
pictures of it, and come back. The next morning we’d send a photographic plane in and 
take pictures, and the line had all been repaired during the night. What the North Koreans 
did was keep supplies right alongside, or close alongside, rails and ties and so forth, and 
they had a bottomless supply of coolies who would repair the lines during the night, and 
what they could do was unbelievable. … The other thing that was our prime target was 
locomotives. … We frequently had night operations because this was when the trains 
would run. They wouldn’t run in the daytime, they’d stay in the many tunnels. … We 
would let them have a few nights off to get running and then we would gear up and do 
a lot of night flying and try to catch them.29

The Navy operated from privileged sanctuaries with no threat from the air or sea. MiGs 
did not venture out to confront American carriers. The Korean War was credited with  
reestablishing the utility of the aircraft carrier. In the aftermath of the Korean War, the Navy 
got its supercarrier.30

CPV and KPA forces responded to American air dominance by moving underground and 
into the mountains, transporting supplies at night, camouflaging and concealing facilities and 
resources, moving forces and attacking under the cover of darkness, digging World War I types 
of defensive positions that could withstand bombing attacks, and pouring their ample sup-
ply of manpower into the fight. The advantage of having privileged sanctuaries, logistical and 
other bases, just across the border in China, facilitated CPV operations. The Communists were 
able to sustain themselves throughout the war in the face of superior American and UN air-
power. The Korean War made new, unanticipated demands on the Air Force, and it endeavored 
to adapt and improvise. General Weyland wrote:

It [the Korean War] has been a laboratory study of limited military action in the support 
of a very difficult political situation. Furthermore it has provided the air forces in par-
ticular with an opportunity to develop concepts of employment beyond the World War II 
concepts of tactical and strategic operations. … It is most important for us to understand 
that the last two years of the war were fought to secure favorable terms under which to 
cease hostilities. With this kind of objective the door is open for completely new patterns 
of air employment. The war to date has represented a short step in the direction of using 
air power as a persuasive force to attain limited objectives.31
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By the time the United States entered the Vietnam War, with the emphasis on “Massive 
Retaliation” during the Eisenhower presidency, the Air Force had returned to its old patterns 
of behavior. It focused almost exclusively on strategic airpower. In Vietnam the learning had 
to start anew.

Censorship, the Media, and Public Opinion

Public opinion is formed, molded, and continuously reshaped by what people read, hear, and 
see. News organizations operate under the principle of “the public’s right to know,” and the 
belief that “the freedom of the press” safeguards the freedom of individuals and democratic 
forms of government. Of course these axioms are based on the assumption that news agen-
cies are unbiased, objective, and detached from special interests, including the influence of 
the owners. This is never quite the case. News organizations operate under the influence of 
their owners and the stress of competition. They seek to be first, with the most sensational 
information, stories, and images for their audience. The reporter’s job is to get the latest news 
to his audience before his competitor “scoops” him. Accuracy has often been sacrificed for 
the sake of being first. And retractions rarely receive the attention of the initial story. In add-
ition, individual reporters tend to lean toward the Right or the Left, the Republicans or the 
Democrats. Artificially limited war, in which the national unity characteristic of more total 
war is absent, greatly intensifies partisanship in reporting. The news, which influences public 
opinion, at times constricts the actions of political and military leaders. Hence, what is best 
for the country can be, and has been, restricted and obscured by the news. Given the object-
ives of the armed forces of the United States and their need for operational security, and the 
objectives of the media, and their need for access and openness, a natural antagonism exists at 
all times between the two. However, the relationship does not have to be a win/ lose situation. 
And, because people’s opinions are of strategic importance to government, the relationship 
between the services and press is vital to the achievement of political objectives.

* * * * *

On 26 June 1950 the Secretary of Defense designated the Department of the Army as 
the executive agency responsible for maintaining and coordinating the briefing for the 
Department of Defense. The Department of Defense operated under the belief that:  “No 
matter how large or how skilled the Defense Department’s staff of military and civilian spe-
cialists, they must be supported by an enlightened citizenry, fully aware that they are partners 
in the overall organization for national defense.”32 Major General Floyd L. Parks, the Army’s 
Chief of Information, was in charge of the program. Both in Tokyo and Washington the Army 
endeavored to take the initiative in public relations, greatly increasing the number of Public 
Information Officers, creating new centers to distribute news, and establishing objectives and 
guidelines. The Department of the Army’s Office of the Chief of Information delineated the 
following objectives:

1. To foster public pride in the United States Army and to bolster the soldier’s pride in him-
self and the Army.

2. To broaden the impact area of Army public information by providing publications, radio, 
and television with information about the Army which they do not receive through news 
services.

3. To support and explain the personnel actions of the Department of the Army with par-
ticular respect to civilian components, rotation from Korea, assignments and world- wide 
commitments.
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4. To explain and support the Army’s procurement program, including the Salvage Rebuild 
Program and the Cost Consciousness Program.

5. To support the training program.33

The Army actively sought the cooperation and good will of the press. It communicated 
with the public through the media by issuing “news releases”; “immediate releases”; offi-
cial communiqués (official comments from senior leaders); the distribution of thousands 
of pictures and newsreels; motion picture films, such as “Go For Broke,” “Battleground,” 
“Breakthrough,” and “Force of Arm”; television film series, such as The Big Picture; the offi-
cial monthly Army magazine, Army Information Digest; the Home Town News Center, and 
Public Information Offices.34 The Army established Public Information Offices in New Jersey, 
Missouri, and California, in order to distribute news and stories to newspaper, radio, and 
television. In addition, the Army responded to requests from television personalities such as 
Edward R. Murrow, whose program See It Now was broadcast on CBS, and Dave Garroway, 
whose program Today ran on NBC. It assisted radio writers in the production of programs, 
such as Report from the Pentagon, You and the World, Mutual Newsreel, Time for Defense, The Kate 
Smith and Mary Margaret McBride Show, Cavalcade of America, and others. The Army also assisted 
in the production of feature films.

In the opening days of the war, MacArthur decided against formal censorship. The Public 
Information Office of the FECOM in Tokyo introduced a “voluntary code” of censorship to 
the press and radio representatives. The code delineated specific information that was not to be 
made public, including troop movements, names and locations of units, names of command-
ers, and other specific information that might provide the enemy with useable intelligence. 
However, within two weeks of promulgating the code, MacArthur was charging correspond-
ents with failing to adhere to it, specifically exaggerating casualty figures, insisting that the 
Army figures were inaccurate, and disclosing the locations of units. He also believed that some 
of the stories published were prejudiced to the United Nations Command and the war effort. 
Still, MacArthur resisted censorship, fully realizing it had been used throughout World War II. 
He noted: “There is probably no more misused or less understood term than press censor-
ship. Contrary to what many believe, no precise rule can make it effective, nor were any two 
military censors ever in agreement on detail.”35 MacArthur well understood the power of the 
press, and sought to use it to gain support for the war effort, maneuver political leaders in 
Washington, and gain recognition of the sacrifices being made by UN forces.

Public support for the war— particularly in a citizen- soldier army— had a direct influ-
ence on the morale of soldier; and thus, combat effectiveness. MacArthur took measures to 
insure that his chain of command reported accurately all significant changes in the situation: 
“casualty records now flow swiftly to Army headquarters in Korea, then to Tokyo and on to 
the Adjutant General’s Office where they are made ready for the Department of Defense to 
disseminate to news media after the emergency addresses have been notified.”36 With the 
President’s decision to commit US forces to war in Korea, reporters from all parts of the world 
converged on Tokyo. They came from Australia, Belgium, Canada, Formosa, Cuba, Denmark, 
the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Greece, Indonesia, Italy, Norway, the Philippines, 
Turkey, from all parts of the United States, and from numerous other nations. From 25 June 
to late August 1950 the number of accredited reporters grew from seventy- seven to 330, and 
the number continued to rise for the remainder of the year as dramatic events such as the 
Inchon landing and the attack of the Chinese People’s Volunteers captured the attention of 
the world. By late August 1950, 206 reporters were in the combat zones, the Pusan Perimeter. 
These reporters had the power to influence world opinion, and world opinion had the power 
to influence the quality, type, and quantity of support that UN member states provided.

 

 

 

 



156 Tradition and an Envisioned Future Collide

156

World opinion— for better or worse— created parameters for actions. In the twentieth cen-
tury all major wars were coalition wars. Nations needed other nations to conduct war. The 
Army provided reporters with travel orders, post exchange (PX) cards, authorization to buy 
field clothing, courier airplane reservations, and numerous other accommodations. Reporters 
accompanied divisions into action, typically attaching themselves to the division headquarters 
where they waited for briefings, listened for reports of major actions, requested transportation 
to those actions, and requested to visit particular areas or units. The Army assigned a Public 
Information Officer to guide, direct, and respond to informational requests from reporters. 
They also arranged billets, mess facilities, communication lines, interviews, and other logistical 
matters. In the opening days of the war there were shortages of everything— transportation, 
telephone lines, time, and patience. To get stories out of Korea, reporters sometimes flew 
to southern Japan where lines were available. Others entrusted their stories to pilots flying 
between Korea and Japan. From Tokyo, stories were transmitted to major cities around the 
world. The combat zone was a dangerous place and after six months of war there were twelve 
reporters confirmed killed, twenty- three had received wounds, two were listed as missing, and 
two were confirmed captured.

By mid- July 1950, General Walker’s headquarters was established in Taegu. A schoolhouse 
in close proximity was requisitioned to house reporters. The Signal Corps installed telephone 
lines and two teletypes. A mess hall was established nearby. At peak volume, copy over the tel-
etypes in Radio exceeded 80,000 words, of which roughly one- third was edited and filed by 
the public information staff on behalf of reporters.37 As the Army moved, so too did reporters, 
and the accommodations in Taegu were not matched until the Army again stopped. Thus, after 
the Inchon landing, reporters followed the Eighth Army north. At Seoul, Walker established 
his headquarters, and the Army recreated the conditions in Taegu. When the Army crossed the 
38th parallel, so did reporters.

Reporters found it difficult to adhere to the voluntary code. In December 1951, when 
General Walker was killed, the news of his death was flashed immediately around the world— a 
significant violation of Army security at a critical time in the fighting. A censor in FECOM, 
Major Karl A. Von Voigtlander, wrote: “Then and there, after six months of trial and error, volun-
tary censorship ended and compulsory censorship began. There was no mourning for the voluntary code. 
Most correspondents agreed that it had failed to do an effectively consistent job of safeguarding vital 
information.”38

Both MacArthur’s headquarters and the Eighth Army headquarters initiated censorship. 
They used approximately the same criteria. The Press Advisory Division in Tokyo and Korea 
read and cleared the stories of correspondents. Many reporters were pleased to get rid of the 
temptation the voluntary code caused. However, with censorship came an added benefit to 
the Army. In addition to eliminating material and stories that might provide the enemy with 
useable intelligence, censors eliminated stories that “would cause embarrassment to the United 
States, its allies or neutral countries, as well as those [stories] of a critical nature which might bring our 
forces or those of our allies into disrepute.”39 Such stories clearly should not have been censored. 
The purpose of censorship was not to permit the services to disguise unpleasant facts, mis-
takes, criminal behaviors, or setbacks. Censorship based on this criterion defeated the purpose 
of an open, free press. The Army, at times, was not completely honest with reporters and, 
thus, the American people. Still, a high level of trust was maintained between the services and 
reporters throughout the war.

All the services provided censors to safeguard their information. The Press Advisory Office 
worked around the clock. Each story was assigned a serial number and logged into a regis-
try with a note on actions taken. This enabled censors to go back and check what they had 
released against what was published. Reporters could be deported from the country for trying 
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to circumvent the censors. Censors could not make changes, only deletions; however, they 
could, and did, recommend revisions. Reporters were allowed to make the necessary changes 
and resubmit. Photographers, newsreel cameramen, and radio broadcasters with tape recorders 
created additional problems, as they were subject to the same restrictions. No military censor-
ship of the mail or of commercial wire or radio facilities was imposed. However, few reporters 
tried to circumvent the system.

War is the most complex human endeavor. Reporters frequently don’t know what they 
are looking at, and unlike the new, young soldier who has never seen war, there is no senior 
NCO or officer there to explain it to them. The result is that the people back home are being 
educated by novices. Thus, services had to take an active role in telling their story. When things 
were going well, reporters were quick to predict the end of the war. When the CPV entered 
the war, reporters were quick to call the Army’s retreat a “rout” and doom and gloom became 
the front- page story. There was a tendency to exaggerate the good and the bad. This was not 
malicious behavior; it was human nature.

Probably the worst reporting of the war took place in December 1950, as the Eighth Army 
withdrew under pressure. The situation was fluid and uncertain. The location and status of 
some units were unknown. The 1st Marine Division and elements of the 7th ID of the X 
Corps were cut off and fighting their way out. The reporters’ demand for information and the 
public’s right to know conflicted with operational security, amplifying the tensions that were 
normal between reporters and the military. In war, it takes time for the situation to develop; 
however, the reporters’ imperative of getting the story out as quickly as possible did not allow 
them the time to fully understand what was taking place. A tactical defeat, the loss of a bat-
tle, might be reported as the destruction of an Army— a strategic debacle. Tactically, in fact, 
for some units, the Chinese offensive was a major catastrophe; however, too often reporters 
portrayed the story as a rout of the Eighth Army, which was inaccurate and unfair. General 
Ridgway assessed the situation:

The Eighth Army was pulling back toward the 38th parallel, while X Corps began its 
withdrawal from its beachhead positions around Hungnam. News reports at this time, or 
at least news headlines, gave the impression that the UN forces had suffered a major catas-
trophe, when actually they had performed a magnificent withdrawal in the face of unre-
mitting attacks by overwhelming superior forces— and thanks to some extremely gallant 
fighting, particularly by the 1st Marine Division and the U.S. 2nd Infantry Division, had 
kept their losses to a minimum.40

Without doubt the Army suffered a major operational defeat at the hands of the Chinese; 
however, tactical catastrophes did not equal an operational catastrophe, and reporters tended 
not to understand the difference. Reporters observing the situation and conditions of one 
tactical unit, company or battalion, could not see the big picture. In addition, perceptions 
and even professional opinions vary. The Army tended to view its actions and responses more 
favorably than reporters; a natural, healthy, and unavoidable occurrence.

Public opinion continued to be of strategic importance. The services could not leave it to 
reporters to educate the American people on the course and conduct of the war. To obtain 
the big picture, reporters had to rely on Army headquarters that were constantly receiving 
reports from all their units engaged in combat. Trust between the services and reporters was 
of the utmost importance. General Parks, in a message to Army commanders, wrote:

We of the Armed Forces should frankly recognize that we have something to sell— service 
to the Nation. … It is an axiom that you must have complete frankness and a reputation 
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for honesty in dealing with news media. I learned early that newsmen were smarter indi-
vidually than I was, and collectively I could not hope to compete in the same league. 
I wanted no battle of wits with them; the only logical course of action was to be straight-
forward, honest and to tell the truth. Therefore if the story is bad, I admit it; if it is good, 
I try to see that the good points are known— and speedily.41

During the Korean War in Washington, Tokyo, and Korea, the Army took the initiative to 
get the story right, but still, public support declined during the latter years of the war. There 
were many reasons for this. A stalemated, limited war that imposed restraints on the use of 
force was not what Americans expected. Korea was an undeclared war, more than 8,000 miles 
from American shores. There was no direct threat to the security of the United States. One 
had to use abstract reasoning to find justification for the war. Americans knew little about 
Koreans, and there was a lack of cultural affinity. These, however, were factors beyond the con-
trol of the armed forces.

Finally, there was another side to the equation of democracies at war— the active par-
ticipation of the people. On 22 January 1953, in an address to the Armed Forces Staff 
College in Norfolk, Virginia, Major General Julius Ochs Alders USAR, Commanding 
General of the 77th ID, and Vice President and General Manager of The New York Times, 
concluded that:

[A] s a nation we [Americans] are not well informed. One could make a strong case for 
the thesis that there is more ignorance than information prevalent today among our 
fellow citizens. Let me cite one or two examples from a typical opinion poll. Three 
thousand persons were asked, “What do you know about the Bill of Rights?” Thirty- 
one percent said they had never heard of it or were not sure what it was. Only 21 per-
cent had reasonably accurate answers. Another group was asked what was meant by 
“balancing the Federal budget.” More than half did not know. … It does not suffice for 
us to be strong and well- intentioned if we, as a people, are hazy about the important events now 
occurring throughout the world and if we do not understand the issues and principles at stake 
and their relationship to us. … Unfortunately, citizenship in a free society is not that easy. 
Democracy throws the ball to us. It asks us to make up our own minds independently 
on the basis of the facts as we know them. How much more simply they arrange those 
matters in Russia.42

Too many Americans are too poorly informed to participate intelligently in the debates on 
war and peace. In the decades after the Korean War, this problem grew worse.

The Relief of General Douglas MacArthur

On 11 April 1951, President Truman relieved General Douglas MacArthur as Supreme 
Commander, Allied Power, Commander- in- Chief, United Nations Command, and 
Commander- in- Chief, Far East. MacArthur learned of his relief from his wife, who was 
informed by an aide, who had heard the news on a radio broadcast.43 Four days earlier, Truman 
had sought the advice and recommendation of his primary advisors: Secretary of State Dean 
Acheson, Secretary of Defense George C. Marshall, Mr. Averell Harriman, and CJSC General 
Omar N. Bradley.44 In the initial discussion, Acheson and Harriman recommended relief. 
Marshall and Bradley recommended “against such action.” Bradley believed the matter could 
be dealt with without the extreme and public measure of relief of the popular general.45 The 
President, who had probably already made up his mind, directed Bradley to seek the opinions 
of the JCS. They too recommended the relief of MacArthur, and delineated their reasoning:

  

 

 

 

 

 



The Korean War: The Final Phases 159

   159

By numerous official communications and also by public statements, he had indicated that 
he was in opposition to the decision to limit the conflict to Korea.

In the very complex situation created by the decision to confine the conflict to Korea and 
to avoid the third World War, it was necessary to have a Commander- in- Chief more respon-
sive to control from Washington.

He failed to comply with directives requiring that speeches, press releases, or other public 
statements concerning military and foreign policy be cleared by the appropriate department 
before being issued, and for officials overseas to refrain from direct communication on military 
or foreign policy with newspapers, magazines, or other publicity media in the United States.

He had proposed direct armistice negotiations with the enemy military commander in the 
field, and had made a public statement in connection therewith, after being informed that a 
Presidential announcement on the same subject was being planned.

There was also discussion to the effect that General MacArthur’s independent actions 
were publicly derogating control of the military by the constituted civil authorities.46

These discussions and further reflections convinced Marshall and Bradley that the relief of 
MacArthur was in the best interest of the United States. With the unanimous support of his 
senior advisors the President directed Bradley to assist in preparing the necessary relief state-
ment and press releases.

The arguments outlined by the JCS can be summarized into three major reasons: General 
MacArthur disobeyed the President’s directives governing public statements, took measures 
to undermine the President’s foreign policy initiatives, and was incapable of conducting the 
war with the limitations imposed upon him. However, all of the reasons delineated were a 
function of one more basic reason: The Truman Administration was not conducting the war 
in accordance with the traditional American practice of war, and MacArthur knew only one 
way to fight war. MacArthur, in his speech before Congress after his relief, explained his 
actions:

While no man in his right mind would advocate sending our ground forces into contin-
ental China and such was never given a thought, the new situation did urgently demand 
a drastic revision of strategic planning if our political aim was to defeat the new enemy as 
we had defeated the old.

Apart from the military need as I saw it to neutralize the sanctuary protection given 
the enemy north of the Yalu, I felt that military necessity in the conduct of war made 
mandatory:

1. The intensification of our economic blockade against China;
2. The imposition of a naval blockade against the China coast;
3. Removal of restrictions on air reconnaissance of China’s coastal area and of Manchuria;
4. Removal of restrictions on the force of the Republic of China on Formosa with logistic 

support to their effective operations against the common enemy.47

MacArthur intended to fight more total war, one that would have moved the United States 
closer to direct confrontation with the PRC, and possibly the Soviet Union. MacArthur 
believed the conflict with the PRC had already started and that more total war was unavoid-
able. It is important to understand that the PRC also fought a limited war. It employed a subtle 
but essential subterfuge to keep the war limited. Its forces in Korea were designated “volun-
teers.” This lie precluded official war between the PLA and the US Army. In other words, the 
US Army and the PRC Army never officially engaged each other in war. Unofficially, how-
ever, they killed each other in large numbers.
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MacArthur sought a total solution to the problem in Korea that would have upset the bal-
ance that Truman and the PRC and SU were trying to maintain. MacArthur believed that 
sufficient means were available to achieve total victory, and that those resources ought to be 
fully applied, as they had been in other wars. MacArthur saw Communist China as a threat 
to Western democracies. He believed that the failure to liberate all of Korea was a betrayal 
of a promise made to the Korean people by the United States and the UN. He believed that 
Chiang Kai- shek and the Nationalist Chinese (Kuomingtang) on Formosa were the United 
States’ natural allies, and that those forces available on Formosa should be armed and equipped, 
and launched directly at the PRC. He believed that airpower should be used to attack mili-
tary targets in China to destroy privileged sanctuaries just over the border and to attack lines 
of communication in China. He believed the United States possessed air, land, and sea forces 
that it was not fully employing, and that as long as American soldiers were fighting and dying 
in battle it was unconscionable to deprive them of these resources. MacArthur stated:  “I 
called for reinforcements, but was informed that reinforcements were not available. … Why, 
my soldiers asked of me, surrender military advantages to an enemy in the field? I could not 
answer.”48

MacArthur believed that he understood the “Asian mind” better than anyone in Washington. 
He had spent decades in the Asian Pacific realm, as a boy, as a soldier and general, and even 
in his first retirement. He felt that because of his superior knowledge and understanding, the 
government in Washington should defer to his judgment. MacArthur also believed that he 
understood war better than any man alive. He had greater experience in war, in leading sol-
diers, in winning battles and wars than any other American at that particular point in history. 
MacArthur sought decisive actions, not “prolonged indecision.” And, in fact, until the Chinese 
entered the war, the United States had fought a traditional American war. It fought the way 
Americans expected. War to MacArthur and the American people meant the employment of 
all the means necessary to bring the fighting to a quick and decisive end. Loyalty to soldiers 
demanded nothing less. MacArthur was convinced that he had acted professionally in making 
his requests.

MacArthur concluded that: “once war is forced upon us, there is no other alternative 
than to apply every available means to bring it to a swift end. War’s very object is vic-
tory. … In war, indeed, there can be no substitute for victory.”49 In artificial limited wars, 
the threats to the United States were indirect, and the classic understanding of victory 
was not always the political objective. During most of MacArthur’s life total victory and 
the political objective were one and the same. Artificial limited war separated total vic-
tory from the primary political objectives in ways that were new to humanity. Nuclear 
weapons fundamentally changed the way nation- states engaged each other. MacArthur’s 
many years in the Pacific, as supreme commander may have also caused him to forget how 
things worked in the United States. Elected political leaders establish the political object-
ives of war. MacArthur was over seventy years old. He was the product of his generation, 
and incapable of the transition required by the realities of a new world created by nuclear 
weapons, “superpowers,” and the “Cold War.” After the CPV intervened, the Truman 
Administration’s political objective was no longer victory. The traditional American way 
of war, as practiced by MacArthur, was replaced by the new reality of artificial limited war, 
of fighting for limited objectives, compromised solutions, and employing limited means. 
In the age of nuclear weapons, limited war was the only rational approach to war. Still, the 
question was how limited of a limited war to fight?

The Truman Administration, the CJCS, the JCS, and the Army Chief of Staff were largely 
at fault for the civil- military crisis that led to MacArthur’s relief. The natural inclination of 
Truman, and all Americans, was to fight a more total war, a war with a clear victory. The 
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natural inclination of Americans was that when soldiers are fighting and dying in war, the 
nation owes it to them to apply all its resources to bring the war to a quick and decisive end. 
Truman, by authorizing US/ UN forces to cross the 38th parallel, was acting on the traditional 
American approach to war. He was making a commitment to the American people that the 
war would end in a clear victory. He was also making a commitment to the Korean people 
that the peninsula would be reunited. Truman, too, sought a total solution to the Korean War. 
Truman and the JCS repeatedly gave MacArthur the go- ahead to fight a more total war. After 
the Inchon landing they did not restrain or question MacArthur’s actions, even when he sent 
two independent American columns racing toward the Chinese borders in violation of the 
principles of war and common sense and in violation of JCS ambiguous directives to use only 
South Korean forces in the regions bordering the PRC. (The ROKA alone was incapable of 
doing what was required.) Thus, it was in the midst of the Korean War that the American government 
learned that it had to fight a new type of war that required compromise solutions and the application of 
limited means. The problem was: how could such a war be explained to the American people? 
American beliefs about the conduct of war were more in accord with MacArthur’s, as were 
those of many senior military leaders. Lieutenant General Edward M. Almond, the com-
mander of X Corps in Korea, stated: “I am against war until we get into it. When we get into 
it, I think we ought to fight it with everything we have in the best possible manner.”50 This is 
what most Americans believed. Nevertheless, limited war was the future of warfare.

Responding to MacArthur, Truman outlined his thinking:

But you may ask: Why can’t we take other steps to punish the aggressor? Why don’t we 
bomb Manchuria and China itself? Why don’t we assist Chinese Nationalist troops [from 
Formosa] to land on the mainland of China?

If we were to do these things we would be running a very grave risk of starting a general 
war. If that were to happen, we would have brought about the exact situation we are trying 
to prevent.

If we were to do these things, we would become entangled in a vast conflict on the 
continent of Asia and our task would become immeasurably more difficult all over the 
world.51

Ridgway replaced MacArthur, and General James Van Fleet eventually replaced Ridgway 
as the commander of the Eighth Army. Ridgway was a true professional. He adopted the 
President’s vision of limited war.52 Van Fleet tended more toward the MacArthur vision of war. 
These conflicting visions created some friction, resentment, and harsh feelings.

MacArthur’s defiance of the President was wrong. His behavior was unprofessional, 
and the President took the appropriate actions to defend and preserve the Constitution. 
MacArthur, however, was the wrong man for the job from the beginning. On 26 January 
1950 he was seventy years old. Truman and the JCS should have retired him, or created a 
new command, a ground force commander, to conduct the war. However, MacArthur’s 
arguments indicate that he understood one important aspect of war that was partially lost 
in the following decade. He understood that loyalty down the chain of command was just 
as important as loyalty up the chain of command. He understood that when you asked men 
to commit their lives to an endeavor the nation not only owes them the best it can provide, 
but it also owes them clear, firm political objectives of strategic importance to the United 
States, a coherent strategy to fight the war, and the tenacity and the will to see it through to 
completion. MacArthur failed to understand that the “best” had to be limited by the polit-
ical objectives sought, and that the President established the objectives. However, political 
objectives achieved through war are measured in lives, and political leaders, to maintain 
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an effective citizen- soldier army in the field, must be able to explain to soldiers and citi-
zens that the objectives of the nation are worth the sacrifices they are required to make. 
Presidents too need to understand loyalty down the chain of command. Changing political 
objectives twice in the middle of a war sent conflicting messages. Truman bears much of 
the blame for the relief of General Douglas MacArthur.

New Personnel Policies: The Results of Transformation

The Army and nation adopted new personnel policies to conduct the Korean War. Throughout 
the war the Army faced severe personnel problems. Truman did not mobilize the nation for 
war. There was a limited call- up of National Guard and reservist personnel and units, but, for 
the most part, manpower requirements were met through the Selective Service System, the 
draft. In 1947 the Selective Service System went out of existence. In 1948 Army strength 
dropped to less than 600,000 soldiers. To stop the decline in troop strength, on 15 March 
1948, the Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended the immediate re-enactment of the draft.53 
This legislation had the support of the President and on 24 June 1948, Congress passed the 
Selective Service Act (SSA). The SSA had been out of existence a mere fifteen months before 
it was determined that the nation could not maintain its defense establishments without con-
scription. Still, in June 1950 the SSA was about to go out of existence again. The JCS again 
made an argument for retention of the system. Collins argued: “A Selective Service Act … 
would be a deterrent to aggression. It would demonstrate the determination of the people of 
the United States to maintain peace and stability by standing behind their commitments and 
encouraging the free people of the world to defy aggression.” Bradley argued that, “Selective 
Service machinery in operation … will probably save four or five months in a critical period 
of preparation for any future war.”54 These arguments may have garnered the necessary sup-
port; however, on 25 June Truman committed the United States to the defense of South 
Korea, and on 27 June Congress acted to continue the SSA.

Under the 1948 SSA, the term of service was less than two years, twenty- one months (later 
increased to twenty- four months), and the object was to provide for an Army of 837,000 
soldiers to maintain twelve active divisions and six National Guard Divisions.55 However, 
Congress failed to increase the Army’s authorized strength and allocate the funds for the 
increase in personnel. As a result, no one was drafted in 1949. The draft did, however, motivate 
young men to volunteer for service, making it possible for the Navy, Air Force, and Marine 
Corps to meet their manpower requirement without conscription. Still, the Army entered the 
war in Korea with 591,487 soldiers, only slightly better off than in 1948. After deciding to 
go to war, Truman “authorized the Secretary of Defense to exceed the budgeted strength of 
military personnel for the Army, the Navy and the Air Force, and to use the Selective Service 
System to such extent as required in order to obtain the increased strength we must have.”

At the outbreak of war the Army rushed soldiers and equipment to Korea and undertook 
various means to rectify its personnel problems. The General Reserve and the continental 
Armies were stripped of men, companies, battalions, and regiments in order to get experi-
enced and trained personnel into the theater.56 The Army experienced a severe reduction in 
combat effectiveness as units were patched together in Korea, and poorly trained units entered 
the battlefields. In 1952 the Army Chief of Staff, General Collins, addressed the situation:

We had to strip units remaining in the zone of interior [continental United States] in 
order to strengthen the units in Korea. At one time there remained in the Regular Army 
in this country only one division, the 82nd Airborne, in readiness to fight. We dared not 
reduce our last divisions to impotency, even though the Eighth Army in Korea still was 
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desperately in need of men. To meet further pressing needs, we had to order more than 
two thousand company- size National Guard and Organized Reserve Corps units into the 
active military service. But these reserve component units also were short of trained men. 
The only sources of manpower to fill them were the Selective Service System…. The 
dreadful experience of rushing understrength units into action, of early emergency recalls 
for combat veterans with family responsibilities, of long delays in training our citizen- 
soldiers— all these stark deficiencies hold for us a solemn warning which we must not ignore.57

On 16 December 1950 Truman proclaimed a state of national emergency, which allowed 
the services to refuse to accept resignations, and suspend any statutory provisions prescribing 
mandatory retirement or separation of regular Army officers. This made it possible to some 
extent to stabilize units. Still, by the end of 1951 roughly one- third of enlisted men were “reg-
ulars” and two- thirds were “inductees.” The authorized strength of the Army was increased 
several times during the war; on 1 July 1950 to 1,081,000; in September to 1,263,000; and by 
the end of 1951 to 1,552,000. With a two- year term of service this meant that in 1953 in an 
Army of a little more than 1,500,000 men, almost 750,000 men would leave the service. The 
Selective Service was to provide the Army with another 750,000 new inductees as replace-
ments.58 Collins explained this turnover in personnel in civilian terms:

What would the average business and professional man do if he were suddenly asked 
to release half of his trained employees in less than one year’s time— workers, account-
ants, skilled technicians and the like— and to hire new personnel, train them and, at 
the same time, continue to conduct an efficient, economical operation in the face of 
keen competition which did not have those problems? That is exactly what the Army 
must do.59

He might have added that the lives of soldiers, the ability of the Army to generate combat 
power, and, as a consequence, the security of the nation were directly affected by the turbulent 
nature of the policies for manning the Army. Throughout the war the Army used an individual 
replacement system. Soldiers were sent to Korea through a poorly organized pipeline that had 
a negative effect on their morale. One study noted:

Chief factors thwarting the delivery of replacements to their destinations in good physical 
condition were the necessity for speed in processing and moving them and deficiencies 
in transportation facilities; and long periods of time in a casual status without knowledge 
of future assignments, the many stations along the way in the replacement system, and 
numerous other inconveniences lowered the morale of replacements.60

At a number of these stations in the early days of the war there was limited ability to provide 
soldiers with basic subsistence.

The Korean War soldier was younger than the World War II soldier. In World War II the 
average draftee was twenty- six, and approximately 10 percent of the Army was twenty- one or 
under. In the Korean War 50 percent of soldiers were twenty- one or under, and had two years 
of high school. Of the Korean War draft, General Alexander M. Haig, Jr., wrote:

Our Army in Korea was not a cross section of America. … At first, because they were 
members of an all- volunteer Army, and later, due to the inequities of a draft that facilitated 
the exemption of members of the more educated classes. … Korea was the first, though 
not the last, case in my lifetime in which we chose to believe that American troops could 
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fight a major conflict while large sectors of the home front made no material sacrifices or 
moral commitment to the struggle.61

Charles C. Moskos, Jr., in his study The American Enlisted Man, noted: “because of the oper-
ation of the Selective Service System and the manpower allocation policies of the armed ser-
vices, the bulk of ground combat forces was mainly drawn from lower socioeconomic groups. 
Also, at home, things went on pretty much as usual.”62 The argument for deferments was based 
on the World War II experience. The scientific community, with the support of a number of 
skilled politicians, argued that too many of the nation’s best and brightest had been sent off to 
war, hurting the nation’s ability to produce the scientists needed to construct the new tech-
nologies required. This argument convinced the President. Equality of sacrifice was subordinated 
to the inequality of talent and intelligence. The questions then were as follows: What type of tal-
ent? What type of intelligence? And, how were they to be measured?

On 9 July 1950 Collins notified General Mark W. Clark, Chief of Army Field Forces, to be 
prepared to recommend National Guard units for deployment. He recommended a corps- 
size organization of three divisions. Collins indicated that the President was anxious to avoid 
the mobilization of the Guard units, but given the situation he concluded that a limited 
call- up was necessary.63 National Guard units belonged to the States. They were available to 
the President during national emergencies. State governors, US senators, and representatives 
were always willing and ready to personally intervene and argue on the behalf of their units, 
particularly in limited war, creating political problems for the President and the Army. The 
National Guard Association also exerted political influence. Truman also did not want to cre-
ate a state of emergency in the United States, and the call- up of the National Guard was an 
indication that the regular Army could not handle the situation in Korea, and perhaps that the 
President had erred in judgment. Nevertheless, on 19 July Truman announced a partial mobil-
ization for twenty- one months. It was later extended to twenty- four months.

National Guard divisions had difficulty mobilizing and training. They too were stripped of 
trained, experienced personnel who were then sent directly to Korea to fill existing units.64 
The Army would have saved time and resources had these divisions been deployed as cohesive 
units. Not until the winter of 1952 would two entire National Guard divisions enter combat 
in Korea: the Oklahoma- Colorado 45th Infantry Division and the California 40th Infantry 
Division. And within months of arriving in Korea some guardsmen were on their way home 
having reached the end of their active service duty. The Selective Service System provided 
replacements. On 5 September 1950 the 28th ID from Pennsylvania, the 43rd ID from 
Rhode Island, Vermont, and Connecticut were federalized. They were rushed to Germany 
to strengthen NATO. Later the 31st ID, “the Dixie Division” from Georgia, Alabama, and 
Florida, the 37th from Ohio, the 44th from Illinois and the 47th ID from Minnesota and 
North Dakota were also called to active duty; however, they were never deployed. They were 
used to maintain a strategic reserve, until the end of the war.

In February 1951 General Biederlinden, the G1, Personnel Office for FEC in Japan, sum-
marized his efforts to produce more combat soldiers:

Combat divisions still remain 3,000 (the equivalent of one regiment) understrength …. 
[S] ince October, despite the development of a planned program, the Department of 
the Army has consistently failed to meet promised monthly quotas. … The failure to 
provide adequate replacement support had a deleterious effect on the entire Korean 
operation. Every expedient was employed to close the gap and maintain combat divi-
sions at effective fighting strength. Thousands of service enlisted men had to be reclas-
sified and sent to combat units without retraining. Wounded men were returned to 
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the front lines again and again without sufficient recuperation to assure full recovery. 
Combat units were combined, stripping personnel from one to fill another. Republic 
of Korea, UN forces, indigenous personnel, and incapacitated limited service— all 
were exploited to the maximum. … The end result of such personnel planning must 
inevitably be reflected in extended frontages, the inability to develop full combat 
effectiveness, all resulting in adjustments in tactical planning combined with abnormal 
casualties.65

This unwillingness in Washington to call upon the American people in sufficient numbers 
to provide for a more equitable personnel system that would improve combat effectiveness 
and thereby reduce casualties, without some understanding of American culture, was inex-
plicable. That same month MacArthur sent General Collins a message, again, protesting the 
paucity of manpower:

The continuous lack of combat replacements for the seven months of combat is a mat-
ter of grave concern to me. The expedients of local conversion of Service personnel 
and attachment of ROK’S [Korean Augmentations to the US Army] have been fully 
exploited. There is no acceptable substitute for trained combat fillers and no compromise 
measure will equal the effectiveness of a full strength unit. Furthermore, no rotation is 
permitted. To date, Army divisions have been fighting from 20% to 50% below authorized 
strength in infantry and artillery units. … Necessary extended frontages are susceptible to 
infiltration, exposing combat elements as well as supply and communication lines, result-
ing in abnormal rear area casualties.66

As a result of this critical personnel shortage, the Army could not fight according to 
its doctrine, and could not achieve its personnel objectives vital to the retention of good 
soldiers.67

* * * * *

As a result of this personnel trauma and the advent of limited war the Army enacted two major 
personnel policies that were part and parcel of the transformation of American thinking about 
war, and that had long- term effects on the nation and the Army’s ability to generate combat 
power and fight wars. In February 1951 the decision was made to rotate personnel in Korea. 
The rationale for the rotation was as follows:

Although relief of combat veterans from the pressure of long duty on the line generally 
has been regarded primarily as a means of conserving manpower, it also has been consid-
ered as a form of morale service, a matter of humanity, and a question of military expe-
diency. World War II experience indicated that after periods of sustained combat, soldiers 
sometimes became careless, sometimes overly careful, and sometimes even indifferent to 
their personal safety; in any event, an infantryman’s chance of survival after six months 
in combat was about 30 percent. FEC, working on the basis of World War II experience, 
pioneered in the field of wholesale rotation.68

Department of the Army studies on World War II casualties indicated that a soldier reached 
his peak performance in the fourth or fifth month of combat.69 Numerous studies from World 
War I and World War II concluded that combat soldiers had a relatively short life span that 
could be extended by a rotation system. The term “post- traumatic stress disorder” was not used 
during the Korean War; nevertheless, it has been a crucial factor in war since communities first  
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started warring against one another. An Army ground forces study of casualties explained 
what happens to soldiers over time:

While it is true that the infantry soldier will eventually wear out in combat, it being 
simply a question of length of time determined by how he is used, the thoughts and 
feelings of the infantryman at battalion level may provide a key to his more efficient use. 
First and foremost, the infantryman feels he is hopelessly trapped. He wants a “break.” 
Under present policy, no man is removed from combat duty until he has become worth-
less. The infantryman considers this a bitter injustice. … He feels that the command does 
not distinguish between him and the base area soldier, and is actually less concerned for 
his welfare. … After some months in combat … the infantry rifleman feels he has “done his 
share.” Around him are new faces; his old comrades in arms have thinned out … and 
the old tie is gone. He has proved his courage. More and more, he feels that it is not a 
question of IF he gets hit but of WHEN and HOW BAD. There is no escape.70

In World War II the Army fielded eighty- nine divisions. In the initial Victory Plan it was 
estimated that the United States had the manpower potential to field 215 divisions (10 per-
cent of 140  million people, 14  million) without eroding the industrial base.71 Not a few 
Army divisions sustained over 100 percent casualties during the war. The flow of replacements 
through the division exceeded the authorized strength of the division. Some Army divisions 
were under combat conditions for more than 365 days. An effective rotation system undoubt-
edly would have improved the combat effectiveness of divisions, and prolonged, and perhaps 
saved, the lives of soldiers. However, not even in a total war where the nation was united in a 
common cause could the US government institute an equitable, effective system of military 
service. And as noted some soldiers came to recognize that they had “done their share” and 
that the system was unjust. While they sacrificed, others sat safely at home.

The 1st ID that landed at Omaha Beach had also landed in North Africa and Sicily. Samuel 
Stouffer in his study, The American Soldier: Combat and its Aftermath, revealed:

At the time a survey was made of the combat veterans in ten rifle companies of the 1st 
Division, just arrived in England after successful campaigns in North Africa and Sicily. 
The study showed that these veterans, while exhibiting a rather fierce pride in their out-
fit, were more embittered than perhaps any other soldiers who had been studied by the 
Research Branch. The majority felt that they had done their share as compared with other 
soldiers— a few of them repeating a mot current in the division. “The Army consists of 
the 1st Division and eight million replacements.”72

Soldiers were inculcated with the American sense of equality and fairness, and understood 
the burden of war was falling on relatively few. In limited war the problem of manpower 
procurement was magnified many times. Nevertheless, it was proven in two World Wars that 
the longevity of soldiers was improved by rotating them. The questions were: what type of 
rotation system best met the needs of the Army and how best to implement it? Could the 
Army implement a rotation system without the support of the Truman Administration and 
Department of Defense? And would the Administration implement such a policy without the 
support of the American people, which in limited war was not consistently united behind the 
war effort? Collins, speaking in 1953, explained the Army’s thinking:

Of course our rotation program contributes to the difficulties, but we must continue it for 
the sake of our men. Too often in past wars most of our front- line soldiers had to continue 
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fighting until killed or wounded. In times past, they envied the airmen who knew that 
they could return home after a certain number of missions. … In Korea, our combat sol-
dier knows that after a certain number of months of front- line duty he can go home. To 
date we have returned more than a half million men from the Far East. … We are literally 
rebuilding it [the Army] in the face of the enemy for the third time.73

Thus, in three years of war the United States deployed three different armies. The object-
ive of rotation was for no combat soldier to serve more than one winter in Korea: After six 
months with a combat division or a similar unit in Korea, or twelve months in Korea in a 
supporting unit a man was eligible for rotation, if a suitable replacement had arrived. This last 
criterion was the most difficult to achieve. The first ship of personnel who served their time in 
war departed for the United States on 22 April 1951. A “point” system was developed. It was 
revised several times but soldiers in combat units received more points per month than soldiers 
in support units. Infantry soldiers received more points per month than artillery soldiers. Once 
a soldier had accumulated the required number of points he was supposed to go home.

The American forces of the Eighth Army consisted of six regular Army divisions, two 
National Guard divisions, and one Marine division. The continuous rotation of troops in the 
Army, that in January 1951 numbered 231,125 soldiers, required between 20,000 and 30,000 
fresh Army personnel per month, the equivalent of almost two Army divisions. The Army was 
too small, and too committed in other parts of the world, to fully support the rotation system, 
causing discontent and anger among those soldiers who anticipated rotation, but because 
of the shortage of personnel, were forced to remain in Korea beyond their time. Even with 
the Army’s efforts to massage the system, combat units remained understrength throughout 
the war. In other words, the Army implemented a manpower program it could not support. 
General Mark Clark, who had an intimate understanding of the problem, wrote:

During two terrible wars I, as a commander of American ground troops in action, was 
obliged to face up to the manpower problem which is an ever- increasing threat to the 
security of our nation. In Italy and again in Korea I was obliged to scrimp and save, to 
“cannibalize” rear area outfits in order to beef up our front- line combat units so as to 
make them more effective. During an all- out war, such as World War II, there could be no 
thought of rotation. Men had to be put into uniform for the duration, and the combat 
infantryman had to fight for the duration. Our enemy in Korea fought like that. There 
was no rotation for a Chinese or North Korean except in a wooden box or without a leg. 
But rotation for us in Korea meant that we no sooner got a team working effectively than 
key men were through with their part of the war and were sent home, to be replaced by 
recruits from the United States or, at times, by Koreans.74

While the rotation system did improve the morale of individual soldiers, the replacement 
system that made it possible damaged combat effectiveness.75 What were the objectives of 
rotations? Was it to improve the fighting ability of the Army, the combat power of the Army, 
through higher morale? Or was there another reason?

With a little imagination a system of rotating units could have been put in effect. Such a 
system would have maintained unit cohesion and fostered teamwork, resulting in increased 
combat effectiveness. Units— cohesive, trained companies or battalions or regiments— could 
have been rotated in and out of combat, maintaining the basic core of the formations for years 
without degradation of combat effectiveness. The individual rotation system was not designed 
to increase combat effectiveness, and it was well known that it did not. The reasoning behind 
rotation was more fundamental to American cultural beliefs. How does a nation in limited war, 
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employing a draft system, decide whose lives will be risked with the full knowledge that men 
are going to die? What do National Guard forces contribute? Should they be called up before 
men are drafted who have made no commitment to the service? What is fair? What is equitable? 
Fundamentally, how do democracies decide who will live and who will die in a limited war?

While acknowledging that the rotation system eroded combat effectiveness, Clark iden-
tified the more fundamental reason for the system: “Rotation was necessary for the kind of 
limited war we fought in Korea. It was necessary because it would have been unthinkable 
to call on a tiny percentage of young American manhood to carry the entire burden of the 
Korean War. The rotation system made it possible for us to achieve some degree of equaliza-
tion of sacrifice.”76 The rotation system gave the impression of equality. It was supposed to 
insure that the burden and sacrifice of war was distributed fairly across the male population 
of the United States of certain age groups. A working rotation system, however, could not 
simply be an Army program. It had to be a national program. It required the support of the 
President, Congress, the Selective Service Administration, and the American people. The war 
ended before the system received the kind of support required to function effectively, and it 
was unlikely that the Army would have ever received the political and public support required 
to make the system work in a limited war.

There was another reason for the new personnel policy, perhaps not fully perceived. The 
Army’s rotation policy went into effect when the Army shifted from strategically offensive 
operations to defensive operations. On the strategic defense the United States Army was going to 
deteriorate. Neither the Truman Administration nor the Army could explain to soldiers why an 
American Army that retained significant offensive combat power was sitting on the defense. 
Defensive wars of attrition were un- American. Americans accepted that soldiers were tools 
of the state, to achieve specific, positive political objectives. They understood that this was 
a short- term condition that would end in months or a few years at the most. Indefinite, 
protracted war was un- American and unacceptable. On the offense, soldiers could envision 
a termination point. They could see progress. They knew the war was coming to an end. 
Soldiers that are moving forward have the moral high ground. They hold the initiative, and 
they know that through offensive actions the United States is seeking positive objectives. They 
can associate their actions with the final outcome, victory. As a consequence, they are willing 
to commit themselves to the war to hasten its end. On the defense the Army lost the moral 
high ground. It could not predict victory. In fact, it not only lost the initiative, but there was 
no way to win. On the defense all the Army could do was not lose. The defense bred doubt 
and uncertainty. It caused soldiers to ask, “Why am I here? If we are at war why aren’t we 
fighting it more aggressively? Why aren’t we trying to get it over with? Why aren’t we using 
all our resources? Why am I risking my life when the country is not committed to winning 
the war and bringing it to a rapid end?” The American citizen- soldier Army could not indef-
initely fight a limited, strategically defensive war of attrition. It created an untenable cultural 
contradiction. Rotation gave soldiers expectations of an end point. It created some sense of 
fairness, but it was not enough.

Rotation also had unforeseen influence on soldiers. It communicated to them that winning 
the war was a secondary consideration. If the Army and the nation were willing to sacrifice 
combat effectiveness for the principle of equality, then soldiers too could downgrade the 
importance of the war.77 To be sure, survival, minimizing risks, has always been of the utmost 
importance to soldiers in combat, but this was different. Because soldiers were not committed 
for the duration of the war, their primary objective changed. No longer was the objective to 
achieve victory, to end the war as quickly as possible by destroying the enemy’s main Army, 
which meant that everyone got to go home. The objective under a rotation system was to 
survive a specified tour of duty, be it six months, or twelve months. An Army study found 
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that: “For the combat man enduring the rigors of Korea, the rotation criteria on an individ-
ual basis gave him something to look forward to— a goal to be reached. To him rotation was 
a very personal thing, and one in which he, as an individual, had a vital interest.”78 Rotation 
effectively disassociated soldiers from the outcome of the war they were fighting.

The Army introduced to combat a system based on self- interest. Soldiers were no longer 
vested in the outcome of the war, and their attachments to their units and buddies were 
degraded. S. L. A. Marshall, in his classic study of men in battle in Korea, observed:

Upon arriving in the Theater I began to hear pessimistic reports about how gravely our 
musical chairs rotation policy had down- graded the fighting spirit of the average young 
American in the combat line. Worried senior officers expressed the view that if the war’s 
pace changed and the pressure rose suddenly, troops might be found lacking in the old 
drive and guts. Line captains told me that morale had so far deteriorated that when units 
came under full attack more men died from taking refuge in the bunkers than from fight-
ing their weapons in the trenches.79

Anthony B. Herbert, a veteran of the war, wrote: “With the peace talks going full swing, a 
rotation system was instituted, and with that, there came a chance that I might make it home. 
I had given up on the idea long before, and the possibility was like a new lease on life. Like 
others, I began to fight a little more cautiously, to take fewer chances than I had before.”80 The 
personal nature of war was changed. Of course, all soldiers want to win the war to see victory 
achieved, but it did not matter in their personal lives. The United States was not going to be 
attacked. Their homes and families were not directly threatened, and, they were going to go 
home after a certain period of time no matter what, whether the war was won or lost.

Under the individual rotation system, soldiers became interchangeable parts in a large 
machine. One soldier was as good as another in the eyes of the system. The system did not 
understand how long it took to train and develop a good machine gunner, one of the most 
important men in the squad, or how long it took to find good men with the strength and 
endurance to hump and fire anti- tank weapons, or to find a soldier who had an intuitive abil-
ity to read maps and determine locations with a high degree of accuracy. Unit cohesion at the 
small unit level was difficult to maintain. An officer who fought in Korea observed: “You can’t 
maintain Squad, Platoon, Company, Battery, Battalion and Divisional teams with constantly 
rotating personnel. … There was no knitting of a mutual confidence in one another through 
association in strife and danger, through fire and movement.”81 The situation never improved. 
The public never understood or accepted its responsibilities for military service in limited 
war, where the threats were indirect and ambiguous. American distaste was not for Selective 
Service that had proven successful in two World Wars, but for the lack of substantiated need. 
Clausewitz postulated: “Will this always be the case in the future? From now on will every 
war in Europe be waged with the full resources of the state, and therefore have to be fought 
only over major issues that affect the people? Or shall we again see a gradual separation taking 
place between government and people?”82 In Korea the “gradual separation” was initiated.

* * * * *

The second major personnel policy instituted during the Korean War was the integration of 
the US Army, first Koreans and then African Americans. Necessity overcame racism. To make 
up for the shortage of soldiers in combat units, MacArthur decided to assign large numbers 
of Koreans to US divisions. In August 1950 thousands of Korean Augmentations to the US 
Army (KATUSA) were integrated into the 24th, 25th, and 7th Infantry Divisions, and later 
into other divisions.83
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When the 7th Division landed at Inchon, a third of its strength was made up of Koreans 
who did not speak English. In November 1950, there were 23,000 KATUSAs fighting in 
the US Army divisions. The KATUSA program was not without its critics and problems. 
However, senior Army leaders tended to support the program. General Mark Clark stated:

The attachment of KATUSA personnel to US and UN units not only augments the 
fighting strength of those units, but also provides the finest training for cadremen who 
are later available for return to the ROKA. These personnel strengthen units which are 
temporarily short of American soldiers. They increase the staying power of US and UN 
units. Because the major portion of KATUSA personnel are utilized in frontline duty a 
savings of lives of our soldiers results. The increased rotation from front line duties of US 
and UN personnel in combat units, which KATUSA permits, decreases our casualties.84

Sheila Jager, in her study of the Korea War wrote: “Calling the Eighth Army a ‘U.S. Army’ 
was thus a significant misnomer by the summer of 1951. More appropriate would have been 
the ‘UN Army in Korea’ since less than half of its half- million men were Americans. Indeed, 
more than 50 percent of the fighting forces were Koreans.”85

During the Korean War, African Americans were also integrated into the US Army. Blacks, 
after fighting for two hundred years in segregated units with white officers, were finally 
accepted into regular Army combat units. Why? What caused one of the nation’s most con-
servative institutions, which was traditionally decades behind the larger American society in 
social change, to take the lead and jump ahead of the rest of the country? The change was 
motivated by military effectiveness. The shortage of manpower and the declining support from 
the American people eroded the ability of the Army to fight. Blacks were a source of man-
power. General Ridgway explained:

While I was still in command of the Eighth Army I had received from Major General 
William B. Kean, then commander of the US 25th Division, an earnest and thought-
ful recommendation for the integration of white and Negro troops. Kean had had full 

Unit or organization 15 Sept., 1950 15 Dec., 1950 5 Sept., 1953

Eighth Army – 1,325 7,479
KCOMZ – – 1,020
I Corps 1,227 365 – 
IX Corps – 315 – 
X Corps – 1,132 140
1st Cav. Div. 2,338 1,456 – 
2nd Cav. Div. 1,821 1,145 1,935
3rd. Cav. Div. – 5,943 1,932
7th Cav. Div. 8,325 5,452 2,059
24th Cav. Div. 2,786 1,844 – 
25th Cav. Div. 2,447 1,270 2,473
40th Cav. Div. – – 2,186
45th Cav. Div. – – 1,988
5th RCT – – 426
2nd and 3rd Log Com. – 1,032 – 
1st Marine Div. – 106 – 

Total 18,944 21,285 21,628

Figure 6.2  Number of KATUSA assigned to US Units for selected dates, 1950– 1953. 
(From Military Affairs 38, April 1974, 53)

 

 

 



The Korean War: The Final Phases 171

   171

opportunity to observe Negro troops both in peacetime, at Fort Benning, and in Korea, 
where the all- Negro 24th Infantry Regiment was part of his command, and he felt that, 
both from a human and a military point of view, it was wholly inefficient, not to say 
improper, to segregate soldiers this way. This coincided precisely with my own views and 
I had planned in mid- March to seek authorization from General MacArthur, who would 
in turn sound out Washington, to commence integration at once.86

Ridgway, surprisingly, made no mention of Truman’s July 1948 Executive Order 9981, 
which stated: “It is hereby declared to be the policy of the President that there shall be equal-
ity of treatment and opportunity for all persons in the armed services without regard to race, 
color, religion or national origin. This policy shall be put into effect as rapidly as possible.”87 
This directive for the integration of the armed forces was virtually ignored by all the ser-
vices.88 “Rapidly as possible” was ill defined, and thus, could be interpreted to mean decades. 
Eisenhower argued against its implementation: “In general, the Negro is less well educated 
than his brother citizen that is white and if you make a complete amalgamation, what you are 
going to have is in every company the Negro is going to be relegated to the minor jobs … 
because the competition is too rough.”89 The fact that the Army waited until it was in the 
midst of the Korean War, facing severe personnel problems, explains much. Military effective-
ness was the primary reason for the adoption of this new personnel policy. Ridgway continued:

It was my conviction, as it was General Kean’s, that only in this way could we assure the 
sort of esprit a fighting army needs, where each soldier stands proudly on his own feet, 
knowing himself to be as good as the next fellow and better than the enemy. Besides it 

Figure 6.3  Black American soldier with a 75- mm recoilless rifle guarding the approach to a command post 
in Korea.
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had always seemed to me both un- American and un- Christian for free citizens to be 
taught to downgrade themselves this way, as if they were unfit to associate with their fel-
lows or to accept leadership themselves.90

American culture did in fact damage black people by educating them to believe that they 
were inferior to white people. Inferior people do not make good soldiers. Inferior people 
could not stand up to their supposedly superior opponents on the battlefield, particularly 
white opponents, the Germans, the Russians. This “inferiority” argument had been used for 
centuries to preclude or limit the number of black people in combat units. However, the per-
sonnel shortage in Korea made integration necessary. When the decision was made to fully 
integrate African Americans, Koreans had already been serving in Army units in large num-
bers through the KATUSA program. It was hard to justify the continued segregation of black 
Americans when large numbers of foreigners were integrated into the US Army.

Integration into combat units, while welcomed by most African Americans, created a 
dilemma for all. African Americans were still being lynched and terrorized by white mobs 
in the United States when the integration took place. Over 5,000 African Americans were 
hanged by the Klu Klux Klan and angry white mobs after the Civil War and into the 1960s. 
Why should people who are denied freedom and equality at home fight for the freedom of 
other people in foreign lands? Why should they fight to protect what they don’t have? One 
African American veteran of the Korean War, in a book titled: What’s a Commie Ever Done 
to Black People?, wrote: “We black soldiers soon realized the bitter irony of our situation— 
supposedly fighting to protect the freedom of American society, even as that freedom was 
denied us in our own country.”91 During the Vietnam War, Mohammad Ali, echoed these 
words and sentiment.

In July 1951, three years after Truman’s Executive Order was promulgated, the Eighth Army 
became the first major command in the armed forces to integrate. Proportionately more 
blacks saw combat duty in Korea than in World War II, constituting 13 percent of all US 
forces.92 Approximately 40 percent of all blacks assigned to Korea served in combat units; 
however, of the 131 Medals of Honor awarded, only two went to African Americans. The 
acceptance of blacks as soldiers reinforced social changes that were taking place in the United 
States— the Civil Rights Movement. The first black men in powerful positions in the United 
States were officers in the Army and Air Force.

Wherever the armed forces of the United States were deployed, they carried the American 
culture of racism with them. American racism was exported to Korea, Japan, Germany, and other 
parts of the world through the armed forces. Koreans and Japanese adopted many of the same 
beliefs, attitudes, and prejudices, of whites toward African Americans. This was learned behav-
ior.93 When I was serving in Korea in the 1970s, off post there were black clubs exclusively for 
black men, and white clubs exclusively for white men. The Korean women in these clubs, “busi-
ness girls” called “Yobos,” either interacted with blacks or whites, not both.94 The armed forces 
of the United States have successfully exported American racism to every foreign country with 
major American military installations, with all its harmful and negative effects and consequences.

The Final Phase: Negotiating While Fighting, Defensive War of Attrition

On 22 April 1951 the Peng Dehuai launched his fifth offensive. It was the largest CPV/ PLA 
operation of the war. The Chinese committed a million men to the struggle for Korea, includ-
ing forty- seven divisions, eight artillery divisions, and four antiaircraft artillery divisions. Peng’s 
objectives were ambitious, the destruction of three US Army division, the British and Turkish 
Brigades, and ROKA’s 1st and 6th divisions. In June, after more than fifty days of offensive 
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operations, Peng called a halt to the offensive. The CPV had lost 85,000 soldiers in a campaign 
that completely failed to achieve its objectives. This failure caused the Chinese to rethink their 
strategy and objective of total victory. One student of Chinese tactics wrote:

The CPV’s two offensives from December 1950 to May 1951 ended as major setbacks, 
and Mao’s consuming aspiration for a quick and decisive victory was directly responsible. 
He evidently overestimated the favorable momentum that the Chinese forces had seemed 
to create after they had entered Korea. Certainly, the CPV scored an unexpected victory 
in October and November 1950, but to expand that victory was unrealistic since the 
Chinese troops had already reached the limit of their combat capability.95

Stalin agreed with this assessment and in late May in an exchange of messages cautioned 
Mao: “It is not convincing to argue by analogy to Chiang Kai- shek’s army. First, you are now 
facing a different army, and second, there is no basis to believe that the British and American 
armies are as foolish as Chiang Kai- shek, and that they will allow you your choice of anni-
hilating their whole army on battalion at a time.”96 The failure of the offensive and Stalin’s 
assessment was what was needed for Mao to consider a negotiated settlement.

In April 1951 Lieutenant General James Van Fleet took commander of the US Eighth Army 
in Korea. At that time, American forces numbered 253,250 soldiers, UN forces 28,061, and 
ROK forces 260,548.97 Van Fleet was given the following orders from Ridgway:

Your mission is to repel aggression against so much of the territory (and the people 
therein) of the Republic of Korea as you now occupy and, in collaboration with the 
Government of the Republic of Korea, to establish and maintain order in the territory. 
In carrying out this mission you are authorized to conduct military operations, including 
amphibious and airborne landings, as well as ground operations in Korea north of the 
38th parallel, subject to the limitations.

In the execution of this mission you will be guided by the following prescriptions:

(1) Advance of major elements of your forces beyond the general line: Junction of IMJIN 
and HAN Rivers— CHORWON— HWACHON RESERVOIR— TAPEPO— RI, will 
be on my orders only. [This was the WYOMING LINE.]

(2) You will direct the efforts of your forces towards inflicting maximum personnel casualties 
and material losses on hostile forces in Korea, consistent with the maintenance of all your 
major units and the safety of your troops.98

Ridgway believed he was giving Van Fleet, “the latitude his reputation and my high respect 
for his ability merited,” given the limitations of the directives of the President. Van Fleet, how-
ever, working from the perspective of World War II, believed his prerogative, as commander, 
had been severely restricted, and that the Eighth Army could have driven the Chinese from 
the Korean peninsula.99 Ridgway, by drawing a line across the peninsula, beyond which the 
Eighth Army was not to advance, had taken away the initiative of his field commander. This 
was a political decision. Van Fleet fought a defensive war of attrition, restricted to operations 
within the confines of the geographic boundaries of South Korea. This decision eliminated 
other forms of strategy. On the defense it was impossible to destroy the enemy’s army, the will 
of its people, or its government. In other words there was no way to win. On the defense the 
only option was to not lose, to fight defensively until the other side decided to negotiate a 
settlement, or offensive airpower produced a decision.
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The Korean peninsula, the geographic configuration of the battlefield, limited both armies 
to frontal attacks. The confinement of the peninsula, the restrictions imposed by geography, 
made this strategy manageable. Still, surrendering the initiative eliminated the possibility of a 
quick solution to the war. The most important incentive to motivate the PRC to compromise 
at the peace table was voluntarily given up.

Ridgway, gauging American support for the war, was convinced that the right decision 
had been made. He reflected, “The seizure of the land between the truce line and the Yalu … 
would have lengthened our own supply routes, and widened our battlefront from 110 miles 
to 420. Would the American people have been willing to support the great army that would 

Map 6.1 Korea, the last battle.
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have been required to hold that line?”100 He concluded the answer was “no.” On 12 May 1952 
Ridgway left Tokyo to relieve Eisenhower as the new NATO Supreme Commander of Allied 
Forces in Europe. General Mark Clark relieved Ridgway.

By early June 1951 both armies were well entrenched. Major offensive operations produced 
only limited results— the next ridgeline. The situation on the ground created the conditions 
for armistice talks. On 24 June 1951 Jacob A. Malik, the Soviet Union’s UN representative, 
in a radio speech, advocated a cease- fire, to which Ridgway responded on 30 June. On 10 
July negotiations of the Korean Armistice Conference opened at Kaesong, later moved to 
Panmunjom. The negotiations broke down repeatedly. The withdrawal of foreign troops, the 
location of the military demarcation line, the demilitarized zone, the military armistice com-
mission, the repatriation of prisoners, and other issues extended the talks. The most difficult 
issue was the exchange of POWs. And, while the negotiation talks went on, soldiers continued 
to fight and die. Admiral Charles Turner Joy, the chief of the United Nations command dele-
gation to the Korean armistice conference wrote:

When the Red Chinese plunged into the fray, the controlling political objective of the 
United States became a desire to avoid all- out war with China. When the Soviets suggested 
an armistice, the political objectives in Korea became an honorable cease- fire. During the 
armistice negotiations, we took on a political objective of gaining a propaganda victory 
over Communism in respect to prisoners of war. Thus the political objectives of the 
United States in Korea weather- vaned with the winds of combat, accommodating them-
selves to current military events rather than constituting the goal to be reached through 
military operations. … It seemed to us that the United States Government did not know 
exactly what its political objectives in Korea were or should be.101

Admiral Joy concluded that the negotiating strategy he was directed to employ prolonged 
the war and thereby caused unnecessary losses in lives. Others argue that the prolonged nego-
tiations were a function of Chinese and North Korean resistance. The tragedy is that more 
than 40 percent of American and Korean casualties were sustained during the final defensive, 
negotiating while fighting phase of the war.

Airpower was employed to facilitate negotiations. General Clark approved a bombing cam-
paign to destroy dams that provided irrigation to rice fields in northwest Korea. The campaign 
flooded vast areas. The dam busting campaign, the destruction of North Korean cities, and the 
continuing interdiction campaign caused considerable hardship and suffering. FEAF Formal 
Target Committee, concluded that the punishing air campaign had been decisive in bringing 
the negotiations to a successful conclusion: “the damage inflicted upon the enemy as a result of 
this application [of airpower] has been the only military pressure placed on the enemy during 
the past months and … is probably the force which has caused the Communists to … put forth 
new peace overtures.”102 Other factors, however, had greater influence on the Communists’ 
decision- making process. The armistice negotiations outlasted the Presidency of Truman. In 
November 1952 Dwight D. Eisenhower was elected President of the United States. A month 
later he flew to Korea to survey the situation, and to discuss the war with his commanders 
in the field. Shortly after his inauguration in January, Eisenhower made it known that he was 
considering a new strategy. He considered removing some of the limitations of the Truman 
Administration, and expanding the war effort to include the use of the atomic bomb. On 
5 March 1953 Joseph Stalin died. The Soviet Union had not recovered from the severe destruc-
tion and carnage suffered in World War II, and it had no constitutional norms for the accession 
to power; hence, the death of Stalin created political uncertainty. The Chinese recognized that 
the situation had changed dramatically, and that militarily it was impossible to destroy UN   
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forces. The armistice document was signed on 27 July 1953 at Panmunjom. The armistice 
agreement established a demilitarized zone (DMZ) between the two states, a Military Armistice 
Commission, and the Joint Observation Teams that patrolled the DMZ. Most importantly 
it required the exchange of prisoners of war, the major obstacle to an early agreement. The 
United States had refused to repatriate enemy soldiers who did not want to return to the 
Communist side. A third- party agreement had to be worked out to finally settle this issue.

Eisenhower and his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, concluded that the threat of 
the atomic bomb had caused the Chinese to reach a final settlement. Others argued that the 
death of Stalin created conditions for the final armistice agreement. And still others argued 
that the conventional air campaign produced the final decision. The inability of the Chinese 
and the Americans to reach a decision on the ground with the forces deployed created the 
conditions for the armistice. Conventional airpower alone could not force a decision, and the 
death of Stalin would not have caused the shift in priorities if the situation on the ground had 
not been stabilized. Had China continued to feel threatened by the advance of the Eighth 
Army, the war would have continued. Eisenhower’s threat and great credibility, coupled with 
the death of Stalin, influenced the immediacy, the timing, of the Communist decision; how-
ever, while the Chinese had not achieved the primary objective of the destruction of ROK 
through the destruction of the US Eighth Army, they had achieved two significant political 
objectives— the removal of American forces from the Chinese border and the survival of 
Communist North Korea. This was the most important condition for the armistice agree-
ment. The Chinese achieved other objectives. During the war they constructed a more con-
ventional modern army and air force with the abundant support from the Soviet Union, and 
they gained enormous prestige and confidence by fighting the most powerful nation on the 
planet to a standstill. At the same time, the American position in world affairs was diminished. 
Korea, however, was a minor setback for the US foreign and military policies.

Today Korea remains divided and US forces remain in Korea. The end of the Cold War 
did not significantly change the situation in Korea. And given the unstable nature and hostile 
disposition of the North Korean dictatorship, its acquisition of nuclear weapons and develop-
ment of missile technology, US forces will remain in South Korea into the foreseeable future. 
No permanent peace agreement was ever signed, and the 38th parallel is one of the most 
heavily armed borders on Earth.

The United States mobilized 5,720,000 officers and men to fight the Korean War, secure 
Europe, and provide a strategic reserve. These forces were allocated to the services as follows: 
Army, 2,834,000; Navy, 1,177,000; Air Force, 1,285,000; and the Marine Corps, 424,000. The 
Army fielded twenty divisions, eight of which fought in Korea. Of the 33,741 Americans 
killed in the Korean War, 82 percent were in the Army, roughly the same percentage as World 
War II. The Army suffered 27,731 battle deaths and 77,596 wounded; the Air Force 1,238 
battle deaths and 368 wounded. The Marine Corps suffered 4,262 battle deaths and 23,744 
wounded; the Navy 505 battle deaths and 1,576 wounded. More than 94 percent of the bat-
tle deaths in Korea were in the ground combat forces. It is estimated that the United States 
sustained a total of 103,284 wounded in action.103 South Korea suffered 415,000 military KIA 
or MIA, an estimated 429,000 WIA, and 500,000 to 1 million civilians dead. The Chinese suf-
fered an estimated 142,000 KIA or MIA, and 238,000 WIA. North Korea sustained 1.5 mil-
lion military and civilian KIA or MIA. Thirteen allied nations contributed ground combat 
units, ranging from a division to a platoon. The allies suffered 3,063 dead and 11,817 wounded.

A summary of the significance of the Korean War would read in part:

• Nuclear weapons radically changed the political and military environment of the 1950s. 
Humanity lived with a new fear, the threat of nuclear war; and as a consequence, the pre-
ferred American practice of war came to an end. General Collins noted: “The American 
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public in November of 1951 was not yet fully resigned to a peace without military 
victory.”104

• During the Korean War a miracle took place. When hundreds of thousands of “Chinese 
Volunteer Forces” attacked across the Yalu River into Korea causing the longest retreat in 
the US military history, the President had the power to destroy those forces with a few 
B29 bombers and nuclear weapons. He didn’t do so, and thus initiated the age of artificial 
limited war. The Korean War was the first war fought by the major powers, the United 
States, the Soviet Union, and China, in the nuclear age. It had the potential to erupt into 
a total war, and the first nuclear war. Truman, Mao, and Stalin all exercised restraint and 
caution, keeping the war limited, restricted to the Korean peninsula, and fought with con-
ventional weapons. All placed artificial limitations on the use of force.

• The Korean War was not limited for Koreans. Both North and South Korea fought very 
much a total war, and paid horrendous costs in lives, suffering, and the physical destruction 
of cities and villages.

• The Korean War was the result of competition between the superpowers. While signifi-
cant social and political divisions existed in Korea in the wake of World War II and the 
end of thirty- five years of Japanese occupation, Korea was not divided by Koreans. It was 
divided by the United States and the Soviet Union.

• The Korean War was a stalemate. Truman’s primary political objectives— to reunite the 
Koreas and roll back Communism— were not achieved. Mao Zedong’s primary political 
objectives, accepted and supported by Stalin, to defeat US forces on the battlefield, reunite 
the Koreas, and advance Communism, were not achieved. Both sides failed. Neither could 
achieve victory in the ground war.

• The outcome of the Korean War was decided on the ground with conventional forces. 
The final decision was made by soldiers in the vicinity of the 38th parallel, not by airpower. 
In the age of jet aircraft, missiles, and nuclear weapons the quality and quantity of soldiers 
still mattered.

• Military leadership at the operational and tactical levels of war still mattered in the nuclear 
age, determining the future of millions of people. MacArthur’s decisions, his negligence, 
on the deployment of the Eighth Army and X Corps north of the 38th parallel deter-
mined the future of the people of North Korea to this day. Ridgway’s decisions on the 
deployment of the Eighth Army in South Korea, determined the future of the people of 
South Korea to this day. Korea remains divided because of operational and tactical failures 
in fall and winter 1950, and operational and tactical successes in the spring and summer 
of 1951.

• Civil– military relations: The American system of civilian control of the military was rein-
forced during the Korean War with Truman’s relief of General Douglas MacArthur. The 
President of the United States is Commander- in- Chief of the armed forces of the United 
States, responsible for establishing the political objectives to be achieved through war, the 
means and methods to be employed in war, and the levels of force to be applied in war.

• Social change: During the Korean War the integration of the armed forces of the United 
States took place. The armed forces took the lead in social changes that erupted into the 
Civil Rights Movement. Koreans were integrated into the US Army as a matter of neces-
sity. The integration of Koreans preceded the integration of African Americans, argu-
ably, setting the stage for social change. The armed forces of the United States exported 
American racism, Jim Crowism, to Japan, Korea, and other states.

• The American people, after the Korean War, still did not accept artificial limited war, which 
required compromise and negotiated settlements and restriction on the means and lev-
els of force applied, as the new cultural norm. Artificial limited war violated long- held 
American cultural norms regarding the conduct of war. There was still nothing limited 
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about dying, and nothing limited about the sacrifices required in war. And, in the age of 
airpower and nuclear weapons, this was not the type of war that Americans expected.

• The Korean War established the parameters for the Vietnam War, another artificially lim-
ited, strategically defensive, protracted war of attrition, fought on the Chinese mainland 
with the ever- present threat of Chinese intervention, and the promise that offensive air-
power would be decisive.

• The Korean War exacerbated inter- service rivalry. The Army reaffirmed its fundamen-
tal belief that man is the dominant weapon on the battlefield, and that airpower is not 
decisive. The newly established Air Force learned that civilian control severely restricted 
the employment of airpower in artificial limited wars; however, it maintained its funda-
mental belief that airpower was the decisive instrument for the conduct of war. Without 
question South Korea would not exist today if it were not for the US Army.
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7 Eisenhower, the Cold War, and Massive 
Retaliation, 1953– 1960

The fighting there [in Korea] was finally stopped last July on terms which had been proposed many 
months before. That result was achieved, at least in part, because the aggressor … was faced with 
the possibility that the fighting might, to his own peril, soon spread beyond the limits and methods 
which he had selected, to areas and methods that we would select [the atomic bomb]. In other words, 
the principle of using methods of our choice was ready to be invoked, and it helped to stop the war 
which the enemy had begun and had pursued on the theory that it would be a limited war, at places 
and means of its choosing.1

— John Foster Dulles, Secretary of State, 12 January 1954

It was a time to give a soldier deep concern, for in that period following the end of World War II, 
there was a growing feeling that in the armies of the future the foot soldier would play only a very 
minor role. Two factors stimulated this thinking— the earnest desire of the nation to cut down on 
its military expenditures, and the erroneous belief that in the atomic missile, delivered by air, we had 
found the ultimate weapon.2

— Matthew B. Ridgway, General US Army, 1956

Eisenhower and his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, believed that the threat of the use of 
nuclear weapons achieved peace in Korea, caused the Chinese to accept terms very similar to 
those previously offered during the Truman Administration. They were wrong.

The nuclear threat was not the decisive factor in the Chinese decision- making process. 
It is ironic that in the wake of the Korean War, the very instrument that was the most 
responsible for the survival South Korea, the US Eighth Army, was diminished, and air-
power, which proved indecisive, was elevated. Americans learned the wrong lessons from 
the Korean War.

Eisenhower’s Vision: The “New Look”

Dulles promulgated Eisenhower’s strategic doctrine, “Massive Retaliation,” and military policy, 
the “New Look” to support the policy of containment. With the birth of the PRC the theory 
of the “Communist Monolith” was born. Dulles wrote: “The Soviet menace does not reflect 
the ambitions of a single ruler and cannot be measured by his life expectancy. … The Soviet 
Communists have always professed that they are planning for what they call ‘an entire histor-
ical era.’ The assets behind this threat are vast. The Soviet bloc of Communist- controlled coun-
tries … represents a vast central land mass with a population of 800 million.”3 Eisenhower and 
Dulles did not believe the United States and its allies could match the human and material 
resources of the Soviet bloc, and believed it was unwise to try; hence, the reliance on armies, 
on ground forces, was not the main effort. It was also believed that the effort to match the 
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Communists with conventional forces would bankrupt the country. Eisenhower was greatly 
concerned with the cost of defense. He believed that the way to defeat the Soviet Union was 
to demonstrate that the American way of life created the greatest good for the greatest num-
ber of people. He accepted Kennan’s prediction that ultimately Communism would defeat 
itself. Economic success, not military success, was the way to hasten the collapse of the Soviet 
Union and the Communist system. Maintaining a large standing Army was expensive. Thus, 
the major question facing the United States, according to Dulles, was: “How should collect-
ive defense be organized by the free world for maximum protection at minimum cost? The 
heart of the problem is how to deter attack.” The answer was nuclear weapons and airpower. 
The United States adopted a “first use” doctrine that emphasized complete destruction. 
Dulles wrote:

The Soviet- Chinese bloc does not lack manpower and spends it as something that is cheap. 
If an aggressor knew he could always prescribe the battle conditions that suited him and 
engaged us in struggles mainly involving manpower, aggression might be encouraged. He 
would be tempted to attack in places and by means where his manpower superiority was 
decisive and where at little cost he could impose upon us great burdens. If the free world 
adopted that strategy, it could bankrupt itself and not achieve security over a sustained 
period.

The free world must devise a better strategy for its defense, based on its own special 
assets. Its assets include, especially, air and naval power and atomic weapons which are now 
available in a wide range. … The free world must make imaginative use of the deterrent 

Figure 7.1 Dwight D. Eisenhower was President from 20 January 1953 until 20 January 1961.

 



Eisenhower, the Cold War, Massive Retaliation 183

   183

capabilities of these new weapons. … Properly used, they can produce defensive power 
able to retaliate at once and effectively against any aggression.4

Eisenhower’s defense and military policies were delineated in National Security Council 
position paper, NSC 162/ 2, on 30 October 1953:

Defense Against Soviet Power and Action. In the face of these threats, the United States 
must develop and maintain, at the lowest feasible cost, requisite military … strength to 
deter and, if necessary, to counter Soviet military aggression against the United States 
or other areas vital to its security. The risk of Soviet aggression will be minimized by 
maintaining a strong security posture, with emphasis on adequate offensive retaliatory 
strength and defensive strength. This must be based on massive atomic capability, includ-
ing necessary bases; an integrated and effective continental defense system; ready forces 
of the United States and its allies suitably deployed and adequate to deter or initially to 
counter aggression, and to discharge required initial tasks in the event of general war; and 
an adequate mobilization base; all supported by the determined spirit of the U.S. people.5

While Eisenhower supported the use of American forces in Korea, he would not have 
fought the Vietnam War.6 Eisenhower had a different answer to Kennan’s “counter- force at 
every point” axiom. In 1954, before the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu, Eisenhower con-
sidered military assistance to the French that would have brought the United States into the 
war. After careful analysis, he and his advisors, concluded that Vietnam, while important to 
the national interest of stopping the spread of Communism, was not of sufficient strategic 
importance to warrant the commitment it would take to sustain a non- Communist country. 
In his view, limited wars in nations with contiguous borders to the PRC were strategically 
unwise. In his view, only industrial powers were real threats to the security of the United 
States— nation- states that had legitimate nuclear targets. Eisenhower wrote: “My feeling was 
then, and still remains, that it would be impossible for the United States to maintain the mili-
tary commitments which it now sustains [during the Korean War] around the world (without 
turning into a garrison state) did we not possess atomic weapons and the will to use them 
when necessary.”7 In Stephen Ambrose’s portrait, Eisenhower: The President, the relative import-
ance that Eisenhower placed on ground combat forces and nuclear weapons was elucidated:

At a mid- December meeting with the Republican congressional leaders, Eisenhower 
explained his strategy. “The things we really need are the things that the other fellow 
looks at and respects,” he declared. The Russians did not respect the handful of American 
divisions in Europe, but they did respect the bomb. Eisenhower said the United States 
“must take risks in certain areas,” and “must make a long- term effort,” so that “we do 
not get to the point where we must attack or demobilize.” Asia- firsters among the Old 
Guard congressmen protested against the planned reductions in ground strength in Korea. 
Eisenhower told them that he did not believe “Korea will be stabilized greatly by the con-
tinued presence of ground troops. We must put more dependence on air.” He said that if 
the Communists broke the armistice, “we go all out” in nuclear retaliation.8

In a televised news conference, when asked about his “New Look” military policy, 
Eisenhower stated:

You cannot possibly say that the kind of a unit and organization that I took to war or 
took over across the Channel in 1944 would have any usefulness today whatsoever. For 
example, you will recall we landed on June 6; we got out of that narrow little beachhead 
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on about July 25. All right; behind that we built up two artificial harbors and we were 
landing over the beaches. What would two atomic bombs have done to the whole thing?

Eisenhower went on to delineate his thoughts on the Army and war: 

“Let me point this out: I hear people say ‘bigger army.’ Now, our most valued, our most costly 
asset is our young men. Let’s don’t use them any more than we have to. For 40 years I was 
in the Army, and I did one thing: study how can you get an infantry platoon out of battle. 
The most terrible job in warfare is to be a second lieutenant leading a platoon when you 
are on the battlefield. If we can do anything to lessen that number— remember this: we 
are planning right now the greatest peacetime army we have ever held, one million men 
in time of peace.”9

Eisenhower was well imbued with basic American cultural tenets. He identified the nation’s 
“most valued asset,” and substituted technology for manpower. He also reduced the Army 
considerably below a million men. Secretary of Defense, Charles Wilson, was responsible for 
implementing Eisenhower’s New Look military policy. Before a Senate Subcommittee for 
Appropriations on 15 March 1954 he told Congress what the Pentagon was doing:  “the 
integration of new weapons systems into military planning creates new relationships between 
men and material which emphasize airpower and permit overall economies in the use of 
manpower.” He further noted: “The Fiscal year 1955 budget incorporates the new air force’s 
objectives and continues a rapid buildup of air strength. … As we increase the striking power 
of our combat forces by the application of technological advances and new weapons and by 
the continuing growth of airpower, the total number of military personnel can be reduced.”10 
This was a fundamental belief prevalent from World War II to the dawn of a new century.

Eisenhower was also concerned about the cost of defense and militarism. In a discussion 
with Emmett John Hughes, one of his speechwriters, Eisenhower stated:

The jet plane that roars over your head costs three- quarters of a million dollars. That is 
more money than a man earning ten thousand dollars every year is going to make in his 
lifetime. What world can afford this sort of thing for long? We are in an armaments race. 
Where will it lead us? At worst, to atomic warfare. At best, to robbing every nation and 
people on earth of the fruits of their own toil. Now there could be another road before 
us— the road of disarmament. What does this mean? It means for everybody in the world 
bread, butter, clothes, homes, hospitals, schools, all the good and necessary things for 
decent living. So let this be the choice we offer.11

Eisenhower had a vision and the confidence of having led the largest invasion in history, of 
having defeated in combat the most powerful armies ever arrayed in battle. He understood 
war, and he hated it. Eisenhower believed it would be impossible to avoid using nuclear weap-
ons in war with the Soviet bloc. He was convinced that war had fundamentally changed, that 
the advent of air and nuclear power caused a revolution in warfare. He believed that technol-
ogy could replace the man on the battlefield, that mankind had entered a new age. He would 
only commit to war if America’s vital interests were directly threatened, and he understood the 
power of geography. Any state that deployed forces on the “Chinese continent” had to be will-
ing to go to war with China, and possibly fight World War III. Eisenhower knew the Army was 
forward deployed, spread across the planet from Korea, to Japan, to Panama, to parts of Europe. 
He did not plan to use it. Eisenhower believed the nation had to take risks. The United States, 
and particularly the Army, could not be all things, at all times, to all the peoples of Earth. Thus, 
his strategy was not to man the Army to counter the capabilities of Soviet ground forces, and 
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he would not man the Army based on its missions and roles around the globe, but also he 
would not reduce those missions and roles. Eisenhower wrote:

National security does not mean militarism or any approach to it. Security cannot be 
measured by the size of munitions stockpiles or the number of men under arms or the 
monopoly of an invincible weapon. That was the German and Japanese idea of power 
which, in the test of war, was proved false. Even in peace, the index of material strength 
is unreliable, for arms become obsolete and worthless; vast armies decay imperceptibly 
while sapping the strength of the nations supporting them. Monopoly of a weapon is 
soon broken. But adequate spiritual reserves, coupled with understanding of each day’s 
requirements, will meet every issue of our time.12

The presence of the US Army in foreign states represented the commitment of the United 
States. In other words, the Army formed a line of American prestige and commitment that told 
the enemy not to cross. Eisenhower counseled the American people not to listen to their fear. 
He believed that the situation was not out of control, and that the Soviet threat was manage-
able. His confidence, steadiness, experience, and credibility were in themselves a considerable 
military asset and deterrent to war. No other president in the twentieth century commanded 
the respect and credibility due Eisenhower. In the 1950s, Americans were taught to live with 
risk, to live with less than perfect security, to live with the threat of nuclear holocaust.

Eisenhower worked to keep Americans out of war, not only by strategy but also by doctrine. 
Eisenhower promulgated his officially accepted strategic doctrine “Massive Retaliation,” to the 
entire world. He insured that the Soviets understood his doctrine. He wanted no ambiguity. 
The world will never know if he was bluffing, but for a man who professed to hate war, who 
took pains to keep men out of it, it is at least questionable whether he would have actually 
initiated Armageddon. Perhaps Eisenhower believed that the bluff alone— the magnitude of the 
threat— would keep the peace. If so, he gambled and won. To make the threat real Eisenhower 
had to make the capability real. He had to know the vision of airpower espoused by airmen 
such as Arnold, Spaatz, and LeMay could achieve all that was predicted, before he could sell the 
vision to the Soviets, hence, the enormous investment in airpower and nuclear weapons.

Eisenhower’s biggest gamble, however, was in the peripheral areas or “grey areas,” which 
were parts of the world that were not firmly in either the Soviet or US bloc. Eisenhower 
dependence on the threat of massive retaliation to deter war was not viable in the grey areas, 
as the war in Vietnam later demonstrated. Small, non- aligned, developing states lacked the 
wherewithal to directly influence American security. However, the “Domino Theory” and 
the “Theory of the Communist Monolith” linked these regional wars to the security of the 
United States. They could not be ignored.

Eisenhower’s national security policy and foreign policy can be summarized as follows 
(much was inherited from the Truman Administration):

• Massive Retaliation Strategic Doctrine, the threat of thermonuclear war, nuclear weapons 
(megatons) deployed by bombers and missiles, was the main element of US strategic 
deterrent policy. In the second term of the Eisenhower Administration tactical nuclear 
weapons entered the American arsenals, and the theory of limited, tactical nuclear war 
was born. It was not until the later 1950s and early 1960s that the United States and 
the Soviet Union actually possessed sufficient megaton and delivery systems to conduct 
thermonuclear war (1959: United States, 12,298 nuclear devices; Soviet Union, 1,060 
nuclear devices).

• Mutual security agreements, such as NATO and SEATO, which called on all members to provide 
military forces for regional security, were signed. The United States also concluded separate 
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security agreements with individual nation- states. These nation- states formed the line, the per-
imeter between the two blocs.

• Forward deployment of the armed forces of the United States in chains of naval and military 
bases that stretched across the planet, from Central Europe to Korea (the policy of con-
tainment) supported the line formed by allied nation- states.

• Strategic reserves, active- duty forces, trained, equipped, and deployable stationed in the 
United States; and strategic transportation resources (air and sea) capable of rapidly mov-
ing major units to reinforce forward deployed and allied forces formed the second layer of 
defense. National Guard and Reserve divisions and units that could be mobilized for war 
formed the third layer of defense.

• The Eisenhower Doctrine (earlier the Truman Doctrine) continued and expanded programs 
designed to provide military and economic assistance, including weapons, training, and 
education, to states fighting Communist insurgencies in the grey areas. This included 
extending American security promises to regions and states considered vital to the West, 
such as the oil- rich Middle East states.

• Foreign military sales, major weapons and equipment sales to allies, ships, aircraft, missiles, 
ammunitions and other military hardware and systems, became a significant part of the 
national security program. Nations such as Japan, Korea, Britain, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
Iraq, and numerous other “allies” purchased billions of dollars of American- made military 
equipment annually. The United States became the biggest arms dealer on Earth. Defense 
contractors regularly lobby Congress for the approval for foreign military sales.

• Intelligence agencies, the employment of the CIA, NSA and other intelligence agencies to 
conduct world- wide espionage wars to undermine the Soviet Union, the PRC, and the 
international Communist system; collect intelligence on Soviet and Chinese capabilities, 
strategies, and plans; carry out a disinformation campaign to degrade Soviet and Chinese 
capabilities; and overthrow and/ or undermine unfriendly governments, became a major 
part of the Eisenhower national security strategy.13

• Science and technology, the research and development race, and the intense search for the 
most advance weapons and military technology became a major tenet of the American 
culture of war under the Eisenhower Administration. This race received enormous atten-
tion, resources, and emphasis after the Soviets launched Sputnik, the first Earth- orbiting 
satellite, in 1957. This event caused the creation of DARPA, NASA, and other agencies, 
and intensified the relationship between America’s universities and the DOD.

• Defense industrial base, the maintenance of the industrial capacity and the know- how to 
mass produce the weapons, ships, tanks, airplanes, and other materials of war, grew in sig-
nificance as war technologies became more sophisticated and difficult to produce. New 
facilities had to be built and congressmen and women became greatly involved in this 
process, in part, to secure resources and jobs for their states and districts.

• “Peace and prosperity,” fiscal conservatism, balanced budgets, and high domestic spend-
ing and consumption (for example, the construction of the Interstate Highway system 
and the national airport system), were part of Eisenhower’s defense policy. Quality of 
life mattered to people everywhere. The demonstrative superiority of the American 
system to produce the greatest good for the greatest number of people was the elem-
ent of Eisenhower’s strategy that had the greatest importance in winning the Cold War. 
Communism as an economic system did not work. The great American grocery store, 
with all its abundance, won the Cold War.

• Exportation of culture, ultimately Americans believe the rest of the world has to look like 
them, achieved through the exportation of culture. During the Eisenhower years the 
United States started the mass exportation of culture, democracy, capitalism, free trades; 
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and ultimately, music, McDonald’s, blue jeans, and other staples of the American way of 
life. The presence of hundreds of thousands of American military personnel stationed 
overseas, the enormous US military and economic assistance program, the export of 
weapons— arms sells, the extension of America’s security promise, and the globalization 
of business, all facilitated the American exportation of culture.

During the Eisenhower Administration the United States developed and deployed a mas-
sive national security apparatus and system that grew to encompass every American life and 
much of the world. War, weapons, and the preparation for war, became big business during 
the Cold War, a global America’s business worth trillions of dollars. The system intensified 
competition between the services, causing them to engage in constant battles for funding, 
missions, and relevance. These battles were frequently a zero- sum game, meaning a gain for 
one service was a loss for another. During the Eisenhower Administration the American cul-
ture of war continued the process of transformation. The belief that wars could be fought 
exclusively from the air; that mankind in technologically advanced societies had finally 
moved beyond the dirty business of ground warfare was firmly established. Unfortunately, it 
was wrong.

Army Chiefs, Ridgway, Taylor, and Lemnitzer, Fight Against the “New Look”

Army leadership did not embrace Eisenhower’s “New Look.” Eisenhower adopted a national 
security vision very different from that senior Army leaders believed was necessary. Ironically, 
Eisenhower deduced lessons from World War II and the Korean War that differed significantly 
from that of Ridgway, Clark, Taylor, Bradley, Collins, and other Army leaders. But why did 
this happen?

General Mark Clark, who commanded Allied Forces in Italy during World War II and the 
United Nations Command in the Far East during the last year of the Korean War, writing in 
1954, challenged the thinking of the Eisenhower Administration:

There is much talk these days about push- button warfare and the fact that the technical 
experts have developed such weapons of mass destruction that the role of the infantryman 
is now secondary. There has been great technical development in weapons and I hope our 
experts in research and development will continue to make improvements. However, in 
my opinion, and without in any way disparaging the vital roles of the Air Force and the 
Navy, the infantryman remains an indispensable element in any future war. Certainly he 
must be supported by the Air and the Navy and every kind of technical weapons, but he 
never will be relegated to an unimportant role. He is the fellow with the stout heart and 
a bellyful of guts, who, with his rifle and bayonet, is willing to advance another foot, fire 
another shot and die if need be in defense of his country.14

Army leaders tried to maintain the Army’s most fundamental cultural belief that man was 
the dominant instrument on the battlefield. During the mid to late 1950s, Generals Ridgway 
and Taylor were the most vocal, tenacious advocates of limited war doctrine. The Korean War 
supported their arguments. Ridgway believed that the lessons of the Korean War were that air 
and naval power alone could not stop a determined enemy. The air and naval components had 
not stopped the Communist advance down the Korean peninsula, nor did it stop the Chinese 
advance. In addition there were no nuclear targets in Korea, or later in Vietnam. The regions 
of the world where conflicts were most likely, the grey areas, possessed no vast industrial areas 
to destroy and no middle class to bomb into submission. It had taken ground forces to stop 
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and then take back South Korea. Ridgway envisioned a range of wars from limited to total. 
He wrote:

The basic point at issue, I think, lay in differing concepts of how, in the event of war, the 
doctrine of “massive retaliation” should be applied. My belief was simply this: that we 
must possess the power of swift and devastating retaliation. At the same time we must 
possess the capability for “selective” retaliation, the capacity to use one arm, or two, or all 
three— land, sea, and air combined— to apply whatever degree of force a particular situ-
ation demanded.15

Ridgway introduced the concept of proportionality into war— something that was evident 
from the American conduct of the Korean War. Another lesson of Korea was that the US 
Army had been unprepared and as a consequence had suffered tactical defeats, needless losses 
in lives, and faced the prospect of strategic defeat. Ridgway wrote: “It was the bitter lesson, 
learned through our experience in Korea at such a cost in blood and national prestige, that 
steeled me in my resolution later, when as Chief of Staff, I protested with greatest vehemence 
against ‘economies’ which would have placed us in the same relative state of ineffectiveness.”16 
Ridgway’s experiences in Korea reinforced convictions formed in World War II— another war 
that the United States entered unprepared— and influenced his words and actions as Army 
Chief of Staff. In Ridgway’s view, given the threat and the vast responsibilities assumed after 
World War II, the Army should maintain a large, well- trained, well- equipped, strategically 
deployable force to meet contingencies around the world. He believed that forward deployed 
forces needed to be viable, and not “trip wires” for the initiation of massive retaliation, and that 
strategic mobility had to be greatly enhanced. Ridgway continued:

My strongest arguments, in fact, were for a greater and more varied development of air 
power. It was clear to me, as to every other even moderately intelligent infantry officer, 
that the army of the future must be very greatly dependent upon aircraft of one form or 
another. As I have pointed out … it must be an air- transportable army, possessed of long-  
and short- range mobility far beyond anything ever known in war before. To fight the war 
of the future we must possess the capability not only to transport the nuclear bomb for 
great distances, and drop it with fine accuracy on a target. We must also possess the capabil-
ity to lift whole armies, armed with nuclear weapons, and put them down upon any spot 
on the earth’s surface where their tremendous, and selective, firepower will be needed.17

Ridgway’s experiences in commanding the 82nd Airborne Division and XVIII Airborne 
Corps in World War II shaped his perspective. He envisioned a very different form and use of 
airpower. Ridgway believed that it was possible to develop an Army that was almost totally 
deployable by air. He argued that: “the Army plans to place increasing emphasis upon air-
borne, air- transportability and air- ground support techniques. For it is only by air that we 
can combine maximum mobility and maximum firepower. This of course will entail very 
close cooperation between Army troops and the Air Force and air elements of the Navy”18 
Ridgway stressed the need for joint operations and joint doctrine, recognizing that the Army 
lacked strategic mobility, the ability to rapidly deploy to battlefields from the United States 
and operational mobility, to maneuver and resupply within a theater of operation.

* * * * *

In 1954 the National Guard Divisions mobilized for the Korean War were sent home. In the 
years that followed, the 5th ID, 7th Armored Division, and 101st Airborne Divisions were 
deactivated. The Army had the lowest technology budget, but the highest manpower budget. 
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The deactivation of Army units released funds for other purposes, such as, research and devel-
opment, and/ or purchase of new aircraft. The majority of the American people supported this 
policy. They questioned the need for a large Army in a world where airpower and nuclear 
weapons were the decisive instruments of war. While most Congressmen tended to support 
a national strategy based on advanced technologies, the Army received some Congressional 
support. Senator John F. Kennedy was a supporter of the doctrine of limited war, and tried, 
along with other Senators, to prevent significant cuts in Army strength.

Back in 1954, when these manpower cuts began, I offered an amendment to prevent a 
cut in Army divisions from nineteen to seventeen. Senators Gore, Mansifield, Symington, 
Humphrey, Monroney, and Lehman joined in sponsoring the amendment, and a majority 
of Democratic Senators supported it. But the amendment lost— and so did the cause of 
our ability to fulfill far- flung commitments in Berlin, the Middle East, the Far East, and 
throughout the world.19

While recognizing the need to fight limited war, Ridgway and Taylor also believed that the 
Army had to develop new doctrine to fight on the atomic battlefield. In the late 1940s and 
1950s, infantry officers, specifically airborne infantry officers, dominated the top levels of the 
Army. They envisioned an army that was strategically deployable by air, an army that could put 
significant combat power on the ground anywhere in the world, an Army with greater tactical 

Figure 7.2  General and Mrs. Matthew B. Ridgway bid farewell to General George C. Marshall, Secretary of 
Defense, as he leaves Haneda Airbase, Tokyo, Japan, for the United States.
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and operational mobility, an Army with its own tactical and operational air forces that was 
capable of fighting on the atomic battlefield, and an Army with nuclear weapons. Ridgway’s 
tenure as Army Chief of Staff came to an end in 1955, before this vision could be realized. He 
passed the responsibility for transforming the Army to Taylor. In reference to his tenure as the 
Army’s top leader in the Pentagon, Ridgway wrote:

Throughout my service as Chief of Staff three great tasks confronted me: First, to preserve 
the spirit and pride of an Army which top- level efforts steadily sought to reduce to a sub-
ordinate place among the three great services that make up our country’s shield; second, 
to deploy this waning strength in such a way that ground combat units would be as effect-
ive as possible in the event of war; and third, to lay the foundations for a totally different 
Army … an Army trained, equipped, and organized to fight and win in an atomic war.”20

Ridgway was in a constant battle with his political bosses, who pressured him to reduce 
the strength of Army divisions and reduce the Army’s budget. Ridgway’s opposition to the 
Secretary of Defense and President ultimately cost him his job. With the loss of Ridgway, the 
Army lost not just the battle, but also the war. Throughout the Eisenhower Administration, 
Massive Retaliation remained the nation’s strategic military doctrine.

Taylor was selected to replace Ridgway with the specific understanding that he would not 
openly oppose the President’s defense policy. During Taylor’s tenure as Chief of Staff (1955– 
1959), the Army’s position continued to deteriorate. Taylor noted that, “As I had feared, the 
only way to relieve the pressure acceptable to the ‘New Look’ was to cut military power, par-
ticularly that of the Army.” In 1959 the defense budget was $41 billion of which almost half 
went to the Air Force. Twenty- eight percent went to the Navy, and 23 percent to the Army.21 
In 1957 the Army consisted of twenty active duty divisions, fourteen Infantry, four Armor, and 
two airborne. Forty percent of the Army was deployed overseas, with four Infantry Divisions 
and one Armor Division forming the Seventh US Army in Europe, and two Infantry Divisions 
in Korea forming part of the Eighth Army. Eight divisions formed the Strategic Army Forces 
(STRAF).22 These were combat- ready forces with missions to reinforce the forward deployed 
units. Roughly 46 percent of the defense budget throughout this period went to the Air Force.

Taylor, while not openly challenging the President’s strategic doctrine, opposed massive 
retaliation and argued for a limited war doctrine. He believed there was ample evidence to 
support his position: “The many other limited wars which have occurred since 1945— the 
Chinese civil war, the guerrilla warfare in Greece and Malaya, Vietnam, Taiwan, Hungary, 
the Middle East, Laos, to mention only a few— are clear evidence that … it [the atomic 
bomb and airpower] has not maintained the Little Peace.”23 He further argued that Massive 
Retaliation reduced the President’s options and offered: “only two choices, the initiation 
of general nuclear war or compromise and retreat.” He observed that: “From its earliest 
days, many world events have occurred which cast doubt on its validity and expose its fal-
lacious character. Korea, a limited conventional war, fought by the United States when we 
had an atomic monopoly, was clear disproof of its universal efficacy.” In the latter half of 
the 1950s, Taylor and the Army became the leading advocates of the doctrine of limited 
wars.24 Taylor, however, like Ridgway, fought a losing battle. He explained why: “Limited 
war suggested Korea, a thought which was repulsive to officials and the public alike. … The 
resources needed for limited war were largely ground forces using unglamorous weapons 
and equipment— rifles, machine guns, trucks and unsophisticated aircraft— items with little 
appeal to the Congress or the public.”25 The culture of science and technology, which was 
so dominant in the late 1950, left the Army behind. Taylor recalled that: “Secretary Wilson 
once sent back an Army budget to get us to substitute requests for newfangled items with 
public appeal.”
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During Taylor’s tenure, the Army went through one of the most radical transitions in 
operational and tactical doctrine in its long history. It transitioned from its World War II and 
Korean War infantry and armor campaign- winning doctrines to the Pentomic doctrine. Army  
divisions were reorganized to fight the atomic battle. The Army developed tactical nuclear 
weapons— artillery, rockets, and a mortar— and sent them down to division level. The Army 
sought new innovative technology to increase operational and tactical mobility. It sought to 
develop air- deployable divisions that produced greater combat power than traditional divisions. 
While the Pentomic doctrine and organization were discarded in the early 1960s, the Army 
produced weapon systems that would be used for the next two decades, and some of them far 
beyond. The first generation of tactical nuclear weapons that were later deployed to Western 
Europe was produced. The helicopter, M- 60 tank, M113 armored personnel carrier, M- 60 
Machine gun, 90- mm Recoilless Rifle, 81- mm Mortar, and other systems were developed.26

Throughout the 1950s, the Army wrestled with the problem of fighting war on the nuclear 
battlefield, and keeping up with the Russians. Taylor’s vision required extraordinary tactical and 
operational mobility, to rapidly disperse and concentrate force on the nuclear battlefield. The 
problem was and is that the technology Taylor required to perform these operations simply did 
not exist in the 1950s. And important parts of the capabilities Taylor sought still did not exist 
at the end of the century. The logistical requirements of a division were enormous. It was not 
possible to make these supply trains airmobile, nor was it possible for the division to operate 
without them.27 The Army undertook a major effort to develop the new technologies required 
to dramatically increase tactical and operational mobility. Writing in 1958 Major General Paul 
F. Yount, Chief of Transportation, outlined some of the programs under development:

Within the combat zone the Army is rapidly increasing its organic capability for air 
transport of troops, equipment, and supplies. The Army is developing a family of STOL 
(Short Take- off and Landing), VTOL (Vertical Take- off and Landing), and helicopter air-
craft capable of performing a myriad of transportation tasks varying from moving combat 
troops across obstacles to the more routine movement of supplies from the Army main-
tenance area forward to the combat units.

Some of the items of inventive genius, now under development, which may be 
expected to enable the Army of the future to meet the challenge include:  Hiller 
Flying Platform, Delackner Aerocycle; Sky Hook, a radio- controlled flying pallet; 
Flying Crane, a heavy lift helicopter designed to lift 8 to 16 tons for short distances 
at low speeds; an aerial vehicle capable of performing all tasks commonly associ-
ated with the land jeep: the Bell XV- 3 utilizing the tilting rotor principle; the XV- 1 
Convertiplane; and a nuclear- powered, remote- controlled cargo- carrying device with 
VTOL capabilities.28

With the exception of the heavy lift helicopter none of these technologies were fully 
developed at the dawn of the new century. The technology simply did not exist to perform 
the tasks of mobility the Army sought with its Pentomic doctrine. The Pentomic doctrine 
represents an extraordinary failure. The Army completely failed to understand what was 
and was not technologically possible. In 1957, Taylor outlined the requirements for the new 
Pentomic doctrine:

In developing future Army forces adaptable to the atomic battlefield we are impressed 
with the need to accomplish four things. First, we must increase our ability to locate 
atomic targets on the battlefield. Second, we must increase our ability to deliver nuclear 
fires. Third, we must reduce our susceptibility to detection by the enemy. Fourth, we must 
increase our ability to exploit our own firepower.29
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Taylor’s Pentomic division eliminated the triangular division structure of the Army. (From 
World War II through the Korean War Army divisions consisted of three regimental com-
bat teams and each regiment consisted of three battalions.) The Pentomic division consisted 
of five battle groups. The level of command, the regimental headquarters, was eliminated. 
The battle groups consisted of five companies. Each battle group was capable of independ-
ent actions. The strength of an Infantry Division was reduced from approximately 17,000 to 
14,000. The division had nuclear- capable 8- inch howitzers, rockets, guided missiles, and even 
a small rocket that looked like a mortar, with a miniature nuclear warhead called the Davy 
Crocket. Nuclear firepower was one of the few parts of Taylor’s vision that was attainable. 
General Westmoreland, who commanded the 101st Airborne Division when it was converted 
to the new Pentomic organization, observed that: 

“Because the Pentomic Division was a creature of the Chief of Staff, few in the Army 
were about to criticize it. During its test period with the 101st, the slogan was: ‘Our job 
is not to determine whether it will work— it is to make it work!’ Because test officers were 
reluctant to tell their bosses that the organization was unsound, the concept was adopted 
and remained standard for several years, a prime example of the difficulty that “yes- men” 
can cause.30

Westmoreland, after gaining some experience with the new organization and doctrine, 
recommended abolishing the Pentomic Division, noting that, “in view of the way the 
Army had to operate in Vietnam … we would have been in real trouble with the Pentomic 
Division.”

To defend itself the Army tried to become something it wasn’t. It bought into pop cul-
ture, science fiction, the Star Trek vision of war, and a different set of values. It tried to com-
pete with the Air Force by becoming more like the Air Force. The Army went into the 
high- technology business; the nuclear business; the missile business; and the research and 
development business for cutting edge, high- speed technologies. The Army believed that it 
needed high tech weapons, particularly nuclear weapons and missiles, to survive. The Army 
tried to create a Hollywood image that it could sell to Congress and the American people. 
Taylor wrote:

In early October 1957, when Sputnik I was placed into orbit by the USSR, the Army 
was ready to compete in the space race with the Jupiter C missile. In early November 
of that year, the Army was directed to place a satellite in orbit without delay. Eighty- 
four days later, on 31 January 1958, the Army successfully placed Explorer I in space. … 
Currently the Army is developing a 1½ million pound thrust space vehicle booster for 
the Advanced Research Project Agency (ARPA) of the Department of Defense; it will 
provide a number of scientific satellite launching vehicles to the National Aeronautical 
and Space Administration (NASA); and it will test 10 NASA space capsules. … The Army 
has pressed forward with an urgent requirement for the very small, close range atomic 
weapons with yields in the order of tons, rather than kilotons. These are essential for use 
in close proximity to friendly forces with little or no danger. … The Army has broadened 
its program to provide a family of nuclear power plants for supplying heat and electricity. 
… Programs have been undertaken for developing nuclear propelled special land vehicles. 
An example is the Army Overland Train.31

While trying to adjust to the new reality of nuclear war the Army lost its focus. The Army’s 
expenditure in missiles and nuclear technology damaged its efforts to modernize.32 While 
the Army searched for the technology to fight on the nuclear battlefield, its ability to fight a 
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limited or general conventional war deteriorated. And the Army, by trying to become some-
thing it was not, contributed to the demise of the public’s understanding of war. The Army 
itself seemed to no longer believe its most basic tenet that man was the ultimate weapon on 
the battlefield.

* * * * *

In the December 1956 issue of Military Review, Professor Harry H.  Ransom of Harvard 
University published an article entitled “Scientific Manpower and National Strategy,” in which 
he outlined the dominant perspective of the time: “United States Armed Forces today are 
engaged in a technological race with the Soviets. The outcome may affect national survival. 
… this contest may be won or lost in the field of research and development, and ultimately 
in the Nation’s classroom.”33 Ransom believed that the numbers of scientists, engineers, and 
technicians in the Soviet Union were rapidly increasing, and that there was a growing short-
age of the same in the United States. On 4 October 1957 it seemed all of America accepted 
Ransom’s assessment. The Soviet Union had placed the first man- made object in orbit around 
the Earth, Sputnik, initiating a series of firsts in the space race. Sputnik and other Soviet firsts 
caused fear and a “crisis of confidence” in the United States that intensified the space, tech-
nology, and military races, and the transformation in American thinking about the use of force. 
One witness of the event wrote:

Watching Sputnik traverse the sky was seeing history happen with my own eyes. To me, it 
was as if Sputnik was the starter’s pistol in an exciting new race. I was electrified, delirious, 
as I witnessed the beginning of the Space Age. … The Russian satellite essentially forced 
the United States to place a new national priority on research science. … Politically, 
Sputnik created a perception of American weakness, complacency, and a “missile gap,” 
which led to bitter accusations, resignations of key military figures, and contributed to 
the election of John F.  Kennedy, who emphasized the space gap and the role of the 
Eisenhower- Nixon Administration in creating it. … Within weeks America had begun to 
use Sputnik to reinvent itself.34

Soviet successes in space were considered a direct challenge to American leadership in 
science and technology, and created a sense of urgency. George Kennan noted: “It caused 
Western alarmists … to demand the immediate subordination of all other national interests 
to the launching of immensely expensive crash programs to outdo the Russians in this com-
petition. It gave effective arguments to the various enthusiasts for nuclear armament in the 
American military- industrial complex.” Sputnik caused Americans to invest billions into the 
development of science and technology. It caused the creation of new institutions such as 
the Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA), in 1958 (known today as DARPA), the 
enactment of new legislation, such as the National Defense Education Act to provide loans 
to college students studying science and provide grants to universities. It caused the creation 
of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). And it motivated Kennedy to 
spend billions of dollars to insure that an American was the first human being to walk on the 
moon. It also ignited the imaginations of thousands of American youth, creating the dreams 
of space travel. Sputnik, thus, intensified the transformation in American thinking about the 
use of military force, and exerted greater pressure on the Army to become something new 
and modern.

* * * * *

In June 1959, Taylor passed the responsibilities of the Army Chief of Staff to General 
Lyman L. Lemnitzer. It was now his duty to defend the Army by explaining why the nation 
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needed it, and by advocating a limited war doctrine in which the Army still played the 
primary role:

The question [has] existed in the minds of many concerning the usefulness of ground 
forces in a nuclear war. The military requirements which exist and will continue to exist 
to meet the military challenge which could confront us, in the form of either general 
or limited war, and the essential requirement to seize, occupy, and hold ground before 
victory can be won, eliminate all doubt concerning the indispensable function of the 
Army as a fundamental element in providing national security. While the Army has been 
regarded in some circles as at best obsolescent, it is in fact very much in step with the 
needs of the times.35

Lemnitzer adopted the Bradley, Ridgway, and Taylor vision of limited war. The best argu-
ment for maintaining a large, combat- ready army was not fighting on the nuclear battlefield, a 
doctrine of war that was ultimately discredited, but recognition of the type of wars the United 
States was most likely to fight— limited war. General Bruce C. Clarke, Commander of US 
Army Continental Army Command, writing in 1959, noted:

Despite an initial nuclear monopoly and a continuing superiority in atomic strike power 
on the part of the United States, Communism managed in the ten year period between 
1946 and 1956 to gain control of more than five million square miles of territory inhab-
ited by more than six hundred million people. All of this was accomplished by means 
short of general war.

Communism was on the march, and was a threat to the American way of life. The Soviet 
Union expended enormous resources in its efforts to turn developing states, recently liberated 
from European Imperialism, into Communist states. And it was having success. For the peoples 
of developing states, the Communists had a better argument than the United States, and was 
not tainted with the racism and greed of European imperialism. General Clark outlined the 
type of Army the United States needed to counter the Soviet threat:

We need deployed forces in being in critical areas of the world to provide the Soviets with 
convincing evidence of our determination, to bolster the morale of our allies, and fight in 
place, or be redeployed rapidly if necessary … .

We need to extend the effect of these deployed forces by providing assistance in material 
and training to indigenous forces … .

We need a mobilization base sufficient to maintain a general war posture even while par-
ticipating in limited wars. This places particular emphasis on the requirements for reserve 
component forces in a high state of training and properly equipped.

We need a flexible logistic support system with required overseas stockage to permit sup-
port of forces deployed anywhere in the world.

We need joint and combined plans and doctrine for limited war. This includes the need for 
joint training exercises on a frequent basis … .

Finally, we need a strategic strike force sufficient to enable rapid reaction by use of 
measured force where and when required. This force must be capable of accomplishing 
assigned tasks with or without the use of atomic weapons.36

In 1959 the United States was in the early stages of its commitment to the war in Vietnam. 
The reality of Vietnam conflicted greatly with the vision of the nuclear battlefield, the 

 

 



Eisenhower, the Cold War, Massive Retaliation 195

   195

Pentomic doctrine, which was based on technology that did not exist. For fifteen years, from 
1945 to 1960, Army leaders fought against the thesis that airpower had fundamentally changed 
the nature of war and that henceforth armies were obsolete. The Army’s argument against 
massive retaliation, and its strategic vision, can be summarized as follows:

• Massive retaliation cannot deter all forms of war. The Korean War, the first artificial lim-
ited war in the nuclear age, had proven this. The Communist threat was most likely to 
materialize in the peripheral regions— the grey areas.

• The United States has to have the ground combat forces necessary to fight in the grey 
areas, fight wars short of nuclear war, on day one of the conflict.

• Airpower alone cannot stop a determined enemy. It cannot stop the enemy’s advance, cut 
off supplies, or destroy its means of production or support bases which were in the Soviet 
Union or PRC. Airpower cannot occupy ground.

• America’s commitments, treaty obligations, and promises to the peoples in Europe, Japan, 
Korea, Vietnam, and other parts of the world mandated the presence of significant num-
bers of trained, well- equipped soldiers. Airpower alone could not keep these promises.

• Soldiers are not “trip wires” for nuclear war. The threat of American ground forces has to 
be viable— credible ground combat forces. Hence, the United States needs to maintain a 
significant strategic reserve.

• Joint doctrine, education, and training are necessary to meet the Communist threat.
• The Army needs to be strategically deployable, by air and sea, and trained to fight in every 

environment on Earth.
• Modern war is “come as you are.” The United States will not have the luxury of time it 

has had in the past to mobilize for war.

The policies of the Truman and Eisenhower Administrations damaged the ability of the 
Army to fight, damaged the spirit of the Army, and damaged American understanding of the 
nature of war. The ability of the armed forces of the United States to conduct joint operations 
also declined during these years. Americans learned to live with the terror of nuclear holo-
caust, and accepted Eisenhower’s thesis that airpower dominated the planet. The Vietnam War 
did not fit the vision of war articulated.

The Iron Triangle: The Growth of American Militarism

In his farewell address to the nation, Eisenhower warned:

This conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry is new 
in the American experience. The total influence—economic, political, even spiritual— is 
felt in every city, every State house, every office of the Federal government. We recog-
nized the imperative need for this development. Yet we must not fail to comprehend 
it grave implications. Our toil, resources and livelihood are all involved; so is the very 
structure of our society. In the council of government, we must guard against the acqui-
sition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military- industrial 
complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.37

Eisenhower’s warning was more a statement of fact. In the 1950s an “iron triangle” emerged, 
and it has influenced every American life.38 It consisted of congressmen and their constituents, 
the American people; the military and civilian leaders in the White House and Department 
of Defense; and defense industries/ contractors, “military- industrial complex.” Congress con-
trols “the purse.” It controls military expenditures, weapons procurement, and manpower 
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authorization. It also controls foreign military sales. Each point of the triangle has a vested 
interest in the maintenance of the system. During the Cold War the services became deeply 
involved in politics. They lobby Congressmen to protect their interests and to secure and 
maintain particular technologies, weapon systems, bases, missions, and manpower.39 To sell 
themselves, the services maintain congressional liaisons, public affairs offices, lobbying groups 
made up of senior retired officers, and association of active and retired personnel. They pub-
lish position papers, target specific legislation through mailing campaigns, sponsor conferences, 
court Congressmen, and petition the media for coverage of specific concerns or weapons. 
Over the years the services became adept at sponsoring key weapons systems and policies, 
using all forms of communication, television, newspapers, magazines, email, and even public 
appearances to get their positions across.

Congressmen and women use their influence and votes to maintain military facilities, 
weapon systems, and production facilities that support their states and districts, programs that 
keep their constituents employed and financially happy. There are winners and losers. Some 
senators and congressmen play this game better than others; and as a consequence, bring 
more military dollars and resources to their states and districts than others. Defense industries 
lobby the military to buy certain weapon systems and specific numbers of weapons. These 
industries appeal to communities to gain public support for its weapons, and the purchase of 
more systems. Communities lobby Congress and administrations tenaciously to keep their 
bases, military units, weapon systems, research and development programs, and production 
facilities that pump billions of dollars into local communities. Military bases and technologic-
ally sophisticated production facilities create high- paying jobs. Some of these efforts force 
unwanted technologies, including weapons, on the services; cause the production of weapons 
and equipment beyond that requested by the services; and cause the maintenance of military 
installations that the service do not need, and actually hinder the ability of a service to train 
and deploy. Where the Navy parks an aircraft carrier, where the Army places an armor divi-
sions, where the Air Force places a fighter or bomber squadron, means billions of dollars for 
the state and local communities. The American military establishment and defense industry 
influences the local, state, regional, and national economies. The American defense industry 
serves not only the security needs of the United States and allies, but also the economic needs 
of states and communities throughout the country. They also help the US balance of trade. 
War and the preparation for war are not just matters of national security, they are big business.

* * * * *

How do the services, political leaders, and the nation decide on the adoption of strategic and 
operational doctrines, the procurement of weapon systems to implement accepted doctrine, 
and the allocation of resources among the services? How do they decide on the division 
of responsibilities and functions between the services? American cultural tenets influence 
the relationship between the services, between the services and the American people, and 
between the services and the government. The competitive, capitalist nature of American 
society, American faith in science and technology, love of science fiction and airpower, the 
American drive for more and more consumption, and the American readiness and eagerness 
to discard the old for the newer, and for the bigger and more modern, influenced the military 
force structure and the procurement of technologies. Ideally real- world threats, for example, 
Soviet and Chinese military capabilities, would drive the organization, equipment, and size 
of the US armed forces. However, cultural norms and economic incentives influence how 
people see and interpret threats. Soviet capabilities, which, for the most part, were unknown to 
most Americans, could be magnified to facilitate the objectives of the services and/ or defense 
industries.
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The services are always engaged in an information campaign directed at the American 
people. The ability of a service to create a vision of war acceptable to the American people is 
a major factor in force design and resource allocation. For that vision to be acceptable it has 
to hold cultural contents. Real, proven effectiveness is less important than cultural acceptabil-
ity. Michael S. Sherry in his book, The Rise of American Air Power: The Creation of Armageddon, 
argues that:

the danger of nuclear armageddon, as well as perceptions of that danger, was created 
less by the invention of nuclear weapons than by the attitudes and practices established 
before 1945 …. I … concentrate on what Americans have expected of and learned 
from strategic bombing. Their perspectives on the bomber are crucial, for the warplane was cre-
ated in imagination before it was invented as a practical weapon. The bomber was the prod-
uct of extravagant dreams and dark foreboding about the role it might play in war and 
peace. … The bomber in imagination is the most compelling and revealing story …. 
I  emphasize that practical developments were usually secondary to imagination in 
shaping strategic air war. … I suggest that among policy makers, if not the public at 
large, a technological fanaticism often governed actions, an approach to making war 
in which satisfaction of organizational and professional drives loomed larger than the 
overt passion of war.40

In World War II the United States adopted an unproven doctrine of war. It expended enor-
mous resources in time, intellect, men, and material to test and prove an idea— strategic bomb-
ing doctrine. The nation accepted the claims of air enthusiasts that airpower would be the 
decisive instrument in the conduct of the war, and committed vast resources in search of a 
dream. Thus, the American approach to war was not based solely nor primarily on rational 
calculation of the capabilities of men and machines. Other, sometimes profoundly irrational, 
factors influenced the allocation of resources, the organization of the armed forces, and stra-
tegic and operational doctrines.

In 1954, Army Chief of Staff Ridgway concluded that the Army had to do a better job of 
selling itself to the American people, that it had to reverse long- held philosophies:

Our long- range objective must be to inform the American public of genuine military 
activities and accomplishments … in order to instill confidence in Army personnel, 
policies and management, and to widen public understanding that the Army is per-
forming loyally and intelligently in support of national aims and the public interest. To 
accomplish this objective, we must modify the philosophy which has for years guided 
the Army’s action in the field of public relations. This philosophy has influenced offic-
ers to remain aloof from the public and reticent on their few appearances. We must 
become more articulate and develop a positive public relations attitude throughout 
the Army. Too many officers look upon public relations as a defensive operation rather 
than a living, dynamic one.41

Senior Army leaders throughout the 1950s advanced Ridgway’s argument that the Army 
had to change its approach to the media and the public. One colonel wrote: “The Army in 
general has not yet accepted the fact that, whether it wills it or not, it is engaged in the bat-
tle for men’s minds as truly as any other enterprise.” He further noted that the Army was at a 
disadvantage: “Today, because of the world tensions, we must maintain an Army of greater size 
than can be accomplished by voluntary service. This involves two concepts that are traditionally 
unpopular with the American people— a large standing Army and peacetime conscription.”42  
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He might have added that the Army was at a further disadvantage because of the American 
penchant for high technology and big, glamorous weapon systems. He concluded: “Officers 
must learn to seek, rather than to shun, contact with the public.” The Army got better at telling 
its story, but with its innate disadvantages, it was never as good as the other services.

In 1955, General Maxwell D. Taylor replaced Ridgway as Army Chief of Staff. He recog-
nized that telling the Army’s story was not enough. The story had to be packaged in a manner 
that would make people want to buy. The glamour factor was important, and the Army was 
the least glamorous service. Taylor explained how the Army’s budget was determined during 
his tenure as Chief of Staff:

In the climate of the Eisenhower Administration, it was hard to make the case for limited 
war to the satisfaction of the decision- makers. … The resources needed for limited war 
were largely ground forces using unglamorous weapons and equipment— rifles, machine-
guns, trucks and unsophisticated aircraft— items with little appeal to the Congress or the 
public. Secretary Wilson once sent back an Army budget to get us to substitute requests 
for newfangled items with public appeal. … It was partly a misguided response to this 
urging which drew the Army into a costly and losing competition with the Air Force in 
producing an Intermediate Range Ballistic Missile (IRBM) at a time when the ammu-
nition reserves for basic Army weapons were far too low for comfort. It also led me to 
conjure up the Madison Avenue adjective, “pentomic,” to describe the new Army division 
which was designed on a pentagonal rather than triangular pattern with atomic- capable 
weapons in its standard equipment. … nuclear weapons were the going thing and, by 
including some in the division armament, the Army staked out its claim to a share in the 
nuclear arsenal.43

The requirement to sell the Army and Army programs to the American people influenced 
the organization, equipment, and doctrine of the Army. This was also true of the other services. 
However, how well a service “played the game” had little to do with the combat effective-
ness.44 By the end of the 1950s the services were committed to marketing themselves. Arguably, 
the better the public image, the larger the service budget. The services ultimately became as 
good at marketing themselves as General Motors and Ford. They learned that whether they 
get a particular weapon system is greatly influenced by public perceptions, which influences 
Congressional support. In the 1950s the Air Force was the biggest winner. It scored the high-
est in public opinion polls and received the lion’s share of the defense budget. The Air Force 
also received significant support from industry. Consider the thinking of Eisenhower, quoted 
and expanded upon by Peter Boyle, a student of the Eisenhower Presidency:

Eisenhower felt that much of the pressure for increased defense spending came from spe-
cial interests, especially arms manufacturers and military figures, who had lobbied for pet 
projects, which had been underfunded or had been refused funding. He told Republican 
legislative leaders that, when he saw advertisements for Boeing and Douglas, he was “get-
ting sick of the lobbies of the munitions makers. … You begin to see this thing isn’t wholly 
the defense of the country, but only more money for some who are already fat cats.” He 
commented that “the munitions makers are making tremendous efforts toward getting 
more contracts and in fact seem to be exerting undue influence over the senators.”45

This approach to national defense is now well established and developed. It is rarely ques-
tioned. Boeing and other defense manufacturers now lobby the American people directly. 
(They now advertise weapons systems on television and the Internet.) Senator Goldwater 
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noted: “The aircraft industry has probably done more to promote the Air Force than the Air 
Force has done itself.” The Navy came in second. Images of supercarriers launching aircraft 
produce feelings of pride and patriotism. Systems such as aircraft carriers and bombers appeal 
to the American imagination, but also to the American myth and self- image. Great nations 
possess great weapon systems— the greater the nation, the bigger and more technologically 
sophisticated its military hardware.

The weapon systems that won the hearts and minds of the American people tended to 
win American dollars. The weapon systems that won the American dollars were the biggest, 
most glamorous, and technologically advanced weapons that mankind was capable of pro-
ducing. However, the service and weapons systems that won in the American marketplace 
were not necessarily those best suited to win in the jungles of Southeast Asia, the mountains 
of Afghanistan, the cities of Iraq, or in other foreign lands. Americans designed and purchased 
weapons systems to fight the war they wanted to fight, not the war they were most likely to fight. This 
is a form of militarism. During the 1950s, the weapon systems that dictated the operational 
doctrines of the services did not facilitate the United States’ ability to fight limited wars and 
achieve political objectives in developing states that the United States needed to support 
in order to stop the spread of Communism. In 1959, General Weyland, commander of the 
Tactical Air Command warned that “the Pentagon’s preoccupation with strategic bombing 
and long- range missiles may soon leave us unprepared to fight a limited war.”46 He was right. 
The United States entered the Vietnam War, not with a joint air and ground team, and not with 
the joint strategic and operational doctrines required to fight a limited war in a developing 
state. The same was true decades later.

From World War II to Operation Enduring Freedom there has been an overall failure to 
match means to objectives, because the force structure of the United States has not been based 
on rational calculations of the threats and forces needed to fight conventional, limited wars or 
counterinsurgency wars, the most likely wars, but on systems that won in the marketplace. In 
America, a vision of counterinsurgency or light infantry warfare could never compete with a 
vision of air war fought with highly advanced, very expensive aircraft. It did not matter that 
multi- million- dollar aircrafts were being used to attack old trucks moving down the Ho Chi 
Minh trail, a task that could have been better performed by a slow moving World War II P- 51 
Mustang. The American force structure was not based on the exigencies of war, the realities of 
geography, or the political dynamics of the region, but the exigencies of the marketplace, the 
dictates of the “Iron Triangle,” and the preferred American cultural vision of war. A decade of 
successful marketing could only end with a strategic doctrine of limited war based on the sys-
tems that won in the marketplace. The doctrine that lost the Vietnam War, Graduated Response, 
was based on airpower technologies. The strategic doctrine and strategy for the Vietnam War 
were so flawed that not even the abundance of the United States could compensate for its 
deficiencies.

Congressmen regularly join the services and campaign to advance particular programs, 
installations, and weapon systems, the success or failure of which can directly influence their 
political careers. Collusion between Congressmen and the services has become common-
place. The higher the technology, the more sophisticated the weapon, the greater the cost, 
and the greater the profits for defense contractors and the communities that produced them. 
Therefore, the more successful the Congressmen became. However, this relationship erodes 
civilian control of the military. Congressmen who conspire with the services over bases and 
equipment not only diminish the respect due to highly elected officials, but establish a rela-
tionship that destroys their objectivity. On matters of national defense they are biased before 
the issues are known. And, the services know to whom they can go for support on this or that 
issues. As a consequence national defense is something of a game that is played by the services, 
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Congress, and the American people. Unfortunately, the outcome of the game frequently has 
little to do with the outcome of the next war.

The inability of the armed forces of the United States to work together became obvious 
to the American people during the 1950s and 1960s. And, while inter- service rivalry and the 
“Iron Triangle” eroded their faith and confidence in the services, it did not motivate a national 
call for change. The American people were, in fact, part of the problem, and part of the sys-
tem. The jobs produced by bases and expensive weapon systems, the billions of dollars service 
men pumped into communities, and political and economic clout that accompanies major 
military projects, cause people to act in their own best financial interest. Thus, the American 
people have been in a rather odd situation. They recognized that the system fails to produce 
the best organizations, strategies, and doctrines, and most importantly, the best outcome in 
war; but they have a vested interest in the system, and thus, support it. The American response 
was thus: “yes” to more advanced technology, but “no” to the recruitment of their sons and 
daughters. The American people have a vested interest in maintaining the “Iron Triangle”; the 
conduct of war is a secondary issue at best. When Eisenhower issued his warning he actu-
ally meant the “military- industrial- congressional complex.” However, he needed to add, the 
American people. Eisenhower concluded that this complex must never be allowed to “endan-
ger our liberties or democratic processes.” Here, he should have added “endanger the liberties 
and lives of people in foreign countries.” The American military- industrial complex now 
influences lives on every continent.

The American political, economic military system in the latter half of the twentieth 
century transcended true military purposes. It served many needs beyond the necessities 
for war and national security. Americans have developed and accepted a unique form of 
militarism— one that does not seek war or place military values and ethics above those of 
civilian society, but one that highly values the instruments of war, the images of power 
they produce, and the wealth they generate for some. The United States has practiced an 
economic and political form of militarism, which at the end of the twentieth century was 
firmly entrenched in the American life. This militarism greatly diminished the ability of 
the United States to use military force effectively. The armed forces of the United States 
did not (and do not) produce synergy in war. And the American people have supported an 
economic, political militarism that while sustaining industries, communities, and political 
positions, actually damaged the martial spirit of the nation. Americans would much prefer 
to send technicians and contractors to war, and that is the way the United States is moving. 
War is business.
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8 Kennedy, McNamara, and Artificial  
Limited War, 1961– 1963

Unfortunately, our past reliance upon massive retaliation has stultified the development of new policy. 
We have developed what Henry Kissinger has called a Maginot- line mentality— dependence upon a 
strategy which may collapse or may never be used, but which meanwhile prevents the consideration 
of any alternative. When that prop is gone, the alternative seems to many to be inaction and accept-
ance of the inevitability of defeat. After all, once the Soviets have the power to destroy us, we have 
no way of absolutely preventing them from doing so. But every nation, whatever its status, needs a 
strategy. Some courses of action are always preferable to others; and there are alternatives to all- out 
war or inaction.1

—Senator John F. Kennedy, “The Missile Gap,” 14 August 1958

The Kennedy Administration— unlike the Eisenhower Administration, which relied on 
Massive Retaliation— accepted a broader strategic vision and doctrine, which encompassed 
massive retaliation and the Army’s limited war doctrine. Kennedy adopted the strategic doctrine 
advanced by General Maxwell Taylor: “Flexible Response.” The Army had argued throughout 
the 1950s for a limited war doctrine to augment the doctrine of Massive Retaliation, which 
had the effect of deterring more total war, but could not produce positive effects in peripheral 
areas, known as “grey areas,” where total war was unjustified. Flexible Response required the 
United States to maintain forces capable of fighting the entire range of possible wars, from 
local “brushfire” war, to general conventional war, to limited nuclear war, to total nuclear war. 
Flexible Response caused a renaissance in the Army. However, a decade of misdirection and 
uncertainty could not be undone before the Army was engaged in Vietnam.

Kennedy imbued his Administration with a romanticized vision of American power and 
goodness, a strong sense of American optimism, and a belief in the special role of the United 
States in world affairs. Kennedy was born into a family that held great expectations for its sons, 
that had a strong sense of public responsibility and duty, and that had the wealth and status to 
shape their political careers. Kennedy was the second of nine children. His oldest brother, Joe 
Jr., was killed in World War II.2 John inherited the responsibilities of the senior son. Kennedy’s 
father, Joseph, the grandson of an Irish Catholic immigrant, exerted considerable influence 
on the careers of his sons. John was Harvard educated, and during World War II, served in 
the Navy commanding a PT boat— a small torpedo patrol boat. He saw action in the South 
Pacific, and was nearly killed when a Japanese destroyer rammed his boat.

John was considered an intellectual. He kept company not only with the social elite, but 
also the intellectual elite. During the 1950s, national strategic doctrine and military affairs 
became, in part, the province of America’s intellectuals. University professors and researchers 
from semi- independent think tanks, such as the RAND Corporation, published numerous 
works on the causes of war, nuclear strategy, civil- military relations, defense organization, 
military professionalism, weapon systems, and numerous other topics related to the military  
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and national defense. Economists, political scientists, anthropologists, psychologists, sociolo-
gists, and historians all developed theories to explain the outbreak of war, and how to fight 
war in the nuclear age. This new elite ventured into areas that had been considered the exclu-
sive province of the services— the strategic, operational, and tactical doctrines of the services. 
Part of the reason for this new development was the carnage produced in two world wars, 
making the twentieth century the bloodiest in all of human history. A second reason was the 
revolutionary nature of nuclear power and missile technology, which, when combined, cre-
ated a weapon that could wipe out vast numbers of human beings in an instant. A third reason 
was the tremendous cost of national defense, and the growing economic influence of military 
expenditures and forces on American lives. For the first time in the nation’s history, it was 
expending tens and later hundreds of billions of dollars on defense during peacetime. How 
best to spend our limited resources for defense was intensely debated in Congress, the halls 
of universities, and the streets of America. All Americans were aware of the threat of nuclear 
weapons, and the debates over how best the nation could defend itself and its interests abroad. 
Sputnik, and later the Cuban missile crisis, caused fear and uncertainty that intensified this 
interest in national security.

Kennedy believed his experiences, education, and research provided him with an in- depth 
understanding of American national security policies, the Soviet threat, nuclear warfare doc-
trines, the Communist challenge in developing, peripheral states and nations, and the de- 
colonization of Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. He had a vision of what the national defense 
establishment ought to look like, what it ought to be capable of achieving, and what objectives 
it ought to pursue. As a senator, he had concluded that the military policies of the Eisenhower 

Figure 8.1  President John F.  Kennedy signs General Dwight D.  Eisenhower’s Commission as General of 
the Army, as others look on during a ceremony at the White House. From left to right, stand-
ing: Secretary of the Navy John B. Connally, Jr.; Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric; 
Secretary of Defense Robert S.  McNamara; Vice President Lyndon B.  Johnson; Secretary of 
the Army Elvis J.  Stahr, Jr.; and Secretary of the Air Force Eugene Zuckert. Washington, DC, 
24 March 1961.
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Administration were dangerous to the security of the United States. His message during the 
Presidential campaign in 1959 had a sense of urgency. He believed that unless the situation was 
reversed within the next five years, the United States might have to accede to Soviet demands 
and influence in parts of the world threatened by Communism. Kennedy moved aggressively 
to transform the American military establishment— to create a stable nuclear environment and 
implement a limited war strategic doctrine. He appointed Robert McNamara as his agent for 
change.

Artificial Limited War Theory

Modern limited war was an artificial creation caused by the development of nuclear weapons. 
The limited wars of the past, those prior to the advent of the modern nation- state, were lim-
ited because states/ governments lacked the following: the social and political legitimacy to tax 
large numbers of people; the political organization and bureaucracies to extract resources from 
the people; the cultural cohesion and ideology necessary to form nations; the military organ-
ization and theory to project power across vast distances and oceans; and the industrial, logis-
tical, and technological capabilities to arm, train, and deploy huge, national armies and navies. 
The social and political revolutions of the eighteenth century, the industrial and technological 
revolutions of the nineteenth century, and the military revolutions of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries transformed war, making possible total war, and with it the incredible 
carnage and destruction of the two world wars of the twentieth century.

Modern limited war required major powers to place artificial restraints on the conduct of 
war to preclude the possibility of an escalation into total war, nuclear war. Artificial limited 
war required the most powerful nation- states to place limitations on the political and military 
objectives sought, the weapons and manpower employed, the geographic area of hostilities, 
the ambitions and objectives of military leaders, and most importantly the emotions and pas-
sions of its people. However, these restraints were artificially imposed, and could be removed 
at any time. They were and are fictional barriers that the major powers endeavored to observe. 
Clausewitz noted: “The bounds of military operations have been extended so far that a return 
to the old narrow limitations can only occur briefly, sporadically, and under special condi-
tions. The true nature of war will break through again and again with overwhelming force, 
and must, therefore, be the basis of any permanent military arrangement.”3 Nuclear weapons, 
exclusively under the control of a few powerful states, created the “special conditions” that 
created artificial limited war. And, the ever- present danger in limited war was that the “true 
nature” of war would re- emerge, with all the death and destruction made possible by nuclear 
weapons. Given human nature and the inevitable distribution of technology it is only a mat-
ter of time before total war is again unleashed. Nation- states that seek to redress the balance 
of world power also seek nuclear weapons. Clausewitz continued his assessment of the “true 
nature of war” with these words:

The maximum use of force is in no way incompatible with the simultaneous use of the 
intellect. If one side uses forces without compunction, undeterred by the bloodshed it 
involves, while the other side restrains, the first will gain the upper hand. That side will 
force the other to follow suit, each will drive its opponent toward extremes, and the only 
limiting factors are the counterpoises [elements that man does not control] inherent 
in war.”4

This is basic human behavior for one simple reason: there is nothing limited about dying. It 
was not limited war that was intolerable to Americans; it was the artificial nature of limited 
war. All artificial limited wars are optional. North Korea, North Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, 
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posed no direct threat to the security of the United States. Political leaders made a decision 
to fight. What was not optional to the American people were the lives of their sons who were 
drafted to fight these artificial limited wars. War by its very nature is unlimited. “Total war” 
and “war” amount to the same term for most people. For most of humanity limited war is an 
oxymoron— a combination of contradictory and incongruous ideas. Limited war is limited 
at the strategic and operational levels of war. At the tactical level of war where the battles are 
fought and the wounding, suffering, and dying takes place, there is no such thing as “limited 
war.” Weapons produce the same effect in “limited war” as they do in “total war.” They kill. 
They destroy the human body. Limited war was an artificial, intellectual creation of the super-
powers. There was nothing limited about the Korean War for Koreans, nothing limited about 
the Vietnam War for the Vietnamese. And there was nothing limited about both wars for dead 
Americans and their families. How do we explain this “Cold War” intellectual necessity of 
artificial limited war?

In 1952, the United States tested the hydrogen bomb. It was immediately evident that this 
weapon was almost useless as a means for achieving political objectives. It was many times 
more powerful than the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in World War II, but it 
had absolutely no tactical or operational value, and its strategic value was questionable because 
once employed there was nothing left to be victorious over. The only value of this weapon 
was in extermination warfare, the eradication of a people, and in deterring nuclear war and 
total conventional war between major powers. In the 1950s, two forms of limited war were 
analyzed and debated: limited nuclear war and limited conventional war.

The development of tactical nuclear weapons in the mid- 1950s made possible nuclear war 
that fell short of total nuclear holocaust. Theorists from the academic community, men such 
as Henry Kissinger, Bernard Brodie, Robert Osgood, Herman Kahn, and others debated the 
logic and illogic of fighting a tactical nuclear war. Some theorists believed that tactical nuclear 
weapons could be employed on battlefields without necessarily escalating to total strategic 
nuclear war. Given the natural inclinations of mankind this thinking was deeply flawed. And, 
while the United States deployed tactical nuclear weapons to Europe and NATO member 
nations, under this doctrine of limited, nuclear war they were never used; and in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s it became highly unlikely that the government of the United States would 
have ever authorized their use. As the capabilities of the Soviet nuclear arsenal increased, the 
fear of retaliation and uncontrolled escalation also increased, creating a “balance of terror.”

Tactical nuclear weapons were deployed to Europe as a deterrent to invasion with con-
ventional forces, and as a placebo for European allies. Neither Europe nor the United States 
believed it was possible to match the conventional armed forces of the Soviet Union and 
Warsaw Pact countries, man for man, tank for tank. The cost was considered prohibitive. 
Hence, tactical nuclear weapons were deployed to Europe under the theory that it was pos-
sible to fight a tactical nuclear war, that it was possible to climb the rungs of nuclear escalation, 
from the employment of a single weapon to demonstrate willingness, to everything short of 
nuclear holocaust and nuclear attacks on cities. The deployment of tactical nuclear weapons, 
while greatly debated in Germany and the United States, was of strategic importance. They 
confirmed America’s commitment to the security of Europe. While tactical nuclear weapons 
theoretically targeted only enemy’s forces, the spread of urban areas across central Europe and 
the yield of tactical nuclear weapons made it impossible to restrict the destruction. And there 
was, in fact, little to distinguish some tactical nuclear weapons from strategic nuclear weapons. 
The bomb dropped on Hiroshima, for example, had an explosive yield in the range of kilo-
tons, the same explosive range of some tactical nuclear weapons. The British military theorist 
Liddell Hart concluded: “But once any kind of nuclear weapon is actually used, it could all too 
easily spread by rapid degrees, and lead to all- out nuclear war. The lessons of experience about 
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the emotional impulse of men at war are much less comforting than the theory— the tactical 
theory which has led to the development of these weapons.”5 The doctrine of limited nuclear 
war was another form of deterrent, one that consumed a lot of academic interest and billions 
of dollars. Nuclear weapons in a bipolar world eliminated all forms of nuclear war. As the man 
primarily responsible for the development of the atomic bomb, Robert Oppenheimer, noted 
in 1953: “We may anticipate a state of affairs in which the two Great Powers will each be in 
a position to put an end to the civilization and life of the other, though not without risking 
its own. We may be likened to two scorpions in a bottle, each capable of killing the other, but 
only at the risk of his own life.”6

Conventional limited war theories are complex and poorly understood. Theorists held very 
different ideas about the employment and effectiveness of these doctrines, further compli-
cating comprehension. Limited war doctrine was also employed differently by the various 
administrations. Unlike the Korean War where limits were set primarily at the strategic level 
of war, a point beyond which no additional resources would be committed, in Vietnam, the 
strategic military commitment was ill defined and “open- ended.” Limitations were imposed 
primarily at the operational, and even tactical, levels of war. As a consequence, over time, the 
American commitment grew with little correlation to the political objectives of the nation. 
Strategically the American commitment increased each year from 1961 to 1969, as if the polit-
ical objectives were unlimited. America’s commitment to Vietnam was out of proportion with 
Vietnam’s significance to the national security of the United States. Limited war theories were 
primarily a function of the Korean War experience. It was in the wake of the Korean War that 
military professionals, the academic community, politicians, and intellectuals cultivated these 
new theories.

In 1954, during Ridgway’s tenure as Army Chief of Staff, US Army FM 100– 5, Field Service 
Regulations Operations delineated the new American approach to war:

Limitations. Military forces are justifiable only as instruments of national policy in the 
attainment of national objectives. Since war is a political act, its broad and final objectives 
are political; therefore, its conduct must conform to policy. Victory alone as an aim of war 
cannot be justified, since in itself victory does not always assure the realization of national objectives. 
If the policy objectives are to be realized, policy and not interim expediency must govern 
the application of military power.7

This thesis of war may have been acceptable to some Army leadership, for sure a minority, 
but it was totally unacceptable to the American people and not in concert with Eisenhower’s 
massive retaliation doctrine. National political objectives that required war, the commitment 
of the citizen- soldier Army, had to be of sufficient significance to warrant the sacrifices war 
extracted, and if those sacrifices had to be made, Americans expected tangible results. They 
expected victory. The Army defined limited war in relatively simple terms: “A war prosecuted 
by a belligerent who voluntarily exercises restraints of the means, objectives, geographical 
area, or time.” Ridgway defined limited war and identified the problem Americans had with 
comprehending its tenets:

One mistake we avoided in Korea was an insistence on “total victory” or “unconditional 
surrender” before talking peace. But in the light of many of the slogans that fill the air and 
the public prints nowadays, I am moved to wonder if all our citizens have come to under-
stand the concept of limited war. A limited war is not merely a small war that has not yet 
grown to full size. It is a war in which the objectives are specifically limited in the light 
of our national interest and our current capabilities. A war that is “open- ended”— that 
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has no clearly delineated geographical, political, and military goals beyond “victory”— is 
a war that may escalate itself indefinitely, as wars will, with one success requiring still 
another to insure the first one.

Very few “citizens” understood the Army’s concept of limited war. Traditional American 
thinking about the conduct of war was an impediment to comprehension. Ridgway wrote:

An insistence on going all- out to win a war may have a fine masculine ring, and a call to 
“defend freedom” may have a messianic sound that stirs our blood. But the ending of an all- 
out war in these times is beyond imagining. It may mean the turning back of civilization 
by several thousand years, with no one left capable of signaling the victory.8

Total war arouses the passions of the people, invokes cultural concepts of manhood, and 
produces the belief that the war is for some great and noble cause, a great crusade, which, 
in fact, some wars are. American culture predisposes Americans to “go all- out to win,” even 
though this disposition sometimes alienates allies and magnifies the fears of enemies. In the 
August 1949 edition of FM 100– 5, there was no discussion or definition of limited war. Under 
the principle of war “objective” was the following definition:

The ultimate objective of all military operations is the destruction of the enemy’s armed 
forces and his will to fight. The selection of intermediate objectives whose attainment 
contributes most decisively and quickly to the accomplishment of the ultimate objective 
at the least cost, human and material, must be based on as complete knowledge of the 
enemy and theater of operations as is possible.9

This was what Americans expected in war. The Korean War demonstrated to many Army 
leaders that total war had gone away and that limited war was the way of future war. However, 
while the Army endeavored to make this intellectual transformation, the American people 
held to traditional cultural norms for the conduct of war. The 1949 version of FM 100– 5 was 
the culturally accepted American way of war.

Henry Kissinger and Robert E. Osgood were two of the most influential theorists of lim-
ited war. They studied the Korean War and recognized the new reality of war created by 
nuclear weapons. Kissinger, in an article published in 1955, “Military Policy and Defense of 
the ‘Grey Areas,’ ” wrote:

Thus our capacity to fight local wars is not a marginal aspect of our effective strength; it is 
a central factor which cannot be sacrificed without impairing our strategic position and 
paralyzing our policy. The risks involved in an all- or- nothing military policy are so fearful 
that if we follow it our resolution will weaken and leave the initiative to the other side.10

The growing nuclear arsenal of the Soviet Union convinced Kissinger, Osgood, and others 
that nuclear stalemate would transform the power relationship, rendering massive retaliation 
ineffective in the peripheral areas, the “grey areas,” where total nuclear war could not be jus-
tified. In 1957 Kissinger published a book, titled Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, in which 
he argued that:

Limited war is not a cheap substitute for massive retaliation. On the contrary, it must be 
based on the awareness that with the end of our atomic monopoly it is no longer possible 
to impose unconditional surrender at an acceptable cost. The purpose of limited war is 
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to inflict losses or to pose risks for the enemy out of proportion to the objectives under 
dispute. The more moderate the objectives, the less violent the war is likely to be.11

Robert Osgood, in his study, Limited War: The Challenge to American Strategy, published in 
1957, defined and developed the theory of limited war that influenced the Kennedy and 
Johnson Administrations:

A limited war is one in which the belligerents restrict the purpose for which they fight 
to concrete, well- defined objectives that do not demand the utmost military effort of 
which the belligerents are capable and that can be accommodated in a negotiated settle-
ment. Generally speaking, a limited war actively involves only two (or very few) major 
belligerents in the fighting. The battle is confined to a local geographical area and directed 
against selected targets— primarily those of direct military importance. It demands of the 
belligerents only a fractional commitment of their human and physical resources. It per-
mits their economic, social, and political patterns of existence to continue without serious 
disruption. … Furthermore, a war may be limited from the perspective of one belligerent, 
yet virtually unlimited in the eyes of another.12

Osgood believed that this was the most important issue of the day involving not only the 
security of the United States, but also the survival of Western civilization. He believed that 
the United States was not using its power properly and as a result had suffered a number of 
setbacks from the Communists, including the loss of a unified Korea. He believed that the 
reason the United States had not used its military power more effectively was because of a 
flawed concept of war: “In practice, the limitation of war is morally and emotionally repug-
nant to the American people.” Osgood’s objective was to move the United States beyond 
its “traditional approach to war” by advancing a theory of limited war. He delineated the 
traditional American approach to war, outlined the problems of that approach in a world of 
nuclear weapons, and formulated principles for the conduct of limited war, many of which 
corresponded with Kissinger’s thinking and were later adopted by the Kennedy and Johnson 
Administrations. Osgood wrote:

The administration, like Americans in general, sensed the unprecedented nature of the 
nation’s course in world politics, and it was disturbed by its inability to reconcile this 
course with America’s traditional image of itself as a bold and idealistic nation untram-
meled by the moral ambiguities, the restraints and frustrations, of controlling, balancing, 
and moderating national power. Its response to this contradiction between reality and 
predisposition was to try to maintain a rhetorical bridge between them by invoking the 
inspirational phrases of “collective security” while depreciating the strategy that actually 
created an unbridgeable gulf [containment strategy]. This placed it at the double disad-
vantage of raising expectations that did not correspond with the facts and then defending 
the facts by throwing cold water on the expectations. The effect was not to build a bridge 
between reality and predisposition but rather to create the illusion of a bridge, which only 
compounded public frustration and bewilderment.13

Nation- states live with many illusions that influence their actions. During the Cold War 
the United States lived with many illusions of strategic importance that damaged the ability 
of the United States to achieve its political objectives through the use of military force. One 
was that technology had radically changed the nature of war. Osgood identified another illu-
sion: while Americans accepted the “policy of containment,” they did not accept the limited  
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war strategy, which was inextricably part of it. The illusion of unlimited war, of fighting 
war the traditional American way remained in place. Containment was a defensive policy. It 
required the United States to prepare and to fight small and possibly large conventional wars 
using multiple means in various regions of the world that were not traditionally considered 
important to the security of the United States in order to counter Communist expansion. To 
contain Communism the United States had to forward deploy forces on the continent with 
the two most significant enemy nation- states, the USSR and the PRC. Americans accepted 
the policy, but not the national strategy and doctrine it required. The “Policy of Containment” 
conflicted with the doctrine of Massive Retaliation, creating friction. And there were conse-
quences. Osgood noted:

The United States would have been in a far better position to achieve its objectives in 
Korea if it had had a military establishment capable of handling an expanded war without 
rendering itself defenseless in every other part of the world. With another four divisions to 
expend, the UN forces might even have succeeded in unifying Korea … for the Chinese 
were committed to their full capacity. … Certainly the lesson here is that the greater our 
capacity for local defense, the more capable we shall be of resisting aggression at a cost 
commensurate with limited political objectives.”14

Kissinger also advanced this thesis, noting that the United States could not realistically 
contemplate actions in peripheral regions without more significant conventional forces.15 
Kissinger and Osgood both believed it was possible to fight a defensive, limited war of attri-
tion in Southeast Asia, if the United States had the will and employed its resources effectively. 
Osgood’s rules for limited war were as follows:

1. Statesmen should scrupulously limit the controlling political objectives of war and 
clearly communicate the limited nature of these objectives to the enemy. 2. Statesmen 
should make every effort to maintain an active diplomatic intercourse toward the end 
of terminating the war by a negotiated settlement on the basis of limited objectives. 3. 
Statesmen should try to restrict the physical dimension of war as stringently as compatible 
with the attainment of the objectives at stake.16

Osgood believed that “military force was a rational instrument of national policy.” He 
drew heavily from the works of Clausewitz. Osgood assumed that both opponents were 
rational actors. He recognized that one side could be engaged in a total war while the 
other was fighting a limited war, but he failed to understand that the emotions, passion, 
hate, and anger of the actor fighting the more total war made his actions more irrational. 
He failed to understand that for the side fighting unlimited war, certain objectives, such 
as independence, could not be compromised. He failed to understand the quality and 
level of punishment a nation fighting a total war was willing to endure. To communicate 
limitations, to enter into negotiations that were not dictated by success on the battlefield, 
and to impose rigid limitations on geography were to surrender the initiative and com-
municate a lack of will to fight, thereby strengthening the enemy’s resolve. Osgood also 
failed to understand that for men in combat there was nothing limited about a limited 
war. Their emotions, their will, and their families were fully engaged, as if the war were 
total. Osgood’s rules eliminated the strategic threat of survival, giving the enemy no need 
to fear for its continued existence. This took much of the uncertainty out of the war for 
the enemy, surrendering an enormous strategic advantage. Osgood’s rules did not reflect 
reality, or human nature.
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Osgood and Kissinger also advanced the strategy of defensive wars of attrition. 
Osgood wrote:

In the gray areas America’s superior mobility, training, equipment, and firepower most 
readily compensate for numerical deficiency in manpower. Even if Chinese manpower 
were really “inexhaustible,” as we commonly assume, China’s supply of trained and 
equipped manpower and its ability to sustain them in combat are certainly limited, as the 
latter stages of the Korean War clearly demonstrated. If we anticipate a “war of attrition,” 
that would be precisely the kind of war in which our superior production and economic 
base would give us the greatest advantage. As one writer has observed, “A war of attrition 
is the one war China could not win [a quote from Kissinger].”17

Osgood and Kissinger evinced a very healthy dose of American arrogance, faith in tech-
nology, and little understanding of the influence of geography and terrain. Their attri-
tion strategy was based on the assumption that the enemy would attack continuously 
until exhausted of manpower or the will to expend it. Defensive attrition strategy cannot 
win wars. It can only preclude defeat. Without strategically offensive operations, positive 
actions, victory cannot be predicted. Of course, arguably, in limited war, victory was not 
sought, only an acceptable stalemate. However, how was the war to be brought to a con-
clusion? Without offensive operations of strategic importance there was no way to force 
an end to the war, and permanent war was unacceptable to Americans, particularly with a 
drafted Army.

Osgood read the works of Mao, noting that, “Mao Tse- tung has expounded the principles 
of revolutionary warfare more comprehensively and systematically than any other Communist 
writer— notably in his work On the Protracted War (1939).”18 Osgood believed that Americans 
could also fight a protracted war of attrition, a strategy later adopted in the Vietnam War. Mao’s 
theory of war in its final phase, however, was strategically offensive, requiring positive actions 
by primarily conventional military forces. Students of Mao theory tend to de- emphasize or 
forget the final phase of his theory on war, which ultimately predicted decisive results through 
offensive military operations. Osgood’s theory depended on the enemy acknowledging the 
maintenance of the status quo. It sought negative objectives, including convincing the enemy 
they cannot win. In such a war, the end of hostilities cannot be predicted, and the enemy 
dictates the course and conduct of the war. Osgood also did not adequately consider Mao’s 
theory of insurgency war and the battle for the hearts and minds of the people. For Osgood 
and Kissinger, limited war meant primarily defensive, conventional wars of attrition. This is 
ultimately what it also came to mean to the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. They 
witnessed the last two years of the Korean War and concluded that this was the future of war-
fare. However, limited war did not have to be a strategically defensive war of attrition. Neither 
Ridgway nor Taylor restricted limited war to one form of strategy. Limited, offensive war was 
possible as the first year of the Korean War demonstrated.

Osgood also advanced a theory of “graduated deterrence,” noting that: “in order to facili-
tate a strategy of limited war … it may be wise to announce our adherence to a policy of 
graduated deterrence in the gray areas.”19 This doctrine was defined as follows:

Thus the first requirement of deterrence is that it be credible to the potential aggressor; 
and credibility, in turn, requires that the means of deterrence be proportionate to the 
objective at stake. This commensurability may be difficult to achieve in practice, but the 
underlying principle is simple enough: it is the principle of economy of force, without 
which the reciprocal self- restraints essential to limited war cannot exist.”20
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There are a number of problems with this thesis: first, the side fighting a more total war for 
unlimited objectives may not recognize the “self- restraints” that Osgood expects both sides 
to observe. Second, graduated deterrence destroys credibility by announcing a limited, partial 
commitment. Third, it is almost impossible to measure combat power and the ability of the 
enemy to sustain punishment accurately. Finally, Osgood did not understand the principle 
of “economy of force,” defined as, “allocating minimum essential combat power to secondary 
efforts.” The part that was not understood was the “secondary effort.” On the primary effort 
the principle of war “mass” was applicable. For example, on his primary objective, Napoleon 
employed the maximum force available, everything he had, to produce the quickest, most 
decisive results. In war it is necessary to destroy the enemy’s main forces in order to render him 
helpless or convince him that his cause is hopeless and to therefore accept the terms offered. 
This fact of war did not change with the invention of the atomic bomb. Mass was required in 
the main effort because it was impossible to accurately measure the will of the enemy to resist. 
On secondary efforts combat power could be measured against the enemy’s combat power to 
employ just enough force to maintain the situation, and to free up as many forces as possible 
for the primary effort. The secondary effort was not where the decision on the outcome of 
the campaign or war would be made. Osgood took the secondary objective for the primary 
objective, and thus, believed it was possible to measure combat power precisely enough in a 
major conventional war to just achieve the objective. This is an extremely risky way to fight 
war, and ultimately failed in Vietnam. McNamara accepted this theory of war, and employed 
the strategic doctrine of “Graduated Response” in Vietnam.

Osgood and Kissinger were very American in their outlook on war, emphasizing the material  
aspects of war and American technology, and de- emphasizing the human factor, character, 
tenacity, the will to resist, beliefs worth dying for, and other elements of humanity that are 
intangible, but at times produce super- human effort that can make the difference between 
victory and defeat. The ideas of Kissinger and Osgood greatly influenced the Kennedy and 
Johnson Administrations. It is ironic that one of the primary authors of limited war theory 
negotiated the final ignominious peace treaty for the Vietnam War. While Osgood identified 
the major problem of limited war for the American people, he and Kissinger developed a 
theory of limited war that conflicted with basic American cultural tenets and violated basic 
principles of war.

Kennedy’s New Strategic Doctrines: Flexible Response

Kennedy’s thinking on national defense was influenced by the writings of Henry Kissinger, 
Bernard Brodie, Albert Wohlstetter, Herman Kahn, Robert E. Osgood, and others.21 During 
his six years in the House of Representatives and eight years in the Senate he had listened 
to the views of the services, and was particularly impressed with the arguments advanced by 
Kissinger and Osgood, and by Ridgway and Taylor on limited war.22 He also was profoundly 
influenced by the Soviet advances in space. Kennedy concluded that American thinking about 
war was based on assumptions that were no longer valid:

Among the assumptions to be invalidated will be the following ten, which probably are 
most fundamental to our thinking in the twentieth century:

1. American arms and science are superior to any other in the world.
2. American efforts for world- wide disarmament are a selfless sacrifice for peace.
3. Our bargaining power at any international conference table is always more vast and flex-

ible than that of our enemy.
4. Peace is a normal relation among states; and aggression is the exception— direct and 

unambiguous.
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5. We should enter every military conflict as a moral crusade requiring the unconditional 
surrender of the enemy.

6. A free and peace- loving nation has nothing to fear in a world where right and justice 
inevitably prevail.

7. Americans live far behind the lines, protected by time, space, and a host of allies from 
attack.

8. We shall have time to mobilize our superior economic resources after a war begins.
9. Our advanced weapons and continental defense systems, established at a tremendous cost 

and effort, will protect us.
10. Victory ultimately goes to the nation with the highest national income, gross national 

product, and standard of living.23

Kennedy’s “assumptions” outlined many of the same tenets delineated by Osgood.24 
Kennedy recognized and acknowledged traditional American thinking and practices in war, 
while also recognizing the revolutionary nature of missiles and nuclear weapons. Kennedy 
believed there was a “missile gap,”—that the United States was behind the Soviet Union in 
the development of missiles and other technologies. He believed that in order to reach parity 
and surpass the Soviet Union, large increases in the defense budget were required. Kennedy 
believed that the “Cold War” was a permanent state of hostilities, and that the political envir-
onment was chaotic and needed to be stabilized. He believed that American military policy 
was not adequately linked to its foreign policy, noting that: “We have extended our commit-
ments around the world, without regard to the sufficiency of our military posture to fulfill 
those commitments.” Kennedy found the risks that Eisenhower was willing to take unaccept-
able. He did not accept Eisenhower’s thesis that nuclear power, “massive retaliation,” alone 
could maintain the peace, and that American forces forward deployed in Korea, Europe, and 
other parts of the world were simply “trip- wires” for nuclear war. Kennedy believed that 
the United States possessed the wherewithal— in concert with allies in Europe and Asia— to 
maintain conventional combat forces capable of meeting the Communist threat without the 
employment of nuclear weapons. He also believed the United States could maintain a con-
ventional warfare capability to fight and win the little wars, in order to contest Communist 
advances.

Kennedy had opposed cuts in Army strength recommended and carried out by the 
Eisenhower Administration. In a speech delivered at Lake Charles, Louisiana on 16 October 
1959 he stressed the importance of ground forces and conventional weapons:

No problem is of greater importance to every American than our national secur-
ity and defense. And no aspect of our defense capabilities under this [the Eisenhower] 
Administration should be cause for greater concern than our lag in conventional weapons 
and ground forces. … in practice our nuclear retaliatory power is not enough. It cannot 
deter Communist aggression which is too limited to justify atomic war. It cannot pro-
tect uncommitted nations against a Communist takeover using local or guerrilla forces. 
It cannot be used in so- called “brush- fire” peripheral wars. It was not used in Korea, 
Indochina, Hungary, Suez, Lebanon, Quemoy, Tibet, or Laos. In short, it cannot prevent 
the Communists from gradually nibbling away at the fringe of the Free World’s territory 
and strength, until our security has been steadily eroded in piecemeal fashion— each Red 
advance being too small to justify massive retaliation with all its risks.25

Kennedy accepted the primacy of the nuclear deterrent forces, but believed they were not 
enough. He supported the strategic vision of General Maxwell D. Taylor, as articulated in his 
book, The Uncertain Trumpet. Taylor advocated a new strategic doctrine:
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The strategic doctrine which I would propose to replace Massive Retaliation is called 
herein the Strategy of Flexible Response. This name suggests the need for a capability to react 
across the entire spectrum of possible challenges, for coping with anything from general 
atomic war to infiltrations and aggressions such as threaten Laos and Berlin in 1959. The 
new strategy would recognize that it is just as necessary to deter or win quickly a limited 
war as to deter general war. Otherwise, the limited war which we cannot win quickly 
may result in our piecemeal attrition or involvement in an expanding conflict which may 
grow into the general war we all want to avoid.26

Flexible Response was ultimately adopted as the strategic military doctrine of the United 
States by the Kennedy Administration. This doctrine required the United States to maintain 
the entire range of military options from guerrilla warfare, to limited conventional warfare, to 
general conventional warfare, to limited nuclear warfare, to total nuclear war. Taylor’s strategic 
doctrine violated none of the principles of war— mass, economy of force, objective, surprise, 
and so on. However, Kennedy’s Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara, later translated 
“Flexible Response” into “Graduated Response,” in order to fight the Vietnam War. To this 
day scholars of the Vietnam War confuse the two doctrines.

In 1959 theorists on nuclear strategy took a new direction, and the simple deterrent formu-
lations of the Eisenhower era were challenged. Albert Wohlstetter wrote: “The notion that a 
carefully planned surprise attack can be checkmated almost effortlessly, that, in short, we may 
resume our deep pre- Sputnik sleep, is wrong and its nearly universal acceptance is terribly 
dangerous.”27 New technologies and dramatic increases in the number of weapons available 
caused an evolution in thinking about nuclear war. Thus, in 1959, Bernard Brodie wrote:

It seems inescapable that the first and most basic principle of action for the United States 
in the thermonuclear age is the following: a great nation which has forsworn preventive 
war must devote much of its military energies to cutting down drastically the advantage 
that the enemy can derive from hitting first by surprise attack. This entails doing a num-
ber of things, but it means above all guaranteeing through various forms of protection the 
survival of the retaliatory force under attack.”28

Brodie had articulated this concept as early as 1954; however, the nation at that time 
depended primarily on one nuclear delivery system— the strategic bomber— and the Soviet 
nuclear threat was considerably less capable. Advances in missile technology led to new cap-
abilities and new thinking. Sputnik dramatically demonstrated the potential of missile tech-
nology, and the Soviets had developed and demonstrated a hydrogen bomb. Wohlstetter’s and 
Brodie’s new nuclear doctrine was that the United States had to maintain the ability to des-
troy  the Soviet Union after suffering a surprise nuclear attack, a “second- strike” capabil-
ity. If both the United States and the Soviet Union maintained the capability to retaliate 
after receiving the initial strike, in other words, if neither side was capable of achieving a “first 
strike” the destruction of the enemy’s retaliatory second- strike force, the incentive to con-
duct a surprise attack was greatly diminished. Mutually assured destruction (MAD) theoretically 
created the condition of nuclear stability. If the United States and the Soviet Union could 
substantially diminish the potential of a surprise strategic nuclear attack, they could compete 
around the world with conventional forces, surrogate forces, guerrilla forces, and other forms 
of warfare. Kennedy accepted the strategic doctrine of mutually assured destruction and flex-
ible response, as a replacement for massive retaliation.

In 1961, when Kennedy assumed the office of President of the United States, he had a 
well- established vision of where he wanted to take the nation’s defense programs. After less 
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than six months in office he was faced with the Berlin Crisis, during which he delineated his 
assessment of the international environment and the challenges ahead:

The immediate threat to free men is in West Berlin. But that isolated outpost is not an 
isolated problem. The threat is worldwide. Our effort must be equally wide and strong, 
and not be obsessed by any single manufactured crisis. We face a challenge in Berlin, but 
there is also a challenge in Southeast Asia, where the borders are less guarded, the enemy 
harder to find, and dangers of communism less apparent to those who have so little. … 
We do not want to fight— but we have fought before. And others in earlier times have 
made the same dangerous mistake of assuming the West was too selfish and too soft and 
too divided to resist invasions of freedom in other lands. … We cannot and will not per-
mit the communists to drive us out of Berlin. … For the fulfillment of our pledge to that 
city is essential to the morale and security of Western Germany, to the unity of Western 
Europe, and to the faith of the entire Free World. … We must meet our oft- stated pledge 
to the free peoples of West Berlin— and maintain our right and their safety, even in the 
face of force— in order to maintain the confidence of other free peoples in our word and 
our resolve.29

In these words are common themes echoed throughout the Cold War. American prestige, 
credibility, resolve, and honor were all engaged in Berlin, and later Vietnam. From the time 
Kennedy entered office, he was on the defense against Communism in numerous regions 
of the world. He faced one crisis situation after another. Kennedy lacked the confidence, 
experience, patience, steadiness, credibility, and, perhaps, wisdom of Eisenhower. Nevertheless, 
he possessed certain qualities of character, tested and honed in the South Pacific in World 
War II that enabled him to serve the nation well during a period of intense threat of global 
nuclear war. The nuclear capabilities of the Soviet Union were real and rapidly expanding, and 
Khrushchev had adopted a more aggressive foreign policy.

In 1961 President Kennedy started the process of implementing the new strategic doctrines 
of “Flexible Response” and “Mutual Assured Destruction.” Taylor became an advisor to the 
President, and was given a new position in the White House created specifically for him, the 
Military Representative of the President. A year later, Taylor became Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff. Robert S. McNamara was selected for the position of Secretary of Defense. It 
became his primary responsibility to implement the new strategic doctrine and military pol-
icies of the President.

McNamara is widely considered as the most powerful Secretary of Defense in the his-
tory of the institution. He reorganized the Department of Defense, the Army, and to a lesser 
degree the other services. He implemented policies that some considered as “revolutionary.” 
He instituted planning and management procedures that remained in effect at the end of the 
twentieth century. He reorganized major commands, formed joint commands, and centralized 
major functions common to the services. He cancelled some major weapons programs, and 
advanced others. And he was primarily responsible for the strategy employed in the war in 
Vietnam. While it is generally argued that presidents are responsible for what happens or fails 
to happen during their tenure, it can be argued that because McNamara served two presi-
dents during turbulent periods of transition, including the inauguration of the inexperienced 
Kennedy Administration, the Berlin Crisis, the Bay of Pigs fiasco, the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
the assassination of the President, the advent of the Johnson Administration, and the critical 
decision points that moved the nation into war in Vietnam, he bore greater responsibility 
than anyone else as the primary source of continuity for the nation’s defense and for the later 
debacle in Vietnam.
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In the Pentagon, McNamara instituted a reorganization to put in place management organ-
izations similar to those at Ford Motor Company. He established the Systems Analysis Office 
in 1961. McNamara’s inner group in the Pentagon also became known as the “Whiz Kids.” 
They had little or no military experience and believed it was unnecessary in regard to strategic 
planning and force design. McNamara made decisions with greater rapidity than the Pentagon 
was accustomed. He was less willing to listen to committees, less willing to compromise, and 
expected results quickly, noting that: “The individual in the position of responsibility must 
make the decision and take the responsibility for it.” If McNamara did not get the results he 
wanted when he wanted them, he put someone else in charge. He cared little for the traditions 
of the service, and was unafraid to make changes. He required the service chiefs to justify with 
comprehensive data major systems and programs. If he was not convinced of the need for a 
particular system or program he cancelled it based on his assessment, and often in opposition 
to the position of the requesting service. He expected loyalty from civilian and military lead-
ers in the Department of Defense, and when he did not get it he endeavored to remove the 
impediments. McNamara’s character and management style caused considerable friction with 
and among the services.

One of McNamara’s first actions was to rationalize the armed forces, and to separate 
strategic forces from all other kinds of forces. Strategic forces require survivable systems, 
early warning, and reliable command and communication systems. McNamara pushed 
forward the development of the second generation of ICBM, the Minuteman, and slowly 
retired the older liquid- fuel Atlas and Titans I and II. To secure them, hardened under-
ground silos, dispersed in regions of the country that were not near population centers 
were constructed. Multiple independently targeted re- entry vehicles were placed on each 
rocket. Nuclear missiles fired from aircraft, trains, and trucks were researched to reduce 
the vulnerability to a Soviet first strike; however, the hardened silo remained the accepted 
means of deployment. Between 1961 and 1967 the number of land- based ICBMs increased 
from twenty- eight to 1,054. Under McNamara’s watch forty- one Polaris submarines with 
656 missile launchers became operational. McNamara did not support the construction 
of the new B- 70 supersonic bomber to replace the B- 52, a severe blow to the Air Force, 
but he implemented an expensive modification program to extend the service life of the 
B- 52. McNamara maintained 40 percent of roughly 600 long- range bombers on fifteen- 
minute alert status. ICBMs, SLBMs, and SAC formed the triad system, which guaranteed 
the US a second- strike capability. For better control of strategic, nuclear resources, a new 
integrated National Military Command System was established. It included airborne con-
trol systems.

McNamara’s Reorganization of the Army

To give Kennedy the strategic flexibility to meet Communist threats in the “grey areas” 
an Army considerably more capable than that left by the Eisenhower Administration was 
required. One of McNamara’s gradients of deterrent was limited ground war. New missions 
and counterinsurgency doctrines meant the resurgence of interests in the Army and ground 
warfare. The Army was reorganized and refocused on conventional ground warfare. The 
Army’s space, intercontinental missiles, and nuclear technology programs were transferred to 
the Air Force and NASA. While the Army continued to develop tactical nuclear weapons and 
missiles, and to maintain thousands of nuclear weapons; it redirected its primary efforts to con-
ventional, non- nuclear operations. The Pentomic Division went away and an organizational 
structure similar to the World War II triangular division was reinstated. The size of the Army 
was increased and new equipment and technology came into the inventories. Major Army 

  



Kennedy, McNamara, Artificial Limited War 215

   215

commands were consolidated. New commands and organizations came into existence, among 
them the airmobile division.

Kennedy and McNamara prepared the Army to fight a limited war, but not in Vietnam. 
Their strategy was to maintain strong ground forces forward deployed in Europe, Korea, 
and Japan and to maintain a healthy mobile strategic reserve in the United States that could 
actually fight a limited war. However, the orientation was still primarily on Europe with an 
emphasis on mechanized forces. To increase the strategic mobility of the Army, the Air Force 
was pushed to develop the C- 130, C- 141, and C- 5A. Fast- Deployment Logistic Ships were 
also researched.

Under the McNamara Pentagon, the Army Chief of Staff General George H. Decker 
approved a reorganization plan that refocused the Army on the conduct of traditional ground 
warfare— a return to the fundamentals of the campaign- winning infantry and armor doc-
trines of World War II. The Army’s reorganization plan was based on studies conducted by 
the Army’s Command and General Staff College, and the US Continental Army Command 
(USCONARC).30 The latter study was entitled “Reorganization Objectives Army Division 
(ROAD) 1965.” The Secretary of the Army and Defense approved the plan, and in May 1961 
the President approved the reorganization.

ROAD adapted the triangular division of World War II to current Army missions and tech-
nology. The brigade headquarters replaced the World War II regimental headquarters and the 
Battle Group headquarters of the Pentomic Division. The brigade headquarters had no organic 
combat forces. Under the brigade headquarters were three infantry battalions. The brigade 
headquarters was designed to command two to five battalions. Battalions could be attached 
and detached under standard operational procedures. The system was designed to be flexible, 
to allow the Army to organize task forces, for specific missions. The battalions consisted of five 
companies, three infantry line companies, a combat support company (which contained the 
heavy and specialized weapons of the battalion), and a headquarters company. Companies, like 
battalions, could be attached and detached forming task forces or simply reinforcing.

With the return of the triangular division, battalion command was re-established. Lieutenant 
colonels commanded battalions and colonels commanded brigades. The division downgraded 
its tactical nuclear missions. It retained its nuclear- capable 8- inch howitzer and Davy Crocket 
rockets. The time and resources devoted to training to fight on the nuclear battlefields was 
refocused on traditional offensive and defensive combat operations, and greater emphasis was 
given to guerrilla warfare.

The basic building blocks of divisions were uniform across the Army; hence, the brigade 
from one division could be attached to another division with little loss in effectiveness. This 
was the unique feature of the new organization— the ability to task organize at every level 
from division to company without the loss of combat effectiveness.31 The typical Infantry 
Division consisted of eight infantry and two tank battalions; Airborne Divisions of nine infan-
try battalions; Mechanized Divisions of seven mechanized infantry and three tank battalions; 
and an Armor Division of six tank and five mechanized infantry battalions. The division’s 
artillery consisted of three battalions of 105- mm howitzers, and two battalions of 155- mm 
howitzers, and a company of 8- inch howitzers. A support command completed the division 
organization. The division was the smallest unit in the Army capable of independent combat 
operations, and the largest unit in the Army trained to fight as a team.

The helicopter, armored personnel carrier, and tank increased the tactical and operational 
mobility of Army divisions, but reduced its strategic mobility. As the numbers of armored 
vehicles, tanks, and helicopters increased, so too did the logistical support they required. As a 
result, the ability to get divisions to battlefields across oceans declined. However, once on the 
battlefield the ROAD Division was capable of generating considerably more combat power 
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than a World War II division. It was faster, more flexible and capable of absorbing greater shock. 
It was capable of defending larger frontage, in greater depth, and striking deeper into enemy 
forces. These new capabilities were a function of advances in technology and organization.

* * * * *

In 1939 Igor Sikorsky demonstrated the helicopter to the Army; however, the technol-
ogy was in its infancy and played no part in World War II. During the Korean War the Army, 
Marine Corps, and the Air Force adopted the helicopter and expanded its use throughout the 
war. It was used to evacuate wounded personnel, resupply, and transport of troops. In the late 
1950s the Army and Bell tested the XH- 40 turbine engine Utility Helicopter. The turbine 
engine greatly increased the reliability and power of the aircraft. The success of the test sup-
ported the Army’s plans to expand its helicopter aviation program, and in December 1961 
two Army transport helicopter companies were deployed to Vietnam to support the ARVN.

Army aviation gave the Army superior operational mobility, making it possible for a rela-
tively small force to maintain a defensive posture in terrain as difficult as Vietnam for years. On 
1 July 1965 the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) was activated. On 27 August the advance 
party of the division arrived at An Khe, Vietnam. The remainder of the division— over 400 
aircraft, nearly 16,000 soldiers, and over 1,600 vehicles— was deployed by sea by the US Navy 
and the Military Sea Transportation Service. On 3 October the entire division was assembled 
and assigned a 150- square- mile area of operation in the central highlands. In November 450 
men of the 7th Cavalry, a battalion size organization, were dropped into the Ia Drang Valley 
by helicopter where they fought an intensive battle against elements of three regiments of 
the regular PAVN forces. During the course of the battle the 7th Cavalry was reinforced, 
resupplied, and provided close air support by helicopters. Wounded and dead soldiers were 
evacuated by helicopter. The helicopter facilitated command and control by the brigade and 
division commanders. Observation helicopters conducted reconnaissance providing the chain 
of command with immediate intelligence. Close Air Support and artillery were coordinated 
and adjusted from helicopters. And, when the battle was over the Cav rode back to An Khe in 
helicopters. The Army had proven the capabilities of this technology. The driving force behind 
Army aviation was the demand for greater operational and tactical mobility. Small units could 
move further and faster than ever before, increasing combat effectiveness.

Communist Revolutionary War Doctrine and Army 
Counterinsurgency Doctrine

Without some understanding of insurgency war doctrine and “People’s War” strategy it is 
impossible to understand the Vietnam War. The literature on this subject is vast, and cannot 
be fully discussed here.32 Between 1945 and 1950 American political and military leaders 
recognized the effectiveness of Communist- led insurgencies and guerrilla warfare tactics and 
doctrine.33 In Eastern Europe, China, Indochina, Africa, and other parts of the world this 
doctrine caused the defeat and overthrow of governments supported by the West. Many of 
these nations were engaged in war to overthrow their imperial rulers, primarily the British 
and the French. Bernard B. Fall identified the significance of this form of war in post- World 
War II era:

If we look at the twentieth century alone we are now in Viet- Nam faced with the forty- 
eighth small war. Let me just cite a few: Algeria, Angola, Arabia, Burma, Cameroon, China, 
Columbia, Cuba, East Germany, France, Haiti, Hungary, Indochina, Indonesia, Kashmir, 
Laos, Morocco, Mongolia, Nagaland, Palestine, Yemen, Poland, South Africa, South Tyrol, 
Tibet, Yugoslavia, Venezuela, West Iran, etc.
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The magnitude of this transformation was not fully understood by the West because it was 
taking place primarily in developing states. Fall concluded that: “This … is quite fantastic. In 
fact, if a survey were made of the number of people involved, or killed, in those forty- eight 
small wars it would be found that these wars … involved as many people as either one of the 
two world wars, and caused as many casualties.”34

An insurgency is a form of war. It is an organized movement to destroy an established gov-
ernment by any means possible from within the political geographic boundaries of the state. 
The government, with all its resources, including armed forces, is in the strongest position. 
As a consequence, insurgencies are asymmetric wars, at least in the early stages of the war. 
Insurgencies seek to erode and ultimately destroy public support for the government through 
political actions, political indoctrination, political mobilization, mass movements, subversion, 
terrorism, indirect and direct military operations, guerrilla warfare, information operations, 
addressing grievances, social and economic reforms, targeted assassinations, mass murder, con-
trol of the population, charismatic leadership, and other means. The people are considered 
the primary source of power. In insurgency warfare the objective is to gain and maintain the 
support of the people. In theory, a government cannot long survive without the support of 
the people.

Clausewitz, the Prussian military theorist who witnessed the revolution in warfare 
caused by the French Revolution, identified three ways to win a war: the destruction of 
the enemy’s main armed forces; the destruction of the will of the people; and the destruc-
tion of the enemy government. Insurgencies concentrate on the destruction of the gov-
ernment through the destruction of the will of the people that support it. Governments 
function most effectively with the willing support of the people. And at a minimum the 
acquiescence of the people is necessary for a government to function. Fear can buy acqui-
escence. Stalin, Saddam Hussein, and Gaddafi and other dictators have governed success-
fully for decades without the support of the majority of the people. Fear is a tremendous 
motivator. Monarchs ruled European states for centuries without substantial support of 
the people. The people were for the most part indifferent, disinterested, uninvolved, and 
uncommitted. The monarch had little direct influence on the life of a peasant. There was 
no – ism that connected them into a cohesive cultural unit, a nation. It is not a fact that the 
support of the majority of the people is required for effective governance. It is not a fact 
the democracy is the only legitimate from of government. These are facts Americans find 
it hard to accept. Still, the primary objective of an insurgency is to destroy the established 
government and to establish a new government that has the support of the people. Fall 
described this complex form of war:

One of the problems one immediately faces is that of terminology. Obviously “sublimited 
warfare” is meaningless, and “insurgency” or “counterinsurgency” hardly define the prob-
lem. But the definition that I think will fit the subject is “revolutionary warfare” (RW). 
Let me state this definition: RW=G+P, or “revolutionary warfare equals guerrilla warfare 
plus political action.” This formula for revolutionary warfare is the result of the applica-
tion of guerrilla methods to the furtherance of an ideology or a political system. … The 
Communists, or shall we say, any sound revolutionary warfare operator … most of the 
time used small- war tactics, not to destroy the … Army, of which they were thoroughly 
incapable; but to establish a competitive system of control over the population. … the 
military aspect, definitely always remained the minor aspect. The political, administrative, 
ideological aspect is the primary aspect.35

There is one significant flaw in Fall’s definition: ultimately, in the final phase, offensive mili-
tary operations become the primary means of achieving the objective of the overthrow of the 

 

 



218 The Efforts to Adapt to a Nuclear World

218

government. The strengths in Fall’s definition are the role and significance placed on political 
actions, ideology, guerrilla methods, and administrative control.

Clausewitz who witnessed and studied the first modern “People’s War” during the French 
occupation of Spain during the Napoleonic period concluded that People’s Wars were an 
outgrowth of the expansion of nationalism, which also caused the democratization and bru-
talization of warfare. In the days of the great European monarchs it was impossible to fight a 
People’s War, because the people were uninvolved. During the French Revolution war started 
the process of moving out the domain of the monarchs and in the domain of the people, as 
people became citizens and subject to conscription. Clausewitz wrote:

The second objective, on the other hand, leads us to remark that a popular uprising 
should, in general, be considered as an outgrowth of the way in which the conventional 
barriers have been swept away in our lifetime by the elemental violence of war. The 
system of requisitioning, and the enormous growth of armies resulting from it and from 
universal conscription, the employment of militia— all of these run in the same direction 
when viewed from the standpoint of the older, narrower military system, and that also 
leads to the calling out of the home guard and the arming of the people.36

Nationalism bought the people into war in significant ways— as motivated soldiers will-
ing to fight for their country. The most studied works on insurgency warfare were written 
by the Chinese military genius Mao Zedong. His Selected Military Writings are required read-
ing for any serious student of insurgency warfare. His greatest emphasis was on the import-
ance of the people, how to treat them, how to mobilize them, how to empower them, how 
to motivate them, how to use them, and how to lead them. Consider Mao Zedong’s words:

For the rise of the peasant movement is a colossal event. In a very short time, in China’s 
central, southern and northern provinces, several hundred million peasants will rise like a 
tornado or tempest, a force so extraordinarily swift and violent that no power, however great, 
will be able to suppress it. They will break all trammels that now bind them and rush forward 
along the road to liberation. They will send all imperialists, warlords, corrupt officials, local 
bullies and bad gentry to their graves. All revolutionary parties and all revolutionary comrades 
will stand before them to be tested, and to be accepted or rejected as they decide.37

Empower the people and they will perform miracles is the central lesson of Mao Zedong. He 
had the utmost respect for the people, the peasants, who were on the bottom rungs of society, 
but were also the most numerous. It was from the people that the army grew in strength. It was 
from the people that legitimacy was derived. It was from the people that sufficient combat power 
was generated to go from the weaker to the stronger, to go from the strategic defense over to the 
strategic offensive and to ultimately destroy the enemy’s main army. The key to empowering the 
people, and to mobilizing them, lay in their treatment. We will return to this issue later.

Mao Zedong understood that war was a political, military, diplomatic, and psychological 
struggle. He outlined a theory of People’s War, a protracted war of attrition. Mao Zedong’s 
theory of war had three phases:

Since the Sino- Japanese war is a protracted one and final victory will belong to China, 
it can reasonably be assumed that this protracted war will pass through three stages. The 
first stage covers the period of the enemy’s strategic offensive and our strategic defen-
sive. The second stage will be the period of the enemy’s strategic consolidation and our 
preparation for the counter- offensive. The third stage will be the period of our strategic 
counter- offensive and the enemy’s strategic retreat.38

 

 

 



Kennedy, McNamara, Artificial Limited War 219

   219

The defense is the strongest form of war. However, to achieve decisive results, at some point 
in time strategically offensive operations have to be undertaken. The Chinese Communists 
were initially the weaker opponent; hence, they assumed the strategic defense. The occupation 
of another country or given region requires the projection of power far beyond one’s own 
borders into foreign lands, strategically offensive operations. Mao Zedong observed that, “In 
penetrating so deeply, he will encounter immense difficulties, with consequences disastrous 
beyond imagination.” The occupation of large territory requires large numbers of soldiers, 
enormous logistical resources, and long lines of communication, through which necessary 
supplies flow. With each mile of penetration, deeper into enemy-held territory the lines of 
communication become more vulnerable, more subject to attack. With each mile of offensive 
penetration “strategic consumption” assumes a larger and larger role.

In the early stages of the protracted war, Mao Zedong wrote: “In this stage the form of 
fighting we should adopt is primarily mobile warfare, supplemented by guerrilla and pos-
itional warfare.” The political task of mobilizing the people was the primary task in the first 
phase of Mao Zedong strategy. Mao Zedong observed that: “In this stage, China has already 
built up a broad united front and achieved unprecedented unity.” The strategic defense is the 
strong form of war because people fight harder for their homes. People object to foreigners 
being on their lands and telling them what to do.

Mao recognized the importance of external support. The diplomatic effort was focused on 
achieving external support. In China’s struggle against the occupation of Japan Mao noted 
that: “In the present stage the Soviet Union has already given substantial air to China.”39 This 
aid was critical to the Chinese war effort. Mao Zedong further observed:

On our enemy side, there are already signs of flagging morale, and his army’s momentum 
of attack is less in the middle phase of this stage than it was in the initial phase, and it will 
diminish still further in the concluding phase. Signs of exhaustion are beginning to appear 
in his finances and economy; war- weariness is beginning to set in among his people and 
troops; and within the clique at the helm of the war, “war frustrations” are beginning to 
manifest themselves and pessimism about the prospects of the war is growing.40

These words accurately describe the United States in 1968 and 1969 in Vietnam, and in 2012 
and 2013 in Iraq. In the latter war, American people were not called upon to fight, but the 
two wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were exhausting the Army and Marine Corps. The American 
economy was in recession, and support for the wars was low. Mao Zedong continued:

The second stage may be termed one of strategic stalemate. At the tail end of the first 
stage, the enemy will be forced to fix certain terminal points to his strategic offensive 
owing to his shortage of troops and our firm resistance, and upon reaching them he will 
stop his strategic offensive and enter the stage of safeguarding his occupied areas. In the 
second stage, the enemy will attempt to safeguard these areas and to make them his own 
by the fraudulent method of setting up puppet government … but again he will be con-
fronted with stubborn guerrilla warfare.41

One cannot help but reflect on the American wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Again consider 
Mao Zedong’s words:

In this stage [the second phase] our form of fighting will be primarily guerrilla war-
fare, supplemented by mobile warfare. China will still retain a large regular army, but she 
will find it difficult to launch the strategic counter- offensive … because … the enemy 
will adopt a strategically defensive position in the big cities and along the main lines of 
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communication under his occupation and, on the other hand, China will not yet be 
adequately equipped technically.42

The final phase of Mao Zedong’s protracted war of attrition strategy was the strategic 
offense. He wrote:

The third stage will be the stage of counter- offensive to recover our lost territories. … 
But China’s strength alone will not be sufficient, and we shall also have to rely on the 
support of international forces and on the changes that will take place inside Japan, or 
otherwise we shall not be able to win; this adds to China’s tasks in international propa-
ganda [information operations] and diplomacy. In the third stage, our war will no longer 
be one of strategic defensive, but will turn into a strategic counter- offensive manifesting 
itself in strategic offensive.43

In the final phase “large regular armies” conducted strategically offensive operations to 
complete the destruction of the enemy’s main army.

War is a drain on the resources of a nation and state. The drains are both physical and psy-
chological in nature. One can anticipate a tipping point where either physical or psychological 
exhaustion will strategically change the balance of power, and a state will no longer be able to 
sustain large numbers of soldiers deployed in foreign lands. In Western nations with an abun-
dance of resources, but with high standards of living, psychological exhaustion will come more 
rapidly than physical exhaustion. The country typically is not directly, physically threatened, 
the war is in some far way lands, and the people have little cultural affinity to the people they 
are fighting or protecting. Arguably in 1968 in Vietnam, the psychological tipping point was 
reached in the United States. The United States still had vast military resources, and an enor-
mous population that was uncommitted. The United States did not reach the physical tipping 
point in Vietnam. In 1968 in response to the Tet Offensive, which was a military victory in 
South Vietnam, the American people turned against the war. In 2006 the American people 
were again approaching the psychological tipping point, but with significant differences that 
are discussed later.

Mao Zedong read Clausewitz’s study On War. Clausewitz identified the following condi-
tions to carry out a People’s War, a “revolutionary war”:

1. The war must be fought in the interior of the country.
2. It must not be decided by a single stroke.
3. The theater of operations must be fairly large.
4. The national character must be suited to that type of war.
5. The country must be rough and inaccessible, because of mountains, or forests, marshes, or 

the local methods of cultivation.44

Mao Zedong exploited each of these attributes in developing his People’s War theory. He 
would have added that, (6) external support is required; (7) regular well-trained combat forces 
were absolutely necessary; and (8) leadership, a large cadre of highly motivated, well- indoctri-
nated senior and mid- level leaders, who have the correct disposition and political and cultural 
understanding to work among the people is necessary.

While much is made of Mao’s emphasis on the political task, winning the support of the 
people through disciplined cadres who possesses the correct ideological perspective, the pol-
itical objective, his strategic formulation also emphasized the importance of the military task, 
and the significance of regular, trained forces, and strategically offensive warfare— the military 
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objective. He was in this sense an adherent of the thesis of Clausewitz. Mao, under the heading 
of “The Object of War” wrote:

Here we are dealing with the elementary object of war, as “politics with bloodshed”, as 
mutual slaughter by opposing armies. It should be pointed out that destruction of the 
enemy is the primary object of war and self- preservation the secondary, because only by 
destroying the enemy in large numbers can one effectively preserve oneself. Therefore 
attack, the chief means of destroying the enemy, is primary, while defence, a supplemen-
tary means of destroying the enemy and a means of self- preservation, is secondary. In 
actual warfare the chief role is played by defence much of the time and by attack for the 
rest of the time, but if war is taken as a whole, attack remains primary. … This is precisely 
why we say that attack, which is basically a means of destroying the enemy, also has the 
function of self- preservation. It is also the reason why defence must be accompanied by 
attack and should not be defence pure and simple.45

Mao understood that the defense was the strongest form of war— a people under attack 
fight harder than a people projecting power beyond their borders to attack— and that the 
weaker opponent should initially assume the strategic and tactical defense and fight a war of 
attrition and exhaustion. This was phase one of his “People’s War” theory— the survival phase. 
During this phase regular forces and guerrilla forces (local and regional) avoided major bat-
tles, conserved strength, organized administratively and logistically, acquired foreign assistance, 
conducted propaganda (information and misinformation) campaigns, and overall emphasized 
the political task of gaining the support of the people, tasks that increased the military cap-
acity of regular and guerrilla forces. Geography and terrain were important factors in avoiding 
battle and concealing logistical bases, and carrying out surprise attacks. Cultural affinity and 
understanding were necessary to win the support of the people. During phase two, revolu-
tionary forces remained on the strategic defense, but went over to the tactical offense. Small 
unit operations, battalion size and below, were carried out to discredit the government, and 
demonstrate to the people that the government was impotent. Revolutionary forces (local and 
regional guerrilla forces) attacked and killed government officials, infiltrated the government 
bureaucracy, undermined government programs, and stole government resources and secrets. 
Small unit operations by regular forces were also carried out. The political task of gaining 
the support of the people continued. Revolutionary forces built their strength until “grad-
ually changing the general balance of force and preparing the conditions for our counter- 
offensive.”46 At this point, Mao understood that to achieve decisive results in war, regular forces 
had to go over to the strategic offense and destroy the enemy’s main army in battle, which 
was phase three, annihilation strategy. Clausewitz observed that “the essence of war is fighting, 
and since the battle is the fight of the main force, the battle must always be considered as the 
true center of gravity of the war.”47 The US ground forces never fought the “main force” in 
Vietnam, and never conducted major strategically offensive operations beyond the borders of 
South Vietnam. The US Army fought the entire war on the strategic defense. There was no 
way to win.

Guerrilla forces, paramilitary and military forces operating in the interior of the country 
attack enemy forces. Guerrillas have the ability to move undetected among the people. They 
operate at the local, regional, and national levels. They are typically not as well trained as regu-
lar forces, and do not have the combat power to fight major conventional battles. They use 
their anonymity to carry out operations against the government, to win supporters, to recruit 
fighters, collect intelligence, kill collaborators, undermine the government, and control the 
population. Their objective was to show the ineffectiveness of the occupying force, destroy his 
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morale, and gain the support of the people. Guerrillas need outside support to function. They 
require external resources, guidance, and coordination. In Vietnam the National Liberation 
Front, also known as the Viet Cong (VC), formed the guerrilla force. North Vietnam provided 
the external resources and direction they needed to carry out the insurgency. The PRC and 
USSR provided the external resources required for North Vietnam to carry out the war. The 
People’s Army of North Vietnam (PAVN) provided the primary regular army forces required 
to permit the VC to operate.

Ideology unites and motivates people to action. Some – ism is necessary to produce cohesion 
and the willingness to sacrifice. Religions can serve this function. Christianity and Islam have 
been strong forces in motivated human behavior, in producing unity, in causing people to 
sacrifice for some perceived greater good. Communism as an economic system did not work; 
however, Communism as an ideology in peasant societies proved a considerable force, particu-
larly when combined with the force of nationalism, the drive for statehood, the desire for self- 
determination, and the desire to end the occupation and European imperialism. Communism, 
which emphasized the community, proved far superior to capitalism, which emphasized the 
individual, in mobilizing and motivating people in peasant, agricultural societies. Ideology is 
an important component in revolutionary war theory. It creates cohesion, motivates actions, 
directs resources and energy, and guides decision making.

The Communist North Vietnamese, under the leadership of Ho Chi Minh and Vo Nguyen 
Giap, adapted Clausewitz’s and Mao’s theories to their unique situation.48 Douglas Pike, a stu-
dent of North Vietnamese doctrine, concluded that:

the Vietnamese communists conceived, developed, and fielded a dimensional new method 
for making war; that in forty years they honed this method into a brilliant innovative 
strategy that proved singularly successful against three of the world’s great powers; and, 
most important, that it is a strategy for which there is no known proven counterstrategy. … They 
invented nothing, discovered nothing, but they synthesized what had been learned about 
war and politics.

Pike explained Giap’s strategic plan to defeat the United States:

Briefly, Giap’s answer was to develop two armed dau tranh tactics, or what he called “fight-
ing methods” (cach danh). The first was the occasional small military blockbuster that he 
labeled the “coordinated fighting method” (cach danh hop dong), a medium- sized attack 
against a relatively important target, an enemy battalion headquarters, for instance. The 
essence of its success lies in its being perfectly planned and flawlessly executed. The target 
is destroyed with surgical precision, and the impact on the enemy is not military so much 
as psychological.

The second tactic General Giap termed the “independent fighting method” (cach danh 
doc lap), sometimes the “gnat- swarm technique.” This involves mounting dozens of daily 
small- scale actions, no single one being important but cumulatively raising the enemy’s 
anxiety level and destroying his self- confidence. High casualties can be taken, and attacks 
need not be entirely victorious so long as they pin down the enemy and reduce his 
initiatives.

Then the two techniques are combined— timing in this appears to be a master of 
intuition— into a single intensive campaign in which military activity steadily escalates 
into a “comprehensive offensive.” At its peak there is delivered the final psychological cap-
per, what might be called the Dein Bein Phu gambit, a massive assault on some politically 
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or psychologically important target, which, when captured, destroys the enemy’s will to 
continue warfare.49

Now consider General Westmoreland’s description of the Communist insurgency opera-
tions in Vietnam that he fought to counter:

This enemy also uses terror— murder, mutilation, abduction, and the deliberate shelling 
of innocent men, women, and children— to exercise control through fear. … A typical 
day in Viet- Nam was last Sunday. Terrorists near Saigon assassinated a 39- year- old village 
chief. The same day in the delta, they kidnapped 26 civilians assisting in arranging for local 
elections. The next day the Viet Cong attacked a group of Revolutionary Development 
workers, killing 1 and wounding 12 and in another they opened fire on a small civilian 
bus and killed 3, wounded 4 of its passengers. These are cases of calculated enemy attack 
on civilians to extend by fear that which they cannot gain by persuasion.50

How do you counter this? By killing the leaders, village chiefs, by kidnapping and murder, 
by closing down election, and by thousands of small, simple acts, the Viet Cong demonstrated 
that the government of South Vietnam, and later American forces, were ineffective. Attrition 
and exhaustion won insurgency wars, exhaustion of the will. These thousands of small acts, 
created the conditions for the final, decisive blow. Dien Bien Phu destroyed the French will to 
continue the war. And, the Tet Offensive in 1968 destroyed the American will.

* * * * *

The US Army under the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations never developed an effect-
ive counterinsurgency doctrine and strategy. Not willing to cede peripheral states to the 
Communists, the United States under the Eisenhower Administration used other means short 
of war. The CIA, with support from the Pentagon, sought to shape governments in Africa, 
the Middle East, Asia, and Central and South America. The CIA, in fact, produced another 
American campaign- winning doctrine. The CIA had noted success; however, its methods and 
ability to gain access were not always successful. The White House and Pentagon recognized 
the need for strategies and a doctrine to counter insurgencies and guerrilla warfare. The Army 
during the Eisenhower Administration made a limited commitment to counterinsurgency 
warfare. Under the Kennedy Administration, counterinsurgency warfare received greater 
emphasis. Kennedy believed that Communist- inspired “wars of national liberation” in “Third 
World Nations” posed a threat to American interests. Countering Communist insurgencies 
required a new doctrine and some would argue a new type of American soldier. A former 
commander of the 1st Special Forces Group (Airborne) and the chair of the committee that 
produced the Army’s “first definitive approach” to counterinsurgency, Colonel Francis John 
Kelly, noted:

It was at this point [the activation of the 5th Special Forces Group in 1961] that President 
Kennedy began to display particular interest in the Special Forces. His enthusiasm, based 
on his conviction that the Special Forces had great potential as a counterinsurgency force, 
led him to become a very powerful advocate for the development of the Special Forces 
program within the Army. President Kennedy himself made a visit to the Special Warfare 
Center in the fall of 1961 to review the program, and it was by his authorization that 
Special Forces troops were allowed to wear the distinctive headgear that became the sym-
bol of the Special Forces, the Green Beret.51
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Kennedy believed that with effective counterinsurgency doctrine, and highly trained, moti-
vated, dedicated, unorthodox, innovative, elite soldiers to vigorously implement it, the tide of 
Communism that was moving through developing nations, with states overthrowing European 
Imperialism, could be turned back. Hence, he took a personal interest in the creation and 
expansion of Special Forces units. The Army selected Colonel William P. Yarborough to be 
commander of the Army Special Warfare Center and School in 1961.52 Kennedy pressured 
the reluctant US Army to reorient its thinking toward counterinsurgency warfare. Special 
Forces and the Special Warfare Center became the primary instrument for conducting this 
new campaign- winning doctrine.

New Special Forces Groups, oriented toward Southeast Asia, Africa, and Latin America 
were formed.53 Their primary objective was to educate and train indigenous security forces, 
to make them self- sufficient, willing and able to fight effectively against insurgent and regu-
lar forces, to defend the people, and to support and defend the government. To achieve this 
objective it was necessary to identify and kill the guerrillas; to root out the infrastructure 
that supported them; to secure the population; to educate and train indigenous government 
agencies; to provide security forces with weapons, vehicles, and other resources required to 
defend themselves; to provide the people with the means and resources required to make a 
living; and to demonstrate an affinity, a connection with the plight of the people that would 
gain and maintain their loyalty and support. The latter tasks were part of the “nation building,” 
mission, and involved governmental agencies and civilian organizations as well as the mili-
tary. Succinctly, Special Forces organized, equipped, and trained paramilitary forces, counter-
insurgency/ counter- guerrilla forces, and regular forces to defeat insurgent and regular enemy 
forces.

In order to achieve these objectives Special Forces and other units and organizations involved 
in counterinsurgency warfare had to physically live among the people. To produce individuals 
with the wherewithal to carry out such operations required years of training, dedication, and 
an enormous human investment. Language skills, cultural understanding, adaptability, physical 
endurance, the ability to work with native forces, and a high degree of military skills were 
required. The average soldier or marine was not well suited for this type of war. It required 
time and patience, cultural humility, subordination, and adaptability. It required respect and 
understanding of other cultures. It required empathy, the ability to identify with the people 
they were trying to help. The political task of winning and maintaining the loyal support of 
the people could not be accomplished with American scientific management techniques, 
technology, efficiency, and cultural arrogance. Paddock described Special Forces operations in 
Vietnam:

A typical A detachment worked with a counterpart Vietnamese Special Forces detach-
ment to recruit, arm, and train several hundred personnel in self- defense and carried 
out extensive civic action and medical activities. Early Special Forces A detachments 
sometimes engaged in combat, but primarily in the context of training and while 
employing their tribal “strike forces” in raids, patrolling, ambushes, and camp defense. 
By training indigenous cadre— who then assisted in training additional self- defense 
forces— detachments achieved both the “force multiplier” effect and the indirect 
application of force. Initially efforts proved so successful in denying certain areas to 
Viet Cong influence that the CIA requested additional assistance from Special Forces 
to expand what became known as the Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) 
program.54
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In a limited war in a faraway land that did not have the attention of the American people, 
it was possible for the United States to successfully carry out counterinsurgency, counter- 
guerrilla operations. By not “Americanizing” the war; by keeping American forces restricted 
to small numbers of highly trained, highly motivated personnel; by continuing to place the 
burden of defense on indigenous security forces; by training and equipping these forces; 
by requiring the government to sustain itself; by providing only technologies the country 
could maintain; by keeping the American “foot print,” so small that it attracted little public 
attention and mitigated the charge of imperialism; and finally by limiting American object-
ives and commitments, the United States could have fought a counterinsurgency war 
almost indefinitely. Armed with “Counterinsurgency,” and “Counter- guerrilla” doctrines; 
with a resurrected Army capable of fighting limited war and influencing the political situ-
ation in peripheral regions; armed with a profound sense of rightness in the American 
cause, Kennedy extended and expanded the nation’s commitment to the war in Vietnam. 
Kennedy was richly endowed with American culturally imbued optimism, aggressiveness, 
and arrogance.
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9 The Vietnam War: The Opening Phases, 
1955– 1967

The President announced that we would not broaden the war. This set for us a defensive strategy 
on the ground and gave the enemy great latitude for action. Johnson’s administration formulated a 
strategy briefly described as: Hold the enemy, defeat him in the South, help build a nation, bomb 
war- related targets in the North on a gradual escalating basis until the enemy gets the message that 
he cannot win, and thus will negotiate or tacitly accept a divided Vietnam.

South Vietnam no longer exists; it has been gobbled up by North Vietnam following blatant 
aggression. The flicker of freedom has been extinguished probably forever. Our erstwhile honorable 
country betrayed and deserted the Republic of Vietnam after it had enticed it to our bosom. It was 
a shabby performance by America, a blemish on our history and a possible blight on our future.1

— General William Westmoreland, 1979

The American strategy for the conduct of the war in Vietnam failed. The United States lost 
the war— an artificial limited war. The Army fought the entire war on the strategic defen-
sive. Airpower was supposed to win the war, but not by employing the Air Force’s strategic 
bombing doctrine. When Johnson committed the United States to war in Vietnam, he 
had two fully developed conventional war strategic doctrines: the Army’s offensive, infan-
try warfare doctrine, and the Air Force’s offensive, strategic bombing doctrine. He also 
had a partially developed counterinsurgency/ counter- revolutionary war doctrine. Johnson 
and McNamara decided not to use the Army’s or Air Force’s offensive war doctrines. 
They committed the United States to a protracted war of attrition. They developed a new 
defensive- ground war/ offensive- air war strategic doctrine called “Graduated Response.” 
Fear of a larger war with the PRC, a replay of the Korean War experience, and faith in 
the effectiveness of airpower caused the acceptance of this new, unproven way of war. No 
counterinsurgency doctrine, no nation- building strategy had the potential to be decisive in 
Vietnam. America’s nuclear arsenals deterred total wars, and direct confrontation between 
the superpowers, but in peripheral regions, the “grey areas,” it failed to deter Communist 
aggression.

The Vietnam War was ultimately lost in the United States. The American people were 
unwilling to fight a protracted war of attrition with a conscripted army against a nation that 
could not pose a direct threat to the security of the United States. During the Korean War 
the process of separating the nation, the American people, from the state, the government 
and armed forces, started. During the Vietnam War the process was completed. In 1973, the 
American war in Vietnam came to an end and shortly thereafter, conscription. The citizen- 
soldier army passed into history, and the definition of citizenship in the United States fun-
damentally changed. The divorce between the nation and state was confirmed in law. The 
American people had eliminated themselves from the conduct of the wars of the United 
States.
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The American war in Vietnam is best understood by dividing it into four phases based on 
the changes in strategy associated with each president: the Advisory phase, 1954 to 1964, the 
Americanization phase, 1965 to 1968, the Vietnamization phase, 1969 to 1973, the final col-
lapse, 1973– 1975.

Geography, Terrain, and Strategy

Vietnam is a long, narrow “S”- shaped country that stretches approximately 850 miles from 
north to south. It varies in width from fifty to 350 miles, and has a land mass of about 330,000 
square miles. Vietnam is located on the east side of the enormous Indochina peninsula. The 
geography and terrain of the country influenced the implementation of strategy and applica-
tion of military power. To the north, North Vietnam shares a border with the PRC, making 
it possible for the PLA to directly intervene. In geopolitical terms, this was the same situation 
that caused a stalemate in the Korean War in 1951. The border with the PRC eliminated 
exhaustion strategy because the border could not be closed without offensive operation into 
North Vietnam, without fighting a much larger war, and without a willingness to fight the 
PRC. Short of using nuclear weapons it was impossible to stop the flow of equipment and 
supplies from China into North Vietnam.

To the west, South Vietnam shared an extensive border with Laos and Cambodia. The 
length of the border made it almost impossible to close. Unlike Korea, which, because of its 
narrowness, restricted enemy forces to a front of less than two hundred miles, the western bor-
der of South Vietnam, with its nonlinear shape, stretched almost a thousand miles. The length 
and the terrain— thick vegetation and delta region— made it virtually impossible to stop infil-
tration, or any other form of maneuver. Cambodia and Laos also provided the VC and NVA 
with sanctuaries, which eliminated annihilation strategy. The Communist forces could cross the 
border into these supposedly sovereign states, and US forces could not follow. This artificial 
line eliminated strategically offensive operations, as well as pursuit and exploitation, and thus, 
the ability to complete the destruction of enemy forces. Once the enemy crossed the border 
into Cambodia or Laos, “They were beyond reach now. They would reinforce, reequip, rest, 
and rehabilitate their surviving soldiers, and then, at a time of their choosing … re- enter South 
Vietnam and resume their attacks.”2

To the east, Vietnam’s coastline stretched about 1,400 miles, all of which could be controlled 
by the US Navy. While the Navy could close the front door, the back door was wide open. 
In Korea, the Navy could control the vast majority of the area around the battlefield, leaving 
only two hundred miles of front for the Army to control. With the elimination of the offen-
sive strategies of annihilation and exhaustion all that was left was a defensive strategy of attri-
tion— culturally the most un- American practice of war—and the counterinsurgency strategy.

Ground forces could not employ traditional strategies to achieve victory. They could not 
complete the destruction of the enemy’s main forces, capture the enemy’s capital and destroy 
its government, or destroy the will of the people. Airpower could not destroy the means of 
production because they were not in North Vietnam. And airpower could not destroy the will 
of the people because North Vietnam was a peasant society with no urban middle and work-
ing classes to bomb into submission. Airpower could not isolate the battlefield or stop the flow 
of men and material into North Vietnam or down the Ho Chi Minh trail into South Vietnam. 
However, it was believed that airpower had the potential to destroy the will of the govern-
ment through punishing the people of North Vietnam. This was a strategy for war that had 
never been proven. It was strategy based on American faith in technology. A study of World 
War II reveals that after the tremendous firebombing of Japan, the Japanese government was 
unwilling to surrender. A study of the British air campaign against Germany reveals a similar 
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outcome. And these nations had substantial upper class and middle classes to punish. There was 
no way to win the Vietnam War without a strategically offensive ground war, or an extermin-
ation air campaign. The US Air Force probably could have eradicated life in North Vietnam 
without using nuclear weapons. However, an offensive ground war would have meant a more 
total war— almost certainly a war with the PRC, or Chinese volunteers. A larger, offensive 
ground war risked starting World War III. Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon did not believe South 
Vietnam was worth taking the risk.

The final strategic option was a permanent defensive ground war of attrition. While it was 
impossible for US ground forces to win the war on the strategic defense, it was also impos-
sible for them to lose it. In other words, the forces of North Vietnam would never have the 
capacity to defeat the Armed Forces of the United States in a ground war. The United States 
had the resources to sustain South Vietnam on the strategic defense indefinitely. However, 
permanent war was unacceptable to the American people with a conscripted army. With the 
post- Vietnam War Army— the all- volunteer force— permanent war, with a relatively small 
commitment, was feasible. American ground forces have been in Afghanistan since 2001, the 
longest war in American history, with little opposition from the American people. The state, 
not the nation, is conducting the war.

Given the region of the world and the geographic circumstance of South Vietnam; given 
the American lack of knowledge and understanding of the Vietnamese people, language, and 
culture; and given the American assumption of cultural superiority and chauvinism, nation 
building and counterinsurgency were never going to produce a viable state— one that could 
stand on its own without substantial, active military assistance from the United States. In 1965 
George Ball, former Under Secretary of State, wrote:

The South Vietnamese are losing the war to the Viet Cong. No one can assure you that 
we can beat the Viet Cong or even force them to the conference table on our terms, no 
matter how many hundred thousand white, foreign (U.S.) troops we deploy. No one has 
demonstrated that white ground force of whatever size can win a guerrilla war— which 
is at the same time a civil war between Asians— in jungle terrain in the midst of a popu-
lation that refuses cooperation to the white forces.3

It has been argued that had the Army adopted the right counterinsurgency doctrine and 
applied it more aggressively it could have destroyed the Viet Cong and produced a stable 
democratic South Vietnam.4 Without destroying the will of the government and people of 
North Vietnam there was no way to secure South Vietnam. The insurgency was sustained from 
the North. No matter how many men and resources the United States committed to nation 
building and the insurgency war, no matter how effective or ineffective the Army and Marine 
Corps’ counterinsurgency doctrines, strategy, and tactics were, as long as the ground war was 
restricted to the boundaries of South Vietnam there was no way to stop North Vietnam from 
supporting and sustaining the VC. And, culturally the North Vietnamese knew the South 
Vietnamese better than the Americans. They knew better how to win “the hearts and minds” of 
the Vietnamese people than the Americans. Without the sustained active support of American 
forces, South Vietnam was never going to be able to stand up to the North Vietnamese and VC 
forces supported by the combined resources of the PRC and Soviet Union.

In 1946 Ho Chi Minh informed the Western world, “You can kill ten of my men for every 
one I kill of yours, but even at those odds, you will lose and I will win.” And Giap, the Vietnamese 
General that orchestrated the defeat of the French at Dien Bien Phu, stated: “Every minute, 
hundreds of thousands of people die on the earth. The life or death of a hundred, a thousand, 
tens of thousands of human beings, even our compatriots, means little.” When asked how long 

 

 



The Vietnam War: The Opening Phases 229

   229

he would continue to fight he stated: “Another twenty years, maybe a hundred years, as long 
as it took to win, regardless of the cost.”5 While the United States fought a limited war for 
limited objectives, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong fought a total war for total objectives. 
Geographic circumstances and the culture and history of the Vietnamese people made defeat 
inevitable in a limited, defensive war of attrition.

The US Army deteriorated every year of the Vietnam War. The US conscripted ground 
forces fought on the strategic defense with the knowledge that they could not bring the war 
to an end, that they were not making visible progress, that they were not supposed to win the 
war, and that, no matter what, they would be going home in twelve months. The incentives 
were not to aggressively find, fix, and destroy the enemy. The incentive was to survive and 
go home.

The Vietnam War: Explaining American Involvement

The Vietnam War was in part a function of the result of World War II, the Japanese example, 
the advent of the “Cold War,” the emergence of a bipolar world, dominated by the “superpow-
ers,” the collapse of European Imperialism and military power, the growth of Asian nation-
alism and military power, the expansion of Communism, the dynamics of French domestic 
politics, and the dynamics of US domestic politics. The loss of China to Communism, the 
stalemate in Korea, and concerns about the security of Japan also influenced American think-
ing and decision makers.

US involvement in Vietnam started shortly after World War II with military assistance to the 
French. In August 1945, following the surrender of the Japanese, who had occupied French 
Indochina in September 1940— and by so doing demonstrated the superiority of Japanese 
(Asian) arms over French (European) arms— the Viet Minh declared independence. Before 
a cheering crowd of 500,000 Vietnamese assembled in Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh— the leader of 
the nationalist, Communist movement— proclaimed the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
(DRV) a sovereign, independent nation- state. The French Indochina War started in 1946, 
when France, which had suffered a humiliating defeat in the opening phase of World War II 
and German occupation, returned to Indochina to reclaim part of its former empire, and part 
of its former great nation status.6 The mutually exclusive objectives of the Viet Minh and the 
French led to war.

The USSR and PRC recognized the new Communist nation, establishing the conditions 
for military and economic assistance. On 8 May 1950, responding to the French requests for 
military and economic assistance, Secretary of State Dean Acheson announced that Truman 
had decided that the United States would support the French war in Indochina. Acheson 
explained the reasoning behind this new policy:

As we saw our role in Southeast Asia, it was to help toward solving the colonial- nationalist 
conflict in a way that would satisfy nationalist aims and minimize the strains on our 
Western European Allies. This meant supporting the French ‘presence’ in the area as a 
guide and help to the three states in moving toward genuine independence within (for 
the present, at least) the French Union.7

A strong France facilitated American security and economic objectives in Europe. The secur-
ity and economic recovery of Japan also influenced the decision makers. A joint Department 
of State and Defense report in January 1950 concluded: “Continuing, or maintaining, Japan’s 
economic recovery depends upon keeping Communism out of Southeast Asia, promoting 
economic recovery there and in further developing those countries, together with Indonesia,  
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the Philippines, Southern Korea and India as the principal trading areas for Japan.” Shortly after 
Acheson’s announcement of US support, Secretary of Defense George C. Marshall approved 
the establishment of a 128- man Military Assistance and Advisory Group (MAAG) in Saigon.8 
Its mission was to supervise the delivery of material, monitor and assess the situation, collect 
intelligence, and coordinate American assistance with the French. Over the next four years the 
United States provided $2.6 billion in aid to France. Still, in 1954, the French were defeated at 
Dien Bien Phu, and negotiated an exit that divided the country.

Eisenhower was an adherent of the “domino theory,” which predicted the collapse of a 
sequence of states in a given region to Communism once the first nation— domino— fell. 
Eisenhower stated:

Strategically, south Viet- Nam’s capture by the Communists would bring their power sev-
eral hundred miles into a hitherto free region. The remaining countries in Southeast Asia 
would be menaced by a great flanking movement. The freedom of 12 million people 
would be lost immediately and that of 150 million others in adjacent lands would be ser-
iously endangered. The loss of south Viet- Nam would set in motion a crumbling process 
that could, as it progressed, have grave consequences for us and for freedom.9

Eisenhower also emphasized the importance of this region to the economies of the West. 
Still, while recognizing that the United States had vital interests in the region, he decided that 
the security value of Indochina was not worth the direct involvement of US forces.10 In 1954, 
Army Chief of Staff, Matthew B. Ridgway, on his own initiative, sent a team of senior soldiers 
to Vietnam to study the problems of war in Indochina. Ridgway’s analysis may have influenced 
the President’s thinking. At a minimum it provided him with well- reasoned arguments for not 
going to war. Ridgway wrote:

In the spring of 1954 … we very nearly found ourselves involved in a bloody jungle war 
in which our nuclear capability would have been almost useless … .

I was deeply concerned to hear individuals of great influence, both in and out of govern-
ment, raising the cry that now was the time, and here, in Indo- China, was the place to “test 
the New Look,” for us to intervene, to come to the aid of France with arms. At the same time 
that same old delusive idea was advanced— that we could do things the cheap and easy way, 
by going into Indo- China with air and naval forces alone. To me this had an ominous ring. 
For I felt sure that if we committed air and naval power to that area, we would have to follow 
them immediately with ground forces in support.

I also knew that none of those advocating such a step had any accurate idea what such an 
operation would cost us in blood and money and national effort. I felt that it was essential 
therefore that all who had any influence in making the decision on this grave matter should 
be fully aware of all the factors involved. To provide these facts, I sent out to Indo- China an 
Army team of experts in every field. … They went out to answer a thousand questions that 
those who had so blithely recommended that we go to war there had never taken the trouble 
to ask … .

Their report was complete. The area, they found, was practically devoid of those facilities 
which modern forces such as ours find essential to the waging of war. … The land was a land 
of rice paddy and jungle— particularly adapted to the guerrilla- type warfare at which the 
Chinese soldier is a master. This meant that every little detachment, every individual, that tried 
to move about the country, would have to be protected by riflemen … .

If we did go into Indo- China, we would have to win. We would have to go in with a mili-
tary force adequate in all its branches, and that meant a very strong ground force— an Army 
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that could not only stand the normal attrition of battle, but could absorb heavy casualties from 
the jungle heat, and the rots and fevers which afflict the white man in the tropics. … We could 
have fought in Indo- China. We could have won, if we had been willing to pay the tremendous 
cost in men and money that such intervention would have required … .

That error, thank God, was not repeated. As soon as the full report was in, I lost no 
time in having it passed on up the chain of command. It reached President Eisenhower. 
To a man of his military experience its implications were immediately clear. The idea of 
intervening was abandoned.11

Long before Kennedy and Johnson committed US forces to war in Vietnam, the issues of 
war in this region had been studied, and war rejected, by no less than the Supreme Allied 
Commander for the invasion of Europe, General Eisenhower. Ridgway’s study concluded that 
it would take from 500,000 to one million men.

The Geneva Accord of 20 July 1954 ended the fighting, and divided Vietnam into two 
states at the 17th parallel. The Communists controlled the northern part of the country, and 
the French retreated temporarily to the southern part. The division of the country was to be 
a temporary arrangement pending the election in July 1956, which was supposed to reunite 
the country under one government. The United States never formally acknowledged the 
Geneva Accord, but in a separate unilateral declaration agreed to adhere to the terms of the 
agreements, cautioning that, “it would view any renewal of aggression in violation of the … 
agreement with grave concern and as seriously threatening international peace and security.”12

On 26 October 1955, south of the parallel, the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) was proclaimed. 
Ngo Dinh Diem became its first President. He repudiated the elections, in violation of the 
agreement, and the Eisenhower Administration initiated programs to provide direct assistance 
to the new government. Thus began America’s direct involvement in Vietnam. And, once 
committed, American prestige, credibility, resolve, integrity, and honor were also committed.

Kennedy had great admiration for the struggle for freedom in Vietnam, enormous faith in 
American power, great optimism about American willingness to sacrifice, and unbridled con-
fidence in American intelligence and ingenuity. In 1956 Senator Kennedy wrote:

We shall not attempt to buy the friendship of the Vietnamese. Nor can we win their hearts 
by making them dependent upon our handouts. What we must offer them is a revolution— 
a political, economic, and social revolution far superior to anything the Communists can 
offer— far more peaceful, far more democratic, and far more locally controlled. Such a 
revolution will require much from the United States and much from Vietnam. We must 
supply capital to replace that drained by centuries of colonial exploitation; technicians to 
train those handicapped by deliberate policies of illiteracy; guidance to assist a nation tak-
ing those first feeble steps toward the complexities of a republican form of government. 
We must assist the inspiring growth of Vietnamese democracy and economy, including the 
complete integration of those refugees who gave up their homes and their belongings to 
seek freedom. We must provide military assistance to rebuild the new Vietnamese Army, 
which every day faces the growing peril of Vietminh Armies across the border. This is the 
revolution we can, we should, we must offer to the people of Vietnam.13

The realities of geography, manpower, and resources were not insurmountable difficulties in 
Kennedy’s view. He believed the Eisenhower Administration had not done enough, and that 
the quality, character, and quantity of American assistance had to change, and had to increase. 
Kennedy had a comprehensive view of what he believed needed to be done. However, he 
misunderstood the nature of American power, and did not understand the culture of the 
Vietnamese, and the legitimacy earned by the Communists in their struggle against European 
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Imperialism. Consider the words of General Maxwell Taylor, who served as one of Kennedy’s 
close advisors:

The risk of backing into a major Asian war by way of SVN are present but are not impres-
sive. NVN is extremely vulnerable to conventional bombing, a weakness which should 
be exploited diplomatically in convincing Hanoi to lay off SVN. Both the DRV and the 
Chicoms would face severe logistical difficulties in trying to maintain strong forces in the 
field in SEA, difficulties which we share but by no means to the same degree. There is 
no cause for fearing a mass onslaught of Communist manpower into SVN and its neigh-
boring states, particularly if our airpower is allowed a free hand against logistical targets. 
Finally, the starvation conditions in China should discourage Communist leaders there 
from being militarily venturesome for some time to come.14

Taylor, Kennedy, and Johnson grossly underestimated the will and capabilities of the 
Vietnamese and Chinese. And, their faith in airpower distorted their view of the world. The 
experience of the Korean War was forgotten. In testimony before the Senate Committee on 
Foreign Relations in 1966 Taylor explained why the United States was in Vietnam:

A simple statement of what we are doing in South Viet- Nam is to say that we are engaged 
in a clash of purpose and interest with the militant wing of the Communist movement 
represented by Hanoi, the Viet Cong, and Peking. Opposing these Communist forces, in 
the front ranks stand the Government and people of South Viet- Nam, supported primar-
ily by the United States but assisted in varying degree by some 30 other nations.

The purpose of the Hanoi camp is perfectly clear and has been since 1954. It is to 
absorb the 15 million people of South Viet- Nam into a single Communist state under 
the leadership of Ho Chi Minh and his associates in Hanoi. In the course of accom-
plishing this basic purpose, the Communist leaders expect to undermine the position 
of the United States in Asia and to demonstrate the efficacy of the so- called “war of lib-
eration” as a cheap, safe, and disavowable technique for the future expansion of militant 
communism.15

Kennedy and Johnson accepted this assessment. President Johnson believed that: “If we are 
driven from the field in Vietnam, then no nation can ever again have the same confidence in 
American promise or in American protection. In each land the forces of independence would 
be considerably weakened and an Asia so threatened by Communist domination would cer-
tainly imperil the security of the United States.” Johnson, like Kennedy, had available the 
same information Eisenhower used to make his decisions. He also had the assessment of some 
of his closest advisors. In 1965, George Ball, who had cautioned Kennedy that committing 
American ground forces to the war would be a grave mistake, informed Johnson that:

The Question to Decide: Should we limit our liabilities in South Vietnam and try to find a 
way out with minimal long- term costs? The alternative— no matter what we may wish 
it be— is almost certainly a protracted war involving an open- ended commitment of 
U.S. forces, mounting U.S. casualties, no assurance of a satisfactory solution, and a serious 
danger of escalation at the end of the road…. Once we deploy substantial numbers of 
troops in combat it will become a war between the U.S. and a large part of the popu-
lation of South Vietnam, organized and directed from North Vietnam and backed by 
the resources of both Moscow and Peiping…. Once we suffer large casualties, we will 
have started a well- nigh irreversible process. Our involvement will be so great that we 
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cannot— without national humiliation— stop short of achieving our complete object-
ives. Of the two possibilities I think humiliation would be more likely than the achievement of our 
objectives— even after we have paid terrible costs.16

Others also opposed escalation. Regarding a July 1965 discussion on the war Johnson 
wrote: “At this session my old friend Clark Clifford was in a reflective and pessimistic mood: ‘I 
don’t believe we can win in South Vietnam,’ he said. ‘If we send in 100,000 more men, the 
North Vietnam will meet us. If North Vietnam runs out of men, the Chinese will send in 
volunteers. Russia and China don’t intend for us to win the war’ ”17 Ball’s and Clifford’s ana-
lysis reflected an accurate assessment of the limits of American power, and the many political, 
cultural, and physical obstacles indigenous to the region.

With full knowledge, Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson each in turn commit-
ted the United States to the security of South Vietnam, with increasing vigor and resources. 
Each president believed that the security of the United States was tied to the survival of the 
Republic of South Vietnam. Each believed that once committed, American prestige, credibil-
ity, and resolve were called into question; and as a consequence, America’s ability to influence 
allies and enemies around the world. However, it was not until the Kennedy and Johnson 
Administrations that the cost of American involvement started to exceed the security value of 
Vietnam. And, it was Johnson who crossed the line by Americanizing the war. To some degree 
irrational fears of Communism, enormous faith in American exceptionalism, and an abnormal 
confidence in American military power, particularly airpower, distort the American view of 
the world; and, as a consequence, American decision making was deeply flawed during this 
period.18

The Advisory Phase

On 1 October 1954 Eisenhower sent then Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem a message, which 
offered “to assist the Government of Viet- Nam in developing and maintaining a strong, viable 
state, capable of resisting attempted subversion or aggression through military means.”19 Diem 
had rejected the Geneva agreement, refusing to participate in the nationwide election, and 
the Eisenhower Administration, accepting Diem’s leadership and strategy, initiated the flow 
of men and material. On 19 February 1955, the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty 
(SEATO), with a protocol that covered South Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, went into effect. 
Under Article IV, the treaty in part stated:

Each Party recognizes that aggression by means of armed attack in the treaty area against 
any of the Parties or against any State or territory which the Parties by unanimous agree-
ment may hereafter designate, would endanger its own peace and safety, and agrees that it 
will in that event act to meet the common danger in accordance with its constitutional 
process. … It is understood that no action on the territory of any State designated … shall 
be taken except at the invitation or with the consent of the government concerned.20

The SEATO gave the United States the legal foundation to provide direct assistance to the 
RVN. In 1956, the Military Assistance and Advisory Group (MAAG) was reorganized to man-
age the increased flow of equipment, supplies, and advisors into Vietnam. The United States 
used subterfuge to violate the limitations imposed by the Geneva Agreement.21 The imme-
diate concern was an invasion from the North by conventional forces. The United States, 
thus, directed its efforts to prepare the RVN to fight a conventional war, and since the equip-
ment provided was American, the ARVN learned to fight under an American organizational 
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structure and operational and tactical doctrines— a way of war based on the abundance 
of resources and the wealth of the United States. The JSC were initially pessimistic. They 
had access to Ridgway’s assessment of the situation and concluded that: “The creation of a 
Vietnamese Army … might not even lead to internal political stability, much less assure the 
capability to protect South Vietnam from external aggression.”22 Nevertheless, under the guid-
ance of Secretary of States Dulles, the decision was made to make the effort to save South 
Vietnam. General Collins, reporting the NCS, stated that: “I cannot guarantee that Vietnam 
will remain free, even with our aid. But, I know that without air Vietnam will surely be lost 
to Communism.”23

In 1957 the Communist insurgency began in the South. The insurgency was designed to 
undermine and eventually overthrow the government of the RVN through political mobil-
ization, persuasion, intimidation, threats, terrorism, selective killing, and mass murder. The 
objective was to gain the loyal support of the majority of the people of SVN, and by doing so 
destroy the “illegitimate” American sponsored government. The Ho Chi Minh Trail opened 
in 1959. This line of communication provided direct support from North Vietnam (NVN) to 
the insurgency in the South. A year later the National Liberation Front (NLF), also known 
as the “Viet Cong” (VC), was formed to lead, organize, support, motivate, and coordinate the 
insurgency. In 1960, the last year of the Eisenhower Administration, the United States had 700 
advisors in Vietnam.

On 19 January 1961 President- elect Kennedy and senior cabinet members met with 
President Eisenhower and his cabinet to discuss Southeast Asia. Clark Clifford, Kennedy’s 
“transition planner” had arranged the meeting. Clifford recorded the following in his notes:

At this point, President Eisenhower said, with considerable emotion, that Laos was the 
key to the entire area of Southeast Asia. He said that if we permitted Laos to fall, then we 
would have to write off all the area. He stated we must not permit a Communist take- 
over. … He said that the United States should accept this task with our allies, if we could 
persuade them, and alone if we could not. He added, ‘Our unilateral intervention would 
be our last desperate hope in the event we were unable to prevail upon the other signa-
tories [of SEATO] to join us.’24

The accuracy of Clifford’s note is open to question. Still, President Kennedy almost imme-
diately came under pressure from the press and opinion leaders not to “lose” Southeast Asia, 
as Truman had lost China. In January 1961, Premier Nikita Khrushchev challenged the new 
President. He publicly committed the Soviet Union to supporting national liberation move-
ments, specifically in Vietnam and Algeria. At the same time, the situation in Laos was rapidly 
deteriorating. By late January Kennedy had approved the Counterinsurgency Plan (CIP) for 
Vietnam:

The U.S. offered Diem equipment and supplies to outfit a 20,000 man increase in his 
army. The cost was estimated at $28.4 million. The U.S. also offered to train, outfit and 
supply 32,000 men of the Civil Guard (a counterguerrilla auxiliary) at a cost of $12.7 mil-
lion. These two moves would help Diem expand the RVNAF to a total 170,000 men, 
and expand the Civil Guard to a total of 68,000 men. … The full package added up to 
less than $42 million, which was a substantial but not enormous increment to on- going 
U.S. aid to Vietnam of about $220 million a year.25

“If properly implemented” the Kennedy Administration believed the CIP would “turn the 
tide.” To insure proper implementation a new command was created. In February US Military 
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Assistance Command Vietnam (USMACV), under the command of Lieutenant General Paul 
D. Harkins, was established. The MAAG, then under Major General Charles J. Timmes became 
a subordinate command. However, with every escalation, every new commitment, every 
report, and every evaluation of the situation in Vietnam, more was needed: more men, more 
equipment, and more money. In May, Kennedy sent Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson to 
South Vietnam to consult with President Diem. Shortly thereafter, Kennedy increased military 
assistance to Vietnam. On 2 August 1961 Kennedy stated that “the United States is determined 
that the Republic of Viet- Nam shall not be lost to the Communists for lack of any support 
which the United States can render.” In October 1961 Kennedy sent Maxwell Taylor, Walt 
Rostow, and other advisors to Vietnam to further assess the situation. They concluded that the 
situation was deteriorating. Taylor wrote: “Our mission arrived in Saigon on October 18 at a 
time when the situation was the darkest since the early days of 1954. Vietcong strength had 
increased from an estimated 10,000 in January 1961 to 17,000 in October; they were clearly 
on the move.”26

In their report to the President, Taylor and Rostow recommended a significant increase in 
American advisors and expanded roles for US servicemen, short of direct combat. Taylor wrote:

there was a pressing need to do something to restore Vietnamese morale and to shore up 
confidence in the United States, a confidence shaken by our seeming weakness in Laos. 
Nothing appeared so likely to be effective as the introduction of some U.S. troops to pro-
vided visible symbol of the seriousness of American intention. … I gradually inclined to 
favor the introduction of a task force of several battalions of engineers, medical and signal 
troops accompanied by only enough infantry to provide local protection.27

Kennedy accepted the recommendations of Taylor and Rostow, and in a letter to Diem, 
dated 14 December 1961, promised that the United States was “prepared to help the Republic 
of Viet- Nam to protect its people and to preserve its independence.” He further wrote: “We 
shall promptly increase our assistance to your defense effort. … I have already given the orders 
to get these programs underway.”28 Kennedy authorized an increase in the size of MACV and 
increased its responsibilities.29 By the end of 1962, more than 11,000 soldiers were serving as 
“advisors.”

Kennedy also authorized the CIA to initiate new programs to broaden the counter-
insurgency effort by developing the paramilitary potential of certain minority groups. The 
Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) was established to implement and manage these 
programs, and US Army Special Forces became the primary tool for executing them.30 On 21 
September 1961 the 5th Special Forces Group, 1st Special Forces was activated at Fort Bragg, 
North Carolina. It ultimately became responsible for all Special Forces operations in Vietnam. 
In November, the first Special Forces soldiers were deployed to provide assistance to the 
Montagnard tribes in the strategically important Central Highlands. The 5th Special Forces 
Group would eventually reach a strength of approximately 2,500 soldiers, leading an Army of 
roughly 50,000 tribal fighters who patrolled the border region to collect intelligence, impede 
enemy infiltration, and secure the population in these isolated regions.

Arguably, increasing tension between the United States and the Soviet Union precluded 
Kennedy from de- escalating in Vietnam. The Soviet Union was competing with the United 
States in nuclear, rocket, airpower, space, and ground forces technologies. Premier Khrushchev 
committed the Soviet Union to supporting Communist insurgencies in developing countries, 
and initiated the Berlin Crisis. And, for domestic political reasons, Kennedy could not appear 
to be “soft” on Communism.

* * * * *
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The year 1963 was difficult for the people of the United States and the RVN. It started with 
a major, humiliating defeat for the US- trained and equipped ARVN 7th Division in the 
battle of Ap Bac. The senior US advisor, Lieutenant Colonel John Paul Vann, had planned 
and hoped for a major victory.31 The ARVN forces outnumbered the Viet Cong, had greater 
firepower, and operational mobility. The Viet Cong, however, were more determined and 
willing to fight. They were well trained and led, adequately equipped, had excellent intelli-
gence, and superior tactical mobility. The various accounts of the battle showed that the per-
formance of the ARVN’s 7th Division was abysmal, that some commanders refused to fight. 
They would not advance to support units in contact, or follow the guidance of the American 
advisors. Cowardice, incompetence, and a lack of discipline characterized the performance of 
the ARVN. David Halberstam, a reporter who witnessed the aftermath of the battle, provided 
insights:

Ap Bac was to be as close to a golden opportunity as there ever was in Vietnam; instead, 
it was a battle which demonstrated on a grand and dramatic scale all the tiny failings of 
the system, all the false techniques, evasions and frauds which had marked the war in 
Vietnam. … To us and to the American military advisers involved, Ap Bac epitomized 
all the deficiencies of the system: lack of aggressiveness, hesitancy about taking casualties, 
lack of battlefield leadership, a nonexistent chain of command. The failure at Ap Bac had 
been repeated on a small scale every day for the past year, and if not corrected quickly, 
they boded even greater trouble for the future.32

The inability of the MAAG and the government of RVN to field an effective army made 
it impossible to secure the population, win the hearts and minds, and even hold terrain. 
American advisors were frustrated that their efforts and enormous commitment of resources 
were not producing the desired results. What was happening? Why was the ARVN incapable 
of rising to the American expectations, and incapable of defeating the VC and NVA?

Recruiting, equipping, and training an army is relatively simply. With sufficient resources and 
time, most human populations can produce a basic level of proficiency in training. However, 
soldiers are required to risk their lives and to kill other people. They are required to commit 
their lives, for the lives of others, for some intangible greater good and community, for some 
ill- defined cultural- political body— the nation- state. To do this they had to be connected in 
significant ways to that political body, patriotism, nationalism, some religion, some ideology, 
and some military organization that is part of that community. In other words, a prerequisite 
for the production of soldiers is the production of citizens. The United States and the gov-
ernment of South Vietnam were trying to turn peasants into Vietnamese— into loyal, active, 
willing citizens. This was a far more difficult task than recruiting, equipping, and training. 
What had taken European nation- states hundreds of years to achieve, the United States was 
trying to do in a few short years. It was an almost impossible task. And Americans lacked the 
culture comprehension, the historical understanding of the Vietnamese experience, and an 
effective partner in the government of SVN, to expedite the process. Another obstacle in the 
production of soldiers was inculcating a Western sense of professional ethics and values; the 
understanding that soldiers are servants of the state and nation, servants and protectors of the 
people, the citizens; and the ethic that soldiers were not above the citizens and did not prey 
upon them. The final difficulty in the production of soldiers was the selection process. The 
American myth that all human beings can serve effectively as soldiers, that all that was needed 
was warm bodies, that the dregs of society was sufficient human material, while facilitating 
the process of filling the ranks, damaged the process of producing soldiers. Ultimately the 
United States failed to produce an effective, national army. There were partial successes. Some 
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units, some commanders fought well. However, the overall performance never met American 
expectations, and more importantly, never matched the PAVN.33

Without security, it was impossible to win the support of the people. And without the 
support of the people it was impossible to win the revolutionary war against the VC. ARVN 
soldiers too frequently became known for their mistreatment of the civilians in hamlets and 
villages. They too frequently stole, cheated, and molested the people they were supposed to 
protect. And, they too frequently failed the test of combat. The failures of the ARVN and the 
success of the VC placed peasants in some provinces in positions where they had “no other 
road to take,” but to support the VC.34 Well before the deployment of US ground combat 
forces, the government of Vietnam and MAAG/ MACV had demonstrated the inability to 
unite the people, produce citizens, or motivate the army to fight. One option was to declare 
the effort a failure and leave. Another option was to change the government of SVN.

In November, disloyal generals, acting on what they believed was the approval of the 
Kennedy Administration, assassinated President Diem. Many senior political and military lead-
ers in the Kennedy Administration had concluded that the Diem government was the primary 
cause for the failures in Vietnam. Corruption, nepotism, the alienation of various groups, reli-
gious intolerance, the inability to gain the support of the people, and weak military leadership 
were among its many failings. Halberstam believed that:

South Vietnam became, for all intents and purposes, a Communist- type country without 
Communism. It had all the controls, all the oppressions and all the frustrating, grim aspects 
of the modern totalitarian state— without the dynamism, efficiency and motivation that 
Communism had brought to the North. It was a police state, but it was unique in that its 
priorities were so haphazard; as a result, it was hopelessly inefficient.35

Diem was also growing increasingly independent and resistant to American guidance and 
demands for political and domestic reforms. Repression and persecution of Buddhists brought 
matters to a head. The self- immolation of seven Buddhist monks, and the government raids 
on pagodas in Hue and Saigon caught on television cameras shocked the world. In August, 
George Ball, with the approval of the President, instructed the US Ambassador to the RVN 
in Saigon, Henry Cabot Lodge (1963– 1964, 1965– 1967), to provide support to “appropri-
ate military commanders” and “urgently examine all possible alternate leadership and make 
detailed plans how we might bring about Diem’s replacement if this should become neces-
sary.” Through Lodge, the generals interpreted this as the approval to overthrow the Diem 
government. On 1 November 1963, they initiated the coup. The following day, Diem and his 
brother Nhu were dead. Kennedy did not direct the assassination of Diem. However, his sup-
port for a change in government led to it.

On 22 November Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas.36 Lyndon Baines Johnson 
became President. The Kennedy years, while brief, were years of continuous crisis and escal-
ation in Vietnam. Whether and when he would have drawn the line on America’s commitment 
to the failing state continues to be a matter of historical debate; however, Kennedy’s commit-
ment seemed to be open- ended, with every crisis he escalated. And, this was an approach to 
the problem of Vietnam that he passed on to President Johnson. Johnson retained Kennedy’s 
cabinet and foreign and military policies. At the time of Kennedy’s death, over 16,000 sol-
diers were serving in Vietnam with expanding roles in combat operations, and the United 
States had expended over $500 million in direct aid. Kennedy had greatly expanded American 
involvement in, and commitment to, South Vietnam. Yet the situation continued to deterior-
ate. By 1964 the Communists controlled the northern provinces and were stepping up mili-
tary operations in the central part of the country. The Ho Chi Minh Trail remained open. And 
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regular NVA units were appearing in greater numbers and frequency. To meet these growing 
threats, Johnson continued to expand the duties, responsibilities, and size of US forces. In the 
first year of the Johnson Administration, American forces in Vietnam increased to 23,000. On 
15 May 1964 the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), which was activated on 
6 February 1962, took over the resources, responsibilities, and missions of the MAAG, which 
was deactivated. And on 20 June 1964, General William C. Westmoreland took command of 
MACV.37

Johnson and the Americanization Phase

In August 1964, two US destroyers, on patrol in the Gulf of Tonkin, reported coming under 
attack. North Vietnamese patrol boats had allegedly fired on the USS Maddox on 2 August, 
and the Maddox and Turner Joy on 4 August, “without provocation.” No one was killed or 
wounded, and evidence shows that the second incident never took place.38 Edwin Moise 
wrote, “The report of tired men under stress who, while looking out into a dark night that 
they were convinced hid attacking PT boats, thought that they had glimpsed those PT boats 
or evidence of their presence, cannot begin to counterbalance the impossibility of this ver-
sion of events.”39 Hanoi denied that these attacks ever took place. Nevertheless, the attacks 
prompted Johnson to retaliate with air strikes. And on 5 August, Johnson went before the 
Congress and, in part, said:

Last night I announced to the American people that the North Vietnamese regime had 
conducted further deliberate attacks against the U.S. naval vessels operating in inter-
national waters, and that I had therefore directed air action against gunboats and sup-
porting facilities used in these hostile operations. … Our policy in southeast Asia has 
been consistent and unchanged since 1954. I summarized it on June 2 in four simple 
propositions:

1. America keeps her word. Here as elsewhere, we must and shall honor our commitments.
2. The issue is the future of Southeast Asia as a whole. A threat to any nation in that region 

is a threat to all, and a threat to us.
3. Our purpose is peace. We have no military, political, or territorial ambitions in 

the area.
4. This is not just a jungle war, but a struggle for freedom on every front of human activity. Our 

military and economic assistance to South Vietnam and Laos in particular has the 
purpose of helping these countries to repel aggression and strengthen their inde-
pendence. … As President of the United States I have concluded that I should now 
ask the Congress on its part, to join in affirming the national determination that all 
such attacks will be met, and that the United States will continue in its basic policy 
of assisting the free nations of the area to defend their freedom.40

Congress gave the President the support he requested. “The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution” 
passed the Senate with only two dissenting votes, and the House of Representatives with a 
vote of 416 for and 0 against. Johnson believed that Truman had made a mistake in going 
to war in Korea without the expressed support of Congress. Theoretically the support of 
Congress meant the support of the American people, and in fact, in the early years of the war, 
Johnson had the support of the majority of the American people. The unknown factor was the 
quality, character, and depth of that support. Theoretically Congressional support also shielded 
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the President from partisan attacks on his Vietnam foreign policy and conduct of the war. The 
resolution in part stated:

Whereas naval units of the Communist regime in Vietnam, in violation of the principles 
of the Charter of the United Nations and of international law, have deliberately and 
repeatedly attacked United States naval vessels lawfully present in international waters, 
and have thereby created a serious threat to international peace; and Whereas these attacks 
are part of a deliberate and systematic campaign of aggression that the Communist regime 
in North Vietnam has been waging against its neighbors and the nations joined with 
them in the collective defense of their freedom. … Resolved by the Senate and House 
of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, That the 
Congress approves and supports the determination of the President, as Commander in 
Chief, to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the 
United States and to prevent further aggression.41

The infamous resolution, which was in part written by Johnson, gave the President all the 
authority needed to take the nation to war and carry it out as he saw fit.

In November 1964 Johnson defeated Senator Barry Goldwater in the presidential election. 
With that behind him, secure in the approval of Congress and the support of the American 
people, Johnson took parts of the nation to war. With the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, the 
Johnson Administration, with McNamara as the point man, initiated a policy of misleading 
the American people and Congress as to the nature of the war and the character of American 
involvement. This policy eventually caused a credibility gap between the government/ military 
and the press/ American people.

Late in 1964 and early in 1965, the VC carried out a series of attacks against US installa-
tions and personnel, attacking the Bien Hoa Air Base in November, The Brinks officer billet 
in Saigon in December, and the American barracks at Pleiku in February. Johnson’s advisors 
recommended retaliation, initiating the air war and the first deployment of US ground forces 
for combat operations in Vietnam.

McNamara’s strategic doctrine for the conduct of the war in Vietnam became known as 
“Graduated Response,” a doctrine that was very different from the “Flexible Response” doctrine 
envisioned by Ridgway, Taylor, and other senior Army leaders. Graduated Response was a “Whiz 
Kid” approach to war. It was based on deductive reasoning, faith in airpower, faith in the ability 
of statistical measures to accurately reflect reality, faith in their intellectual ability to accurately 
distribute and measure pain, and faith in their deeply flawed understanding of human nature. 
Graduated Response was, arguably, the natural outgrowth of the American cultural tenet that 
science and technology were the answer to all the ills of mankind. Graduated Response was an 
incremental approach to war that centered on the erosion of the enemy’s will to resist by slowly 
ratchetting up the degree of destruction via airpower. It was believed that when the level of pain, 
suffering, and destruction reached the right intensity the enemy would change his behavior and 
acquiesce to American demands. Airpower was viewed as the best instrument for producing con-
trolled, measured pain. Airpower eliminated the passion of war, limited the involvement of the 
American people, and caused far fewer American casualties than ground combat operations. It was 
clean, neat, and could be employed by highly skilled technicians. This was the future of warfare.

The Army was deployed to Vietnam in an administrative manner. Westmoreland com-
manded a Military Assistance Command, not an Army. This was a mistake. The Eighth Army 
in Korea belonged to someone. Armies existed to engage and destroy other armies; and com-
mand creates a unique, personal relationship. It creates ownership, a mental disposition of 
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attachment, and a mental framework of shared responsibilities for soldiers and the command-
ing general. The Army failed to create such relationships in Vietnam. Instead of being led, the 
Army in Vietnam was administered and managed. The Army in Vietnam wasn’t going any-
where, not on to Berlin, not on to Tokyo, not on to the Yalu. The Army was to control and 
administer territory.

While American strategy and strategic doctrine were deeply flawed, the armed forces of 
the United States violated basic principles of war from the beginning to the end of American 
involvement. Unity of command did not exist. A  Joint Chiefs of Staff study of Unified 
Commands concluded:

Command arrangements for the Vietnam War were complex and unsatisfactory. The 
Army failed to gain approval either for creating a Southeast Asia Command or for raising 
Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), to a unified command with PACOM 
in a supporting role. Instead, under CINCPAC, the Commander, U.S. Military Assistance 
Command, Vietnam (COMUSMACV), largely controlled forces and operations within 
South Vietnam; CINCPAC delegated to its Service components, Pacific Air Forces 
(PACAF) and Pacific Fleet (PACFLT), responsibility for conducting air and naval opera-
tions against North Vietnam and Laos; PACFLT also retained control of 7th Fleet forces 
providing gunfire support and air strikes on targets in South Vietnam. Control of B- 52s 
remained under the Commander in Chief, Strategic Air Command (CINCSAC), but tar-
gets in Vietnam were selected by COMUSMACV, refined by CINCPAC, and approved 

Figure 9.1  President Lyndon B. Johnson and General William C. Westmoreland, Commander, US Military 
Assistance Command, Vietnam, present SSG Charles Morris, 173rd Abn Div. with the Distinguished 
Service Cross, 26 October 1966.
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in Washington. CINCPAC’s domination of command arrangements created resentment 
among senior Army and Air Force officers. In 1972 the Army Chief of Staff was General 
William Westmoreland. … He nominated and pressed for the current COMUSMACV, 
General Abrams, to become CINCPAC. Westmoreland’s effort failed.42

The chain of command in Vietnam not only violated the principle of war unity of command, 
it violated common sense. The system was modified during the war, but unity of command was 
never established. While it is too much to say that the armed forces of the United States fought 
four separate wars in Vietnam, it is not far from the situation that prevailed. Each service concen-
trated on winning the war primarily with its own resources, strategy, and doctrine, and in its own 
separate domain. Since World War II, the United States had gone backwards in its art and practices 
of war. Service loyalty that plagued the Pentagon throughout the 1950s was evident in Vietnam.

Figure 9.2 Chart of Pacific Command, 1967.
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The Air War: Graduated Response

The Vietnam War was first and foremost an air war. Airpower was supposed to generate the 
decisive combat power needed to destroy the will of the North Vietnamese Communists to 
continue the war in the South. This was the first such war in American history. However, the 
air war was not fought in accordance with Air Force doctrine. Instead, the doctrine employed 
was “Graduated Response.” In 1966, before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, 
General Maxwell Taylor, the US Ambassador to Vietnam, explained the strategic objective of 
the bombing campaign, “Rolling Thunder.”

Map 9.1 South Vietnam, US Corps Tactical Zone Boundary.
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The … reason for the decision to use our airpower was to provide a sobering reminder to 
the leaders in Hanoi that progressively they must pay a mounting price for the continu-
ation of their support of the Viet Cong insurgency. In spite of their defiant statements of 
determination to endure these attacks forever, I for one know from experience that no 
one derives any enjoyment from receiving incoming shells and bombs day after day, and 
I have no doubt that the warning message is getting through to the leadership of Hanoi. 
In a very real sense, the objective of our air campaign is to change the will of the enemy 
leadership. We hope that, in due course, the combination of the Viet Cong failure to win 
victory on the ground in South Viet- Nam and the effect of continued air attacks will pre-
sent to the Hanoi leadership a situation so disadvantageous that they will decide that it is 
in their interest to halt their aggression, redefine their aims, and join with us in discussing 
ways and means of improving the lot of all Viet- Nam.43

The Vietnam War presented the Air Force with a unique opportunity to demonstrate the 
decisive nature of airpower. Many airmen believed that even under the restrictive doctrine of 
Graduated Response the overwhelming power of American air forces would produce victory. 
“Operation Rolling Thunder” (2 March 1965— 31 October 1968), however, failed.44

On 10 February 1965, McGeorge Bundy, Special Assistant to the President for National 
Security Affairs, informed the President in writing that without new US action a Vietnam 
defeat “appears inevitable.”45 This was the assessment of Generals Westmoreland and Taylor. 
Two days later, Johnson gave the order to prepare the bombing campaign, and in the first week 
of March operations commenced. Taylor wrote: “In spite of the limited scope of the author-
ization for air strikes, we of the American Mission were elated over the approval of a policy 
which we had been urging for months.”46 Airpower was easier and politically safer to employ 
and control than putting large numbers of troops on the ground. For retaliation, it appeared to 
be a perfect weapon. Johnson made no major address to inform the American people of the 
change in strategy. He decided to fight the war in a manner that caused the least attention. He 
had a domestic agenda, “The Great Society,” that required his political capital and the attention 
of the American people.

Admiral U.  S. G.  Sharp, thousands of miles from the battlefield at his headquarters in 
Hawaii, directed the air campaign. The primary objective of the campaign was to “commu-
nicate” with the enemy, by informing the Communists in Hanoi that they could not win; to 
apprise them of American commitment and resolve; to cause them to understand the futility 
of continued defiance; and to cause just enough pain to make them cease their support for 
the insurgency in South Vietnam, without which it was believed the VC could not survive. 
A secondary objective was to slow the flow of men and material down the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail, an interdiction effort. It was never argued that airpower could stop the infiltration from 
north to south, but it was believe that bombing could impose a limit on the numbers of 
troops the Hanoi could sustain in South Vietnam. A third objective of the campaign was to 
communicate to the people of South Vietnam to improve their morale, to make them more 
optimistic, to inform them that the Americans were here to stay, that American power was 
so awesome, so overwhelming that there was no way for the enemy to prevail, and finally 
that the Americans were fully committed and would see the war through to a successful end. 
Imagine what the presence of an American Air Force base looked like to a peasant society. 
McNamara declared: “When the day comes that we can safely withdraw, we expect to leave 
an independent and stable South Vietnam, rich with resources and bright with prospects 
for contributing to the peace and prosperity of Southeast Asia and the world.”47 A great 
many South Vietnamese slowly came to believe in the United States, in the promise of the 
Americans. Finally, airpower was employed to support the ground war in South Vietnam, to 
kill enemy forces.
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Washington tightly controlled the air campaign, not only to closely measure the pain 
inflicted, but also out of lingering fears. Washington feared that the SU and PRC would 
enter the war. It feared the American people would either turn against the war or demand a 
more total effort, creating the possibility for confrontation with the PRC and SU. It feared 
the images that were being produced, the portrayal of the United States as an aggressive, cor-
rupt power, using its advanced technology to kill peasants, women, and children. It feared the 
response of the international community, particularly the condemnation of Europe. And it 
feared the propaganda advantage bombing gave North Vietnam. As a consequence of these 
fears, target selection was based on four criteria: military significance, risk to pilots and aircraft, 
danger of civilian casualties, and the risk of widening the war. Initially Washington decided on 
which targets to attack, the number and types of planes to employ, the tonnage and types of 
munitions to drop, the date and time of the attack, and sometimes the direction of approach 
to the target area. If an attack was cancelled due to adverse weather, Washington had to be 
notified, and had to approve rescheduled attacks. These restrictions angered and frustrated the 
airmen. Pilots and field commanders were severely limited in the planning of operations and 
the development of theater strategy. The White House and Pentagon primarily wanted the 
services to faithfully execute their orders.

The air forces fought three major campaigns in Vietnam:  the strategic bombing of the 
North, the interdiction campaign against the Ho Chi Minh trail, and the war in the South, 
fought in coordination with the ground war. The air forces conducted numerous types of 
missions in Vietnam, including training the air force of South Vietnam, defoliation operations, 
counter- guerrilla operations in conjunction with Special Forces, reconnaissance missions, in- 
theater transport of troops and supplies, as well as the traditional strategic bombing, interdic-
tion, and close air support missions. Innovations abounded, from new aircraft to new weapons, 
from new technologies to new tactics. A number of these innovations held great significance 
for the future of warfare. An Air Force pilot who fought the air campaign in Vietnam wrote:

The air war over North Vietnam was the first “modern” air war— one where missiles were 
the main weapons in air combat. … The air war over North Vietnam was different; it was 
the one area of the Vietnam War that had military significance in the global balance of 
power. Both the United States and the Soviet Union put some of their best weapons into 
play in the skies over North Vietnam.48

The US Air Force flew out of bases in Vietnam, Thailand, and Guam. The 2nd Air Division 
(later, in April 1966, the 7th Air Force) was established in Thailand under Lieutenant General 
Joseph H.  Moore. He was primarily responsible for implementing Operation Rolling 
Thunder. From roughly 1,000 personnel and 83 aircraft in early 1965, the command and its air 
resources grew to 35,000 personnel and 600 aircraft operating on six large runways in 1968. 
In South Vietnam only three airfields could accommodate the Air Force’s heavy bomber: Bien 
Hoa, Tan Son Nhut, and Da Nang. Because these fields were consistently under observation, 
Hanoi generally knew when bombing raids were initiated from South Vietnam. The Air Force 
employed a wide array of aircraft, many of which had to be adapted to the Vietnam environ-
ment. The F- 105 Thunderchief, the controversial General Dynamics F- 111, the F- 4 Phantom 
adopted from the Navy, the B- 52s, on loan from SAC, the C- 130 and new AC- 130 Spectre 
gunship; and reconnaissance, command and control, and rescue planes were among the pri-
mary aircraft employed.

Air Force pilots had to fly 100 missions to go home. Some never made it. Hundreds were 
shot down, and many of them became prisoners of war. F- 105 pilots flying out of Thailand 
had a four- to- five- hour mission to attack Hanoi. Hanoi was known as “Route Package 6,” 
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and was the Air Force’s most difficult and dangerous mission. A mission commander with his 
“flight” of four F- 105s typically flew from Thailand over South Vietnam, refueled over the 
Gulf of Tonkin, and then into Hanoi. The mission commander had to find the target. He 
commenced his attack at about 16,000 feet, aircraft thirty seconds apart. Targets were typic-
ally airfields, railroad yards, barracks, and key bridges. Two rail lines that ran from the PRC to 
Hanoi carried the majority of North Vietnam’s war materiel. North Vietnam had very little 
industry to destroy. The border areas with the PRC were off- limits, as were Soviet ships that 
provided Hanoi’s second major source of materiel. Walter Boyne wrote:

The extreme difficulty of the Pack 6 mission is more obvious when one analyzes just how 
inherently hazardous any combat mission was. Just taking off in a heavily loaded aircraft 
on a typical hot Southeast Asia day was dangerous in itself, as were the multiple in- flight 
refuelings. Missions to the other Route Packages and to Laos became increasingly haz-
ardous. North Vietnam continually moved Anti- Aircraft Artillery south, particularly along 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and a careless pilot could easily and quickly become a dead pilot.49

The North Vietnamese employed Soviet- made aircraft, MiG 15s and 17s from the Korean 
War era, and the later model MiG 21 air- superiority fighter, which was capable of speeds in 
excess of 1,300 mph. The MiGs were primarily employed defensively in the vicinity of Hanoi 
to intercept American aircraft. They tended to be smaller, more maneuverable, and slower than 
American aircraft. They were armed with heat- seeking air- to- air missiles and guns. Peter Lane, 
an Air Force pilot who flew 104 missions over North Vietnam and Laos in 1967, noted that the 
MiGs were “more of an annoyance factor rather than a real threat.”50 The major limitation of 
the MiGs was the pilots who lacked training and experience. Some of the Communist pilots 
were believed to be Chinese and Russians. The Air Force downed 137 MiGs and the Navy 
fifty- seven. Because the MiGs were on the defensive they had the advantage of flying within 
the field of their early warning radar system. Their operations were integrated into the actions 
of the ground- based antiaircraft guns and surface- to- air missiles. If a MiG or the antiaircraft 
system could not shoot down an aircraft they might cause the pilot to deviate from his planned 
course, or possibly jettison his bomb load short of his target. Of the 1,099 Air Force planes lost 
during the Vietnam War, the vast majority were brought down over North Vietnam. Seventy 
percent of Air Force and Navy POWs were captured during missions over North Vietnam.51

The North Vietnamese also employed Soviet- made, antiaircraft artillery and surface- to- 
air missiles (SAM). During the war their technology improved. The Soviets made adjust-
ments to the weapons systems to counter American capabilities. The Soviet Union provided 
Hanoi with a comprehensive system, including early warning radar and target acquisition 
radar linked to antiaircraft guns.

Initially Americans flew high altitude missions to get above the enemy’s small- cali-
ber anti- aircraft guns. In 1965, the Soviet Union provided Hanoi with the SA- 2 SAM, 
large caliber anti- aircraft guns, and radar systems. This technology made it possible for the 
North Vietnamese to shoot down American aircraft at various altitudes. The Americans 
responded by developing and employing electronic jamming equipment and aircraft spe-
cially designed to attack radar systems with missiles that locked on to the source of radar 
waves and destroyed the system. The Air Force developed rudimentary “smart” bombs 
(laser- guided bombs and computer- directed, electro- optically guided bombs), precision 
weapons with greater accuracy, range, and destructive power. The safety of the pilot was 
enhanced by increasing the range from targets at which weapons were released. Night 
observation devices; and other technologies designed to defeat Soviet equipment and 
Hanoi’s tactics were also developed.
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To protect their radar systems, Hanoi also developed new tactics. They moved systems 
constantly, switching from one station to another, and turned them on and off to create 
confusion. They increased the number of systems deployed and changed their frequen-
cies regularly. Hanoi’s early warning radar network ultimately expanded to cover North 
Vietnam, Laos, and the Gulf of Tonkin between 3,000 and 30,000 feet, eliminating the 
American advantage of surprise. American aircraft that came into the target areas under 
the radar screen below 3,000 feet ran into a barrage of antiaircraft fire. American rules 
of engagement and target selection also gave Hanoi an advantage. Because American air 
forces were restricted to certain areas, and certain types of targets, Hanoi was able to adjust. 
Admiral Sharp noted, “Since we were forced to move target selections from the southern 
part of North Vietnam up toward the heartland in small steps over a protracted period, 
the enemy could predict with reasonable accuracy when the important targets would be 
hit.”52 Thus, they were able to concentrate their antiaircraft guns around high- value targets. 
American air forces also had to be concerned about killing Soviet advisors; hence, accord-
ing to the rules of engagement, only SAM sites that were operational were attacked. On 
one operation Navy pilots identified 111 SAMs neatly packed on railcars. They were not 
given permission to destroy the target, causing one pilot to note, “We had to fight all 111 
of them one at a time.”

While Hanoi and the Soviet Union devoted considerable resources to the air war, the 
United States still controlled the air over Vietnam. American air forces attacked targets in 
North Vietnam with a high degree of confidence. Hanoi continued to adjust its tactics and 
acquire Soviet technology, and because the United States never mounted a sustained effort to 
destroy the North Vietnamese defense system, they had some successes, but in the final ana-
lysis the defenders were unable to prevent American airpower from attacking and destroying 
targets.

The Air Force, after mounting protests that echoed all the way to the White House, even-
tually gained greater operational freedom. And as time passed, the operations increased in 
strength as more aircraft and pilots entered the theater. While Washington was still involved in 
the target selection process and closely monitored operations, the air forces had and took the 
opportunities to produce enormous destruction in North Vietnam. This was accomplished 
under the graduated pressure doctrine and Johnson’s periodic bombing halts designed to give 
Hanoi opportunities to accept his offers to negotiate peace. After one bombing halt Johnson 
announced the resumption of air strikes on 31 January 1966, with the following words:

For 37 days, no bombs fell on North Vietnam. During that time, we have made a most 
intensive and determined effort to enlist the help and the support of all the world in order 
to persuade the Government in Hanoi that peace is better than war, that talking is better 
than fighting, and that the road to peace is open. Our effort has met with understanding 
and support throughout most of the world, but not in Hanoi and Peking. From those two 
capitals have come only denunciation and rejection. … There has been no answer to the 
enlightened efforts of the Vatican. … They insist on the surrender of South Vietnam to 
communism. It is, therefore, very plain that there is no readiness or willingness to talk, no 
readiness for peace.53

Johnson literally pleaded for peace. The will of the President was defeated well before the 
Tet Offensive in 1968. The most powerful man on Earth was incapable of imposing his will on 
a small nation- state of 17 million people. The resumption of air operations did not change the 
dynamics of the situation in Vietnam. Airpower was not ineffective. It simply was not decisive. 
An Air Force study concluded that by mid- 1966:
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Rolling Thunder had taken a heavy toll on enemy equipment, destroying or damaging 
several thousand trucks and watercraft, hundreds of railway cars and bridges, many ammu-
nition and storage supply areas, and two- thirds of the enemy’s POL [petroleum, oil, and 
lubricants] storage capacity. Many sorties were flown against AAA, SA- 2, and other air 
defense facilities, thousands of cuts were made in enemy road and rail networks. To 
counter this air campaign, Hanoi was forced to divert an estimated 200,000 to 300,000 
full and part- time workers to repair roads, railway lines, bridges, and other facilities, and 
to man its air defenses.54

Still, the Air Force did not achieve the strategic objective of destroying the will of 
Hanoi. The North sustained considerable destruction to its industrial facilities and trans-
portation systems, but continued to operate effectively. Besides, their war effort was not 
dependent on these resources. The bombing did not destroy the morale of the people of 
North Vietnam. It did not stop the infiltration of forces and supplies into South Vietnam 
sufficiently to diminish VC and NVA operations, or preclude a major offensive. And it did 
not destroy the enemy’s main forces. Air attacks destroyed much, killed tens of thousands, 
disrupted life, and caused enormous pain and suffering; however, as soon as the bombing 
stopped, the people went back to work. They buried their dead, removed the wreckage, 
repaired the damage, rebuilt their infrastructure, transferred production to other facilities, 
moved deeper underground, acquired new resources from the PRC and SU, and simply 
managed the situation, the same way the British did in 1940, and the Germans did in 
1943, 1944, and 1945. One study noted that: “Once set in motion, however, the bombing 
effort seemed to stiffen rather than soften Hanoi’s backbone, as well as to lessen the will-
ingness of Hanoi’s allies particularly the Soviet Union, to work toward compromise.”55 
Human beings and human societies are not weak and fragile— a presumption of World 
War II strategic bombing doctrine. People can be exterminated, but not bombed into 
submission.

* * * * *

In South Vietnam, the quality of support the Air Force provided the Army and ARVN was 
vastly superior to that provided in Korea. Greater acceptance of the tactical role of airpower; 
a new commitment to soldiers on the ground; advances in technology; and an older, more 
confident and mature Air Force were the primary reasons. The challenge of Army aviation in 
close air support missions may have also influenced Air Force behavior. Consider the words of 
a Special Forces soldier who fought in Vietnam:

Support by the U.S. Air Force in the Republic of Vietnam was superb. The tactical air 
force and airlift command elements performed outstanding feats in support of Special 
Forces. For example, airlift for the first three combat parachute assaults concluded by 
the Special Forces in South Vietnam consisted of nine C- 130 aircraft. These planes were 
assembled, rigged, operationally prepared, spotted, and ready for take- off within a few 
hours after the approval of the operation was given. The first aircraft crossed the intended 
drop zone exactly on the minute prescribed. In October 1966 tactical aircraft, hastily 
scrambled, provided the firepower to rescue a sizable contingent of Special Forces in the 
Plei Trap Valley. Without these fighters, the force stood to receive staggering casualties. 
Tactical aircraft provided instant response to missions generated by the mobile guerrilla 
forces, including resupply of vital necessities. Airlift command was largely responsible for 
the movement each month of 17,000,000 pounds of supplies in 500- pound lots to Special 
Force camps throughout Vietnam. The armed C- 47 gunship was a tremendous help to 
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camps under attack and accounted for the continued existence of camps many miles 
removed from the immediate relief forces of firepower.56

The Air Force as in World War II and Korea deployed its heavy strategic bombers in tactical 
roles in concert with ground forces and independent of them. An Air Force study concluded:

After U.S. ground troops took over the war late in 1965, air power continued to con-
tribute heavily to enemy attrition in South Vietnam at an extremely low cost in U.S. 
loss of life. During the ensuing 2 years, the Air Force flew about 25 percent of its tac-
tical strike sorties (46,000) and 30 percent of its B- 52 sorties (3,300) in supporting 73 
successful major U.S. ground offensives against the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese 
troops. The remaining 150,000 strike sorties and 7,700 Arc Light sorties were consumed 
in other actions against both enemy soldiers and supplies within the country. On many 
of these occasions, the fighters, working in concert with FACs and gunships, destroyed 
enemy troops that had been fixed in position by allied ground forces. President Johnson’s 
characterization of the air effort in the siege of Khe Sanh as “the most overwhelming, 
intelligent, and effective use of air power in the history of warfare” was a contemporary 
recognition of the decisive nature of tactical, B- 52, and airlift missions in preserving the 
Marine base.57

While this was not the mission for which the B- 52 was built, and this employment was not 
in concert with Air Force doctrine, the Air Force operation in South Vietnam contributed 
significantly to the conduct of battles and campaigns. Still, the primary effort was reactive. The 
enemy held the initiative, deciding when and when not to fight.

* * * * *

The 7th Fleet’s Task Force 77 conducted air operations over Vietnam from the decks of the 
Coral Sea, Ranger, Hancock, Midway, Constellation, Ticonderoga, Enterprise, Kitty Hawk, and other 
carriers. Seventeen carriers participated in the war, making seventy- three cruises lasting a 
total of 8,248 days. Typically, three to four attack carriers were “on- line” with the task force 
operating from patrol areas called Dixie and Yankee Station. At times as many as five carriers 
were conducting operations. Of the 7.6 million tons of bombs dropped on Vietnam, Laos, and 
Cambodia between 1964 and 1973, Navy and Marine Corps aviators dropped 1.5 million. 
Naval aircraft included the F- 4 Phantoms, A- 1 Skyraiders, A- 4 Skyhawks, A- 6 Intruders, A- 7 
Corsairs, E- 2A Hawkeyes, and various other aircraft. Carriers operated between seventy and 
eighty planes. Navy aircraft could not carry the bomb load of Air Force aircraft, but they had 
a much shorter turn- around time. Many navy missions could be carried out in an hour. The 
Navy lost 531 aircraft in combat and 299 in accidents. Three hundred and seventeen naval 
aviators were killed in action.

In addition to the strategic bombing of North Vietnam and supporting ground operations 
in South Vietnam, the Navy maintained a blockade along the coast of South Vietnam with 
destroyers and air patrols. Task Group  70.8 included cruisers, destroyers, and, at times, the 
battleship New Jersey with its 16- inch guns. The Navy controlled the entire coast of Vietnam, 
providing naval gunfire in direct support of marines, counter- battery fire, and bombardment 
of targets spotted by aircraft or other means. The Navy also conducted Mobile Riverine Force 
operations in cooperation with the Army in the Mekong Delta region. The Navy formed the 
Riverine Assault Force, Task Force 117, which consisted of the 9th and 11th River Assault 
Squadrons. These units worked with the Army’s 9th Infantry Division against an estimated 
twenty- eight VC battalions and sixty- nine separate companies. This was not a joint command. 
Army and Navy commanders had to agree on operations.
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* * * * *

The air war doctrine in Vietnam has been much debated, and no effort is made here to 
reproduce that debate; however, some discussion of air war doctrine is required. Graduated 
Response violated Air Force strategic bombing doctrine, which was based on the use of over-
whelming offensive airpower to destroy the ability of the enemy to wage war. The Air Force’s 
initial objective was to destroy the enemy’s means of production. General John P. Connell who 
replaced General Curtis LeMay as Air Force Chief of Staff on 1 February 1965 developed a 
plan to destroy ninety- four targets of strategic importance in North Vietnam. This plan was 
rejected. The strategic bombing plan developed by McNamara created greater risk for pilots 
for considerably less “bang for the buck”; nevertheless, it was implemented. Walter J. Boyne, a 
retired Colonel USAF, wrote:

The basic flaw in the design of the missions was that they were striking the wrong end 
of the North Vietnamese/ Viet Cong supply line, sometimes losing $3 million aircraft in 
attacks against trucks worth 6,000 rubles and carrying bags of rice. The frustration of Air 
Force leaders and the men flying the missions was extreme; they understood perfectly well 
that it was far less risky and far more efficient to sink a ship in Haiphong harbor carrying 
300 trucks with one mission than to have to spend 1,000 mission to try to destroy those 
same trucks on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. This was hard intelligence, obtained by the pilots 
who flew north, were shot at, and returned with an acute awareness of the risk versus 
return. Unfortunately, they were never able to communicate this intelligence to the high-
est level in DOD, because the communication lines ran in one direction only: down.58

The Air Force and the Army recognized that the strategy and doctrine for the employ-
ment of airpower was not likely to achieve decisive results. Many airmen ultimately came to 
believe that they failed because they were not allowed to conduct the campaign in accordance 
with Air Force doctrine. The political leaders in Washington were at fault. Their “go- slow” 
approach eliminated surprise, and allowed the enemy to adjust, recover, and develop strategies 
and means to counter the American air campaign59 The White House and Pentagon imposed 
restrictive rules of engagement. As the war progressed the rules of engagement grew into 
pages of detailed instructions governing the actions of pilots. The White House and Pentagon 
selected and approved targets to apply gradual pressure. Johnson was reported to have said 
on more than one occasion: “They can’t hit an outhouse without my permission.”60 Later 
Admiral Sharp sought to answer the question, “How did we fail?”

We had superior forces; why didn’t we win? The world was amazed that North Vietnam 
was able to hold off the United States for so many years and to make progress with their 
aggression in South Vietnam. … My explanation rests in a simple but grave tragedy: we 
were never allowed to move decisively with our tremendous air and naval power. Once 
the decision was made to participate in this war and engage Americans in the military 
conflict, I believe we should have taken the steps necessary to end the war successfully 
in the shortest possible time. It was folly to commit Americans to combat and then force 
them to fight without utilizing the means we so richly possessed to win an early vic-
tory. It is my firm belief, however, that we did exactly that by not using our air and naval 
power to its full effectiveness. Instead, we lapsed into a concept of gradualism. Slowly, 
very slowly, we increased the pressure on North Vietnam in a series of nibbles that per-
mitted them to build up their defenses and to anticipate every move we made. … This 
policy resulted only in a long and drawn- out war with far too many killed and wounded 
unnecessarily.61
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Air Force officers tended to share Sharp’s assessment. Some Army officers also accepted this 
thesis. Westmoreland in the aftermath of the war wrote:

Even after introduction of American combat troops into South Vietnam in 1965, the war 
still might have been ended within a few years, except for the ill- considered policy of 
graduated response against North Vietnam. Bomb a little bit, stop it a while to give the 
enemy a chance to cry uncle, then bomb a little bit more but never enough to really hurt. 
That was no way to win.62

Some Air Force leaders offered other explanations for failure to destroy the will of the 
people, drawing conclusions similar to those delineated in the World War II strategic bomb-
ing survey. Air Force Major General Edward Lansdale observed that a police state could 
maintain sufficient control of its population to preclude social disintegration.63 Other obser-
vers drew the opposite conclusion. Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield in a discus-
sion with Johnson over expansion of the bombing campaign stated: “Yeah, but Hanoi and 
Haiphong are spit clean, and have been for months. You bomb them, you get nothing. You 
just build up more hatred. You get these people tied more closely together because they are 
tied by blood.”64

In fact, there was no way to win with airpower alone. No strategy and no doctrine, short 
of extermination warfare, that the Air Force could have developed was capable of produ-
cing a stable non- Communist South Vietnam given the geographic circumstances, the social 
and economic base of North Vietnam, and the limited, defensive, ground war strategy of the 
White House. Both World War II airpower doctrines were incapable of producing a decision 
in Vietnam. Bombing could not destroy the will of the North Vietnamese, a largely peasant 
society accustomed to hardship and years of war, and it could not destroy their means of pro-
duction, most of which came from the Soviet Union and PRC.

The Ground War: The Marine Corps versus the Army

In March 1965 Johnson approved McNamara’s recommendation to deploy two battalions of 
Marines to Vietnam to protect the American airbase in Danang. Johnson reasoned, “I’m scared 
to death of putting ground forces in, but I’m more frightened about losing a bunch of planes 
from a lack of security.” While one can question the logic of Johnson’s cost– benefit analysis, 
the deployment introduced US ground combat forces directly into the war, and started the 
process of Americanization. A month later, Westmoreland requested nine battalions, causing 
Johnson and McNamara to analyze their options.

McNamara reasoned:

none of us feel that the Chinese are likely to come in, in the near term. They are reason-
ably optimistic that over the next three to six months, with additional U.S. combat troops 
in there … they feel that they can sufficiently stiffen the South Vietnamese and strengthen 
their forces to show Hanoi that Hanoi cannot win in the South. It won’t be that the South 
Vietnamese can win. But it will be clear to Hanoi that Hanoi can’t win. And this is one 
of the objectives we’re driving for.65

Johnson was, at times, pessimistic. He did not believe the air or the ground war would prod-
uce decisive results:

It’s going to be difficult for us to … prosecute … a war that far away from home with the 
divisions we have here. … I’m very depressed about it. Because I see no program from 

  

 

 

 

 



The Vietnam War: The Opening Phases 251

   251

either Defense or State that gives me much hope of doing anything, except just praying 
and grasping to hold on … and hope they’ll quit. I don’t believe they’re ever going to quit. 
And I don’t see … any … plan for victory— militarily or diplomatically.”66

Still, Johnson approved the deployment of troops. He endeavored to do the bare minimum 
necessary to sustain the situation. Yet he placed no upper limitation on the number of troops 
he was willing to deploy. Johnson, unlike Truman in 1951, never definitively decided at what 
level of commitment Vietnam exceeded its strategic value to the United States.

In November 1965 the US 1st Cavalry Division, the Army’s only airmobile, air assault div-
ision, inserted two battalions into the Ia Drang Valley, where they fought the first major battles 
against regular regiments of the NVA. In three days of intense fighting three regiments of 
the NVA tried again and again to destroy two air- cavalry battalions. The engagements were 
intense and bloody. Both sides fought well. Consider the actions of the twenty- seven soldiers 
of the 2nd platoon of Bravo Company, 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry:

The predicament of the isolated force … grew progressively worse. 2nd Lieutenant 
[Henry T.] Herrick and his men sorely needed the reinforcements that Colonel [Harold] 
Moore was attempting to send. The North Vietnamese laced the small perimeter with fire 
so low to the ground that few of Herrick’s men were able to employ their entrenching 
tools to provide themselves cover. Through it all the men returned the fire, taking a heavy 

Figure 9.3 US Troops in Vietnam.
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Figure 9.4 Major US Combat Units in South Vietnam.

Table 9.1 Free world military assistance forces in Vietnam

Country 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970

Australia
•  Strength
•  Number of maneuver 

battalions

200
– 

1,557
2

4,525
2

6,818
2

7,661
3

7,672
3

6,763
3

Korea
•  Strength
•  Number of maneuver 

battalions

200
– 

20,620
10

45,566
22

47,829
22

50,003
22

48,869
22

48,537
22

Thailand
•  Strength
•  Number of maneuver 

battalions

0
– 

16
0

224
0

2,205
1

6,005
3

11,568
6

11,586
6

New Zealand
• Strength

30 119 155 534 516 552 441

The Philippines
•  Strength

17 72 2,061 2,020 1,567 189 74

Republic of China
•  Strength

20 20 23 31 29 29 31

Spain
•  Strength

0 0 13 13 12 10 7

Total: Strength
Total: Number of 

maneuver battalions

467
0

22,404
11

52,566
24

59,450
25

65,802
28

68,889
31

67,444
31
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toll on the enemy. Sergeant Savage, firing his M16, hit twelve of the enemy himself during 
the course of the afternoon.

In mid-afternoon Lieutenant Herrick was hit by a bullet which entered his hip, coursed 
through his body, and went out through his right shoulder. As he lay dying, the lieutenant 
continued to direct his perimeter defense, and in his last few moments he gave his signal oper-
ation instructions book to S. Sgt. Carl L. Palmer, his platoon sergeant, with orders to burn it if 
capture seemed imminent. He told Palmer to redistribute the ammunition, call in artillery fire, 
and at the first opportunity try to make a break for it. Sergeant Palmer, himself already slightly 
wounded, had no sooner taken command than he too was killed.

The 2nd Squad leader took charge. He rose on his hands and knees and mumbled to no one 
in particular that he was going to get the platoon out of danger. He had just finished the sen-
tence when a bullet smashed into his head. Killed in the same hail of bullets was the forward 
observer for the 81- mm mortar. The artillery reconnaissance sergeant, who had been traveling 
with the platoon, was shot in the neck. …

Sergeant Savage, the 3rd Squad leader, now took command. Snatching the artillery-
man’s radio, he began calling in and adjusting artillery fire. Within minutes he had ringed 
the perimeter with well- placed concentrations, some as close to the position as twenty 
meters. The fire did much to discourage attempts to overrun the perimeter, but the pla-
toon’s position still was precarious. Of the 27 men in the platoon 8 had been killed and 
12 wounded, leaving less than a squad of effectives.67

Under the most difficult circumstances, the platoon fought well, in accordance with Army 
tactical doctrine and training. This was not Task Force Smith, the poorly equipped, under-
strength unit that entered South Korea in June 1950. The Army of 1965 had progressed 
significantly from the early days of the Korean War and the dark days of the Eisenhower 
Administration. The platoon suffered additional casualties, but was recovered— the living and 
the dead. The platoon belonged to LTC Harold Moore. His leadership, the superior firepower 
and mobility provided by helicopters, airpower, and hard fighting enabled Moore’s battalion 
to survive, inflict heavy casualties on the NVA, and extract itself from battlefield. Neither side 
was able to complete the destruction of his enemy.

The Ia Drang battles were bloody and costly. Both sides sustained heavy losses; however, 
when it was over the kill ratio was ten to one in America’s favor— enemy KIA 834 bodies 
counted, estimated enemy KIA 1215, POW 6; 1st Cav KIA 79 and WIA 125 (no estimate 
of enemy WIA).68 If the NVA and VC, under the leadership of General Vo Nguyen Giap, 
continued to fight in this manner, Westmoreland reasoned, they would bleed themselves to 
death— attrition warfare. The battle confirmed for Westmoreland the validity of his offensive, 
operational doctrine “Search and Destroy.”69 Others, however, concluded that the final act of 
the Ia Drang campaign foretold a very different outcome.70 Giap learned from the battle as 
well. He recognized that he lacked the firepower to engage the US forces in head- to- head 
contests, and that other tactics had to be developed. The People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) 
and VC were tactically lighter and faster than US forces, had a better grasp of the terrain, and 
thus, were usually able to avoid battles on American terms, or disengage when the flow of bat-
tle went against them. American soldiers carried too much stuff. The VC and PAVN had also 
developed an extensive network to tunnel systems that allowed their forces to hide and seem-
ingly disappear. American forces rarely completed the destruction of enemy forces engaged in 
battle. In addition, the PAVN and VC had excellent intelligence. VC had infiltrated the Saigon 
government and worked for the US Army in various capacities in all parts of the country. 
Civilian employees of the United States provided intelligence to the VC and PAVN, and the 
movements of Army units and aviation resources were easily observed. This intelligence also 

 

 

 

 



254 The Efforts to Adapt to a Nuclear World

254

made the VC and PAVN faster. PAVN General Nguyen Van Vinh observed that: “they began 
to see that the Americans were not super men. In fact they fell into ambushes more readily 
than did the Saigon troops; they couldn’t move without noise and when they did move, it was 
a snail’s pace, despite their much- vaunted mobility. They also fell when bullets hit them.”71 The 
American one- year rotation system did not facilitate the development of the expertise needed 
to survive and maximize effectiveness in the environment of Vietnam. Americans were always 
in the initial learning phase.

A month after the battle of Ia Drang, the 12th Plenum of the Party Central Committee met 
in Hanoi to reassess its strategy and the new situation created by the deployment of signifi-
cant American forces. According to the official history of the PAVN the following decisions 
were made:

The Party Central Committee decided that the strategic formula for our resistance war 
is still protracted warfare, but we will vigorously strive to “concentrate the forces of both 
North and South Vietnam and seek an opportunity to secure a decisive victory within 
a relatively short period of time.” North Vietnam must defeat the air war of destruc-
tion being conducted by the American imperialist, must protect the cause of building 
socialism, and must mobilize human and material resources for the war to liberate South 
Vietnam. We must at the same time make vigorous preparations in all areas to be prepared 
to defeat the enemy should he be so rash as to expand his “limited war” strategy to the 
entire nation.72

Figure 9.5 Men of the 1st Cavalry Division on a landing zone.
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The Plenum decided to continue to fight a protracted war of attrition. However, some pol-
itical and military leaders argued for a more direct approach to the war. They believed they 
possessed the men and materiel to fight the United States the way the battle of Dien Bien Phu 
had been fought. At this juncture, the protracted war coalition won the strategic argument. 
However, the debate did not end, and in 1967, the Plenum shifted its strategy, initiating the Tet 
Offensive. The Plenum in 1965 and 1966 was uncertain about US actions, and decided to pro-
ceed cautiously as it took steps to increase the size of the PAVN, secure greater support from 
the PRC and USSR, and expand the efforts of the VC. In the early years of Americanization, 
Communist leaders recognized that it was still possible for the United States to invade North 
Vietnam and fight a more total war. The Plenum also claims to have identified the major 
American weakness:

The American imperialists are the strongest economic and military power in the imperi-
alist camp. The general world situation and the domestic situation in the United States, 
however, will not allow them to fully utilize their economic and military power in their 
war of aggression in Vietnam. Politics has always been the enemy’s weak point, and it is 
still the basic weakness he has not been able to overcome.73

The situation in Vietnam consumed the attention and energy of Plenum. The domestic 
political situation in the United States— the will of the American people to continue the 
war— was not a major consideration in 1965; however, it was ultimately the center of gravity 
in the war, the decisive factor.

As the tempo of the war increased, so did the number of American forces. By the end of 
1965, the United States had committed 181,000 personnel. During the next two years, US 
troop strength increased by over 100,000 soldiers a year, hitting a peak of 536,100 troops 
in 1968. Other nations contributed to the war effort in Vietnam— Thailand, Australia, New 
Zealand, the Philippines, the Republic of China, and the Republic of Korea (ROK). South 
Korea made the largest contribution providing 50,000 soldiers from the ROKA.74 The vast 
majority of American forces were committed to support roles or nation- building activities. 
The battlefields of Vietnam, however, had no front lines. As more American forces arrived 
in the country, Westmoreland committed them to combat. While strategically limited to the 
defense, Westmoreland acted aggressively to kill the enemy whenever and wherever possible.

In March 1966, the MACV reorganized the command structure, establishing the I and II 
Field Force, Vietnam and equivalent commands, the III Marine Amphibious Force and the 
Republic of Korea (ROK) Forces, Vietnam. Each major command was assigned an area of 
operation. Westmoreland’s strategy for the conduct of the ground war was a “protracted war 
of attrition.” Because ground combat operations were confined to SVN, Westmoreland could 
not attack the enemy’s center of gravity— “the hub of all power and movement, on which 
everything depends.”75 The center from which Communist power emanated was not in South 
Vietnam. The White House, the doctrine of Graduated Response, and geography mandated 
a protracted war of attrition. Westmoreland well understood these limitations, and explained 
them to his superiors:

Thus, the ultimate aim is to pacify the Republic of Vietnam by destroying the VC— 
his forces, organization, terrorists, agents, and propagandists— while at the same time 
reestablishing the government apparatus, strengthening GVN military forces, rebuild-
ing the administrative machinery, and re- instituting the services of the Government. 
During this process security must be provided to all of the people on a progressive 
basis.76
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Westmoreland’s “Search and Destroy” operational doctrine consisted of three types of oper-
ations that were to be carried out sequentially in phases in defined areas, concentrating ini-
tially on the most populated areas. The first operation was “Search and Destroy,” to find, fix, 
and fight the enemy’s “big units,” battalion size and above. This was followed by “Clearing 
Operations,” phase II, to seek out and find guerrilla forces in an area in which big units no 
longer operated because of the success of the initial “Search and Destroy ” operations. The 
final phase consisted of “Securing Operations” to eliminate local VC, and create and main-
tain a stable environment in which the pacification program could advance. Westmoreland 
described the process as follows: “A sledge first has to break the boulder into large fragments; 
groups of workers then attack fragments with spalling tools; then individuals pound the chips 
with tap hammers until they are reduced to powder and the boulder ceases to exist.”77 Once a 
given area was secured, the same sequence of operations expanded to other areas. The ARVN 
were essential in the securing operations and the pacification program because of their lan-
guage skills and cultural understanding.

Westmoreland has been criticized for failing to link combat operations to security opera-
tions. Archer Jones wrote:

These operations bore no systematic relation to the South Vietnamese government and 
army’s pacification program. Hence it failed to support this defensive and offensive per-
sisting strategy to give security to the areas they dominated nor their effort to acquire 
control of villages within the insurgent sphere of control. By adopting a raiding strategy, 
General Westmoreland avoided having any significant impact on the enemy’s logistics. 
On the other hand, a persisting strategy, by gradually reconquering the Communists’ base 
area, would have deprived them of supplies and recruits as well as circumscribing their 
base area in which to maneuver.78

Westmoreland argued that in the early years of the war he had too few forces to spread 
around the country, placing squads in every village for security; that there were significant, 
large NVA and VC units that had to be fought; and that a prerequisite for gaining the secur-
ity and the support of the people was the removal of these forces. To provide security, major 
enemy forces had to be eliminated first. Thus, Westmoreland emphasized the first phase of 
ground combat operations: Search and Destroy.

Westmoreland’s build- up of forces was matched by Hanoi. Fearing an invasion, Hanoi rap-
idly expanded the size of the NVA and VC. Helicopters made it possible for American forces 
to respond to almost every crisis, but Westmoreland never had sufficient numbers of forces 
to secure South Vietnam by permanently stationing small units in each village and hamlet. 
Westmoreland understood that he had to fight the “other war,” the war for the hearts and 
minds of the people. However, he placed considerable responsibility for winning the other war 
in the hands of the government of SVN. In his opinion, the Popular Forces and the ARVN 
were primarily responsible for carrying out securing operations.

The US Marine Corps disagreed with Westmoreland’s operational doctrine. Lieutenant 
General Victor H. Krulak, USMC, Commanding General Fleet Marine Force Pacific, con-
cluded that, “Every man we put into the hunting for NVA was wasted.” He advanced an 
“Enclave Strategy,” in which small units— companies and platoons— worked closely with 
Vietnamese Popular Forces and the people within a given enclave, “Tactical Areas of 
Responsibility,” to provide security 100 percent of the time, and to form close bonds of trust 
with the people that would eliminate their support of the VC. By early 1966, the Marines 
had activated nineteen Combined Action units. By the end of 1967, seventy- nine units were 
operational. The Marines reasoned that the VC could not survive without the support of the 
people. They believed that the primary objective was to win “the other war,” or “the war 
within the war”— the war for the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese people. Krulak wrote:79
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The Vietcong had enjoyed a free ride in the Vietnamese hamlets because of the gen-
eral incompetence of the Popular Forces and the consequent uncertainty of the people. 
The Combined Action idea was an effective answer to the problem, helping to free 
the people to act, speak, and live without fear. … the Marines’ concept, from the start, 
involved fighting the Vietnam battle as a multipronged effort. They aimed to bring peace 
and security to the people in the highly populated coastal regions by conducting aggres-
sive operations against the guerrillas and expanding the pacified areas as rapidly as they 
were totally secure. At the same time, they planned to train the local militia and to 
support the Vietnamese Armed Forces in their fight against the Vietcong. Finally, the 
Marines were determined to go after the larger organized units whenever they could be 
definitely located and fixed.80

The Marines initially experimented with Combined Action Companies (CAC) and later 
settled on Combined Action Platoons (CAP) as the primary unit. A CAP consisted of:

A Marine squad composed of carefully screened volunteers who already had some combat 
experience was given basic instruction in Vietnamese culture and customs and then com-
bined with a Popular Force platoon. The Marine squad leader— a sergeant or corporal— 
commanded the combined force in tactical operations, and the Popular Force platoon 
leader was his operational assistant. The remaining Marines were distributed through the 
unit in subordinate leadership positions.81

The Marine Corps endeavored to win the people with superior political, economic, social, 
and ideological movements. They believed these operations would deny the insurgency basic 
resources. Major William C. Holmberg, USMC explained:

People and their productivity serve as basic resources for the conduct of insurgency. 
… Through the people, the insurgents also obtain financial support through contribu-
tions, taxation, and terroristic measures; protection through their ability to move or locate 
undetected among the populace; information used to conduct military, guerrilla or ter-
roristic operations; additional manpower to serve as insurgents, active supporters or pas-
sive supporters of the insurgency. If the insurgent ideological cause is sufficiently strong, 
manpower augmentation and replacement will be automatically provided by the local 
social environment.82

The Marine Corps’ basic thesis to counter the insurgency was correct. Both the battles 
had to be fought and won— the military battles, and the battle for the support of the people. 
However, was the Combined Action Program the best solution? This issue has been greatly 
debated and a perusal of Marine Corps Gazettes during the Vietnam War shows that many 
Marines placed great hope in the program not just for Vietnam, but also for fighting insurgen-
cies in other developing countries.83 While no definitive assessment is offered in these pages, 
consider the following difficulties:

• The Marine Corps’ Combined Action operational doctrine required specially selected 
marines with combat experience and special training in Vietnamese culture. Given a 
thirteen- month tour of duty in Vietnam, a fully qualified marine would have had six to 
eight months left in- country before his tour came to an end. With an eight- month turn-
over rate it was difficult to build the kind of trust required for a Vietnamese peasant to risk 
his life openly supporting the Marines.

• The Vietnamese that responded to the program always knew that the marines with whom 
they had developed personal relationships would leave shortly.
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• During the average tour of a marine, it was only possible to gain a superficial knowledge 
of the Vietnamese language and culture. As a consequence, in most cases, superficial com-
munications were all that was possible.

• Because the individuals that took part in the Combined Action Program were specially 
selected, the program could only be implemented on a small scale. Every marine, or 
solider, was not capable of this.

• The cultural arrogance of the average American, the lack of cultural affinity for Asian 
people, and racism made it difficult to find marines who could genuinely develop the type 
of relationship required for this program. Pacification was not what the average American 
joined the Marines to do.84

• To implement the program on a large scale would have required enormous numbers of 
personnel, and once American forces were committed, the American people expected 
the war to be fought the American way. Hundreds of thousands of personnel devoted to 
pacification, working with peasants for years would have been extremely difficult for the 
Pentagon and a President to explain to the American people.

• Finally, at some point, pacified areas had to be turned over to the government of Vietnam. 
No pacification program had the potential to succeed without a stable government cap-
able of sustaining the support of the people. Thus, the government of South Vietnam was 
ultimately responsible for the success or failure of the pacification programs. And with-
out the substantial support provided by the United States, the government of SVN was 

Figure 9.6  General Westmoreland with Lieutenant General Robert E. Cushman (USMC), CG III MAF, and 
General Wallace M. Greene, Commandant of the Marine Corps.
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incapable of sustaining the support of the people against the insurgency supported from 
North Vietnam.

Still, the Marines were vested in the Civic Action Programs and enjoyed some success. 
Archer Jones wrote:

The cheering- section behavior exhibited the degree to which the platoon had become 
part of the community. On their part, the marines displayed a comparable allegiance 
to their platoons. So in spite of having three chances in four of being wounded while 
on duty in one of the platoons, 60 percent of the marines serving in these units volun-
teered for an additional six months of service in Vietnam to continue with their pla-
toons. The Vietnamese displayed a similar dedication when none deserted the combined 
action platoon in 1966, compared with the 25 percent desertion rate for normal Popular 
Force platoons. Moreover, that no village that had a combined action platoon reverted to 
Communist control testifies to their effectiveness.85

Westmoreland, in this memoir, concluded: “Although I disseminated information on the 
platoons and their success to other commands, which were free to adopt the idea as local 
conditions might dictate, I simply had not enough numbers to put a squad of Americans in 
every village and hamlet; that would have been fragmenting resources and exposing them to 
defeat in detail.”86

In 1968 the First Civic Affairs Group, FMF, was activated in Camp Pendleton. General 
Lewis W. Walt noted, “we are developing a steadily increasing staff capability through the 
school training of some 40 officers a year. We are developing doctrine and plans which have, as 
their basic consideration, the premise that civil affairs are, and will continue to be for the fore-
seeable future, an integral part of our responsibilities.” The Marine Corps had a long history of 
fighting “small wars.” It demonstrated a greater willingness to adapt and adjust its tactics and 
operations to the circumstances of Vietnam than did the Army.

Finally, it should be noted that some senior Army leaders were in agreement with the 
major tenets of Marine counterinsurgency operational doctrine. Army Chief of Staff, General 
Harold K. Johnson, believed that Westmoreland was fighting the wrong war. General William 
E. DuPuy, Westmoreland’s Operations officer, noted that Johnson

was a counterinsurgency man 100 percent. He thought, and there were a lot of people in 
Washington that agreed with him, that Westmoreland and DuPuy and his other hench-
men out there didn’t understand the war, that the war was a counterinsurgency and 
that  … we were trying to get prepared for a big bashing of the North Vietnamese 
Army.”87

Johnson initiated a study entitled A Program for the Pacification and Long- Term Development of 
Vietnam. It was published in March 1966, and became known as the PROVN study. It con-
cluded that:

the objective beyond the war should be the restoration of stability with the minimum of 
destruction, so that the society and lawful government may proceed in an atmosphere of 
justice and order. … The United States … must redirect the Republic of Vietnam— Free 
World military effort to achieve greater security. … The critical actions are those that 
occur at the village, the district and provincial levels. … This is where the war must be 
fought.
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Westmoreland read the PROVN study, and rejected it.88 He was optimistic that his Search 
and Destroy doctrine would produce the most significant results in the shortest time.

The Marine Corps, while given considerable freedom of action, implemented its strategic 
vision in opposition to Westmoreland’s operational vision. The Army fought one war and the 
Marines another. To motivate Army and Marine commanders to fully and aggressively imple-
ment his Search and Destroy operational doctrine Westmoreland imposed management tools 
such as body counts, battalion days in the field, the hamlet evaluation system (HES), and other 
measures that he believed assessed the performance of combat units, individual commanders, 
and the achievement of objectives.89 Several of these measures corrupted the system, causing 
commanders to seek objectives that were only tangentially related to defeating the VC and 
NVA.90 Statistical performance measures in some cases motivated the unnecessary destruction 
of homes, hamlets, and the lives of innocent civilians; the expenditure of enormous quantities 
of ammunition for insignificant body counts; and the promotion of careerism within the offi-
cer corps. David H. Hackworth, one of the most highly decorated soldiers in the Vietnam 
War, wrote:

The emphasis on body count, a system already … obsolete … was also taking its toll on 
the war effort by making everyone a bounty hunter and a liar. … Yet, with the passage 
of time, the reliance on it among the top brass of the military, the Defense Department 
bureaucrats, and the politicians would only increase. The more bodies we counted, went 
the thinking, the better we were doing. In fact, my experience with Slam [S.L.A. Marshall 
who was studying combat operations in Vietnam] revealed that the pressure for a high and 
instant body count interrupted the flow of battle, tied up communications, and created 
unnecessary casualties among troops tasked with the job of doing the counting during a 
fight. Body count was also well on its way to destroying whatever was left of the moral 
code of soldiers and officers in the zero- defect Army. Leaders did not challenge suspected 
figures reported by subordinate units (who themselves knew the importance of a sig-
nificant count) and too often actively inflated their scores to please their ER [evaluation 
report] raters or just to get higher HQ off their backs. Sometimes a body count was com-
pletely made up to mask a screwed- up mission.91

General Colin Powell supported this view: “Our senior officers knew the war was going 
badly. Yet they bowed to groupthink pressure and kept up pretense, the phony measure of body 
counts, the comforting illusion of secure hamlets, the inflated progress reports. As a corporate 
entity the military failed to talk straight to its political superiors or to itself.”92

Nevertheless, no matter how effective or ineffective Westmoreland’s and Krulak’s oper-
ational and tactical doctrines, victory could not be predicted or attained on a battlefield 
restricted to South Vietnam. In Vietnam, no matter how brilliantly conceived and flawlessly 
executed the tactics and operations, the war could not be won because the strategy was fatally 
flawed. As Clausewitz notes, to achieve decisive results offensive strategy and operations are 
required. On the strategic defense, the United States could not achieve decisive results. All 
the Army, Marine Corps, and ARVN could do was preclude defeat— a negative objective. 
Offensive operations would have risked war with China.

The Vietnam War did not fit the American experiences of past wars, or their expectations of 
future wars. Americans expected decisive war from the air, possibly employing nuclear weap-
ons, or a repeat of World War II with lines drawn on maps delimiting the advances of armies, 
consistently depicting progress, and reports on the destruction of enemy cities or production 
facilities. They expected decisive actions and victory from both approaches to war. Instead 
they got a protracted defensive war of attrition, with the only measure of progress being the 
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body count. Still, by the end of 1967, Westmoreland, with 485,000 military personnel under 
his command, was predicting victory.

* * * * *

Tactics in Vietnam varied by time and location. Operations in the Mekong Delta were very 
different from those in the Central Highlands. Airmobile units operated very differently from 
light infantry units. Operations in dry season (summer and fall) were different from those in 
monsoon season (winter and spring). And, operations in 1965 were very different from those 
in 1969. Hence, no detailed analysis is offered. However, there were several major trends 
regarding combat motivation and technology that are outlined here. In 1965, soldiers learned 
quickly that they were not going to be permitted to complete the destruction of the enemy 
forces. They learned that they were not in charge of their destiny. This influenced combat 
motivation. In 1969 they learned that the Army was withdrawing unilaterally with or without 
victory, and no soldier wanted to be the last man to die in Vietnam.

In Korea, in the last two years of the war, the objective was not to complete the destruc-
tion of the enemy’s main army, and it was not to conquer and hold terrain. Thus, if there was 
no plan to win the war with ground forces, there was no need to risk the lives of soldiers if 
the defensive mission could be achieved primarily by firepower. This was also the situation in 
Vietnam. As a consequence of the adoption of defensive strategy in a limited war in which the 
objective was not victory, the role of the Army and infantry changed. Some units adopted the 
practice of finding the enemy and then calling in artillery or airpower to destroy him. General 
Palmer, a veteran of the war, concluded that Army tactical commanders in Vietnam spent fire-
power as if they were millionaires and husbanded their men’s lives as if they were paupers. He 
further noted that:

Like the changing opinions of the proper role for modern weaponry … tactical con-
cepts of fire and maneuver also underwent a complete flip- flop during the war. Prior to 
the introduction of American ground combat units in 1965, U.S. Army doctrine called 
for— and advisors so urged their counterparts— closing with the enemy and destroy-
ing him in place, for maintaining close and continuous contact, for pursuit. … But that 
began to change in 1965: by 1967 only a foolhardy or a desperate commander would 
ever engage hostile elements by any means other than with firepower. … As the months 
of the war of attrition bled by, the new tactics quickly became standard. Infantry units 
were all but forbidden to practice their traditional mission of closing with and kill-
ing the enemy. Instead, maneuver elements found the foe while firepower eliminated 
him. B- 52 usage, for instance, leaped from sixty sorties a month in 1966 to over eight 
hundred monthly in 1967. When contact was made, American units, preoccupied with 
avoiding casualties, generally fell back into a defensive perimeter to call for air and 
artillery.93

Because tactics varied, a note of caution is due. Lieutenant Colonel Roy K. Flint (later 
Brigadier General) disagreed with Palmer’s assessment. As the Commander of the 3rd Battalion, 
22nd Infantry, of the 25th Infantry Division that operated in III Corps Tactical Zone (III 
CTZ) in the vicinity of Saigon, he described his operations in February 1968:

Well, I think it’s a tremendous idea if it works, but I’ve never found one case yet where 
firepower alone destroys the enemy force. I’d say— with one notable exception— that that 
is our general method of operation. We try to make contact in such a way that we retain 
our freedom of movement and minimize our casualties. You realize, of course, that the 
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biggest problem of fighting here is to walk up on an unseen bunker and have a man hit. 
Then you have that horrible problem of extracting him under fire before you can bring 
the firepower in on the bunker. Therefore the key is to get off the first shot or cause the 
enemy to open fire prematurely. Well— this sounds great— but it’s a matter of patient 
movement. All right— that’s Part I— find the enemy. Part II is being in a position yourself 
when you find him where you have no casualties or perhaps so lightly wounded that you 
have freedom of movement. Now if you’ve got that, I agree 100% with pull back a safe 
distance and bring in every bit of available firepower— artillery, air strike, CS and every-
thing else we can to kill him in his position.94

Flint was emphatic that killing by fire alone was not a common practice in the 25th Infantry 
Division: “as I  said earlier, I’ve never done this and found every enemy soldier dead— and 
the fact of the matter is, surprisingly few of them are killed, particularly in a well- bunkered 
area— so the infantry has still got to go in.”

Still, the ammunition expenditure in Vietnam exceeded that of all other wars fought by 
the United States. The use of bombs and artillery rounds show that the practice of employing 
enormous firepower reached new levels in Vietnam. How effective or counterproductive this 
firepower was, is another question. Instead of using soldiers to go into villages and dwellings, 
identify the bad guys and kill only them, leaving the women and children unharmed, too 
many units tended to go into the village, identify suspected enemy locations, and then call in 
artillery or airpower to destroy it. Hence, the famous words of an American soldier fighting at 
Ben Tre during the Tet Offensive, “We had to destroy the town to save it.”95

American infantry units in the field were chronically understrength. One soldier noted, 
“Because we were so understrength, we heavily depended on our firepower, the artillery, and 
air strikes.”96 This was a problem that went back to World War II. The American conduct of 
war was very destructive to the civilian populations whose “hearts and minds” it was trying to 
win. Consider the words of Lieutenant Morgan Sincock:

Infantry officers are taught to prioritize their situation, with their mission taking prior-
ity over their men. This is the necessary philosophy to wage war. Men do get killed and 
wounded. To put the men first diminishes the chance of accomplishing the mission. In 
war, you risk lives. To many of us, the risk became unacceptable when we were unable to 
utilize the resources at our disposal. Some battles were fought with timidity and caution 
rather than abandon and commitment because we could not rationalize the sacrifice of 
men’s lives in order to protect civilian property. … Many, although not all, officers shared 
my philosophy that it was wisest to use maximum firepower and minimum frontal assaults 
by infantry. We would often make contact, pull back a few meters, and continue to engage 
the enemy with small- arms fire while we began a massive pounding of the enemy posi-
tions with all available firepower.97

The strategically defensive nature of the war caused greater reliance on firepower. Infantry 
is a maneuver force. If there were no major operational maneuvers of strategic importance, 
why risk lives? The Army’s traditional infantry doctrine was not employed in Vietnam, and 
the Americans’ use of firepower transmitted messages of strategic importance to the enemy: It 
told the Vietnamese and the world that American lives were more valuable than those of 
the Vietnamese people they were there to save. And, it communicated to the enemy that 
Americans, employing a citizen- soldier Army, cannot take casualties. Americans cannot stand 
the sight of body bags coming home in large numbers, and thus, the will of the American 
people is vulnerable. The Communists did not fully realize and acknowledge this vulnerability 
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until after the Tet Offensive in 1968. However, a discussion with the Chinese who fought the 
Americans in Korea might have revealed it sooner.

* * * * *

Technology greatly influenced the conduct of war; however, its unintended effects sometimes 
diminished its intended effects. Such was the case with much of the technology employed in 
Vietnam, foremost among them, the helicopter.

The helicopter gave the US Army superior operational mobility, greater flexibility and 
speed, faster response time, increased firepower, and interior lines— the ability to reinforce 
separated units faster than the enemy. The vertical ascent and descent capabilities allowed the 
Army to put soldiers on the ground anywhere in Vietnam, including dense jungle. Landing 
zones could be cleared in hours. On 28 June 1965 the 173rd Airborne Brigade conducted 
the largest air assault operation in Army history up to that time. It was highly success-
ful. Some 1,494 helicopter sorties were flown. Fifty- six Viet Cong were killed and twenty- 
eight taken prisoners. Tons of supplies and numerous documents were discovered. Brigadier 
General Ellis W. Williamson, the commander of the 173rd, recognizing the significance of 
helicopters stated:

In all candor I must admit that I did not expect to find as many enemy in that area as 
we did. … We did a lot of things that we could not even have considered six weeks 
ago. As you recall when we first arrived in Vietnam we started off doing one thing at a 
time. On this operation, at the extraction time, we took 3,000 troops out of three dif-
ferent landing zones in three hours and ten minutes. We wouldn’t have moved troops 
that fast or afford to bring our troops that close together at one time unless we had a 
lot going on at one time. … As I looked at it from above, it was a sight to see. We were 
withdrawing from the center LZ while some friendly troops were still in the western 
LZ. We had a helicopter strike going in a circle around the center LZ. The machine 
gun and rocket firing helicopters kept making their circle smaller and smaller as we 
withdrew our landing zone security. Just to the west side we had another helicopter 
strike running north to south. We also had something else that was just a little hairy 
but it worked without any question, the artillery was firing high angle fire to screen 
the northern side of the landing zone. The personnel lift helicopters were coming 
from the east, going under the artillery fire, sitting down in the LZ to pick up troops 
and leaving by way of the southwest. In addition to that, we had an air strike going to 
the northeast. All of these activities were going on at the same time. We could not have 
done that a few weeks ago.98

The helicopter greatly increased the pace and intensity of operations. The same force was 
capable of performing multiple missions in a relatively small period of time with air mobility. 
The range of missions was also greatly expanded. And as helicopter technology improved and 
specialized aircraft entered the Army inventories, the firepower, lift capacity, and overall cap-
abilities of the Army in Vietnam expanded. Westmoreland noted:

Suppose that we did not have helicopters and airmobile divisions today. How many troops 
would we have needed to accomplish what we have achieved in South Vietnam … ? 
No finite answer is possible because our tactics in Vietnam were based on massive use of 
helicopters. … What would we do without helicopters? We would be fighting a differ-
ent war, for a smaller area, at a greater cost, with less effectiveness. We might as well have 
asked: ‘What would General Patton have done without his tanks?’99
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The helicopter greatly facilitated the conduct of Army operations. However, the Army’s 
adaptation of this technology was influenced by American cultural tenets and other fac-
tors. General Palmer recorded the thoughts of an astute outside observer who noted that 
the helicopter “exaggerated the two greatest weaknesses of the American character— 
impatience and aggressiveness.” Palmer concluded that: “for better or for worse, American 
soldiers in Vietnam became firmly wedded to technology. It was the equalizer in a war, 
which seemed in so many other ways to favor the enemy. Eventually, it came to dominate 
Allied tactical thinking and to dictate the very manner of fighting.”100 This is an overstate-
ment. However, the helicopter produced a number of unintended behaviors. It changed 
the way the Army thought about operations. It made it possible for the Army to operate 
more like the Air Force and Navy. For some airmobile/ air assault units, war became, in a 
sense, an eight- to- five job. Soldiers could load up in the morning, spend the day hunting 
bad guys, and return to camp in the evening for a hot dinner and cold beer. For regular 
infantry units, the helicopter tended to tie soldiers to landing zones. Landing zones became 
the umbilical cord, conveying all the resources needed to sustain units in the field. It also 
became a life giver, enabling units to rapidly reinforce or evacuate, and quickly transport 
wounded personnel. In jungle conditions, this meant the further a unit moved away from 
an LZ the further it was from its lifeline. Hence, there were strong motivations to stay rela-
tively close to LZs. The helicopter also influenced the functioning of the chain of com-
mand. A veteran of the war wrote:

The ubiquitous helicopter damaged the chain [of command] severely since the temp-
tation to deal with subordinates several layers down was too great to resist. Indeed, the 
war became known as the ‘small unit commander’s war,’ quarterbacked by a senior com-
mander circling overhead. With a platoon leader, for example, getting precise instructions 
from a division commander, the teamwork and leadership development between the 
platoon leader, the company commander, the battalion commander, and the brigade com-
mander were bound to be disrupted.101

Tactically, the helicopter announced when the Army was moving, the direction of move-
ment, and the size of the force being employed. The enemy, thus, decided if and when he 
wanted to fight. Other technologies also influenced operations in Vietnam. Powell noted:

We were … deluded by technology. The enemy was primitive, and we were the most 
technologically advanced nation on earth. It therefore should be no contest. Thus, out 
of the McNamara shop came miracles like the “people sniffer,” a device that could 
detect concentrations of urine on the ground from an airplane. … If the urine was 
detected in likely enemy territory, we now had an artillery target. But woe to any 
innocent peasants or water buffalo that happened to relieve themselves in the wrong 
place.”102

The people sniffer never produced the results expected. Yet, it was another example of 
American thinking about war: excessive faith in technology, excessive use of firepower, the 
prodigious waste of resources, and little concern for the indigenous population. Another still-
born technological solution was Agent Orange. The objective was defoliation, to eliminate 
the enemy’s ability to use terrain to camouflage and conceal his activities, and to increase the 
effectiveness of American firepower.
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General Bruce Palmer, General Westmoreland’s Deputy Army Commander in Vietnam, 
noted that within the Army, two cultural tenets prevalent since World War II were still opera-
tive: first, that technology was a substitute for manpower; and second, that the Army and par-
ticularly infantry were for the “least talented” Americans:

it is widely recognized that American armies, particularly in the twentieth century, have 
relied heavily on the technological superiority of their arms and equipment. … And so 
the allegation is frequently made that the U.S. Army pins its hopes for battle success on 
heavy, massed firepower rather than on the professional skill and tenacity of its infantry, 
who in the final analysis must close with the enemy and finish him off. This explains why 
the Army tends to put its more highly educated and qualified personnel into artillery 
and armor units rather than infantry. … In my parochial view, such attitudes are seriously 
flawed. The training of truly professional infantry is more complex and difficult than 
many military men realize, and all too often it is relatively neglected. In fact, good, solid, 
realistic training is the only way that the American Army can overcome its tendency to 
rely on the weight of firepower to compensate for any lack of professional skill in the art 
of maneuver.103

The Army sought technological solutions to the problems of fighting in Vietnam. Firepower 
and other technologies were substituted for manpower. As the range, accuracy, rate of fire, and 
lethality of artillery and airpower increased, the Army relied more and more on this single 
source of combat power. The Vietnam War damaged the spirit of the Army. It caused the slow 
disintegration of professionalism. No proud Army wants to fight the type of war the US Army 
was required to fight in Vietnam. To bleed with no culminating objective and no end in sight 
was folly, and ultimately intolerable. The US Army deployed to Vietnam was the best- trained, 
best- equipped army of any deployed to war in the twentieth century. It was the first fully 
integrated US Army deployed to war since the American Revolution. It was a traditional 
American citizen- soldier Army, and the last to be deployed by the United States in the twen-
tieth century.
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10 The Vietnam War: The Final Phases, 
1967– 1975

For the first time in modern history, the outcome of a war was determined not on the battlefield, 
but on the printed page and, above all, on the television screen. Looking back coolly, I believe it can 
be said (surprising as it may still sound) that South Vietnamese and American forces actually won the 
limited military struggle. They virtually crushed the Viet Cong in the South … and thereafter they 
threw back the invasion by regular North Vietnamese divisions. None the less, the War was finally lost 
to the invaders after the US disengagement because the political pressure built up by the media had 
made it quite impossible for Washington to maintain even the minimal material and moral support 
that would have enabled the Saigon regime to continue effective resistance.1

— Robert Elegant, “How to Lose a War,” 1981

Most of the public affairs problems that confronted the United States in South Vietnam stemmed 
from the contradictions implicit in Lyndon Johnson’s strategy for the war. … Doing just enough to 
placate scattered but vocal prowar elements in Congress and the news media, it would also preserve 
options for the president that might disappear if the so- called hawks gained ascendancy. Johnson had 
his way, but at the cost of his own credibility. By postponing some unpopular decisions while making 
others only after weighing how the press and public might react, he indeed hardened the American 
people and Congress to the necessity for military action. … Yet in the process he also peppered the 
public record with so many inconsistencies and circumlocutions that he prompted one commentator 
to observe that the record of his administration’s “concealments and misleading denials … is almost 
as long as its impressive list of achievements.”2

— William Hammond, The Military and the Media, 1988

The role of the media in the Vietnam War has been greatly debated. It has been argued that 
the media played a decisive role, that the will of the American people to fight the war was 
destroyed by the distorted, inaccurate, one- sided, anti- military, liberal press. The services 
have tended to accept this argument. This was evidenced during Operation Desert Storm 
during which the Central Command formed media pools, which were tightly controlled by 
public affair officer.3 The services modified their behaviors and policies toward the media 
based on their perceptions of its performance in Vietnam. General Westmoreland believed 
that the press in Vietnam acted irresponsibly; that it misrepresented the actions of the armed 
forces of the United States and ARVN, particularly during the 1968 Tet Offensive, which 
the press inaccurately portrayed as a major defeat for US and ARVN forces. He believed 
that the press exerted too much influence on President Johnson and other politicians rec-
ognizing that they frequently made decisions based on public opinion polls. While many in 
the military developed a profound distrust of the media, later studies have argued that the 
problems in Vietnam were a function of the duplicity of the White House and Pentagon; 
flawed, contradictory strategy; the efforts of the Army to conceal unpleasant information 
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and reveal only half- truths; and that in fact the preponderance of coverage was either favor-
able or neutral.

Major scholarly works are unanimous in stating that the media did not decisively influence 
the war.4 William M. Hammond, in the Army’s official history, concluded: “they [the Johnson 
Administration] forgot at least two common- sense rules of effective propaganda: that the truth 
has greater ultimate power than the most pleasing of bromides and that no amount of massa-
ging will heal a broken limb or a fundamentally flawed strategy.” However, where one stood 
determined their perspective. Works on the role of the media in Vietnam are too numerous to 
fully consider in these pages; however, some assessment is required.

Censorship, the Media, and Public Opinion

The Vietnam War was not lost in Vietnam. The armed forces of the United States could not 
win the war under the strategy and doctrine of the Johnson Administration, but arguably 
they also could not lose it. The war was lost in the United States when the American people 
concluded that the war could not be won following the policies and strategies of the Johnson 
Administration. Public knowledge, understanding, and opinions are formed by what people 
read, see, and hear. Those that controlled the forms of communications can significantly influ-
ence public opinion. In the 1950s and 1960s news was considerably more concentrated than 
in the twenty- first century with the availability of the Internet and social media. Some sources 
and news outlets were more trusted and considered more authoritative than others. As a con-
sequence of concentration and trust, some individuals, such, as Walter Cronkite, possessed 
enormous power to influence public opinion. Today it is hard to imagine that news was dis-
tributed primarily by the three major television networks, ABC, CBS, and NBC. Newspapers 
were still read and abundant, but these outlets had enormous power to shape public attitudes 
and opinion.

Between the Korean War and the Vietnam War a number of factors came together to change 
the relationship between the press and the military that had been built during World War II 
and the Korea War. During both wars the press accepted censorship. In the 1950 television 
entered the homes of Americans. News became abbreviated, but influenced greater numbers 
of people than ever before. News anchors became influential, respected commentators who 
nightly addressed a great many Americans. Walter Cronkite epitomized the trusted newsman, 
and every evening tens of millions of Americans invited him into their living rooms. In the 
1960s he entered the majority of American homes. The advent of modern communications 
systems and the ubiquitous television greatly increased the speed and strength of the media by 
bringing images of war directly into living rooms, making the Vietnam War, “the most reported 
war in history,” at that time. Television cameras became smaller, more mobile, and rugged, able 
to go wherever the action was. The ability to transmit news across oceans and continents at 
the speed of light meant Americans could see the horrors of war without filters. New tech-
nologies enabled producers to edit film to tell the story they think they saw. Beliefs, attitudes, 
and “- isms” shaped what people saw. The network news organizations became powerful forces, 
exerting political influence and shaping public opinion. Overnight they could change pub-
lic perceptions. And the networks competed with one another. The competitions between 
networks for ratings and audience share influenced the quality of reporting. The “one- up- 
men- ship” and “I gotcha” dispositions too frequently caused the news networks to display the 
most extremes of human behavior, that which would cause the strongest emotional reactions.

Young reporters were eager, ambitious, and too poorly educated on the nature of war to 
make sense of what they saw in Vietnam, or any war. The press started with two outlooks 
that were in some ways contradictory. On the one hand, they were motivated by patriotism, 
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the desire to support the troops, acceptance of the correctness of America’s stand against 
Communism, and a willingness to accept and support the words and policies of the President. 
On the other hand, reporters tended to write to win the approbation of their peers. They 
tended to distrust the government, believing that it was their job and responsibility to uncover 
government wrongdoing and corruptions. They tended to have attitudes, values, and ethics 
that ran counter to those of the military. And, getting the scoop, “the big story,” before their 
competitors, for too many, was more important than getting the story right, more important 
than accuracy. The MACV Chief of Information noted: “Another important factor in the 
increasing distrust of the media by the military was the arrival in Vietnam of many young, 
inexperienced reporters who knew little about the military or the Vietnamese. Their stories 
were often inaccurate or slanted negatively because of this inexperience.”5

In Vietnam censorship was not employed. A voluntary system was established with fifteen 
ground rules designed to protect military intelligence that might assist the enemy. Reporters 
were forbidden to reveal planned offensive operations, troop movements, and other informa-
tion that might be valuable to the enemy. If the rules were violated a reporter could lose his 
MACV accreditation. Still, after several breaches of the rules, Westmoreland concluded that 
censorship was necessary. In 1965, following the initiation of the sustained bombing campaign, 
Westmoreland told the Joint Chiefs of Staff that a conference was necessary to establish new 
policies for dealing with the press. He recommended policies similar to those imposed dur-
ing the Korean War: “Since the rules of the game are changing rapidly, it seems to me that 
we should consider arrangements similar to those exercised during the Korean conflict. This 
would involve providing for accredited war correspondents (we might want to give them 
another name) and censorship in some limited form.”6 Westmoreland’s request was repeated 
several times; however, it was ultimately disapproved.

Hammond noted:

Officials at the U.S. mission … remained convinced that neither censorship nor volun-
tary restraints on the press would do much good. The U.S. forces were operating from 
a sovereign country, Ambassador Taylor observed, in which newsmen were free to travel 
by other than U.S. military means and to file dispatches through cables and telephones 
operated by the South Vietnamese.7

Vietnam was considered too open to effectively impose censorship. Foreign correspondents 
from all over the world were free to travel to Vietnam. The Vietnamese government was con-
sidered a fully functioning, sovereign government, and only it could regulate the movement 
of foreign correspondents. In addition, attempts to impose restraints on the American media 
had met with stiff opposition. News agencies in the United States had enormous, expanding 
power. They published editorials criticizing the MACV for limiting access to bases, pilots, and 
information. The White House, particularly, seemed to fear the press:

[R] epresentatives of all U.S.  government agencies concerned with the war in South 
Vietnam— concluded that the uproar [caused by the imposition of restraints] prefigured 
what was likely to happen if the Johnson Administration decided to impose a restrictive 
press policy. American success in South Vietnam depended upon the support of the pub-
lic, they noted in their final report, and that support was likely to waiver if “any signifi-
cant number of our people believe … they are being misled.” Working from that premise, 
the group rejected any form of field press censorship, opting firmly for the system of 
voluntary cooperation.8

A number of reasons were given for rejecting censorship: it required “the legal underpin-
nings of a declaration of war”; considerable logistical and administrative resources; jurisdiction 
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over all communications and transportation facilities; large numbers of multilingual military 
personnel; control over teletypes, radios, and telephone systems; and the cooperation of the 
government of South Vietnam. It was believed that there were too many ways for the press 
to get around censorship, the number of reporters (about 600 accredited correspondences 
in January 1968), the multiple means of communications, the volume of information that 
flowed to foreign countries, the ability to purchase information from Vietnamese officials, 
leaks within MACV and ARVN headquarters, and numerous other factors created enormous 
control problems. Finally, it was believed that it was possible to gain and maintain the support 
of the press, and ultimately the American people, through a policy of “maximum candor,” and 
by actively giving the press the story that MACV wanted told.

Through the correspondent accreditation process, by providing transportation and other 
forms of support, by granting access to commanders and servicemen, by formal briefings, and 
various other measures it was believed that the press could be managed and used to support 
the war effort. However, the access provided to correspondents, the freedom of movement, the 
search for the sensational, inexperience, difficulties with the Vietnamese language, and cultural 
arrogance damaged the ability of the press to report objectively. And, once an adversarial rela-
tionship developed the press challenged and questioned every move, every operation, every 
figure, and every pronouncement.

America, between the Korean War and Vietnam War, had undergone significant economic, 
cultural, and social changes. And its interests had been focused on the space race, and the rapid 
advances in science and technology, all of which reinforced the new vision of war generated 
during World War II. Americans were wealthier and enjoying a higher standard of living than 
ever before. Americans were more mobile and better educated. Throughout the 1950s a gap 
had grown between the Army and the American people, as many came to believe the Army 
was no longer necessary, and that humanity had reached the age of the push- button war. Thus, 
the Vietnam War was not what Americans expected. Before the first US Army division entered 
combat the Army had a public relations problem. In Vietnam it was never going to be able to 
paint the picture Americans wanted to see, and Americans could not see the air war, and did 
not understand that the Army was not supposed to win the war. It was not supposed to defeat 
North Vietnam.

The Vietnam War is considered the first “television war.” With the advent of television the 
power of the media more than quadrupled— “a picture was worth a thousand words.” Films of 
battles were shown in the United States less than twenty- four hours after they were recorded. 
Footage was transmitted from Tokyo to the United States via satellite. The footage, however, 
painted only half the picture. There were no images of the war from the perspective of the 
enemy. And the who, the what, the when, the where, and the why were frequently unclear. 
Americans could not distinguish between a dead VC and a dead citizen of South Vietnam. 
Who did what to whom was not always known. Film editors cut and pasted footage together 
to tell the story the way they believed would be most significant, and the way they believed 
it ought to be told, sometimes in contradiction to what the commanders on the ground had 
told the journalist.

Film produced tunnel vision through which the rest of the world was imagined. The 
viewer saw what the cameraman thought was important. The cameraman inevitably shot 
what was most shocking, and what was most likely to produce the most visceral, emotional 
effect. From these images the viewer extrapolated and generalized about the overall con-
duct of the war and existing circumstances. In addition, news agencies showed the same 
footage, the most shocking events, again and again, reinforcing and magnifying the effects. 
As a consequence of filming the sensational deaths of Americans, with few images of the 
deaths of the VC and NVA; the destruction caused by American forces, with no compar-
able images from the Communist side, and repeatedly showing these images, Americans 
got a distorted picture of the war. Still, according to the vast majority of scholarly research 
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on the media in Vietnam, it did not decisively influence public opinion against the war. 
John Mueller wrote:

Many have seen Vietnam as a “television war” and argued that the vivid and largely 
uncensored day- by- day television coverage of the war and its brutality made a profound 
impression on public attitudes. The poll data used in this study do not support such a 
conclusion. They clearly show that whatever impact television had, it was not enough to 
reduce support for the war below the levels attained by the Korean War, when television 
was in its infancy, until casualty levels had far surpassed those of the earlier war.9

If television images did not influence public awareness and opinion marketers and politi-
cians would not use it to sell their products or themselves, television can and has decisively 
influenced the outcome of elections. It mattered. Westmoreland lamented: “And— unlike 
World War II and Korea— there was no media censorship. In the world’s first TV war, some 
journalists reported irresponsibly. Certain TV personalities had more influence on the public 
than informed and responsible public officials.” While it is too much to argue that the media 
was decisive, it is equally too much to argue that it did not influence public opinion. News 
anchors were trusted American personalities. Their opinions mattered and television did exert 
an influence. The character and quality of that influence can and has been debated. However, 
the media possessed the potential to strategically influence war. The armed forces needed a 
new comprehensive strategy and doctrine to deal with this new medium. It was not developed 
during the Vietnam War.

The armed forces did not always help themselves in their dealings with the media. Imbued 
with a “can do” attitude, they endeavored to put the best face on every situation, and were too 
often incapable of calling an “ambush,” an “ambush.”10 Instead they engaged in double- speak, 
which the press quickly saw through. The media also was able to collect information from 
multiple sources at different levels of command and from different locations. When the stories 
they received conflicted they concluded, sometimes rightly sometimes wrongly, that they had 
intentionally been misled. The White House and Pentagon also, at times, intentionally misled, 
tried to conceal the truth, and lied. A credibility gap developed between the government and 
the people, and the Army and the people. This gap did enormous harm to the United States 
and its war effort, and would take decades to heal. (The role of the media is further discussed 
in the section on the Tet Offensive.)

New Personnel Policies: The Result of Transformation

In 1965 Lieutenant Colonel Harold G. Moore’s 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry deployed from Fort 
Benning, Georgia to war in Vietnam as if it were deploying for a training exercise. It went into 
battle the same way. Moore wrote:

Unfortunately, my battalion and every other in the division now began to suffer the con-
sequences of President Johnson’s refusal to declare a state of emergency and extend the 
active- duty tours of draftees and reserve officers. The order came down: Any soldier who 
had sixty days or less left to serve on his enlistment as of the date of deployment, August 
16, must be left behind. We were sick at heart. We were being shipped off to war sadly 
understrength and crippled by the loss of almost a hundred troopers in my battalion alone. 
The very men who would be the most useful in combat— those who had trained longest 
in the new techniques of helicopter warfare— were by this order taken away from us. It 
made no sense then; it makes no sense now.11
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When Moore’s battalion fought regiments of the regular army of North Vietnam in the 
Ia Drang it was at two- thirds of its operational go-to-war strength— platoons that were 
designed to fight with forty- one men entered combat with as few as twenty- seven sol-
diers. Unlike Truman who initiated a partial call- up of the National Guard and Reserves, 
and declared a state of emergency that in the early days of the war precluded trained 
soldiers from retiring or ending their contractual term of service, Johnson sought to 
fight the war as if the nation was not fighting a war. His actions created an enormous 
chasm between the realities of war— the wounded and dead soldiers and marines, the 
huge defense expenditures, and the images shown on the evening news— and the actions 
of Americans at home; who, for the most part, were asked to do nothing. In addition, 
Truman had an environment of fear caused by the Soviet development of the atomic 
bomb and the loss of China to the Communists in 1949, and he had a blatant act of 
aggression, a major land invasion, against a state sponsored and supported by the United 
States. While stopping considerably short of the mobilization that took place in 1942, 
Truman took actions that were more appropriate for a nation at war. Johnson did not 
have the element of fear. He endeavored to hide the war, and to disguise the deployment 
of combat forces. By so doing he created the conditions for the ultimate collapse of the 
will of the American people. Johnson’s conduct of the war had more to do with the destruction 
of the will of the American people during the Tet Offensive of 1968, than did the actions of Hanoi, 
the NVA, and VC. The Johnson Administration did not psychologically prepare the nation 
for war. The American people have suffered such setbacks before, and always in the past 
they have rallied together to produce what was needed for victory. The problem was not 
in Hanoi. It was in Washington.

Johnson refused the Army’s request to call  up the National Guard and Reserves. The Army 
was more dependent on reserves than the other services. Army contingency plans were based 
on the call- up of reserve forces. In a meeting with Secretary of Defense McNamara in 1965, 
Army Chief of Staff Harold K. Johnson stated:

I haven’t any basis for justifying what I am going to say, but I can assure you of one thing, 
and that is that without a call- up of the reserves that the quality of the Army is going to 
erode and we’re going to suffer very badly. I don’t know at what point this will be, but 
it will be relatively soon. I don’t know how widespread it will be, but it will be relatively 
widespread.12

McNamara ignored Johnson, whose assessment was confirmed within a few years.
The President decided to fight the war in “Cold Blood.”13 He did not want to arouse the 

ire of the American people. He did not want to get Americans too involved in the war. His 
concern, in the age of artificial limited war, was that the American people would force him 
to fight a more total war, and he did not want to signal to the world a major commitment 
to Vietnam. He was most worried about the signals sent to the PRC and SU. He did not 
want them to go through the process of developing plans and mobilizing forces to counter 
US forces in Vietnam. He did not want a repeat of the Korean War experience. The National 
Guard and Reserves, thus, became safe havens for those wishing to avoid military service in 
Vietnam. Johnson and McNamara sacrificed combat effectiveness and the psychological prep-
aration of the nation for war, for the appearance of normalcy that they hoped would keep the 
Chinese and Soviets out of the war. But their actions also spoke loudly to soldiers and marines 
fighting the ground war, and to the American people who could not associate the images on 
national television with the actions of the government. The chasm between the nation and the 
state grew each year of the Vietnam War.
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To spread the burden of the war and limit protests of the war, a one- year tour of duty 
was instituted, much like the rotation system the Army tried to put into effect during the 
Korean War. Old soldiers responded negatively to this policy. General Bruce Palmer, Jr., 
Westmoreland’s Deputy in Vietnam and a veteran of the campaigns in New Guinea and the 
Philippines in World War II, believed that: “In Vietnam the one- year tour policy had the 
same effect as a rotation system and badly damaged unit cohesion. … In both Korea and 
Vietnam rifle companies were rarely if ever at full authorized strength and operated routinely 
at strengths as low as 60 percent of authorized.”14 The one- year tours of duty improved the 
morale of individual soldiers, but damaged unit cohesion, esprit de corps, and the ability of 
the Army to maintain authorized unit strength. Military proficiency, particularly in an Army 
trained and equipped to fight on European battlefields, was also a problem: “the elemental 
lessons of infiltration, scouting and patrolling, reconnaissance, ambush tactics, night fighting, 
and unorthodoxy in tactics and logistics had to be learned and relearned on the ground in 
Vietnam. The twelve- month tour of duty operated against any one commander’s accumulat-
ing very much experience or passing it on to his successors.”15

NVA soldiers throughout the war had greater experience, understanding of the nature of 
their enemy, and understanding of the ground on which they fought, than did American sol-
diers. Each year of the war, the United States deployed a different Army. Units rarely enjoyed 
the advantages of teams of combat soldiers with more than a few months of experience. In 
addition, American soldiers had no vested interest in the outcome of the war. Their date of 
departure was set. As soldiers got closer to the end of their tours, their willingness to partici-
pate in combat operations, understandably, diminished.

The Army’s own studies, from World War II and Korea had revealed that the combat 
effectiveness of soldiers declined after six months of sustained combat, and that the one- 
year tour improved and sustained the morale of soldiers. The one- year tour of duty was 
the right answer; however, a more thoughtful application of this policy could have greatly 
improved combat effectiveness. The Army knew that combat effectiveness was improved by 
rotating units, battalions, regiments, or divisions. In the wake of the Korean War, with full 
knowledge of all the personnel deficiencies that damaged combat effectiveness, a discus-
sion took place within the Army and a unit rotation system called “Operation Gyroscope” 
was developed. The plan went into effect in 1956, and was believed to have the following 
benefits:

GYROSCOPE will allow an individual an opportunity to remain in the same combat 
unit for the entire length of his Army career, spend an equal amount of time overseas and 
in the States, and serve in all of the overseas theaters. By stabilizing individuals in com-
bat units, individual morale and unit esprit de corps will benefit. … An objective analysis 
indicates that division rotation is possible— that it will be a decided improvement over the 
individual replacement system.16

The Army identified additional benefits: “REENLISTMENT rates may be expected to 
increase as a result of the advantages in career service and the increased morale and pride 
in unit. Thus, the cost of training new men for relatively short terms will be reduced and 
greater efficiency will be achieved.” The Army well understood how to build the most  
effective combat units. The Army initially tried to rotate divisions; however, in 1958 Gyroscope 
was revised.17 Smaller units, Battle Groups and battalions, were to be rotated. However, reduc-
tions in force, the deactivation of units, the reorganization of the Army, and general instability 
within the Army damaged the ability of the Army to sustain even a scaled down program. 
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The expanding diversity of Army units, in part a function of technology, also made rotation 
difficult. Still, it was well known that the rotation of units, as opposed to individuals, improved 
combat effectiveness. In war the Army recognized that it would need both systems: the indi-
vidual replacement to maintain units in combat at an operational strength, and the rotation 
system for units that had been in sustained combat for six months to a year. In Vietnam, given 
the constraints imposed by the Johnson Administration, all that was possible was the individual 
replacement system.

The personnel shortages Moore and the rest of the Army in Vietnam experienced were not 
simply a function of decisions made in Washington. The way the Army operated in Vietnam 
required large numbers of soldiers to remain in the rear at the numerous bases to provide 
security and carry out the daily maintenance and administrative requirements. Hence, even 
when a division was at 95 percent of its operational strength a 188- man infantry company 
could typically put only 120 to 100 men in the field.18 The US Army in Vietnam consumed 
more resources per soldier than any army in history. This consumption produced an enormous 
requirement for administrative and logistical personnel. General Bruce Palmer, Jr., noted: “the 
overall manpower problem was being aggravated (as was the case in Vietnam) by overly elabor-
ate construction of base areas and a standard of living that was inappropriate for an active the-
ater of operation.”19 By focusing more narrowly on combat missions, and restricting one- year 
tours to only combat soldiers, and better yet, combat units, the Army could have improved 
combat effectiveness. The vast majority of soldiers in Vietnam were not in “sustained com-
bat.” In fact, few units were in sustained combat. Hence, it was not necessary to rotate service 
support personnel and some combat support personnel because of the deleterious effects of 
long terms in combat on morale and effectiveness. However, much of the mission in Vietnam 
consisted of nation building and pacification. Whereas the battlefield was not restricted to a 
given front, thousands of soldiers were committed to tasks not related to combat.

Officer leadership in Vietnam typically served six months in command of combat units and 
then rotated out to staff positions. Changes of command ceremonies were held almost weekly. 
Brigadier General Douglas Kinnard, a veteran of the war, in his work, The War Managers, 
explained the thinking behind this command policy:

There were many more competent officers available for command positions in Vietnam 
than there were commands. … However, to allow officers to spend their entire tour 
in command would have restricted the number of command opportunities. Also it was 
alleged that a one- year tour of command in combat would make too great physical and 
perhaps emotional demands on an officer. (I doubt it.) Therefore, the command tour was 
set at six months, with commanders constantly rotating.20

Kinnard noted that this policy promoted careerism: “Once in command, the aspirant had 
to look good in a very short period of time. … What happened was that, as one general put it, 
‘There were too many battalion and brigade commanders getting their ticket punched rather 
than trying to really lead.’ ” Combat effectiveness was subordinate to the administration of the 
officer promotion system, causing some officers to place loyalty to their career above loyalty 
to the service and the soldiers under their command. As a result of these personnel policies 
Americans suffered higher casualties from inexperience. These policies also resulted in more 
than 2,594,000 Americans serving in Vietnam, a figure that is over one- third of the size of 
American ground forces that fought in all theaters in World War II.

No personnel system was going to be perfect. The Army had to work within the constraints 
of the national personnel system. In a citizen- soldier Army, the Army’s personnel system was 
necessarily the America’s systems. Anything was possible if the White House and American 
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people supported it. However, it was decided to maintain the Army at the bare minimum 
manning, requiring it to maximize administrative efficiency over combat effectiveness. This 
was a story that went back to World War II. While the Army too was at fault by endeavoring 
to provide soldiers with all the amenities of home, and for putting in place the six- month 
command tour for officer leadership, the larger problem was the decision made in the White 
House. America’s personnel policies wore out professional soldiers, ultimately decimating the 
NCO Corps, without which the Army could not function properly. Unit cohesion, morale, 
discipline, and fighting spirit all went downhill during the war.

* * * * *

The implementation of the Vietnam draft became a source of controversy, anger, and pro-
tests that ultimately ended the draft. The charges of class, race, and age discrimination were 
levied against the Selective Service System. The literature on the Vietnam draft is too exten-
sive to be fully examined in this work; however the basic arguments are outlined.21 There are 
two schools of thought. The dominant, or standard, view was developed during the war. In 
April 1966, Newsweek published an article entitled “The Draft: The Unjust vs. the Unwilling,” 
in which it was argued that “the [draft] boards have favored the affluent over the poor by 
granting student deferments to youths whose families can afford to send them to college.”22 
Numerous articles and books advanced this argument of class, race, and age discrimination— 
that the poor, blacks, and the young bore the heaviest burden of the war. One researcher 
argued that: “Roughly 80 percent [of Vietnam enlisted men] came from working- class and 
poor backgrounds. Vietnam, more than any other American war in the twentieth century, per-
haps in our history, was a working class war.”23 The men that fought the Vietnam War, officers 
and enlisted men alike, support this argument. General Powell concluded:

I particularly condemn the way our political leaders supplied the manpower for that war. 
The Policies— determining who would be drafted and who would be deferred, who 
would serve and who would escape, who would die and who would live— were an anti-
democratic disgrace. I  can never forgive a leadership that said, in effect: These young 
men— poorer, less educated, less privileged— are expendable (someone described them as 
“economic cannon fodder”), but the rest are too good to risk. I am angry that so many 
of the sons of the powerful and well placed … managed to wangle slots in Reserve and 
National Guard units. Of the many tragedies of Vietnam, this raw class discrimination 
strikes me as the most damaging to the ideal that all Americans are created equal.24

Too many Americans concluded that the government violated the cultural tenet equality of 
opportunity, equality of sacrifice in war. General Alexander Haig Jr., based on his observations 
of the war in Vietnam, supported the assessment of General Powell:

I had observed in Vietnam that the war was largely being fought, as the Korean War had 
also been fought, by young people from the lower end of the socioeconomic scale. The 
sons of what was then just beginning to be called “the white upper- middle class” were 
effectively exempted from the dangers of combat by a draft system based on the unspoken 
assumption that their lives were somehow more valuable than those of other young 
Americans who were less well educated and less well- to- do. Those who could afford to 
go to college or otherwise exploit the system’s loopholes to obtain deferments did not go 
into the Army; those who could not come up with the cash went in their places.25

An enlisted soldier who fought in Vietnam expressed his contempt for the draft with 
these words:
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That fucking draft. How unfair that damn thing was. We young people didn’t know any 
better. We just went on. But I can’t believe that older people would let a draft work like 
that. It was so obvious. If you had money or connections, you could get out or join the 
National Guard or reserves. I have more respect for the people who went to Canada than 
I do for the people who went into the reserves: They were the draft- dodgers. At least the 
people who went to Canada knew they might be punished.26

Another soldier wrote: “We were fighting the Communists. But everybody I was with over 
there out in the field were poor white, black, or Chicano men; eighteen and nineteen years 
old. … Didn’t see any senators’ sons or doctors’ sons or lawyers’ sons or upper- middle- class 
children.”27 It is further argued that those sons of the upper classes who did show up for the 
war tended to see more paperwork than combat. Because they were typically better edu-
cated they were siphoned off for administrative jobs, unless they specifically asked for combat, 
which a few did. Still, the National Guard and reserves became “safe havens from Vietnam. 
… Discrimination and favoritism were the norm for precious slots. … Slots often were made 
available for the sons of prominent individuals.”28 There is evidence to support the argument 
of class discrimination. D. Michael Shafer in an essay entitled “The Vietnam- Era Draft: Who 
Went, Who Didn’t, and Why It Matters,” found that:

Between 1964 and 1973, 53 million Americans reached draft age, 26.8 million of them 
men. Of these, 60 percent escaped military service. Of the remaining 40 percent, only 
one- quarter, 10 percent of the male age- cohort, served in Vietnam and of these, only 
approximately 20 percent— or 2.0 percent of the male age- cohort— served in combat. 
Within these totals, draftees never constituted a majority except among those who served 
in combat. The draft, however, led many to become “reluctant volunteers” in order to 
control their service assignments and avoid Vietnam [or the Army and Marine Corps]. 
Reluctant volunteers ultimately outnumbered draftees about two to one. … Of the nearly 
16 million young men who did not serve, 15.4 million were exempted or disqualified, 
570,000 evaded the draft illegally (of whom 360,000 were never caught, 198,000 had 
their cases dismissed, 8,750 were convicted and 3,250 received jail terms), and 30,000 
(perhaps as many as 50,000) fled the country.29

Shafer further noted that:

Between 1962 and 1972, Harvard and M.I.T. graduated 21,593— 14 died in Vietnam. 
During the same period, some 2,000 young men came of draft age in South Boston, 
a working- class neighborhood not far from Harvard and M.I.T.— 25 died in Vietnam. 
Coming from South Boston meant being 20 times more likely to die in Vietnam than 
going to Harvard or M.I.T.30

A demographic study of men killed in Vietnam from Chicago concluded that: “men from 
poor neighborhoods were three times as likely to die in Vietnam as those from rich neigh-
borhoods, while those from neighborhoods with low educational levels were four times 
more likely to die than those from neighborhoods with high educational levels.”31 The US 
Government produced a draft system that favored certain classes of people over others, year 
after year eroding the legitimacy of the Selective Service System. The US Government, in 
effect, sought the people with the least political influence, the least wealth, the least edu-
cation, and the least likely to object. Former Secretary of Defense and Vice President Dick 
Cheney received five deferments during the Vietnam War, and former President George 
W. Bush served in the Texas Air National Guard, avoiding service in Vietnam. Bush was 
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“helped by the Speaker of the Texas House of Representatives, who called the National 
Guard commander on his behalf.”32 There were good reasons for Americans to question 
the legitimacy of the system. However, there was an inversion of the American cultural 
norm during and after the Vietnam War. America rewarded the draft- dodgers and punished 
the veterans. People who avoided service, those who managed to beat the system, no mat-
ter how they did it, were not ashamed, in fact, they felt themselves and were considered by 
others smarter, better, superior to those who showed up to serve their country. President 
Bush senior, a veteran of World War II, observed: “A generation of Americans had been 
acclaimed for refusing to serve. Those who did serve often returned home, not to gratitude 
and praise, but to ridicule— even while the draft- dodgers and the protester were consid-
ered by many to be courageous, even heroic.”33

Marilyn Young described one of the manpower procurement programs:

Between 1966 and 1972, a special Great Society program— Project 100,000— scooped 
up over 300,000 young men previously considered ineligible for the military because of 
their low test scores. Project 100,000, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara declared, 
was the “world’s largest education of skilled men.” With lower admissions scores, the “sub-
terranean poor” would have an opportunity to serve their country in Vietnam; simultan-
eously, the program had the advantage of avoiding the politically unpleasant alternative 
of requiring students or reservists to do the same. … In its first two years of operation, 
41 percent of those brought into the military through Project 100,000 were black, 80 per-
cent had dropped out of high school, 40 percent could read at less than sixth- grade level, 
and 37 percent were put directly into combat.34

This thinly disguised program was not a jobs program, but a manpower procurement pro-
gram, that the Army accepted. President Johnson, in a discussion with Secretary of Defense 
McNamara gave his assessment of the value of a social program that brought the poor and the 
poorly educated into the Army:

Looks to me like what it would do for [Senator] Russell is move all these Nigra boys 
that are now rejects and sent back on his community, to move them [into the Army], 
clean them up, prepare them to do something, and send them into Detroit. … You have 
to tell him. … ‘We’ll take this Nigra boy in from Johnson City, Texas, and from Winder, 
Georgia, and we’ll get rid of the tapeworms and get the ticks off of him, and teach him 
to get up at daylight and work till dark and shave and to bathe. … We’ll put some weight 
on him and keep him out of a charity hospital … and keep him from eating off the old 
man’s relief check. And when we turn him out, we’ll have him prepared at least to drive a 
truck or bakery wagon or stand at a gate. … How many do you think you would take of these 
second- class fellows? ’35

Of course, before these second- class fellows could drive a bakery wagon they had to sur-
vive the war, and many of them did not. The conclusion, at least in part, from the President’s 
words is that military service was for “second- class fellows”; and thus, class discrimination 
was at least the intent of the President and the Secretary of Defense. And, during the Truman 
Administration, the axiom was established that the best and the brightest ought to be excluded 
from serving in war, because they were needed to provide the talent for science and other 
highly skilled fields. While draftees were always a minority in Vietnam, in 1969 nine of every 
ten draftees were in Vietnam. In 1970 draftees filled the majority of combat assignments in 
the Army. Thus, by volunteering for service in the Navy or Air Force, the National Guard or 
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Reserves, or the Army in Europe or Korea, an individual could avoid service in combat in 
Vietnam. Those with greater resources and hence better educations knew this better than the 
poor from the south- side of Chicago, or Winder, Georgia. Studies have shown that between 
40 and 60 percent of all volunteers were draft induced.36 To avoid service altogether thousands 
of men fled the country, moving to Canada, and thousands more found ways around the draft 
by failing the physical examination or the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT). The aver-
age age of an infantry soldier in Vietnam was twenty- two, four years younger than the average 
soldier in World War II. And of the roughly 58,148 Americans killed in Vietnam, the average 
age was twenty- three.

In 1967 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. opposed the war and the draft, in part, because it was 
unfair to African Americans. In a speech entitled “The Declaration of Independence from the 
War in Vietnam,” he wrote:

Perhaps the more tragic recognition of reality took place when it became clear to me 
that the war was doing far more than devastating the hopes of the poor at home. It was 
sending their sons and their brothers and their husbands to fight and to die in extra-
ordinarily high proportions relative to the rest of the population. We were taking the 
young black men who had been crippled by our society and sending them 8000 miles 
away to guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found in Southwest 
Georgia and East Harlem. So we have been repeatedly faced with the cruel irony of 
watching Negro and white boys on TV screens as they kill and die together for a nation 
that has been unable to seat them together in the same schools. So we watch them in 
brutal solidarity burning the huts of a poor village, but we realize that they would never 
live on the same block in Detroit. I could not be silent in the face of such cruel manipu-
lation of the poor.37

In 1966 black soldiers made up 13 percent of the Army and 8 percent of the Marines, but 
suffered close to 23 percent of the casualties in Vietnam. In 1967 in the 1st Cavalry Division 
blacks suffered 26 percent of the casualties, twice the percent of blacks assigned to the div-
ision.38 In 1968 blacks made up 11 percent of all enlisted men in Vietnam but 22.4 percent of 
all killed. These figures caused concern in the black communities, and the charge of institu-
tional racism was levied against the Army and Marine Corps. This, however, was not the major 
cause for the higher casualties suffered by African Americans. The search for opportunities that 
were denied blacks in the civilian world, and the limited number of positions in the service 
for which blacks were qualified caused these discrepancies. While the Army offered blacks 
greater access to education, healthcare, job security, and leadership positions than they could 
find outside of it, they were limited by the quality of their education. During the Vietnam War 
blacks re-enlisted at more than twice the rate of whites, 32 percent of blacks and 13 percent 
of whites. And African Americans frequently volunteered to serve in the more elite, presti-
gious combat units, which they were not allowed to serve in during World War II and the 
early days of the Korean War. Without doubt institutional racism influenced the assignments, 
promotions, and deployments of African American soldiers. A study conducted in 1977 by the 
Army found that:

Once drafted, the minorities and lower socio- economic group soldiers bore the brunt of 
the hard combat roles, received less decorations and promotions and received more severe 
judicial punishment than did their more affluent companions. Racism never received 
enough command attention until it erupted into violence which it did with alarming 
frequency and horrible results.39
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Another study, Working- Class War, concluded that: “Though racial discrimination and racial 
attitudes surely persisted in the military, class was far more important than race in deter-
mining the overall social composition of American forces.” The author further noted that: 
“those who fought and died in Vietnam were overwhelmingly drawn from the bottom half of 
American social structure.”40 Still, in 1967 the Army took positive actions to restore balance 
by reducing the number of black soldiers assigned to infantry and cavalry units in Vietnam. At 
war’s end the number of black casualties almost exactly equaled the percentage of African 
Americans in the population, roughly 13 percent.

More recent scholarship, the revisionist school, argues that the upper and middle class did 
in fact fight the war. One group of researchers argued that: “Per capita death rates apparently 
were only slightly lower in affluent American communities than in others (a plausible estimate 
of the deficit is 15%). … Vietnam was not a class war.”41 George Q. Flynn, in his detailed study 
of the draft wrote: “The SS [Selective Service] argued in vain that few escaped entirely from 
service through education [deferments]. In 1966, 56 percent of men who attended college 
eventually served, while only 46 percent of noncollege men served.”42 Of course, statistics can 
be used to support any view the researcher wants to advance. It is how they are interpreted 
that matters. The pool of “noncollege” men was considerably larger. And those men with col-
lege educations who could not avoid service were not likely to end up in combat with an 
infantry platoon in Vietnam. No definitive answer as to the “per capita death rate” is offered 
here; however, it is a fact that college students received deferments, that the poor and working 
classes were much less likely to attend college, that President Johnson targeted “second- class 
fellows,” that Americans from different socioeconomic groups were treated differently, that 
those from affluent families, such as George W. Bush, were more likely to receive favorable 
treatment, that the men that did fight the war tended to believe there were few from the afflu-
ent among their ranks, that those with higher educations received the majority of the non- 
combat jobs, and that individuals from the upper classes had more options.43 A survey taken 
in February 1970 found that, “not one son or grandson of any US Senator or Representative 
has ever been killed or missing in this Vietnam War.”44 It can also be argued that those indi-
viduals from affluent families that did show up to fight were from unique affluent clusters, for 
example, Southerners tended to have a stronger military culture, a stronger martial spirit than 
Americans from the Northeast; hence, they produced more officers, more soldiers.

The primary concern of the draft was pacification of the American people, to disrupt 
American society as little as possible. Providing the armed forces with the best men possible 
was, at best, a secondary consideration. The vast majority of Americans were removed from 
the conduct of war. The Army that fought in Vietnam, however, was the best educated and 
healthiest ever deployed to war. It reflected the higher standard of living attained during the 
Eisenhower years.45 It was not an Army of losers, drug addicts, and racists as it is frequently 
portrayed in films and books. It did have these problems, particularly in the latter years of 
the war, when no one wanted to be the last man to die in a losing cause. Still, it was, for the 
most part, an Army of good, patriotic men, the vast majority of whom served honorably. It 
was primarily an Army of the working class, the lower middle class, and, in part, the lowest 
class. Some of the “affluent” showed up too, but not in the numbers that reflected their per-
centage of the population. No matter how the draft is viewed, the Selective Service System 
damaged the ability of the Army to fight; and hence, the ability of the United States to win 
the war. General Powell described some of the negative effects of the “national personnel 
system:”

My Lai [the site of the massacre of over a hundred unarmed women, children, and old 
men by American soldiers] was an appalling example of much that had gone wrong in 
Vietnam. Because the war had dragged on for so long, not everyone commissioned was 
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really officer material. Just as critical, the corps of career noncommissioned officers was 
being gutted by casualties. Career noncoms form the backbone of any army, and pro-
ducing them requires years of professional soldiering. In order to fight the war without 
calling up the reserves, the Army was creating instant noncoms. Shake- and- bake sergeants, 
we called them. Take a private, give him a little training, shake him once or twice, and 
pronounce him an NCO. It astonished me how well and heroically some of these green 
kids performed. … Still, the involvement of so many unprepared officers and noncoms 
led to breakdowns in morale, discipline, and professional judgment— and to horrors like 
My Lai … .46

The President sought to fight the war without raising taxes, without disturbing the affluent, 
and without the National Guard and Reserves. And still, anti- war movements formed. In 1967 
in San Francisco a group of anti- draft men delineated their argument:

We Refuse to Serve. In the past few months, in many parts of the country, a resistance 
has been forming … a resistance of young men— joined together in their commitment 
against the war … .

We will renounce all deferments and refuse to cooperate with the draft in any manner, at 
any level. We have taken this stand for varied reasons:

Opposition to conscription
Opposition only to the Vietnam War
Opposition to all wars and to all American military adventures.47

The anti- war, anti- draft movements damaged the ability of the nation to conduct the war. 
Support for the war started to deteriorate rapidly in 1967. The will of the people of the 
United States was made more vulnerable by divisions in society. The Civil Rights Movement, 
the Free Speech Movement, the Sexual Revolution, the drug culture, the Hippie Movement, 
the Women’s Liberation Movement, the Gay Liberation Movement, the anti- war movements, 
and the entire counterculture phenomenon that tore the country apart in the 1960s and 
1970s, severely damaged the ability of the United States to fight a war. The nation was divided, 
distracted, and the will of the people was riddled with profound uncertainties; and hence, 
later in the war, the Americans were vulnerable to a strategy aimed at defeating the will of the 
American people.

McNamara Changes Course

In November 1967, a Gallup Poll showed that 57 percent of the American people disap-
proved of the President’s handling of the war, and only 28 percent approved.48 Divisions in 
Washington exacerbated divisions in the country. Months earlier McNamara had come to the 
conclusion that the Vietnam strategy and strategic doctrine, which he helped to design and 
implement, was not working. He recommended changes that deepened the chasm between 
him and the JCS. The JCS recommended further escalation, an increase in the number of 
troops, a partial call- up of the National Guard and Reserves, an expanded bombing campaign 
with fewer restrictions, and other measures that they believed would bring the war more rap-
idly to a successful conclusion, still while fighting the ground war on the strategic defense. 
McNamara, however, opposed further escalation. In a memorandum to the President dated 
19 May 1967 he, in part, wrote:

This memorandum is written at a time when there appears to be no attractive course of 
action. … Continuation of our present moderate policy, while avoiding a larger war, will 

  

 

 

 



280 The Efforts to Adapt to a Nuclear World

280

not change Hanoi’s mind, so is not enough to satisfy the American people; increased force 
levels and actions against the North are likewise unlikely to change Hanoi’s mind, and are 
likely to get us in even deeper in Southeast Asia and into a serious confrontation, if not 
war, with China and Russia. … So we must choose among imperfect alternatives.

The Vietnam war is unpopular in this country. It is becoming increasingly unpopular as 
it escalates. … Most Americans do not know how we got where we are, and most, without 
knowing why … are convinced that somehow we should not have gotten this deeply in. All 
want the war ended and expect their President to end it. Successfully. Or else. This state of 
mind in the U.S. generates impatience in the political structure of the United States. It unfor-
tunately also generates patience in Hanoi.

[In Vietnam] the “big war” in the South between the U.S. and the North Vietnamese mili-
tary units (NVA) is going well. … Regrettably, the “other war” against the VC is still not going 
well. Corruption is widespread. Real government control is confined to enclaves. There is rot 
in the fabric. … The population remains apathetic. … The Army of South Vietnam (ARVN) 
is tired, passive and accommodation- prone.

There continues to be no sign that the bombing has reduced Hanoi’s will to resist or her 
ability to ship the necessary supplies south. Hanoi shows no signs of ending the large war and 
advising the VC to melt into the jungles. The North Vietnamese believe they are right … 
they believe the world is with them and that the American public will not have staying power 
against them. … they believe that, in the long run, they are stronger than we are for the 
purpose.

There is no reason to doubt that China would honor its commitment to intervene at 
Hanoi’s request, and it remains likely that Peking would intervene on her own initiative if she 
believed that the existence of the Hanoi regime was at stake.

Proponents of the added deployments in the South believe that such deployments will has-
ten the end of the war. … The addition of the 200,000 men, involving as it does a call- up of 
Reserves and an addition of 500,000 to the military strength would … almost certainly set 
off bitter Congressional debate and irresistible domestic pressures for stronger action outside 
South Vietnam.

The use of tactical nuclear and area- denial- radiological- bacteriological- chemical 
weapons would probably be suggested at some point if the Chinese entered the war in 
Vietnam or Korea or if U.S. losses were running high while conventional efforts were not 
producing desired results.49

McNamara accurately summarized the situation in Vietnam and the United States. For all 
his declared brilliance, it took him seven years to figure out what Ridgway and Eisenhower 
knew in 1954. Geography dictated the military situation on the ground. The war could not be 
won in South Vietnam. In order to win the United States had to be willing to fight a much 
more total war, a war with the PRC. It had to be willing to invade North Vietnam and accept 
battle with Chinese forces. The security value obtained from a democratic non- Communist 
South Vietnam was not worth the price the United States and the world would have to pay. 
McNamara feared that “escalation threatens to spin the war utterly out of control.” He, there-
fore, advanced limitations on troop deployments, restriction on bombing or a unilateral halt 
to bombing, a limited ground offensive, and an end to search- and- destroy operations. None of 
these recommendations were in concert with the vision of the JCS, and it was rumored that 
they considered resigning en masse if they were accepted.50

The conflict between McNamara and his generals hit the press, and became a matter of 
public debate, the Hawks against the Doves. Johnson was torn. He too feared escalations and 
the reactions of China and the Soviet Union. He sought no wider war; however, he could 
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not abandon South Vietnam after so much loss of life and treasure, and the commitment of 
American prestige, honor, and credibility. Yet, staying the course meant a long war, with the 
patience of the American people deteriorating. There were no good alternatives; however, 
at this juncture Johnson tended toward his generals. Westmoreland insisted that the war was 
progressing according to plan; however, he could not predict an end to the war, even with an 
additional 200,000 soldiers; nor could the Air Force predict victory with additional resources 
and fewer restrictions on bombing.

As long as the United States remained on the strategic defense in the ground war there was 
no way to predict an end to the war; and consequently, no way to explain to the American 
people how the nation was going to achieve its objectives in South Vietnam. In 1965 the war 
was lost. Geographically and in terms of resources provided by China and the Soviet Union 
there was no way to stop Hanoi from supporting the war in the South without invading 
North Vietnam or using nuclear weapons. The United States had to physically threaten the 
survival of North Vietnam; that is, seek the destruction of the PAVN and Hanoi government, 
to save South Vietnam. To go to war on a continent with China, and not expect to fight China, 
particularly given the experience of the Korean War, was not only the height of arrogance, 
it defied common sense— as the European allies, who failed to support the United States, 
recognized.

The Chinese had taken the measure of US forces in Korea, and were not in awe of American 
power. And just as the United States would not have tolerated Communist Chinese forces in 
Mexico, China was not willing to accept the presence of US forces on its borders. Xiaoming 
Zhang in an article entitled “The Vietnam War, 1964– 1969: A Chinese Perspective,” argued 
that China was extensively involved in the Vietnam War providing weapons, supplies, men for 
the construction of transportation arteries, and strategic planning assistance. He concluded 
that had the United States took the offensive and invaded North Vietnam the Chinese would 
have entered the war. He wrote:

China’s determination to offer material and manpower support for the DRV was based 
on a mixture of strategic and ideological considerations. Chinese leaders comprehended 
Vietnam’s strategic importance to the security of China’s southern border. Beijing regarded 
Vietnam along with Korea and Taiwan as the most likely places where the United States 
might establish bases and possibly initiate hostilities.51

In 1962 alone the PRC provided the North Vietnamese with 240,000 individual weapons, 
2,730 artillery pieces, fifteen planes, twenty- eight naval vessels, and 175 million rounds of 
ammunition— a movement of materials American intelligence could not have missed. In 1964 
the Sino- Soviet split was evident. However, with the Gulf of Tonkin Incident and subsequent 
Resolution, China started to refocus its priorities toward preparation for war.52 In October 
1964, the PRC tested its first nuclear weapon. China provided significant resources to Hanoi’s 
war effort, at times, taking weapons and equipment from its own People’s Liberation Army to 
support the People’s Army of Vietnam. The PRC provided equipment to meet specific threats, 
such as antiaircraft guns for the air war, and tanks for the conventional invasion in 1972. Every 
request from the DRV was not fulfilled. Still, the Chinese were committed to the security of 
North Vietnam, a commitment they believed extended to their own borders.

While the Chinese decisions at this time are still debated, given China’s behavior in Korea 
where it too fought a limited war, its most probable course of action was to intervene with a 
“volunteer force.” China was not likely to seek a direct confrontation between the US Army 
and People’s Liberation Army if it could be avoided. China was still recovering from failed 
economic policies of “the Great Leap Forward,” and the internal disorder caused by “the 
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Cultural Revolution.” The Chinese government of 1965 was very different from that of 1951, 
but many of the same leaders were still making the decisions, and the situation they faced was 
very similar. However, a number of historians make the argument that Washington and Beijing 
made secret agreements not to escalate in Vietnam, as they had in Korea. James G. Hershberg 
and Chen Jian wrote:

It was against this background that, in the spring of 1965, the PRC “signaled” the United 
States through a variety of channels regarding the military situation in Vietnam and the 
grave danger involved in the war’s escalation. From the beginning, both Beijing and 
Washington balanced twin goals in their signaling:  on the one hand, to demonstrate 
determination and preparedness to support their respective rival Vietnamese allies; and on 
the other, to make it clear that they hoped to avoid another direct Sino- American mili-
tary clash.53

Common sense dictated that the United States should factor war with the PRC into its 
decision to go to war in Vietnam; however, the Johnson administration took measures to 
reassure the Chinese that they would not invade North Vietnam. The policy greatly upset 
senior military leaders. The lack of willingness to attack North Vietnam in a ground war com-
municated weakness to Hanoi, Beijing, and Moscow of strategic importance. Eisenhower’s 
willingness to expand the war in Korea, at least in part, influenced decision making in Beijing  
and Moscow. Kennedy’s willingness to threaten a larger war in the Cuba Missile Crisis influ-
enced decision makers in Moscow. Johnson’s lack of willingness to contemplate offensive 
actions against North Vietnam and verbal acknowledgment of such influenced decision mak-
ing in Hanoi and Beijing, provided greater freedom of action.

McNamara’s conversion to the “dove” camp caused him to fall into disfavor with the 
President. Late in 1967 he accepted an appointment to head the World Bank; however, when 
McNamara departed the war was already lost.

The Tet Offensive

In 1967 the Communist leadership in the North again decided to step up operations in SVN. 
They planned a major offensive designed to bring the war to a decisive end. The plan called 
for diversionary attacks in the border areas to draw American forces out of the cities, the infil-
tration of men and material into the cities, and finally a simultaneous uprising across the entire 
country to overthrow the government. Hanoi believed the people of South Vietnam would 
support them, and once the Americans were handed a fait accompli they would have no other 
option but to leave. Late in 1967 enemy attacks on the border areas commenced. These attacks, 
particularly the battle for Khe Sanh, greatly worried Johnson, who believed that Hanoi was 
trying to create another Dien Bien Phu, the battle that decisively destroyed French strategy 
in 1954.

In January 1968 the Tet Offensive began. The attack shocked America, particularly after 
Westmoreland had informed the Congress and nation that victory was in sight. Westmoreland 
in his official report acknowledged that MACV had been surprised: “Even though by mid- 
January we were certain that a major offensive action was planned by the enemy at Tet, we did 
not surmise the true nature of the scope of the countrywide attack. … It did not occur to us 
that the enemy would undertake suicidal attacks in the face of our power.” Westmoreland gave 
his estimate of the situation:

The enemy’s main attack was launched late on the 30th and in early morning of the 
31st of January, employing about eighty- four thousand Viet Cong and North Vietnamese 
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troops. … In addition to Saigon, initial assaults were mounted against thirty- six provincial 
capitals, five of the six autonomous cities, sixty- four of the 242 district capitals and fifty 
hamlets. … This enemy’s attack in Saigon began with a sapper assault on the American 
Embassy, a move of dubious military value but psychologically important.”

Tactically and operationally Tet was a major victory for the United States and SVN. The 
NVA and VC lost 37,000 killed and 5,800 captured. American forces lost 1,001 killed. The 
RVN and Allied forces suffered 2,082 killed. Westmoreland believed: “The Tet Offensive had 
the effect of a Pearl Harbor; the South Vietnamese government was intact and stronger; the 
armed forces were larger, more effective, and more confident; the people had rejected the 
idea of a general uprising; and enemy forces, particularly those of the Viet Cong, were much 
weaker.” Westmoreland concluded that the Tet Offensive was a “striking military defeat for the 
enemy:” He was particularly impressed the performance of the ARVN:

In the main, the Tet offensive was a Vietnamese fight. To the ARVN … belonged the major 
share of credit for turning back the offensive. … when put to a crucial test, no ARVN unit 
had broken or defected. The South Vietnamese had fully vindicated my trust. … Nothing 
remotely resembling a general uprising of the people had occurred.”54

Westmoreland had good reason to be congratulatory. The Tet Offensive was a striking tac-
tical and operational victory for the government and people of South Vietnam. Paradoxically, 
it was a major political, psychological, and strategic defeat for the armed forces of the United 
States, and government and people of South Vietnam. The Tet Offensive and the events that 
followed destroyed the will of the American people and the Johnson Administration. The rea-
son for this has been greatly debated. While the US and ARVN forces fought well, quickly 
restoring the situation, the media portrayed the campaign as an overwhelming defeat for the 
United States. On the evening news Americans watched the battle outside of the American 
Embassy, and the bloody battles in Saigon, Hue, and Khe Sanh— the four battles that produced 
the most significant and influential films of the war. They listened to the trusted news anchor 
Walter Cronkite explode with “What the hell is going on? I thought we were winning the 
war.”55 Later in a television special on the war he told the American people: “It seems now 
more certain than ever that the bloody experience of Vietnam is to end in a stalemate.” He 
advanced the argument that as “an honorable people” the United States should seek a “negoti-
ated settlement.”56 Westmoreland was shocked and alarmed by the power and influence of the 
media over the White House and the American people: “President Johnson stated that when 
he lost Walter Cronkite he lost Middle America. What a frightening realization … for in the 
long run public support proved to be our Achilles heel.” Many, not the majority, in the military 
came to believe that the media had stabbed them in the back.

The news coverage strengthened the will of Hanoi, making them more determined. The 
media also identified a new strategy for Hanoi, direct psychological attacks on the will of 
the American people. Peter Braestrup; a veteran of the Korean War, reporter, and author of 
the most comprehensive study on the media during Tet, The Big Story, wrote: “Hanoi did 
not claim a victory— psychological, symbolic, or otherwise— at the embassy. But American 
newsmen were quick to award Hanoi a major “psychological” triumph there, if only because 
they— the newsmen— and Lyndon B. Johnson had been taken by surprise. It was a portent of 
journalistic reactions to come.”57

The coverage of the Tet Offensive by the American media was dishonest, inaccurate, unpro-
fessional, and irresponsible. First the American people were told the VC had entered the 
American Embassy, which was inaccurate. And then they were told what to think— this was 
an event of “symbolic” and “psychological” significance.58 The VC never entered the Embassy. 
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The American people were told repeatedly that Khe Sanh was becoming another Dien Bien 
Phu— the climactic battle that destroyed the will of the French— in contradiction to what the 
Marine commander on the spot and Westmoreland told them. Given American airpower and 
ability to reinforce Khe Sanh, it was impossible for the NVA to produce another Dien Bien 
Phu. Americans were shown the horrendous images of General Loan, the national Chief of 
Police, summarily executing a VC officer in the streets of Saigon with a single shot to the head. 
However, the images were shown out of context. Peter Rollins noted:

Although General Loan’s indiscretion was an important Tet story, it was not necessarily a 
representative microcosm. Editing supplied new ingredients or removed essential ones. … 
Omission of such opening visuals might have indicated to viewers that reporters had not 
been present during the preceding street fighting and thus were not aware of the pitch 
of emotions for both slayer and slain. More significantly, Howard Tucker’s “stand- upper” 
after the execution was removed. Ron Steinman, NBC’s Saigon Bureau Chief, believed 
that such verbiage would be “anticlimactic.” Tucker’s comments would have placed the 
act in a human context. Loan was indeed the national police chief, a significant fact in 
relation to recent events: his capital city had become a maelstrom of fighting— passions 
were intense, revenge for the execution of families was on the minds of those fighting in 
the streets. Within this context, Loan’s cryptic comments to the foreign correspondent 
Tucker were not irrelevant … [H] e observed: “Many Americans have been killed these 
last few days and many of my best Vietnamese friends. Now do you understand? Buddha 
will understand.”59

While not an excuse, Loan’s actions in the middle of battle are more understandable. Context 
matters. At Hue the destruction caused by the Marines and US airpower were shown with-
out the context of the stubborn tenacity of the enemy and without stories of the atrocities of 
the NVA and VC, who killed thousands of unarmed people including women and children. 
Inaccuracy can be expected in a complex war; however, this went beyond that. This was dis-
honesty. In the aftermath the press did little to correct the views it had created. Braestrup con-
cluded: “rarely has contemporary crisis- journalism turned out in retrospect, to have veered 
so widely from reality.” Many Americans watched Americans being killed and wounded. They 
observed the behavior of the South Vietnamese. And they concluded that their government 
and Westmoreland were lying to them, that Vietnam was not worth saving, and that the war 
could not be won. Westmoreland determined that: “Unfortunately, the enemy scored in the 
United States the psychological victory that eluded him in Vietnam, so influencing President 
Johnson and his civilian advisers that they ignored the maxim that when the enemy is hurting, 
you don’t diminish the pressure, you increase it.”60

The White House and the Pentagon did little to counter the picture created by the media. 
Braestrup wrote: “What was striking— and important— about the public White House posture 
in February and March 1968 was how defensive it was. In retrospect, it seems that President 
Johnson was to some degree ‘psychologically defeated’ by the threat to Khe Sanh and the 
onslaught on the cities of Vietnam.”61 Johnson lacked the confidence and vigor to counter the 
impression created by the media. He was physically a sick man, and was unable to summon the 
energy and fortitude required to counter the picture of defeat painted by the media.

The Tet Offensive and subsequent request for an additional 200,000 troops were the decisive 
blows to the will of the American people. Americans lost confidence and trust in their gov-
ernment and armed forces, and the war they were conducting. Students of the war, however, 
disagree about the role of the media in creating the impression of defeat. Elegant observed:

But never before Viet Nam had the collective policy of the media— no less stringent term 
will serve— sought by graphic and unremitting distortion the victory of the enemies of 
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the correspondents’ own side. Television coverage was, of course, new in its intensity and 
repetitiveness; it was crucial in shifting the emphasis from fact to emotion. And televi-
sion will play the same role in future conflicts— on the Western side, of course. It will not 
and cannot expose the crimes of the enemy who is too shrewd to allow the cameras free 
play.”62

The media did not accept this verdict. Braestrup wrote: “there is no evidence of a direct 
relationship between the dominant media themes in 1968 and changes in American mass 
public opinion vis- à- vis the Vietnam war itself.” Braestrup, like Hammond, placed the blame 
squarely on the policies and strategy of the Johnson Administration, noting:

In a sense, the inherent contradictions of his limited- war policy came home to roost. 
Between escalation (politically and economically very costly) and a “phase down,” Johnson 
did not choose. Essentially, he sought to buy time for ‘more of the same.’ This approach led 
to two months of Presidential inaction in the face of a perceived ‘disaster,’ at least in pub-
lic. …  He emphasized the need to stand firm, but he did not spell out what this meant, 
or how the battlefield situation was changing, as he saw it, in Vietnam. He left a big void, 
which others hastened to fill.63

Opinion polls support this assessment. In 1965 opinion polls showed that 61 percent of 
Americans supported the President’s policies in Vietnam. By November 1966 support had 
fallen to 51 percent. By November 1967, the eve of the Tet Offensive, the majority of 
Americans no longer supported the war, with 46 percent against and 44 percent in favor. 
Johnson had lost the support of the majority of the American people before Tet. However, 
the Tet Offensive, and the subsequent request for an additional 200,000 troops, further dam-
aged the President’s position, making it almost impossible for Johnson to regain the initiative. 
Vietnamization was initiated in the wake of the Tet Offensive. Americans were coming home, 
turning the war over to the South Vietnamese.

Leaders are responsible for what happens, or fails to happen. Presidents have enormous 
power to influence the American people— to shape and form public opinion. Presidents are 
also responsible for the national military strategy. It was the White House that failed during 
the Tet Offensive, and in its aftermath. Polls have shown that the American people respond 
positively to decisive actions— the “rally round the flag” phenomenon. Had the President, 
himself, not been psychologically and emotionally defeated, he could have taken actions that 
had the potential of reversing public perceptions and opinions. The Vietnam War was lost in 
the United States when the will of the American people and the Johnson Administration 
collapsed. It would take four more years of fighting before the last American soldier left 
Vietnam.64 Still, the media did a disservice to the nation.

It is commonly believed that the United States and the government of South Vietnam lost 
the war because they failed to win the support of the people of South Vietnam. Yet during the 
Tet Offensive there was no mass uprising against the Americans and South Vietnamese gov-
ernment of President Nguyen Van Thieu. President Thieu, on television, speaking in broken 
English, acknowledged the fact that the people did not revolt: “What they have realized in the 
city [was] that the people was against them. So I believe, the general uprising they have hope, 
have not happen. They have met with the anti- Communist sentiment from the people in the 
city. So they failed in both the country- side and the city.”65 Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker 
noted that the ARVN had fought well: “I think we’re stronger on a number of accounts here. 
I think the Vietnamese armed Forces, for example, have demonstrated their capability. I think 
they have turned in an excellent performance. I think they have gained confidence in them-
selves.”66 The people, government, and armed forces of South Vietnam came out of the Tet 
Offensive more hopeful and confident than ever. The Viet Cong that rose up were identified, 
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killed or captured; the NVA and Hanoi had suffered a major defeat; American support and 
military presence was at its height; and American support seemed firm. While the absence of a 
revolt did not mean that the Americans and government of South Vietnam had won the hearts 
and minds of the people, it did mean that the Communists had not won the hearts and minds 
of the people. When the United States changed its strategy and political objectives in Vietnam 
in 1968, the balance of general support from the people had tilted, if only slightly, in the favor 
of South Vietnam. Hence, if in fact the United States lost the support of the South Vietnamese 
people, it was during the period from 1968 to 1973, the years of Vietnamization, during which 
it became evident that the United States was leaving.

* * * * *

The final American phase of the war began in 1968, the last year of the Johnson Administration. 
On 1 March 1968 Clark Clifford assumed the duties of Secretary of Defense. Clifford, 
who was selected because of his hawkish stance on Vietnam, quickly became a dove. After 
studying classified intelligence reports; discussions with the JCS on American strategy and 
Westmoreland and Wheeler’s request for an additional 200,000 troops; and discussions with 
Dean Acheson, Averell Harriman, Paul Nitze, and others who opposed further commit-
ment and favored de- escalation, Clifford concluded that the war could not be won in any 
predictable time frame, and that the United States ought to develop plans to extricate itself 
from the war. Clifford’s assessment was correct. On the strategic defense an end to hostilities 
could not be predicted. Even after suffering the terrible losses during the Tet Offensive, the 
Communists were able to cross into their privileged sanctuaries, heal their wounds, and come 
back the next year. In 1969 Clifford published an essay describing his remarkable transform-
ation. Through a series of “colloquial style” meetings he was given the following information:

“Will 200,000 more men do the job” I found no assurance that they would. “If not, how 
many more might be needed— and when?” There was no way of knowing. … “Can the 
enemy respond with a build- up of his own?” He could and he probably would. … “Can 
bombing stop the war?” Never by itself. It was inflicting heavy personnel and material 
losses, but bombing by itself would not stop the war. When I asked for a presentation 
of the military plan for attaining victory in Viet Nam, I was told that there was no plan 
for victory in the historic American sense. Why not? Because our forces were operat-
ing under three major political restrictions: The President had forbidden the invasion of 
North Viet Nam because this could trigger a mutual assistance pact between North Viet 
Nam and China: the President had forbidden the mining of the harbor at Haiphong. … 
because a Soviet vessel might be sunk; the President had forbidden our forces to pursue 
the enemy into Laos and Cambodia, for to do so would spread the war, politically and 
geographically. … These and other restrictions … were wisely designed to prevent our 
being drawn into a larger war.67

After listening to these gloomy conclusions Clifford was “convinced that the military course 
we were pursuing was not only endless, but hopeless.” He, thus, developed a policy to “level 
off our involvement, and to work toward gradual disengagement.” Clifford had some support. 
Acheson, Harriman, and Nitze, argued that other parts of the world were more important 
to American security, that Europe was being neglected, and that too many resources needed 
in other areas were pouring into Vietnam. Clifford succeeded in convincing the President 
to change course, and on 31 March 1968 the President made his new policy known to the 
American people. He established a troop ceiling of 549,500. He made a commitment to 
speed up aid and assistance to South Vietnam’s armed forces, to enable them to take over 
more responsibility. And, in a message to Hanoi, he restricted bombing of the North. This was 
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an invitation to enter into peace talks. Johnson ultimately considered Clifford’s conversion a 
betrayal, but he had won the battle in Washington. Plans to increase troop strength were aban-
doned, and plans to de- escalate were implemented.

The failure of the Tet Offensive in Vietnam, the bombing campaign, and Johnson’s open 
pledge to negotiate motivated Hanoi to adopt a new strategy— negotiating while fighting. 
This new strategy enabled Hanoi to focus on what it now perceived to be decisive— the will 
of the American people. Hanoi sought to erode American support for the war, forcing the 
administration to abandon the Saigon government. On 13 May formal talks opened in Paris.

 The Tet Offensive, the assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy, 
the Civil Rights Movement, and the anti- war/ anti- draft protests, shook the confidence of 
the President and the nation. Johnson decided not to run for a second term. On 3 July 
1968 General Creighton Abrams replaced General Westmoreland as commander of MACV.68 
Abrams had been deputy commander since May of 1967.

Nixon and the Vietnamization Phase

In November 1968 Richard M. Nixon was elected President defeating Vice President Herbert 
H. Humphrey. The major issue of the presidential campaign was the war in Vietnam. Nixon 
did not plan to abandon Vietnam:

Abandoning the South Vietnamese people … would threaten our long- term hopes for 
peace in the world. A great nation cannot renege on its pledges. A great nation must be 
worthy of trust. … If we simply abandoned our effort in Vietnam, the cause of peace 

Figure 10.1 Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara and Secretary of Defense- designate Clark M. Clifford, 
7 February 1968, Washington, DC.
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might not survive the damage that would be done to other nations’ confidence in our 
reliability. … If Hanoi were to succeed in taking over South Vietnam by force— even after 
the power of the United States had been engaged— it would greatly strengthen those 
leaders who scorn negotiation, who advocate aggression, who minimize the risks of con-
frontation with the United States. It would bring peace now but it would enormously 
increase the danger of a bigger war later.69

President Nixon concluded:

As I  saw it, however, this option [unilateral withdrawal] had long since been fore-
closed. A precipitate withdrawal would abandon 17 million South Vietnamese, many 
of whom had worked for us and supported us, to Communist atrocities and domin-
ation. When the Communists had taken over North Vietnam in 1954, 50,000 people 
had been murdered, and hundreds of thousands more died in labor camps. In 1968, 
during their brief control of Hue, they had shot or clubbed to death or buried alive 
more than 3,000 civilians whose only crime was to have supported the Saigon gov-
ernment. We simply could not sacrifice an ally in such a way. If we suddenly reneged 
on our earlier pledges of support, because they had become unpopular at home, 
we would not be worthy of the trust of other nations and we certainly would not 
receive it.70

The Democratic candidate for President, Humphrey, was too closely tied to the failed 
policies of the Johnson Administration, and Nixon implied that he had a “secret plan to end 
the war.”71 Nixon later outlined his thinking on the conduct of the war, denying that he had 
advanced a “secret plan:”

I wanted the war to end. … I felt that there were a number of unexplored avenues to probe 
in finding a way to end the war. I believed that we could use our armed strength more 
effectively to convince the North Vietnamese that a military victory was not possible. We 
also needed to step up our programs for training and equipping the South Vietnamese so 
that they could develop the capability of defending themselves. Most important, I believed 
that we were not making adequate use of our vast diplomatic resources and powers. The 
heart of the problem lay more in Peking and Moscow than in Hanoi. As a candidate it 
would have been foolhardy, and as a prospective President, improper, for me to outline 
specific plans in detail. … I was asking the voters to take on faith my ability to end the 
war. A regular part of my campaign speech was the pledge: “New leadership will end the 
war and win the peace in the Pacific.” I never said that I had a “plan,” much less a “secret 
plan,” to end the war.72

In January 1969 the Nixon Administration took office. Melvin Laird replaced Clark 
Clifford as Secretary of Defense, William Rogers replaced Dean Rusk as Secretary of State, 
and Henry Kissinger replaced Walt Rostow as National Security Advisor. Vietnamization 
was the cornerstone of Nixon’s strategy. Nixon developed and initiated plans to increase 
the size and capabilities of the armed forces of South Vietnam, and to withdraw US ground 
forces. Using “the carrot and the stick” tactic he entered into secret negotiations with 
Hanoi, and intensified the bombing campaign. Nixon believed that Eisenhower had ended 
the Korean War by threatening to expand the war in ways and means beyond the cap-
abilities of the PRC. He planned to demonstrate the same willingness to use American 
airpower.
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 He planned a quid pro quo diplomatic offensive to neutralize China and the Soviet Union, 
and secure their assistance to influence Hanoi. He sought to give them something they 
wanted— trade, arms limitation, diplomatic recognition and agreements, and other incen-
tives— in exchange for their assistance in pressuring Hanoi to negotiate. Finally, Nixon planned 
a two- part public relations offensive to influence American opinion, “the silent majority,” and 
to discredit the anti-war movement and others who opposed his initiatives. Nixon planned 
to fully utilize the economic, political, diplomatic, and military power of the United States to 
bring the war to an end. He believed he could succeed where Johnson had failed: “I’m not 
going to end up like LBJ, holed up in the White House afraid to show my face on the street. 
I’m going to stop that war. Fast.”73

Hanoi rejected Nixon’s initial offers for a negotiated settlement. To demonstrate his resolve 
and willingness to use force, Nixon initiated a secret bombing campaign against PAVN and 
VC sanctuaries in Cambodia, expanding the war. In “Operation Menu,” B- 52’s dropped more 
than 100,000 tons of bombs over a fifteen- month period. The secret eventually became pub-
lic, increasing anti-war protests, Congressional debate, and the call for unilateral withdrawal.

The Tet Offensive significantly changed the situation on the ground in South Vietnam. And, 
in March 1969, Abrams changed ground war operations to adjust to the new situation.74 Lewis 
Sorley in a biography of Abrams concluded that:

Abrams’s most significant impact as the new MACV commander was in his conduct of 
the war— his concept of the nature of the war itself, the “one war” response to that per-
ception, identification and exploitation of the enemy’s dependence on a logistics nose, 
emphasis on security of the populace and the territorial force improvements that pro-
vided it, effective interdiction of the enemy infiltration, and development of more capable 
armed forces for the South Vietnamese.75

Figure 10.2 President Richard M. Nixon and President of South Vietnam Nguyen Van Thieu, 30 January 1969.
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Abrams based his operational and tactical doctrine, in part, on a study conducted by the 
Army staff in 1966, A Program for the Pacification and Long- Term Development of South Vietnam 
(PROVN Study). Abrams adopted what he called the “One- War” approach, combining the 
more conventional war of finding, fixing, and fighting the enemy with security and pacifi-
cation operations. He eliminated search- and- destroy operational and tactical doctrine, and 
reliance on body count. He emphasized the policy of “secure and hold.” Abrams wanted the 
population secured— in the hamlets, the villages, and the provinces— and he wanted them 
held, defended, day and night. He endeavored to cut off the flow of resources to the VC and 
NVA in South Vietnam through interdiction operations in the border regions. He fought 
whenever and wherever the enemy could be found. He sought to end the divisions between 
the ARVN and US Army by eliminating the separation of missions.

He endeavored to refocus the ARVN on security missions, on small unit operations, and on 
working with and among the people. Abrams sought to improve the leadership of the ARVN 
and build its morale and aggressiveness. Abrams’ strategic and doctrinal thinking moved the 
Army closer to that of the Marine Corps’ vision. In April 1970 Abrams’ staff in a report enti-
tled “The Changing Nature of the War,” felt sufficiently optimistic to conclude that: “For the 
first time in the war, the enemy’s traditional bases of power are being directly challenged— his 
political organization and his control of the population.” This was overly optimistic. Still, as 
late as 1972, Abrams believed that the war could be won, that South Vietnam could survive as 
a free, independent, nation capable of defending itself.

Figure 10.3  General Creighton Abrams, who had been one of General George Patton’s tank commanders in 
World War II, took over from General Westmoreland on 3 July 1968.
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Figure 10.4 Republic of Vietnam armed forces’ strength.

There has been considerable debate on the tenure of General Abrams as MACV com-
mander. It is argued by those who believed that winning the heart and minds of the people, 
“the other war,” was the key to success that had Abrams’ new approach been implemented 
in the early years of the war the outcome might have been different. Others argue that the 
only reason Abrams could implement his new approach was because the Tet Offensive and 
Westmoreland’s search- and- destroy operations had taken such a heavy toll on the enemy, 
almost eliminating the combat effectiveness of the VC, and had greatly diminished the ability 
of the PAVN to conduct major offensive operations. Because Hanoi was forced to change its 
strategy Abrams was able to implement his vision.

Jeffrey Clark, in the official history of the US Army in Vietnam, noted that: “Westmoreland 
had already outlined this new orientation in January, when the Tet offensive had suddenly 
upset his plan. Abrams now intended to put his predecessor’s proposal into effect.”76 And 
Gregory Daddis, in his book Westmoreland’s War, wrote:

Observers yearning to find “sharp contrast” between Westmoreland and Abrams soon over-
shadowed those highlighting the continuity between the two MACV  commanders …. 
In large sense, the standard history of the Vietnam War is flawed. …  A reexamination of 
the Westmoreland years suggests that the MACV commander in fact developed a com-
prehensive military strategy consistent with the president’s larger political objective. … 
Westmoreland devised an operational plan that accord well with the complex realities of 
the Vietnamese revolutionary war.77

Abrams’ “new” operational doctrine and plan were in accord with Westmoreland’s thinking. 
Still, while Abrams’ “one war” concept had the potential to strengthen the government and 
armed forces of South Vietnam, it did not have the potential to destroy the will of Hanoi, com-
plete the destruction of the PAVN, stop the flow of resources from the PRC and USSR, stop 
the flow of men and material down the Ho Chi Minh trail, connect the South Vietnamese 
people in significant ways to the government of South Vietnam, or restore the will and sup-
port of the American people. The war could not be won with any ground war strategy or 
doctrine restricted to the borders of South Vietnam.
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In 1970 the pro- American government of Prime Minister Lon Nol overthrew the gov-
ernment of Prince Sihanouk of Cambodia creating new military opportunities. There were 
legitimate political and military reasons for US and ARVN operations in Cambodia; how-
ever, operations across the border into Cambodia created a firestorm in the United States. 
Cambodia’s sovereignty and neutrality were fiction. The PAVN and VC had conducted opera-
tions from Cambodia since the 1950s. Abrams and the JCS had identified significant enemy 
forces and supply storage facilities in Cambodia. These locations were used as staging bases 
for attacks into South Vietnam. Abrams recommended operations against Communist forces 
in Cambodia to secure the borders of South Vietnam. On 25 April, against the recommenda-
tion of his Secretary of Defense and Secretary of State, Nixon ordered US and ARVN forces 
into Cambodia to destroy enemy sanctuaries and assist the government. Nixon recognized 
that the Cambodian incursion would further inflame the anti-war movement; however, this 
was an opportunity to demonstrate to Hanoi that he would not shrink from the employment 
of significant military force because of the anti-war movement in the United States. Nixon 
understood that the anti-war movement strengthened Hanoi’s resolve and patience.

The Cambodian incursion was the largest operation since the Tet Offensive involving 30,000 
US and 50,000 ARVN soldiers. During the operations an estimated 11,349 Communists were 
killed, 2,328 captured, and enough supplies captured or destroyed to equip fifty- four battal-
ions.78 The operation was a major setback for the PAVN and VC; however, in the United States 
it sparked a new and more severe round of protests. Protests erupted across the United States. 
At Kent State, the Ohio National Guard killed two students in an anti-war protest. Congress, 
angered by the expansion of the war, revoked the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution and 
passed legislation that prohibited expenditures for US forces outside of Vietnam. Ultimately, 
Cambodia suffered horrendous deaths as the Communists rallied and attacked the Lon Nol 
government.

By December 1970, as a result of Nixon Vietnamization policy, US troop strength had 
declined to 335,800, and in 1971 to 140,000. General Abrams protested reductions in forces, 
arguing that the withdrawal of troops failed to take into consideration the military situation 
on the ground; nevertheless, the unilateral withdrawals continued. Domestic politics, not 
the exigencies of war in Vietnam, dictated the course and conduct of the American war in 
Vietnam.

In March 1972 Hanoi again escalated, launching a massive, conventional, three- pronged 
offensive with 125,000 men in fourteen divisions and twenty- six separate regiments sup-
ported by tanks and artillery. The objective of the “Easter Offensive” or the Nguyen Hue 
Campaign was total victory. By March, US forces in Vietnam had declined to approximately 
95,000, of which only 6,000 were combat troops. The coming election and the anti- war pro-
tests in the United States appeared to have tied the president’s hands. In addition, the ARVN 
looked vulnerable following the 1971 offensive into Laos, while the PAVN, with increased 
Soviet support in conventional weapons— tanks, artillery, and anti- aircraft missiles— appeared 
capable of swift victory. Given this situation Hanoi was optimistic that what it could not 
achieve through negotiations could be won on the battlefield. Giap planned for three major 
attacks, in the northern, central, and southern parts of South Vietnam. The initial attacks went 
well; however, most ARVN units with their backs to the wall fought tenaciously. Sensing that 
the attacks were timed to embarrass him in his efforts toward a peace agreement and diplo-
matic efforts with the PRC and USSR, in the face of political opposition and anti- war pro-
testers, Nixon unleashed American airpower. In a memo to Kissinger he wrote:

I cannot emphasize too strongly that I have determined that we should go for broke. What 
we have got to get across to the enemy is the impression that we are doing exactly that …. 
What all of us must have in mind is that we must punish the enemy in ways that he will 
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really hurt at this time. … Now that I have made this very tough watershed decision 
I intend to stop at nothing to bring the enemy to his knees. I want you to get this spirit 
inculcated in all hands and particularly I want the military to get off its backside and give 
me some recommendations as to how we can accomplish that goal … .

I think we have had too much of a tendency to talk big and act little. This was certainly 
the weakness of the Johnson administration. To an extent it may have been our weakness 
where we have warned the enemy time and time again and then have acted in a rather 
mild way when the enemy has tested us. He has now gone over the brink and so have we. 
We have the power to destroy his war- making capacity. The only question is whether we 
have the will to use that power. What distinguishes me from Johnson is that I have the will 
in spades.79

Nixon ordered the US Air Force and Navy to quickly augment their forces in Southeast 
Asia to meet the threat and punish the NVA. From March to April US aircraft sorties increased 
from 4,237 to 17,171, and in May rose to 18,444. The “Linebacker” air operation dropped 
approximately 150,000 tons of explosives on North Vietnam.80 The historian, John Sherwood, 
noted: “naval air power proved vital during the epic struggle because of its ability to surge 
rapidly. … In a matter of a few short weeks, the Navy’s carrier presence in the Gulf of Tonkin 
jumped from two to six ships and Navy aircraft flew the majority of strikes during the crit-
ical early days of the offensive. ”81 Herring noted that the public outrage at the escalation was 
manageable because: “The American public had always considered bombing more accept-
able than the use of ground forces.”82 In addition, Nixon ordered the mining of the port of 
Haiphong. With American and Vietnamese helicopter forces the ARVN had the advantage of 
interior lines and was able to quickly redeploy forces, and reinforce troops fighting in threat-
ened areas. Helicopter gunship and artillery provided the ARVN with needed firepower. In 
units that failed, ARVN political generals were sacked and replaced with more professional, 
talented leaders. The Soviet Union, seeking new agreements with the United States, publicly 
continued its support for Hanoi, but privately cautioned the government to reach a peace 
agreement. During the Korean War, Stalin had sent similar cautions to Mao Zedong.

By June it was evident that the offensive had failed, even though the fighting continued. 
According to data compiled by the Nixon Administration the PAVN suffered over 100,000 
dead, 450 tanks destroyed, and heavy losses in artillery, trucks, and other equipment. Facilities 
and installations in North Vietnam also sustained heavy damage.83 South Vietnam survived its 
first major challenge without US ground forces. The ARVN had proven itself, and the policy 
of Vietnamization. However, there were major flaws in Giap’s plan. He had difficulty in coord-
inating the movement of forces, and had dispersed them to the benefit of the SVN. American 
airpower also deserved much of the credit. Thus, the big question remained: Could the ARVN 
defend the country without American physical support?

The failure of the campaign facilitated Kissinger’s negotiations in Paris with Le Duc Tho. 
However, in October Le Duc Tho prematurely announced that an agreement had been reached 
causing the surprised government of South Vietnam to reject it. Hanoi broke off talks and the 
war continued. Kissinger wrote: “My description of the December negotiations can leave little 
doubt that Hanoi had in effect made a strategic decision to prolong the war, abort all negoti-
ations, and at the last moment seek unconditional victory once again.”84 In November 1972, 
Nixon was re-elected president. By December US troop strength had declined to 24,200. To 
motivate Hanoi back to the table and to conclude the peace agreement Nixon initiated an 
intense “Christmas bombing” campaign, Linebacker II. Kissinger explained Nixon’s thinking:

Hanoi had become greedy. Encouraged by the evident discord between Washington 
and Saigon. … the North Vietnamese thought that they could take everything, make us 
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cave in, and demoralize Saigon. The North Committed a cardinal error in dealing with 
Nixon: They cornered him. Nixon was never more dangerous than when he seemed to 
have run out of options. He was determined not to have his second term tormented like 
the first by our national trauma— especially when a settlement had seemed so near.85

Nixon’s weapon of choice was airpower. To emphasize his intent he told Admiral Moorer, 
CJCS: “I don’t want any more of this crap about the fact that we couldn’t hit this target or that 
one. This is your chance to use military power effectively to win the war, and if you don’t I’ll 
consider you responsible.” In eleven days of flying 729 sorties B- 52s dropped 15,237 tons of 
bombs; an additional 5,000 tons was dropped by fighter- bombers. On 2 January talks resumed, 
and before the month ended the United States, RVN, NLF, and DRV signed the Paris Peace 
Accords. Linebacker II caused airmen and others to believe that airpower had been decisive in 
compelling Hanoi to accept the peace agreement, and that had it been used more effectively 
earlier in the war victory would have been achieved. Admiral Sharp wrote: “Whatever else may 
be argued, the fact is that the eleven- day air campaign of December 1972 will go down in his-
tory as a testimonial to the efficiency of air power.”86 A similar argument was made to explain the 
final armistice in Korea; however, in both wars, the enemy had achieved the primary objective. 
The terms of the agreement were only slightly different from those offered in October. With the 
exit of American forces Hanoi had in fact achieved victory. It was just a matter of time.87

The final agreement was not viable. The President of RVN, Nguyen Van Thieu, accepted 
it because he had no other options. Nixon promised and delivered massive military and eco-
nomic assistance, promised to enforce the agreement, and threatened to abandon him if he 
did not accept the agreement. In a letter to Thieu dated 14 November Nixon wrote: “But far 
more important than what we say in the agreement on this issue is what we do in the event 
the enemy renews his aggression. You have my absolute assurance that if Hanoi fails to abide 
by the terms of this agreement it is my intention to take swift and severe retaliatory action.”88 
When Nixon wrote these words he may have believed them. It was possible to back them 
up with airpower. However, the US Congress and the American people would have never 
accepted a major redeployment of ground forces to Vietnam.

The peace agreement called for the complete withdrawal of US forces, but left the PAVN in 
South Vietnam. It was not possible to secure peace with 150,000 enemy soldiers in the coun-
try. The entire peace arrangement was orchestrated subterfuge. Nixon in a televised speech 
from the White House told the American people: “We today have concluded an agreement 
to end the war and bring peace with honor in Vietnam.” The agreement was a means for 
the United States to extricate itself from the war, however, there was no “honor.” Hanoi saw 
the agreement as a means to get the United States out of Vietnam so it could complete the 
destruction of the enemy’s government. Hanoi also knew the United States was not coming 
back. Nevertheless, Thieu was out of options. Nixon announced a halt to all US offensive 
operations in Vietnam, the end of the military draft, and in March, 591 American prisoners of 
war came home. Nevertheless, the war continued.

Between 1973 and 1975 the PAVN launched several major offensives with regular forces. 
The ARVN initially fought well, but suffered from a lack of confidence. The United States had 
created a dependent army, psychologically incapable of sustained, independent military opera-
tions even with billions of dollars of US equipment. The complete withdrawal of American 
forces caused enormous damage to the morale and will of the South Vietnamese, and there 
were shortages of ammunition and other supplies. The government of SVN requested the 
military assistance the United States had promised during the peace negotiations. Nixon and 
Kissinger, however, were unable to keep their promises. The Watergate scandal paralyzed the 
nation. In May, the House voted to cut off funds for air operations in Indochina. The following 
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month Congress passed an amendment requiring the cessation of all military operations in 
and over Indochina, and in November passed the War Powers Act requiring the President to 
notify and acquire Congressional approval for the deployment of armed forces in sustained 
operations. Congress acted to limit the power of the President to make war. In August 1974 
Nixon resigned. Gerald R. Ford became President, and he too lacked the power to render the 
assistance the United States had promised. In April 1975 the government of SVN fell to the 
PAVN. The war had finally come to an ignominious end.

* * * * *

In Vietnam the United States spent an estimated $200 billion, more than half of which went 
to the air war, and suffered its first defeat. The United States sustained 47,382 killed in action, 
10,811 deaths from other causes, and 153,303 wounded in actions. Of those killed 65.8 per-
cent were soldiers, 25.5 percent Marines, 4.3 percent Navy, primarily aviators, and 4.3 per-
cent Air Force, primarily pilots. But, the death toll from war is never fully known.89 Months, 
years, and decades after the end of hostilities men were still dying from physical and psycho-
logical wounds received during the war. In the Vietnam War the psychological wounds— post- 
traumatic stress disorder— were deep and took a higher toll than in most wars. The Vietnam 
War was the first war that the United States had lost, making the sacrifices of servicemen seem 
futile. It was an unpopular war that lacked the support of the American people. Servicemen 
were not welcomed home. They were treated with hostility. Those who had served honorably 
were treated with disrespect. Agent Orange and diseases contracted in Vietnam, such as hepa-
titis, also took a toll on the lives of the men that served.

It was estimated that the RVN sustained 223,748 killed, and 570,600 wounded, and 415,000 
civilian deaths. The estimates of RVN casualties vary widely and an accurate assessment will 
never be known. It was estimated that North Vietnam suffered over 666,000 killed; however, 
in April 1995 Hanoi promulgated that 1.1 million combatants had died, and 600,000 were 
wounded between 1954 and 1975.90 These figures include Viet Cong guerrillas, Communist 
South Vietnam soldiers, and PAVN soldiers. The Vietnamese Communists suffered human 
losses that exceeded by two times the number of Americans killed in World War II. The period 
of American withdrawal and abandonment of the RVN, 1972– 1975, was one of the most dis-
graceful periods of American history. And the suffering in the region continued long after the 
withdrawal of US forces.

The United States went to war in Vietnam without the United Nations, without its trad-
itional European allies, without mobilizing the National Guard and Reserves, and without 
a sustained effort to gain and maintain the support of the American people. This was not 
the traditional American practice of war. Many in the military came to believe that when 
American servicemen were fighting and dying in a foreign land in pursuit of national political 
objectives the American people failed to give them their full support. General Colin Powell 
wrote: “In Vietnam, we had entered into a halfhearted half- war, with much of the nation 
opposed or indifferent, while a small fraction carried the burden.”91 The Vietnam War dam-
aged the martial spirit of the American people.92 Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations wrote: 
“The security of every society must always depend, more or less, upon the martial spirit of 
the great body of the people.” In the post- Vietnam War era, the martial spirit of the American 
people mattered little.

The end of the Vietnam War marked the end of the cultural transformation of the American 
practice of war. Americans experienced the war as a dirty, bloody infantry war that failed to 
produce victory. Ironically it was the first war in the history of the United States where the 
decisive arm for the conduct of the war was supposed to be airpower. In the post- Vietnam 
War era the role of airpower continued to expand and that of ground forces to contract. 
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Between 1969 and 1976 the Army dropped from 1,512,169 to 779,000 soldiers. Army leader-
ship considered it a “hollow army,” a return to the days before the Korean War.93

The Vietnam War damaged America’s ego. The myth of America received a severe blow. 
Americans grew up thinking their country and armed forces were unbeatable. This was 
the nation that defeated Germany and Japan simultaneously in less than five years. This 
was the nation that in World War II out produced all other nations. This was the nation 
that invented the atomic bomb, and advanced many other technologies, such as radar and 
airpower. Americans grew up believing their ingenuity and technology could overcome all 
obstacles. Americans grew up believing that their government through two centuries of 
progress had institutionalized integrity, honor, and moral correctness. Americans believed 
that they, as a people, were morally right and courageous. Vietnam called all this into ques-
tion. The ideals of America, the ethos, and deeply held myths of America were challenged. 
There seemed to be an irreconcilable disjunct between America’s beliefs about itself and 
the realities the Vietnam War seemed to reveal. Americans’ faith in America was eroded by 
their defeat by a poor, undeveloped nation; the massacre at My Lai; the chronic, extensive 
mendacity of the Johnson and Nixon Administrations; and numerous signs of corruption 
and deterioration.

A summary of why the United States lost would, in part, read:

• The US Army and Marine Corps fought the entire war on the strategic defense. There 
was no way to win. On the defense all that was possible was to not lose. Victory, in the 
classic sense, required offensive operations of strategic importance.

• The PRC precluded major strategically offensive operations against North Vietnam. The 
geographic circumstances of Vietnam, a contiguous border with the PRC, meant that the 
Chinese could intervene with significant forces at any time.

• Geography and terrain precluded positive control of the borders of South Vietnam, mean-
ing that North Vietnamese Communist forces could infiltrate along a 1,000- mile- long 
front of dense jungle and delta regions. There was no way to isolate the battlefield.

• The defense is the strongest form of war, because people fight harder for their homes and 
family. The Americans were the invaders, the foreign element. The North Vietnamese had 
the psychological advantage. They were fighting for their home and families, their way of 
life, their culture, and their independence. Communism was more a means to an end, than 
an accepted way of life.

• Culturally, Americans could not win the counterinsurgency war. Cultural ignorance of 
Vietnamese language, customs, and norms; the lack of cultural affinity, the military rota-
tion system, and American military methods precluded the cultural understanding and 
learning required to win the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese people. The idea that the 
US forces were going to “out- Vietnamese” the Vietnamese was not reasonable.

• The US Army could train and equip the ARVN, but it could not create the quality and 
quantity of patriotism and nationalism that were necessary to produce a modern nation- 
state. It could not develop in the time available the connectedness necessary for people to 
fight and sacrifice for an idea, an imagined community, an ill- formed, fledgling nation- 
state— the Republic of Vietnam.

• The US government’s recruitment and personnel policy damaged the ability of the Army 
in Vietnam to fight. The Army deployed a different army to Vietnam every year of the war. 
The one- year rotation system meant the loss of experience, cultural learning, knowledge 
of terrain and people, and the commitment of skilled soldiers every month. The individual 
rotation system meant that soldiers became more committed to surviving a twelve- month 
tour than the success of their units or defeating the enemy. In twelve months, no matter 
what the situation in Vietnam, they were going home.
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• The US Army in Vietnam implemented personnel policies that damaged its ability to 
fight. The Army damaged its ability to generate combat power by attempting to employ 
the least educated and least talented soldiers in the most difficult and important job, com-
bat infantry; by employing enormous number of soldiers in noncombat, rear- area, service 
support jobs; and by restricting combat command to a six- month tour of duty.

• Tactically, the VC and NVA were faster than American ground forces, giving them the 
ability to disengage, to flee the battlefield and live to fight another day. They were lighter 
and carried less equipment. They had superior knowledge of the terrain and better intel-
ligence. They did not rotate every twelve months, and thus had greater experience. They 
were physically smaller and better acclimated to the environment. They had networks 
of tunnel systems and networks of connections to the people that helped conceal their 
movement. Tactically US superior firepower could not overcome the superior mobility 
of the VC and NVA. While American forces had greater operational mobility because of 
the helicopters, that same technology actually diminished tactical mobility. Ground forces 
became dependent on landing zones (LZ) for insertion, resupply, evacuation, and extrac-
tion. The further they moved away from their LZ, the further they moved away from the 
source of their survival.

• Airpower, deployed under the doctrine of Graduated Response, did not and could not 
destroy the will of the people or the will of the Communist government in Hanoi. In fact, 
no airpower doctrine known, short of extermination warfare, would have been decisive in 
Vietnam. Airpower could not isolate the battlefield, destroy the enemy’s means of produc-
tion, stop the flow of men and materials down the Ho Chi Minh trail, or stop the flow of 
resources from the PRC or Soviet Union.

• The command structure employed by the United States was wholly ineffective. It failed 
to maximize the combat power of the forces deployed. It failed to produce unity of 
effort and synergies, and it developed measures of success that failed to actually measure 
success.

• Statistical measures such as body count, unit days in the field, tonnage of bombs dropped, 
and numbers of sorties flown, failed to actually measure success, whether the United 
States was achieving its political objective of a free and independent South Vietnam cap-
able of defending itself.

• Television and the media helped destroy the will of the American people. The Vietnam 
War was the first television war. It was also the first major American war without censor-
ship. The press was allowed to go where it wanted, do what it wanted, and report what it 
wanted, but they only reported the view from one side of the battlefield and they tended 
to report the most sensational events. The Communists did not have to worry about tele-
vision or the press. As a consequence, Americans received a distorted view of the war. 
The war was ultimately lost in the United States, when the will of the American people 
collapsed.

• Hanoi, the PAVN, and VC developed and deployed a comprehensive People’s War 
Insurgency strategy and doctrine that de-emphasized direct engagements with large con-
ventional forces (the war the United States wanted to fight), emphasized the political task 
of gaining and maintaining the support of the people, and undermined the legitimacy of 
the government of South Vietnam. Hanoi fought a protracted war of attrition that was 
won politically, by not losing militarily.

• The PRC and Soviet Union provided the resources and technologies Hanoi needed to 
fight the United States and South Vietnam. The United States could not destroy the ene-
my’s means of production, and could not effectively interdict those resources. Nor could 
the United States destroy the commitment of the Chinese and Soviets to the Communist 
in Hanoi.
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• The government of South Vietnam and the ARVN lacked the leadership, vision, cohe-
sion, legitimacy, commitment, and consistency to organize and fight effectively against the 
Communist. They became too dependent on US leadership, resources, and know- how to 
survive alone. The departure of American forces destroyed the confidence of the Saigon 
government and the ARVN.

• Congress hastened the collapse of South Vietnam by withdrawing support, and preclud-
ing any further military actions in Vietnam. The Watergate scandal tied the hands of the 
President Nixon. Once Congress withdrew support for the war, it was simply a matter of 
time before the Saigon Government and ARVN collapsed.

Historians disagree vehemently on the causes of defeat in Vietnam; however, all the argu-
ments contain some of the elements noted here.94 
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11 The Recovery and Reorganization of 
the Armed Forces of the United States, 
1975– 1990

It [Army AirLand Battle Doctrine] is based on securing or retaining the initiative and exercising it 
aggressively to accomplish the mission. The object of all operations is to impose our will upon the 
enemy— to achieve our purpose. To do this we must throw the enemy off balance with a powerful 
blow from an unexpected direction, follow up rapidly to prevent his recovery and continue opera-
tions aggressively to achieve the higher commander’s goals.1

— US Army, FM 100– 5, Operations, 1986

So the one thing the Gulf war did: the tank- plinking made everybody understand the importance of 
precise delivery of weapons for hitting a fielded enemy army. In other words, it showed that air power 
could very methodically and rapidly decimate a ground force if it had the accuracy of fairly small and 
conventional weapons. This was a significant turning point.2

— General Buster Glosson, War with Iraq, 2003

In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, the services, particularly the Army, had to recover, 
reorganize, rebuild, and rethink the conduct of war and military professionalism. Recovery 
required time, tenacity, intelligence, money, a vision of the future, the right political environ-
ment, and love of service and country. The process of recovery and transformation could not 
be completed until an administration was willing to expend the resources required and create 
the environment necessary. It was President Ronald Reagan who clarified the strategic envir-
onment, demonstrated his faith and confidence in the armed forces, and made the necessary 
commitments of resources to the services. Reagan stated: “defense is not a budget issue. You 
spend what you need.” Leadership mattered.

The 1970s were a strange and unique period in American history. I don’t believe there 
was ever another period when Americans were ashamed of their Army; when some people 
actually hated American soldiers; when soldiers in uniform were too frequently called “baby 
killers”; when the Army withdrew into its forts and told soldiers leaving those protected gates, 
not to leave in uniform; when soldiers got into fights with civilians in towns and cities across 
the country just because they were soldiers; when military personnel no longer wore uniforms 
at airports travelling between military assignments; when ROTC departments at universities 
across the country came under attack, some were physically destroyed and some were closed; 
when Vietnam veterans were made to feel unappreciated, ashamed, and even stupid for hav-
ing served their country; when Congress, reflecting the mood of the American people, cut 
funding and the size of the active forces, in the face of growing Soviet military strength; and 
when good soldiers, who had served their country in war, were summarily “RIFed” out of the 
Army.3 It was a time when those people, who had hid from the Vietnam War in the National 
Guard and Reserves, ended their commitment, gutting the personnel strength of the units that 
had protected them from war. It was a period when people bragged about avoiding military 
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service, and were applauded for doing so. These were ugly years, when many in the military 
felt abandoned by the nations they were sworn to serve and protect.

The failure in Vietnam tainted everything the Army did until Operation Desert Storm. 
The American people during this period got a better Army than they deserved. The Army 
still stood guard at the gates. It still stood guard in Europe, and Korea, and Panama, and in 
other parts of the world. It still did what was expected of it in all corners of the Earth. It had 
problems, but it was never as bad or as ineffective as many people liked to believed. I served in 
the 9th Infantry Division during this period as an infantry platoon leader and company com-
mander, and there was never a day I thought we were second class, or incapable of defeating 
any enemy of the United States on Earth. In fact, we believed we could defeat a force three 
times our numbers. This was what we were told we had to do, fight outnumbered. That is what 
we trained to do, and what we were confident we could do. The officers I served with were 
among the most professional, competent, and patriotic Americans I have ever worked with. 
The US Army in the late 1970s and early 1980s was much maligned, but it was never as bad 
as Americans believed. It was never an ineffective fighting force.

Still, recovery from Vietnam was necessary. Much of the equipment we used was old and 
worn out, and some of it was obsolete. Much of it came from Vietnam. We had rebuilding 
programs for M- 60 Machineguns, M- 16s, and other equipment. We were chronically under-
strength. An infantry company that was authorized to have 166 soldiers typically had 110– 130 
soldiers. Minorities, such as Blacks and Hispanics, typically made up 40 percent of the com-
pany. We were not considered elite— the more elite the unit, the whiter the unit.4 We refocused 
our training and doctrine on the most vital and significant threats to the United States. The 
Soviet Union was again at the top of the list. The Army needed to rethink its doctrine and 
training methods. Guerrilla warfare, counterinsurgency operations, and jungle operations and 
tactics were almost eliminated from training and education programs. Conventional opera-
tions against Soviet forces became the primary focus, and we knew they had better equipment 
and technology.

The post- Vietnam War malaise and defeatist attitude, and the chasm between the American 
people and the military were to some degree overcome during the Reagan Administration 
(1980– 1988). Reagan recreated a world that Americans could understand, a world of the 
1950s, of Eisenhower, a world of good versus evil, where Americans wore the white hats, sat 
tall in the saddle, and were the good guys, and the Soviet Union, the Communists, their lead-
ers and their military, wore the black hats and were the “evil empire,” the bad guys.5 This was 
a simplistic view of a complex world, but it resonated with and inspired Americans. It was 
a world Americans could relate to. Reagan told the American people that: it was not their 
armed forces that lost the Vietnam War, but the politicians who would not let them win it. For 
most Americans this became the dominant argument for defeat in Vietnam. And it mattered. 
This simple, but important formulation removed blame from the military, and placed it on 
the politicians, on Johnson, McNamara, and Nixon. It made it possible for Americans to trust 
their armed forces again. Reagan restored the morale and spirit of the American people, and 
restored to them, their armed forces. Reagan, however, could not and did not attempt to undo 
the transformation in the American procurement of soldiers, and the resultant changes in the 
standards for use of military force. An all- volunteer professional military force would fight the 
next war. The American people, the nation, had successfully removed themselves from the con-
duct of the wars of the United States, the state. Hence, they removed themselves, arguably, from 
a say in the decision to go to war, and decisions on the conduct of the war.

In the post- Vietnam War era there was much talk about the services cooperating and work-
ing together to achieve political objectives and synergy on the battlefield, an effort to repair 
one of the major flaws in their conduct of the Vietnam War. While there was some progress 
toward joint doctrine, and while the Army and Air Force entered into informal agreements on  
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operational doctrine, the Air Force still sought technologies and doctrines that would render 
ground forces obsolete, and the Army still believed that ground forces were necessary and 
decisive in war. And service loyalty still trumped all other considerations. The fundamental 
problem did not go away.

The “Revolution” in Strategic Bombing Doctrine

In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, some argued that strategic bomber doctrine had 
undergone a stealth and precision “revolution.” In the 1990s, two new aircraft were 
revealed to the world: the F- 117 stealth fighter and the B- 2 stealth bombers.6 These air-
craft were capable of penetrating enemy air space undetected by radar, and they employed 
precision weapons. The military’s objective was no longer to destroy the will of the people 
through the mass bombing of the population, or to destroy the enemy’s means of pro-
duction through the mass bombing of factories, transportation networks, and/ or energy 
sources. In the age of artificial limited war, it was no longer possible to destroy the enemy’s 
means of production. Iraq, like North Korea, North Vietnam, and other future enemies did 
not produce the war machines it employed; hence, there was no way to destroy its means 
of production with precision or dumb bombs. And, because of advanced communication 
technologies, including the ability to beam images and sounds into space and back to any 
part of the Earth at the speed of light, the mass destruction of a people with bombing 
became politically unacceptable. Any such action would be headline news almost immedi-
ately. Thus, in the wake of the Vietnam War, the World War II strategic bombing doctrines 
became obsolete.

The new doctrine of strategic bombing applied precision weapons to the enemy’s strategic 
centers of gravity. Consider the thinking of Air Force Brigadier General Buster Glosson, the 
man who planned the air campaign for Operation Desert Storm:

Intelligence was critical for precision targeting and that would be the assignment of the 
F- 117s that I knew would be the key to the campaign. Arguing for this philosophy put 
me to the test within my own service, because not everyone believed in the F- 117 like 
I did. That day Horner [Joint Forces Air Component Commander] told me he did not 
think the F- 117s would work the way I thought they would. Every instinct I had told 
me he was dead wrong. ‘Mass is a thing of the past,’ I scribbled in my notes. ‘We are in a 
precision world.’7

Glosson built the air war plans for Operation Desert Storm around the capabilities of the 
F- 117. He believed this aircraft could win the war without the Army, without a ground war— 
a consistent tenet of American thinking about the use of armed forces since World War II. 
Glosson’s strategic centers of gravity in order of priority were as follows: governmental leader-
ship; nuclear, biological, and chemical capabilities; state infrastructure; and the enemy’s armed 
forces, which in the case of Iraq consisted of air force fighters, Scud missiles, the Republican 
Guard, and the regular Army.8 Enemy ground forces, in accordance with traditional Air Force 
thinking, were last on the Air Force’s list of priorities. But there was something new. With 
precision weapons the Air Force concluded that it had the means to destroy enough of the 
enemy’s combat force to make a decisive difference, a strategic difference. In other words, the 
physical destruction of the enemy’s ground forces, without the Army, became a strategic cap-
ability. Consider each strategic center of gravity:

The objective in Operation Desert Storm was to restore Kuwait to the sovereignty of its 
monarch. The objective was not regime change in Iraq. However, the achievement of the lat-
ter assured the success of the former objective. In his list of critical lessons learned Glosson 
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emphasized that the “Political leadership of a country and the force that permits it to govern 
must be destroyed. All other centers of gravity become insignificant unless the central ‘cog’ 
is destroyed.”9 Precision weapons made it possible to conduct “decapitation strikes,” to target 
governmental buildings, command and control facilities, and the homes of political lead-
ers without destroying entire cities. After the war, Glosson observed: “This wasn’t devastated 
Germany in the spring of 1945. We’d hit only selected facilities, and hit them hard, but we’d 
caused Iraq, as a nation, no lasting damage.” Many Iraqis would disagree with this assessment, 
but Glosson was right. This was not war- torn Germany. What Glosson did not understand 
was that killing governmental leadership was a real center of gravity only when fighting states. 
In wars between nations the destruction of a particular group of governmental leaders is not 
decisive. New leaders rise. Another government is immediately formed to take its place, and 
many actions are decentralized requiring no orders or direction from a central government. 
Had we killed Ho Chi Minh and Giap in Vietnam, the war would have continued. Had we 
destroyed the government in Hanoi, the war would have continued.

Precision destruction of enemy ground combat forces independent of friendly ground 
forces represented a new strategic capability for air forces. Glosson believed the precision revo-
lution had forever changed the conduct of ground warfare:

Nobody had ever looked at it from that standpoint before. They always looked at air 
power taking away the capability of an enemy army by destroying the logistics base of the 
division, interdicting them and impeding their ability to move in daylight, cutting off the 
supplies and all that crap. This is good, it’s necessary, but nobody had ever looked at actu-
ally destroying the division itself and halting its maneuver in short order.10

Destruction of the enemy’s armed forces with precision weapons, while a new strategic 
capability, was no small task, nor was it cheap. Intelligence sources and sensors have to identify 
the exact location of each tank, infantry- fighting vehicle, and artillery piece. And airpower 
has to destroy 30 to 40 percent of the forces of each major command to render them combat 
ineffective. This calls for a lot of airplanes, flying a lot of sorties, and expending a lot of very 
expensive missiles. This approach requires time, but because of the standoff range consider-
ably less risk to pilots than with dumb bombs. While ground forces could do the job consid-
erably faster and more thoroughly, they incurred greater risk, because they had to enter the 
battlefield. And of course, minimizing risk has always been the second most important factor, 
immediately behind winning, in the American approach to war. Glosson well understood this, 
“Winning— there is no substitute; minimum loss of life— there is no compromise.”

What Glosson failed to understand was that the destruction of the enemy’s war machines 
might not destroy his will to fight. Machines may be destroyed or abandoned, but infantry-
men or insurgents armed with rifles, and the tenacity that comes from nationalism, religious 
convictions, hate, anger, and insult may take up the fight. It is interesting to note that the lim-
ited war doctrine of the 1950s that recognized outcomes short of complete victory was gone. 
Against developing nations that were not backed by the Soviet Union or PRC there was no 
need for the United States to settle for anything less than complete victory.

The destruction of a state’s infrastructure is problematic. This can be an attack on the gov-
ernment, or an attack on the will of the people. If actions are directed at severing the lines of 
communication between the government and its armed forces, this approach can cause some 
degree of paralysis, which facilitates the destruction of the government or the armed forces, 
but simply severing the links alone will not produce decisive results. The government or 
armed forces still have to be attacked. Glosson wrote:

I believed the majority of everything important to Saddam could be taken away from 
him with the strategic attacks in Phase I of the war [which lasted the entire war]. … Now, 
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there are some cases where you have to send political messages to the leadership and to the people, 
for psychological reasons. I bombed things Saddam was proud of, including his nuclear, bio-
logical and chemical weapons research sites and apparatus. … I wanted to destroy things 
that were associated with Saddam’s fake mystique, the aura he tried to keep up in front of 
people. … I wanted Saddam to feel the pressure.11

The political messages directed at the Iraqi people could only be decisive if it convinced the 
people to overthrow the government or stop working for it. The political messages directed at 
the leadership could only be decisive if it convinced that leadership it could not win and thus 
had no other option but to quit the war and go home. Because the life of the government is 
tied to the outcome of the war, political bombing, short of nuclear weapons, has never proven 
decisive. Political bombing to send a message to people, which does not punish the people 
but demonstrates the impotence of the political and military leadership, might encourage the 
people to overthrow the government, but there is no guarantee. In a police state, no matter 
how impotent the government may appear, as long as its police force and army are loyal and 
functioning, the people may feel they have no opportunities to rebel.

Actions directed at the destruction of power plants, water and sewage plants, dams, public 
transportation and communication networks, and other public works are in essence indirect 
attacks on the people. History has shown that in more total war, in wars between nations, pun-
ishing the people has had little influence on the decisions of political leaders. Against nations 
this approach produces the same results as the bombing of London in 1940. It creates solidar-
ity. Against states, which are incapable of fighting more total war because they lack the willing 
support of the people, punishing the people may cause them to withdraw what little support 
the government has, facilitating the collapse of the armed forces; and hence, the collapse of the 
government. However, punishing the people will have little or no influence on the decision 
making of dictators, such as Saddam Hussein, particularly if he believes his survival is tied to 
the outcome of the conflict. No degree of destruction of the infrastructure of Iraq was going 
to influence the decision making of Hussein. The infrastructure of the enemy state is not a 
strategic center of gravity. Attacking the infrastructure of a state or nation cannot produce 
decisive results. It can only facilitate the destruction of the government or the armed forces, 
the real strategic center of gravity, if it is on a massive scale.

Nuclear, biological, and chemical capabilities comprise a center of gravity only in the sense 
that they are not used to attack friendly strategic forces, or centers of gravity. Their destruction 
is defensive. Only through offensive actions are decisive results achieved.

With stealth and precision technology the Air Force had two ways to win:  destroy the 
enemy government, or destroy its armed forces. In Iraq the target of the most strategic sig-
nificance was Saddam Hussein. Killing him would end the war.12 The problem was getting 
accurate intelligence on his location. In Saddam Hussein’s closed system, which was based 
on personal loyalties, this problem was insurmountable. Hence, the next priority should have 
been the destruction of the Iraqi ground forces. Destroying the Iraqi infrastructure and pun-
ishing the Iraqi people, could never be decisive.

Glosson predicted that in the Gulf War: “The ability to penetrate defended airspace and 
drop precision weapons was going to be more useful … than a thousand F- 16s.” He con-
cluded that while ground forces had been deployed, airpower had been decisive. He believed 
that “By the end of 1990, the Air Force had gone through a precision revolution,” and that 
“Strategy should always be air and special operations first— followed by ground operations 
as necessary to reach political and military objectives.” He emphasized, “that military leaders 
should not permit their thought processes to get preoccupied with ‘massive and overwhelm-
ing force.’ Instead, their focus should be on ‘decisive force.’ ”13

At the start of the war, not all airmen agreed with Glosson’s doctrine or shared his com-
plete faith in stealth technology. In Vietnam, the Air Force had provided the Army with the 
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most responsive, comprehensive, and effective support in the history of the two services. Some 
airmen believed that airpower working in concert with ground forces was the best solu-
tion. Glosson was impatient, and even scornful of the “non- believers.” He wrote: “The non- 
believers made their case early and often. On August 29, I  briefed Major General Royal 
Moore, commander of Marine air units arriving in the Gulf. Another brute force advocate, 
he believed the F- 117 had failed in Panama and would miss its targets again in the Gulf.”14 
Glosson was particularly critical of the Air Staff:

The standard, default mindset of the Air Force staff planner was to start at the edge of 
the enemy military mass and beat down defenses and eventually get where you have total 
control. Only then could you focus on what you were really going to take away from 
the nation- state that you were fighting against. It was believed that getting total control 
of the air would take a fair amount of time, so until you had that, you didn’t do anything 
toward your real objective. It was the same mindset as the Eighth Air Force in World 
War II. I’m not criticizing them— that’s the only choice they had. But I sure didn’t have 
to go down that road, because technology had changed things in the intervening fifty 
years. I was not going to follow the same blueprint and mold they had been following 
in previous wars.15

Glosson’s charge was not fair to strategic planners on the Air Force staff. His words, however, 
are indicative of the friction that hampered Air Force operations, and the friction between the 
Air Staff in the Pentagon and CENTAF in Saudi Arabia. Vietnam weighed heavily on Glosson 
and Horner, both of whom were determined that the war would not be run from Washington, 
targets would not be selected in the Pentagon, and CENTAF would not be reduced to simply 
executing missions planned thousands of miles away. Glosson observed that Horner was con-
cerned that “the Air Staff back in Washington was trying to dictate to him how he was going 
to run the campaign. The last thing he wanted was for someone else to come up with a plan, 
then issue it to him.”16 Diverging views between CENTAF and the Air Force staff was more 
a function of disagreements over jurisdiction than disagreements over strategic air doctrine.

The Air Staff, under the leadership of Colonel John A. Warden III, the deputy director for 
war- fighting concepts, developed the initial air plan, code- named “Instant Thunder.” It called 
for attacks on the government and infrastructure in Baghdad. Warden stated his doctrinal 
thinking:

Although we tend to think of military forces as being the most vital in war, in fact they 
are means to an end. That is, their only function is to protect their own inner rings [of 
leadership] or to threaten those of an enemy. … The essence of war is applying pressure 
against the enemy’s innermost strategic ring— its command structure. … It is pointless to 
deal with enemy forces if they can be bypassed, by strategy or technology, either in the 
defense or offense.17

Warden and Glosson were, for the most part, in agreement. Their thinking in one important 
aspect reflected Army Air Force World War II thinking. “All that was needed was to find that 
one key industry (oil, railroad, or steel), or find that one key piece of technology (ball bearings) 
on which all else depended. Destroy that, and declare victory.” In fifty years, this basic tenet of 
American airpower theorists had not changed. What was different in 1990 was the technology.

In more total war, in a “People’s War,” Warden’s and Glosson’s airpower theories were deeply 
flawed, against a dictator, such as Saddam Hussein, against a state, such as Iraq, they had the 
potential to be successful, as long as the United States did not turn the war into a war between 
nations, and as long as the United States did not create a nation. The Soviet Union in 1941 
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was not a nation- state. It was a state, incapable of fighting total war. The Germans created a 
nation- state. They gave the peoples of the Soviet Union no other choice. German extermin-
ation policies and the conduct of its army took away all other options for the people. They 
had to form a nation or die. Killing the most senior leaders or the destruction of significant 
numbers of tanks and artillery pieces does not necessarily mean the destruction of the will of 
people, or the end of the war in total wars. In “People’s Wars,” destroying the enemy’s fighting 
machines may simply end the first phase of the war. Strategic bombing doctrine had evolved 
as a function of technology; however, it still lacked the potential to be decisive in total wars.

To Rebuild an Army: Back to the Future

In the wake of the Vietnam War, the Army refocused on conventional war in Europe against 
the Warsaw Pact— the type of war it most wanted to fight, not the type of war it was most 
likely to fight. In July 1973, the Army activated a new command under General William 
E. DePuy, the US Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC). TRADOC was to 
take the lead in remaking the Army: new technology, new doctrine, new training, and a new 
sense of professionalism. To emphasize the importance of this new command and its mission, 
DePuy, a four- star general, one of the Army’s most respected leaders, was given command and 
responsibility for transforming the Army.18 With the return to the European battlefields, the 
experiences of the Israelis in the 1973 Yom Kippur War seemed more applicable than those 
of the Army in Vietnam.19 The experience of Israel had revealed the effectiveness of a new 
generation of technology. DePuy concluded that, “Because of the cost of and preoccupation 
with the Vietnam war, the Army lost a generation of modernization.” The Soviets had indeed 
improved the quality and capabilities of their weapon systems. And the Soviet build- up in the 
late 1960s and 1970s gave them a substantial numerical superiority over NATO forces. The 
Army would have to fight outnumbered. To make up for the relative equality in technology, 
and the enemy’s superior numbers, the Army had to be better trained and led with superior 
operational and tactical doctrines.

In the Yom Kippur War of 1973 the dominance of the tank came into question. Relatively 
inexpensive wire- guided missiles fired from distances as far as two kilometers by infantrymen 
were capable of destroying tanks, which, at that time, cost nearly a million dollars per vehicle. 
Surface- to- air missiles challenged the dominance of bombers and ground attack aircraft. The 
pace and lethality of war had so increased that traditional concepts of mobilization, logis-
tics, replacement vehicles, and the significance of the first battle were no longer valid. Either 
a nation was ready for war on day one, or it would suffer defeat on the battlefield. War was 
“come- as- you- are.” During its short war, Israel had required a major emergency re- supplying 
of primary weapons systems from the United States in order to continue. Joint doctrine had 
been required for the success of the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) in this new, intense, lethal 
battlefield.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s a controversial debate raged throughout the Army on 
conventional operational doctrine.20 Based on assessments of the lessons of the Yom Kippur 
War and estimates of relative combat power in the European theater, the Army developed a 
doctrine called the “Active Defense.” Having just lost a strategically defensive war in Vietnam, 
many in the Army rejected this doctrine. The “Active Defense” doctrine was not purely 
defensive, but it de- emphasized offensive operations and emphasized firepower over maneu-
ver. In July 1977, General Don Starry took command of TRADOC. Starry promulgated a 
vision of war that emphasized the extended battlefield, out to 150 kilometers, and included 
offensive operations, speed, and maneuver.21 He also emphasized the human factors: training, 
leadership, courage, and character. Starry believed the Yom Kippur War taught the following 
lessons:
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First, we learned that the US military should expect modern battlefields to be dense 
with large numbers of weapons systems whose lethality at extended range would 
surpass previous experience by nearly an order of magnitude. Direct- fire battle space 
would be expanded several orders of magnitude over that experienced in World War 
II and Korea.

Second, because of numbers and weapons lethality, the direct- fire battle will be intense, 
resulting in enormous equipment losses in a relatively short time. Significantly, we noted, 
combined tank losses in the first six critical days of the Yom Kippur War exceeded the total 
US tank inventory deployed to NATO Europe ….

Third, the air battle will be characterized by large numbers of highly lethal aerial platforms— 
both fixed-  and rotary- wing— and by large numbers of highly lethal air defense weapons.

Fourth, the density- intensity- lethality equation will prevent domination of the battle by 
any single weapons system; to win, it will be necessary to employ all battlefield systems in 
closely coordinated all- arms action.

Fifth, the intensity of battle will make command and control at the tactical and oper-
ational levels ever more difficult. Effective command- control will be further degraded by the 
presence of large numbers of radio- electronic combat systems aimed at inhibiting effective 
command- control.

Sixth, at both the tactical and operational levels the complexity of modern battle demands 
clear thinking. Thinking takes time, and in battle there is no time to think. Therefore, to the 
extent possible, likely battle circumstances must be thought through in advance to reduce the 
chance of surprise and to ensure prompt, timely, and relevant decisions.

Finally … in the end, the side that somehow, at some time, somewhere during the bat-
tle seizes the initiative and holds it to the end is the side that wins. More often than not, 
the outcome of battle defies the traditional calculus employed to predict such outcomes. 
It is strikingly evident that battles will continue to be won by the courage of Soldiers, the 
character of leaders, and the combat excellence of well- trained units— beginning with 
crews and ending with corps and armies.22

Starry concluded that: “For those of us who crafted new doctrine to reflect the new envir-
onment, one single statement became the goal: The U.S. military must decide how to fight 
outnumbered and win the first and succeeding battles of the next war at the tactical and 
operational levels.” Following an intense debate, the Army developed AirLand Battle doctrine, 
and sought the Air Force’s approval of this doctrine. AirLand Battle doctrine was first intro-
duced in FM 100– 5 Operation 1982. In 1983 the Army started emphasizing and studying 
the operational level of war. At Fort Leavenworth, the School of Advanced Military Studies 
(SAMS) was established to educate mid- level officers on the operational art, and to continue 
to develop operational doctrine. The SAMS contributed to the 1986 edition of FM 100– 5, 
which described AirLand Battle doctrine:

Our operational planning must orient on decisive objectives. It must stress flexibility, the 
creation of opportunities to fight on favorable terms by capitalizing on enemy vulner-
abilities, concentration against enemy center of gravity, synchronized joint operations, 
and aggressive exploitation of tactical gains to achieve operational results. … Success on 
the battlefield will depend on the Army’s ability to fight in accordance with four basic 
tenets: initiative, agility, depth, and synchronization.23

AirLand Battle doctrine was designed to defeat Soviet technology and doctrine. Because 
the Soviets attacked in echelons, Army doctrine was designed to defeat each echelon, not one 
at a time, but simultaneously. AirLand Battle doctrine placed great importance on airpower 
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fighting the “deep battle” to destroy conventional second and third echelon attacking forces 
well beyond the range of Army ground weapon systems.24 The Army would defeat the 
first echelon, and attack to complete the destruction of the second and third echelons, 
which should have been substantially attrited by airpower. What was always unclear about 
AirLand Battle Doctrine was when or where the war or campaign was won? Given that in 
the 1980s the enemy was the Soviet Union, was the objective Moscow, the Soviet border, 
the Warsaw Pact borders, the destruction of the enemy’s forces in Eastern Europe, or the 
Russian frontier? The Germans in 1941 never adequately answered this question. AirLand 
Battle doctrine was not revolutionary. It also was not a rewrite of German Blitzkrieg man-
euver warfare doctrine.

The Army committed billions of dollars to develop attack helicopters for the deep- strike 
missions. A “revolution” in precision weapons was taking place and aircraft, Air Force and 
Army, were now capable of engaging tanks and other vehicles with tremendous accuracy. The 
Air Force unofficially accepted AirLand Battle doctrine, which enabled the two services to 
work together. While still emphasizing the European battlefield, the Army maintained a ver-
satile force structure consisting of five types of infantry— light, airborne, air assault, Ranger, 
and mechanized— as well as Special Forces. However, because the European battlefield was the 
Army’s priority, the focus was on heavy divisions— mechanized and armor.

Under Starry’s leadership, the Army also underwent a “training revolution.”25 It con-
structed new training facilities and developed new methods of training. The National Training 
Center (NTC) was established at Fort Irwin, California with the most advanced American 
equipment, and even some Soviet equipment, acquired primarily from the Israelis. The Joint 
Readiness Training Center (JRTC) was established at Fort Polk, Louisiana for training light 
forces. And the Combat Maneuver Training Center was established at Hohenfels, Germany. 
New technologies, such as the Multiple Integrated Laser Engagement System (MILES), were 
designed and employed. However, the most significant change was the elimination of subject-
ive evaluation systems and the introduction of objective systems that measured performance. 
The Army developed Military Qualification Standards (MQS) for individual training and 
Mission Essential Tasks Lists (METL) for unit training. The Army Training and Evaluation 
Program (ARTEP) broke down every mission into performance measures. The MQS, ARTEP, 
and METL were revised as new information was gained, or new methods evolved. The system 
was flexible, designed to incorporate change and integrate new technology. One of the most 
important things the Army did was to emphasize battle drills. A high level of proficiency was 
attained through the use of battle drills.

The Army also revised its professional military education (PME) programs, for officers 
and NCOs, expanding the time they spent in classrooms. The Army expended enormous 
effort addressing the problem of professionalism, endeavoring to fix the problems that created 
“careerism” in Vietnam. The Army War College was directed to study this issue. It produced 
a number of studies designed to measure the quality of Army professionalism. Information 
attained from these studies was used to evaluate the Army’s personnel and education systems. 
Ethical and moral education was integrated into all the Army’s PME programs, from cadet to 
Colonel, from ROTC to USMA, and from the Command and General Staff College to the 
War College. The Army was very sensitive to charges made against it in countless books and 
articles. Works with titles such as: Crisis in Command, Self- Destruction, and Army in Anguish hurt 
Army pride, reinforcing the “never again attitude.”

The Army also concluded that it could not fight a war without the Air Force and decided 
to seek joint doctrine and training. FM 100– 5, Operations, April 1977, emphasized that: “the 
Army cannot win the land battle without the Air Force.” In 1978, the Air Staff and Army Staff began 
to work out procedures for integrating their forces on the battlefield. This effort produced 
an agreement between TRADOC and US Air Force Tactical Air Command. In 1982, the 
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joint attack of the second echelon (J- SAK) doctrine was published. This semi- official doc-
trine made it possible for Air Force and Army to operate on the same battlefield.26 The Air 
Force, with its A- 10 Warthog, close support and battlefield interdiction aircraft, participated in 
joint training at Forts Irwin, Lewis, and other Army installations. The Army’s Operations FM 
continued to emphasize the importance of joint operations with the Air Force. A subsequent 
manual stated: “the requirement for an air- ground communications system and an agreed employment 
concept (followed by joint training in operation procedures and frequent exercises) is absolutely essential.” 
The Army, recognizing the “interdependency of the Army and Air Force,” sought and planned 
to fight single, unified battles in the next war. However, in the late 1980s, a controversial 
debate took place within the Air Force over the A- 10 and the close air support (CAS) mis-
sion. In fact, this debate had gone on since World War II. This was just the latest chapter, and 
an indicator of how little had really changed in the thinking of the two services. The CAS 
mission had always been the least significant to the Air Force, and in the 1980s the Air Force 
endeavored to get rid of its A- 10s, which were developed exclusively for close support and 
interdiction, and again questioned the need for CAS.27

With the elimination of the draft the significance of technology increased. The Army recog-
nized that in the next war it would probably fight outnumbered, and that there would be insuf-
ficient time to draft, train, and equip divisions before the war was over. Technology was a combat 
multiplier. The Army experimented with new technologies, seeking to replace the generation of 
technology developed in the late 1950s and early 1960s, eventually producing and deploying the 
M1 Abrams main battle tank, the M2/ M3 Bradley infantry fighting vehicles, the AH- 64 Apache 
attack helicopter, the MIM-104 Patriot surface-to-air missile, the UH- 60 Black Hawk utility 
helicopter, the HMMWV (high- mobility, multipurpose wheeled vehicle), and the HEMTT 
(heavy, expanded- mobility tactical truck). The Army also replaced all its individual weapons. 
These were the primary technologies with which the Army would fight the next major war.

Fighting outnumbered, Army doctrine required greater speed and survivability from Army 
technology. The Army could not exchange battalion for battalion, brigade for brigade, and 
division for division, with the Warsaw Pact, and win. Each Army unit had to fight multiple 
Soviet units equal in size to survive. Army technology and doctrine were designed with the 
idea that speed would give the Army tactical and possibly operational interior lines, the ability 
to reinforce separate units faster than the enemy. The ability to fight a battle, destroy enemy 
forces and/ or disengage, and then move rapidly to another “battle position” where a break-
through was threatened and fight another battle, with the same forces, was the intent. This 
thinking went into the design of the M1, M2, and the logistical resource systems required 
to support them.28 Two of the most important innovations incorporated into the M1 were 
Chobham armor and a turbine engine.29 The M1 can run at speeds better than 40 mph. And 
the M2 Bradley, while not as fast, was designed to keep up with it. Army armor and mecha-
nized forces were the fastest on Earth. This speed included the logistical ability to support the 
forces with fuel, ammunition, food and water, and repairs.

The Army, with minor modifications, maintained the organizational structure developed in 
the early 1960s, when ROAD division replaced the Pentomic division. The Army maintained 
a flexible organization and was able to task- organize for particular operations employing a 
wide range of force and capabilities, from air assault and light infantry forces; to airborne 
infantry, Rangers, and Special Forces; to heavy armor and mechanized divisions. The Army 
took a serious and honest look at itself, and made important changes to improve its combat 
effectiveness and give the American people a first- class organization.

The Weinberger Strategic Doctrine and the Goldwater– Nichols Act

On 28 November 1984 Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger at the National Press Club in 
Washington , D.C. promulgated “The Weinberger Doctrine,” which was intended to delineate 
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the criteria for the deployment of American forces in war. The Weinberger Doctrine was 
a Pentagon— more accurately an Army— response to the Vietnam War. Army Chief of Staff 
General Edward C. Meyer and Colonel Harry Summers greatly influenced it.30 It was spe-
cifically designed to preclude another such war. However, its major emphasis was not on the 
criteria for war, but on the conduct of war. It was also a strategic doctrine and strategy for 
war. Weinberger delineated “six major tests” to be applied when weighing the use of combat 
forces.

(1) FIRST, the United States should not commit forces to combat … unless the particular 
engagement is deemed vital to our national interest or that of our allies.

(2) SECOND, if we decided it is necessary to put combat troops into a given situation, we should do so 
wholeheartedly, and with the clear intention of winning. If we are unwilling to commit the forces or 
resources necessary to achieve our objectives, we should not commit them at all.

(3) THIRD, if we do decide to commit forces to combat overseas, we should have clearly 
defined political and military objectives. And we should know precisely how our forces can 
accomplish those clearly defined objectives. And we should have and send the forces needed to do just 
that. As Clausewitz wrote, “No one starts a war— or rather, no one in his senses ought to 
do so— without first being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve by that war, and 
how he intends to conduct it.” If we determine that a combat mission has become necessary for 
our vital national interests, then we must send forces capable to do the job— and not assign a combat 
mission to a force configured for peace keeping.

(4) FOURTH, the relationship between our objectives and the force we have committed— their size, 
composition and disposition— must be continually reassessed and adjusted if necessary. When they 
do change, then so must our combat requirements. We must continuously keep as beacon lights 
before us the basic questions: “Is this conflict in our national interest?” “Does our national 
interest require us to fight, to use force of arms?” If the answer is “yes,” then we must win. If 
the answer is “no,” then we should not be in combat.

(5) FIFTH, before the United States commits combat forces abroad there must be some 
reasonable assurance we will have the support of the American people and their elected 
representatives in Congress. … We cannot fight a battle with Congress at home while 
asking our troops to win a war overseas or, as in the case of Vietnam, in effect, asking our 
troops not to win, just to be there.

(6) SIXTH … the commitment of US forces to combat should be the last resort.31

Rather than being a test for the decision to go to war, the Weinberger doctrine was 
more accurately a doctrine for how to fight war. In the sentences in italics the issue is how 
to fight war. The use of force received considerably greater attention than the “support of 
the American people,” and the “objectives” of war. Winning the war was the major issue. 
Among the tenets advanced were: supplying sufficient forces to rapidly achieve the object-
ive; Americans cannot fight long wars; Americans cannot fight protracted wars of attrition; 
Americans can fight wars of annihilation. Wars had to be short, intense, and decisive. And a 
major part of the new American way of war was to fight war in such a manner as to all but 
eliminate the American people from the equation. The wars the United States elected to 
fight were all well within the capabilities of the standing forces. The American people were 
not to be disturbed. Wars were to be over before movements against them could develop. This 
required the use of overwhelming force; however, that force ideally was not to be generated 
by ground forces, where the vast majority of the casualties take place, 80 to 90 percent. It 
was to be generated by airpower in multiple forms, cruise missiles, unmanned aerial vehicles, 
stealth aircraft, strategic bombers, fighter aircraft with long- range precision missiles, and heli-
copters. The United States invested hundreds of billions of dollars in technology to remove 
man from the battlefield.
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The Weinberger doctrine evolved into the Colin Powell doctrine that was employed 
in Operation Just Cause, the 1989 invasion of Panama, and Operation Desert Storm, the 1991 
invasion of Iraq.32 Clearly defined obtainable political objectives, speed, overwhelming 
force, precision weapons, long- range engagements, airpower, Special Operations (including 
Psychological Warfare and Civil Affairs Operations), so- called “exit strategies,” the unspoken, 
non- involvement of the American people, and limited access for the media characterized 
American operational thinking in the post- Vietnam era. The armed forces wanted certainty, 
no ambiguity about objectives or the outcome; hence, the overwhelming employment of 
force in Operation Desert Storm.

* * * * *

Defeat in Vietnam, and subsequent operational failures, such as the failed hostage rescue 
operation in Iran in 1980, motivated another look at the national command structure, and 
ultimately the enactment of new legislation in 1986.33 The National Security Act of 1947 
and the Amendments of 1949 created a system of competing services with overlapping 
responsibilities and capabilities that damaged the ability of the United States to deploy forces, 
fight wars, and achieve political objectives. It contributed to the nation’s first defeat in war, 
and facilitated the destruction of the citizen- soldier Army.34 The inability of the American 
people to accept limited war doctrine was, in part, a function of the inability of the armed 
forces to effectively fight limited war. Thus, in 1982, the Congress again took up the issue of 
the organization of the national command structure. Numerous testimonies were heard. The 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Air Force General David C. Jones gave his assessment 
of the problems and delineated his recommendations. He started by outlining the historical 
development of the command structure, and continued with a frank admission of the failures:

President Truman strongly urged the formation of an integrated Department of National 
Defense, but many within the War and Navy Departments and the respective Congressional 
Committee feared that integration would undermine the esprit and confuse the function 
of the established Services. Thus, the National Security Act of 1947 was a compromise 
that led to but limited integration of effort among our separate land, sea, and air arms. 
We have been trying ever since— with very limited success— to overcome this handicap.

Vietnam was perhaps our worst example of confused objectives and unclear respon-
sibilities. The organizational arrangements were a nightmare; for example, each Service 
fought its own air war. Since that time we have been concerned with how to react more 
effectively to contingencies, but have not as yet devised a way to integrate our efforts to 
achieve maximum joint effectiveness without undue regard to Service doctrine, missions 
and command prerogatives.35

Service culture, the ability of the services to lobby Congress, and the temporary nature 
of those administrations that seek change, almost precludes real, fundamental change. The 
inability of America’s political and military leaders to overcome cultural and bureaucratic 
norms, and inter- service animus has had profound costs to the nation. Jones delineated the 
problems:

First, responsibility and authority are diffused, both in Washington and in the field. 
Because of this, we are neither able to achieve the maximum effective capability of the 
combined resources of the four Services nor to hold our military leadership accountable 
for this failure.
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Second, the corporate advice provided by the Joint Chiefs of Staff is not crisp, timely, very 
useful or very influential. And that advice is often watered down and issues are papered over 
in the interest of achieving unanimity. … Dissatisfaction with the corporate advice of the JCS 
was evident from the very beginning. Third, individual Service interests too often dominate 
JCS recommendations and actions at the expense of broader defense interests. … It occurs 
within the JCS because four of the five members are charged with the responsibility to 
maintain the traditions, esprit, morale and capabilities of their Services. … It has never been 
considered very beneficial for an officer’s career to champion causes that lead to greater joint 
effectiveness at the expense of the institutional interests of his own Service. And fourth, a 
Service Chief does not have enough time to perform his two roles as a member of the 
Joint Chiefs and as the head of a Service— and these two roles have a built- in conflict of 
interest. … [T] he study group also confirmed that the conflict of interest problem still 
exists: “What the current system demands of the Chiefs is often unrealistic. They have 
one job that requires them to be effective advocates for their own Service; they have 
another that requires them to subordinate Service interests to broader considerations; 
and they are faced with issues where the two positions may well be antithetical. It is very 
difficult for a Chief to argue in favor of something while wearing one of his ‘hats’, and 
against it while wearing the other. Yet that is what the current system often asks of the 
Service Chiefs.”

None of this was new. Truman had made similar arguments. Not even war could overcome 
the pull of service loyalty. In 1986 The Defense Reorganization Act became law. The object-
ives of the legislation were delineated:

An Act to reorganize the Department of Defense and strengthen civilian author-
ity in the Department of Defense, to improve the military advice provided to the 
President, the National Security Council, and the Secretary of Defense, to place 
clear responsibility on the commanders of the unified and specified combatant com-
mands for the accomplishment of missions assigned to those commands and ensure 
that the authority of those commanders is fully commensurate with that responsi-
bility, to increase attention to the formulation of strategy and to contingency plan-
ning, to provide for more efficient use of defense resources, to improve joint officer 
management policies, otherwise to enhance the effectiveness of military operations 
and improve the management and administration of the Department of Defense, and 
for other purposes.36

The Goldwater– Nichols Act was a step in the right direction; however, it did not go far 
enough, nor was it designed to deal with the post 9/ 11 threat environment. The legislation 
strengthened the authority of the Chairman of the JCS: “The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff is the principal military adviser to the President, the National Security Council, and 
the Secretary of Defense.” The Chairman was given the power to give his advice without 
seeking the opinions of all the chiefs. Members of the JCS that had views that differed from 
those of the CJCS had to go through the CJCS to render their opinion. Thus, by law, the 
Chairman’s military advice to the President was no longer circumscribed by the opinions of 
the other members of the JCS. The Chairman attended and participated in meetings of the 
National Security Council, subject to the direction of the President. Communications from 
the President and the Secretary of Defense to the Unified combatant commands were to go 
through the Chairman. The Chairman was to facilitate communication between the President 
and the Unified Commanders, and serve as the spokesman for the commander of the Unified 
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combatant commands, particularly in operational requirements. The Chairman was not in the 
chain of command. It still went from the President to the Secretary of Defense to the Unified 
and Specified commanders. Still, the power of the CJCS was substantially increased.

The legislation provided for a Vice Chairman, and strengthened the authority of the 
Unified and Specified Commanders. The Vice Chairman, in the absence of the Chairman, 
acts as the Chairman, and was considered to be training to become the Chairman. The 
Chairman and Vice Chairman could not be from the same service. Hence, no one service 
could again retain the Chairman position for more than the tenure of one officer. These 
amendments further demoted the position of the Service Chiefs. The legislation empha-
sized joint training. At a particular point in an officer’s career it became mandatory for 
him or her to serve in a joint assignment: “officers may not be selected for promotion to 
the grade of brigadier general or rear admiral (lower half) unless the officer has served in 
a joint duty assignment.” The objective was to promote inter- service understanding and 
cooperation, to overcome the bigotry produced by service culture. The Act imposed a new 
requirement on the President to “transmit to Congress each year a comprehensive report 
on the national security strategy of the United States,” which included discussions on the 
world- wide interests, goals, and objectives of the United States vital to national security; 
foreign policy, worldwide commitments, and national defense capabilities; the adequacy of 
the capabilities of the United States to carry out national security strategy, and other such 
information as may be necessary to help inform Congress on matters relating to national 
security strategy.37

While the Goldwater– Nichols Act represented change, it did not fundamentally alter 
traditional relationships between the services. It did not fix the problem of the service chiefs 
serving in two capacities. It did not create a joint service culture, or significantly change 
the service cultures. It did not fix the problem of joint training. And most significantly, it 
did not alter the inexorable pull of service loyalty. The services did, however, endeavor to 
work together with greater cooperation, and initiated the development of joint doctrine— 
the new Joint Forces Command (JFC), a four- star position, was supposed to oversee the 
development of joint doctrine. Ultimately it failed to do so, and the position was down-
graded. It failed, in part, because the services did not have to agree with or support the JFC 
commander.

In the wake of the Goldwater– Nichols Act the Pentagon determined that the commander- 
in- chiefs of the nine unified/ specified commands were, for the most part, interchangeable. 
Army, Air Force, or Marine General or an Admiral could command Central Command, 
European Command, Special Operations Command, and so on. While the Navy managed 
to hang on to the Pacific Command, if this trend continued, a Marine or Air Force General 
could occupy this position. The concept of jointness practiced at the dawn of the twenty- first 
century was still deeply flawed. However, this would not be transparent until the United States 
fought another major war.

* * * * *

After the failed hostage rescue operation in Iran, Congress passed the Cohen- Nunn Act, 
which created the United States Special Operations Command (USSOCCOM), a four- star 
joint operational command.38 It was believed that part of the reason for the failure was a lack 
of unity of command. Hence, all Special Operations forces, including those of the Army, Navy, 
and Air Force, were placed under a single command, which provided the five geographic, 
combatant commanders with the units required to conduct special operations. However, in 
the aftermath of 9/ 11, unity of command again became a problem, as the Rumsfeld Pentagon 
sought ways to conduct operations in various parts of the world without going through the 
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geographic, unified commanders. One problem was that to track down terrorists and find 
WMDs, Special Forces had to cross the boundaries of geographic commanders. This cre-
ated additional points of coordination where breakdowns in communications were possible. 
Another problem was that limited Special Operations resources had to be transferred from 
one geographic commander to another and from one operational environment to another, 
creating points of friction.
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12 The Persian Gulf War: Operation Desert 
Shield, 1990– 1991

No good soldier wants to go to war and would prefer instead to see all other options exhausted. … 
At the same time, our military never tried to avoid using force either, nor did they speak out against 
it. Colin Powell, ever the professional, wisely wanted to be sure that if we had to fight, we would do 
it right and not take half measures. He sought to ensure that there were sufficient troops for whatever 
option I wanted, and then the freedom of action to do the job once the political decision had been 
made. I was determined that our military would have both. I did not want to repeat the problem of 
the Vietnam War … where the political leadership meddled with military operations. I would avoid 
micromanaging the military.1

— George H. W. Bush and Brent Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 1998

In the Persian Gulf War in 1991, the armed forces of the United States demonstrated to the 
world their new capabilities, recovering a reputation that had been badly tarnished in Vietnam.2 
President Bush told the nation that the “Vietnam syndrome” was finally behind us.3 The short 
war, low casualties, and decisive defeat of one of the largest armies on the planet, was arguably a 
function of the Goldwater– Nichols Act, the Reagan military build- up, the Weinberger/ Powell 
doctrine, the Air Force’s development of stealth and precision technologies and doctrine, the 
Army’s development of AirLand Battle Operational Doctrine, the efforts of military leaders to 
reconstruct the armed forces, the type of civil- military relations practiced by Presidents Reagan 
and George H. W. Bush, and the new, more assertive and unified military leadership. However, 
the coalition led by the United States fought a single, isolated, non- Western, developing state, 
led by a dictator who depended on Western technology and know- how to maintain his armed 
forces. This was not a People’s War, and Saddam Hussein was not Ho Chi Minh. Culturally, 
Arab states and Muslim communities have tended to perform very poorly in wars against 
Western nations. There are many reasons for this (some of which are discussed later); neverthe-
less, Operation Desert Storm was not a real test of the recently resurrected armed forces of the 
United States. Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was not a “near peer” of the United States.

Operation Desert Storm was only possible because of the collapse of the Soviet Union, and 
the end of the Cold War. Had the Soviet Union existed and continued its support of Iraq, 
geographically it would have been a major, strategic blunder to go to war there, and it would 
have been impossible to redeploy the VII Corps from Europe to Iraq. But, Operation Desert 
Storm was fought with the Cold War armed forces. The services had not had time to reassess 
the threats, and types of technology and doctrine needed in the “new world order.” And the 
“peace dividend” had not yet eradicated 40 percent of the Army, or significant forces of the 
other services.

The US Army that went into the Persian Gulf War did so with a considerable lack of con-
fidence. The majority of combat arms officers who were not serving in combat units did not 
rush to transfer back to the combat units they called home. They believed they would get 
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their chance to fight soon enough. No one predicted a 100- hour ground war. Many offic-
ers believed that war in the deserts of the Persian Gulf, with the political objective to save 
Kuwait, was a bad idea. They saw the potential to alienate the entire Arab and Muslim world, 
and to end up fighting a very different war than that planned by the Bush Administration. 
They understood that, as in Vietnam, the American people had no cultural affinity to the 
people of Kuwait. They worried about the media and how it would portray the war. They 
worried that the Bush Administration would micro- manage the war precluding them from 
using the full potential of their forces. They worried about the enemy’s use of chemical or 
biological weapons, recognizing that US forces had never operated in such an environment, 
and were not fully equipped or trained to do so. They worried about operating in the deserts, 
recognizing that their forces were geared and equipped for war in Europe, and not designed, 
equipped, or conditioned for extended periods in extreme heat and sand. They worried about 
Iraqi defenses, fully understanding that the Army since World War II had demonstrated poor 
mastery of minefield breaching operations. Some officers pessimistically predicted thousands 
of casualties, even tens of thousands. While the Army had recovered materially, technologic-
ally, and qualitatively during the Reagan Administration, it had not completely recovered 
emotionally and psychologically. As a consequence, the Army greatly overestimated the com-
bat potential of Iraqi forces, and underestimated its own capabilities. This lack of confidence 
influenced the conduct of the war.

The Army’s reliance on airpower to destroy and attrit enemy ground forces, a job it typic-
ally retained for itself, did not conform to Army history, culture, and doctrine, which held that 
ground forces were the fastest, most efficient means for destroying an enemy’s main army. The 
air war plan called for the Air Force to destroy as much as 50 percent of Iraqi ground forces. 
This was unprecedented. The Army, as it had in Vietnam, accepted a doctrine and strategy in 
which the Air Force was supposed to be the decisive instrument for the conduct of the war.

Operation Desert Storm was in many ways an aberration. First, it was not a national effort. 
There was no draft, and for the most part the regular, active duty forces fought the war. 
Second, coming as it did at the end of the Cold War, the armed forces were supremely pre-
pared to fight what was in essence a “third- world” state. The armed forces had only just started 
the process of the post- Cold War draw- down when they were called upon to fight the fourth 
largest army on Earth. Third, the United States fought a state, not a nation, not a culturally 
cohesive people with nationally accepted leaders. The United States went to war against a 
dictator and his army. And fourth, the United States did not seek total victory. It sought very 
limited objectives. The war in Iraq was another artificial limited war, the first fought without 
the prevalence of the danger of Soviet or Chinese intervention. In 1991 the Army was not 
trying to build a nation, win the hearts and minds of the people, nor equip and train a national 
army. These factors greatly influenced the outcome of the war.

In terms of strategic outcomes, however, the Persian Gulf War was familiar. It looked, in 
many ways, like the Korean War. While saving Kuwait, the United States failed to complete the 
destruction of the enemy’s main Army achieving only one of its two political objectives. This 
left significant enemy forces just across the Kuwaiti border, calling for continuous vigilance 
against further aggression, and the constant presence of US and British forces in the region. 
The surviving Iraqi forces also made it possible for Saddam Hussein to retain political control 
of Iraq, by brutally suppressing the Kurds and Shia, who sought to overthrow his government. 
Still, the war was a significant victory that had important consequences for the region. One 
of the unexpected results of the war occurred at home, the complete restoration of the armed 
forces of the United States in the hearts and minds of the American people. Operation Desert 
Storm gave the American people an Army they could be proud of again. This was no small 
matter.
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Saddam Hussein’s Decision to Invade Kuwait

On 2 August 1990 the armed forces of Iraq invaded Kuwait. Saddam Hussein’s objective was 
to incorporate the small, oil- rich kingdom into Iraq.4 One study concluded that in the wake 
of the eight- year Iran– Iraq War, Iraq was near exhaustion and:

it seems obvious that Iraq invaded its neighbor because it was desperate. It had a million 
man army that it could not demobilize, because it had no jobs to send the men home 
to. It had no jobs because its economy had been ruined by the war. It could not get its 
economy going again until it demobilized. Thus, the Iraqi leadership saw itself trapped in 
a vicious dilemma. At the same time, Kuwait was fabulously wealthy, and Iraq— by seizing 
it— could hope to exploit its wealth to resolve its economic problems.5

Kuwait has a population of 2.3  million, of which approximately 45  percent are native 
Kuwaitis; a geographic area of 6,880 square miles (about the size of New Jersey); and its major 
industry is oil. Kuwait possesses oil reserves of 94 billion barrels, the world’s third largest.

Before the war with Iran, Iraq too was fabulously wealthy. The war paralyzed entire sectors 
of its economy as one- third of Iraqi workers went off to fight. Oil revenues dropped from $26 
billion per year to $10 billion. To keep its economy from collapsing, Iraq “imported” nearly 
a million Egyptian workers. To finance the war, Iraq exhausted its surplus of over a hundred 
billion dollars, and borrowed tens of billions of dollars from Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. When 
the war ended in 1988, Iraq was deeply in debt to its neighbors. Saddam Hussein sought vari-
ous means of debt relief, which failed. He tried to manipulate the price of oil by threaten-
ing OPEC member nations. However, the world’s most influential and largest oil- producing 
nation, Saudi Arabia, with the support of Kuwait, was unmoved. Saddam Hussein sought to 
intimidate his neighbors. He charged Kuwait with stealing billions of dollars of oil. Kuwait 
and Iraq shared a “neutral zone,” consisting of oil fields that were jointly owned. Saddam 
Hussein accused Kuwait of taking more than its share, and demanded debt release and tens 
of billions of dollars to help Iraq rebuild its war- damaged infrastructure. Saddam Hussein 
believed that Iraq had fought to secure not only Iraq, but also Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. He 
believed Iraq had stopped the spread of the Iranian- Shia fundamentalist revolution, and that 
Kuwait had failed to acknowledge its blood debt to Iraq. In July 1990 when Kuwait refused 
the relief that Iraq sought, Saddam Hussein’s patience came to an end.

The impressive arsenal of modern weapons provided to Saddam Hussein during his war 
against Iran— by France, the Soviet Union, and to a lesser degree the United States— played 
no small part in his decision for war. Between 1980 and 1988, Iraq spent an average of $6 bil-
lion dollars a year on weapons. By eagerly providing these weapons, the West created another 
regional superpower. Working under the thesis that Iraq was stopping the spread of the Iranian 
fundamentalist revolution, and under the doctrine that “the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” 
US policy “tilted” toward Iraq. The United States assisted Iraq in its search for modern sophis-
ticated weapons by:6

(1) the provision of credit guaranties by the Agriculture Department’s Commodity 
Credit Corporation (CCC) for the purchase by Iraq of American agricultural products 
(thereby freeing up Iraq funds for military purchases); (2) the secret handover of sensitive 
intelligence information of Iranian military positions (much of it gleaned from satellite 
photography); (3) the sale to Iraq of American “dual- use” items with obvious military 
applications, such as transport planes, helicopters, heavy trucks and scientific gear; and 
(4) the transfer to Iraq of weapons given by the United States to its allies in the region, 
including Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia.7
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Saddam Hussein developed the capability to produce ballistic missiles and chemical and 
biological weapons from technologies and machinery acquired from the West. He was 
also in the process of acquiring the ability to produce nuclear weapons. Western nations, 
including the United States, influenced this effort by assisting Israel in its acquisition of 
nuclear weapons, creating the incentive for states such as Iraq and Iran to acquire the 
atomic bomb, and by indirectly providing Saddam Hussein with the knowledge and tech-
nologies required.

Saddam Hussein’s arsenals influenced his decision not only because of the number and 
types of weapons he possessed, but also because of his perceptions of the quality of his technol-
ogy. Saddam Hussein believed Iraq possessed first class Soviet and French equipment, the same 
weapons deployed in NATO. He believed that his technology, his tanks and airplanes, were 
relatively equal to those of the United States. Neither he, nor the rest of the world, grasped 
the enormous disparity between US technology and that of Iraq’s sponsors. Indeed, military 
leaders in the United States did not fully grasp the enormous qualitative differences. This per-
ception of relative equality caused miscalculations on both sides.

Geography also influenced Saddam Hussein’s decision. Kuwait was a prize not only 
because of its oil reserves, but also because it rounded out Iraq, making it more defensible 
and providing greater access to the sea. Saddam Hussein claimed that Kuwait had histor-
ically and legitimately been part of Iraq, a claim that was also made in 1961, when Kuwait 
achieved independence from Britain.8 Saddam Hussein endeavored to portray himself as a 
modern day Saladin, the hero of the Islamic world, who, during the Middle Ages, fought 
against the invading Crusaders. Saddam Hussein argued that Iraq’s struggle was the strug-
gle of the entire Arab world against Western imperialism. He argued for a united Arab 
state: “We don’t look on this piece of land here in Iraq as the ultimate limit of our struggle. 
It is part of a larger area and broader aims: the area of the Arab homeland and the aim of the 
Arab struggle.”9 It has been argued that Saddam Hussein was a madman, a megalomaniac 
who saw himself as the unifier of the Arab world. And, it is certain, the Saddam Hussein 
endeavored to enhance his prestige and position in the Arab world through war. However, 
Saddam Hussein’s actions were calculated.

Saddam Hussein endeavored to determine what actions the United States would take if he 
invaded Kuwait. He knew American spy satellites had detected his redeployment of forces to 
the Kuwaiti borders, and that Washington was well aware of his threats and grievances toward 
Kuwait. Saddam Hussein summoned the US Ambassador to Iraq, April Glaspie, to discuss 
Kuwait. He asked that she return to Washington to voice his concerns about the recent deploy-
ments of US forces to the region and Kuwait. He was informed that: “The President person-
ally wants to expand and deepen the relationship with Iraq. … ” And that: “we [the US] don’t 
have much to say about Arab- Arab differences like your border differences with Kuwait. …  
All we hope is that you solve these matters quickly.”10 In her report to Washington she con-
cluded that: “we have fully caught his attention”; and recommended that “we … ease off on 
public criticism of Iraq.”11 With this understanding, the supportive relationship that had devel-
oped between the United States and Iraq, and the knowledge of the American experience in 
Vietnam, Saddam Hussein convinced himself that the United States would take no signifi-
cant military actions. The Bush Administration, like the Truman and Johnson Administrations 
before it, had sent the wrong signals and underestimated the ambitions and will of the oppon-
ent. It had also failed in intelligence collection, interpretation, and analysis. One student of 
the war, Michael T. Klare, wrote: “Not one to take risks needlessly, Saddam would have never 
given the green light to an invasion if he believed that the costs would be excessive. … It was 
only because he determined that the risk of a counterattack was very low that he decided to 
go ahead.”12 On 1 August 1990, Saddam Hussein issued the order to invade Kuwait.
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The UN responded quickly to the invasion of Kuwait, promulgating Resolution 660, 
which demanded that, “Iraq withdraw immediately and unconditionally all its forces to the 
position in which they were located on 1 August 1990.” Saddam Hussein ignored the UN, 
and four days later the 82nd Airborne Division started deploying from Fort Bragg, N.C. to 
Saudi Arabia for what would become known as Operation Desert Shield. At the same time 
the UN Security Council passed a second resolution (661), which determined that “Iraq so 
far has failed to comply with … resolution 660 and has usurped the authority of the legitim-
ate Government of Kuwait … determined to bring the invasion and occupation of Kuwait 
by Iraq to an end and to restore the sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of 
Kuwait.” The UN also imposed trade sanctions, and an embargo around Iraq. The questions 
were as follows: Would sanctions be enough, and how much time should be allowed for sanc-
tions to work before military action was taken? With the support of the British, the UN, the 
Arab League, and European NATO allies, President George H. W. Bush formed and led a 
thirty- seven- nation coalition that had the limited objective of restoring Kuwait, and not of 
“regime change.”

The West created the conditions and the monster it sought to destroy in 1990. Western 
nations, including the United States, continued to support Saddam Hussein even when he 
employed chemical weapons against Iranians and his own people. One student of the war 
wrote: “One of the many ironies of this war lay in the fact that Saddam’s worst atrocities 
were downplayed. … His gassing of the Kurds and Iranians during the Iraq- Iran war brought 
only peripheral protest, because his fight then was directed against the then ‘threat- of- the- 
moment’— Iran’s Ayatollah.”13 The West’s support of the Israeli nuclear program, willingness to 
look the other way when Saddam Hussein used WMDs, and willingness to provide weapons 
to both Iraq and Iran destroyed its credibility as a force for peace in the Middle East, and its 
argument for intervention on moral grounds.14

The Iraqi Army: Too Much Respect and Awe

The Iraqi Army in 1990 was a highly respected, well- equipped, combat- experienced fighting 
force. In 1980, Saddam Hussein attacked Iran seeking to capitalize on the internal disorder to 
seize coveted land.15 However, Iran, with a population of 45.2 million was not as disabled from 
the 1979 Revolution as Saddam Hussein believed. The Iranians, using crude tactics, poorly 
trained soldiers, and poorly maintained American- made equipment fought back tenaciously, 
causing Iraq to fully mobilize. Iraq, with a population of 19.1 million, built an Armed Force of 
1 million men, with a reserve corps of 480,000 men. In 1988, Iran and Iraq signed a cease- fire 
agreement, and in November the following year, Saddam Hussein told the Iraqi people, “you 
entered the war with 12 divisions … now we have 70. The entire world has not seen such a 
development. Neither in World War I or World War II … has the world witnessed a country 
of 19 million producing 70 divisions.”16 While this proclamation was a bit of an exaggeration, 
it wasn’t far from the truth.

The Iraqi Army was organized along Soviet lines. It fought primarily with Soviet tech-
nology. However, after eight years of war, Iraq had produced its own way of fighting, its own 
operational and tactical doctrine. The Army was organized into seven regular army corps 
headquarters, two Republican Guard sub- corps, and three reserve corps. It had a total of sixty- 
three divisions, nine heavy Armored Divisions (including one reserve and two Republican 
Guard), five Mechanized Divisions (including two Republican Guard), eighteen Motorized 
Infantry Divisions (including eight Republican Guard, five of which were newly formed), 
and thirty- one Infantry Divisions (including fourteen reserve divisions). Iraq also employed 
twenty Special Forces brigades. The Iraqi Army could field between 4,000 and 5,000 main 
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battle tanks of which 500 were T- 72M1s and 500 T- 72Bs and - Gs. The latest model T- 72 
mounted a 125- mm smoothbore gun with a range of 2,000 meters. Still the majority of Iraqi 
armor consisted of older generations of Soviet and British tank technology; 3,000, T- 54/ 55/ 
62; 1,500 T- 59/ 69; 150, British Chieftain. The Iraqi Army could field 4,000 infantry fighting 
vehicles, primarily Soviet- made BMPs, and maintained an impressive artillery arsenal, pos-
sessing 122- , 132- , and 152- mm guns capable of firing high- explosive, smoke, illumination, 
anti- personnel, and chemical munitions.17

The Iraqis had a well- developed chemical warfare doctrine. Chemical munitions were 
integrated into operation against Iran to good effect. In 1984, a chemical attack was used 
to block an Iranian attack. The Iraqis used nerve and mustard gas. A Marine Corps study 
noted: “The Iraqis developed their proficiency in chemical weapons gradually during the 
war with Iran. They were motivated to find a solution to the impact of Iranian human 
wave infantry attacks which— like that of the Chinese attacks on US forces in Korea— was 
devastating.”18

The Iraqi Air Force was the sixth largest on the planet. It consisted of approximately 40,000 
men and 10,000 air defense soldiers. It was equipped primarily with Soviet technology pos-
sessing roughly 1,000 aircraft, including fighters, fighter- bombers, and bombers. It was organ-
ized into 22 Attack Squadrons flying MiG 23s, French Mirage F1 EQ5s, and various other 
Soviet aircraft; 17 Interceptor Squadrons flying MiG 29s, 25s, 21s, French Mirage F1 EQs, and 
other Chinese and Soviet aircraft; 2 Bomber Squadrons flying Soviet Tu- 22s, 16s, and Chinese 
H- 6s; and 1 Reconnaissance Squadron flying MiG 25s, and 21s.19 The Iraqis also employed 
almost 500 Soviet, French, and German attack helicopters. The Iraq Air Force in the air was 
no match for the US Air Force. However, Soviet air- defense systems were impressive. They 
had been tested and retested in the Vietnam War.

In the aftermath of two impressive, victorious wars against Iraqi conventional forces it 
is difficult to recall the respect and even awe in which the Iraqi Army was held by the US 
military prior to Operation Desert Storm. It is difficult to remember how reluctant senior 
military leaders were to get involved. In a memorandum circulated through the Army by the 
Command and General Staff College, in the months prior to war it was noted that:

The Iraqi Army was in combat against the Iranians for eight years and developed into 
a battle- hardened force capable of conducting effective offensive and defensive opera-
tions. The Iraqi Army polished its offensive capability, achieving good results during final 
operations against the Iranians. … An elite force, the Republican Guard Forces command 
was initially organized to protect the Iraqi government. Later, this force was employed 
in highly successful offensive operations against the Iranians. Recently brigades of the 
Republican Guards conducted the Blitz type attack into Kuwait. … The Iraqi soldier is a 
tough resilient foe equipped with modern weapons and capable vehicles.20

And a study conducted by the US Army War College, Strategic Studies Institute concluded:

Iraq’s achievement in forcing Iran to accept a truce represents an authentic victory. The 
victory was attained because the Iraqis planned for and successfully executed complicated, 
large scale military operations and shrewdly managed their resources. Claims that they 
won simply by using massive amounts of chemical weapons cannot be substantiated. … 
The report further concludes that— contrary to general belief— Iraq’s rulers enjoy signifi-
cant popular support. The authors base this conclusion on the Ba’athists’ ability to order 
a general call- up during what was perhaps the darkest period of the war. The willingness 
of the population to comply with the regimes order in effect confirmed its legitimacy ….
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In the specific sphere of military operations, the study concludes that a cadre of genu-
inely competent professional officers exists within the Iraq military. The group is fully 
capable of keeping pace with the latest innovations in weapons technology. The officer 
corps understands and is committed to the conduct of combined arms operations to 
include the integration of chemical weapons. It commands soldiers who, because of their 
relatively high education level, are able to carry out such operations.21

In Army magazine, in an article entitled “The Republican Guards: Loyal, Aggressive, Able,” it 
was noted that: “Iraq’s Republican Guard Corps has grown to become a formidable armored 
and mechanized infantry force, well equipped, disciplined and blooded in combat.”22 And the 
soldiers of the VII Corps were told that: “Iraq was a third- rate power with a first- rate army, 
toughened by eight years of hard combat experience.” Marine Corps studies drew similar 
conclusions. A study produced in 1990 noted:

Iraq emerged from its war with Iran as a superpower in the Persian Gulf…. Iraq achieved 
regional superpower status through a series of escalatory steps that were required to 
repel Iran’s Islamic fundamentalist crusade. Iraqi leaders mobilized a diverse population, 
strengthened Iraq’s armed force, and transformed its society to take the offensive and ter-
minate the war with Iran.23

The Marine Corps’ publication argued that the Iraqi Army was in fact a national army that 
had the support of the people: “Iraq fields a ‘people’s’ army. The regime initiated a total call- up 
of available manpower in 1986. The response was good. No draft riots occurred; young men— 
even college students— reported without incident. The fact that the public answered the call 
tells us that Iraqis support their government.” In fact, a large ethnic minority, the Kurds, hated 
Saddam Hussein, and did not serve. The Marine study further argued that: “Iraq’s General 
Staff is not political. … It is not interested in mixing in politics, and will not do so as long as 
the army’s honor is upheld. One of the major changes wrought by the war was the weakening 
of political control over the army.” The Marine study concluded that:

The army has high institutional self- esteem. Morale is good after the victory over Iran. The 
average soldier sees himself as the inheritor of an ancient tradition of warfighting— 
the Iraqis primarily spread the might of Islam in the 7th century. Officers are well trained 
and confident, and as long as Saddam does nothing to impair the dignity of the army, they 
will back him to the hilt.

With these words, the Army and Marine Corps bestow on the Iraqi Army the respect typic-
ally held only for extraordinary Western armies. Both the Army and Marine Corps concluded 
that Iraq was in fact a modern nation- state, that Saddam Hussein enjoyed the support of the 
Iraqi people, that he had legitimacy, that the people were willing to fight for him, and that 
Iraq had achieved “victory” in its war against Iran. They concluded that the Iraqi Army, after 
eight years of fighting, was a highly professional, well- led, competent military force, with 
a professional officer corps. They concluded that Iraqi forces were a combined arms army, 
capable of executing complex maneuvers, and that it was “superb” in defensive operations. 
They did not accept the verdict from the Arab- Israeli Wars, which held that, while Arab 
soldiers were tactically competent and courageous, their leadership, being selected primarily 
for political reasons, was, for the most part, mediocre, or worse, incompetent; that cultural 
norms impaired the ability of Arabs to master the Western way of war, and that operationally 
the military effectiveness of Arab forces lagged far behind that of Western nations, primarily  
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because they were not meritocracies. The best people and best ideas could not rise to the top. 
The Army and Marine Corps projected what they had seen and experienced in Vietnam on 
to Saddam Hussein’s army.

Chemical munitions and minefields presented unique, significant problems. For half a cen-
tury the US Army demonstrated a minimal competency in breaching minefields, and while it 
possessed the capability to operate in a chemical environment, such weapons greatly impeded 
the conduct of operations, significantly slowing the movement of forces. The US Army had 
never conducted operations in a chemical environment of the magnitude it was believed the 
Iraqis were capable of producing. And the Army did not possess enough NBC equipment 
and trained personnel to service itself, the Marine Corps, and coalition forces. Had US forces 
fought in an NBC environment, its combat power in every aspect would have been signifi-
cantly degraded.

In hindsight, the Iraqi Army was not as proficient as many in the Army and Marine Corps 
feared, and, at best, it had achieved a stalemate in the war against Iran. At the dawn of the 
twenty- first century, having the most powerful, modern Armed Force on Earth, it is difficult 
for Americans to remember how defeat in Vietnam and the failed Iranian hostage rescue oper-
ation had damaged the confidence and morale of American forces. Under Reagan, the armed 
forces had recovered materially and professionally. And in Operation Just Cause in 1989, they 
demonstrated a high level of competency. However, they had not fought a major “nation” 
since the defeat in Vietnam. The armed forces of the United States did not go into Operation 
Desert Storm with the confidence it demonstrated later in 2003 in Operation Iraqi Freedom. 
And the first Bush Administration went into the war with a little humility, and a genuine 
concern that it had the real support of allies, who ultimately pledged $50 billion to pay for 
the war. General Schwarzkopf remembered the uncertainty: “Then I sat back to watch the 
victory unfold. … while the politicians and military experts who had warned that dire things 
would happen if we went to war were eating their words.”24

Fear caused by the Iranian counter- invasion in 1984 to some degree unified Iraq. 
However, there were deep cultural and religious fractures in Iraqi society that dimin-
ished its capacity to maintain that unity. Iraq was not a nation. It was a state, which 
lacked the potential to produce or maintain a modern army. Iraq produced neither the 
finished materials nor the sophisticated technologies required to construct a modern 
army. It was dependent on Russia and the West for its war- making capacity. Formed 
by the British in 1922, Iraq was essentially three nations. A quick study of the geog-
raphy of the region reveals that political boundaries were imposed by external pow-
ers with no consideration given to natural geographic boundaries, the people of the 
region, or their history and culture. In 1932 the British granted Iraq its independ-
ence, but stayed to manage the country’s affairs until 1958.25 That year, military offic-
ers overthrew the monarchy. In 1968 the Ba’ath Party seized power. Saddam Hussein 
came to power in 1979. He immediately conducted a Stalin- like purge of his political 
competition, and created the fear required to maintain control in a police state. The 
next year he took the state to war. The Shias, the largest ethnic group, had no love or 
affinity for Saddam Hussein, a Tikrit, Sunni Muslim. Saddam Hussein was not a Mao 
Zedong or a Ho Chi Minh, authentic national leaders.26 Nor was he a Hitler who was 
charismatic, but a fatalistic megalomaniac consumed by hate and bent on destruction. 
Saddam Hussein was more like Stalin, a ruthless opportunist who led by fear, distrusted 
his people,  and periodically purged potential challengers to his leadership. Saddam 
Hussein led and maintained power through the Ba’ath Party, nepotism, internal security 
forces, and loyal, elite Army corps. He was not a mad man, as some have argued. He did 
not employ his chemical weapons capabilities against the United States and coalition 
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forces— demonstrating respect for US nuclear arsenals. And after eight years of war he 
returned territory to Iran in exchange for its neutrality. Saddam Hussein was capable of 
rational behavior. He was not suicidal. His ignorance of the world outside Iraq, over-
confidence in the capabilities of his forces, and lack of intelligence sources caused him 
to continuously miscalculate.

Saddam Hussein’s war plans were based on his assessment of the Communist strategy in the 
Vietnam War. His strategic objective was to influence the will of the American people. He 
believed this was the center of gravity. He believed that Americans had a strong aversion to 
casualties, and that when the body bags started coming home in large numbers the American 
people would demand an end to the war. Saddam Hussein did not expect to defeat the armed 
forces of the United States on the battlefield. He planned to bleed them until the American 
people cried, “Stop!”

While bestowing on the Iraqi Army the qualities of Western armies, some in the Army and 
Marine Corps took a few steps back toward the Israeli assessment, concluding that culture 
mattered, and that Arab culture limited Iraq’s military effectiveness:

In spite of this progress, the weaknesses of the Iraqi Army appear to remain the same. 
The Iraqis required detailed planning and careful execution to perform effectively. They 
are tenacious in the defense, but ‘doctrinally inclined to fight set piece battles seeking to 
lure their enemy into prearranged killing zones where, once the artillery has broken the 
momentum of the attack, an armor heavy counterattack would be launched.’ They have a 
short logistical tail, and have problems supporting extended drives. They are still beginners 
at effective cooperation between joint forces. And, there is always the tendency by the 
Ba’athist Party to politicize and rigorously control the armed forces to maintain Saddam 
Hussein ’s grip on power.27

The Army’s thesis was essentially the same as the thesis of this work: the Iraq Army, like 
the armed forces of the United States, could not override its cultural inheritance. It could 
improve, but it did so essentially along cultural lines. And, therein lay its major weak-
ness. Its soldiers lacked initiative; its commanders were afraid to improvise; cooperation 
between the services was lacking; a system of promotion based on merit was only partially 
accepted, a requirement of war with Iran; relatively little attention was given to logis-
tics; the NCO Corps did not perform adequately serving as an intermediate body that 
translated and transmitted orders and information between decision makers to those who 
executed the decisions; and armed forces operated best with specific, detailed instruction 
and with well- rehearsed tactics and operations. The fog of war significantly impaired the 
operational effectiveness of the Iraqi Army. Without an honest, competitive meritocracy it 
is impossible for the most talented to rise to the top. Saddam Hussein’s police state wors-
ened the cultural disadvantages of the Iraqi Army. The Iraqi Army may have also suffered 
from an inferiority complex, recognizing that Arab armies had performed very poorly in 
conventional operations against Western nations, and that it faced the most powerful state 
on Earth. While there were varying assessments of the combat effectiveness of the Iraqi 
Army, the Army and Marine Corps tended to overestimate its professional attainment. 
In war, while it is much better to overestimate the combat effectiveness of one’s enemy 
than to underestimate it, too much respect can influence the outcome of the war, causing 
victorious states to seek partial victory when a more complete victory was possible and 
in its grasp. Such was the case in Operation Desert Storm. The United States settled for 
a partial victory.
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Bush’s War or America’s War?

Why was the invasion of Kuwait worth the lives of Americans? Why did we go to war? On 
8 November, Bush decided on the offensive option. In discussions with his staff and allies he 
concluded that economic sanctions alone would be insufficient. Talking this problem over 
with Egyptian President Mohammed Hosni Mubarak, he noted:

We also talked about the effect of sanctions on Iraq. Hosni was convinced that Saddam 
was in a tight political corner and it was unlikely he would or could simply withdraw 
from Kuwait under economic pressure. After eight years of fighting, thousands of cas-
ualties, and the expenditure of $200 billion, Iraq had little to show for its war with Iran. 
He predicted that if Saddam withdrew, he would lose too much face. It would be sui-
cide: his people would kill him. The foreign minister of Oman, Yusef Alawi, also insisted 
that Saddam would not bow under sanctions and argued for a military effort. I  found 
these views discouraging.28

Bush sought UN and US Congressional resolutions for war, but believed he needed neither 
to go to war. The UN, however, gave the war international legitimacy, and helped secure the 
support of the collapsing Soviet Union and Islamic, Middle East states. Congressional support 
meant, in theory, the support of the American people. Since the end of the Vietnam War and 
the passage of the “War Power Act” in 1973, Presidents have maintained that as Commander- 
in- Chief responsible for the security of the United States, they have the power to deploy 
American forces to war without Congressional approval. Congress, however, has maintained 
that within sixty days of the initiating of hostilities Congressional approval is in fact required, 

Figure 12.1  President George Bush with Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney (left), National Security Advisor 
Brent Scowcroft, Chairman of the JCS, Colin Powell (right), and other members of JCS.
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or those forces would have to be withdrawn. This conflict has never been resolved. However, 
Presidents have sought Congressional support, if not approval, before deploying forces. While 
Bush worked to get resolutions for war, he issued the orders for the deployment of forces 
for offensive operations. He wanted everything in place to initiate hostilities by midnight 15 
January 1991, the deadline set for Saddam Hussein to withdraw his force. 0n 28 November 
Bush wrote in his diary:

The final analysis: we will prevail. Saddam Hussein will get out of Kuwait, and the United 
States will have been the catalyst and the key in getting this done, and that is important. 
Our role as a world leader will once again be reaffirmed, but if we compromise and if we 
fail, we would be reduced to total impotence, and that is not going to happen. I don’t care 
if I have one vote in the Congress. That will not happen. … I want the Congress involved. 
The big debate goes on about the declaration of war, but the big thing is, we need them, 
we want them; and I’ll continue to consult.29

Bush received Congressional support, but just barely. Remarkably he had done a better job 
of convincing foreign nations, some of which he had to bribe, of the need for war, than the 
American people.30 The ghosts of Vietnam still hung heavily in the corridors of the Capitol, 
the halls of universities, and living rooms of some Americans. Bush, in his diary entry on 28 
November noted: “Gephardt ‘breaks’ with the President, saying ‘no use of force, sanctions 
must work. … ’ It’s ironic, the isolationistic right lined with the [old] Kingman Brewster left 
[voicing the] Vietnam syndrome. Bob Kerry, a true war hero in Vietnam and John Glenn, also 
a hero, ‘no force, no force.’ ”31 Other senior American statesmen argued against war and pre-
dicted high casualties, including former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara.

Bush could have fought the war without the support of the UN, the Congress, or the 
American people. In 1991 there was one major difference in the way the United States con-
ducted war: the American people would not be called upon to fight. The White House and 
the Pentagon were not reliant on the will of the American people. Still, Bush sought their sup-
port. Why should Americans fight for Kuwait? Bush endeavored to explain. First he told the 
American people this was about “naked aggression,” a larger country had attacked its smaller 
neighbor. He argued there was a larger principle at stake: “I view it very seriously, not just 
that but any threat to any other countries, as well as I view very seriously our determination 
to reverse this awful aggression. … This will not stand.”32 In other words, the United States 
was going to war to uphold international law. He argued that the failure to act in the 1930s 
led to a larger war. He compared Saddam Hussein to Hitler, drawing the most heinous images 
possible. However, support for the war remained weak. Later, he and his advisors argued that 
it was about oil, and Secretary of State James Baker told the American people it was about 
“jobs.” Later still, the Administration argued it was about weapons of mass destruction and 
that Saddam Hussein was producing an atomic bomb and had chemical weapons. Bush was 
concerned about security of Saudi Arabia, and the rise of Iraqi power. He also voiced concerns 
about the place of the United States in world affairs. The prestige, credibility, and influence of 
the United States were at stake, a concern of Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon. And finally there 
was the moral issue, stopping the many atrocities taking place in Kuwait. While a nation can 
pursue multiple objectives in war, the inconsistencies in Bush’s information campaign dam-
aged its ability to communicate and convince.

Americans had no affinity for Kuwaitis, ethnically, culturally, or politically. Kuwait was an 
Arab, Muslim, Constitutional monarchy of enormous wealth. Kuwaitis represented none of 
the values accepted by Americans and delineated in the Constitution of the United States. 
However, Kuwaitis helped Bush make the argument for war. They spent $10 million dollars on 
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a Wall Street marketing campaign to convince Americans that Saddam Hussein was the devil, 
evil incarnate, and a baby killer. Bush and the Kuwaitis’ campaign demonized Saddam Hussein, 
creating the expectation that when the war was over Saddam Hussein would no longer be 
in power. This, however, was not the stated political objective. Covertly though, the CIA was 
engaged in a campaign to remove Saddam Hussein.

The Bush Administration’s interest in Kuwait was not based on the principle of non- aggres-
sion, nor was it based on moral concerns. The United States has not been a force for democ-
racy and freedom in this region. In fact, the United States has devoted enormous resources to 
keeping royal families and dictators in power, including Saddam Hussein. And, some under-
stood that even if Saddam Hussein was the devil, Iraq could not produce a tank, or a jet air-
craft, lacking the industry and technological wherewithal. And terrorism was not yet a major 
American concern, and Saddam Hussein was not an Islamic fundamentalist. The economies of 
the Western world ran on Persian Gulf oil, and that oil, above all else, provided the reason for 
Bush to intervene. Kuwait’s ownership of almost 10 percent of the world’s known oil reserves 
was one of the primary reasons for war. Iraq already possessed an estimated 100- billion- barrel 
oil reserve. Combining the reserves of Kuwait and Iraq would have produced the second lar-
gest producer on Earth. Only Saudi Arabia with an estimated 261 billion barrels, 26 percent 
of the world’s supply, held greater resources. Bush was also concerned about the security of 
Saudi Arabia, and the expansion of Iraq’s political and military power. By going to war, Bush 
sought to maintain the balance of power in the region. Oil, however, could not be translated 
into a cause for which Americans would be willing to fight. Hence, the superheated rhetoric, 
the demonization, the moral arguments, and the principle of non- aggression.

In fact, Americans had no practical reason to risk their lives for Kuwait. They would have 
paid an extra dollar or two per gallon at the gas pump. No one would have exchanged the 
lives of their sons and daughters for a few dollars saved on a barrel of oil. Had Iraq been a real 
nation, capable of fighting a more total war, capable of inflicting heavy casualties; had dead 
Americans by the hundreds per week returned to the United States in flag- draped coffins; 
had the war gone on for years; and had there been a draft pulling young men out of colleges, 
workplaces, and homes, Bush would have found that he totally lacked the support to bring 
the war to a successful conclusion. The outcome of the war was not just a function of US and 
coalition actions. It was also a function of poor Iraqi leadership, and divisions among the Iraqi 
people. Most importantly, by limiting the objectives of the war, Bush and Powell made sure 
they did not create a nation, that they did not create the conditions that united the numerous 
peoples of the Soviet Union in 1941.33 The war in Iraq did not evolve into a “People’s War,” 
which is one of the primary reasons US technology was so effective.

Bush did the right thing in Iraq, but not for the reasons he delineated. And the first Persian 
Gulf War was not an “American People’s War.” A principle is not a principle unless it is applied 
universally. Bush and Congress had no intention of expending American lives or resources to 
stop naked aggression in Africa, to stop genocide in Cambodia, to involve itself in regions of 
the world that lacked the significance of the Middle East. Moral issues were not a concern of 
the United States. During the Iran– Iraq War, Saddam Hussein destroyed thousands of Kurdish 
homes and business, and killed between 150,000 and 200,000 Kurdish civilians employing 
chemical weapons against them. The United States did almost nothing to stop this attempt 
at genocide. War is an ugly thing, but it is not nearly as ugly when it is based on principles 
of human rights. Bush’s war was based on pragmatic self- interest. He used other arguments 
to make the war palatable. Had there been a draft, had there been a citizen- soldier Army, he 
would have had a much harder sell.

On 12 January 1991, each House of Congress voted to support the joint resolution author-
izing the use of force in accordance with the UN resolutions. The Senate narrowly passed 
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the resolution, 52– 47. Bush had greater support in the House where the vote was 250– 183. 
Memories of the Vietnam War and the Gulf Tonkin Resolution were on the minds of some 
Senators and Congressmen. Typically when the war tocsin sounds Congressmen and women 
rally around the flagpole and the debate on the war resolutions degenerates into patriotic 
rhetoric; however, not this time. This time a real debate took place.

On 16 January at 6:30 p.m. Bush addressed the nation: “The liberation of Kuwait has 
begun … We will not fail.” Almost concurrently, on the 17th in Saudi Arabia, coalition aircraft 
were rolling down the runways— their destination, Iraq.

Operation Desert Shield/ Storm: Theater Strategy

Central Command (CENTCOM), under the command of General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, 
had overall responsibility for planning and directing operations. General Colin Powell, 
Chairman of the JCS who possessed the new powers bestowed by the Goldwater– Nichols 
legislation, translated political directives into military orders, determined military objectives, 
provided the resource that Schwarzkopf requested, and provided guidance. However, it was 
the Central Command Air Force (CENTAF) Commander, Lieutenant General Charles A. 
Horner, who took the initiative and developed the CENTCOM plan, which in its embry-
onic form was primarily an air war.34 Horner appointed Brigadier General Buster Glosson 
his principle planner. Glosson formed a planning cell in the basement of the Royal Saudi Air 
Force headquarters building that became known as the “Black Hole.”35 It took the Pentagon’s 
Air Staff ’s initial plan “Instant Thunder,” developed by John A. Warden III and others in the 
“Checkmate” planning division, and produced an executable operational plan, which included 
a retaliatory plan to be carried out if Saddam Hussein invaded Saudi Arabia.

Figure 12.2 General H. Norman Schwarzkopf.
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The Army deployed a team from the School of Advanced Military Studies (SAMS) at 
Command and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, to assist CENTCOM in the 
development of the ground war plan. Lieutenant Colonel Joe Purvis headed the team. Still, 
the final plans, for both air and ground, were Schwarzkopf ’s.

The initial objective was to “induce” Saddam Hussein to comply with UN Resolution 
660 and unconditionally withdraw his forces from Kuwait. However, as the plan evolved, the 
destruction of the Iraqi Army became an objective. The CJCS, Powell, stated, “I don’t want 
them to go home— I want to leave smoking tanks as kilometer fence posts all the way to 
Baghdad.”36 Powell later stated, “Cut it off, then kill it.” His objective was to destroy the offen-
sive capability of the Iraqi Army so that it could not threaten its neighbors again. However, 
enough of the Iraqi Army had to be left to deter Iran from exploiting Iraq’s weakness. An 
unspoken strategic objective was the elimination of Saddam Hussein.

The first priority of the United States was the defense of Saudi Arabia. A US delegation of 
senior presidential advisors convinced the Saudi King to request US support. Which of course 
Bush quickly granted, deploying light ground forces and air forces to serve as a deterrent until 
heavy armor forces could be deployed. Bush also warned the Iraqi leader that the invasion of 
the Saudi Kingdom would have grave consequences. Bush’s warning and Saddam Hussein’s 
knowledge of US military potential, particularly the nuclear arsenals, had more of a deterrent 
effect than the deployment of the 82nd Airborne Division. However, the division showed that 
Bush was serious and committed.

Saddam Hussein had significant reasons for keeping the war and his objectives limited to Kuwait. 
As long as US and UN demands were limited to the evacuation of Kuwait, Saddam Hussein’s pos-
ition was not directly threatened. If he invaded Saudi Arabia, the limitations he sought might not 
survive the coming war, which also meant that Saddam Hussein might not survive the war. A more 
total war would have threatened Saddam Hussein’s position. The Iraqi Army’s one serious attack 
into Saudi Arabia at Khafji was not part of a major offensive to occupy the country.

The Persian Gulf War is typically divided into two major phases, the deployment- defensive 
phase, Desert Shield; and the second deployment- attack- liberation phase, Desert Storm. Each 
major phase of the war required an array of forces capable of achieving strategic and oper-
ational objectives. Each major phase was divided into sub- phases for ground and air opera-
tions. The Army deployed in two major phases, first to provide for the defense of Saudi Arabia, 
and second to develop offensive courses of action. The Air Force, by its very nature, could and 
did deploy and build up forces considerably faster than the Army. It was ready for offensive 
operations months before the Army. Glosson wrote: “I desperately wanted to start this war in 
late October, early November. I just thought it was the right time and that we didn’t need the 
Powell build- up we were later forced to take.”37 In Glosson’s view an early initiation of hostil-
ities would have given the Air Force more time to win the war without the Army.

In the offensive phases, Schwarzkopf listed his operational objectives:  Attack leadership 
and command and control; Gain and maintain air supremacy; totally cut supply lines; Destroy 
chemical, biological, and nuclear capability; and Destroy Republican Guard. In Schwarzkopf ’s 
view, the Republican Guard was the operational center of gravity. Operation Desert Storm was 
divided into four phases. Phase IV was the ground and air war. Phases I, II, and III comprised 
the air war. The first priorities were to destroy command and control facilities, communica-
tion networks, and major headquarters to sever the line of communication between Saddam 
Hussein and his field forces; and it was hoped to kill Saddam Hussein. Other objectives were 
to destroy the nuclear, chemical, and biological warfare capabilities of Iraq. The second priority 
was air superiority over the battlefield, which would give the Air Force, Navy, Marine Corps, 
and Army air forces the freedom to attack any target in the Kuwait Theater of Operation 
(KTO) unchallenged. Air superiority meant more than destroying the Iraqi Air Force, it also 
meant destroying Iraq’s integrated air defense system— missile systems, radar systems, command 
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systems, and the communication systems that tied them together. Because this system was built, 
at least in part, by the French, intelligence on it was unprecedented. The third priority was the 
attrition or destruction of Iraqi ground forces. The final mission of airpower was during the 
ground assault phase. Airpower would continue to destroy enemy ground forces, but also pro-
vide close air support and interdict enemy forces. The Air Force was also tasked to carry out 
psychological warfare operations (PSYOPs). B- 52s not only dropped bombs, but also leaflets.

Glosson did not agree with Schwarzkopf ’s four- phase approach. He believed there were 
in fact only two phases to the operational plan, strategic and tactical. He argued against the 
four- phase plan, and immediately after the war he wrote: “The mistake though, was to split 
the campaign in four phases. There were really only two phases: the strategic air campaign 
and the tactical support of the land campaign. Instead of finishing Phase I, we’d worked it 
right up to the last day.” Glosson emphasized that the plan was Schwarzkopf ’s plan, indicating 
that he would have done things differently. The approach that Schwarzkopf demanded made 
it possible for the Army to redirect the air effort away from strategic targets and on to the 
enemy’s ground forces. Prior to the Normandy invasion Eisenhower had a very similar prob-
lem with the AAF. This issue caused considerable friction between Glosson and the Deputy 
CENTCOM commander, Lieutenant General Calvin A. H. Waller, US Army. Glosson con-
cluded, “Waller detested me.” He also noted the Air Force carried on the strategic campaign 
to the last day, in opposition to Waller’s directive.38

All airpower in the theater was doctrinally under CENTAF command— unity of com-
mand. However, this had never worked before, and in Korea and Vietnam, the Navy, Marine 
Corps, and Air Force each fought their own air war. Horner recognized this problem and was 
determined to make joint command work. Glosson observed:

In theory Horner, as the Joint Force Air Component Commander [JFACC] for 
CENTCOM, was going to have control of all the air forces: Navy, Marine, Air Force 
and through the Coalition, the allies who joined us. But the reality was we’d never done 
it that way. Horner was adamant this would be a joint effort and we would not have the 
fractured set- up of Vietnam all over again with the Navy and the Air Force flying separate 
routes. But one thing for sure, parochialism was alive and well.39

The Marine Corps air force was concerned about supporting Marine Corps ground forces— 
no change since the Korean War. The Navy was concerned that the Air Force would take the 
most highly valued targets for itself— a complaint that was made after the war. And all three air 
services thought differently about doctrine. Glosson noted, “The Marines had been complain-
ing that the retaliatory strikes and Phase I of the campaign did not leave their air assets avail-
able for other tasking direct from the Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF). … Then the Navy 
informed me that they wanted to back out of planned strikes near Baghdad.” He also noted that 
his own staff was initially incapable of acting as a joint staff. On 26 August he wrote in his diary, 
“parochialism out of control.” And under critical lessons he concluded: “JFACC must be strength-
ened. He must be a true Joint Force Air Component Commander— there is not an alternative.” 
CENTAF did in fact send air tasking orders (ATO) to the Navy and Marine Corps, and these 
missions were carried out. Navy air liaison officers were made part of the CENTAF planning 
cell in Riyadh. These officers represented the Navy’s view, and forwarded the ATO. The system 
was not perfect, but it worked better than it did in Korea and Vietnam. Still, while much praise 
has been directed at CENTCOM for the successful “joint” campaign, the Goldwater– Nichols 
Act had not yet significantly changed a half- century of cultural learning.40

On 13 September 1990, General Schwarzkopf ’s staff briefed Powell on CENTCOM’s 
Desert Storm plan.41 And on 11 October, the plan was briefed to the President. The ground 
war plan was significantly less developed than Horner’s and Glosson’s air war plan. And the 
Whitehouse was overall unimpressed. Brent Scowcroft wrote:
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I was not happy with the briefing. It sounded unenthusiastic, delivered by people who 
didn’t want to do the job. The option they presented us, an attack straight up through 
the center of the Iraqi army, seemed to me to be so counterintuitive that I could not 
stay silent. I asked why not an envelopment to the west and north around and behind 
the forces in Kuwait to cut them off. The briefer’s answer was that they did not have 
enough fuel trucks for so extensive an operation and the tanks would run out of gas 
on the shoulder of the encirclement. In addition, they did not know whether the shift-
ing sands of the western desert would support an armored operation. Therefore it was 
not feasible. I was appalled with the presentation and afterwards I called Cheney to say 
I thought we had to do better. Cheney shared my concern and sent the planners back 
to the drawing board.42

Bush wrote: “The briefing made me realize we had a long way to go before the military 
was ‘gung ho’ and felt we had the means to accomplish our mission expeditiously, without 
impossible loss of life.”43 Bush and Scowcroft were probably thinking they needed new leader-
ship. Powell, however, rose to the occasion. He calmed frayed nerves, and assured the President 
and his advisors that a better, more comprehensive ground war plan would be developed. 
Bush’s impressions, however, were right— the Army was suffering from a lack of confidence. 
Another option advanced by one of Bush’s advisors was an amphibious landing, a replay of 
the Inchon landing. The Army immediately rejected this approach. Some marines also rejected 
it. Landing light infantry against armor forces was a bad idea, even with naval gunfire and air 
support. In hindsight it would have succeeded.

To give the President the options he wanted, Powell and Schwarzkopf wanted overwhelming 
force, the Powell doctrine. On 15 October, back at his headquarters in Riyadh, Schwarzkopf 
directed Purvis to start developing a two- corps attack plan, actually a three- corps plan, includ-
ing the MEF. The Army was slow to bring the Marine Corps into the planning, a serious 
mistake. Shortly thereafter, Powell requested one of the Army’s three heavy armor corps and 
part of another. The entire VII Corps in Europe was to be deployed as well as two heavy divi-
sions from the United States.44 With these forces in the “order of battle” a new plan quickly 
took shape.

In hindsight, the Army’s initial plan would have worked. Saddam Hussein’s forces were 
not the highly trained, professional forces the Army and White House expected to fight, 
and Soviet technology was no match for the newest generation of American technology. 
One corps, the XVIII Airborne Corps, plus the MEF and air forces, forces that were already 
deployed for Operation Desert Shield, would have been more than sufficient to push Saddam 
Hussein’s forces out of Kuwait. However, they were not sufficient to cut it off and kill it, an 
objective added by the United States. When Powell added that mission, he increased the need 
for fast- moving armor divisions.

With separate air war and ground war plans in hand, the question became when to transition 
from the air war to the ground war. With precision technology, some in the Air Force believed 
it was possible to destroy the Republican Guard from the air, to make it combat- ineffective. It 
was believed that this required the destruction of 50 percent of its forces. The Army accepted 
this. The initiation of the ground war became tied to this figure of 50 percent destruction, caus-
ing one student of the air war to conclude, “This prospect was so riveting it nearly became the 
only goal of concern in the minds of some.”45 To achieve this level of destruction, computer 
simulation showed that it would take 600 sorties per day for four days.46 However, this level of 
destruction even with precision weapons seemed almost impossible, and it was.

* * * * *

During the Gulf War Schwarzkopf maintained control of the ground forces, essentially wear-
ing two hats. Lieutenant General John J. Yeosock served as commander of the 3rd Army 
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and Army Forces, US Central Command (ARCENT). Orders passed from Schwarzkopf to 
Yeosock to Corps commanders. The ground war plan called for attacks from the southern 
border of Iraq and Kuwait, with three major forces, two supporting attacks, a main attack, and 
an amphibious feint. With the objective to liberate Kuwait and destroy the Iraqi Army, geog-
raphy virtually dictated the conduct of the war.

Kuwait is a tiny country, from south to north just over a hundred miles at its widest point, 
and from east to west just under ninety miles at is widest point. Kuwait is bordered on the 
east by the Persian Gulf and on the west by Iraq. To the immediate north is also Iraqi territory, 
and not too far beyond, less than fifty miles, is Iran. Saudi Arabia forms the southern border 
of Kuwait and Iraq. Coalition forces necessarily attacked north. The Euphrates- Tigris River 
valley divides Iraq. It formed the northernmost line of advance for coalition ground forces. If 
Iraqi forces made it north of the valley they were out of range of coalition ground forces. At 
Basra, with the confluence of the two rivers and less than fifty miles from Kuwait, Iraqi forces 

Map 12.1 Persian Gulf War, colonial rule, 1920.
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had an escape route into the northern half of Iraq. Between Baghdad and Basra were forty- 
two bridges spanning the river valley. Destroying these bridges isolated the battlefield.

The climate also influenced operations. Kuwait’s summers are intensely hot and dry, and 
the winters are short and cool. Operations during the summer months are extremely difficult 
for men and machines. Add dust and sand and you have a hostile environment, one that has to 
be fought right along with the enemy. Technology gave the United States the edge. However, 
soldiers and marines had to adjust to a climate that Iraqi soldiers considered the norm.

Given the size of coalition forces, the space they required, the limited access, and their 
objectives, there were only three types of maneuvers possible for attacking north out of Saudi 
Arabia: a direct frontal attack north into Kuwait, an envelopment or flanking attack from 
the southwest to the east into Kuwait, and a turning movement deep into Iraq to get into 
the enemy’s rear to block his retreat, cut his LOC, and force him to fight in two direc-
tions. The ground force plan did all three. The flat, slightly undulating terrain permitted all 
three forms of maneuvers. The operation consisted of two major supporting attacks and a 
main attack to destroy the Republican Guard Divisions. The 1st and 2nd Marine Divisions 
under Lieutenant General Walt Boomer and the Arab Corps carried out the first support-
ing attacks. They attacked north directly into Kuwait to fix the enemy’s main forces in place 
and to liberate Kuwait. It was expected that Iraqi forces would maneuver to attack. The 
XVIII Airborne Corps, consisting of the 82nd Airborne, 101st Airborne, and 24th Infantry 
Division (Mechanized), with the French 6th Infantry Division attached, conducted the second 
major supporting attack, a deep turning movement into Iraq to block the main supply route, 
Highway 8, from Basra to Baghdad along the Euphrates River. Once the blocking forces were 
in place the 24th Infantry Division was to attack east to cut off the enemy’s retreat. Another 
major mission of the XVIII Airborne Corps was to screen the western- most flank of the inva-
sion force. The forces of the XVIII Airborne Corps were located the farthest west and had the 
greatest distance to cover. Arguably, they should have initiated the attack, possibly twenty- four 
hours before the supporting attack of the marines, which had the shortest distance to cover. 
However, Schwarzkopf was very conservative. He wanted the 24th ID to advance at roughly 
the same pace as the VII Corps, the main attack force, to keep them in supporting distance of 
one another. Airmobile resources of the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault) carried out the 
initial movements of the XVIII Airborne Corps, securing airfields and establishing forward 
supply bases.

The VII Corps’ objective was to “Conduct main attack … to penetrate Iraqi defenses and 
destroy RGFC forces,” the operational center of gravity.47 The marine supporting attacks and 
breaching operations were to be initiated first. The attack with armor forces was to commence 
twenty- four hours later. The Marine Corps’ attack was designed to convince the enemy it was 
the main attack, causing it to maneuver to engage. The 1st Cavalry Division located between 
the Marines and the VII was part of a deception plan designed to convince Republican Guard 
forces located in the vicinity of the western- most Kuwaiti border that the flanking maneuvers 
up Wadi al Batin was the main attack. The objective of the Marines and the 1st Cavalry was 
to fix enemy forces in Kuwait in place, or better yet, cause them to maneuver south to attack. 
While the attacks of the Marines and the 1st Cavalry were taking place, the VII Corps was to 
advance deep into Iraq in an effort to envelope the Republican Guard forces. Schwarzkopf 
later observed: “We deceived our opponent into thinking that our main attack would be a 
frontal one against Iraqi defenses in occupied Kuwait.” Another observer wrote: “the decep-
tion mission [of the 1st Cav] was a complete success; it froze an entire Iraqi Corps in place, 
and helped ensure the success of the VII Corps’ left hook around the Iraqi defense.”48 An 
amphibious feint was part of a deception plan designed to cause the Iraqi Army to move forces 
toward the coast, reducing the combat power the Marines had to fight in the first twenty- four 
hours of battle.
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The ground war plan was based on a number of assumptions: First, that the Iraqi Army, 
particularly the Republican Guard was a “first class” outfit. Second, that the Iraqi main Armor 
forces would maneuver to fight once it identified the main attack. Third, that the Russian T- 72 
was comparable to the M1. Fourth, that Iraqi leadership was professional and competent. And 
fifth, that the United States was fighting a nation, a culturally cohesive people. None of these 
assumptions was correct. Finally, Schwarzkopf ’s ground war plan had a major flaw. It failed to 
close the back door first. It failed to cut off the enemy’s line of retreat before the supporting 
attack of the Marines started pushing Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. This made it impossible to 
achieve one of the major political objectives, the destruction of the Republican Guard, if Iraqi 
forces decided not to fight but to evacuate.

Put this in context of the Korean War. MacArthur’s turning movement, the Inchon 
landing, placed the 1st Marine Division and the 7th Infantry Division behind the 
North Korean People’s Army (NKPA) before the Eighth Army initiated its break-
out from the Pusan Perimeter. While diverting too many forces to recapture Seoul, 
MacArthur endeavored to close the back door before the main attack took place. 
Schwarzkopf ’s plan did the exact opposite. The Marine and Saudi attacks from the 
south were to convince the Iraqis that this was the main attack. It was to kick off 

Maps 12.2(a) and 12.2(b) Persian Gulf War, Iraqi Order of Battle.
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before the VII Corps’ main attack and the XVIII Corps’ turning movement, the forces 
that had the greatest distance to cover. Schwarzkopf ’s plan had the Marines pushing 
the Iraqis out of Kuwait before the turning movement could get behind it and the 
flanking movement could get a fix on it. Schwarzkopf ’s plan anticipated that the Iraqis 
would move to engage the Marines the way a Western army would, giving his other 
forces the time they needed to get into position. He was wrong. The Iraqis started 
evacuating even before they were fully engaged with the Marines. Saddam Hussein’s 
priority was not the destruction of coalition armed forces, but the survival of his army, 
which guaranteed his personal survival. Schwarzkopf ’s plan did not take into consid-
eration Arab culture. A study of the Egyptian conduct of the 1973 Yom Kippur War 
would have provided him guidance on the enemy’s behavior. Schwarzkopf ’s plan was a 
function of too much respect and awe for the Iraqi forces, and insufficient confidence 
in his own forces. Still, even under this plan, Schwarzkopf had two other ways, besides 
the heavy armor forces of the 24th ID, to cutoff the enemy’s line of retreat: airpower 
and air assault forces— the air and ground tank killing forces of the 101st. These forces, 
if quickly deployed and working with the Air Force, had the potential to close the back 
door. Schwarzkopf, however, was not Patton, and he was not willing to accept another 
Bastogne.49

Maps 12.2(a) and 12.2(b)  (Cont.)
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The Air Force, alone, offered another potential means for closing the back door. The Air 
Force noted that: “some Republican Guard units escaped because a US Army corps com-
mander set the fire support coordination line [FSCL] too far forward. To prevent accidental 
attack on his forces, the ground commander decided where to draw this line.” This line, it 
was argued, prevented the Air Force from engaging escaping enemy force independent of the 
Army: “For many hours, the Air Force was not permitted to strike the Iraqi convoys headed 
toward Baghdad.”50

Taking this analysis one step further, had airpower convinced Saddam Hussein he could 
not achieve some satisfactory conclusion to the war, he might have initiated the evacuation 

Maps 12.3(a) and 12.3(b) Persian Gulf War, the Ground Offensive Plan.
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before the ground war started, saving his army, and robbing Bush and Schwarzkopf of a more 
substantial, observable victory. In hindsight, it was unnecessary to carry on a month- long air 
campaign before the ground war commenced. The Army had not yet recovered from defeat in 
Vietnam. The Air Force was being asked to destroy the enemy’s ground force in a way never 
seen before. The old Army believed the destruction of the enemy’s main army was its job. 
The strategy employed in the Gulf War was not in accordance with Army history, or AirLand 
Battle doctrine, which envisioned the Army fighting the battle at the forward edge of the bat-
tlefield while the Air Force conducted deep strike operations. The Army, as it had in Vietnam, 
accepted the primacy of airpower.

Maps 12.3(a) and 12.3(b) (Cont.)
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13 The Persian Gulf War: Operation  
Desert Storm, 1991

Simply (if boldly) stated, air power won the Gulf war. It was not the victory of any one service, but 
rather the victory of coalition air power projection by armies, navies, and air forces. At one end were 
sophisticated stealth fighters striking out of the dark deep in Iraqi territory. At the other were the less 
glamorous but no less important troop and supply helicopters wending their way across the battle-
field. In between was every conceivable form of air power application, short of nuclear war, including 
aircraft carriers, strategic bombers, tactical and strategic airlift, and cruise missiles. … Indeed, while 
many analysts expected air power to influence the outcome of the war, few expected it to be the 
war’s decisive force.1

— Richard P. Hallion, US Air Force Historian, 1992

“Cut it off— then kill it.” With those words … Gen. Colin L. Powell … summed up the U.S. strategy 
for defeating the 545,000- man Iraqi army. … The “cutting off” went on for some weeks [the air war]. 
The coalition air forces achieved the goal of air supremacy. … “Killing” the Iraqi armed forces was 
another matter. Only ground forces can defeat other ground forces in detail: only ground forces can 
seize and hold ground; only ground forces can attack, outmaneuver, encircle and defeat other ground 
forces. Only ground forces can occupy key enemy political, economic and administrative centers after 
the battle and keep the peace.

— Edward M. Flanagan Jr., Lieutenant General US Army, 1991

Both the Army and the Air Force claimed decisiveness in the Persian Gulf War. Air Force 
Chief of Staff, General Merrill A. McPeak, in a Pentagon briefing on 15 March 1991 stated, 
“My private conviction is that this is the first time in history that a field army has been 
defeated by airpower.” And Air Force General Chuck Horner, Commander of allied air forces 
in Operation Desert Storm, concluded that airpower had destroyed the will of the Iraqi 
armed forces to fight. General Schwarzkopf, while acknowledging the contribution of the Air 
Force, in a briefing on 27 February 1991, downplayed the role of the Air Force, arguing that 
its effectiveness diminished over the course of the campaign and that the Army was needed 
to complete the destruction of enemy ground forces. The Army argued that it physically 
destroyed the Iraqi Army in close combat. Both arguments had been made, in one form or 
another, in every major war since World War II. However, the Pentagon had again initiated a 
war where airpower was supposed to be decisive. The technology and doctrine had changed, 
but the objective was still the same, to fight and win a war exclusively from the air, to prove 
that ground forces were in fact obsolete. The Air Force’s assessment, because it supported 
accepted and preferred American cultural tenets, carried the greatest weight. The impressive 
array of aircraft and precision weapons demonstrated in Iraq and shown again and again on 
nationwide television reinforced American faith in technological solutions. In the wake of the 
first Persian Gulf War, six Army divisions were deactivated.2 The other services also underwent 
reductions in force, but only the Army lost 40 percent of its active strength.
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While both the Army and the Air Force claimed decisiveness, the Iraqi Army deserved con-
siderable blame for its defeat. It was one of the worst- led forces in one of the worst- fought 
wars in the history of warfare. Still, what was most important to the rapid destruction of 
the Iraqi Army was not its generalship, but the fact that Iraq was not a nation. It was a state, 
and hence, it was incapable of fighting a more total war. The Persian Gulf War was Saddam 
Hussein’s war. It was not the war of the people of Iraq. In fact, had the United States employed 
a good sniper and killed Saddam Hussein, there would have been no war. Iraq was a police 
state, and under Saddam Hussein it was irreconcilably divided. The Iraqi people were totally 
incapable of fighting a “people’s war.” Ethnic divisions (Kurds, Shias, Sunnis, and others) and 
hatred of Saddam Hussein made it impossible for Iraq to generate the combat power of a 
culturally and politically unified people— a nation. The Iraqi people lacked the ideology, the 
passion, the cohesion, and the leadership of the Vietnamese Communists. As a consequence, 
coalition weapons were much more effective. Bombs that paralyzed much of the Iraqi fighting 
force had no such effect on the Viet Cong or NVA. The majority of the people of Iraq were 
not vested in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.

Decisiveness was also a function of the United States’ limited political objectives. More total 
objectives may have created a nation, and produced an authentic national leader. More total 
objectives may have turned one of the Iraqi tribal nations, for example, the Sunni Muslims, 
against coalition forces. More total objectives may have had the effect that the creation of 
Israel had on the Arab population of that region:  the formation of a national identity and 
the unification of those people into the Palestinians, a nation. Bush’s limited objectives, and 
American technology and doctrine, precision weapons, and targeting of military forces, which 
limited civilian casualties and suffering, insured that the formation of national identity did not 
take place. US and coalition forces did not produce sufficient carnage and anger to mobilize 
the Iraqi people against them. Limited political objectives, the absence of national unity, and 
the measured use of combat power provide better explanations for the rapid collapse of Iraqi 
armed forces than the arguments of the Army or the Air Force. And, in fact, the Iraqi Army 
was not completely destroyed. The Republican Guard was severely crippled, but a significant 
number escaped destruction. These forces were sufficient in number to put down revolts, 
insuring the survival of the government of Saddam Hussein. They were also sufficient enough 
to continue to pose a threat to Kuwait. Their existence forced the United States and the UN 
to maintain a military presence in the region. The presence of US forces, as in Europe and 
Korea, created stability. The cost of maintaining stability is considerably cheaper than the cost 
of war.

* * * * *

The Air War

Air Force Major General Buster Glosson believed that airpower alone was a war- winning 
technology, and that with stealth technology and precision weapons airpower had finally 
achieved the objectives established in the 1920s and 1930s. Glosson wrote: “Precision was at 
the core of all my plans. I couldn’t emphasize this enough. Precision was going to let me carve 
and dice Iraq’s strategic capabilities and do it fast. With precision … I could hit what I wanted 
and destroy what had to be destroyed faster and more efficiently than air power had ever done 
before.”3 Glosson continued:

The way I wanted to defeat Iraq was to craft our joint air power to do as much of the job 
as possible so Schwarzkopf would not have to throw coalition soldiers and Marines across 
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the line unless he absolutely had to— and if they did go in, I wanted it to end up looking 
like a police action, not like Patton vs. Rommel. … I believed if we planned the right 
campaign, executed it well, and gave it time to work, we’d essentially defeat Iraq from the 
air. That did not mean follow- up ground action would not be required. It did mean any 
ground action would be quick, with minimum loss of life.4

In Operation Desert Storm, the Air Force had two doctrines— two opportunities to win 
the war without the Army. Strategically the coalition believed that it was possible to sever 
the “spinal cord” of Iraq, by destroying its communication systems and physically isolating its 
leadership so completely that it was impossible for Saddam Hussein and senior generals to 
control their military forces. They believed it was possible to kill Saddam Hussein and other 
senior civilian and military leaders, an objective that was never formally stated, but clearly 
attempted. The Air Force sent 260 missions against suspected locations of Saddam Hussein.5 
The Air Force’s second doctrinal approach was to destroy the enemy’s ground combat forces 
and destroy its morale and will to fight. The Air Force believed it was possible to win the war 
operationally and tactically from the air by destroying the Iraqi Army:

Air Staff planners developed early plans to destroy the entire Iraqi Army in the KTO. 
Analysts studied the Iraqi Army and planned to exploit the vulnerabilities of an army 
arrayed in the desert. Operations would begin with attacks against key systems that would 
affect all Iraqi forces in the theater (command and control, logistics, air defense), con-
tinue with attrition of the Republican Guard, then shift to the rest of the Iraqi Army. … 
The product of these [Checkmate computer] calculations was a graph that predicted an 
impressive and rapid attrition of the Iraqi forces in the KTO when subjected to concen-
trated air attacks. These calculations reportedly led Checkmate to conclude that the attack 
on the Iraqi Army could negate the 15,000+ anticipated US casualties of a ground war, 
particularly if the requirement for the ground war could be obviated by air action.6

Computer programs are only as good as the information that goes into them, and as in 
every war, friction, accidents, and the unknown destroy plans, typically within the first few 
days of battle. Poor intelligence; difficulties finding and identifying targets; difficulties assessing 
battle damage; inter- service friction; bureaucratic failures; bad weather; inexperience in desert 
environments; inexperience in high- altitude bombing; the diversion of resources; uncertainty 
about targets (civilian or military, friend or foe); aircraft and human limitations; the slope of the 
learning curve; and fixed doctrinal dispositions impeded the efforts of the Air Force, as they 
had in World War II and all subsequent wars.

Of the 2,614 aircraft deployed for the Persian Gulf War, the Air Force deployed 1,540 and 
the Navy, 450. The United States provided 76 percent of the total coalition airpower. Saudi 
Arabia deployed 339 aircraft, mostly fighters, and Britain seventy- three aircraft, fifty- seven 
of which were fighter- attack planes. The US Air Forces deployed its full array of capabilities, 
including 144 A- 10s, which flew 8,100 sorties; 249 F- 16s, which flew 13,500 sorties; 74 B- 
52Gs, which flew 1,624 sorties and dropped 30 percent of the bomb tonnage. (The B- 52s 
flew from bases in the United States, Spain, Britain, the Middle East, and Diego Garcia in the 
Indian Ocean, demonstrating a world- wide reach.) The Air Force also employed F- 117 Stealth 
Fighter/ Bombers, F- 15Es, Strike Eagles, F- 15C Eagles, F- 111F Aardvarks combat aircraft. The 
Air Force was also responsible for strategic airlift and air tanker refueling for all the services. 
Army and Marine forces and equipment not deployed by ships, were strategically deployed on 
C- 17s, C- 141s, C- 130s, and C- 5Bs cargo aircraft. Commercial airlines augmented the strategic 
airlift capabilities of the Air Force as well. Air Force KC- 13O, KC- 135, and KC- 10 tankers 
refueled Navy, Marine Corps, and coalition aircraft as well as Air Force aircraft. Air Force cargo  

 

 

 



Operation Desert Storm, 1991 341

   341

aircraft and tankers made it possible for the United States to respond rapidly to the Saudi 
request for assistance. Finally, Air Force MC- 130s special operation aircraft supported Army 
and Navy Special Operation forces.

The air campaign, instead of proceeding according to planned phases, “blended together, as 
targets from all phases were included in the first three days’ ATO.” For psychological reasons, 
Schwarzkopf wanted the Republican Guard attacked in the opening days of the air campaign. 
This job went to F- 16s and B- 52s. With a wide array of aircraft deployed, it was possible to 
strike multiple targets, to conduct strategic and tactical campaigns. Strategic targets, how-
ever, received the bulk of the air effort, as the Air Force tried to destroy the infrastructure of 
Baghdad by severing the “spinal cord” and killing Saddam Hussein.

Chemical weapons and Scud missiles mounted on transporter- erector- launchers employed 
with “shoot and scoot” tactics greatly worried Washington. While Schwarzkopf argued that 
they were “militarily insignificant,” forty- two Scuds fell on Israel. None were loaded with 
chemical weapons. They caused relatively minor physical damage and there were no direct 
fatalities. However, they had considerable psychological effect. They created conditions that 
bordered on panic in some areas of Israel forcing the government to heighten its readiness 
posture and make preparations for retaliatory strikes. Scud missiles were therefore of strategic 
importance to Washington. Bush and Saddam Hussein both understood that the cohesion of 
the coalition was based on Israeli neutrality. No Arab state would fight alongside the much- 
hated Israelis. Saddam Hussein planned to provoke Israel into attacking, believing that once 
Israel retaliated, allied Arab states would have no option but to quit the coalition. Therefore, 
Bush did everything possible to assuage Israeli anger, and to protect Israel. He sent Patriot 
anti- missile batteries to Israel to protect its cities, and personally called Prime Minister Yitzak 
Shamir to personally request that Israel stay out of the war.7 He directed Schwarzkopf to divert 
the resources necessary to find and destroy Saddam Hussein’s mobile Scuds.

Schwarzkopf employed the Army’s Delta Force and Britain’s Special Air Service (ASA) to 
locate and destroy the scuds, and diverted coalition air forces to support those operations. 
Approximately 1,500 sorties were flown on these operations, but according to the Gulf War 
Air Power Survey, not one launcher was confirmed destroyed.8 While some have challenged 
this conclusion, the effort clearly did not achieve the expected results. However, the effort 
itself was probably of greater importance to the Israelis. Scuds were unsophisticated surface- 
to- surface missiles with a one- ton conventional explosive warhead and a range between 150 
and 200 miles. Iraqis launched 88 of these missiles. One proved to be particularly deadly. 
On 25 February, a Scud warhead struck a US barracks in Dhahran, killing twenty- eight and 
wounding ninety- five. Scuds with chemical weapons would have caused considerably greater 
damage. However, the implicit threat of America’s nuclear arsenal persuaded Saddam Hussein 
not to employ chemical weapons.

The Air Force had a number of major problems. One of them was obtaining intelligence. 
The Air Force had difficulty finding targets, and also wrestled with the problem of “effect 
versus destruction,” recognizing that all targets did not have to be destroyed to be taken out 
of the fight, and that it was a waste of resources to try to completely destroy every target. In 
reference to intelligence, Glosson observed that: “just getting targeting data was a challenge. 
Intelligence was my number- one problem. Personalities, antiquated systems, Cold War men-
tality— the obstacles were too long to list.” Precision weapons required highly accurate data on 
the location of enemy forces. Intelligence was frequently outdated by days, meaning that when 
aircraft arrived over the target location the enemy was no longer there. Glosson continued:

CENTAF intelligence at the time had no capacity and no understanding of how to go 
about planning. It was absolutely the worst situation a human could imagine. … No mat-
ter how graphic I make it, no matter how emotional I make it, no matter how I choose 
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my words, I cannot say how bad it was. I had never seen anything in my entire military 
service that was a parallel to the incompetence of CENTAF intelligence. Never.9

Another major problem was hitting the targets. Horner and Glosson, to diminish losses, 
raised the weapons release altitude for Air Force fighters and bombers. That meant that pilots 
were not fighting the way they had been trained. As a consequence, combat effectiveness 
declined. Glosson discovered that:

The F- 16s were showing disappointing results except for a few at night. Part of that 
was because they were hitting the “pickle” switch to release their bombs at an altitude 
that was too high. I’d told them, “Until the ground campaign starts, I don’t want any of 
you guys pickling below about 7,000 feet.” Well, somehow they interpreted that guid-
ance to mean that they were supposed to pickle so as to pull out of their dives above 
six or seven thousand feet. Their accuracy was out the wazoo. To pull out at 7,000 
feet, they were pickling around 10,000. Some units were pickling above 20,000 feet! 
I wanted them to pickle at 7,000 feet and that meant they pulled out of their dives 
down at 5,000 feet.10

Glosson further noted: “The other thing that made the F- 16s, A- 10s, F/ A- 18s and other 
non- precision aircraft more accurate was the use of Killer Scouts. ‘We need to go to FACs,’ Joe 
Bob said. The trouble was, we didn’t have any.” In Vietnam, the Air Force employed forward air 
controllers to survey the battle area and identify targets. Once identified, the location of the tar-
get was passed on to strike aircraft operating in the vicinity. Glosson noted, “The Air Force was 
once full of pilots who knew the airborne FAC job, but I didn’t have any in the Gulf.” Instead, 
he put together a quick fix-  “Killer Scouts,” but special slow flying aircraft with considerable 
loiter time over the battlefield were no longer in the Air Force’s inventory (UAVs would ultim-
ately take over this job). And there were other problems and glitches that made the accuracy of 
the Air Force’s computer simulation “out the wazoo.” Gordon and Trainor wrote:

To pin down the Republican Guard, the Air Force ran twenty- four B- 52 sorties a day 
against the forces. But the results were not good. … In an effort to improve the B- 52s’ 
accuracy, a team of experts was secretly dispatched from the Strategic Air Command to 
work out some fixes. Part of the problem, it was later determined, had to do with discrep-
ancies between the B- 52s’ targeting system and the intelligence data that the Black Hole 
was using. Programmed into the B- 52s’ computers was a geodetic map, essentially a grid 
that covered the world. While the bombing coordinates provided by the Black Hole used 
a map developed in 1984, the targeting systems in the B- 52s were based on an older geo-
detic survey. … The problem was fixed, but none of the air- war commanders pretended 
that it would make the B- 52s a precision bomber. In the end, the B- 52 was primarily a 
means of terrorizing the Iraqi ground troops, not killing them.11

Another problem was what Air Force General Jumper called the “kill chain,” the time lapse 
between a sensor locating and identifying a target to the time it is engaged by a shooter. For 
example, the sensor- to- shooter time in a Scud hunt was approximately sixty minutes; too slow 
to kill the target.12 The Air Force’s objective of centralized control and decentralized execution 
did not produce the speed required to kill highly mobile targets.

After almost two weeks of bombing, the priority started to shift to the destruction of the 
Iraqi Army. The corps commanders, Luck and Franks, argued that the targets they had identi-
fied were not being attacked. As a consequence, after considerable discussion, greater attention 
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was given to destroying Iraqi ground forces. However, the strategic air campaign was not 
stopped, although the Army and Air Force disagreed about the focus of the campaign. The Air 
Force, as in World War II, argued that it was a mistake to shift focus and that the war could be 
won from the air, striking strategic targets. The Army, however, insisted on shifting to tactical 
targets. A General Accounting Office (GAO) study found that:

In effect, several competing objectives existed under the broader umbrella of meeting 
the goal of reducing the Iraqi ground forces by 50 percent. For a while the commander 
in chief of the Central Command ordered that attrition against Iraqi frontline forces be 
maximized. This meant that fewer sorties were flown against the less- threatening “third 
echelon” Republican Guard divisions, and fewer against the Republican Guard heavy 
armor divisions, than against the infantry divisions closer to the front. As a result, destruc-
tion of the three “heavy” Republican Guard divisions (holding the bulk of all the armor) 
was considerably less than that against either frontline forces.13

Another source of friction was battle damage assessment. Air Force pilots claimed more kills 
than could be confirmed. The Army developed a formula that cut by half the claims of A- 10 
pilots. The Air Force disagreed with this method, and believed that the Army undercounted 
the number of kills from the air, while the Army concluded its system had proven to be fairly 
accurate.14 The Army wanted the Air Force to “shape” the battlefield for the assault, primarily 
by the attrition of enemy tanks and fighting vehicles, and by isolating the battlefield, cutting 
off enemy logistical support and means of escape. While the strategic campaign had not proven 
decisive, the Air Force could still win the war by destroying the Iraqi Army on the ground, or 
at least its will to fight. The Army repeatedly encouraged the Air Force to pursue this course.

In order to carry out the destruction of the Iraqi Army, the Air Force developed a tactic 
called “tank- plinking.” Glosson described how it worked: “Tanks were Joe Bob’s coup de 
grace. He suggested we use the F- 111 and its Pave Tack laser targeting system with a 500- 
pound laser- guided bomb, the GBU- 12, against individual Iraqi tanks— a technique we later 
called “tank- plinking.”15 Nearly 50 percent of the smart bombs employed by the Air Force 
were GBU- 12. Each of these laser- guided bombs cost roughly $3,000, and packed more than 
enough explosive power to destroy a $900,000 Soviet T- 72. Plinking proved to be the most 
effective and cheapest means to destroy tanks from the air. However, the Air Force also fired 
more than 5,000 Maverick (AGM- 65) missiles primarily from A- 10s and F- 16s. Each missile 
cost $70,000. Since the vast majority of Iraq’s tanks were not top of the line T- 72s, but much 
older T- 54/ 55/ 62s, these weapons were used to destroy tanks that were worth considerably 
less than the missiles. The average Iraqi tank was worth less than $50,000. However, the most 
important costs of war are measured in lives, not dollars. The question arises, what would a 
long war look like? Could the United States maintain this level of expenditure of very expen-
sive weapons for four years, or ten years? Stocks of some weapons were almost depleted during 
the short war Gulf War.

As the ground war approached, it became evident to some that the air campaign was not 
going to completely sever the “spinal cord of Iraq,” nor completely destroy the operational 
effectiveness of its main Army, nor completely destroy the Iraqi Army’s morale and will to 
fight. After forty- one days of air attacks there was still a war to fight. The Air Force wanted 
more time. Glosson wanted two to three more weeks of strategic bombing, believing it would 
produce decisive results. He wanted more time to destroy Iraq’s leadership and NBC facilities, 
and to convince the Iraqi people to overthrow Saddam Hussein. Powell, however, was pushing 
for the ground war.

* * * * *
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The US Navy deployed carriers, submarines, battleships, cruisers, destroyers, frigates, amphibi-
ous ships, replenishment ships, and minesweepers— 124 ships took part in Operations Desert 
Shield and Storm.16 Iraq had no navy to fight; hence, control of the sea and the ability to 
project power unimpeded were a given. A White Paper on the Sea Services’ Role in Desert 
Shield/ Storm noted:

First on the scene … were two carriers, Eisenhower (CVN- 69) and Independence (CV- 62), 
with their supporting casts of combatants. By the time President Bush ordered U.S. forces 
to the Middle East on 7 August, both were ready to undertake combat missions for as long 
as might be necessary. Ultimately, these two would be relieved by two others and, when 
hostilities commenced on 17 January, six carriers were launching aircraft against Iraqi tar-
gets. At conflict’s end four would be operating in the Persian Gulf, a “first” for any navy.17

The Navy performed a number of significant missions during the war. Carrier- based air-
craft supported the operations of the Air Force. The Navy launched cruise missiles from cruis-
ers and submarines, carried out blockade operations with destroyers, conducted maritime 
interception operations, conducted special operations with Navy SEALs, and conducted an 
amphibious feint off the coast of Kuwait with amphibious assault ships. The Navy demon-
strated the ability to “surge,” by putting six of its twelve carriers into the war. The Navy was 
also able to respond rapidly with forces stationed in the Mediterranean and Persian Gulf. 
However, the Navy did not have time to organize itself for sustained operations. The Vietnam 
War and Korean War went on for years; the Persian Gulf War for months. As a consequence, 
the Navy did not carry the burden of the air war it had in previous wars. Part of the Navy’s 
combat power was its psychological effect. Its mere presence was a combat multiplier.

However, the Navy in a hostile environment was not capable of devoting the majority of its 
airpower resources to fighting the war. Carriers have to defend themselves at all times. They 
are incapable of sustained high intensity operations. The term “surge” meant just that. For a 
limited period of time the Navy could put forward a maximum effort. The Navy could not 
continue that level of combat activity over months and years. Each of the six carriers deployed 
to fight Operation Desert Storm carried roughly seventy- five to eighty aircraft.

Geography stretched and limited the capabilities of the Navy. The further inland the area 
of operation was, the less capable it was of employing naval aviation. In Korea and Vietnam, 
the area of operation was just off shore. In Iraq, some carriers operated from as far away as the 
Mediterranean, and even in the Persian Gulf naval aviators had to fly across Kuwait to attack 
targets in Iraq. These distances extended flying time, diminishing the number of sorties and 
weight/ number of bombs per load. And because of the limited capacity of ships, and their 
smaller, less capable aircraft, the Navy could not produce the quantities, or range of effects on 
target of similar numbers of Air Force aircraft. The Navy, for example, had no equivalent to the 
Air Force’s F- 117 Stealth Fighter or A- 10 Warthog. The Navy also lacked tankers to project sig-
nificant power far from carriers. The Air Force supplemented the Navy’s limited tanker capacity.

During the war the Navy carried out 4,855 “theater- strike” sorties. Richard Hallion noted 
that: “The average number of theater- strike sorties that a carrier launched in the war was only 
18.82 per day— equivalent, say, to launching only one or up to two squadrons of Navy A- 6Es. 
This represented approximately 24 percent of a carrier’s daily total of fixed- wing sorties.”18 
In other words, the vast majority of naval sorties were not committed to winning the war. 
More effort was devoted to defending the aircraft carrier than fighting the war. This figure 
was far below the number of precision strikes the Navy believed was possible. Hallion contin-
ued: “On any particular day in the Gulf war, roughly 30 percent of a carrier’s air operations 
were devoted strictly to fleet air defense duties, although in the more dangerous Persian Gulf 
this rose to 50 percent.” Hallion concluded that:

 

 

 



Operation Desert Storm, 1991 345

   345

in the first two weeks of Desert Storm— arguably the most critical weeks of the war— the 
Navy’s six carriers averaged only 10.87 theater- strikes sorties per deck per day. Rounding 
this, and presuming that each airplane carried an average of four 2,000- pound bombs, 
means that each day … each carrier was only able to launch 44,000- tons of high explo-
sives aimed at key targets in Iraq.19

The capabilities and missions of the US Navy have changed little since World War II. The 
Navy is inextricably tied to one type of platform with all its capabilities and limitations. 
Squadrons of shore- based, aircraft carrier- capable, Marine F/ A- 18s supported the war effort, 
making significant contributions.20 It would have relieved stress on men and machine, and 
reduced the probabilities of accident had the Navy, once in theater and hostilities initiated, 
based its F/ A- 18s and other strike aircraft on shore at Air Force airfields or separately at 
Navy and Marine airfields. Such an arrangement would have also facilitated coordination and 
cooperation between the services and diminished maintenance requirement and the wear and 
tear on the aircraft carrier; however, the Navy would never permit such an arrangement, no 
matter how operationally effective.

* * * * *

The Air Force and Navy won the propaganda war. By employing precision weapons against 
Baghdad they effectively robbed Saddam Hussein of the destruction and civilian casual-
ties he had hoped for, to win the worldwide condemnation of the American war effort. 
Saddam Hussein realized that world and American opinion had influenced decision makers 
in Washington during the Vietnam War. He believed he could recreate these conditions. Some 
mistakes were made by the coalition forces. The Air Force struck a civilian bunker and a 
prison, which caused some concern in Washington, and greater scrutiny of targets by the Air 
Force. But, for the most part, Saddam Hussein lost the propaganda weapon he believed was of 
strategic importance.

On 8 February, Secretary of Defense, Richard “Dick” Cheney, and Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Colin Powell, arrived in Riyadh to discuss the progress of the war 
with Schwarzkopf and his senior leaders, and specifically to ascertain when the ground war 
could be launched. The following day Horner, Boomer, and Vice Admiral Stan Arthur briefed 
Cheney and Powell, informing them that they were ready to attack. The Army needed an 
additional twelve days to move its forces into attack position, conduct additional reconnais-
sance into Iraq, and map out lanes through minefields and obstacles. Hence, the earliest day 
on which the attack could take place was 21 February. Schwarzkopf told Cheney and Powell:

I think we should go with the ground attack now. We’ll never be more ready— our guys 
are honed to a fine edge and if we wait much longer we’ll degrade their preparedness. 
Also, at the rate we’re consuming munitions, I’m not sure how much longer we could 
keep up the air attack. Assuming that our bombing has worn down the enemy to the 
extent we need, the optimum time has always been the middle of February.

Cheney asked for a date. Schwarzkopf responded, “The twenty- first. But I’ll need three or 
four days of latitude because we’ve got to have clear weather to kick off the campaign.”21 For 
the Army, bad weather conditions were best for a movement to contact and attack. Wind and 
rain concealed the movement of forces and kept the enemy buttoned- up. The noise of rain 
and wind covered up the noise of advancing formations. Thermal sights enabled the Army to 
see through the darkness and rain. Global positioning technology made it possible for ground 
forces to know where they were at all times. Hence, while bad weather increased the misery 
of soldiers and marines, it was a plus for the attacking forces. The situation was different for 
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Boomer and his marines. The Marine Corps was more dependent on airpower than artil-
lery, and Marine and Navy aviation needed favorable weather in order to fly in support of 
the Marines. Cheney took Schwarzkopf ’s recommendation to the President, who gave his 
approval. And, Schwarzkopf endeavored to give the Marines conditions that favored their 
doctrine.

Bush had one significant problem in the international environment, President Mikhail 
Gorbachev of the collapsing Soviet Union. While supporting the coalition, Gorbachev sought 
compromise solutions until the ground war started. Iraq was in debt to the Soviet Union for 
billions of dollars. Its Army had been trained and partially equipped by the Soviet Union. The 
reputation of the Soviet Army was in some ways tied to the performance of the Iraqi Army. 
Gorbachev pushed for other solutions to save a client state. His efforts threatened to derail 
Bush’s war plan. The French, who were members of the coalition, were very likely to side with 
Gorbachev if he could find a solution short of the ground war. Gorbachev’s search for a dip-
lomatic outlet created time constraints for Bush. The sooner the ground war started the better.

The air campaign lasted forty- three days. When Iraq accepted the terms for a cease- fire, 
which began at 8:00 a.m. Saudi time on 28 February, over 110,000 sorties had been flown in 
the 1,012- hour air war. The major conclusions of the Air Force were:

Air power can hold territory by denying an enemy the ability to seize it, and by deny-
ing an enemy the use of his forces. And it can seize territory by controlling access to that 
territory and movement across it. It did both in the Gulf War. … The results of this war 
can hold no comfort for armored vehicle advocates, for air attack rendered all categories 
of armored fighting vehicles superfluous— they were no protection to their occupants 
whatsoever, no matter how thick their armor. In sum, air power produces the conditions 
conducive to both defeat and victory— by destroying enemy points of resistance, commu-
nication, leadership, morale, and means of supply, among others.22

In other words armor forces, tanks, were obsolete against US airpower. Glosson con-
cluded: “We had revolutionized the way war would be fought in the future.” He believed 
the F- 117s had “carried the war.”23 However, the GAO in its comprehensive study provides 
another assessment:

Air power was clearly instrumental to the success of Desert Storm, yet air power achieved 
only some of its objectives, and clearly fell short of fully achieving others. Even under 
generally favorable conditions, the effects of air power were limited. Some air war plan-
ners hoped that the air war alone would cause the Iraqis to leave Kuwait (not least by 
actively targeting the regime’s political and military elite), but after 38  days of nearly 
continuous bombardment, a ground campaign was still deemed necessary. … Saddam 
Hussein was able to direct and supply many Iraqi forces through the end of the air cam-
paign and even immediately after the war.24

The GAO’s study concluded that, “Many [of the Air Force’s] claims of Desert Storm effect-
iveness show a pattern of overstatement.” There was nothing new in these conclusions. They 
have been made since World War II.

The Ground War

The XVIII Airborne Corps commanded by Lieutenant General Gary E. Luck was initially 
responsible for the defense of Saudi Arabia. The Corps grew significantly between August and 
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early November when General Schwarzkopf felt confident enough to report to the President 
that he had sufficient forces to defend Saudi Arabia. The XVIII Airborne Corps consisted of the 
82nd Airborne Division, 24th Infantry Division (Mechanized), and 101st Airborne Division 
(Air Assault). Attached to it for Operation Desert Storm were the 197th Infantry Brigade, 3rd 
Armored Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division, 1st Brigade of the 2nd Armored Division, 
11th Air Defense Artillery Brigade, III Corps Artillery, 12th Combat Aviation Brigade, and the 
3rd Armor Division (aviation elements). These forces represented the first phase of the deploy-
ment. The light forces were deployed by air and were operational within weeks. The heavy 
forces moved by sea. And it was not until October that significant numbers of M1 Tanks and 
M2 infantry fighting vehicles were on the ground.

Forces in the second phase of the deployment came primarily from American NATO forces 
in Germany. The VII (Jayhawk) Corps, the same corps that landed at Utah Beach during the 
Normandy invasion, commanded by Lieutenant General Fredrick M. Franks, consisted of the 
1st and 3rd Armored Divisions, and the 2nd Cavalry Regiment. It had faced the Warsaw Pact 
for three decades. Now it was being redeployed to Iraq. These forces represented the strongest 
ground combat force on Earth. In addition, the 1st Infantry Division (Mechanized) from Fort 
Riley, Kansas was deployed and attached to the VII Corps. The Army also deployed Special 
Forces and Rangers. In all, the Army deployed more than 400,000 soldiers to Saudi Arabia, 
more than half of its personnel.

The Marine Forces, Central Command (MARCENT) consisted primarily of the 1st and 
2nd Marine Divisions (reinforced) under the Command of Lieutenant General Walt Boomer. 
The Marine Corps had three active and two reserve tanks battalions. All were deployed. The 
Marine Corps was in the process of transitioning from the M60A1 to the M1A1 main battle 
tank when the first deployments for Operation Desert Shield took place. The transition had 
not been completed when the ground war started. Only one- and- a- half of the Marine Corps’ 
five tank battalions had converted to M1A1s.25 The Army attached the “Tiger Brigade,” 1st 
Brigade, 2nd Armor Division, equipped with M1A1 tanks to add to the Marine Corps’ fire-
power. The Marines also deployed the 4th and 5th Marine Expeditionary Brigade, a force 
of more than 20,000 marines, to prepare for an amphibious landing or feint off the coast of 
Kuwait.

The British 1st Armor Division, the French 6th Light Armored Division, a Saudi Mechanized 
Infantry Division, and two Egyptian and a Syrian division added to the coalition’s com-
bat power. The coalition force numbered 600,000, including: 35,000 British, 10,000 French, 
35,000 Egyptians, 20,000 Syrians, 40,000 Saudi Arabians, 7,000 Kuwaitis, 1,000 Canadians, 
and 16,800 troops from other nations. This was a first— Arab divisions fighting alongside 
Western divisions.

On 22 August, Bush authorized the call- up of a limited number of National Guard and 
Reserve forces, and initiated “stop- loss” policies that precluded discharges and retirements of 
regular forces. Under the “Total Force Concept” that Army Chief of Staff General Abrams put 
in place, it was almost impossible to deploy some Regular Army units without also employing 
US Army Reserve and National Guard units. The same was true for the Air Force. Initially 
40,000 personnel were brought on active duty, 25,000 of which were Army, for a period of 
ninety days with the option for a ninety- day extension. In November, Bush increased the 
authorization. Three National Guard combat brigades, the 48th Infantry from Georgia, the 
155th Armored from Mississippi, and the 256th Infantry from Louisiana were activated. In 
addition two National Guard field artillery brigades were activated: the 142nd from Arkansas 
and Oklahoma and the 196th from Tennessee, Kentucky, and West Virginia. The 48th Infantry 
was supposed to be the “round- out brigade” of the 24th Infantry Division (Mechanized) at 
Fort Stewart, Georgia.
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The vast majority of National Guard combat forces mobilized for war came from the 
South. Had these forces gone into battle against a significant enemy, the South would have 
paid a very heavy cost. However, all three combat brigades required additional training and 
hence were sent to the National Training Centers for unit training. They were not ready on 
day one of the war, and hence, most of these units never saw combat.

The two artillery brigades were deployed in January and February. They provided fire sup-
port during Operation Desert Storm. Reserve and National Guard units are better able to 
maintain their proficiency if their primary functions are fighting machines, or employing 
some other piece of technology. Maneuver units require teamwork and trust, attributes that are 
acquired only through intense training. On 18 January 1991, Bush increased the authorization 
to 220,000 Reserve and National Guard forces for the period of twelve months. In Operation 

Figures 13.1(a) and 13.1(b) Abrams Main Battle Tank and M2 Bradley Fighting Vehicle.
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Desert Shield/ Storm the Guard and Reserves fulfilled their traditional roles, serving honor-
ably. By doing so they repaired reputations that were tarnished during the Vietnam War.

Between 6 August and 17 January, when operation Desert Storm started, the United States 
deployed the equivalent of:

the city of Atlanta, with all its population and sustenance, and moved it more than 8,000 
miles to Saudi Arabia. Accomplishment of this feat required the unloading of 500 ships 
and 9,000 aircraft that carried through Saudi ports more than 1,800 Army aircraft, 12,400 
tracked vehicles, 114,000 wheeled vehicles, 38,000 containers, 1,800,000 tons of cargo, 
350,000 tons of ammunition, and more than 500,000 soldiers, airmen, marines, sailors, 
and civilians.26

Hospitals, police forces, clothing facilities, road construction machinery, sanitation facilities, 
water purification plants, offices and office equipment, computers, post offices, and numerous 
other facilities were deployed. This was no minor task.27 It required professionalism, dedica-
tion, talent, and considerable tenacity.

* * * * *

The ground war commenced at 4:00 a.m. on 24 February 1991. Bush informed the nation, 
“The liberation of Kuwait has entered the final phase.” The Iraqi Army was not the fighting 
force Schwarzkopf and other American planners thought. It initiated the retreat well before 
main force units were engaged, and in many cases collapsed without a significant fight. It is 
estimated that as many as 200,000 deserted, surrendered, or decided not to fight. Which meant 

Figure 13.2 VII Corps, January 1991.
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instead of fighting an army of over 500,000 in KTO, the coalition forces actually fought about 
300,000 soldiers, still no small matter. The disintegration of Iraqi forces caused Schwarzkopf 
to revise his plan; however, not fast enough:

Our primary force of heavy tanks— sixteen hundred of them— was waiting at the Saudi 
border to launch the main attack. It would have three key objectives:  to free Kuwait 
City (the job of the pan- Arab corps of Egyptians, Syrians, and Saudis, Kuwaitis, and 
other Arabs), to outflank and destroy the Republican Guard (the job of VII Corps), 
and to block the Iraqis’ getaway routes in the Euphrates valley (the job of McCaffrey’s 

Maps 13.1(a) and 13.1(b) Persian Gulf War, “Jump- off Location.”
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division in the XVIII Airborne Corps). My battle plan called for this attack to be held 
off until dawn of the second day, in order to allow Boomer twenty- four hours to breach 
the barriers and engage the defenders along the border. But Iraqi resistance seemed to 
be crumbling.28

As more information came in Schwarzkopf moved up the timetable for the main attack, 
and the turning movement. “So I gave the order to my forces … at three that afternoon we 
let loose the main attack of Desert Storm.” Others also recommended moving up the time 
for the main attack, sensing that fighting would not be as difficult as they initially believed. 

Maps 13.1(a) and 13.1(b) (Cont.)
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Schwarzkopf later worried, with good reason, that he would not have enough time to com-
plete the destruction of the Iraqi Army before it evacuated into northern Iraq and beyond the 
range of ground forces.

Attacking forces crossed the line of departure breaching the Iraqi defenses at multiple 
locations. Mine plows, mine rollers, various types of combat engineer vehicles (CEV) and 
armored combat earthmovers (ACE), line- charges, and marines with probing sticks were used 
to breach the minefields. Iraqi forces had had six months undisturbed to prepare defensive 
positions, construct obstacles, dig tank ditches, lay mines, construct hardened position, develop 
a multiple- layered defense in depth, prepare kill zones, lay wire, and refine operational and 
tactical defensive plans. Yet any evaluation of the Iraqi defense has to rate it “poor.” The Iraqi 
Army failed to use effectively its resources, manpower, time, geographic circumstances, and 

Maps 13.2(a) and 13.2(b) Persian Gulf War, Ground War Situation, 24 February 1991.
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cultural strengths to construct the defense, a disgraceful lack of leadership. The study of war is 
imperative to produce good leaders. Breaching operations went faster than anyone expected 
and the coalition forces suffered few casualties. General Boomer, who had expected thousands 
of casualties, advanced virtually unopposed. In the first few hours of battle, the Marines had 
taken thousands of prisoners. Some fought, but most dropped their weapons and quit. The 1st 
ID allocated eighteen hours to breach lanes for the VII Corps’ advance. It took two.

Fog, wind, rain, and sand delayed the airmobile attack of the 101st Airborne Division; how-
ever, within the first thirty- one hours of the ground war the 101st had established blocking 
positions on Highway 8; however, at Basra Iraqi forces could still cross into the northern half 
of the country. The Air Force had destroyed a great many bridges, but not all. And pontoon 
bridges were quick to be erected and repaired. The 101st set up blocking positions with TOWs, 

Maps 13.2(a) and 13.2(b) (Cont.)
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heavy antitank missiles with a range of over two kilometers mounted on HMMWVs. Each 
hour the strength of the positions grew. Apache helicopters were part of 101st’s tank killing cap-
abilities. The 101st’s operation was the largest airmobile assault in history, sixty- six Blackhawks 
and thirty Chinooks established a Forward Operational Base (FOB), from which “Objective 
Sand,” thirty miles short of Highway 8 was seized.

Through difficult terrain, General Barry McCaffrey’s 24th ID made good progress toward 
its blocking position in the Euphrates valley. As it approached the Euphrates River Valley it 
fought through two Iraqi infantry divisions. On the evening of the 26th, the 24th ID estab-
lished blocking positions on the Highway, its armor greatly increasing the combat power of 
the 101st.

In VII Corps’ area of operation, the covering force, the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment 
(ACR), quickly passed through the breaching units to assume the lead in this large- scale 
movement to contact. Unlike the two supporting attacks that had terrain objectives, the VII 
Corps had to maneuver to find, fix, and fight the enemy. Intelligence from AWACs, U2’s, and 
satellites provided General Franks with some information on the movement of enemy forces. 
However, these technologies did not entirely eliminate the fog of war. Franks had consider-
able doubts about the enemy’s intents. VII Corps units, with 1,587 tanks and 1,502 Bradley 
fighting vehicles, following OPLAN Desert Saber, crossed into southern Iraq west of the Wadi 
Al Batin (see map), destroying elements of several divisions. The lead elements raced into Iraq 
at a pace of more than twelve miles per hour against light resistance. Franks wanted to keep 
his forces concentrated, and some of his elements were still passing through the initial breach 
points on the afternoon of the 25th, so he halted the advance of his lead formations on the 
night of the 24th.

Schwarzkopf had expected VII Corps to attack through the night, wheel to the east, and 
smash into the Republican Guard at the earliest opportunity: “I came into the war room 
early the next morning [the 25th] and hurried to the battle map to see how far we’d advanced 
during the night. ‘What the hell’s going on with VII Corps?’ I burst out. Its lines had shifted 
backward.”29 Throughout the campaign Schwarzkopf expressed his dissatisfaction with Franks’ 
plans and rate of advance. From the beginning to the end both men had very different visions 
of the operations.

The advance continued on all fronts throughout the 25th. Describing the operation Franks 
stated:

Our plan to outflank him [Hussein] was working. Elements of his forces were deploy-
ing to the south to face the 1st Cavalry. Iraqi forces were also deploying against our most 
westward forces. We were now deep into Iraq. On 25 February at 0841 I ordered the 1AD 
to shift northward and pass the 2ACR. 3AD was still behind 2ACR at that time. Early in 
the morning on 26 February at 0216 I gave a frag order to orient the force to the east. 
This meant the passing of the 3AD to the north between 1AD and 2ACR. By 0918 26 
February the force was arrayed as follows: 1AD in the north, south of them 3AD, 2ACR 
and 1AD (UK). First Infantry [1ID] was in reserve behind 2ACR.

At this point, as the VII Corps turned 90 degrees to face east, the movement phase ended 
and the attack phase commenced. At 12:40, the 2nd ACR made contact with the Iraqi 12th 
Armored Division and elements of the Tawakalna Division (RGFC). At 1:30 the 1st AD hit 
the defensive perimeter of the Iraqi 26th Infantry Division. The 3rd AD, between the 2nd 
ACR and the 1st AD, also made contact with enemy forces. Thermal sights, and the long range 
and accuracy of the main gun of the M1s gave US forces a tremendous advantage. The initial 
contacts were preliminary fights against blocking positions. Franks ordered his forces to keep 
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moving. Small elements, battalions, were left behind to finish off opposition. Franks expected 
the main battle against the Republican Guard to take place on the evening of the 26th.

Around noon on the 25th, Schwarzkopf observed that in Kuwait City the Iraqi Forces had 
blown up the desalinization plant. He interpreted this as a complete pull- out. The Iraqi forces 
were evacuating Kuwait. Schwarzkopf decided to change the nature of the operation: “The 
campaign had shifted from deliberate attack to what tacticians call an exploitation, in which 
an army pursues a faltering enemy, forcing it to fight in hopes of precipitating a total col-
lapse.” Schwarzkopf, while noting that in his discussion with Yeosock, “I had determined to 
turn up the heat,” did not indicate that he had issued new orders. In fact, he wrote: “While 
this pace was nowhere near as fast as I’d have liked, it was acceptable. Our intelligence 
showed that the Republican Guard was still holding its positions along Kuwait’s northern 
border; as long as VII Corps moved out aggressively that day, it could still accomplish its mis-
sion.”30 Schwarzkopf concluded, “I began to feel as if I were trying to drive a wagon pulled 
by racehorses and mules.” McCaffrey’s 24th ID was the racehorse, and Franks’ VII Corps 
was the mule. Schwarzkopf and Franks were fighting two very different operations. Franks 
continued to maneuver his forces for the attack while Schwarzkopf was in the pursuit and 
exploitation phase.

Schwarzkopf and Franks would later be criticized for failing to move to pursuit and exploit-
ation fast enough, and failing to recognize after the fight for Khafji at the end of January that 
the Iraqi Army was not the first-class fighting outfit they had expected to fight.31 During the 
battle for Khafji, it is argued, there was ample evidence that the Iraqi Army was still an Arab 
Army. Had the lessons of Khafji been learned Schwarzkopf would have attacked simultan-
eously along the entire front, or better yet, initiated the movement of the blocking forces first 
so they could get behind the Republican Guard, closing the escape route.

By 2:15 a.m. on the 26th it was absolutely clear that Saddam Hussein was evacuating 
Kuwait. The evacuation message was aired over Baghdad radio. Saddam Hussein’s forces did 
not leave Kuwait as they found it. Five hundred oil wells were set ablaze. Oil storage tanks 
were opened, their contents flowing into the Gulf. Kuwait’s cities were looted.

On the afternoon of the 26th, Schwarzkopf ’s frustration over the pace of the advance 
exploded into threats. Yeosock informed Franks that Schwarzkopf wanted the tempo of the 
operation to speed up. Schwarzkopf ’s intelligence from electronic intercepts and aerial sur-
veillance (JSTARS) informed him that Saddam Hussein’s forces were trying to escape. From 
Schwarzkopf ’s view, this fact fundamentally changed the operation from what had been a 
movement to contact and deliberate attack to a pursuit and exploitation. Schwarzkopf wrote: “On 
the phone … ‘John,’ I said bluntly, ‘no more excuses. Get your forces moving. We have got 
the entire goddamn Iraqi army on the run. Light a fire under VII Corps.’ ”32 Schwarzkopf was 
wrong, as subsequent battles showed. In the Army’s history of the VII Corps it was noted that:

Within hours Schwarzkopf ’s intent, as Yeosock understood it, had changed, according 
to his executive officer, Lt. Col. John M. Kendall, from a “slow and deliberate” pace “to 
magic[ally moving] units forward.” Yeosock believed the theater commander had lost his 
appreciation of the “time- distance factors associated with the movement of a heavy corps 
against enemy forces whose intent was still ambiguous.”33

The evacuation of Kuwait did not immediately change the situation that confronted Franks’ 
VII Corps. While some Republican Guard divisions were retreating, others held their ground. 
They had to be fought. VII Corps was fighting and maneuvering to put four heavy divisions 
on line for the main attack against the Republican Guard. Tactically, Franks planned to con-
duct a double envelopment with two heavy divisions on each flank. Franks noted: “It is a fact 
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of land warfare that you cannot have perfect knowledge of everything going on, so if you want 
to act, or think you need to act, then the higher you are, the more imperative it becomes to 
validate the information if your actions will affect the tactical battle.” Franks continued:

The main problem that came out of all this was Riyadh’s sense of our movement rate. 
On the one hand, there seemed to be a perception down there that all the Iraqi forces 
had been defeated virtually from the get- go (including the RGFC) and that all that was 
left was to pursue the defeated enemy and mop up (that nothing much was left for the 
Army and Marines to do but garrison the ruins). Well, the RGFC was still very much a 
fighting force, though greatly weakened. And we were not taking our own sweet time in 
getting ourselves to them— especially considering the lousy weather and the maneuver 

Maps 13.3(a) and 13.3(b) Persian Gulf War, Ground War Situation, 25 February 1991.
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skills needed to put together a three- division fist. This wasn’t some kind of a free- for- all 
charge, with tanks instead of horses and raised sabers. It was a focused maneuver involving 
several thousand fighting vehicles to concentrate combat power in a rolling attack against 
an enemy defending with tanks, BMP, and artillery.34

Franks was very sensitive to criticism, which he believed reflected not only on his leadership, 
but also on the performance of the soldiers under his command. He concluded: “So give me a 
change in orders … or stay out of my way. Don’t second- guess us at 600 kilometers from the 
fight.” The fault was not completely VII Corps’. Part of the problem was Schwarzkopf ’s plan.

Late on the 26th, VII Corps’ main battle with the Republican Guard began. Franks maneu-
vered his force for the attack with four divisions and an armored cavalry regiment on- line, the 

Maps 13.3(a) and 13.3(b) (Cont.)
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1st AD, 3rd AD, 2nd ACR, 1st ID, and the British 1st AD. For the next day and a half, until 
the cease- fire, the VII Corps was continuously in battle. At “73 Easting” grid line, the two 
lead cavalry troops of “Cougar Squadron” fought an intense tank battle.35 Captain Herbert 
R. McMaster, one of the troop commanders, later stated:

We pressed the attack east. The enemy had established a U- shaped defense and the troop 
had moved into the center of their position … tanks fired main guns and Bradley’s fired 
TOW missiles at enemy tanks and personnel carriers forward of the 73 grid line. Violent 
explosions followed the impact of the perfectly aimed and guided fires. All vehicles were 
suppressing enemy infantry to the front who fired machine guns at us and scurried back 
and forth among the endless sea of berms which comprised the enemy position.

The squadron took the position. However, the enemy tried to retake it:

The enemy attempted a futile counterattack just before dark. Enemy tanks, BMP’s, and 
MTLB’s weaved between the berms to the troop’s front attempting to close within range 
of their weapons capability. Tanks and Bradley’s to the flanks, however, had relatively clear 
shots through the berms and the enemy effort was soon thwarted as, one by one, the 
enemy vehicles erupted into flames. TOW anti- tank missiles pursued and caught truck 
loads of enemy soldiers fleeing to the east. The Troop’s mortar section was well into action 
now; dropping high explosive variable timed rounds which explode in mid- air and spray 
shrapnel down on the enemy infantry. We could see through the thermal sights that the 
mortars were exacting a heavy toll. The sun was setting. Continuous machine- gun and 
25mm high explosive fire kept the enemy at bay and prevented him from organizing 
an effective counterattack. Enemy vehicles and bunkers continued to burn and the fire 
engulfed the troops in an eerie reddish glow which reflected off the heavy, low clouds. 
Occasionally, an enemy vehicle ammunition or fuel compartment erupted in a secondary, 
violent explosion.36

US forces had a number of advantages that were a function of Iraqi technology, training, and 
the failure to adapt. The tank duels opened at ranges greater than the Iraqis expected. As a con-
sequence, their rounds repeatedly fell short, and they failed to make the necessary adjustments. 
The same was true of artillery fire. Once the first rounds went down range, the Iraqis failed to 
make the necessary adjustment to bring the rounds on target. Iraqi tankers fired at the muzzle 
flash of American tanks and Bradleys believed that the tank was, at least momentarily, station-
ary. The Iraqis fought as though they were fighting the previous generation of American tank 
technology, the M- 60, which had to stop in order to accurately engage targets at great range. 
The main gun of the M1 operated with great accuracy on the move. Soviet advisors were 
responsible, at least in part, for the poor level of Iraqi training.

An M1A1 Tank platoon leader, Lieutenant Richard M. Bohannon recorded the action of 
his unit 1– 37 Armor, 1st AD:

On the night of February 26, 1991, we fought against the 29th Brigade of the Iraqi 
Tawakalna Division. The Tawakalna, part of Saddam Hussein’s Republican Guard 
Division, was established in a blocking position in an attempt to allow retreating Iraqi 
forces to their rear an escape to the north. … Our mission was to attack in order to 
destroy the Republican Guard Medinah Division. … The discovery of such a large 
and previously undetected enemy force in our sector came somewhat as a surprise. … 
Visibility worsened, due to a sand storm mixed with rain. Thermal sights effectively 
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cut through the haze, but identifying vehicles by type beyond 1500 meters was vir-
tually impossible. … Task Force 1– 37 and 7– 6 both brought their teams/ companies 
on line …. Meanwhile the pace of the fight began to accelerate. D/ 1– 37 [a company] 
observed enemy troops 900 meters to its front advancing in 3– 5 second rushes, and 
destroyed them with coax [machine gun]. TF 7– 6 and TF 1– 37 reported additional 
troops and vehicles at 2000– 4000 meters. They destroyed these targets with coax, TOW, 
25mm, and tank min gun fire.

Bohannon observed that: “The Bradley has proved to be a capable weapon system. Not 
only was its TOW an effective tank killer, but its 25 mm gun was also capable of destroying or 
disabling most Iraqi tanks and APCs.” Bohannon continued:

We advanced at a slow 5– 10 kph rate. By 2100, at least eight enemy vehicles were burn-
ing. … The attack continued toward the east. To our front we faced dismount troops in 
trenches and numerous armored vehicles in defilade, consisting predominantly of T- 72s 
and BMP- 1s. We fired at most of the vehicular targets at ranges of 2200– 2800 meters, 
but engagements beyond 3000 meters were not uncommon. One M1A1 on the move 
hit a BMP with HEAT round at 3250 meters. The longest shot with a confirmed kill was 
3750 meters. The Iraqis returned fire, chiefly with small arms and machine guns, but also 
with T- 72 main guns and/ or dismounted antitank missile teams. Apaches joined in the 
fight ….

We fought a close battle on the objective. As we maneuvered around burning vehicles 
and bunkers, we lost four tanks to enemy fire. The first was D- 24, which was struck in the 
left side. The explosion killed the engine and injured the loader and gunner. At 2300, the 
infantry reported the area clear, and at 0500 the next morning, the brigade reformed and 
continued the attack east. Final BDA [battle damage assessment] for TF 1– 37’s sector of 
the Battle of 73 Easting included 21 T- 72s, 14 BMP- 1s, two 57- mm AA guns, one T- 62, 
and an MTLB destroyed, and over 100 EPWs [enemy prisoners of war]. Our personnel 
status was zero KIA, zero MIA, six WIA. TF 1– 37 added two more successful battles to its 
history by February 28th.37

In every way— technology, training, leadership, and tenacity— Iraqi forces were outclassed. 
Iraqi ground forces were destroyed at an astonishing rate. An Iraqi tank battalion commander 
observed that after five weeks of war he had lost only two tanks to airpower. However, in less 
than six minutes of war with ground forces he had lost his entire command.38 No armor or air 
forces in the history of warfare had gone through as many heavy formations as fast. At Medina 
Ridge on the morning of the 27th the 1st AD fought an intense battle, destroying over 300 
tanks of the Republican Guard:

As they crested Medina ridge, Meigs ordered a halt when he realized the magnitude of 
the formation arrayed before him. To even the odds, he called for air support. Apache 
helicopters from 3– 1st Aviation quickly took up station and hovered no more than 30 
feet above TF 4– 70th Armor’s battle line before opening fire with Hellfires. Iraqi artillery 
immediately added background noise to the battle by dropping heavy fire behind Meigs’ 
line of tanks. As usual, the artillery fired without adjustment and continued to land harm-
lessly in the same spot. Now Meigs’ main tank guns added their own deadly tattoo to the 
crescendo of battle sounds. The farthest any had ever fired in training was 2,400 meters. 
Now, when the pressure was really on, his tankers were regularly drilling sabot rounds 
through T- 72s at 3,000 meters and beyond.39
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The attack continued on all fronts throughout the day and into the night. By nightfall 
the VII Corps had destroyed five Iraqi heavy divisions. By this time the XVIII Airborne 
Corps had reinforced its position on the Euphrates, and the 24th ID with the 3rd ACR 
was advancing east toward the northernmost flank of the VII Corps. The 1st Cavalry 
Division, Army reserves, was placed under the operational command of the VII Corps, 
forming a five- division “fist.” But Iraqi forces that had been pushed out of Kuwait and 
significant Republican Guard forces evacuated into northern Iraq, out of range of US 
ground forces. Anthony H. Cordesman concluded that on 1 March, Iraqi forces still had 
842 tanks, 1,412 APCs/ IFVs and 279 artillery pieces.40 However, estimates of how many 
Iraqi forces escaped vary. At minimum four heavy divisions escaped; enough force for 

Maps 13.4(a) and 13.4(b) Persian Gulf War, Ground War Situation, 26 February 1991.
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Saddam Hussein to crush any revolt. At 1930 hours, the 1st ID and British 1st AD were 
directed to halt.

As Iraqi forces fled, the XVIII Airborne Corps destroyed a large convoy, supported by coali-
tion airpower. The Air Force also destroyed a significant fleeing convoy. The next day, the 28th, 
at 8 a.m. a cease- fire went into effect. The VII Corps was directed to secure Safwan airfield, 
where the armistice agreement was negotiated. On 2 March the cease- fire broke down, as a 
brigade from the Hammurabi Armored Division engaged Major General Barry McCaffrey’s 
24th ID. In an hour long battle the Iraqi brigade was destroyed.

In four days the VII Corps advanced more than 150 miles, and destroyed an estimated 
4,985 Iraqi vehicles, including 1,300 tanks, 1,200 infantry fighting vehicles and armored per-
sonnel carriers (APC), 285 artillery pieces, and 100 air defense systems. It captured 21,463 

Maps 13.4(a) and 13.4(b) (Cont.)
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Iraqi soldiers, 600 tanks, 575 infantry fighting vehicles and APCs, 370 artillery pieces, 450 air 
defense systems, and 1,300 wheeled vehicles. VII Corps suffered seven M1 tanks destroyed, 
four damaged; fifteen M2/ M3 Bradley fighting vehicles destroyed and ten damaged; 2 M113 
APC destroyed; one AH- 64 Apache destroyed and one damaged. Twenty- eight VII Corps sol-
diers died in action. Could they have done more? According to one soldier who fought the 
answer is: Yes. Colonel Douglas Macgregor wrote:

The generals and colonels commanding the lead divisions and brigades in the VII Corps 
attack were much more concerned with what the enemy might do to them than with what 
they could do to the enemy. Though their fears were never justified by the facts, their fears 
were real enough in their own minds to slow the VII Corps’ movement to a snail’s pace.

Maps 13.5(a) and 13.5(b) Persian Gulf War, Ground War Situation, 27 February 1991.
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The fruits of victory, the total destruction of the Republican Guard, rotted on the vine 
while the commanding generals of the US Army’s VII Corps wasted precious hours herding 
their division into a “tight fist” for a fight that was already passed. By the time the corps’ divi-
sions arrived and “attacked,” little of the Republican Guard remained ….

What the soldiers of Cougar Squadron won on the battlefield— the opportunity to 
pursue and complete the destruction of Saddam Hussein’s base of power, the Republican 
Guard Corps— was lost by the US Army chain of command that never saw the Iraqi 
opponent in a true light and never grasped the strategic implications of their actions. The 
result was the escape of the Republican Guard and its subsequent use by Saddam Hussein 
to destroy the Kurdish and Shiite Arab insurrection that had been encouraged by the 
George H. W. Bush administration.41

Maps 13.5(a) and 13.5(b) (Cont.)
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The Army’s failure to complete the destruction of the Republican Guard left Saddam 
Hussein in power. Franks made a number of significant mistakes, stopping on the night of the 
24th, and failing to recognize after the first couple of engagements that his Abrams, Bradleys, 
and Apaches were totally outperforming the Iraq’s Russian technology. It was not necessary 
to concentrate his forces. However, context is important. Franks’ Corps had not seen battle. 
Franks’ delay gave his men time to adjust to the battlefield. Franks also gave his soldiers a night 
to get a few hours of sleep before the main battle was joined. From the morning of the 25th 
to the morning of the 28th, his forces were constantly on the move and had the rest of the 
Iraqi forces turned to fight, the battle could have gone on for two more days. Franks may have 
taken a more cautious approach, but given the array of Iraqi forces fought, the potential of 
fleeing Iraqi forces to turn and fight, the days of continuous operations in a stressful environ-
ment, the potential for the Iraqi forces to employ chemical weapons, and the fog of war, it is 
difficult to argue that his decisions were not justified. The decision to stop the war before the 
strategic objective of the destruction of the enemy’s main army was achieved is another matter. 
But that was not Franks’ decision.

In total, 246 coalition soldiers were killed. Of them 148 were Americans, thirty- five of 
whom were killed by friendly fire. Twenty- nine more Americans were killed when unex-
ploded munitions blew up. In a television address on 28 February 1991, Bush declared, 
“Kuwait is liberated. … Iraq’s army is defeated. … Our military objectives are met.” The ques-
tion quickly became: had the political objectives been achieved?

* * * * *

General Chuck Horner, USAF, wrote: “In the absolute final analysis, the ability of Coalition 
ground forces to defeat the Iraqi Army so rapidly and thoroughly may have little to do with 
destroying tanks and artillery. There is powerful evidence from the 88,000 POWs that air’s 
most significant impact on Iraqi fighting strength was the destruction of morale.”42 Iraqi 
forces folded after 100 hours of ground combat, causing many observers to conclude that 
the Air Force had won the war, and the Army had simply mopped up the battlefield. Horner 
continued:

Isolation of the battlefield denied the Iraqi soldier food and water, but he was at the same 
time worn down by the incessant air attacks, and by the PSYOPS campaign that held out 
hope in the form of surrender. He was also effectively disarmed, because by the time the 
ground war started, he and his companions feared going near their vehicles— APCs, tanks, 
and artillery pieces, which air attacks had made death traps.

Ground forces carried out the vast majority of the physical destruction of the Iraqi Army. 
During the ground war, of the 2,159 tanks destroyed, the ground forces destroyed 1,708 tanks, 
and the air forces 451; of the 521 APCs destroyed, the ground action accounted for 297, and 
air action 224; and of the 1,465 artillery pieces destroyed, the ground force eliminated 1,112, 
and air forces 353.43 Given this data, it is difficult to argue that airpower won the war, even 
if one accepts Horner’s argument of the destruction of Iraqi morale. To be sure, airpower 
destroyed the will and fighting spirit of some Iraqi units, but subsequent battles show con-
clusively that other Iraqi units fought with determination.44 Like most armies, some units 
are better trained, led, equipped, and motivated than others. The Republican Guard units, 
and some Iraqi armor and mechanized divisions, were among the better units. Static infantry 
divisions, poorly trained formations, and those units that had little or no attachments to the 
regime had little reason to fight, and hence, collapsed with a little inducement and the prom-
ise of fair treatment.

 

 

 



Operation Desert Storm, 1991 365

   365

The Army also rejected the argument that it had won only because of its superior tech-
nology.45 It is interesting to note that the Russians also rejected this argument, concluding 
that had Russian soldiers manned those T- 72 tanks, which were considered the equal of the 
M1, the outcome would have been very different. The Army argued that it was better trained 
and led, and that the training revolution of the 1980s, which produced the NTCs made the 
difference. While accepting this assessment and acknowledging that the Army deployed to 
the Gulf was the best educated, best- trained army in US history, superior technology was no 
small factor in the outcome of the war. The M1A1 with its 120- mm main gun, laser range 

Map 13.6 Persian Gulf War, VII Corps Final Assault, 28 February 1991.
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finder, upgraded computer system, thermal imaging sights, and cross- country speed gave the 
US forces considerable advantages. Other technologies such as the Apache and A- 10 also 
contributed to the success. Arab culture was also a large factor. The Iraqi Army suffered from 
the same cultural disadvantages that the Egyptians, Syrians, Palestinians, and Jordanians suf-
fered in all the Arab- Israeli Wars. Culturally, it was incapable of meeting Western standards of 
combat effectiveness and professionalism. Nevertheless, Americans could again feel proud of 
all the armed forces, and again believed the world had entered a new age. Most observers were 
convinced that American airpower technology had finally lived up to the claims of World War 
II, Korea, and Vietnam.

Military Victory and Political Failure

As soon as the Iraq War ended, the controversy began: had the war been stopped too soon? 
Did the United States and UN achieve their political objectives? While the decision to halt 
the killing rested with President Bush, the Chairman of the JCS, Colin Powell, was the first to 
push for an end to hostilities. He explained why:

I had already spoken to Norm Schwarzkopf earlier in the morning and told him I sensed 
we are nearing endgame. The prisoner catch was approaching seventy thousand. Saddam 
had ordered his forces to withdraw from Kuwait. The last major escape route, a four- lane 
highway leading out of Kuwait toward the Iraqi city of Basrah, had turned into a shoot-
ing gallery for our fliers. The road was choked with fleeing soldiers and littered with the 
charred hulks of nearly fifteen hundred military and civilian vehicles. Reporters began 
referring to this road as the “Highway of Death ….”

Our forces had a specific objective, authorized by the UN, to liberate Kuwait, and we 
had achieved it. The President had never expressed any desire to exceed that mandate, in 
spite of his verbal lambasting of Saddam. We presently held the moral high ground. We 
could lose it by fighting past the “rational calculation. … ” And as a professional soldier, 
I honored the warrior’s code. “We don’t want to be seen as killing for the sake of kill-
ing, Mr. President,” I said. “We’re within the window of success. I’ve talked to General 
Schwarzkopf. I expect by sometime tomorrow the job will be done, and I’ll probably be 
bringing you a recommendation to stop the fighting.”46

While the objective of the UN was the restoration of Kuwait, an objective that had been 
achieved, the United States had also established the objective of the destruction of the Iraqi 
Army, and this job had not been completed. Still, Schwarzkopf supported the cease- fire deci-
sion even though he had earlier asked for an additional twenty- four hours. He wrote:

He [Powell] waited as I  took a minute to think. My gut reaction was that a quick 
cease- fire would save lives. If we continued to attack through Thursday, more of our 
troops would get killed, probably not many, but some. What was more, we’d accom-
plished our mission:  I’d just finished telling the American people that there wasn’t 
enough left of Iraq’s army for it to be a regional military threat. Of course, Yeosock had 
asked for another day, and I’d have been happy to keep on destroying the Iraqi military 
for the next six months. Yet we’d kicked this guy’s butt, leaving no doubt in anybody’s 
mind that we’d won decisively, and we’d done it with very few casualties. Why not end 
it? Why get somebody else killed tomorrow? That made up my mind. “I don’t have 
any problem with it.”47
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Schwarzkopf rationalized ending the war:

We hated the idea of sparing any Iraqi equipment, particularly Republican Guard  
T- 72s:  sooner or later those tanks would be put to malicious use. But from a purely 
military standpoint, and from the standpoint of our Arab allies, we weren’t concerned. 
To reconstitute even a single effective division from what was left would take Iraq a 
long time.”

Schwarzkopf was wrong. Saddam Hussein almost immediately used these forces and weapons 
to maintain political control.

Many scholars have since concluded that Powell was wrong for prematurely advancing a 
cease- fire, that Schwarzkopf was wrong for not arguing against it, and that Bush was wrong for 
accepting Powell’s recommendation to cease hostilities, and for deciding not to force the Iraqi 
soldiers to walk home without their weapons and vehicles. Thomas G. Mahnken, in an essay 
entitled “A Squandered Opportunity? The Decision to End the Gulf War,” wrote: “Powell’s 
fear of exceeding the culminating point of victory is … ironic, since, if anything, coalition 
forces stopped short of achieving a decisive victory, based at least in part upon his advice.”48 
Bush missed the opportunity to remove a dictator, and by so doing laid the foundation for a 
second war in Iraq in 2003. Mahnken continued: “By contrast, halting too soon can yield an 
incomplete victory and leave in place a foe that is weakened but unchastened. Even though 
the Bush administration did an outstanding job of planning and conducting the Gulf War, it 
encountered considerable difficulty determining when to end it.”49 Michael R. Gordon and 
Bernard E. Trainor in their book, The General’s War, also advanced this argument, adding that: 
“The United States also erred in renouncing any intention of going to Baghdad, a reassur-
ance aimed at our Arab allies. This self- denial simplified things for Saddam Hussein when the 
ground war got under way. A ‘survivor,’ he then knew that he did not have to worry about the 
allies toppling him,” a repeat of the Johnson mistake.50

Bush faced a situation similar to that faced by Truman following the Inchon landing and the 
destruction of the NKPA. Whereas Truman decided to gamble and advance across the 38th 
parallel, Bush decided not to take Baghdad and occupy Iraq. Bush later wrote:

In my view, I told the country what we were going to do. The United Nations resolution 
authorized us to end the aggression. We tried to do it peacefully; and when that didn’t 
work, we used force and we did, indeed, end the aggression. Our mission was not to 
kill Saddam and it darn sure was not to be an occupying power in that Arab country. It 
was simply to end the aggression, keeping our word along the way to our allies and the 
Coalition.

Bush and Scowcroft further noted:

Trying to eliminate Saddam, extending the ground war into an occupation of Iraq, 
would have violated our guideline about not changing objectives in midstream, engaging 
in “mission creep,” and would have incurred incalculable human and political costs. 
Apprehending him was probably impossible. The coalition would instantly have collapsed, 
the Arabs deserting it in anger and other allies pulling out as well. Under those circum-
stances, there was no viable “exit strategy” we could see.

Bush concluded, “the United States could conceivably still be an occupying power in a bit-
ter hostile land.”51
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Bush, unlike Truman, did not have to worry about major powers such as the Soviet 
Union or PRC entering the war. Hence, it can be argued that he had greater freedom to 
advance to Baghdad. However, Bush had formed a coalition that included Saudi Arabia, the 
nation that paid for most of the war, Egypt, and other Arab countries. For the first time 
in history, Arab Egyptian and Saudi divisions were fighting alongside American divisions. 
Bush had legitimate concerns about alienating these new allies that had stepped up to assist 
the United States. The Soviet Union and France also would not have supported a march 
on Baghdad. Bush also recognized the risks and difficulties in occupying an Arab nation. 
Americans would be seen as an imperialist power. What started out as a limited war against 
a dictator had the potential to turn into a people’s war against Iraqis and possibly other Arab 
states, and/ or volunteer fighters from other Arab states. In this sense, Bush’s decision carried 
risks similar to those faced by Truman. Then Secretary of Defense, Dick Cheney, defended 
Bush’s decision:

If you’re going to go in and try to topple Saddam Hussein, you have to go to Baghdad. 
Once you’ve got Baghdad, it’s not clear what you do with it. It’s not clear what kind of 
government you would put in place of the one that’s currently there now. Is it going 
to be a Shia regime, a Sunni regime or a Kurdish regime? Or one that tilts toward the 
Ba’athists or one that tilts toward the Islamic fundamentalists? How much credibility is 
that government going to have if it’s set up by the United States military when it’s there? 
How long does the United States military have to stay to protect the people that sign on 
for that government, and what happens to it once we leave? [And, at what cost in lives 
and treasure?]52

Unfortunately Vice President Cheney did not remember the words of Secretary of Defense 
Cheney. Cheney could have added that destabilizing the region might facilitate the growth 
of terrorist organizations, creating a significant security problem for the United States and 
Europe.

Bush was able to go against the American preference for a total solution, absolute victory, 
in part, because the American people were not involved in the war effort. The “nation” was 
not at war. The “military cluster” fought the war. Nevertheless, an additional twenty- four 
hours, or the decision to make the Iraqis walk home without their weapons and vehicles, 
may have ended the reign of Saddam Hussein.53 Was this the real mistake? While the Bush 
Administration proved adroit at gaining support for, planning, and fighting the war, it proved 
inept in planning the peace. And Bush should have consulted with his allies, particularly the 
British, who had very definite ideas about what the post- war peace ought to look like. It also 
would have been appropriate to consult with the UN.

The end of the coalition war signaled the start of another war in Iraq. The Kurds and Shia, 
with the encouragement of the White House, rose up to oppose Saddam Hussein. And, had 
coalition forces achieved a more complete victory, in disarming Saddam Hussein, the rebel-
lions might have succeeded. However, Saddam Hussein escaped the coalition war with sig-
nificant combat power, and coalition forces stood aside and watched as he used it to retain 
political power. Saddam Hussein used tanks and attack helicopters against unarmed people. 
Entire towns emptied as the inhabitants fled into the mountains. This was the shabbiest per-
formance of the war. What principles, what moral laws, and what warrior’s codes were at work 
that permitted this human catastrophe to take place? When George Bush left office, Saddam 
Hussein was still the dictator in Iraq, and Bush had reinstalled a monarchy, not a democracy, in 
Kuwait. Another opportunity squandered.

* * * * *
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A few months after the end of hostilities, in May 1991, the United Nations Special Commission 
on Disarmament (UNSCOM) arrived in Iraq to start the process of finding and destroy-
ing Iraq’s WMDs, and identifying programs and facilities designed to construct them.54 The 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), which had been in Iraq for a decade prior to 
the war, took part in the search for nuclear technologies and facilities. The IAEA was the UN 
body charged with enforcing the Nuclear Non- Proliferation Treaty. Signatories to the treaty 
were to permit inspections to insure that they were not developing or producing nuclear 
weapons.

When the world entered the nuclear age, it was acknowledged that only a few nations 
possessed the wherewithal to produce nuclear weapons. However, the knowledge to prod-
uce these weapons was not difficult to obtain. The acquisition of the production facilities, 
specific types of nuclear reactors required to produce plutonium and uranium 235 became 
the biggest obstacle. The oil- rich nations of the Middle East, while internally lacking the 
wherewithal to develop nuclear facilities had the wealth to purchase them from any nation 
willing to sell the technology. Iraq had the desire and the wealth to acquire a nuclear weap-
ons program, and the French and Russian governments were willing to assist. Israel, with 
the assistance of the United States, had its own nuclear program. In 1981, the Israeli Air 
Force destroyed the Iraqi nuclear reactor before it went online. This action did not stop 
Iraq’s search for nuclear weapons, and motivated other Middle East nations to initiate the 
search for nuclear technology to restore the regional balance of power that was lost with 
the Israeli acquisition of nuclear weapons.

In the wake of World War I, a war in which chemical weapons killed hundreds of thousands 
of combatants, the 1925 Geneva Protocol went into effect. It prohibited the use of gas and 
“bacteriological methods of warfare.” In World War II, these terrible weapons were not used. 
However, the technology to produce these weapons spread beyond the borders of the Western 
developed nations. And some Middle East nations, with the assistance of the West, developed 
the means to produce and employ these weapons. In the aftermath of the Iran– Iraq War, dur-
ing which Iraq employed these weapons with devastating effects against Iranian forces, the 
UN 1993 Chemical Weapons Convention prohibited the production, stockpiling, and use of 
chemical weapons and established inspection procedures. Other UN sponsored laws, resolu-
tions, and conventions were also designed to stop the spread of WMDs. However, the system 
went against the internationally accepted ideal of sovereignty— an ideal to which the United 
States held firmly.

Iraq, in defeat, agreed to comply with UN measures governing WMDs and to submit to 
inspections. Resolution 687 went into effect immediately after the war. It required the:

destruction, removal, rendering harmless of all chemical and biological weapons and all 
stocks of agents and all related subsystems and components and all research, development, 
support and manufacturing facilities related thereto; and all ballistic missiles with range 
greater than 150 kilometers [approximately 93 miles], and related major parts and repair 
production facilities.

Saddam Hussein ignored Resolution 687. Instead of complying he engaged in games of 
subterfuge, misdirection, and “hide-and-seek.” However, Dr. David Kay, the chief inspector 
for UNSCOM, was tenacious. His inspections were so aggressive and invasive that Saddam 
Hussein was forced to destroy large quantities of his stocks of chemical and biological weapons 
and the technology to produce them to preclude discovery. Saddam Hussein had significant 
enemies, both internal and external. If they perceived a weakness, or perceived that Saddam 
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Hussein lacked the wherewithal to retaliate with substantial force, they might be motivated to 
attack or attempt to overthrow him. Hence, increasing the uncertainty about what weapons 
Iraq possessed was a form of security for Saddam Hussein. While UNSCOM was achieving its 
objectives, it was incapable of determining how much of this illegal material Saddam Hussein 
possessed or had destroyed. This intelligence gap was never breached, in part, creating the 
conditions that led to the second Gulf War in 2003.

The Media and Public Opinion

General Michael J. Dugan, US Air Force, observed “There is a good deal of ill feeling among 
members of the media over how they were treated by the military during the Persian Gulf 
War. The feeling seems to be mutual. In an interview with David Frost, Gen. Norman 
Schwarzkopf charged that during the war CNN was ‘aiding and abetting an enemy …’.” 
In post- Vietnam War operations the Army and the other services, remembering the media’s 
coverage of that war, tightly controlled the movement of the media, limiting its access.55 The 
Bush Administration supported this policy. Bush believed that:

Vietnam and Watergate had created an adversarial sense of cynicism among many in the 
press, who seemed convinced that all public servants could be bought or were incapable 
of telling the truth, that all were unethical in one way or another. The result was that 
every rumor is pursued no matter what the truth, no matter how hurtful to innocent 
parties.56

Given this lack of trust in the press, the armed forces, with the support of the President, took 
measures to control the movement of reporters. Instead of censorship, the services granted 
limited access, which achieved the same purpose. Still the Center for Army Lessons Learned, 
After Action Report, Desert Storm concluded: “Civilian news coverage contributed greatly 
to maintaining soldier morale during Desert Storm. The coverage was generally positive; the 
American people were behind the operation and soldiers felt this impact.”57 This assessment 
represented a shift in attitude that influenced the behavior of the Pentagon, the White House, 
and the services in future wars.

Wars in the late twentieth century tended to be one major operation with numerous smaller 
operations carried out by the various branches of the service. The World War II equivalent 
would be the Normandy Invasion. The invasion, however, would be the entire war. Operations 
were fast and covered considerable distance. Hence, to cover an operation, reporters had to 
be transported and sustained by the major units that were moving with the flow of the battle. 
This gave the service considerable control over what reporters saw. And, the combat opera-
tions of the Air Force and Navy could only be viewed through the cameras of those services. 
In recognition of this new operational environment, in 1977 the Army disbanded the Army 
Field Press Censorship reserve units.

In Operation Urgent Fury in Grenada, 1983, the press was not permitted access to American 
forces, and for the first two days of the conflict they were not permitted on the island. The 
American people, who were growing more conservative, and less tolerant of the “left- wing, 
liberal press,” tended to support the Pentagon’s press policy. Nevertheless, after Grenada, the 
press complained loudly, causing General John W. Vessey, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, to form a panel to study how the needs of the press, to keep the American people 
informed, and the needs of the armed forces, to maintain operational security, could both be 
met. Major General Winant Sidle chaired the panel that came up with a number of recom-
mendations, one of which was to select, provide security clearance, and train and equip a 
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group of reporters that would be activated for a given military operation. Sidle explained how 
the system they developed was supposed to work:

The press pool was envisioned as a small group of reporters, the size to depend on the 
situation. The group would be composed of representatives of the wire service, televi-
sion, news magazines and daily newspapers, if possible. … The criterion used to select 
the news organizations gave precedence to those that cover the widest American audi-
ence. … Material generated by the pool would be made available to all interested agen-
cies not included in the pool. … The pool would be alerted shortly before an operation 
began, then transported to the scene at, or soon after, H- hour. Members would be briefed 
and provided with escort(s) and transportation to assist them in covering the story. They 
would also be provided with meals, billeting and a means to file their material back to 
their home offices. The panels also recommended that the largest possible pool should 
be used initially, and the pool would be replaced by “full coverage” as soon as feasible.58

In 1984 the DOD accepted the recommendations of the Sidle Panel and in 1985 instituted 
the National Media Pool (NMP). DOD selected the networks and agencies, and they selected 
their “news media representatives,” or reporters. The reporters received background checks, 
training, and accreditation, and became members of the Department of Defense National 
Media Pool. Members of the pool were on call in Washington, available for worldwide deploy-
ment. After the NMP was formed, the DOD conducted a number of rehearsals to identify 
and fix potential problems. The NMP was first employed in Operation Just Cause in Panama, 
December 1989. The system did not work as planned. Other reporters were on the scene 
before the NMP, and members complained that they were not granted the access required to 
make the effort worthwhile. Panama was a free and open country with a significant American 
presence. The major media networks had branches or affiliate stations in Panama. They were 
there before the operation started, and could travel throughout the country. Under these 
circumstances the only real privilege the NMP received was to witness parts of the deploy-
ment, and even there they were severely limited. The media could not cover many of the most 
impressive actions, those carried out by Rangers, Special Forces, and Navy SEALs.

In 1990, for Operation Desert Shield, the NMP was again activated. Secretary of Defense 
Dick Cheney requested visas and access from the Saudi government for American reporters.59 
Access was granted provided the US military transport the reporters. In the initial deploy-
ments, a seventeen- person NMP accompanied US forces. CENTCOM, however, did not 
control the government of Saudi Arabia, and as the build- up of troops progressed, so did the 
build- up of reporters from all parts of the planet. In December, there were 800 correspondents 
in Saudi Arabia, and when the war ended, 1,600 reporters. Still, reporters could not accom-
pany US forces during Operation Desert Storm without the approval of CENTCOM. And 
too many reporters hindered operations. Sidle explained:

The press prefers to be on its own during battle but, as any military person who has seen 
combat knows, too many reporters on hand trying to cover an action can impair oper-
ational security and troop safety. Too many reporters on their own can impede the con-
duct of a battle. This is particularly true when the large majority of the correspondents 
are not experienced in covering combat, which was the case in Saudi Arabia. Some try 
to question troop leaders in the heat of a fight. Others draw unwarranted conclusions 
because they do not know or understand what is going on. Many are unfamiliar with the 
military tactics and, by their actions on the ground, can inadvertently create problems by 
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exposing troops’ positions or movements, or by filing stories that will be helpful to the 
enemy.60

This is an old story. However, in World War II and Korea, the relationship was less adver-
sarial. Footage from the Vietnam War reveals reporters interviewing soldiers and marines in 
the middle of the battles for Hue and Saigon during the 1968 Tet Offensive; absurd scenes 
of reporters sticking microphones to the mouths of soldiers in the middle of a firefight. Sidle 
recalled seeing a cable sent by a major television network to its Saigon bureau chief, which 
said: “When the Army does something well, it is not news. It is expected. So, concentrate on 
when the Army does something wrong. That’s news.” In 1991, Sidle concluded that, “Based 
on this network’s current nightly news programs, the network is still sometimes operating by 
this principle.” In addition, pseudo- news had become entertainment. The twenty- four- hour 
news networks, talk radio, and news programs such as Sixty Minutes, 48- Hours, and others, had 
transformed news into entertainment, which significantly changed the journalistic ethics of 
reporters, producers, and anchors.

To accommodate the press CENTCOM formed twenty small press pools of roughly seven-
teen reporters. Each was assigned to major commands for Operation Desert Storm. About half 
went to the Army and the other half to the Marine Corps, Air Force, and Navy. DOD issued 
ground rules for reporters, and when Operation Desert Storm started, nearly 200 reporters 
were in place with combat units. Given that the services had to provide transportation, and 
other forms of support, this was no small task. Sidle noted that the ratio of reporters in the 
field compared favorably to other wars.61 Still, reporters did not like being grouped together 
in this manner.

Public affairs officers reviewed stories to insure they were in compliance with the estab-
lished ground rules. Operational security and force protection were the objectives of the 
“Media Ground Rules.” They included for example:

The following information should not be reported because its publication or broadcast 
could jeopardize and endanger lives. … Any information that reveals details of future 
plans, operations or strikes. … Information on operational or support vulnerabilities that 
could be used against U.S. forces, such as details of major battle damage or major person-
nel losses of specific U.S. or coalition units.62

In cases where the reporter and public affairs officer disagreed the problem was passed 
up the chain of command, and could go all the way back to the Pentagon. This review 
process could cause a considerable delay, but neither the services nor the Pentagon had the 
power of censorship. Still, the press was never granted the type of access it had enjoyed in 
Vietnam. Reporters complained that they were being denied access, kept in groups, and 
were unable to investigate for themselves. In essence, they got the story the services wanted 
them to get. U.S. News and World Report concluded, “Because of the Pentagon’s policy of 
refusing to permit reporters to freely accompany troops into battle, the four- day ground 
war was both sanitized and largely invisible.”63 To correct the historical record it published 
a book entitled Triumph Without Victory: The Unreported History of the Persian Gulf War. In the 
type of war fought in the KTO it was not possible to have reporters run around the battle-
field independently; nor was it possible for the military to provide transportation, security, 
and PA officers for every reporter.

In Desert Storm, Americans could rightly conclude that the armed forces performed in an 
outstanding manner. However, if the press had been given free rein, the picture might have 
been somewhat different. Bad things happen in every war. In any large human endeavor where 
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emotions and feelings run high, events are going to happen that people regret. The danger is 
when the minor stories of human failings come to dwarf the larger story of the human sacrifices 
that are being made to achieve some greater good. Still, the services and the Pentagon came away 
from the war with a more positive assessment of the press. In subsequent wars they instituted a 
policy of “openness.” However, the antagonism between the two institutions remained.

During the war the media failed to question the validity of the stories “coming out of 
Kuwait,” and the veracity of Kuwaiti officials. In fact, the media let itself be used as a propa-
ganda instrument of the Kuwaiti government. It helped to sell the war. To win the support of 
the American people, who had no affinity for Kuwaitis, stories were fabricated, taken out of 
context, and exaggerated. Stories about stolen incubators and babies being left on the floor to 
die, stories of mass rape and mass executions, and others, were clearly exaggerated to gain the 
moral support of the American people. The media failed to expose these inaccuracies.

The Verdict

The very success of the armed forces in Iraq paved the way for reductions in forces.64 It was 
evident that the victory in Iraq could have been achieved with a considerably smaller Army. 
Immediately following Operation Desert Storm the Administration sought a “peace divi-
dend.” President Clinton was frequently blamed for “dismantling” the military. In fact he 
simply carried out the Bush cuts. The “Cold War” was over. It was time to get rid of the Cold 
War armed forces. More than a third of the Army was deactivated. The Bush Administration, 
even before the first missile was launched in Iraq, had started the deactivation of Army divi-
sions. When the war started in Iraq the Army was in the process of shutting down divisions. 
Deactivation was delayed to fight the war, but resumed immediately after it. Generous early 
retirement programs were implemented, a function of the new, high regard with which the 
American people held the armed forces in the wake of the Persian Gulf War. At the end of the 
Vietnam War no such programs were offered. And as before, there seemed to be no logic to the 
reduction in force. The light infantry forces, those units that would have been most useful in 
places like Afghanistan and Iraq, were eliminated. The 9th ID, 7th ID, and 6th ID furled their 
colors and went away. Hundreds of thousands of highly trained soldiers left the Army.

Unlike other reductions in force, the Army did not select the officers that departed. The 
Army offered generous retirement programs and other incentives, and those individuals who 
had the most options left. The Army lost many of its best soldiers and leaders, and shut down 
some of its most highly trained, motivated, and effective units. Light- infantrymen are unique 
national resources that have been continuously undervalued in American culture, in part, by the 
erroneous belief that anybody can serve as a combat soldier. Colonel Daniel P. Bolger, writing 
in 1999, echoed concerns voiced by Bradley, Collins, and Ridgway in the late 1940s and 1950s:

American military leaders [and political leaders] intentionally and systematically substi-
tuted firepower for manpower. … With 91 active- duty infantry battalions (67 Army, 24 
Marine) and the Army Special Forces, Navy SEALs, and Air Force combat control teams 
who also fight up close and personal, there are about 100,000 infantry types in the entire 
armed forces. … The armed forces field 1.4 million men and women. Doing the math 
tells its own tale. For every rifleman or machine gunner, there are thirteen guys doing 
something else.65

The all- volunteer, professional force performed extraordinarily well in its first major war 
against a large force armed with much of the latest Soviet weaponry. And it did so without 
the American people, validating the new American way of war. In the wake of the war, after 
nearly fifty years of worry, Army leaders stopped voicing their concerns about the willingness 
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of the American people to defend freedom in distant areas of the world. It was more effect-
ive to fight war without disturbing the American people. The victory also gave subsequent 
White House and Pentagon civilian leaders supreme confidence in the capabilities of the 
armed forces, and thus, the willingness to use them. The operational tempo of all the services 
increased considerably during the Clinton and second Bush Administrations.

In the aftermath of the Persian Gulf War American power, prestige, and influence were the 
highest they had been since World War II. The Berlin Wall had fallen, the “Cold War” was over, 
the Soviet Union was collapsing, and the United States stood alone, as the world’s only “super-
power,” and it had just demonstrated that power to the world, creating considerable awe. 
Economically and technologically, the United States had no equals. At this juncture, President 
Bush had a rare opportunity (one that comes along maybe once in a century), to articulate a 
new vision for the world to replace the “Cold War” world order. He had the political, mili-
tary, and economic powers to put in place a “new world order.” Bush, however, was not a 
man of vision; nor was he able to adopt the ideas of others. The opportunity passed. The awe 
was fleeting. Under the Bush leadership, or more accurately, absence of leadership, the United 
States squandered an opportunity to reshape the world. In this vacuum created by the end of 
the “Cold War,” radical, anti- American elements grew. Their ideas and vision took hold in the 
Middle East, and other parts of the world. This lapse was one of the biggest political failures 
of the twentieth century.

The George H. W. Bush Administration handed power over to the “baby- boom” gener-
ation, the generation that had not experienced the Great Depression or World War II, that had 
benefited most from the great prosperity of the 1950s and rapid advances in technology, and 
that had experienced and participated in (one way or another) the nation’s first defeat in war. 
These were very different Americans. The sacrifices, hardships, uncertainties, and fears that 
shaped the World War II generation were unknown to them.

A summary of explanations for the outcome of the first Gulf War follows:

• The armed forces of the United States, supported by coalition forces, outperformed 
Saddam Hussein’s armed forces in every way. The training, technology, doctrine, leader-
ship, professionalism, and strategy of US forces were far superior to that of Iraqi forces.

• Iraq was not a nation- state; hence it was incapable of fighting a total war, a “People’s War.” 
It is a state with three nations, Sunni, Shia, and Kurds. Saddam Hussein was a Stalinist- style 
dictator, who was incapable of gaining and maintaining the support of the Iraqi people. 
Saddam Hussein was not Ho Chi Minh.

• The United States fought a limited war, for limited objectives. By so doing it did not put 
the people of Iraq under pressure that might have unified them, and it did not fracture 
the society into warring communities, Sunnis versus Shias. President George H. W. Bush 
deserves great credit for not yielding to the American cultural tenet of total solutions in 
war, the way Truman did in 1950 and George W. Bush did in 2003.

• The US Army deployed to war with too little confidence in itself, as a result of defeat in 
Vietnam, and too much respect and awe for the armed forces of Saddam Hussein, as a 
result of its perceived victories in eight years of war against Iran. As a consequence, the 
United States deployed considerable more forces than were necessary to succeed in a 
limited war with limited strategic objectives.

• The Cold War was over; hence, the United States was not concerned about Chinese or 
Soviet intervention. It was not worried about total or nuclear wars, the conditions that 
were prevalent in Korean and Vietnam. This fact gave the United States enormous free-
dom of action. Had the Soviet Union still exercised power, it would have been impossible 
to move the VII Corps out of Europe and to Saudi Arabia.
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• The attribute of Arab culture diminished the ability of the Iraqi Army to generate combat 
power. Systems of command and control, military education and training, maintenance 
and logistical, and military professionalism, were degraded by cultural norms that pre-
cluded maximizing efficiency and promotions based on merit.

• The American people were left out of the war. The state, not the nation, fought the war, 
under the Powell Doctrine of using overwhelming force to achieve a quick and decisive 
victory. There was no time for anti- war protest to develop.

• The Reagan Administration created the environment and committed the resources for 
the recovery, reorganization, refocus, and rethinking of the American practice of war. The 
new technologies, doctrines, and training facilities were a function of the Reagan military 
build- up.

• The Goldwater– Nichols Act improved joint training and operations, military profession-
alism, and civil– military relations.

• The media was not permitted to perform as it did in Vietnam. The Pentagon and ser-
vices put in place policies and practices to circumscribe where reporters went and what 
they saw. The media was not given the opportunity to negatively influence the American 
people.

• Operation Desert Storm was a significant accomplishment, proving the effectiveness of 
the All- Volunteer Forces. The state, no longer needed the nation to conduct war. And 
without the people, the decision for war became easier to make, and the conduct of war 
easier to prosecute. The oversight of the people and the “Trinity of War” had gone.

Operation Desert Storm laid the ground work for the al- Qaeda terrorist attacks on 9/ 11. 
Saudi Arabia is the home of the holiest places of Islam, Mecca and Medina. During ODS the 
US- occupied Saudi Arabia desecrating the Holy Lands and insulting many Arab Muslims, 
including Osama Bin Laden. As a consequence, ODS was the first in a series of American wars 
in the region, wars that ultimately cost thousands of American lives and trillions of dollars.

The Revolution in Military Affairs: Network- Centric Warfare

In the wake of the first Persian Gulf War many military leaders and theorists believed a 
Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) was taking place.66 All the services emphasized trans-
formation. However, they were not exactly sure what they were supposed to look like when the 
transformation process was complete. What was known was that American forces were to be 
“small, more lethal and nimble joint forces.” The RMA influenced the Bush Administration’s 
conduct of the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT). It created expectations of a quick, decisive, 
easy war, conducted primarily from the air. These expectations distorted the Administration’s 
conduct of war.

The RMA transformation was based on new digital communications technologies, 
 precision- guided munitions, stealth technologies, reorganization, “jointness,” and “network- 
centric” warfare doctrine.67 It was believed that the United States possessed the wherewithal 
to construct “the system of systems”—a network that consisted of three major components: 
sensors, communications, and shooters.68 The sensors were space- based observation and 
other types of satellites, unmanned aerial vehicles, manned surveillance airplanes, joint sur-
veillance target attack radar systems on aircraft, ground- based radar systems, Special Forces, 
Rangers, and even soldiers and marines. The sensors enabled all the services to cut through 
the “fog of war,” see the battlefield in real time, to have almost complete “battlefield aware-
ness,” and to have the capability to focus on any “grid square” on Earth to detect, track, and 
engage multiple targets simultaneously. The sensors provided “information dominance,” the 
ability to see the battlefield far more accurately and completely than the enemy; and, as a 
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consequence, to deprive the enemy of the information needed to effectively deploy, maneu-
ver, and fight his forces. Sensors were linked through advanced communication channels to 
decision makers and weapons capable of delivering precision destructive power on specific, 
individual targets, with measured lethality. The sensors, decision makers, and shooters of all 
the services would all simultaneously, in real time, be able to see the exact same battlefield. 
On computer screens, indicators would show the locations of all enemy and friendly forces. 
American tanks and airplanes were all to be equipped with transponders that emitted signals 
that indicated their exact location. JSTARS, UAVs, space- based spy satellites, and other sen-
sors provided the location of enemy forces. The ability to immediately detect enemy forces 
and destroy them with multiple shooters, and with measured lethality and precision, was 
the vision. Speed, responsiveness, accuracy, flexibility, decisiveness, and reduced vulnerability 
were the objectives.

Using the human body as an analogy, the objective of operations was to destroy the system 
of nerves that transmitted orders from the brain to the muscles, severing the links between 
the decision makers and the fighting forces. The emphasis was also on destroying the brain. If 
the brain could be destroyed it might be unnecessary to destroy the nerve system (the com-
munications infrastructure of a state), or the muscles (enemy forces). Severing the many links 
between the brain and the muscles was no small task. Numerous systems transmit signals. 
Hence, the task was to temporarily stop the flow of instruction, and then move rapidly, faster 
than the enemy could respond, to destroy the brain, or sufficient parts of the central nervous 
system to paralyze the enemy and thereby achieve military and political objectives. By con-
trolling the flow of information to the enemy and having almost complete information about 
the enemy and friendly forces in real time, and through speed and precision destruction, vic-
tory could be achieved without the mass armies or the enormous destruction common in 
war. The objective was not to fight directly the enemy’s main forces, the muscles. By operating 
faster than an enemy using superior information, it was believed that the enemy’s options were 
taken away. His decision- loop, the time it takes for him to react to changes on the battlefield, 
was too slow to compensate for the rate of change inflicted by fast- moving American forces, 
causing partial paralysis, which creates the opportunity for the decisive destruction of the 
center of gravity, the brain (i.e. the political and military leadership). Technology, operational 
doctrine, and new adaptive organizations were to come together in ways that created synergies 
that made possible the RMA.

The concept of NCW had a number of practical problems. Precision weapons are very 
expensive. In a high- intensity environment against a substantial enemy, depletion is an issue. 
In Operation Desert Storm, 9 percent of munitions were precision guided, in Operation Iraqi 
Freedom, that figure was 70 percent. A bigger problem is the vulnerability of sensors and com-
puter systems. The reconnaissance, communication, and global positioning satellites, on which 
network- centric warfare depends, are defenseless against missile attack. In 2009, the Chinese 
demonstrated the ability to destroy a satellite with a ground- based missile. Russians also have 
developed such capabilities. The vast network of Department of Defense computers is also 
vulnerable at numerous points. Hackers implanting worms and viruses from across the globe 
have attacked the system.

The biggest problem with this vision of war was that it left out human beings. People are 
more than the sum of their parts. This doctrine diminished and hid the fact that wars are not 
won until the people accept defeat. The brain, the central nervous system, and the muscles can 
be destroyed, but if the people don’t accept defeat, the struggle continues. NCW is a limited 
war doctrine. It will not work in total wars, insurgency war, or People’s Wars. The brain and 
nervous system are regrown immediately after the originals are destroyed. NCW would not 
have worked in Vietnam and did not work in Iraq and Afghanistan. Killing Osama Bin Laden 
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did not kill al- Qaeda. Guerrillas and insurgents operate with highly decentralized chains of 
command; the initiative rests with each fighter. These forces were not vulnerable to this new 
practice of war. American post- Cold War operational thinking did not reflect the realities of 
the new environment. The armed forces of the United States trained and organized them-
selves to perfect the conduct of operations and tactics. They worked hard to become skilled 
technicians and operators. Strategic thinking, understanding ethnic and sectarian divisions, 
traditional relationships, economic relationships, ideology, religion, family structure, customs, 
and culture— all the intangible, unseen aspects of humanity at war— were little studied. War 
is the most human of endeavors, and it is the intangibles, the unseen factors, that motivate 
people to fight.
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14 Bush’s Global War on Terrorism and 
Operation Enduring Freedom, 2001– 2011

All these crimes and sins committed by the Americans are a clear declaration of war on God, his 
Messenger, and Muslims. … [T] he jihad is an individual duty if the enemy destroys the Muslim coun-
tries. … As for the fighting to repulse [an enemy], it is aimed at defending sanctity and religion, and 
it is a duty. … On that basis, and in compliance with God’s order, we issue the following fatwa to all 
Muslims: The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies— civilian and military— is an individual 
duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is possible to do it.1

— Osama Bin Laden, 23 February 1998

In February 1998, the terrorist leader, Osama Bin Laden, again declared war on Americans. 
Since the late 1980s he had directed and deployed his army of al- Qaeda terrorists to carry 
out attacks against Americans in the United States and their interests in foreign countries to 
include: the bombing of US embassies in East Africa (Tanzania and Kenya, August 1998), an 
attack against the US Navy destroyer, the USS Cole (Yemen, 2000), attacks in the United 
States culminating with the attack on the Pentagon and the attacks in New York City that 
destroyed the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001 (9/ 11), and, after the commence-
ment of military operations in Afghanistan (2002) and Iraq (2003),  Bin Laden initiated suicide 
attacks against soldiers and marines.2 These attacks had significant political, economic, social, 
psychological, and military costs and consequences for the American people.3

On Sunday night 1 May 2011, almost a decade after the 9/ 11 attacks, US Navy SEALs killed 
Osama Bin Laden with two shots— one in the chest and one to the head— in Abbottabad, 
Pakistan. A few hours later, President Barack Obama, who ordered the operation, announced 
to the American people:

Tonight I can report to the American people, and to the world that the United States has 
conducted an operation that killed Osama Bin Laden, the leader of al Qaeda, and a terror-
ist who’s responsible for the murder of thousands of innocent men, women, and children. 
It was nearly 10 years ago that a bright September day was darkened by the worst attack 
on the American people in our history. The images of 9/ 11 are seared into our national 
memory— hijacked planes cutting through a cloudless September shy, the Twin Towers 
collapsing to the ground, black smoke billowing up from the Pentagon, the wreckage of 
Flight 93 in Shanksville, Pennsylvania

The President explained that:

After a firefight, they killed Osama Bin Laden and took custody of his body.4 For over 
two decades, bin Laden had been al Qaeda’s leader and symbol, and has continued to plot 
attacks against our country and our friends and allies. The death of Bin Laden marks the 
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most significant achievement to date in our nation’s effort to defeat al Qaeda. Yet his death 
does not mark the end of our effort. There is no doubt that al Qaeda will continue to 
pursue attacks against us. We must— and we will— remain vigilant at home and abroad. … 
[H] is demise should be welcome by all who believe in peace and human dignity.

With these words the President marked the end of a manhunt, but not the end of the wars 
to defeat al- Qaeda and, more importantly, the sources that produced terrorism. As of 2017, US 
Special Operations forces, conventional forces, and intelligence agencies continued to fight in 
Afghanistan, conduct clandestine operations in Pakistan, Iraq, and other Middle East states, and 
work with allies and international organizations to find and kill terrorists. At the beginning 
of the Trump Administration terrorism in the Middle East had not been defeated, and, in fact, 
a new organization just as deadly as al- Qaeda, had grown in the chaos created by the US- led 
invasion of Iraq in 2003, ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria). Still, the death of Osama Bin 
Laden was a major benchmark in the war on terrorism. The killing of Bin Laden showed that 
America kept its promises, that the reach of the United States was world- wide, that American 
military professionalism and skill could find, track, and kill anyone, and that the United States 
would not hesitate to act to kill enemies who killed Americans.

Terrorism and Counterterrorism: Defining the Problem

According to the United Nations “terrorism” is: “Criminal acts intended or calculated to 
provoke a state of terror in the general public, a group of persons or particular persons for 
political purpose.” The US Foreign Relations Authorization Act of 1988 defined terrorism 
as: “Premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by 
subnational groups or clandestine agents.” The Department of Defense defines terrorism as: 
“The Unlawful use of violence or threat of violence to instill fear and coerce governments of 
societies. Terrorism is often motivated by religious, political, or other ideological beliefs and 
committed in the pursuit of goals that are usually political.” And, Army FM 3– 0, Operations 
defines terrorism as: “The calculated use of unlawful violence or threat of unlawful violence 
to inculcate fear, intended to coerce or to intimidate governments or societies in the pursuits 
of goals that are generally political, religious, or ideological.”

The definition of terrorism has been greatly debated, because it matters.5 It helps determine 
the objectives of strategy, identify the resources needed to defend against it, and identify the 
agencies and forces primarily responsible for defeating it. How terrorism is defined influences 
the development of strategic and operational doctrines, and influences the enactment of pol-
icies and strategies best suited to preclude or contain it. Political and military leaders, CIA, 
NSA, FBI, and officials from other agencies, academics and other researchers have had diffi-
culties in defining terrorism, and many disagreed with the strategy and policies that the Bush 
Administration, and later the Obama Administration, employed to combat it.

Terrorism is purposeful violence designed to influence the behavior of people and their 
government. Violence is not “unlawful.” All of humanity has recourse to violence to defend 
one’s persons and communities. Western laws and customs do not diminish this human right. 
Terrorism is not an objective nor is it a strategy. It is an instrument and a tactic, which can be 
employed to achieve strategic, political objectives. Acts of terrorism alone cannot destroy gov-
ernments, armies, or nations, but they can influence their policies and strategies. Acts of ter-
rorism are part of a larger strategy. Terrorism is considered “the weapon of the weak.” Terrorists 
seek change that they lack the strength to achieve with the overt use of force. The objectives of 
terrorists are political and/ or social change, the overthrow of government or political system 
and the establishment of a new government and possible a new way of life. Terrorists seek the 
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removal of occupation forces, changes in policies of external governments that exert influence 
in their communities. Terrorists seek cultural, religious, and economic liberation. Middle East 
terrorism is in part a function of European imperialism.

Terrorism is part of an information campaign. The immediate objective is to strike such 
fear in the hearts of a people, that they are motivated to immediately place new demands on 
their government that will change the status quo. Terrorism has political, economic, social, 
psychological, and cultural consequences.6 Terrorists target the will. They have five target audi-
ences:  the people of a particular state or nation in whom they hope to strike terror; the 
government(s) of that state which is influenced by the people who are terrorized; angry or 
alienated groups and people that might be persuaded to join their cause; the peoples of the 
world whose governments might be influenced to provided resources overtly or covertly, or 
to remain neutral; and the fighters in their own ranks, whose skill and motivation are needed 
to sustain and advance the movement. Paul Pillar, former deputy chief of the CIA’s Counter 
Terrorist Center, identified the four basic elements of terrorism: (1) pre- mediated, planned 
acts of violence; (2) politically designed to change the existing political order; (3) aimed at 
civilians, not military targets; and (4) carried out by subnational groups, not by the armed 
forces of established states (states do sponsor terrorism). A fifth element is attention, the desire 
to gain as much world attention and shock effect as possible.

One of the problems of defining terrorism is the identity of the actor. States that commit 
violence against other states or their citizens are committing acts of war. Non- state actors or 
subnational groups who attack states or their citizens are not committing acts of war. They are 
committing crimes. And states do not go to war with criminals or subnational groups. They 
employ police forces and their criminal justice systems to enforce laws and to destroy organ-
ized criminal groups. Sir Michael Howard, the British military historian, believed the Bush 
Administration failed to properly identify the enemy, and that that failing caused others that 
had tragic consequences for the United States. He observed that: “When in the immediate 
aftermath of the attack on the World Trade Center the American Secretary of State Colin 
Powell declared that America was ‘at war,’ he made a very natural but a terrible and irrevocable 
error.” He noted that:

to use, or rather to misuse the term “war” is not simply a matter of legality, or pedantic 
semantics. It has deeper and more dangerous consequences. To declare that one is “at war” 
is immediately to create a war psychosis that may be totally counter- productive for the 
objective that we seek. It will arouse an immediate expectation, and demand, for spec-
tacular military action against some easily identifiable adversary, preferably a hostile state.

The term “war” causes the activation of specific cultural tenets that require implementa-
tion of specific practices. The Bush Administration declared war before he had a state to fight. 
Howard further noted that: “To ‘declare war’ on terrorists, or even more illiterately, on ‘ter-
rorism’ is at once to accord them a status and dignity that they seek and which they do not 
deserve. It confers on them a kind of legitimacy. Do they qualify as ‘belligerents’? If so, should 
they not receive the protection of the laws of war?” The Bush Administration had no intention 
of providing terrorists the refuge of international laws; hence, the employment of language 
meant for state to state confrontations diminished the credibility and legitimacy of the United 
States in the war on terrorism. Howard believed an alternate approach was possible:

Could it have been avoided? Certainly, rather than what President Bush so unfortunately 
termed ‘a crusade against evil’, that is, a military campaign conducted by an alliance domi-
nated by the United States, many people would have preferred a police operation con-
ducted under the auspices of the United Nation on behalf of the international community 
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as a whole, against a criminal conspiracy; whose members should be hunted down and 
brought before an international court, where they would receive a fair trial and, if found 
guilty, awarded an appropriate sentence.7

“Rogue states” or “weak states” may sponsor terrorism, or harbor groups that commit ter-
rorism, but they are not terrorists. The Bush charge against Afghanistan was that it was a weak 
state that permitted terrorists to operate from the security of its borders. The Taliban govern-
ment hosted Osama Bin Laden and his terrorist organization. The Bush charge against Iraq 
was that it was a rogue state that sponsored terrorism. Saddam Hussein, he argued, had connec-
tions with al- Qaeda, and was providing it with resources to attack Americans, and potentially 

Map 14.1 The modern Middle East.
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with weapons of mass destruction. The Taliban and Saddam Hussein facilitated terrorist activ-
ities, but they themselves were not terrorists.

The comprehensive strategy against Islamic fundamentalist terrorist organization required 
both a police response and a military response. Arguably the FBI, with its vast forensic capabil-
ities and abilities to work with foreign police agencies, should have taken the lead. However, 
the FBI is primarily a domestic agency. It lacked the international connections and jurisdic-
tion to function effectively in foreign countries. The CIA and State Department are respon-
sible for state- to- state relationships, but they lacked the expertise of the FBI. State- to- state 
aggression— rogue and weak states— required military involvement. The fight against ter-
rorism required the integration of the capabilities, expertise, and talents of numerous agen-
cies. The fact is that no single agency had the resources, capabilities, and expertise required 
to defeat the foreign terrorist threats. However, the “war on terrorism” was not a war that 
would fit easily into the American cultural understanding of “war.” The use of this term cre-
ated an expectation that could not be easily met, with a limited war against the weak state 
of Afghanistan.

* * * * *

Counterterrorism is defined in Army FM 3– 0 Operation as: “Operations that include the 
offensive measure taken to prevent, deter, preempt, and respond to terrorism. Counterterrorism 
actions include strikes and raids against terrorist organizations and facilities outside the United 
States and its territories.” In February 2003 the Bush Administration published the National 
Strategy for Combating Terrorism. The document was supposed to delineate a comprehensive 
strategy for the conduct of the war against terrorism. The introduction was borrowed from 
President Bush’s speech on 6 November 2001, which in part stated:

The struggle against international terrorism is different from any other war in our his-
tory. We will not triumph solely or even primarily through military might. We must 
fight terrorist networks, and all those who support their efforts to spread fear around the 
world, using every instrument of national power— diplomatic, economic, law enforce-
ment, financial, information, intelligence, and military.”

The documents delineate the resources required to defeat terrorism:

The war on terrorism is asymmetric in nature but the advantage belongs to us, not the 
terrorists. We will fight this campaign using our strengths against the enemy’s weaknesses. 
We will use the power of our values to shape a free and more prosperous world. We will 
employ the legitimacy of our government and our cause to craft strong and agile partner-
ships. Our economic strength will help failing states and assist weak countries in ridding 
themselves of terrorism. Our technology will help identify and locate terrorist organiza-
tions, our global reach will eliminate them where they hide. And as always, we will rely on 
the strength of the American people to remain resolute in the face of adversity.8

The Bush Administration relied first and foremost on military means and advanced tech-
nologies. It added to this mix the intelligence agencies. New relationships with foreign coun-
tries had to be formed and other relationships strengthened. New relationships and alliances 
between governmental agencies had to be forged. Domestic agencies had become inter-
national agencies. Organizational cultures had to be transformed. New organization had to be 
created.9 Military forces had to be reorganized. New mission had to be taken on by all the ser-
vices and the agencies of government. The role of the defense industry had to change to take 
on responsibilities previously considered exclusively military. Resources had to be reallocated. 
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The emphasis on technology had to give way to the emphasis on manpower and human 
understanding. Training had to be reoriented away from conventional warfare and toward 
counterinsurgency and irregular warfare. The war against terrorism ultimately required more 
construction than destruction. This new direction required a profound shift in the thinking of 
the US government, its agencies, and the men and women of the armed forces. The perspec-
tive of a soldier at war in Afghanistan helps to clarify the issues and problems:

Al- Qaeda still thrives in the ungoverned tribal areas along the border between the two 
countries [Afghanistan and Pakistan], and while many of its members have been killed, 
new recruits quickly take their place. U.S. soldiers have learned that to deny al- Qaeda a 
foothold in Afghanistan will require the establishment of a government that Afghans can 
believe in, the security that allows them to support it and jobs that provide an alternative 
to fighting. “We are not going to kill our way out of this war,” says Lieut. Colonel Brett 
Jenkinson, commander of the U.S. battalion stationed in Korengal Valley. “What we need 
is a better recruiting pitch for disaffected youth. You can’t build hope with military might. 
You build it through development and good governance.”10

Between 2001 and 2005 the United States and its allies expended vast resources in the fight 
against terrorism. But the essence of the problem and the nature of the wars escaped the Bush 
Administration until the Army and Marine Corps were well immersed in insurgency wars 
with insufficient forces and too few allies to achieve the political objectives. Only in 2005 did 
they start to grasp the essence and magnitude of the problem, and start to adapt to address the 
sources of terrorism: corrupt and failed governments, lawlessness, ethnic and sectarian divi-
sions, the desire for revenge, religious prejudice and intolerance, perverse ideology, poverty, 
illiteracy, injustice, and hopelessness.11

However, resources and energy were refocused, and, as a result, there was a new emphasis 
on human- to- human relationships, a new emphasis on counterinsurgency and stability oper-
ations, nation- building and economic development, cultural comprehension and language 
skills, information operations, interagency and non- governmental organization cooperation, 
and a new direction in military education. New organizations and learning were evident in 
the development of the Human Terrain System, Provisional Reconstruction Teams, Security 
Force Assistance programs, and Interagency Studies programs— all of which were designed to 
win hearts and minds, to build relationships that facilitated the accomplishment of strategic 
objectives.12

Still, this was war. Policing was necessary, but organized, trained, well- armed enemy forces 
had to be fought. Al- Qaeda and Taliban leaders and soldiers were violent extremists who 
would not quit. They had to be fought and killed at close quarter. This was a job for the Army 
and Marine Corps. But, the military task was only a small part of the solution to the global 
problem of Islamic terrorism.

Al- Qaeda versus the Bush Administration

On 11 September 2001 Islamic terrorists hijacked four jumbo jets, two from Boston and two 
from Washington Dulles International Airport, loaded with fuel and American passengers.13 
They flew two of the jets into the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York, one 
into the Pentagon, and the fourth crashed into a field in Pennsylvania, after an on- board strug-
gle during which passengers tried to regain control of the aircraft. The identities of the terror-
ists were quickly discovered. Eighteen of the nineteen hijackers were from Saudi Arabia and 
all were members of the al- Qaeda terrorist organization led by Osama Bin Laden. Al- Qaeda 
operated from bases in Afghanistan, and was protected by the Taliban regime. The Taliban 
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would not surrender Osama Bin Laden or deny his terrorist organization refuge, as the United 
States demanded.

A holy war that pitted the Muslim world against the United States and the West, a “clash 
of civilizations,” was the objective of Bin Laden, al- Qaeda, and other Islamic extremists.14 
Through war Bin Laden hoped to establish a new Islamic Caliphate. After the 1998 bombings 
in Africa, al- Qaeda claimed responsibility with these words:

The days to come are sufficient for the U.S., God willing, to see a black fate like 
the one that befell the Soviet Union. Blows will come down on the U.S. one after 
another from everywhere and new Islamic groups will emerge one after another to 
fight U.S. interests that are still based on stealth and usurpation. Islamic armies will set 
off one following the other to fight the U.S. criminal forces. And you will see: as for 
the unbelievers, never will disaster cease to seize them for their ill deeds or to settle 
to their homes until the promise of God has come to pass, for verily, God will not fail 
in his promise.15

In 1998 Bin Laden further observed that:

they (the Americans) also have the effect of serving the Jews’ petty state and diverting 
attention from its occupation of Jerusalem and murder of Muslims there. Nothing shows 
this more clearly that their eagerness to destroy Iraq, the strongest Arab state in the region, 
and their attempts to fragment all the states of the region, such as Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
and Sudan into paper statelets, whose unity and weakness guarantees Israel’s survival and 
perpetuates the brutal crusader occupation of the peninsula.16

Bin Laden and his followers wanted war and revenge. They sought to direct the energies of 
a billion angry Muslims who felt they had been unjustly treated and exploited by the West, 
and particularly the United States. Bin Laden and many of his followers believed that Western 
interference in Muslim affairs had corrupted people and the Islamic religion. They believed 
that the US support for the creation of Israel, and continuous support of its wars against 
Muslims was wrong, illegal, and the equivalence of mass murdering of Muslims, men, women, 
and children. They believed the land had been stolen from the Arab people who lived there. 
They believed the Western division of Middle East and creation of artificial states was inten-
tionally designed to keep Muslims weak so that they could be exploited by the West. They 
believed that US support for the oil- rich Monarchies, which did not follow the teaching of 
Islam, did not follow Sharia Law, was bringing ruin to the people. Bin Laden, who had fought 
with the mujahedeen in the successful war against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan— a war 
that some argue led to the collapse of the Soviet Union, believed that he and his followers 
could repeat their performance against the United States. Bin Laden wanted war to diminish 
the United States and cause it to retreat from the Middle East. He wanted to force the United 
States to overextend itself militarily and financially, as it had in Vietnam, and to persuade other 
Muslim states and communities to unite in the fight against the West. In regard to 9/ 11, Bin 
Laden wrote:

The killing of innocent civilians, as America and some intellectuals claim, is really very 
strange talk. Who said that our civilians and children are not innocent and that shedding 
their blood is justified? The entire world from east to west screams at us, and America 
rallies agents, and sons of its agents. Who said our blood is not blood, but theirs is? Who 
made the pronouncement? Who has been getting killed in our countries for decades? 
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More than one million children, more than one million children died in Iraq and others 
are still dying. Why do we not hear someone screaming or condemning, or even some-
one’s words of consolation or condolence … How come millions of Muslims are being 
killed?17

All that we have mentioned has made it easy for us to provoke and bait this adminis-
tration. … [F] or example, Al- Qaeda spent $500,000 on the event, while America, in the 
incident and its aftermath, lost— according to the lowest estimate— more than $500 bil-
lion … which is evidence of the success of the bleed- until bankruptcy plan— with Allah’s 
permission.”18

Ultimately the United States’ war in Iraq and Afghanistan cost more than three trillion 
dollars, not including the cost to Britain and other allies. Still, the war between the Muslim 
world and the United States that Bin Laden sought did not emerge from the rubble of the 
World Trade Center. But, he did achieve wars. Bin Laden partially reached his objectives, and 
he did make it clear to the world that many Muslims are seething with anger and hatred at 
Western interference in Middle East affairs. Bin Laden got the United States to go to war in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, the longest most expensive wars in American history, and he got the 
United States to further destabilize the region, particularly Iraq and Syria where ISIS was 
born. Bin Laden hurt the United States and Americans, and through the wars he provoked, he 
continues the hurt, even though he is now dead. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan continue 
to drain American resources and take American lives.

Nine days after the terrorist attacks, in a joint session of Congress, President George W. 
Bush committed the United States to the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT). He deline-
ated the objectives of the United States: “Our war on terror will not end until every terror-
ist group of global reach has been found, stopped and defeated.” These words, which played 
well with shocked and angry Americans, were poorly chosen: Bush was declaring war not 
on a state, a nation, or even an individual, but on a tactic or practice of war. This grandiose 
objective was well beyond the resources of even the United States. However, most people 
listening understood who the enemy was. Still, such an objective required the support and 
cooperation of much of the world, its peoples, governments, and armed forces. It required 
the support of non- traditional allies and former enemies. Bush in one moment called upon 
the peoples of the world to unite behind this great cause, and in the next threatened them 
with an ultimatum: “This is not, however, just America’s fight, and what is at stake is not 
just America’s freedom. This is the world’s fight. This is civilization’s fight. This is the fight 
of all who believe in progress and pluralism, tolerance and freedom.” These were positive 
and inclusive words. But then Bush added: “Every nation, in every region, now has a deci-
sion to make. Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorist. From this day forward, 
any nation that continues to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by the United 
States as a hostile regime.”19 Bush divided the world. He made it black and white, good or 
evil. Either a nation- state was “with us,” or it was a “hostile regime.” The UN either sup-
ported the United States or was irrelevant. Wars were either won or lost. Congressmen and 
women were either patriotic or unpatriotic. While such simplistic formulations are easy 
to explain to the American people and create a tough- guy image that appeals to certain 
clusters of Americans, the world was and is considerably more complex. The order Bush 
tried to impose on the world simply did not exist, and caused friction with allies, alienated 
potential friends, and stirred anger that motivated some to fight. He totally failed to appeal 
to the people in the “grey areas.” He believed they were unnecessary and irrelevant. He 
was wrong.

Bush did not call upon the American people. He did not ask them to serve. He did not 
seek to reinstitute the draft. He did not ask Americans to buy war bonds or plant a “victory 

 

 

 



386 The New American Practice of War

386

garden.” In fact, he made no demands on the American people. What he asked them to do was 
to continue to act in their own self- interest. He stated:

Americans are asking: What is expected of us? I ask you to live your lives, and hug your 
children. I know many citizens have fears tonight, and I ask you to be calm and resolute, 
even in the face of a continuing threat. … I ask your continued participation and con-
fidence in the American economy. Terrorist attacked a symbol of American prosperity. 
They did not touch its source.

Bush believed his global war on terrorism could be fought without sacrifices from the 
American people. He gave the American people tax cuts and told them to go shopping, to 
continue to consume, to participate in the economy. Years later, fighting two of the longest 
wars in American history, the US Army and Marine Corps were overextended and exhausted. 
Soldiers and Marines were serving multiple tours in combat, and still there were insufficient 
forces to properly execute the joint counterinsurgency doctrine. Real allies were few. In the 
face of an unprecedented national crisis, Bush confirmed this relatively new American prac-
tice of war: war without the people. He placed the entire burden of two long wars on fewer than 
1 percent of the population. Selfless service to the nation was required of only the military. To 
soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines Bush stated: “And tonight, a few miles from the damaged 
Pentagon, I have a message for our military: Be ready. I’ve called the armed forces to alert, and 
there is a reason. The hour is coming when America will act, and you will make us proud.”

Bush’s words and actions confirmed that the Clausewitzian tenet of the “trinity of war”— 
the people, the government, and the armed forces— no longer functioned in the United States. 
While the vast majority of Americans did nothing, the men and women of the US armed 
forces, particularly the Army and Marine Corps, were experiencing and suffering from post- 
traumatic stress disorder on a scale and depth never before witnessed in the United States.20 
There was no equality of sacrifice. Bush eliminated, and ultimately alienated, two of his greatest 
strategic resources, the American people and the peoples and governments of the world who 
lived in the gray areas, between the black and white worlds he tried to create. The stated 
objectives of the Bush Administration were not the real objectives (this issue is discussed more 
fully in the next chapter). Still, the Administration failed to develop strategy appropriate for 
the situation the United States faced in Afghanistan and later in Iraq. The consequences were 
two long, unintended, very expensive, destabilizing insurgency wars, for which the RMA 
offered no solutions.

The war against terrorism will be won, but not because of the genius of US strategy. It will 
be won because the war initiated by al- Qaeda was unwinnable by them from the start. It will 
be won because Muslim people will reject the vision of life offered by al- Qaeda and other 
Islamic Fundamentalists who have hijacked the Islamic religion. An ideology or an interpret-
ation of a religion that moves too far from what human beings want and need will ultim-
ately fail. A system of belief that eliminates half the population, women, from participating 
in the social and political life of the community, that diminishes women, that practices wars 
that kill fellow Muslims, that alienates and seeks the destruction of other ethnic and religious 
groups, that destroys mosques, churches, and other cultural inheritance, that consistently dem-
onstrates brutality and inhumanity, is ultimately, destined to fail. The greatest strength of the 
United States is not in its armed forces or its government. It is in the demonstrative super-
iority of the American systems, the American way of life, to produce wealth and prosperity 
for the greatest number of people. American cultural norms, political and economic systems 
are weapons of inestimable value in the war on terrorism. Americans export culture. Through 
the Internet, social media, twenty- four- hour news cycle, and the cell phone, exports have  
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increased significantly. While there are those who are angry and hate the United States, the 
state, for historical and religious reasons, for its political and military policies, for continued 
support of Israel, and for its unequal treatment of peoples in the Middle East, there are others 
who want what Americans, as a nation, have, that is, security, good home and school, safe places 
of work, equality of opportunity, and a quality of life that every parent on Earth would want 
for his or her child. The war on Islamic terrorism continues, but its outcome is inevitable.

Bush’s Global War on Terrorism Strategy and Preemptive War Doctrine21

On 17 September 2002 the Bush Administration published the new National Security 
Strategy of the United States. This NSC document was a prescription for preventive and pre-
emptive war. It stated:

The gravest danger our Nation faces lies at the crossroads of radicalism and technology. 
Our enemies have openly declared that they are seeking weapons of mass destruction, 
and evidence indicates that they are doing so with determination. The United States will 
not allow these efforts to succeed. We will build defense against ballistic missiles and other 
means of delivery. We will cooperate with other nations to deny, contain, and curtail our 
enemies’ efforts to acquire dangerous technologies. And, as a matter of common sense and 
self- defense, America will act against such emerging threats before any fully formed. We 
cannot defend America and our friends by hoping for the best. So we must be prepared 
to defeat our enemies’ plans, using the best intelligence and proceeding with deliberation. 
History will judge harshly those who saw this coming danger but failed to act. In the new 
world we have entered, the only path is the path of action.22

This thesis for preemptive war became known as the “Bush Doctrine.” Under the heading 
“Prevent Our Enemies from Threatening Us, Our Allies, and Our Friends with Weapons of 
Mass Destruction,” it, in part, stated:

We must be prepared to stop rogue states and their terrorist clients before they are able 
to threaten or use weapons of mass destruction. … Given the goals of rogue states and 
terrorist, the United States can no longer solely rely on a reactive posture as we have in 
the past. The inability to deter a potential attacker, the immediacy of today’s threats, and 
the magnitude of potential harm that could be caused by our adversaries’ choice of weap-
ons do not permit that option. We cannot let our enemies strike first. … The greater the 
threat, the greater is the risk of inaction— and the more compelling the case for taking 
anticipatory action to defend ourselves, even if uncertainty remains as to the time and 
place of the enemy’s attack. To forestall or prevent such hostile acts by our adversaries, the 
United States will, if necessary, act preemptively.23

Iraq was considered a “rogue state,” and the Bush Administration was making the argument 
for war to remove Saddam Hussein. Douglas Feith, Rumsfeld’s Under Secretary of Defense for 
Policy, delineated the principles underlying the new policies, decisions, and actions of the Bush 
Administration. He wrote: “The Bush Administration’s response to 9/ 11 was different from that 
of any previous US administration to a terrorist attack. It was based on five major thoughts:”

First, the foremost purpose of the U.S.  response to the attack was not punishment or 
retaliation, but preventing the next attack— a point that argued for quick action to disrupt 
ongoing terrorist plans.
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Second, we were at war with a global terrorist network of Islamist extremist groups, includ-
ing state and nonstate sponsors— and the next attack might come not from al Qaida but from 
some other part of the movement. Our strategy has to target both those groups themselves 
and their key sources of actual and potential support— operational, logistic, financial, and 
ideological.

Third, our attacks were bent not on political theater but on mass destruction. This high-
lighted the possibility that terrorist might obtain chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons to 
maximize the death toll.

Fourth, a series of 9/ 11- type terrorist attacks on the United States could change the nature 
of our country. Our national security policy extends beyond simply protecting people or ter-
ritory. It includes securing our constitutional system, our civil liberties, and the open nature of 
our society— “our way of life,” as President Bush expressed it.

This war aim brought us to the fifth strategic thought:  In order to counter this 
threat successfully, we could not rely on a defensive strategy alone. The United States 
has so many rich targets that it would demand extraordinary measures to secure them 
individually— and the effort to do so would endanger our free and open society. These 
considerations necessitated a strategy of initiative and offense— of disrupting the terrorist 
network abroad.24

Under this doctrine Bush promised unilateral military actions, to strike enemies before 
they could attack the United States. Preemptive war doctrine was not necessary in order 
to go after al- Qaeda and other terrorist organizations. They were criminal organizations, 
and could be legally hunted, arrested and/ or killed. The problem was gaining access to the 
terrorist who was hidden in sovereign, foreign states. Bush and his most senior advisors 
believed that the United States could legitimately act without the support of the United 
Nations, and without a resolution of support from Congress. They believed the power of 
the President in matters related to national security was almost absolute. They employed 
the CIA, for example, in a “rendition program” to kidnap suspect terrorist in foreign coun-
tries, interrogate them in a third country, using “enhance interrogation” techniques, which 
some considered to be a form of torture, and, sometimes, to imprison them offshore, at the 
Guantanamo Bay Detainment Camp at the US Naval Base in Cuba, where the laws of the 
United States had no power.25 President Bush’s Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld in 
support of the doctrine of preemptive war wrote:

In the twenty- first century, the idea that countries could be left alone unless and until 
they actually launched an aggressive war had to have exceptions. The lethality of mod-
ern weapons and the stated intent of terrorist to use them made it difficult to sustain that 
traditional view. Regimes with records of aggression and dishonesty, and which had or 
were working toward WMD capabilities, could inflict far more massive damage than ever 
before. And Iranian nuclear strike on the small state of Israel, for example, could destroy so 
much of the nation that Israel might be unable to survive as a viable state. Could a respon-
sible Israeli prime minister allow that to occur by waiting until after a nuclear missile was 
launched? Nuclear or biological material covertly passed to a terrorist organization could 
be detonated or released in one or more cities, killing millions, bringing our economy to a 
halt, and effectively suspending our country’s cherished civil liberties. Could an American 
president sit back, wait, and take that risk?26

This thinking was a function of the abundance of military power, weak and rogue state 
opponents, the environment of uncertainty created by the terrorist attack on 9/ 11, and a sense 
of righteousness that caused some to disregard precedence, traditions, and laws governing 
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the behavior of states. Thomas Schelling in his book, The Diplomacy of Violence, wrote: “With 
enough military force a country may not need to bargain. Some things a country wants it 
can take, and some things it has it can keep, by sheer strength, skill, and ingenuity.” Schelling 
concluded: “Forcibly a country can repel and expel, penetrate and occupy, seize, extermin-
ate, disarm and disable, confine, deny access, and directly frustrate intrusion or attack. It can, 
that is, if it has enough strength.”27 The underlying belief of the Bush Administration was that 
American military power was so great that it could dictate the course and conduct of the 
Global War on Terrorism. The Bush Doctrine emphasized the unique status of the United 
States:

The United States possesses unprecedented— and unequaled— strength and influence in 
the world. Sustained by faith in the principles of liberty, and the value of a free society, this 
position comes with unparalleled responsibilities, and opportunity. The great strength of 
this nation must be used to promote a balance of power that favors freedom.

Many Americans had a visceral reaction to the concept of preventive war. They associ-
ated it with the Germans and the two world wars. They associated it with wars of aggres-
sion. During the 1950s in the early days of the Cold War the concept of preventive war 
was discussed intensely and each time it was rejected. In the first decade of the nuclear 
age, the United States had a clear superiority over the Soviet Union in nuclear technol-
ogy and weapons. To prevent some future nuclear holocaust some argued that the United 
States should go to war before nuclear parity was reached. This concept of war was rejected 
again and again. Bernard Brodie in his book, Strategy in the Missile Age, first published in 
1959, wrote: “the people of the United States have obviously made a decision, with little 
overt debate but quite remarkable unanimity, against any form of preventive war. The lack 
of active consideration of the matter confirms only the preordained nature of the decision, 
which accords profoundly with our national psychology and system of values.”28 Michael 
Walzer, in his study Just and Unjust War, wrote:

A preventive war is a war fought to maintain the balance, to stop what is thought 
to  be  an even distribution of power from shifting into a relation of dominance and 
inferiority. … Preventive war presupposes some standard against which danger is to be 
measured. That standard does not exist, as it were, on the ground; it has nothing to do 
with the immediate security of boundaries. It exists in the mind’s eye, in the idea of a 
balance of power.29

Many Americans came to the conclusion that preventive war was un- American and 
unacceptable.

Preemptive war thinking was very different. When a threat was imminent a state could act 
preemptively to stop the attack or to create a more favorable military situation. In other words, 
a state could initiate war and still be on the defensive. This was acceptable to Americans. In 
a speech in Cincinnati on 7 October 2002, Bush made it clear he was thinking of preventive 
war, not preemptive war: “If we know Saddam Hussein has dangerous weapons today, and we 
do, does it make any sense for the world to wait to confront him as he grows stronger and 
develops even more dangerous weapons.”30 No attack from Iraq was imminent, but Bush did 
not believe this was a realistic requirement for war in the age of terrorism and the prolifer-
ation of WMDs.31

There were voices that argued against the Bush Doctrine.32 Arthur Schlesinger Jr., a former 
advisor to President Kennedy, observed that: “One of the astonishing events of recent months 
is the presentation of preventive war as a legitimate and moral instrument of US foreign 
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policy …. During the Cold War, advocates of preventive war were dismissed as a crowd of 
loonies.” Jeffrey Record wrote:

Pursuit of the neo- conservative agenda of permanent American primacy via perpet-
ual military supremacy, and, as a matter of doctrine, an aggressive willingness to use 
force preemptively, even preventively, to dispatch threatening regimes and promote the 
spread of American political and economic institutions, invites perpetual isolation and 
enmity.33

Since 9/ 11 the United States has been perpetually at war. Brent Scowcroft, the senior Bush’s 
national security advisor, who had argued against going into Baghdad and regime change in 
the first Persian Gulf War, was one of the most noted dissenters:

Part of the Bush administration believes that as a superpower we must take advantage of 
this opportunity to change the world for the better, and we don’t need to go out of our 
way to accommodate alliances, partnerships, or friends in the process, because that would 
be too constraining. [But relying almost solely on ad hoc] coalitions of the willing is fun-
damentally, fatally flawed. As we’ve seen in the debate about Iraq, it’s already given us an 
image of arrogance and unilateralism, and we’re paying a very high price for that image. 
If we get to the point where everyone secretly hopes the United States gets a black eye 
because we’re so obnoxious, then we’ll be totally hamstrung in the war on terror. We’ll be 
like Gulliver with the Lilliputians.34

Offensive warfare and first strikes against a state that was growing militarily stronger was 
considered a war of aggression; and hence, un- American. However, in the post- 9/ 11 envir-
onment Americans were more willing to accept un- American doctrines and policies. The 
Bush Doctrine of “preemptive war” signaled to the world his intent to go to war. At the same 
time, within the Administration, it foreclosed discussions on the use of other forms of power 
and other forms of strategies. Jeffrey Record noted, “The Bush Doctrine rightly focuses on 
the principle of regime change as the most effective means of defeating threats posed by 
rogue and terrorist- hosting weak states, but actual regime change can entail considerable, even 
unacceptable, military and political risks, depending upon local, regional, and international 
circumstances.” He further noted that: “The Bush Doctrine correctly dismisses the effective-
ness of deterrence against suicidal terrorist organizations, but it may be mistaken in dismissing 
its effectiveness against rogue states.”35 By prematurely foreclosing the discussion on options, 
Bush eliminated potential solutions short of war. Prior to the Bush’s publication of his strategy, 
the world learned of his intent to invade Iraq. Arab states immediately responded. On Tuesday 
25 September 2001, the Dallas Morning News reported:

Arab leaders warned Washington repeatedly over the past week that their governments 
would consider withdrawing from a U.S. coalition to fight terrorism if Iraq is attacked. … 
“If Iraq is hit, it would really raise the street,” Ali Abul Raghebo, Jordan’s prime minister, 
warned in an interview. “If Iraq is hit for this reason, it might affect the level of cooper-
ation of the Arab countries within the coalition.”

He and other Arab leaders say no hard evidence has surfaced publicly linking the Iraqi gov-
ernment to the Sept. 11 attacks. Many Arab governments have expressed nervousness about 
the popular reaction to any attack on Iraq, saying it would be viewed not as an attempt to halt 
terrorism but rather to exact revenge and settle old scores from the 1991 Persian Gulf War.

“What we want is justice not revenge,” said the Saudi Arabian foreign minister, Prince 
Saud al- Faisal, following a round of meetings in Washington last week. Arab League 
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Secretary- General Amer Musa was more blunt. “Clearly we would never accept a strike 
against an Arab country, no matter what the circumstances,” he told reporters.36

Arab leaders and states that lived in the gray areas, unseen by the Bush Administration, 
were ignored. Potential, silent allies became neutral observers at best and secret supporters 
of the terrorists at worse. Bush thus made the task of the armed forces considerably more 
difficult by alienating important, potential allies, whose people secretly supported terrorist 
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. Pakistan is a case in point. While the United States pro-
vided the government of Pakistan billions of dollars to fight the war on terrorism, US actions 
alienated the people of Pakistani, some of whom hid Osama Bin Laden and other terrorists. 
These are complex relations and many factors influence the behaviors of governments and 
people. However, the words, actions, and policies of the Bush Administration diminished sup-
port for the United States in important regions of the world. US forces were pushed to the 
limits of endurance by the two long wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. It might have been other-
wise. Schelling thesis addressed only one type of power, destructive military power. There are 
many types of power that influence the outcome of war, and the achievement of political 
objectives. The preponderance of American destructive military power obscured the need for 
the Bush Administration to more fully employ other types of power. The war on terrorism 
required more construction than destruction. It took years for the American people to finally 
understand this.

* * * * *

Leadership matters. The strategy and policies of the Bush Administration for the conduct 
of the war in Afghanistan and Iraq failed, destabilizing the region, creating new enemies, 
new conflicts, and more tragedies and human suffering. The following is a brief assessment 
of Bush’s leadership. It is impossible to get inside the head of a president to determine 
and assess his thinking; however, we can assess his actions and words, and we can consider 
what others, friends, advisors, journalist, opponents, and historians say about him. In 2010, 
Bush published his book, Decision Point, to explain why he made this decision.37 We also 
now have available the books, the personal accounts, of Bush’s most senior advisor. In 2011, 
Bush’s Vice President, Dick Cheney, published his book, In My Time, to give his side of the 
story.38 The President and Vice President did not agree on all aspects of their tenure in the 
White House. In 2011, former Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld published his memoir, 
Known and Unknown. Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, CIA Director George Tenet and 
Secretary of Defense, Robert Gates, have also published their memoirs.39 In addition, Bob 
Woodward, who had direct access to the President, wrote a four- volume history of the Bush 
Administration.40 Finally, there are large numbers of excellent works on Bush, Cheney, and 
their wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

President George W. Bush is the son of President George H. W. Bush. And, there is no 
doubt that the successful political career of George W. Bush is in large part a function of the 
life of his father. The son lived in the shadow of the father.41 The son selected senior cabinet 
leaders who had served his father. They guaranteed his success, under normal circumstances. 
Bush’s method of leadership was to select senior, proven leaders for top cabinet posts and vice 
president— men and women whose conservative ideology reflected his own views. He then 
delegated substantial authority to them.42 On major issues these men and women presented 
ideas and solutions to Bush, and he made decisions based on his gut feelings and ideological 
beliefs. However, certain members of the Bush Administration exerted considerably more 
power than others. Dick Cheney was considered by many the most powerful Vice President 
in US history.43 Cheney deserves considerable credit for the unnecessary war in Iraq, and the 
deeply flawed strategy and doctrine employed.
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President Bill Clinton influenced Bush and Cheney. They were, in part, motivated by 
their perceptions of the failings of the Clinton Administration, which they considered weak, 
immoral, and ineffective. Bush and Cheney held considerable contempt for the behavior of 
the Clinton Administration, believing that it was, at least in part, responsible for the 9/ 11 
attacks on the United States. Bush believed that had Clinton responded to the threats of ter-
rorism more vigorously and with greater force and determination, the attack of 9/ 11 could 
have been prevented. He told Bob Woodward: “The antiseptic notion of launching a cruise 
missile into some guy’s, you know, tent, really is a joke”44 In Decision Point, Bush wrote:

After al Qaeda killed nearly three thousand people in the United States, it was clear the 
terrorists had interpreted our lack of a serious response as a sign of weakness and an invi-
tation to attempt more brazen attacks. Al Qaeda messages frequently cited our withdraw-
als as evidence that Americans were, in the words of bin Laden, “paper tigers” who could 
be forced to “run in less than twenty- four hours.” After 9/ 11, I was determined to change 
that impression. I decided to employ the most aggressive of the three options General 
Shelton had laid out. … This time we would put boots on the ground.45

Bush further stated to Woodward that, “I do believe there is the image of America out 
there that we are so materialistic, that we’re almost hedonistic, that we don’t have values, and 
that when struck, we wouldn’t fight back. It was clear that Bin Laden felt emboldened and 
didn’t feel threatened by the United States.”46 9/ 11, however, happened on his watch. Bush 
and Cheney determined that whatever it takes it will not happen again. In his State of the 
Union address on 28 January 2003 Bush stated that: “The British government has learned that 
Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities of uranium from Africa.” When these 
words were spoken they were known to be false demonstrating the extent to which he was 
willing to go to get the war he wanted against Iraq.47 An assessment of Bush leadership pub-
lished in U.S. News and World Report concluded:

At the heart of the new debate is a central fact of Bush’s leadership: His philosophy of 
governing is as audacious as that of any president in the past half century. Following the 
formula of Ronald Reagan, Bush is governing in bold strokes of primary colors, not pas-
tels. It is not a programmatic approach but— especially on national security issues— a way 
of thinking that is both fresh and risky. Bush’s vision of the future is double edged, calling 
for strong conservatism at home and positing a far- reaching struggle abroad against forces 
he calls “the evildoers” of terrorism. What unsettles much of official Washington, however, 
is that this is essentially a gambler’s philosophy. Bush has put down all his chips and is let-
ting his presidency ride on the outcome, take it or leave it.48

A student of Bush’s political career reflecting on the President’s words that “I feel no sense 
of the so- called heavy burden of the office,” wrote, “There it is: A one- sentence character 
sketch.” He continued:

Other presidents have agonized over hard choices— think of Lyndon Johnson in the 
early days of Vietnam, wanting to get out yet knowing that he couldn’t— but not Bush. 
“The best thing he does is make decisions,” his longtime political guru, Karl Rove, told 
me during the gubernatorial years. Rove went on to say that it was more important for a 
leader to make a decision and stick by it than that the decision be absolutely right. Bush 
is comfortable with the burdens of the office because he doesn’t feel them the way others 
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do:  He never looks back, never second- guesses himself, never shows weakness, never 
admits a mistake, never reverses course.49

White House Chief of Staff Andy Card observed that: “He [Bush] believes that leadership 
carries with it an obligation to think big and act big. And he does think big, and he’s going 
to act big. … He has spread freedom to lands that no one thought would be able to enjoy it 
four years ago— in Afghanistan … and the seeds of it have been sown in Iraq.”50 By the end 
of 2003 many Americans, who had accepted Bush’s “truth,” were beginning to recognize that 
there was another, more accurate and balanced, truth. When no weapons of mass destruction 
were found in Iraq, many Americans concluded the President had lied about the primary 
cause of the war, and that the war had been unnecessary. On 21 July 2003 the cover of Time 
read “Untruth and Consequence: How Flawed was the Case for Going to War against Iraq,” 
the 3 November 2003 the cover of Newsweek read, “Bush’s $87 Billion Mess: Waste, Chaos, and 
Cronyism, the Real Cost of Rebuilding Iraq,” and the 25 September 2005 cover of Time read, 
“Iraq: Is It too Late to Win the War?”51 Yet, there was little public condemnation of the Bush 
Administration. Would this have been the case with a conscripted army? Because the wars 
were not a national effort, because there was no draft, because there were no new taxes to pay 
for the war, and because the news media failed to adequately cover and investigate the war, the 
real costs of the wars were hidden. Bush did think big, but he and his most senior advisers did 
not think in a comprehensive manner. They did not think strategically, and were unwilling to 
listen to those who did; hence, they developed strategies that failed to consider people, Iraqis, 
Afghans, and Americans, and strategies that failed to achieve the objectives. Secretary Gates, 
after retiring, in his memoir wrote:

Our lack of understanding of Afghanistan, its culture, its tribal and ethnic politics, its 
power brokers, and their relationships, was profound. After becoming secretary of defense 
twenty year later, I came to realize that in Afghanistan, as in Iraq, having decided to replace 
the regime, when it came to “with what,” the American government had no idea what 
would follow. We had learned virtually nothing about the place in the twenty years since 
helping defeat the Soviets there.

These experiences— these ghosts— led to my strong conviction … that the idea of cre-
ating a strong, democratic (as we would define it), more or less honest and effective central 
government in Afghanistan, to change the culture, to build the economy and transform 
agriculture, was a fantasy.52

* * * * *

The attacks on 9/ 11 initiated the most significant reorganization of government since the 
establishment of the Department of Defense (DOD) during the Truman Administration 
to fight the Cold War. On 25 November 2002, Congress established the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS), a cabinet- level, executive department of the United States to 
fight the war on terrorism. The primary mission of the DHS is to

prevent terrorist attacks within the United States; reduce the vulnerability of the United 
States to terrorism; minimize the damage, and assist in the recovery, from terrorist attacks 
that do occur within the United States; carry out all functions of entities transferred to the 
Department, including acting as a focal point regarding natural and manmade crises and 
emergency planning … ensure that the overall economic security of the United States is 
not diminished by efforts, activities, and programs aimed at securing the homeland; and 
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monitor connections between illegal drug trafficking and terrorism, coordinate efforts 
to sever such connections, and otherwise contribute to efforts to interdict illegal drug 
trafficking.53

The Bush Administration initially resisted the establishment of a new governmental 
bureaucracy. It went against the philosophy of the Republican Party that smaller govern-
ment was better government. However, the intelligence failure that led to 9/ 11, the lack 
of preparedness of the country to respond effectively to crises and disasters, and the failure 
of the numerous agencies of government to integrate their responses and share informa-
tion convinced Bush to advance this restructuring of government. In June 2002 the White 
House promulgated a document titled, “The Department of Homeland Security.” In the 
Introduction it stated:

The President’s most important job is to protect and defend the American people. Since 
September 11, all levels of government have cooperated like never before to strengthen 
aviation and border security, stockpile more medicine to defend against bioterrorism, 
improve information sharing among our intelligence agencies, and deploy more resources 
and personnel to protect our critical infrastructure.

The changing nature of the threats facing America requires a new government structure 
to protect against invisible enemies that can strike with a wide variety of weapons. Today 
no one single government agency has homeland security as its primary mission. In fact, 
responsibilities for homeland security are dispersed among more than 100 different gov-
ernment organizations. America needs a single, unified homeland security structure that 
will improve protection against today’s threats and be flexible enough to help meet the 
unknown threats of the future.

The President proposes to create a new Department of Homeland Security … by 
largely transforming and realigning the current confusing patchwork of government 
activities into a single department whose primary mission is to protect our homeland.54

The Department of Homeland Security incorporated many existing agencies and functions 
such as: US Customs and Border Protection, US Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 
Federal Emergency Management Agency, US Coast Guard, US Secret Service, and others. It 
became responsible for the new Transportation Security Agency (TSA).55 It became respon-
sible for the coordination of the intelligence and law enforcement agencies including, the 
CIA, NSA, FBI, INS, DEA, DOE, Customs, DOT and other organizations. Finally it became 
responsible for coordination with state and local governments and the private sector. In 2011, 
the Secretary of Homeland Security, Janet Napolitano, described the responsibilities of her 
department:

DHS has a vital mission to secure the nation from the many threats we face. This requires 
the dedication of more than 230,000 employees in jobs that range from aviation and 
border security to emergency response, from cybersecurity analyst to chemical facility 
inspector. Our duties are wide- ranging, but our goal is clear— keeping America safe. 
Our mission gives us five main areas of responsibility: 1. Guarding against Terrorism, 2 
Securing our Borders, 3 Enforcing our Immigration Laws, 4. Improving our Readiness 
for Response to, and Recovery from Disasters, and 5.  Maturing and Unifying the 
Department.56

One responsibility of DHS requires special consideration, information analysis and infra-
structure protection. DHS, according to Bush would:
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fuse and analyze intelligence and other information pertaining to threats to the homeland 
from multiple sources. … The Department would merge under one roof the capability to 
identify and assess current and future threats to the homeland, map those threats against 
our current vulnerabilities, issue timely warnings, and immediately take or effect appro-
priate preventive and protective action.

In order to fuse and analyze intelligence, the Office of Intelligence and Analysis was cre-
ated. However, DHS still required the cooperation and support of the intelligence agencies, 
each with its own culture, history, and unique ways of operating. No edict from on- high was 
going to immediately change the ways the CIA, NSA, FBI, and other agencies operated. What 
was required was a cultural change. To bring this about more legislation was necessary. Bush 
continued: “An important partner with the Department’s intelligence and threat analysis div-
ision will be the newly formed FBI Office of Intelligence. The new FBI and CIA reforms 
will provide critical analysis and information to the new Department.”57 Many believed the 
attacks on 9/ 11 were the function of intelligence failures, and the lack of cooperation and 
information sharing between agencies. The DHS was supposed to fix this problem; however, 
the effectiveness of this reorganization remains to be seen.

The American response to the attacks of 9/ 11 was not too dissimilar from its response to 
the advent of the Cold War. It was to create a new department, give it broad authority through 
the legislative process, give it tens of billions of dollars and hundreds of thousands of per-
sonnel, give it research and development capabilities, and give it aggressive, highly motivated 
leadership.58

The War in Afghanistan: Operation Enduring Freedom, 2001– 2008

On 7 October 2001, the United States commenced Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF- A), 
a joint campaign to destroy the Taliban Regime and kill or capture Osama Bin Laden and his 
al- Qaeda terrorist fighters. On 14 November, the United Nations Security Council passed 
Resolution 1378 supporting US action. It, in part, stated:

Condemning the Taliban for allowing Afghanistan to be used as a base for the export 
of terrorism by the Al- Qaida network and other terrorist groups and for providing safe 
haven to Usama Bin Laden, Al- Qaida and other associated with them, and in this context 
supporting the efforts of the Afghan people to replace the Taliban regime … Expresses its 
strong support for the efforts of the Afghan people to establish a new transitional admin-
istration leading to the formation of a government … [and] Calls on Member States to 
provide … support for such an administration and government.59

Afghanistan is called the “Graveyard of Empires.”60 In February 1989, the Soviet Union 
withdrew its combat forces from Afghanistan (the occupation had started in December 
1979), accepting defeat.61 The British withdrew from the region in the late 1940s, giv-
ing up their colonial rule of India and creating the independent Islamic state of Pakistan. 
Afghanistan’s rugged, mountainous terrain, lack of resources, poverty, drug economy, and 
largely illiterate population make it a difficult country to conquer and occupy. But, the 
larger question is, why would anyone want to conquer and occupy it? To understand the 
value of Afghanistan a map of the political geography of the region is necessary. Afghanistan 
is a landlocked country with a population of 28,513,677. It is a triangular shaped country 
with a geographic area of 252,000 square miles, about the size of Texas. It shares borders 
with Pakistan in the south and east (formerly part of the British Empire); Iran in the west; 
and Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan in the north (formerly part of the Soviet 
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Union). Afghanistan, through much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, was located 
between two great empires, the British and the Russian/ Soviet. As a consequence, it was a 
pawn in “the great game” of Empires.62 Afghanistan is not a nation. It is a state that com-
prises many nations, some of which cross into other states with contiguous borders. The 
people of Afghanistan live in tribal societies. The population is 42 percent Pashtun and 27 
percent Tajik. Hazara, Uzbek, Aimak, Turkmen, Baloch, and others make up the remaining 
population. Three major languages, Pashtu, Dari, and Turkic, and thirty minor languages 
are spoken in Afghanistan. The vast majority of the people, 80 percent, are engaged in agri-
culture. There is little industry. In 2001 Afghanistan was the second poorest state on Earth 
and the second most corrupt. The per capita income was less than $700 (2003 estimate). 
Afghanistan, with 55,000 square miles of arable land, produces wheat, fruit, and nuts; how-
ever, its most lucrative crop is poppy, opium. Afghanistan provides 95 percent of the heroin 
consumed on Earth. The drug trade supported the operations of the government, terrorist 
organizations, and sustains the lives of the people. Afghanistan does not possess the potential 
for growth and development prevalent in Iraq. One observer noted:

A study of Afghanistan’s recent history may help others understand the process involved 
in changing from a tribal society to a nation- state. In 1964 Afghanistan launched a demo-
cratic experiment, and today tries to create a constitutional monarchy within a parlia-
mentary framework. … Created partly as a result of imperialism, but never a colony, 
Afghanistan, like all new states, now tries to build a stable nation, but with an overwhelm-
ing 90– 95% non- literate population, a basically agrarian economy, and a peasant- tribal 

Map 14.2 Afghanistan.
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society with loyalties oriented locally and not nationally. The task of achieving stability 
may not be impossible, but it is certainly challenging.63

These words were written in 1973. For the latter half of the twentieth century the task of 
achieving stability and creating a modern nation- state was in fact impossible. Was it possible 
after 9/ 11? The Bush and Obama Administrations committed enormous resources to trans-
form Afghanistan from a tribal society into a democratic nation- state, but the chances for 
success are not good. In 2017 when President Donald Trump entered office, thousands of US 
forces were still committed to nation building in Afghanistan. The situation was deteriorating 
and Secretary of Defense James Mattis was asked to develop a new strategy.

The Taliban is a Sunni, Pashtun, Islamic fundamentalist movement, organization, and, at 
one time, Afghan government. It was started by Mullah Mohammed Omar, who in 1994, 
leading a small group of fighters, “liberated” several villages in Afghanistan from local war-
lords.64 The success of the Taliban motivated others to join the movement and its ranks. In 
1994 the Taliban captured Kandahar. In 1995 it captured Herat, in 1996 Kabul, in 1998 
Mazar- e- Sharif, and in 1999 Taloqan. By 2000 it controlled 90 percent of the country. This, 
however, did not end the civil war. With the capture of the capital, Kabul, came recognition 
from Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirate.65 They and other Arab nations 
provided the Taliban with weapons and other forms of support. India, Iran, Russia, and 
Central Asian states supported the opposition, the Northern Alliance. David Isby describes 
the Taliban as follows:

The Taliban culture was built on the religious and political experience of the Afghan 
refugee camps, the political and societal frustrations of Pakistan’s Pushtuns facing under-
development in their home districts and exclusion from state power, and Pushtun nation-
alism. It espouses violent anti- modern (especially as it relates to liberalism and globalism), 
anti- US, anti- Western, anti- woman, anti- education, anti- rational … and anti- secular views. 
It embraces all possible (and impossible) conspiracy theories and international jihad as a 
concept.66

There was kinship between the Taliban and al- Qaeda. Both had been educated in the 
madrasahs that taught Islamic, fundamentalist ideology and doctrines. Both had fought and 
suffered under Soviet occupation. The Taliban, acknowledging the support of Osama Bin 
Laden during the war against the Soviet Union, and subsequent financial support, gave al- 
Qaeda sanctuary within its borders.

* * * * *

One student of America’s “New Way of War,” Norman Friedman, described US operations in 
Afghanistan as follows:

The Afghan War was both a test and a demonstration of an emerging new style of warfare, 
called network- centric or described as the outcome of a Revolution in Military Affairs. 
This type of war is characterized by the use of remote sensors, such as those aboard spe-
cialized aircraft, satellites, and UAVs, to allow both a headquarters and subordinate com-
manders to attack targets which the attackers often cannot see directly. The new style of 
warfare emphasizes quick operations to upset an enemy’s timetable and, ideally, to drive 
him to a collective nervous breakdown. One hope is that a relatively few weapons, intelli-
gently employed, can collapse an enemy. Clearly the older- style alternative, to bring mass 
forces and mass weaponry to bear, was impossible in Afghanistan, as least on the timetable 
the U.S government adopted.67
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Freedman concluded that:

In effect, the initial air campaign, which concentrated on vital targets deep in Afghanistan, 
was a test of the pure form of network- centric theory. … It failed. … However, when a 
second element, a substantial force on the ground, was added, the strategy proved bril-
liantly successful. Thus the Northern Alliance coalition troops made victory in much 
Afghanistan possible— when combined with a network- centric strike campaign.68

The initial hopes and optimism for a quick decisive victory were destroyed over time, as the 
war in Afghanistan turned into the longest war in US history. Too many American military 
experts were too quick to declare victory and the success of Network- Centric Warfare and 
the “Rumsfeld Doctrine.” A decade after the initiation of OEF, in 2010, David Isby wrote: 
“In no way are the US and its coalition partners close to achieving the result they want, and 
the potential for everything going up in flames in the face of unforeseen events remains very 
real.”69 The United States and its NATO allies ultimately had to deploy a significant number 
of ground forces in Afghanistan to fight the Taliban insurgency, complete the destruction of 
al- Qaeda, stabilize the country, and build security forces capable of maintaining peace and 
security. In both Afghanistan and Iraq victory was declared prematurely. A decade later, after 
the commitment of hundreds of thousands of soldiers and marines and hundreds of billions of 
dollars, the United States was still engaged in combat operations in both countries.

Rumsfeld gave credit for what became known as the “Rumsfeld Doctrine” to his Deputy 
Secretary Paul Wolfowitz:

Wolfowitz helped conceptualize the global war on terrorism as being broader than just 
Afghanistan. At that Camp David discussion Wolfowitz raised the question of Iraq, but 
Bush wanted to keep the focus on Afghanistan. Wolfowitz also suggested that whenever 
we struck first, our special forces should be a part of the military strategy. … Two weeks 
after 9/ 11, he wrote in a memo that “In addition to using Special Forces to attack targets 
associated with Al Qaida or the Taliban we should consider using those [Special Forces] 
as a kind of armed liaison with anti- Al- Qaida or anti- Taliban elements in Afghanistan”70

The Rumsfeld Doctrine relied heavily on advanced airpower and precision weapons. The 
new element was the reliance on US Special Forces, supported by the CIA, and their ability 
to connect with and lead indigenous ground forces. The indigenous ground forces were the 
enemy of my enemy. The Special Force negotiated agreements, deals, with the indigenous 
forces. They provided them with weapons, training, money, and other forms of assistance. They 
bribed warlords. In essence they hired mercenaries. As a consequence, unlike other allies, there 
was no sense of loyalty, no real commitment to the objective of the United States. The new 
indigenous “allied forces” agreed to continue the fight against their enemy, the Taliban, with 
the assistance, resources, and direction of Special Forces. Special Forces fought alongside of the 
indigenous forces, calling in airpower to disrupt enemy concentration, facilitate the advance, 
and guarantee tactical success. Robin Moore, an observer of US Special Forces in Afghanistan, 
described the mission of the Green Beret as follows:

The mission was quite simple— find the mysterious and elusive Commander Atta, train 
and supply his shoddy forces, lead them against far superior forces, capture a dozen cit-
ies, destroy ten thousand Taliban and al- Qaida terrorists, learn the Dari language in a 
day or two, and then storm the largest, most protected Taliban stronghold in Northwest 
Afghanistan, Mazar- e- Sharif. After they finished all that, they were to establish law and 
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order and rebuild the shattered province. While they were resting or between laying siege 
to cities, they were to guide laser bombs and U.S. aircraft against Taliban armor, vehi-
cles, command posts, and whatever else happened to be in the way. … Their command 
assumed it would take more than six months for partial success in completing their mis-
sion. They did it all in just a few weeks.71

While Moore’s words are meant to be a humorous exaggeration, they are not far from the 
truth. Extraordinary demands were placed on US Special Forces, and they performed with 
extraordinary courage and professionalism in achieving the missions given. However, it was 
impossible for such a small force to do all that was necessary. It was impossible for it to control 
all phases of the operations, collect intelligence, and be present at the right place at the right 
time. This form of warfare required trust that had not been earned.

On 19 September 2001 the first US Special Operations Forces and intelligence force 
entered Afghanistan. Their first tasks were to establish contact and relationships with the 
Northern Alliance (also known as the Afghan United Front) forces, led by generals Abdul 
Dostum and Ustad Atta Mohammad, and determine if they were willing and capable of 
fighting against the Taliban. Sean Naylor observed that, “Once the A- teams got their feet 
on the ground and put their heads together with their chosen G- chiefs [Guerrilla- chiefs], 
the combination of American know- how and airpower with the Northern Alliance muscle 
power proved unstoppable when opposed by the Taliban’s ragtag army.”72 The first battle 
was for the northern city of Mazar- e- Sharif. US airpower directed by Special Forces on the 
ground facilitated the attacks of the Northern Alliance forces. On 10 November Taliban and 
al- Qaeda forces, that had not been killed or captured, gave up the city. On 13 November 
the Northern Alliance captured Kabul without a fight. Less than two weeks later, on 26 
November approximately 5,000 Taliban and al- Qaeda forces surrendered at Kanduz. On 
10 December 2001, the Taliban deserted Kandahar, the last major city they controlled. In 
January Operation Anaconda was initiated, during which significant numbers of Taliban and 
al- Qaeda forces were killed. Surviving enemy forces escaped into the mountainous terrain 
on the borders of Pakistan. However, in the mountainous region of Tora Bora, where Osama 
Bin Laden was believed to be hiding, some American officials and Afghan leaders believed 
he was allowed to escape.73

The objectives of the Northern Alliance and those of other local Pashtun militia recruited 
to fight the Taliban were different from those of the United States. In battles at places such as 
Kandahar and Tora Bora, enemy forces were too frequently able to escape because local militia 
forces were poorly trained and equipped, employed insufficient forces, and lacked the will to 
stop them. In some cases Taliban and al- Qaeda forces were simply released. Having no love 
for Americans, a kinship with their opponents, and centuries of operational methods that did 
not include the complete destruction of the enemy, militias acted pragmatically in their own 
best interests and in the process precluded the United States from achieving significant parts 
of its political objectives, the capture of Osama Bin Laden and the destruction of al- Qaeda. 
Sean Naylor wrote:

The Dagger leaders assumed a portion of the Al Qaida force would fight to the death, 
but only to protect their comrades, including bin Laden and other senior leaders, as they 
tried to escape. This is exactly what happened. The Tora Bora base backed on to the por-
ous Pakistan border, across which lay the Pushtun tribal areas of the Northwest Frontier 
Province, whose inhabitants were sympathetic to the Taliban and largely beyond the con-
trol of the central government in Islamabad. With no U.S. conventional forces to block 
their escape hundreds of Al Qaida fighters slipped into Pakistan.74
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They were later joined by thousands of Taliban fighters. In February 2002, US forces from 
the 10th Mountain and 101st Airborne Divisions deployed to Afghanistan to finish the job; 
however, it was too late. The enemy had dispersed in the border region of Pakistan, and “mis-
sion creep” had expanded the role and responsibilities of US forces. In addition to hunting and 
killing al- Qaeda and Taliban forces, the new missions were to train Afghan Security Forces, 
conduct stability/nation-building operations, and facilitate the formation of a democratic 
government that had the support of the people. This was no small task in a state as primitive 
as Afghanistan that did not control the territory within its borders.

* * * * *

On 20 December 2001 the United Nations Security Council established the International 
Security Assistance Force— Afghanistan (ISAF).75 Its missions were:

in support of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, conducts opera-
tions in Afghanistan to reduce the capability and will of the insurgency, support the 
growth in capacity and capability of the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF), and 
facilitate improvements in governance and socio- economic development, in order to pro-
vide a secure environment for sustainable stability that is observable to the population.76

Under the heading “Security” ISAF forces were to conduct “security and stability opera-
tions throughout the country together with the Afghan National Security Forces and are 
directly involved in the development of the Afghan National Army through mentoring, train-
ing and equipping.” ISAF was administered through the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO). This meant that European nations would share the burden of the war and recon-
struction effort. But not until July 2003 was ISAF “NATO- ized,” marking the first deploy-
ment of ground forces outside of Europe in the history of the alliance. For European nations, 
however, the war was still optional. They could decide what forces to contribute and how 
long they would stay. Forty- seven states ultimately contributed to and participated in the ISAF 
coalition. Lieutenant General John McColl, United Kingdom, was the first ISAF commander. 
Senior military leaders from Canada, France, Turkey, Italy, and Germany also commanded 
ISAF, until 2006, when the United States started to expand its commitment to Afghanistan 
and took command of operations.

On 5 December Hamid Karzai, who had supported the Mujahidin in its decade-long strug-
gle against the Soviet Army, became chairman of the interim administration of Afghanistan. In 
June 2002 Karzai became President of the interim government. And in October 2004 he was 
formally elected President in a nationwide election (in 2009 Karzai was reelected President; 
however, charges of corruption diminished his legitimacy with the Afghan people and allied 
nations). Elections did not mean the end of the civil war or that the people considered them-
selves citizens. The Taliban and al- Qaeda survived in the tribal areas of Pakistan, which shared a 
porous 1,400- mile- long border with southern Afghanistan. The Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA) consists of seven tribal agencies in northwest Pakistan. Five million people, pri-
marily Pashtun, lived in these tribal areas, which were only loosely controlled by the Pakistani 
government.77 The Pashtun were a nation that straddled two states. In March 2002 the New 
York Times reported that: “One tribal leader, wagging his finger for emphasis, said that tri-
bal elders saw America as the enemy and that his people would sacrifice their lives to keep 
American soldiers off their land.” And, “A more moderate leader, a well- educated man, said 
more calmly that no foreigner may go into the tribal areas without permission. That warning 
must be taken seriously; ages ago Alexander the Great was turned back, and for the last 53 
years, until December, no soldiers, not even Pakistanis, were allowed in.”78
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Some states have separate nations within their borders that they do not and cannot gov-
ern. Such was the case in Pakistan. Access to the region where the Taliban and al- Qaeda hide 
was a major problem for the Pakistan and the United States. This problem caused enormous 
friction between the two governments and violence in Pakistan. Imtiaz Gul in his book, The 
Most Dangerous Place: Pakistan’s Lawless Frontier, wrote: “The battle between the U.S.- led coali-
tion forces and the radical militants inspired by Al Qaeda seems to have put Pakistan on fire. 
Statistics of the spiral of violence are mind- boggling. In 2009, militants staged almost ninety 
suicide attacks and carried out another five hundred bombings and ambushes, killing over 
three thousand people.”79 The government of Pakistan was divided and had to walk a fine line 
between the demands of the United States, which provided it with more than $2 billion in 
military and economic aid annually, and the opinions and attitudes of Pakistani people, which 
was, for the most part, hostile to the United States. Bob Woodward noted that:

In the earlier briefing, [Mike] McConnell [Bush’s director of national intelligence] had 
laid out the problem in dealing with Pakistan. It was a dishonest partner of the U.S. in 
the Afghanistan War. “They’re living a lie,” McConnell had said. In exchange for reim-
bursements of about $2 billion a year from the U.S., Pakistan’s powerful military and it 
spy agency, Inter- Service Intelligence (ISI), helped the U.S. while giving clandestine aid, 
weapons and money to the Afghan Taliban. They had an “office of hedging your bets,” 
McConnell said.80

The United States needed Pakistan’s support for multiple reasons. Land access to Afghanistan 
required vehicular movement through Pakistan. The United States had to pay for this access; 
hence, it could not allow this relationship to deteriorate. One of the consequences of Pakistan’s 
duplicity was the employment of armed UAV and other sensor technologies to find terror-
ists, and precision missile strikes to attack and kill them (primarily Predators and Reapers 
drones armed with AGM- 114 Hellfire missiles). This tactic required no physical presence in 
the country. One source noted that:

In 2007, hunter- killer drones were performing 21 combat air patrols at any one time, by 
the end of 2009 they were flying 38, and in 2011 they increased to about 54 ongoing 
patrols. … According to one estimate, by March 2011 as least 33 Al Qaeda and Taliban 
leaders (high value targets) had been killed by the drones and from 1,100 to 1,800 insur-
gent fighters had been killed as well.81

Human intelligence from sources within Pakistan facilitated UAV operations. These meth-
ods, however, increased political friction between the United States and Pakistan because 
they violated the sovereignty of the state, and too frequently killed innocent civilians. David 
Kilcullen, a counterinsurgency expert, testifying before the House Armed Service Committee, 
in April 2009 stated:

Since 2006, we’ve killed 14 senior Al- Qaeda leader using drone strikes; in the same period, 
we’ve killed 700 Pakistani civilians. … The drone strikes are highly unpopular. … And, 
they’ve given rise to a feeling of anger that coalesces the population around the extrem-
ists …. The current path that we are on is leading us to loss of Pakistani government con-
trol over its own population.82

Pakistani anger at US methods hurt US efforts to gain the support required to collect the 
quality of human intelligence necessary to find and capture al- Qaeda and Taliban leaders 
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and forces.83 Money, however, was a motivator. The commitment of billions of dollars annu-
ally brought something. But, was it enough? The Pakistani governments, while allowing 
American forces to use its port and roads to access Afghanistan, feared its own people, the 
military, and the nations within. Pakistan was also uncertain about the quality of America’s 
commitment. They feared that the United States would eventually abandon Pakistan, as it 
abandoned Afghanistan after the war with the Soviet Union.84 This was not an unreasonable 
assessment. However, Pakistan is a nuclear power. It is known to possess about 100 nuclear 
weapons. The stability and security of Pakistan and its nuclear weapons are of major concern 
to the United States.

After its initial defeat, the Taliban and al- Qaeda retreated into Pakistan, where it reorganized, 
refitted, recruited, and then returned to the fight in Afghanistan. The Taliban survives in bor-
der regions of the two countries and governments. It also survives between Islamic extremist 
and the more moderate, secular elements in Pashtun society. The political and military revival 
of the Taliban was, in part, due to the assistance and acquiescence of the members of the 
Pakistani government. Members of Pakistan’s military and intelligence services have a history 
of working with the Taliban that predates 9/ 11. The lines of communication, well- established 
friendships, shared ideological and religious beliefs, and networks of supply have been in oper-
ation for decades. With the number of forces the United States and NATO deployed to the 
region, it was not possible to control the border regions and destroy these relationships and 
networks, which assure the survival of the Taliban.

In 2003 the war in Afghanistan took a backseat to the war in Iraq. The vast majority of the 
White House and Pentagon’s attention and resources were focused on the war in Iraq, which 
after the initial successes continued to deteriorate into chaos until 2006. The inability of the 
government of Afghanistan to enforce the laws, to secure the people, and widespread corrup-
tion diminished the legitimacy of Karzai government. By 2006 the Taliban had reorganized 
and were on the offensive, and they had a new strategy:

By 2006 there were clear signs that the Taliban were becoming an integral part of a wider 
supra- national jihadist movement, to a much greater extent than the “older Taliban” 
ever were. They increasingly appeared to believe that the decisive factor in winning the 
war would not be Western public opinion … but the support of their Muslim breth-
ren. If this is true, some apparent irrationality in the Taliban strategy and goals could be 
explained: their priority would be to mobilize Muslim opinion worldwide as a source of 
funding, moral support, and volunteer. … Ultimately the belief is that victory will come 
with the overstretching of the enemy through the creation of “one, ten, a hundred Iraqs,” 
rather than with country- specific strategies.85

Given the geographic, political, cultural, ethnic, and economic situation in the region, the 
United States and its allies never had the wherewithal to complete the destruction of the 
enemy. However, by turning its attention away from Afghanistan, and focusing on Iraq the 
Bush Administration diminished its ability to conduct nation- building operations and stabilize 
Afghanistan. One observer concluded:

Four major, interconnected problem threaten the stability of the country: a strong resur-
gence of the Taliban, a substantial increase in violence, an alarming growth in opium 
production, and a demoralized population with little faith that their quality of life will 
improve and serious misgivings about the conduct of the Afghan Government and NATO 
forces. At the same time, the United States had decreased its contribution for reconstruc-
tion and stabilization (R&S). … Over the course of the War of Terrorism, R&S funding 
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for Afghanistan has been minimal. … This “bare bones” spending policy is one of the fac-
tors threatening the stability of Afghanistan.86

It was not just “bare bones spending,” it was also the way money was spent, much of it 
wasted, misdirected, and given to contractors. The Karzai government sought some form of 
accommodation with the Taliban; however, this objective was never achieved. The Pakistan 
government continues to walk a fine line between its ally the United States and anger of its 
people at the United States for its numerous violations of its sovereignty.

Osama Bin Laden failed, but the operations he directed caused enormous harm to the 
people of the United States. The attacks of 9/ 11 were designed to ignite a movement through-
out the Middle East. Through war he and his followers sought to do the following: separate 
the United States from its traditional allies; get the US government to overcommit its armed 
forces draining its strength; cause the United States to expend billions of dollars, ruining its 
economy; and sow seeds of discontent in the United States, separating the American people 
from their government (the Vietnam model). He planned to destroy the will of the American 
people to continue wars. Bin Laden also sought to demonstrate to the world the ineffective-
ness of US forces, technologies, and intelligence agencies. He wanted US forces to over- react, 
destroying their legitimacy in foreign lands and alienating them from potential allies, host 
governments, and other sources of support. Through war he sought to recruit new mem-
bers and sources of funding; elevate the morale of current fighters; and gain momentum in 
influencing world opinions. Without doubt, the terrorist attack on 9/ 11 achieved much, but 
ultimately it failed. It stretched American resources, but not to the breaking point. It did not 
sever the many relationships that unify Western democracies. And, it did not cause the United 
States to give up in the Middle East. Most important, it did not inspire millions of Muslims to  

Figure 14.1 President Barack Obama at West Point.
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join the fight against the United States. The ideology espoused by al- Qaeda and the Taliban 
is incapable of producing a better quality of life for Muslims. At some level the peoples of the 
Middle East know this. The same is true for ISIS.

Obama’s War in Afghanistan: Operation Enduring Freedom, 2008– 2016

In 2008, Senator Barack Obama, in his “Plan for Ending the War in Iraq,” under the heading 
“Resurgent Al Qaeda in Afghanistan,” stated:

The decision to invade Iraq diverted resources from the war in Afghanistan, making it 
harder for us to kill and capture Osama Bin Laden and others involved in the 9/ 11 
attacks. Nearly seven years later, the Taliban has reemerged in southern Afghanistan while 
Al Qaeda used the space provided by the Iraq war to regroup, train and plan for another 
attack on the United States. 2007 was the most violent year in Afghanistan since the inva-
sion in 2001. The scale of our deployments in Iraq continues to set back our ability to 
finish the fight in Afghanistan, producing unacceptable strategic risks.87

Few would disagree with this assessment. When President Obama assumed office, the 
situation in Afghanistan was deteriorating. The war in Iraq had consumed the time, energy, 
and resources of the Bush Administration and the American people. The United States 
had just over 32,000 soldiers and marines fighting in Afghanistan, and 160,000 fighting 
in Iraq. NATO allies had contributed an additional 40,000 troops in Afghanistan. Still, 
the Army and Marine Corps were too small to do all that was required in both wars. The 
Obama Administration came into office with a plan to change this, to refocus resources 
on Afghanistan, and to draw- down US forces from Iraq. Obama immediately initiated a 
review of strategy, and the deployment of an additional 12,000 combat troops to reinforce 
Afghanistan. To implement his new strategy for Afghanistan, the President needed a new 
leadership team.

* * * * *

Obama retained Bush’s Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates.88 Karl Eikenberry, a retired gen-
eral, was appointed US Ambassador to Kabul, and in June 2009, General Stanley McChrystal 
took command of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) from General David 
D. McKiernan.89 McKiernan had spoken loudly about the resurgence of the Taliban and 
called for four additional brigade combat teams and an additional aviation brigade. His assess-
ment of the situation in Afghanistan seemed to be in line with that of the new President. 
Nevertheless, he was dismissed. Secretary of Defense Gates simply noted that he wanted “fresh 
eyes.” McChrystal had worked closely with the new CENTCOM commander General David 
Petraeus. And Obama was trying to form the most effective leadership team possible. Bush’s 
team, who successfully implemented “the Surge” strategy in Iraq, seemed to be a good place to 
start. Obama’s change of leadership also indicated a change in focus and signaled a new, more 
aggressive strategy in Afghanistan.

On 30 August 2009, General McChrystal published his first “Commander’s Initial 
Assessment” in which he concluded:

Important progress has been made, yet many indicators suggest the overall situation is 
deteriorating despite considerable efforts by ISAF. The threat has grown steadily. … The 
entire culture— how ISAF understands the environment and defines the fight, how it 
interacts with the Afghan people and government, and how it operates both on the 
ground and within the coalition— must change profoundly.90
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McChrystal believed that “ISAF’s center of gravity was the people.” He delineated a new 
strategy, and called for additional resources. He believed that he needed an additional 40,000 
troops to stabilize the situation and achieve NATO political objectives. McChrystal cautioned 
the President that: “Failure to provide adequate resources also risks a longer conflict, greater 
casualties, higher overall costs, and ultimately, a critical loss of political support. Any of these 
risks, in turn, are likely to result in mission failure.”91 On 1 December 2009, after much 
public discussion, Obama announced that McChrystal would receive what was needed, an 
Afghanistan Surge of 30,000 troops. At the United States Military Academy at West Point, 
Obama told the corps of cadets and the American people:

Afghanistan is not lost, but for several years it has moved backwards. … I have deter-
mined that it is in our vital national interest to send an additional 30,000 U.S.  troops 
to Afghanistan. After 18 months, our troops will begin to come home. These are the 
resources that we need to seize the initiative, while building capacity that can allow for a 
responsible transition for our forces out of Afghanistan. … Our overarching goal remains 
the same: to disrupt, dismantle, and defeat al Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and to 
prevent its capacity to threaten America and our allies in the future.92

Obama expected NATO allies to contribute an additional 5,000– 10,000 troops to get 
McChrystal what he needed. However, the most controversial part of Obama’s speech was 
his announced plan to start the draw- down of US forces in July 2011. By 2014 he expected 
to have all US forces out of Afghanistan. When he left office in 2017, there were still more 
than 8,000 American servicemen and women in Afghanistan. Obama’s critics argued that the 
announcement of a withdrawal date was a strategic mistake. They argued that our enemies 

Figure 14.2  2nd Battalion, 504th Infantry paratroopers leaving a landing zone, Patika province, Afghanistan, 
25 May 2005.
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would simply conserve their forces and wait for us to leave. Senator John McCain of Arizona, 
the top Republican on the Senate Armed Service Committee, Vietnam veteran, and Obama’s 
opponent in the Presidential race, was the loudest critic of the Obama strategy. He stated: “The 
way you win wars is to break the enemy’s will, not to announce dates that you are leaving.” 
Was it possible to “break the enemy’s will” with a small army in a vast territory with porous 
borders against an enemy who decided when and when not to fight, among a people whose 
languages and culture we did not understand or respect?

The centerpiece of Obama’s strategy, however, was the “Afghanization” of the war: to 
recruit, train, equip, and hopefully impart some sense of nationalism and professionalism to the 
Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF), and then turn the war over to them. McChrystal 
planned to expand the target strength of the Afghanistan National Army (ANA) from 134,000 
to 240,000; and the Afghan National Police to 160,000. Another component of Obama’s strat-
egy was to strengthen the Pakistani government, military, and security forces to enable them to 
go after the terrorists who had taken sanctuary in their border regions. If both the Afghanistan 
and Pakistan governments and armed forces had the wherewithal to effectively hunt and kill 
terrorists, US forces could be safely withdrawn. The third component of Obama’s strategy was 
a “civilian surge,” to create the institutions of government necessary to control and govern the 
state. Speaking to the Karzai government, Obama stated: “We will support Afghan Ministries, 
Governors, and local leaders that combat corruption and deliver for the people. We expect 
those who are ineffective or corrupt to be held accountable. And we will also focus our assis-
tance in areas— such as agriculture— that can make an immediate impact in the lives of the 
Afghan people.”93 The “civilian surge” would permit US forces to transition from the mission 
of counterinsurgency to counterterrorism. Counterinsurgency had a large nation- building 
component and required considerably more time and resources than counterterrorism, which 
emphasized the finding and killing of terrorists. Obama’s victory in the election was, in part, 
a function of American war weariness, discomfort with the Bush Administration’s conduct of 
the wars, torture, rendition, and imprisonment of suspected terrorists at Guantanamo Bay; and 
anger that the wars were unnecessary; no WMDs were found in Iraq. Expanding the wars and 
nation building were not what the American people wanted from their new President.

General McChrystal’s job was to take the new resources he had been given and the guid-
ance provided by the Obama Administration, and translate them into effective combat and 
stability operations on the ground. In a document titled “Commander’s Counterinsurgency 
Guidance,” McChrystal delineated the “Crucial Next Steps” needed to succeed in Afghanistan 
as follows:

Gain the initiative by reversing the perceived momentum possessed by the insurgents.
Seek rapid growth of Afghan national security forces— army and police. Improve their 

effectiveness and ours through closer partnering, which involves planning, living and operat-
ing together and taking advantage of each other’s strengths as we go forward ….

Address shortfalls in the capacity of governance and the ability of the Afghan government 
to provide rule of law.

Tackle the issue of predatory corruption by some officials or by warlords who are not in 
an official position. …

Focus our resources and priorities in those areas where the population is most threat-
ened. We do not have enough force to do everything everywhere at once, so this has to 
be prioritized and phased over time.

Seeking to benefit from the successful counterinsurgency strategy employed in Iraq by 
General Petraeus, McChrystal developed a new counterinsurgency strategy and doctrine for 
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Afghanistan. He outlined the mission and his thinking on the conduct of the war: “ISAF’s 
mission is to help the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA) defeat the insurgency threat-
ening their country. Protecting the Afghan people is the mission.”94 He told his soldiers and 
marines that, “The Afghan people will decide who wins this fight, and we (GIRoA and ISAF) 
are in a struggle for their support. … Essentially, we and the insurgents are [each] presenting 
an argument for the future to the people of Afghanistan: they will decide which argument is 
the most attractive, most convincing, and has the greatest chance of success. … ” The insur-
gents had greater cultural understanding, and would be there  permanently. ISAF had money 
and weapons, but little cultural understanding and everyone knew that ultimately, just like the 
British in its colonial wars, the Americans would leave.

McChrystal believed that, “Nearly eight years of international presence has not brought the 
anticipated benefits. The Afghan people are skeptical and unwilling to commit active support 
to either side until convinced of a winning proposition.” To win McChrystal believed he had 
to win the hearts and minds of the Afghan people:

We will not win simply by killing insurgents. We will help the Afghan people win by 
securing them, by protecting them from intimidation, violence, and abuse, and by operat-
ing in a way that respects their culture and religion. This means that we must change the 
way that we think, act, and operate. We must get the people involved as active participants 
in the success of their communities.

McChrystal placed the security of the people above the hunting and killing of al- Qaeda and 
Taliban forces. He also believed that the way the Army and Marine Corps operated created 
more insurgents than it killed. He wrote:

First, an insurgency cannot be defeated by attrition, its supply of fighters, and even leader-
ship, is effectively endless. Roughly seventy percent of the Afghan population is under age 
25. Vast unemployment, illiteracy, and widespread political and social disaffection create 
fertile ground for insurgent influence and recruiting.

The intricate familial, clan, and tribal connections of Afghan society turns “attrition 
math” on its head. From a conventional standpoint, the killing of two insurgents from 
a group of ten leaves eight remaining: 10– 2=8. From the insurgent standpoint, those 
two killed were likely related to many others who will want vengeance. If civilian cas-
ualties occurred, that number will be much higher. Therefore, the death of two creates 
more willing recruits: 10 minus 2 equals 20 (or more) rather than 8. This is part of the 
reason why eight years of individual successful kinetic actions have resulted in more 
violence.95

McChrystal’s math was correct. American methods, as they had in Vietnam, tended to alien-
ate people. His strategy had four major components:  (1) winning the hearts and minds of 
the Afghan people; (2) partnering with and training the ANSF; (3) building governance cap-
acity and accountability; and (4) making the US Army in Afghanistan a learning, adaptable 
organization. In November 2009, General McChrystal promulgated his “Counterinsurgency 
(COIN) Training Guidance.” Again he emphasized that: “The People are the Prize.” He 
also emphasized the learning that had to take place: “Language Training. Everyone should 
learn basic language skills.” And:

You must understand your Operational Environment. Traditional Intelligence 
Preparation of the Battlefield (IPB) is insufficient and it is intimate knowledge of the 
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Human Terrain that is paramount. Know the society’s leadership system; learn the National 
Provincial, and district government structure. Understand the familial, clan and tribal cul-
tures. What are the relationship and separate tension among the separate groups?96

This was not the RMA. This was not network- centric warfare. Ignorance of Afghan cul-
ture, language, and economy diminished ISAF’s efforts. McChrystal understood that cultural 
knowledge is essential to gain trust and respect. He understood that to formulate effective 
policies, strategies, and doctrines, knowledge of the culture of a people is absolutely essential. 
But he also recognized that American culture itself was a problem. The cultures of the Army 
and Marine Corps can thwart the efforts to win the hearts and minds of people in foreign 
lands by alienating them. Again consider McChrystal’s words: “When ISAF forces travel … 
firmly ensconced in armored vehicles with body armor and turrets manned, they convey a 
sense of high risk and fear to the population. ISAF cannot expect unarmed Afghans to feel 
secure before heavily armed ISAF forces do.”97 Army culture teaches soldiers to be aggres-
sive, to take the initiative, to make decisions quickly, to not acknowledge mistakes, to accom-
plish one objective and move rapidly to the next, to be tenacious, to be impatient, to look 
people directly in the eyes, to speak with a firm voice, to stand straight, to wear uniforms and 
equipment in a certain way, and so on. In some Asian and Middle East cultures this type of 
behavior can be viewed as aggressive and offensive. People who feel threatened, intimidated, 
or just ill at ease find it difficult to cooperate with foreigners. Without doubt the mere pres-
ence of soldiers or marines dressed and armed for battle is intimidating. McChrystal’s words 
indicate that the culture of the Army and Marine Corps needed to change to be successful 
in Afghanistan. Setting the example, McChrystal did not wear battle dress uniform when he 
visited Afghan communities. He took risks in order to effectively communicate with the 
Afghan people.

However, could soldiers and marines learn the language skills and cultural understand-
ing necessary to make a difference in the villages of Afghanistan? The Army and Marine 
Corps were to some degree requiring soldiers and marines to become social workers, pol-
itical scientists, and anthropologists. It was no small task to learn and understand the his-
tory, the languages, the ideologies, the religious beliefs, the social structures, and the ethnic 
divisions, and it was well beyond the ability of most combat organizations. The Army and 
Marine Corps endeavored to “operationalize” the concept of culture to make it useful at 
the tactical level of war, where engagements between soldiers and indigenous peoples take 
place.98 The Army put considerable effort and resources into the development of a “Human 
Terrain System.” It organized, trained, and deployed Human Terrain Teams (HTT) to work 
with brigade, regimental, and division commanders in Iraq and Afghanistan “by filling the 
cultural knowledge gap in the current operating environment and providing cultural inter-
pretations of events occurring within their area of operation.”99 The Army’s Human Terrain 
Team Handbook defines human terrain as follows: “The elements of the operational envir-
onment encompassing the cultural, sociological, political and economic factors of the local 
population.” It further notes that, “The local population in the area of conflict must be con-
sidered as a distinct and critical aspect of the Commander’s assessment of the situation …. 
In an irregular warfare environment Commanders and planners require insight into cul-
tures, perceptions, values, beliefs, interests, and decision- making processes of individual and 
groups.”100 In the streets of Fallujah or Khandahar such understanding can make the diffe-
rence between hostile engagements and peaceful interaction, between reliable intelligence 
and ambush, between life and death.

These were smart things to do, but the Army and Marine Corps came late to this element 
of counterinsurgency warfare and hence had much to unlearn, as well as learn. Minor things 
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such as humility and respect, showing deference to community leaders, and knowing a few 
local customs and norms of behavior can make an enormous difference in the willingness of a 
people to cooperate and work with US forces. But, knowledge of foreign cultures cannot be 
acquired in a few days of training. The HTS was too little, too late.

Under the heading, “ANSF Partnership,” McChrystal quoted Secretary Gates, “Arguably, 
the most important military component of the struggle against violent extremists is not the 
fighting we do ourselves, but how well we help prepare our partners to defend and govern 
themselves.” The “Afghanization” of the war was the major component of the mission for the 
Obama Administration. Obama’s commitment to Afghanistan was not open- ended. Part of the 
mission was turned over to private military firms.

Good governance was required to gain and maintain the support of the people. ISAF thus 
became deeply involved in helping the Karzai government build the institutions necessary to 
control the populations of the geographic area of Afghanistan. The infrastructure needed to 
govern distant regions was almost nonexistent. Corruption, however, was a major problem.101 
Corruption was deeply embedded in government, at national, regional, and local levels. One 
of the attractions of the Taliban was that, while they were ruthless and primitive, they were 
just and they provided security. Too many members of the Karzai government stole resources 
that should have gone to the people, and used them to maintain power, and support family 
and friends. Too many members of the Karzai government were involved in the criminal 
gangs running the huge Afghan drug industry. Corruption and criminal activities damage the 
legitimacy of the Karzai government. US efforts to change the culture of the government 

Figure 14.3 General David Petraeus.
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of Afghanistan will probably fail. Americans will not be there long enough and in sufficient 
numbers to bring about significant cultural change.

McChrystal’s lack of respect and contempt for the Obama Administration ended his com-
mand of ISAF and his military career. In June 2010, Rolling Stone magazine published an art-
icle titled “The Runaway General,” in which McChrystal and his staff openly criticized the 
Obama Administration. Not since President Truman relieved General Douglas MacArthur 
in 1951 was a commanding general so publically relieved of duty. Obama selected General 
Petraeus, the CENTCOM commander, to replace McChrystal. On 4 July Petraeus took com-
mand with these words:

This morning, as I  look at the representatives of the organizations engaged here in 
Afghanistan, I feel privileged to be joining this critical effort as such a pivotal time. As 
each of you know well, we are engaged in a tough fight. After years of war, we have 
arrived at a critical moment. We must demonstrate to the Afghan people, and to the 
world, that Al Qaeda and its network of extremist allies will not be allowed to once 
again establish sanctuaries in Afghanistan from which they can launch attacks on the 
Afghan people and of freedom- loving nations around the world. And with the surge 
in ISAF forces and the growth of our Afghan partners, we have a new opportunity to 
do just that.

We are engaged in a contest of wills. Our enemies are doing all that they can to under-
mine the confidence of the Afghan people. In so doing, they are killing and maiming 
innocent Afghan civilians on a daily basis. No tactics are beneath the insurgents; indeed, 
they use unwitting children to carry out attacks, they repeatedly kill innocent civilians, 
and they frequently seek to create situations that will result in injury to Afghan citizens. 
In answer, we must demonstrate to the people and to the Taliban that Afghan and ISAF 
forces are here to safeguard the Afghan people, and that we are in this to win. That is our 
clear objective.

Petraeus accepted a demotion in position to take command in Afghanistan.102 As the 
CENTCOM Commander, he had worked closely with McChrystal to develop the new 
“Surge,” population- centric, counterinsurgency strategy and doctrine, and to get McChrystal 
the resources and manpower he needed. When Petraeus took command of ISAF, he had 
119,819 soldiers from thirty different nations and states operating under his command.103 
This number included 78,430 US forces. In May 2011, after he had been in the post for less 
than a year, the Obama Administration announced that General Petraeus would be the next 
Director of the CIA, and that General John R. Allen, USMC, would take command of ISAF. 
This appointment represents another first. Both the strategic commander, CENTCOM, and 
the operational commander, ISAF, were marines.

In March 2011, before the Senate Committee on Armed Services, General Petraeus 
reported: “it is ISAF’s assessment that the momentum achieved by the Taliban in Afghanistan 
since 2005 has been arrested in much of the country, and reversed in a number of important 
areas.”104 The NATO Supreme Allied Commander, Europe and Commander of US European 
Command, Admiral James G. Stavridis, in an article titled, “The Comprehensive Approach in 
Afghanistan,” wrote:

The Comprehensive Approach is ongoing in Afghanistan. Although it has proceeded by 
fits and starts, it has matured over the years and is functioning at a higher level now. As the 

 

 

 



Bush’s GWOT and Operation Enduring Freedom 411

   411

conflict has changed over the years, more actors are involved, bringing more capabilities 
to the effort. This situation has stabilized and is changing for the better.

Stravidis believed that the international effort, involving the resources and talents of forty- 
nine countries, and the whole- of- government approach, were earning the support of the 
people, building ANSF, growing the economy, and killing Taliban forces. Stavridis delineated 
the indicators of success: national elections in which 40 percent of those eligible voted; the 
growth in the ANSF to 260,000; the reduction in the production of the drug crop, “20 of the 
34 provinces are currently poppy- free”; the “53 percent growth in its agriculture sector”; the 
creation by the Karzai government of a Major Crimes Task Force and Sensitive Intelligence 
Unit to fight corruption; the discovery of “$1 to 3 trillion worth of minerals located under 
Afghan soil”; the efforts of the Karzai government to seek reconciliation with Taliban forces 
who were willing to “accept the constitution, lay down their weapons, sever ties to al- Qaeda, 
and become productive or participating members of society,” and the continued commitment 
of the United States, United Nations, and international communities. In other words the 
United States was winning in Afghanistan.

Not everyone accepted Stravidis’ optimistic assessment. Bing West, in an article titled “The 
Way Out of Afghanistan,” concluded that the US strategy was wrong. He wrote:

In the net, neither side is winning. On the one side, the United States lacks the num-
bers to secure thousands of villages and the Afghan security forces lack confidence; on 
the other side, the Taliban cannot mass forces due to U.S. firepower. The Taliban believe 
that after an American withdrawal, the rural districts will topple like dominos. … The 
counterinsurgency theory of persuading the population to turn against the Taliban has 
proven wrong in practice. … The primary U.S. mission should be to transition to a hun-
dred such advisor task forces, while reducing our total from 100,000 to 50,000.105

On 22 June 2011 President Obama, in a national address to the American people, announced 
his decision to end the “surge” and to withdraw US forces from Afghanistan by the end of 
2014. When these words were spoken, the United States was fighting the longest war in its his-
tory, had roughly 100,000 troops in Afghanistan, and had suffered 1,522 killed. The President 
stated:

Thanks to our extraordinary men and women in uniform, our civilian personnel, and our 
many coalition partners, we are meeting our goals. As a result, starting next month, we 
will be able to remove 10,000 of our troops from Afghanistan by the end of this year, and 
we will bring home a total of 33,000 troops by next summer, fully recovering the surge 
I announced at West Point. After the initial reduction, our troops will continue coming 
home at a steady pace as Afghan security forces move into the lead. Our mission will 
change from combat to support. By 2014, this process of transition will be complete, and 
the Afghan people will be responsible for their own security.106

This news was welcomed by the majority of the American people, many of whom believed 
the mission had been accomplished with the death of Osama Bin Laden and the destruction 
of his al- Qaeda terrorist organization in Afghanistan. The length of the war, the downturn in 
the economy, and the cost of the war were also factors in America’s war weariness. General 
Petraeus, Secretary of Defense Gates, and other senior military leaders loyally supported the 
President’s decision, but argued for a smaller reduction in force. They worried that all the gains 
of the surge could be reversed if too many soldiers and marines were withdrawn too soon. 
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President Karzai also supported Obama’s decisions, stating that Afghan security forces were 
sufficiently well trained and led to assume greater responsibility for the security of Afghanistan. 
He was wrong.

There is no shortage of debate or strategy proposals for ending the war in Afghanistan.107 
The mission in Afghanistan should never have been nation building. Americans are not 
going to build a modern, democratic nation- state there, and cannot change culture. The 
reason Afghanistan is called the “Graveyard of Empires” is not that empires have been 
defeated there, but that empires have ultimately determined that there is nothing there 
worth the continued fight. In other words, the resources that were committed could not 
be justified, given the best possible outcome. What both was and is necessary is to pre-
clude terrorist organizations from using Afghanistan as a safe haven from which to attack 
the United States and its allies; that is, the use of narrowly focused combat operations in 
Afghanistan to kill and destroy terrorists. In 2017, President Donald Trump inherited the 
problem of Afghanistan. On 9 March, Army General Joseph L. Votel, Commander of US 
Central Command, in testimony before the Senate agreed with Senator McCain that after 
15 years of war in Afghanistan, the war was a “stalemate.” In fact, the situation was deteri-
orating and all recognized that a new strategy was needed, one that some argued required 
additional US ground forces. 
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15 The Second Persian Gulf War: Operation 
Iraqi Freedom I, the Conventional 
War, 2003

Rumsfeld’s team took over crucial aspects of the day- to- day logistical planning … and Rumsfeld 
repeatedly overruled the senior Pentagon planners on the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “He thought he knew 
better,” one senior planner said. “He was the decision maker at every turn.” On at least six occasions, 
the planner told me, when Rumsfeld and his deputies were presented with operational plans … he 
insisted that the number of ground troops be sharply reduced. … When it [the time- phased force- 
deployment list, or TPFDL] was initially presented to Rumsfeld last year for his approval, it called 
for the involvement of a wide range of forces from the different armed services, including four or 
more Army divisions. Rumsfeld rejected the package, because it was “too big,” the Pentagon planner 
said. He insisted that a smaller, faster- moving attack force, combined with overwhelming air power, 
would suffice.1

— Seymour Hersh, “Offense and Defense”

In March 2003, President George W. Bush and his closest advisors elected to go to war in 
order to remove Saddam Hussein and his “regime” from power. The war was unnecessary and 
the execution of post- conflict operations demonstrated a remarkable level of incompetence. 
Saddam Hussein was a threat to the security of the United States and other states in the region; 
however, he was not the threat the Bush Administration made him into, and there was noth-
ing he possessed that could not be destroyed from the air.2 Charles Duelfer, who interviewed 
Saddam Hussein after his capture, wrote:

The problem posed by the Saddam regime was not diminishing. We now know he 
retained his aspiration for WMD. Saddam told us after the war that he would “do what-
ever is necessary” to respond to comparable threats from his neighbors such as Iran and 
Israel. However, even without WMD, Saddam could have caused major problems.3

Aspirations do not generate combat power, and Saddam Hussein, while a problem, had no 
WMDs and could have been managed without recourse to a major ground war. The destruc-
tion of the Iraqi Army and the occupation of Baghdad were not necessary. Saddam Hussein 
was, in fact, a threat; however militarily he was contained, Saddam Hussein was not con-
tained economically. UN sanctions and the Oil- for- Food program were not working. Duelfer, 
Deputy Chairman of the UN Weapons Inspection Organization, wrote:

But by 2001, it was becoming obvious that the sanctions path was leading to nowhere. 
Saddam was successfully manipulating people and governments in 1999– 2002— when 
the price of oil averaged well under $30 a barrel. … Saddam channeled that illicit income 
into rebuilding his security services, regime structure, and weapons programs, including 
prohibited ballistic missiles.4
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No WMDs were found, but had they been, just as the Israeli air force destroyed Saddam 
Hussein’s nuclear reactor program, his missile program too, could have been destroyed from 
the air. In the development of their strategy and plans, Bush and his advisors made a number 
of assumptions, which proved to be wrong. They believed the war would be short and easy, 
and that the military power of the United States was so overwhelming they could dictate the 
course of the war. They believed that unilaterally they could change the course of the his-
tory of a foreign state and culture, and, indeed, the entire Middle East region. They believed 
the war would pay for itself, with the oil wealth of the invaded state. They believed the Iraqi 
people would be grateful and welcome them as liberators. They did not think it was necessary 
to understand the peoples whose lands they were invading, the dynamic of their social and 
political systems, the condition of the infrastructure of the country, or how the economy and 
administration worked. Nor did they seek to understand the nature of war against Muslims 
in the Middle East. They thought primarily of men and machines, technology and logistics, 
space and time, and their own plans. Ali A. Allawi, Iraq’s first post- war Minister of Defense, in 
his book, The Occupation of Iraq, wrote:

In official Washington, the ignorance of what was going on inside Iraq before the war 
was monumental. None of the proponents of the war, including the neo- conservatives, 
and also no one in the institutes and think- tanks that provided the intellectual fodder 
for the war’s justification, had the faintest idea of the country that they were to occupy. 
The academics and researchers who congregated around Washington think- tanks and the 
vice- president’s office, who had made Iraq their pet project, were blinkered by their dog-
matic certainties or their bigotries. There was a fundamental misunderstanding about the 
nature of Iraqi society and the effects on it of decades of dictatorship.5

By trying to impose their will upon Saddam Hussein’s government, with too little attention 
to the people, the culture, the region, or the degraded state of Iraq, Bush and his most senior 
advisors failed to see what they were looking at. They misjudged the situation, the cost, and 
the outcome of the war. They missed and destroyed numerous opportunities to share the bur-
den of the war with other states and to preclude the insurgency war. The rise of ISIS is in part 
a function of the chaos created by the Bush invasion of Iraq.

Summary of Events: Operation Iraqi Freedom

• 2002, 29 January: President Bush, in his State of the Union address, gave an aggressive 
speech, asserting that Iraq, Iran, and North Korea form an “Axis of Evil,” that sponsored 
terrorism and sought WMDs. He stated that Saddam Hussein had to be removed.

• 2002: President George W. Bush, Vice President Dick Cheney, Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld, Secretary of State, Colin Powell, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice, 
and Deputy Secretary of Defense, Paul Wolfowitz initiated actions necessary to take the 
United States to war against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Without directly stating it, the Bush 
Administration convinced the majority of Americans that Saddam Hussein was respon-
sible for the 9/ 11 attacks. It was not true.

• November: The US House of Representatives and the Senate passed a resolution author-
izing the President to use military force to enforce UN resolutions and to disarm Iraq. 
The Congressional Resolution was followed by UN Security Council Resolution 1441. 
The Security Council vote was 15– 0 in favor of the resolution that made war possible.

• November: On the 22nd US Congress passed the US Homeland Security Act (Public 
Law No. 107– 296), establishing the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), a cabinet- 
level, executive department organized to fight terrorism on American soil.

 

 



Operation Iraqi Freedom I, 2003 415

   415

• December: Saddam Hussein readmitted UN, WMD inspectors. Dick Cheney responded 
it is too little, too late.

• 2003, February: Colin Powell, using his considerable prestige and credibility, made the 
final sell for war before the UN. Powell told the world that “every statement I make here 
today is backed up by sources, solid sources. … These are not assertions. What we are giv-
ing you are facts and conclusions based on solid intelligence.” Powell, however, was wrong. 
On 26 February Bush, in remarks to the American Enterprise Institute, states: “In Iraq, a 
dictator is building and hiding weapons that could enable him to dominate the Middle 
East and intimidate the civilized world, and we will not allow it. This same tyrant has close 
ties to terrorist organizations and could supply them with the terrible means to strike this 
country, and America will not permit it.”

• March: On the 17th Bush gave Saddam Hussein and his sons forty- eight hours to leave 
Iraq, stating that “refusal to do so will result in military conflict.” The United States and 
“the coalition of the willing” went to war against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq— Operation 
Iraqi Freedom (OIF). The Air War commenced on the 19th with “decapitation strikes.” 
Stealth aircraft and precision weapons were employed to kill Saddam Hussein and para-
lyze his command and control system— this doctrine became known as “Shock and Awe.” 
The Ground War commenced on the 20th with the US Army’s 3rd Infantry Division 
(Mechanized) and 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault), and the 1st Marine Division and 
the 1st UK Armored Division crossing into Iraq from Kuwait, in an advance to Baghdad 
to destroy the armed forces of Iraq that decided to fight, to secure the capital, and to 
remove Saddam Hussein from power. The conventional war was short.

• May: On the 1st President Bush landed on the carrier, USS Abraham Lincoln, to declare 
“Major combat operations in Iraq have ended. In the battle of Iraq, the United States 
and our allies have prevailed.” Retired General Jay Garner was selected to lead the civil-
ian occupation of Iraq, under the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance 
(ORHA). Garner lacked the resources, plan, force structure, and political support from the 
White House and Pentagon necessary to achieve the objective of stabilizing Iraq.

• April: On the 16th General Tommy Franks, the CENTCOM commander, issued orders 
for the withdrawal of American war- fighting forces from Iraq within sixty days. This order 
reduced US forces in Iraq to fewer than 30,000 troops. With the reduction in US and 
coalition forces, and the total collapse of Iraqi police and security forces, widespread loot-
ing, violence, and lawlessness emerged.

• May: On the 12th Ambassador L. Paul Bremer II arrived in Baghdad to lead the Coalition 
Provisional Authority (CPA). He was provided $18.4 billion and given primary responsi-
bility for the stabilization and reconstruction of Iraq.

• May: On the 16th Bremer issued CPA Order Number 1, for the de- Ba’athification of the 
government of Iraq, which effective eliminated almost everyone who knew how to run 
the country. On the 23rd Bremer issued CPA Order Number 2, which formally dissolved 
the Iraqi armed forces and Ministry of Defense.

• June:  Lieutenant General Ricardo S.  Sanchez took command of the V Corps, which 
was re- designated Combined Joint Task Force 7 (CJTF- 7), the senior- most US military 
headquarters in Iraq. With the withdrawal of the Combined Forces Land Component 
Command (CFLCC) Sanchez observed that “we would no longer have the staff- level 
capacities for strategic-  or operational- level campaign planning, policy, and intelligence. 
All such situational awareness and institutional memory would be gone.”

• July: On the 7th, General John P. Abizaid took command of CENTCOM. Less than two 
weeks after assuming command, he declared that the United States was engaged in a guer-
rilla war with the supporters of the former regime of Saddam Hussein and foreign Muslim 
extremists who had been recruited to fight for al- Qaeda and other terrorist organizations.
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• October: On the 31st, the Sunni- based insurgency gained strength. One hundred and 
twenty Americans had been killed and 1,100 wounded. The primary weapon the enemy 
employed was improvised explosive devices (IEDs). By the end of the year OIF had cost 
450 American lives and 8,000 wounded.

• 2004, May:  On the 15th, the Multi- National Force- Iraq (MNF- I) was activated and 
the CJTF- 7 was deactivated. The new command was activated to provide a more robust 
structure and staffing to combat the insurgency.

• June: On the 30th, the CPA was dissolved and Iraq became an almost sovereign country 
under the authority of the Iraqi Interim Government (IIG). Ambassador John Dimitri 
Negroponte assumed leadership responsibilities for political and economic development.

• July: On the 1st, General George Casey assumed command of MNF- I. Casey and Negroponte 
work closely together to stabilize Iraq and defeat the insurgency. Their objectives were to 
build Iraqi Security Forces and governmental institutions, and secure the Iraqi people.

• 2005, January: On the 30th, Iraq held its first free national election in fifty years. The Sunnis 
for the most part boycotted the election. In subsequent elections, it became evident that 
Shia voted for Shia, Sunnis for Sunnis, and Kurds for Kurds. What national unity existed was 
destroyed between 2003 and 2005. Mixed neighborhoods in Baghdad forced out minorities, 
until none existed. Neighborhoods became exclusive sectarian enclaves, and armed camps.

• November: To reverse the deteriorating situation in Iraq, Bush delineated a new National 
Strategy for Victory in Iraq.

• December:  On the 12th Bush informed the American people that:  “There is still a 
lot of difficult work to be done. But thanks to the courage of the Iraqi people, the 
year 2005 will be recorded as a turning point in the history of Iraq, the history of the 
Middle East, and the history of Freedom.” Bush was wrong again. The Sunnis believed 
the United States had sided with the Shia and delivered the state to Iran. The Bush 
Administration’s de- Ba’athification program supported this view. Nor did the Shia trust 
the Bush Administration, believing that disbanding the Army, which was majority Shia, 
had left the nation defenseless against the Sunni insurgents.

• 2006, February: al- Qaeda terrorists destroyed the Golden Dome Mosque in the Askariya 
shrine in Samarra, sixty miles north of Baghdad. The shrine was an important Shia holy 
place. This attack was meant to intensify the Civil War in Iraq between Sunni and Shia 
Muslims, which it did. The Mahdi, Shiite Army launched attacks against Sunni mosques 
around Baghdad. In the weeks that followed violence increased across the region.

• December: The Senate voted to confirm Robert Gates, Secretary of Defense. On the 
30th Saddam Hussein was executed in Iraq. He died defiant.

• December: The Iraq Study Group Report was published. Former Secretary of State James 
A Baker III and former U.S. Congressman from Indiana, Lee H. Hamilton, co- chaired 
the study group. The report concluded that: “The Iraqi government cannot now govern, 
sustain, and defend itself without the support of the United States. Iraqis have not been 
convinced that they must take responsibility for their own future. Iraq’s neighbors and 
much of the international community have not been persuaded to play an active and 
constructive role in supporting Iraq. The ability of the United States to shape outcomes is 
diminishing. Time is running out.”

• The US Army and the US Marine Corps published FM 3– 24 Counterinsurgency 
(COIN), doctrine manual. This doctrine was employed in Iraq and Afghanistan.

• 2007, January: Bush, responding to the Iraq Study Group Report, concluded: “It is clear 
that we need to change our strategy in Iraq.” In the State of the Union address Bush 
announces his new strategy, which became known as “the Surge.” On 27 January General 
David H. Petraeus took command of the MNF- I, and became responsible for implement-
ing the President’s new strategy, “the Surge” employing Petraeus’ new COIN doctrine.
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• May: In a report to the Pentagon, General Petraeus described the operational environ-
ment in Iraq as “the most complex and challenging” he had ever seen. He continued: “al 
Qaeda, extremist militias, and Sunni insurgent groups seek to destroy what Iraqi leaders 
are trying to build.”

• September: Petraeus “Report to Congress on the Situation in Iraq.” Petraeus reported 
that the levels of violence had fallen dramatically, and expected to be able to drawn down 
American troop levels in 2008.

• 2008, April: Ambassador Ryan Crocker observed: “One conclusion I draw from these signs 
of progress is that the strategy that began with the Surge is working.” On 16 September 
General Raymond T. Odierno took command of the MNF- I, and General Petraeus was 
promoted to the CENTCOM commander.

• November:  Democratic Senator Barack Obama was elected President of the United 
States. Obama pledged to end the war in Iraq.

• 2010, August:  On the 31st President Obama informed the American people that: 
“Operation Iraqi Freedom is over.”

• 2011: US Navy SEALs killed Osama Bin Laden in Abbottabad, Pakistan.
• 2014, June: The Islamic State of Iraq and Greater Syria (ISIS) attacked into northern Iraq 

from Syria, capturing Mosul and other cities. The Arab, Sunni- based organization declared 
a new state that stretched across Syria and Iraq.

• 2017: US forces remain in Iraq, training Iraqi Security Forces, providing equipment and 
weapons, serving as advisors in the fight against ISIS, conducting air attacks, and employ-
ing Special Forces to kill insurgent and terrorist leaders. In the first year of the Trump 
Administration, US soldiers were still fighting in Iraq.

The Arguments and Decision for War

There is no shortage of arguments on the causes of the Bush Administration’s war against 
Saddam Hussein. The problem is determining which argument or arguments provide the 
most accurate explanation. The following is a brief survey of the various arguments, and an 
assessment of the events along the road to war. What is now known is that the primary reason 
advanced by the Bush Administration for the war— that Saddam Hussein possessed weapons 
of mass destruction and was working and plotting with al- Qaeda and other terrorist groups 
against the United States— was inaccurate. Evidence supports the conclusion that the Bush 
Administration distorted the intelligence about WMDs and Saddam Hussein’s collusion with 
al- Qaeda. The terrorist attacks on 11 September created the condition and environment for 
war. However, the neoconservatives, an extreme element of the Republican Party, who had 
sought the removal of Saddam Hussein since Operation Desert Storm— a war they consid-
ered unfinished— made the initial and strongest arguments for war from within the Bush 
Administration. The neoconservatives provided the ideological and intellectual foundation 
for the Bush Administration and its war in Iraq. To explain the causes of the war Bush, in his 
book, Decision Point, wrote:

For more than a year, I had tried to address the threat from Saddam Hussein without war. 
We had rallied an international coalition to pressure him to come clean about his weap-
ons of mass destruction programs. We had obtained a unanimous United Nation Security 
Council resolution making clear there would be serious consequences for continued 
defiance. We had reached out to Arab nations about taking Saddam into exile. I had given 
Saddam and his sons a final forty- eight hours to avoid war. The dictator rejected every 
opportunity. They only logical conclusion was that he had something to hide, something 
so important that he was willing to go to war for it.6
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Such logic is a formula for continuous war. Other states, such as North Korea and Iran, 
were developing WMDs in plain sight, and were much further along. Consider the following 
arguments:

Some Middle East scholars and political scientists have predicted an eventual clash of civi-
lizations, or a clash of cultures. Samuel P. Huntington, in an article in Foreign Affairs, stated 
that the: “fault lines between civilizations are replacing the political and ideological bound-
aries of the Cold War as the flash points for crisis and bloodshed.”7 In his book, The Clash 
of Civilization: Remaking the World Order, he continued: “The central theme of this book is 
that culture and cultural identities, which at the broadest level are civilization identities, are 
shaping the patterns of cohesion, disintegration, and conflict in the post- Cold War world.”8 
Those who accept this thesis believe that the Western, secular world and the Muslim, religious 
fundamentalist world are on a collision course. While some believe that Huntington’s thesis 
is too simplistic, devoid of substantial data and systematic analysis, others believe the struggle 
was already underway.

Bernard Lewis, Professor of Near Eastern Studies at Princeton University, in his book, What 
Went Wrong? The Clash Between Islam and Modernity in the Middle East, developed and advanced 
a similar argument. He wrote:

In the course of the twentieth century it became abundantly clear in the Middle East and 
indeed all over lands of Islam that things had indeed gone badly wrong. Compared with 
its millennial rival, Christendom, the world of Islam had become poor, weak, and ignor-
ant. In the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the primacy and therefore 
the dominance of the West was clear for all to see, invading the Muslim in every aspect of 
his public and— more painfully his private life.9

Lewis concluded that the Muslim world had fundamental cultural problems that effectively 
destroyed its ability to adapt and integrate modern ideas, methods, technologies, and ways of 
thinking; and hence, was incapable of competing with the West. In other words, the Middle 
East, Islam, its culture and civilization were inferior to that of the West. He wrote:

Inevitably their [the French and British] role as villain was taken over by the United 
States, along with other aspects of the leadership of the West. The attempt to transfer the 
guilt to America has won considerable support, but for similar reasons remains uncon-
vincing. Anglo- French rule and American influence, like the Mongol invasions, were a 
consequence, not a cause of the inner weakness of Middle- Eastern states and societies.10

These arguments are always missing one fundamental fact about why people fight. During the 
Civil War a captured Confederate soldier was asked by a Union soldier, who believed he under-
stood the causes of war: “Why are you fighting? You don’t own any slaves.” The Confederate 
soldier responded: “Because you’re down here.” There would be no “clash,” if the West was not in 
the Middle East, if the West was not working to exploit the resources and people of the Middle 
East. People fight when they are invaded, which is why defense is the strongest form of war. People 
become passionate about defending their homes from invaders. When asked why the Americans 
and British are in the Middle East, Michael Klare, the author of Blood and Oil, responded:

And since cheap oil is essential to the nation’s economic vigor, American leaders— of 
whatever party affiliation— have felt compelled to do whatever was necessary to ensure 
that enough was available to satisfy our ever- expanding requirements. … Oil, however has 
been treated far more seriously, as a resource so vital to American prosperity that access 
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to it must be protected at any cost, including the use of military force. … In the name of 
national security, military force has frequently been used over the past fifty year to guar-
antee access to foreign petroleum and to protect such key suppliers as Saudi Arabia and 
Kuwait from internal and external attack.11

The Bush Administration denied that oil was the motivation for war in Iraq. Secretary 
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld declared, “This is not about oil and anyone who thinks that, 
is badly misunderstanding the situation.” To which Klare responded: “We know that such 
statements cannot be true— the entire history of US intervention in the Persian Gulf dis-
credits them.” Consider the Arab perspective. The Iraqi Ambassador to the United Nations, 
Mohammed Aldouri, in October 2002, told the General Assembly that the United States was 
the aggressor, a hegemonic power:

This American aggressive hysteria has nothing to do with putting an end to the prolif-
eration of weapons of mass destruction in the world, for the United States of America is 
the state which owns the largest arsenal of weapons of mass destruction, and they have 
a long history which shows they have used these weapons against the people, starting 
with Hiroshima and Nagasaki and then Vietnam. … There will be many victims of this 
hegemonistic tendency if we do not put an end to it. The urgent task today is that of 
refusing Washington’s attempt to hamper the return of the inspectors after Iraq has indeed 
adopted all the practical measures and arrangements and paved the way for the return of 
the inspectors to carry out their work easily.12

Ali A. Allawi, writing after the war, wrote:

No wonder that cynicism runs deep regarding America’s true motives. Seizure of the 
oil fields, building Iraq as a base to subvert Iran, breaking up the country as part of a 
redesigned, fragmented Middle East, removing Iraq as a threat to Israel, these were all 
arguments held out as the ‘real’ motives behind America’s push into Iraq. There was no 
‘American party’ in Iraq, no people who were open advocates of an alliance with America 
because it was in the manifest interest of the country to have such an arrangement. 
America’s only allies in Iraq were those who sought to manipulate the great power to 
their narrow advantage. It might have been otherwise.13

From the perspective of Arab and Muslim states that had suffered nearly a century 
under the rule of Western powers, the United States was the newest imperialist power. The 
vision of war and the transformation of Iraq extolled by the Bush Administration harked 
back to the dawn of the last century when the concept of “The White Man’s Burden” 
and “Manifest Destiny” influenced the actions of Western imperial powers, including the 
United States. During this final phase of European imperialism, the Western world believed 
it was its duty to civilize the backward peoples of the world. From the perspective of the 
Middle East it appears that the United States has now “taken up” this “Burden.” Some 
American scholars also believed the United States was an aggressive imperialist power. 
In 2004 Rashid Khalidi, the Edward Said Chair in Arab Studies at Columbia University, 
published a book entitled Resurrecting Empire: Western Footprints and American’s Perilous Path 
in the Middle East, in which he delineated the major causes for the war in Iraq. He wrote:

This was a war fought firstly to demonstrate that it was possible to free the United States 
from subordination to international law or the U.N. Charter, from the need to obtain 
the approval of the United Nations for American actions, and from the constraints of 
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operating within alliances. In other words, it was a war fought because its planners wanted 
to free the greatest power in world history from these Lilliputian bonds. … The Iraq War 
was fought secondly with the aim of establishing long- term American military bases in 
a key country in the heart of the Middle East: Pentagon officials still talk of retaining 
“fourteen enduring bases” in Iraq. … It was a war fought thirdly to destroy one of the 
last of the third world dictatorships that had at times defied the United States and its allies 
(notably Israel). … It was a war fought finally to reshape, along the radical free- market 
lines so dear to Bush administration ideologues, the economy of a country with the 
world’s second- largest proven reserve of oil. This made Iraq a particularly attractive target 
for leading members of the administration … who had all been intimately involved with 
the oil business.14

In 2004, Chalmers Johnson published a work entitled The Sorrows of Empire: Militarism, 
Secrecy, and the End of the Republic, in which he argued that:

By the time the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, and with it the rationale for American 
containment policies, our leaders had become so accustomed to dominance over half 
the globe that the thought of giving it up was inconceivable. Many Americans sim-
ply concluded that they had “won” the Cold War and so deserved the imperial fruits 
of victory. A number of ideologists began to argue that the United State was, in fact, a 
“good empire” and should act accordingly in a world with only one dominant power …. 
Americans may still prefer to use euphemisms like “lone superpower,” but since 9/ 11, 
our country has undergone a transformation from republic to empire that may well 
prove irreversible.15

Johnson concluded that 9/ 11 changed the thinking of the leadership in Washington. 
However, others argued that the objectives of transforming Iraq and the Middle East was less 
a function of the 9/ 11 attacks and neoconservative ideology, and more a function of US for-
eign policy and worldview since the end of the nineteenth century when America became 
an empire with possessions in the Pacific. According to this view, the American empire seeks 
to spread Americanism. It is based on the belief that ultimately the rest of the world has to 
look like the United States. Globalization is, in fact, Americanization. Andrew Bacevich, a 
proponent of this thesis, argued that President Woodrow Wilson articulated the vision that has 
animated American policy and behavior for a century:

In a speech delivered to the U.S. Senate in January 1917, but directed over the heads of 
foreign governments to people around the world, Wilson spelled out the details of his 
proposed New Diplomacy. Sketching out a preliminary version of what would emerge 
a year later as his Fourteen Points— to include self- determination, freedom of the seas, 
economic openness, disarmament, nonintervention, and replacement of the balance of 
power with a “covenant of cooperative peace. … ” Wilson assured Congress in his peror-
ation, “These are American principles, American policies. We could stand for no others.” 
“Indeed,” he concluded, “they are the principles of mankind and must prevail.”

Our own day has seen the revival of Wilsonian ambitions and Wilsonian certainty, 
this time, however, combined with a pronounced affinity for the sword. With the end 
of the Cold War, the constraints that once held American ideologues in check fell away. 
Meanwhile, in more than a few quarters, America’s unprecedented military ascendancy, a 
by- product of victory in the Cold War, raised the alluring prospect that there at last was 
the instrument that would enable the United States to fulfill its providential mission.16
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Bacevich argued that both major political parties embraced this Wilsonian ideology, and 
that there was very little difference in their rhetoric and behavior in foreign policy.17 He 
argued that the war in Iraq was “undertaken with expectations that such a demonstration of 
American power offered the shortest route to a democratic Iraq and a more peaceful Middle 
East.” He further argued that a uniquely American form of militarism had infected the coun-
try, and that attributes of American culture influenced decisions for war:

Out of defeat … emerged ideas, attitudes, and myths conducive to militarism. But this 
militaristic predisposition alone cannot explain the rising tide of American bellicosity 
that culminated in March 2003 with the invasion of Iraq. For that we must look also to 
interests and, indeed, to the ultimate in U.S. national interests, which is the removal of 
any obstacles or encumbrances that might hinder the American people in their pursuit of 
happiness ever more expansively defined.18

American happiness was dependent on Middle East oil, because American consumption 
was dependent on Middle East oil. However, American security is ultimately dependent upon 
remaking the rest of the world in America’s image— globalization. The final factor in this 
worldview is disarmament of the rest of the world. The United States is to be the only sig-
nificant world military power, the final guarantee of American happiness. Roosevelt’s Atlantic 
Charter was in many ways a rephrasing of the Wilsonian ideology that was embraced by 
Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush. The Huntington and Bacevich theses are 
not mutually exclusive. Both see the struggle in Iraq as part of a larger global war, with the 
effort directed at transformation, with the aim of remaking the Middle East more in the image 
of the West, or something acceptable to the United States.

In March 2006, Professor John Mearsheimer, a Political Scientist at the University of 
Chicago, and Stephen Walt, a Professor at Harvard University, contributed to the debate on 
the causes of the war. They published a controversial article entitled “The Israel Lobby,” in 
which they concluded that Jewish American lobbies and Israel played a decisive role in the 
decision for war:

Pressure from Israel and the Lobby [the Jewish lobby organization in the United States] 
was not the only factor behind the decision to attack Iraq in March 2003, but it was 
critical. [T] he war was motivated in good part by a desire to make Israel more secure. 
According to Philip Zelikow, a former member of the president’s Foreign Intelligence 
Advisory Board, the executive director of the 9/ 11 Commission, and now a counselor to 
Condoleezza Rice, the ‘real threat’ from Iraq was not a threat to the United States. The 
‘unstated threat’ was the ‘threat against Israel,’ Zelikow told an audience at the University 
of Virginia in September 2002. ‘The American government,’ he added, ‘doesn’t want to 
lean too hard on it rhetorically, because it is not a popular sell.19

Mearsheimer and Walt also noted that “Israeli intelligence had given Washington a variety 
of alarming reports about Iraq’s WMD programs. As one retired Israeli general later put it, 
‘Israeli intelligence was a full partner to the picture presented by American and British intelli-
gence regarding Iraq’s non- conventional capabilities.’ ” They concluded: “There is little doubt 
that Israel and the Lobby were the key factors in the decision to go to war. … If their efforts 
to shape US policy [continue to] succeed, Israel’s enemies will be weakened or overthrown, 
Israel will get a free hand with the Palestinians, and the US will do most of the fighting, 
dying, rebuilding, and paying.”20 In 2007 Mearsheimer and Walt published a book entitled The 
Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy, in which they further developed their argument, noting 
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that: “The real reason why American politicians are so deferential is the political power of 
the Israel lobby.” They argued that “Washington’s close relationship with Jerusalem makes it 
harder, not easier to defeat the terrorists who are now targeting the United States, and it sim-
ultaneously undermines America’s standing with important allies around the world.”21 While 
Mearsheimer and Walt were severely criticized by some scholars, their views were supported 
by others.22 The British historian John Keegan observed:

Many of the neo- conservatives were Jewish; almost all were Zionist and pro- Israeli. That 
was to prove unfortunate for it entangled their policies for the Middle East, which were 
generally rational and enlightened if not always realistic, with their ambitions for the 
future of the Jewish state, which were contentious and nationalistic. … They were par-
ticularly insistent that ‘regime change’ in Iraq, the focus of their antipathies, would foster 
change for the better in its neighbours, including Syria and Iran. Paradoxically, however, 
several of the neo- conservatives supported extremist politicians in Israel, who rejected 
compromise with the Palestinians; they wanted a larger and stronger Israeli state.23

Israel is the regional superpower, and the United States works to keep it that way, provid-
ing Israel with billions of dollars annually and maintaining its defense programs. In the wake 
of the conventional phase of Operation Iraqi Freedom, Bush acknowledged the significance 
of Israel. He stated: “If you’re a supporter of Israel, I would strongly urge you to help other 
countries become democracies. Israel’s long- term survival depends upon the spread of dem-
ocracy in the Middle East.”24 Israel provided much of the erroneous intelligence on WMDs 
(which did not exist) that, according to Bush, provided the reason for war. The question is, 
did they know it was erroneous when they provided it? Did they manipulate the intelli-
gence to influence the decision for war? To do so would have been in the national interest 
of Israel.

The more immediate arguments for war came from within the Bush Administration. In an 
article published in the New Yorker magazine, it was noted that: “Wolfowitz has been a major 
architect of President Bush’s Iraq policy and, within the Administration, its most passionate 
and compelling advocate.”25

During the Clinton Administration as a member of a neoconservative organization, Project 
for the New American Century (PNAC), Wolfowitz promoted a policy of regime change 
in Iraq. In a letter to President Clinton dated 26 January 1998 from the PNAC, signed by 
Wolfowitz and Richard Perle, it was argued that:

We are writing you because we are convinced that current American policy toward Iraq 
is not succeeding. … We urge you to seize that opportunity [the State of the Union 
Address] to chart a clear and determined course for meeting this threat. … That strat-
egy should aim, above all, at the removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime from power. … As 
recent events have demonstrated, we can no longer depend on our partners in the Gulf 
War coalition to uphold the sanctions or to punish Saddam when he blocks or evades UN 
inspections. Our ability to ensure that Saddam Hussein is not producing weapons of mass 
destruction, therefore, has substantially diminished. Even if full inspections were eventu-
ally to resume … experience has shown that it is difficult if not impossible to monitor 
Iraq’s chemical and biological weapons production.26

During this period the United States and Britain maintained “no- fly zones” over Iraq. 
WMDs could have been destroyed form the air. This letter was followed by a letter, dated 29 
May 1998, to the Speaker of the House, Newt Gingrich, and the Senate Majority Leader, 
Trent Lott, advocating the same strategy and stressing the consequences for a failure to take 
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action. In September 2000, PNAC published a document entitled “Rebuilding America’s 
Defense: Strategy, Forces and Resources For a New Century.” Some argue that after 9/ 11, the 
Bush Administration adopted this document as its “blueprint for foreign and defense policy.”27 
It is clear that many of the recommendations and proposals advanced in the neoconservative 
document were later implemented. The neoconservatives, led by Paul Wolfowitz and Richard 
Perlel, accepted the Huntington- Lewis thesis, but modified it. They argued that the only way 
to preclude a larger cataclysm was to transform the Middle East— a cultural transformation 
based on Western values, ethics, and beliefs. They believed that the United States, with or 
without allied support, possessed the power to transform Iraq, and through Iraq the entire 
Middle East. They believed that Iraq was the focal point for cultural and political transform-
ation, deducing that a democratic, secular, capitalist Iraq would influence Iran, Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, Egypt, and other Muslim, Middle East states, transforming the entire region.

In January 2003 Wolfowitz gave a speech that linked Iraq to the 9/ 11 attacks on the United 
States:

As terrible as the attacks of September 11 were, however, we now know that the terrorists 
are plotting still more and greater catastrophes. We know they are seeking more terrible 
weapon- chemical, biological, and even nuclear weapons. In the hands of terrorists, what 
we often call weapons of mass destruction would more accurately be called weapons of 
mass terror. The threat posed by the connection between terrorist networks and states 
that possess these weapons of mass terror presents us with the danger of a catastrophe that 
could be orders of magnitude worse than September 11.

Iraq’s weapons of mass terror and the terror networks to which the Iraqi regime are 
linked are not two separate themes— not two separate threats. They are part of the same 
threat. Disarming Iraq and the war on terror are not merely related. Disarming Iraq of its 
chemical and biological weapons and dismantling its nuclear weapons program is a crucial 
part of winning the war on terror.

Wolfowitz argued forcefully for war against Iraq. In an article published in the New York 
Times, entitled “Spy Case Renews Debate over Pro- Israel Lobby’s Ties to Pentagon” it was 
noted that:

The Pentagon Civilians, led by Paul D. Wolfowitz, the deputy defense secretary, and 
Douglas J. Feith, the undersecretary for policy, were among the first in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the Sept. 11 attack to urge military action to topple the regime of 
Saddam Hussein in Iraq, and approach favored by Aipac [American- Israel Political 
Action Committee] and Israel. Mr. Wolfowitz and Mr. Feiith were part of a larger 
network of policy experts inside and out of the Bush administration who forcefully 
made the case that the war with Iraq was part of the larger fight against terrorism. The 
Pentagon group circulated its own intelligence assessments, which have since been 
discredited by the Central Intelligence Agency and by the independent Sept. 11 com-
mission, arguing that there was a terrorist alliance between the Hussein regime and 
Al Qaeda. The group has also advocated that the Bush administration adopt a more 
aggressive policy toward Iran, and some members have quietly begun to argue for 
regime change in Tehran.28

The Bush Administration accepted a modified Huntington- Lewis thesis, and adopted the 
world- view of the neoconservatives. This was a vision for perpetual war. In a speech before 
the American Enterprise Institute, a neoconservative group, Bush stated: “A liberated Iraq can 
show the power of freedom to transform that vital region by bringing hope and progress to 
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the lives of millions. … A new regime in Iraq could serve as a dramatic example of freedom 
for other nations in the region.”29 In the wake of the conventional war, in a speech before the 
UN he stated:

Success of a free Iraq will be watched throughout the region. Millions will see that free-
dom, equality and material progress are possible at the heart of the Middle East. Leaders 
of the region will face the clearest evidence that free institutions and open societies are 
the only path to long- term national success and dignity. And a transformed Middle East 
would benefit the entire world. … Iraq as a democracy will have great power to inspire 
the Middle East.30

Bush’s National Security Advisor, Condoleezza Rice, who was a member of the neocon-
servatives, made the argument for war, stating that “a transformed Iraq can become a key 
element in a very different Middle East in which the ideologies of hate will not flourish.”31

Another significant factor in the decision for war was the assessment of the Bush 
Administration that the war would be short, easy, and cheap. The Iraqi armed forces were only 
a third as powerful as they were in 1991, and Iraq was geographically and politically isolated. 
North Korea and Iran, the other two states in Bush’s “Axis of Evil” were more significant 
threats than Iraq, yet Iraq was the target. Small nations that are politically and geographically 
isolated are vulnerable. Had the Soviet Union still existed and supported Iraq, the war would 
have been impossible. North Korea is safe because it has a contiguous border with the PRC. 
War against North Korea would require the approval of China. A ground war against Iran, a 
much larger nation, would not be cheap. The geographic and political isolation of Iraq, and 
the depleted condition of its armed forces influenced the decision for war.

This summary of the arguments on the causes of the war is incomplete. Numerous books 
have been written on this issue and because many Americans ultimately concluded that the 
war was unnecessary, it remains controversial. The arguments are not mutually exclusive. It is 
more a matter of emphasis. The actions taken on the road to war clarify a number of issues.

* * * * *

In 2002, President George W. Bush, Vice President Dick Cheney, Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld, Secretary of State Colin Powell, and National Security Advisor Condoleezza 
Rice initiated the actions necessary to take the country to war. Because there had been no 
overt act of aggression from Iraq, the first step was to convince the American people of the 
need for war. The atmosphere of fear created by the 9/ 11 terrorist attacks facilitated the 
Administration’s push to convince the American people of the necessity for war. In a speech 
in Cincinnati on 7 October 2002, the President told the American people: “we cannot wait 
for the final proof, the smoking gun that could come in the form of a mushroom cloud.” 
Rice and Cheney repeated this “smoking gun” line frequently. Using intelligence produced 
by the Pentagon, the President linked Saddam Hussein with al- Qaeda and the 9/ 11 attacks 
on the United States. He accused Iraq of supporting, training, financing, and equipping ter-
rorist organizations.32 Cheney was the Administration’s “point man” and strongest advocate 
for war. He argued that:

After his defeat in the Gulf War in 1991, Saddam agreed … to U.N Security Council 
Resolution 687 to cease all development of weapons of mass destruction. He agreed to 
end his nuclear weapons program. He agreed to destroy his chemical and his biological 
weapons. He further agreed to admit U.N. inspection teams into his country to ensure 
that he was in fact complying with these terms. In the past decade, Saddam has system-
atically broken each of these agreements. The Iraqi regime has in fact been very busy 
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enhancing its capabilities in the field of chemical and biological agents. And they continue 
to pursue the nuclear program they began so many years ago. These are not weapons for 
the purpose of defending Iraq; these are offensive weapons for the purpose of inflicting 
death on a massive scale, developed so that Saddam can hold the threat over the head of 
anyone he chooses, in his own region or beyond. … [W] e now know that Saddam has 
resumed his efforts to acquire nuclear weapons. … Many of us are convinced that Saddam 
will acquire nuclear weapons fairly soon. … And far from having shut down Iraq’s prohib-
ited missiles, the inspectors found that Saddam had continued to test such missiles, almost 
literally under the noses of the U.N. inspectors.33

In a later speech he stated:

there is no doubt that Saddam Hussein now has weapons of mass destruction; there is no 
doubt that he is amassing them to use against our friends, against our allies, and against 
us. And there is no doubt that his aggressive regional ambition will lead him into future 
confrontations with his neighbors, confrontation that will involve both the weapons he 
has today and the ones he will continue to develop with his oil wealth.34

This was an argument for “preventive war.” To prove their argument Bush, Cheney, 
Rumsfeld, Rice, and other advisors told the world they had irrefutable intelligence from 
numerous sources, including spy satellites and aircraft, Iraqi defectors, weapons inspectors, and 
Iraqi purchases of technologies from abroad that it was believed could have only one purpose. 
They said their intelligence was confirmed and supported by British, UN, and other intelli-
gence agencies. On Meet the Press, Paul Wolfowitz told the American people, “I’ve never seen 
the intelligence community as unified.”

In November 2002, the US House of Representatives and the Senate passed a resolution 
authorizing the President to use military force to enforce UN resolutions and to disarm 
Iraq. The House voted 296 to 133, and the Senate 77 to 23. In the House, 126 Democrats 
and six Republicans voted against the resolution, while in the Senate the vote was twenty- 
one Democrats and one Republican against. The Senate “rubber- stamped” the war, as it had 
the war in Vietnam. Just as no Congressman wanted to be seen as “soft on Communism” 
during the Cold War, after the attacks of 11 September 2001, no politician wanted to be 
seen as “weak on terrorism.” The Congressional debate that preceded the war resolution 
was remarkable for its hyperbole, superficiality, and absence of critical thinking.35 While 
some Senators and Representatives were thoughtful, reflective, and articulate, others were 
an embarrassment to their states, constituents, and the country, demonstrating little know-
ledge or understanding of the region or the issues. Saddam Hussein was compared to Hitler 
countless times, invoking the “Policy of Appeasement” that started World War II, yet few 
took notice of the fact that Iraq was not comparable to the technologically advanced, indus-
trial nation- state of Germany; and thus, totally incapable of generating the combat power 
necessary to threaten the West.36 In fact, Iraq could not produce the parts required to keep 
its tanks running.

Those who did argue against the resolution noted that there was no definitive proof that 
Saddam Hussein had supported the al- Qaeda terrorist network; that the Administration 
had provided little proof that Hussein possessed WMDs, and if he did he totally lacked the 
delivery systems to threaten the United States; that Iraq had been effectively “contained,” 
with UN sanctions and American and British airpower patrolling the skies over Iraq; that 
little had changed in the last couple of years to warrant such a major shift in US policy; that 
UN inspectors were making progress; that Bush had already achieved a major victory by 
getting the inspectors back into Iraq; and that the problem ought to be handled by the UN  
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through diplomacy and other means short of war. It was further argued that other nations 
had WMDs and were more advanced in their goal to acquire nuclear weapons; that war 
would further alienate Arab and Muslim peoples creating more terrorists and a greater 
threat; that war could destabilize the region and moderate Arab governments friendly to 
the United States; that the United States had a unique position of trust around the world, 
and had never used its power to take over another country without a significant act of 
aggression, and had never adopted a policy of “preemptive war” or “preventive war”; and 
that the cost and course of the war was unknowable. Some feared a long- term commit-
ment, a Vietnam- like quagmire, and the open- ended expenditure of billions of dollars.37 The 
argument that the United States was alienating its traditional European allies, and possibly 
creating new alliances between those allies and Russia and China was given little attention. 
Issues of sovereignty and the American unilateral approach to issues of national security 
limited such discussions. The outcome of the vote was known before the debate took place. 
The President’s popularity rating was high, 58 percent, when the debate took place, rising 
to 60 to 70 percent when the war took place. The war had the support of the majority of 
Americans.

The Congressional Resolution was followed by UN Security Council Resolution 1441. 
The Security Council vote was 15– 0. Even Syria, the only Arab nation on the Council, voted 
in favor. The resolutions gave the war and Bush legitimacy. There was a debate over exactly 
what the UN Resolution authorized. While some nations argued that an additional resolution 
was required for war, Bush interpreted it differently, noting that the phrase “will face serious 
consequences” was sufficient.38 Bush had already decided on war, concluding that Saddam 
Hussein “has made the United Nations look foolish,” and promising that, “If the United 
Nations doesn’t have the will or the courage to disarm Saddam Hussein … the U.S. will lead 
a coalition to disarm Saddam Hussein.”39

In December 2002, Hussein readmitted inspectors. However, it was too little, too late. In a 
speech before the Veterans of Foreign Wars on 26 August 2002, Cheney stated: “A return of 
inspectors would provide no assurance whatsoever of his compliance with UN resolutions. 
On the contrary, there is a great danger that it would provide false comfort that Saddam was 
somehow ‘back in his box.’ ”40 The journalist Seymour Hersh argued that the decision for war 
was made as early as February 2002:

There was little doubt among some White House insiders about what the President 
wanted to do, and about when he had made his decision. … White House talking points 
always noted that no decision had been made, the N.S.C.  staff member added, but all 
involved knew it was a done deal. As of February 2002, he said, ‘The decision to go to 
war was taken.’41

On 5 February 2003, Colin Powell, using his considerable prestige and credibility, 
made the final sell before the UN. Powell told the world that: “every statement I make 
here today is backed up by sources, solid sources. … These are not assertions. What we are 
giving you are facts and conclusions based on solid intelligence.” He noted the numer-
ous sources of intelligence to include: intercepted telephone conversations, Iraqis who 
“risked their lives” to get information out of Iraq, satellite and aerial photography, and 
US and foreign intelligences agencies, particularly the British.42 Powell stated, “Hussein 
made no effort, no effort to disarm.” He accused Iraqis of “concealing their efforts to 
produce more weapons of mass destruction.” He accused Iraq of lying in its declar-
ation. He played intercepted telephone conversations, none of which mentioned WMDs. 
He then interpreted these conversations, inserting what he believed they were talking 
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about. He showed satellite photos cautioning the audience that it took years of study to 
be able to interpret these photos; hence, he had to interpret for them. Powell showed 
“active chemical bunkers,” “decontamination vehicles,” and “ballistic missile” production 
facilities, stating time after time they had been moved before the inspectors arrived. He 
accused Iraq of playing a “shell game” moving chemical weapons and missiles around the 
country to keep them hidden from inspectors. He showed what a tiny vial of the bio-
logical agent Anthrax looked like, and stated that Iraq had not accounted for 8,500 liters 
of this dangerous substance. He said, “This is evidence not conjecture.” He stated Iraq 
has “sophisticated” mobile biological agent production facilities, and showed pictures of 
what they looked like. He stated he had eyewitness evidence of their existence. He said 
Iraq had modified jet engines to spray these deadly agents and had developed unmanned 
aerial vehicles to dispense them, technologies that even the United States did not pos-
sess. He said Iraq had not accounted for hundreds of tons of chemical weapons, that it 
had dual- use chemical production facilities, that Iraq had reconstituted its infrastructure 
for its chemical weapons program, and that it was hiding these chemical weapons from 
the UNMOVIC.

Powell then turned to nuclear weapons and said Iraq had not abandoned its program to 
develop nuclear weapons. He said defectors had confirmed the existence of this program, and 
that Hussein had two of the three key components necessary to construct a nuclear bomb, 
the scientists with the required expertise, and a bomb design. All Hussein needed was the fis-
sionable material. He showed aluminum tubes that he said were for a centrifuge that would 
be used to refine uranium to produce fissionable material. He concluded: “There is no doubt 
in my mind … Hussein is very much focused on putting in place the key missing piece from 
his nuclear weapons program, the ability to produce fissile material.” Finally he turned to 
terrorism and accused Hussein of training terrorists and providing al- Qaeda terrorists with 
sanctuary.43

It was a virtuoso performance that effectively sold war to the people of Earth. But it was, 
for the most part, a grossly distorted assessment. Some would argue it was a lie, a complete 
fabrication.

Following the war to remove Saddam Hussein, the White House deployed teams of 
investigators to find Iraq’s WMDs. After two years of searching, a bipartisan presiden-
tial commission had no option but to conclude that:  “the intelligence community was 
dead wrong in almost all of its prewar judgments about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruc-
tion …. This was a major intelligence failure.” The commission endeavored to identify the 
main causes for the failure: “inability to collect good information about Iraq’s WMD pro-
grams, serious errors in analyzing what information it could gather, and a failure to make 
clear just how much of its analysis was based on assumptions rather than good evidence.” 
The United States employs fifteen major intelligence agencies, and expends $40 billion 
annually to maintain them.44 Very smart people worked in these agencies. The National 
Reconnaissance Office possesses the most sophisticated spy satellites, aerial photography 
aircraft and cameras, and the most talented, skilled, experienced photographic interpreters 
on Earth. The United States possesses the most advanced nuclear physicists on Earth. How 
did they all get it wrong?

George Tenet, the Director of the CIA during the intelligence build- up for the war in Iraq, 
in his book, At the Center of the Storm, concluded that:

After 9/ 11, everything changed. Many foreign policy issues were now viewed through 
the prism of smoke rising from the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. For many 
in the Bush administration, Iraq was unfinished business. They seized on the emotional 
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impact of 9/ 11 and created a psychological connection between the failure to act 
decisively against al- Qa’ida and the danger posed by Iraq’s WMD programs. The mes-
sage was: We can never afford to be surprised again. In the case of Iraq, if sanctions 
eroded and nothing were done … we might wake up one day to find that Saddam 
possessed a nuclear weapon, and then our ability to deal with him would take on an 
entirely different cast. Unfortunately, this train of thought also led to some overheated 
and misleading rhetoric, such as the argument that we don’t want our “smoking gun to 
be a mushroom cloud.”45

Tenet, while acknowledging pressure from the White House, particularly Dick Cheney, 
believed that the CIA never bowed to that pressure or produced intelligence to please its polit-
ical bosses.46 Tenet’s basic argument is that the CIA got it wrong. It made intelligence mistakes 
regarding Iraq WMDs. However, in his view, it did not matter. The Bush Administration had 
already decided on war. He reflected, “Would we have gone to war with such conclusions?” 
and answered, “I don’t believe the war was solely about WMD, so probably yes.” The CIA 
never acknowledged a connection between al- Qaeda and Saddam Hussein. Tenet wrote: “Let 
me say it again: CIA found absolutely no linkage between Saddam and 9/ 11.”47 Still, the CIA 
failed the American people. It also failed the men and women of the armed forces who depend on them to 
get it right.48 To explain the failure Tenet wrote:

In retrospect, we got it wrong partly because the truth was so implausible. … Saddam was 
a genius at what the intelligence community calls “denial and deception”— leading us to 
believe things that weren’t true. But he was a fool for not understanding, especially after 
9/ 11, that the United States was not going to risk underestimating his WMD capabilities 
as we had done once before. … Before the war, we didn’t understand that he was bluffing, 
and he didn’t understand that we were not.49

The United States was the aggressor in Operation Iraqi Freedom. The war was not fought for the 
reasons Americans were told. And the war was unnecessary. There were no WMD. And if there were they 
could have been destroyed from the air. None of this is debatable. The intelligence agencies and 
“free press” failed the American people. The war was expensive in terms of Iraqi and American 
lives and treasure.

* * * * *

In the aftermath of the unnecessary war in Iraq, during the Obama Administration, the Prime 
Minister of Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu, made another argument for war. This time Israel’s 
leadership wanted war against Iran. In May 2015, in an unprecedented act, the head of for-
eign government came to the United States to make a direct appeal to the American people, 
through the Republican Congress, in a joint session of Congress, in disregard to President 
Obama, for war. Netanyahu in part stated: “I’ve come here today because as prime minis-
ter of Israel, I feel a profound obligation to speak to you about an issue that could threaten 
the survival of my country and the future of my people: Iran’s quest for nuclear weapons.”50 
Not even Winston Churchill, during the dark day of World War II when Britain stood alone 
against Nazi Germany, had made such an effort or conducted himself in such a manner 
as to disrespect the President of the United States. The Obama Administration, like others, 
had gone to enormous efforts to support and guarantee the security of Israel. In September 
2016, the Obama Administration announced that the United States had reached an agreement 
with Israel to provide it with $38 billion in military assistance. Obama’s NSC Advisor, Susan 
Rice, stated this is the largest military assistance program in US history. Israel is not a poor  
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country. It is a regional superpower. It has nuclear weapons and continues to develop and 
expand its delivery systems.51 It is unclear why the United States continues to provide Israel 
with unprecedented levels of military assistance.52 Netanyahu, the American- Israel lobbies, the 
many Republican and Democratic Congressmen and women, and the neoconservative think 
tanks, that support Israel without question, did not get the war that the Israeli Prime Minister 
wanted.53 Not this time.

Operational Doctrine: “Shock and Awe”

On 19 March 2003, President Bush committed the United States to a second war in Iraq.54 
The verdict on the conventional campaign is unanimous— it was a stunning victory:

Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) was one of the most decisive U.S. victories. A dicta-
torial regime ruling a population of 25 million was defeated in only 21 days of fighting 
instead of the planned campaign of 125 days. U.S. forces showed remarkable improve-
ment in their conduct of joint/ combined warfare since the Gulf War in 1990/ 1991. 
New technological advances were integrated successfully with sound tactical and oper-
ational concepts. The coalition commanders displayed a high degree of operational flexi-
bility and agility.55

The larger question is, did the United States and Bush’s “coalition of the willing” achieve 
their political objectives? The immediate political objectives were to topple the dictatorship 
of Saddam Hussein and to eliminate Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction. The larger objective 
was to establish a stable democratic, capitalist Iraqi nation- state that was fully integrated into 
the world economy and that could serve as a catalyst for change for the region. At the end of 
the Obama Administration in 2016, these objectives had not been achieved, and, in fact, the 
situation in the region was much worse for the lives of Iraqis and Syrians than when Saddam 
Hussein was in power. In the years immediately following the conventional war, violence 
escalated.

Almost immediately after the conventional war was won the insurgency started. Over time 
it grew in strength and vigor, and there were signs the war was evolving into a civil war 
between the Sunni and Shia sects. On 26 September 2005, the cover page of Time magazine 
pessimistically asked, “Iraq: Is It Too Late to Win the War?” The conclusion could be deduced 
from the story: “Although U.S. officers had known for months about the atrocities taking 
place in Tall ’Afar, they were powerless to do anything about them. Stretched thin, fighting 
rebels in places like al- Qaim and Mosul, the military dedicated just a single infantry battalion 
to an area twice the size of Connecticut.”56 US forces in Iraqi could not secure people. The 
US Army and Marine Corps were too small to do all that was asked and required of them. The 
consequence was another more difficult insurgency war.

To fight the war in Iraq the Pentagon put into practice new operational doctrine based on 
new technologies. The Bush Administration believed that the US military, the most techno-
logically advanced armed forces on the planet, would produce a quick, decisive victory in 
Iraq, as they had in 1991. However, the Rumsfeld Pentagon had no intention of fighting 
a war under the Weinberg/ Powell strategic doctrine and AirLand Battle operational doc-
trines. Rumsfeld believed these doctrines represented the past: Cold War- era thinking. With 
the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) fully underway, he believed that with advanced 
technologies and new ways of operating, a small ground force could accomplish what was 
required of a much larger force a decade ago. The Pentagon recognized that Iraqi forces 
were considerably less capable than they were in 1991, having suffered from the embargo, 
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economic constraints, and a lack of technological knowledge and infrastructure. They also 
recognized that the Iraqi Army was in fact, culturally, an Arab army.57 The respect and awe 
bestowed on Iraqi forces in the days prior to Operation Desert Storm were gone. The 
Rumsfeld Pentagon well understood that in the first Gulf War there had been substantial 
overkill. The mission could have been accomplished with half the forces deployed. In add-
ition because of the “no- fly” zones, Special Forces and CIA operations, and large identifi-
able opposition groups (the Shia and Kurds), Iraq’s defenses had been substantially weakened 
in the decade prior to OIF.

The mission in 2003 was also very different from that of 1991, when the objective was 
to restore Kuwait and destroy the armed forces of Iraq, both limited war objectives. Killing 
Saddam Hussein would have achieved one of the immediate objectives of OIF. Still, the pol-
itical objective of removing a government was more total, entailing the march to Baghdad, 
the capture and occupation of the city, the removal of all Ba’athist, Sunni Muslim political 
leaders, and the establishment of a new government. The United States did not want to fight 
the Iraqi armed forces if it could be avoided, did not want to fight the Iraqi people. However, 
the removal of a government is a total war objective, and as a consequence, the potential for a 
much wider war existed— a war with the Iraqi people, or one of the large ethnic, tribal groups, 
for example, the Sunnis. Still, the services and the Pentagon were considerably more confident 
in 2003 than in 1991, and while substantially smaller they were the most respected armed 
forces on the planet. The Army in 2003 was 40 percent smaller than it had been in 1991. Its 
primary weapon systems, the M 1 Abrams Main Battle Tank, the M 2 Bradley Fighting Vehicle, 
UH 60 Black Hawk helicopter, and the AH 64 Apache attack helicopter were fundamentally 
the same.

Rumsfeld did not plan to fight a conventional ground war. He planned to use a variant of 
the doctrine used in Operation Enduring Freedom, which relied heavily on Special Forces— 
airpower, surrogate forces; small, flexible ground forces, and the new concept, Shock and Awe:

The goal of Rapid Dominance will be to destroy or so confound the will to resist that an 
adversary will have no alternative except to accept our strategic aims and military object-
ives. To achieve this outcome, Rapid Dominance must control the operational environ-
ment and through that dominance, control what the adversary perceives, understands, and 
knows, as well as control or regulate what is not perceived, understood, or known. … To 
affect the will of the adversary, Rapid Dominance will apply a variety of approaches and 
techniques to achieve the necessary level of Shock and Awe at the appropriate strategic 
and military leverage points. This means that psychological and intangible, as well as phys-
ical and concrete effects beyond the destruction of enemy forces and supporting military 
infrastructure will have to be achieved.58

While all the axioms of “Shock and Awe” were not employed, this doctrinal thinking 
deeply influenced the actions of the Pentagon. Shock and Awe was modified, and became 
known as the “Rumsfeld Doctrine.” It was based on speed, maneuver, shock effect, extensive 
covert preparation of the battlefield, precision strikes against strategically significant targets, 
and information dominance. This doctrine was based on the premise that the United States 
was fighting a state, not a nation, and that it was possible to maintain the separation between 
the people and the government. Thus, the preservation of Iraq’s infrastructure, the preservation 
of Iraq’s oil fields, and the minimization of damage to cultural facilities, homes, schools, and 
other public areas were of strategic importance.

Many in the Rumsfeld Pentagon believed that the awesome, overwhelming demonstra-
tion of US airpower attacking multiple targets simultaneously would strike such fear that 
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the enemy was, to some degree, paralyzed. Intelligence sources would locate key leaders, 
including Saddam Hussein, who could then be targeted and killed with precision weap-
ons, which were called “decapitation strikes.” The destruction of the enemy’s communica-
tion systems would deprive them of the information necessary to effectively employ and 
fight their forces; and multiple intelligence sources and digital communication systems 
would allow US forces to act with a new level of situational awareness, and thus react 
faster than the enemy, and respond with greater agility, flexibility, and lethality. Air Force 
General Richard Meyers, then CJCS, stated that US forces were going to deliver “such a 
shock on the system that the Iraqi regime would have to assume early on that the end is 
inevitable.”59

Map 15.1 Operation Iraqi Freedom, area of operations.
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It was further believed that psychological operations (PSYOP), and Saddam Hussein’s own 
brutality, would separate the Iraqi people from the Iraqi armed forces, and the Iraqi Army from 
the “elite” Republican Guard and other special units loyal to Hussein, rendering them inactive 
or ineffective. It was believed that the use of indigenous, surrogate forces would facilitate the 
overthrow of the Hussein regime and win the support of the people, and that the shock cre-
ated by the rapid advance of small, highly trained ground forces, including Special Forces, 
would cause the enemy’s will to collapse. The objective was not to destroy the enemy’s main 
forces, but to destroy his will to fight by attacking and destroying “the brain,” “the inner circle,” 
and the “central nervous system” in a short, intense war.

Theater Strategy: Franks versus Rumsfeld

Political and natural geography dictated the war plan. Basing rights, lines of communication, 
military overflight, temporary staging areas, and border crossings were greatly restricted. The 
access and support provided by Saudi Arabia in the first Gulf War was gone. Iran and Syria 
both were overtly hostile to the United States, and very likely to provide covert support to 
terrorist and guerrilla forces fighting against the United States within Iraq. Jordan, a friend of 
the United States, had to maintain its neutrality, and would not provide access. This left only 
two strategic options for ground forces: Turkey and Kuwait. Turkey was a NATO nation and 
long- time ally of the United States in the Cold War. Turkey had provided the United States 
with permanent facilities for airbases, and radar and listening stations during the Cold War. 
The Bush Administration believed that with a six billion dollar aid package and political sup-
port for admittance of Turkey into the European Union, the government of Turkey could be 
persuaded to permit the passage of a US heavy division, the 4th ID, across its land to northern 
Iraq. However, anti- Americanism in the Islamic world was at an all- time high. While Turkey 
was a secular, democratic state, it was also a Muslim nation. On 1 March 2003 the Turkish 
Parliament sided with the nation, against the United States. Thus, Kuwait provided the only 
strategic avenue of approach for ground forces. Iraq had a small area of coastline on the Persian 
Gulf, which made an amphibious assault possible. A vertical envelopment with airborne forces 
was also possible. However, both approaches meant a much longer war, requiring considerably 
time to build up forces. Kuwait was thus of strategic importance, providing the primary sta-
ging area for the ground war and access to Iraq.

While the limited access problem dictated the axis of advance, the size of the ground force, 
and the timing of the operation— when to initiate the ground war (G- day) and when to 
initiate the air war (A- Day)— were sources of considerable friction. The initial invasion plan 
advanced by General Tommy Franks, CENTCOM Commander, was based on Operation 
Plan 1003, which itself was based in part on the successful 1991 invasion.60 It called for a large 
invasion force of 200,000 to 250,000 men attacking from Turkey and Kuwait, securing the 
northern and southern sectors of the country, winning and maintaining the support of the 
Kurds and Shia, and then advancing on Baghdad from the north and south. It also called for 
an air campaign that started weeks before the ground war to shape the battle space.61 On 12 
October 2002 the New York Times reported: “Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld said 
today that he had ordered the military’s regional commanders to rewrite all of their war plans 
to capitalize on precision weapons, better intelligence and speedier deployment. That way, he 
said, the military could begin combat operations on less notice and with far fewer troops than 
thought possible .”62 In January 2003 Time magazine reported:

“Despite being told not to do it, [Franks] basically sent up a revised Gulf War I plan. 
Rumsfeld couldn’t believe it,” says a senior Pentagon official. … While Franks said he 
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needed at least 250,000 troops, Rumsfeld wanted no more than 100,000 thousand. … 
The final number split the difference: war with Iraq could begin with as few as 150,000 
U.S. troops in the region. … Franks wanted Air Force bombers to pound Iraqi positions 
for 10 to 14 days before starting a ground war. … Rumsfeld balked at that request. … And 
Rumsfeld pushed his foot to the floor on a ground war too, insisting that once the real 
shooting starts, U.S. tanks and other armored vehicles should race ahead of their supply 
lines toward Baghdad in days, if not hours.63

In a controversial article, Seymour Hersh observed that Rumsfeld had thrown out Franks’ 
plan: “Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and his inner circle of civilian advisers … had 
insisted on micromanaging the war’s operational details. … On at least six occasions, the plan-
ner told me, when Rumsfeld and his deputies were presented with operational plans … he 
insisted that the number of ground troops be sharply reduced.”64 General Franks, in his book, 
disputes this assessment. Franks, however, was a man concerned with his own reputation and 
place in history. He wanted to be seen as the architect of the victory.65 Rumsfeld believed that 
a new approach to how America goes to war was necessary. He believed that in the aftermath 
of 9/ 11 all war plans had to be reassessed, in order to respond to the new terrorist threats and 
“rogue nations” possessing biological, chemical, and/ or nuclear weapons. He believed that 
“too many of the military plans on the shelves of the regional war- fighting commanders were 
freighted with outdated assumptions and military requirements, which have changed with the 
advent of new weapons and doctrine.”66 He believed that new doctrines, new technologies, 
and the RMA had dramatically changed the conduct of war. He believed that the Army was 
a dinosaur, unwilling to change, and incapable of looking beyond its traditional ways of doing 
things. Rumsfeld’s beliefs, attitude, and prejudices mandated a new plan. Rumsfeld, however, 
was planning to fight the wrong war.

Franks’ thinking and war plans were also off the mark. As Franks characterized his war 
plans: “This will be a campaign unlike any other in history … characterized by shock, by sur-
prise, by flexibility and by the employment of precise munitions on a scale never before seen, 
and by the application of overwhelming force.” Franks further noted that, “We would put 
our faith in maneuver.”67 In Operation Desert Shield/ Storm Tommy Franks was a Brigadier 
General who served as the Assistant Division Commander for Operation and Maneuver in 
the 1st Cavalry Division, a heavy armor division out of Fort Hood, Texas. As such, he well 
understood Schwarzkopf ’s operational plan. Franks took aspects of Schwarzkopf ’s plan and 
modified them for this different situation and enemy.68 Franks, like Powell and Schwarzkopf, 
wanted overwhelming combat power. His initial plan called for considerably more ground 
combat power in the form of heavy Army divisions. His initial plan also called for an extensive 
air war prior to the ground war. Franks explained:

During months of planning, the length of air operations in preparation for the ground 
attack had steadily decreased. Two months earlier, we had projected sixteen days and 
nights of air and SOF operations to “shape the battlespace” before the first Coalition 
armor crossed the berm. Now our Abrams and Bradleys would already be deep inside 
Iraq when … airmen delivered a possible knockout blow to the regime in Baghdad on 
the night of Friday, March 21.69

The extended air campaign was dropped for a number of reasons. First, it was unnecessary. 
Ground forces could slice through Iraqi armor formations considerably faster and cheaper 
than airpower. Second, Franks and the Pentagon concluded that Saddam Hussein would 
anticipate a replay of the first Gulf War. Hence, he would initiate the destruction of Iraq’s oil 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



434 The New American Practice of War

434

fields and infrastructure as soon as the air campaign began. Those fields were supposed to pay 
for the war and finance the Iraqi recovery. To preclude their destruction, it was argued that the 
extensive air campaign had to be eliminated. The oil fields had to be seized in the opening 
hours of the war. Third, Franks concluded that by operating in an unexpected manner, tactical 
and operational surprise could be achieved. Finally, the air campaign had actually started long 
before the initiation of hostilities on 20 March.

The air campaign actually started in the summer of 2002, when Rumsfeld directed UN- 
sanctioned air patrols to conduct operations that focused on the destruction of Iraq’s air 
defense system. Between June 2002 and March 2003, roughly 4,000 sorties were flown to 
destroy radar and communication systems, surface- to- air missiles, and other threats to allied 
airpower. And, during the twelve years of combat air patrols in the two Iraqi no- fly zones, 
the United States and the United Kingdom had periodically attacked the Iraqi integrated air 
defense system, slowly eroding its capabilities. Air Force General Moseley observed: “We’ve 
been involved in Operation Northern Watch well over 4,000 days … [and] Southern Watch 
for well over 3,800 days. … We’ve certainly had more preparation, pre- hostilities, than perhaps 
some people realize.”70 Franks and others in Washington hoped that the ground war would be 
unnecessary, and that the air campaign alone would achieve the political objective by killing 
Saddam Hussein and many of his most senior advisors.

In the open desert, the Iraqi forces were extremely vulnerable to long- range fire from 
American air and ground forces. Even though American forces were vastly outnumbered, 
expectations for rapid victory in the desert were high. The major concern was the fight for 
Baghdad, and possibly other Iraqi cities. Military operations in urban terrain greatly diminish 
the effectiveness of American technology. Airpower is considerably less effective in this envir-
onment. In urban ground war, the range of engagements is substantially reduced. Fighting is 
at close quarters and the killing typically takes place within a 50- foot radius. Small arms and 
infantry dominate the battlefield, and operations are manpower intensive. Ammunition and 
water are used at a higher rate than in other forms of combat, and it takes considerably more 
manpower to secure an area. And once an area is secure it has to be continuously occupied, or 
the enemy will backtrack and re- occupy the area.

Command and control is difficult in urban terrain. Operations are decentralized. Greater 
initiative is required at the small- unit level of leaders and soldiers. Tanks and other vehicles are 
channeled through narrow streets, making them more vulnerable to attack. Resupplying and 
the evacuation of wounded and dead are extremely difficult and hazardous. In this environ-
ment it is better for the defenders to wound than to kill. Wounded soldiers force other soldiers 
to risk their lives retrieving and evacuating them. The likelihood of killing innocent civilians 
increases greatly, as does the likelihood of alienating the people. Civilians are exposed to war, 
and can be used as shields. The destruction of hospitals, schools, public facilities, mosques, 
and cultural sites becomes unavoidable, and with the destruction of each building, the people 
become more involved, angrier, and thus, more willing to fight. Guerrilla warfare becomes 
more likely. Civilians become soldiers and enemy soldiers can become innocent civilians, by 
simply changing their clothing and appearing as noncombatants. Caches of weapons can be 
planted throughout a sector, making it possible for unarmed soldiers and civilians to rapidly 
become guerrilla fighters. Children can be used as sources of intelligence for enemy fighters. 
Booby traps and snipers become important instruments of war, greatly impeding the attackers. 
Finally, tall buildings provide excellent perches for harassing and sniper fire. The psychological 
strain on soldiers in combat in urban terrain is enormous.

There is one major factor that decisively influences the ability of a state to fight 
urban, guerrilla, and insurgency warfare. The fighters must be believers. They must 
believe in some ideology, religion, and/ or leader. With the decentralized nature of these 
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types of wars, soldiers or guerrillas who do not believe in the cause for which they 
are fighting can simply quit, take off their uniforms, hide their weapons, and go home. 
Combatants in urban terrain have to act on their own initiative. Hate and anger are 
great motivators. Foreigners destroying homes, killing innocent people, and occupying 
land are great motivating factors. Enemy forces that are seen as invaders and occupiers 
can ignite the passions that move soldiers and civilians to fight with great tenacity. 
A major concern of the soldiers and marines in the coalition forces was that the war 
would devolve into a fight for every building, every street, and every block in Baghdad. 
The fact that Iraq was not a nation reduced the ability of Saddam Hussein’s regime to 
fight such a war. However, coalition forces did not want to create a nation by alienating 
the Iraqi people. Saddam Hussein’s strategy for war was, at least in part, based on get-
ting Americans to fight in the cities, where they might inflict heavy casualties on Iraqi 
civilians and structures. Such destruction, with the help of the media, had the potential 
to influence Iraqi, Muslims, American, and world opinion. In other words, the conduct 
of the war could put the people under so much pressure that it created a nation will-
ing to fight. The United States could also lose the war for the hearts and minds of the 
people. Urban terrain offered Saddam Hussein the greatest opportunity to inflict heavy 
casualties on US forces.

A large part of the war was over before the first shot was fired. Special Forces were deployed 
months before the opening of major combat to shape the battlefield, develop and assist indi-
genous forces (the Kurds and Shiites), locate key facilities and leaders, enhance the accuracy 
and lethality of airpower; and conduct PSYOPs. Information operations included electronic 
warfare, computer network attack, deception plans, psychological operations, and operational 
security.

PSYOPs operations deserve special attention. In OIF, they were on a scale and sophistica-
tion never conducted before. They were designed to influence the behavior of Iraqi generals 
and key leaders, soldiers, and civilians. In the run- up to the war, PSYOPs were used to shape 
the battlefield. The very name of the operation, Iraqi Freedom, was part of the PSYOPs plan 
to inform the Iraqi people that the war was not against them, but the regime of Saddam 
Hussein. Leaflet drops, radio and television broadcasts, and email were part of a multimedia 
campaign. EC- 130E Commando Solo aircraft of the Air Force National Guard’s 193rd Special 
Operations Wing out of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania broadcast messages on commercial AM/ 
FM, short- wave radio bands, and vhf/ uhf television. The Mobile Radio Broadcast System 
and Mobile Television Broadcast System operated out of Kuwait. A translated excerpt of a 
Commando Solo broadcast informed:

People of Iraq. The standard of living for Iraqis has dropped drastically since Saddam came 
into power. Every night, children go to sleep hungry in Iraq. The sick suffer from ailments 
that are easily treatable in the rest of the world. Saddam has built palace after palace for 
himself and has purchased fleets of luxury cars— at the expense of the Iraqi people. … 
Saddam has exploited the Oil for Food Program to illegally buy weapons and materials 
intended to produce nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons and for lavish gifts for his 
elite regime members. … Saddam has built monuments to promote his legacy at your 
expense. … How much longer will this corrupt rule be allowed to exploit and oppress 
the Iraqi people?71

Other themes encouraged Iraqi soldiers to desert, and warned them not to use WMDs, not 
to destroy the oil infrastructure, and not to damage the environment. Civilians were warned 
to stay at home and not to interfere. In the days just prior to the invasion, 20,000,000 leaflets 
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were dropped. Leaflets repeated the same themes as the broadcasts. One stated: “Any unit that 
chooses to use weapons of mass destruction will face swift and severe retribution by Coalition 
forces. Unit Commanders will be held accountable if weapons of mass destruction are used.” 
Iraqi Generals and key leaders were called and emailed. Starting in January 2003, the Pentagon 
“began sending thousands of e- mail messages to commanders, promising protection for those 
who comply with the order to not use weapons of mass destruction against allied forces.”72 
They were told to keep their units at home. Even President Bush and his cabinet took part in 
the PSYOPs campaign, threatening Iraqi generals on television, endeavoring to separate them 
from Saddam Hussein, telling them not to follow Saddam Hussein’s orders to use WMDs, and 
that if they did there would be severe consequences. After the war, General Tommy Franks 
revealed that:  “senior Iraqi officers accepted bribes for a promise not to engage coalition 
forces. Consequently, US and UK forces met light resistance in many locations that might 
have otherwise been heavily defended.” He continued: “I had letters from Iraqi generals say-
ing: I now work for you.”73

The biggest strategic planning failure of the coalition forces was not having in place a 
significant plan to win the peace. Because the Rumsfeld’s Pentagon believed that US forces 
would be welcomed into an Islamic nation, a Middle East state, as liberators, it thought pri-
marily about the conventional war. Because so little thought had gone into post- conflict 
planning, numerous horrendous decisions were made that facilitated the rise of the insurgency.

Opposing Forces: It Looked Easy

The Iraqi Army in 2003 was considerably smaller and less capable than in 1991.74 While a 
considerable number of the force had survived the 1991 war, their effectiveness had been sig-
nificantly degraded over the years. By 2003, Iraqi forces were poorly trained and equipped. 
Their inability to purchase new equipment or repair parts made inoperable, “deadlined,” many 
vehicles, causing their cannibalization— taking parts from one vehicle to make another oper-
ational. The absence of French and Soviet technical advisors damaged the ability of Iraqi forces 
to maintain their tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, and other equipment. The lack of ammu-
nition for training eroded their ability to accurately engage targets with artillery, small arms, 
and main tank guns. The lack of field training damaged their ability to construct defensive 
fighting positions, maneuver forces, conduct operations in urban terrain, or employ weapons 
of mass destruction.

Saddam Hussein employed four types of forces: the regular army, the Republican Guard, 
the Special Republican Guard, and the Fedayeen (martyrs). The most formidable force was the 
Republican Guard (RG). It numbered roughly 60,000 soldiers, and had priority for equip-
ment, training, and other resources. The RG was believed to be capable of generating signifi-
cant combat power. It was organized into six divisions: three stationed north of Baghdad along 
the main highway leading to Turkey, and three stationed south along the main highways lead-
ing to Kuwait. Those forces north of the city formed the I Corps and those forces south of it, 
the II Corps. Two RG divisions— one from each Corps— defended in the immediate vicinity 
of Baghdad, forming an outer perimeter. Expanding out from Baghdad, the other divisions 
were located in the vicinity of major cities, for example Tikrit and Mosul. Saddam Hussein 
expected Turkey to cooperate with the United States, providing access from the north. Inside 
Baghdad was the Special Republican Guard, a force of roughly 15,000 soldiers. It was respon-
sible for the defense of the city. These men were lightly armed, but were believed to be well 
trained and equipped. They were selected because of their loyalty to Saddam Hussein, and 
were commanded by Saddam Hussein’s son Qusay. The Regular Army (RA) was in the worst 
condition. It numbered between 150,000 and 200,000 soldiers, organized into seventeen 
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divisions. It was believed that these forces, for the most part, would not fight, and if they did 
would be incapable of generating significant combat power. Much of their equipment was 
old and obsolete, and desertion was common, particularly among the Shia. Saddam Hussein, 
a Sunni, could not trust these forces. Still, there were armor divisions among the RA forces 
that were capable of doing considerable damage. CENTCOM could not dismiss them. The 
presence of RG forces to some degree strengthened the will of the RA forces.

According to General Franks, the Fedayeen was “a group of ill- trained but fanatical 
regime loyalists; Al Quds, local Baath militia commanded by party leaders and national 
Baath Party militia members; and the volunteers known as the ‘Lions of Saddam,’ a group 
of Sunni boys eighteen and younger who had received rudimentary military training.”75 
These forces were based on the ideology of suicide bombers, and the operational doc-
trine of fast hit- and- run shock raids akin to those attacks employed by Somali warlords 
against US Army Rangers in Mogadishu in 1990.76 The Fedayeen fought in pickup trucks 
mounted with machine guns and other light weapons, such as RPGs, rocket grenades. 
They were called “technicals”— a term that originated in Mogadishu. These forces were 
ineffective against M1s and Bradleys, but could do considerable damage to thin- skinned 
vehicles, such as trucks and HUMVEEs. CENTCOM had not planned to fight the “tech-
nicals.” Franks wrote:

Our lack of HUMINT [human intelligence] had given us a nasty surprise: We’d had no 
warning that Saddam had dispatched these paramilitary forces from Baghdad. Our analysts 
had seen reconnaissance images of pickup trucks, their cargo bays covered by tarps, and 
civilian buses loaded with passengers moving south, but this had raised no concerns.”

The strength of the Fedayeen was unknown. Franks estimated as many as 40,000 fighters. 
These forces created more concern due to the element of surprise than from real military 
effectiveness.

* * * * *

American invasion forces consisted of two corps commands, the V US Army Corps and the 1st 
Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF), both of which were under the command of Lieutenant 
General David D. McKiernan’s Third Army. McKiernan, not Franks, was the Coalition Forces 
Land Component Commander. The axis of advance was from Kuwait to Baghdad, with the 
Army conducting the main attack on the left flank and the Marines conducting the sup-
porting attack on the right. In reality, there was no main attack or supporting attack. It was 
a 300- mile race to Baghdad with the expectation that the two forces would remain within 
supporting distance of one another.

Lieutenant General William Wallace commanded V Corps. It was based on the 3rd Infantry 
Division (Mechanized) out of Fort Stewart, Georgia, commanded by Major General Buford 
C. Blount III. The 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault) under the command of Major 
General David H. Petraeus, and a brigade of the 82nd Airborne Division under the command 
of Major General Charles H. Swannack, Jr. supported the operation. In addition, the 10th 
and 5th Special Force Groups (SFG), the Ranger Regiment, the 4th PSYOP Group, and the 
173rd Airborne Regiment were deployed. The Army deployed 233,342 soldiers, including 8, 
866 National Guardsmen and 10,683 reservists, roughly half the active Army and half the total 
forces deployed. When the operation kicked off, the Army was not fully deployed; hence, its 
total personnel count is a bit misleading. The equipment for a third corps- size organization 
based on the 4th ID (Mechanized) out of Fort Hood, Texas was still at sea.77 The Army’s V 
Corps was also not fully deployed and ready for combat when the operation was initiated. 
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Combat forces and combat service support forces were still in various stages of deployment. 
This influenced the conduct of the operation.

Lieutenant General James T. Conway, U.S.M.C. commanded the 1st MEF, a joint and com-
bined force of 81,500 men, based on the 1st Marine Division, which consisted of three 
regimental combat teams (RCT), under the command of Major General James Mattis, and 
the 1st (UK) Armoured Division, under the command of Major General Robin Brims. The 
UK division consisted of the 7th Armoured Brigade, the 16th Air Assault Brigade, and the 
3rd Commando Brigade. A  brigade size force from the Second Marine Division formed 
Task Force Tarawa. The Marines deployed 74,405 marines, including 9,501 reservists. In ref-
erence to the command situation and joint and combined operations, Conway concluded, “It 
worked and was jointness in its finest sense. I had a solid relationship with General McKiernan. 
The staffs had the inevitable friction over pop- up issues, but level heads always prevailed.”78 
Conway’s total ground combat forces numbered 115,000 marines and soldiers, and 26,000 
British soldiers.

The air forces deployed for OIF included those of the US Air Force, Navy, Marine Corps, 
and Army, and those of coalition nations:  the Royal Air Force, Royal Australian Air Force, 
and Canadian Air Force. The US Air Force, however, provided more than half of the com-
bat aircraft employed (51 percent), and almost half of the support aircraft (45 percent). Air 
Force Lieutenant General T. Michael Moseley headed CENTCOM’s Air Forces, serving as 
Combined Force Air Component Commander. The Air Force deployed 293 fighters, includ-
ing F- 15s, F- 16s, and F- 117s; fifty- one bombers, including B- 52s, B- 1s, and B- 2s; 182 tank-
ers, including KC- 10s and KC- 135s; 111 Airlift aircraft, including C- 130s, C- 17s, and C- 21s; 
sixty intelligence, reconnaissance and surveillance (IRS) aircraft, including E3Bs, E8Cs, EC- 
130, RC- 135s, and U- 2s; 131 SOF aircraft, including MH- 53s, UH- 60s, and HH- 60s, and 
UAVs, including Predators and Global Hawks. The Air Force deployed 54,955 airmen, includ-
ing 7,207 National Guardsmen, and 2,084 reservists. The 4th Air Support Operation Group 
(ASOG) provided the Army’s V Corps close air support, performing not as a supporting arm, 
but as a co- combatant.79 The 3rd Marine Aircraft Wing (MAW), and Naval aviation supported 
the 1st MEF.

Speaking in March 2004, Admiral Vern Clark outlined the Navy’s contribution to Operation 
Iraqi Freedom:

A year ago, we had 164 Navy ships and almost 78,000 sailors at sea in support of OIF 
and the global war on terrorism. … In all, 221 of our then 306 ships, about 73% of our 
total force, were under way. Seven of 12 carrier strike groups, 9 of 12 expeditionary strike 
groups, 33 of 54 attack submarines, and some 600 Navy and Marine Corps tactical aircraft 
were forward deployed in support of the national commitment and policy.80

Some of these forces were deployed in support of Operation Enduring Freedom in 
Afghanistan; however, the vast majority supported OIF. The carriers, USS Abraham Lincoln, 
Theodore Roosevelt, Constellation, Harry S. Truman, Carl Vinson, George Washington, and Nimitz 
supported OIF. The Navy provided 293 fighters, primarily F- 18s and F/ A- 18s and the 
Marine Corps 130 fighters, primarily F- 18s. Navy aviation flew more than 7,000 sorties. 
The Navy’s surface warships and submarines launched more than 800 Tomahawk cruise 
missiles. Navy expeditionary warships deployed 60,000 Marines. Navy SEALs conducted 
convert operations. Navy Special (mine) Clearance Teams cleared 913 nautical miles of 
waterways, using dolphins and other resources. While transporting the Army to the battle-
field is not a Navy responsibility, it was involved in delivering equipment and other mat-
erials to Kuwait. The Navy was able to “surge” during the operation, stressing men and 
machines.81
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The Air War

The air war did not open as planned. The CIA believed it had pinpointed the location 
of Saddam Hussein, his sons Qusay and Uday, and other senior leaders. This information 
caused Bush to approve a raid to kill them. The Air Force rapidly deployed two F- 117 
Nighthawks, stealth fighters, from Qatar, each loaded with two EGBU- 27 precision- 
guided bombs (laser- guided bombs enhanced with guidance systems that used Global 
Positioning satellites). The Navy responded by firing dozens of Tomahawk missiles from 
six warships.82 The decapitation strike failed. Saddam and his sons lived. (The CIA’s evi-
dence may have been based on one of Saddam Hussein’s many look- a- likes.) Still, Major 
Mark J. Hoehn, one of the F- 117 pilots, concluded, “We knocked the regime off balance, 
and we kept them off balance. Whether or not we got [Saddam], he was never a significant 
factor after that.”83

Intelligence also caused Franks to advance the ground war. Reconnaissance and satellite 
images appeared to show that Iraqi forces were preparing to torch the Rumilyah oil fields— 
an operation that would have taken substantially more than 24 hours. Franks advanced the 
ground war eight and a half hours from 0600 on Friday 21 March to 2130 on 20 March to 
get forces into the field as soon as possible. The Marines were able to secure the fields before 
substantial damage occurred. The air campaign, “Shock and Awe” was not moved up, and went 
off as scheduled at 2100 on 21 March.

In the first few days of the air campaign, the Air Force and Navy deployed their full array 
of airpower, flying 15,000 sorties against enemy targets. B- 52s flying out of Britain launched 
cruise missiles. Submarines and surface ships launched more than 800 Tomahawk cruise 
missiles. F- 117s flying out of al- Udeid Air Base, Qatar dropped precision- guided bombs. F/ 
A- 18s flying from carriers in the Persian Gulf and Mediterranean, and Air Force F- 15Cs 
and F- 16s flying out of Kuwait dropped and launched precision munitions. B- 2s flying out 
of Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean dropped JDAMs (Joint Direct Attack Munitions) and 
other ordnance. B- 1Bs attacked targets with precision- guided weapons. KC- 135s refueled 
Air Force, Navy, and coalition aircraft. C- 17s delivered men and material. C- 130Js pro-
vided theater transport. E- 8C Joint JSTARS radar aircraft provided twenty- four hours a 
day battlefield reconnaissance. EC- 130Es broadcast AM/ FM radio and VHF/ UHF tele-
vision messages critical to limiting Iraqi casualties. MH- 53M from the 21st SOS, Special 
Operations Forces supported special and conventional operations. By every standard, the air 
forces that were employed demonstrated capabilities that were unparalleled in the history 
of warfare.

Outer space was used as never before in war. The array of satellites and their capabilities 
were as impressive as the airpower employed.84 Major General Franklin J. Blaisdell, the Air 
Force director of space operations and integration, during OIF, observed: “We are so dom-
inant in space that I  pity a country that would come up against us.” Global Positioning 
System Satellites directed precision- guided weapons on target through sandstorms, rain, and 
wind. Imaging radar satellites detected and pinpointed the movement of Republican Guard 
forces so they could be destroyed by airpower. Satellites listened in on Iraqi communications, 
providing useable battlefield information. Satellites provided photographic information for 
planning and conducting special operations; provided communications facilitating command 
and control, reducing the response time of shooters; provided weather data for pilots and 
Navy ships; directed UAVs such as the Predator and Global Hawk; and even facilitated logis-
tical efforts, tracking supplies and making possible more precise coordination of the delivery 
of supplies.

The initial targets included the enemy’s command and control facilities, suspected loca-
tions of their top leaders, and Republican Guard headquarters. More specifically, the Ministry 
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of Information, the Baghdad Presidential Complex, the Council of Ministers Building, 
the Republican Palace, Al- Salam Palace, Al- Sijood Presidential Palace, and the Ministry of 
Planning were all targets. The effort was to destroy control facilities, the brain, and by so doing 
paralyze the arms and legs, the fighting forces. In the first forty- eight hours of the air war, over 
1,500 targets across Iraq were struck. Time recorded:

For the allied command, the hope remains that the mere demonstration of American 
air power will persuade large numbers of Saddam’s best trained and most loyal soldiers, 
the Republican and Special Republican Guard, to surrender before the U.S. and British 
forces begin a siege of Baghdad. A senior Administration official told Time that the mili-
tary has “killed a significant number of the Republican Guard, we’re trying to break their 
will and get them to go home.” Defense officials predicted last week that up to a quarter 
of the Republican Guard troops would surrender if the details were worked out. “They’re 
using the psychological instrument to collapse [the enemy’s] will through intimidation 
and the creation in his mind of inevitable defeat.”85

Airpower, the “shock and awe” campaign, did not produce the immediate collapse many 
expected and hoped for. While it produced partial paralysis of the brain, the limbs, the Iraqi 
ground combat forces, were still active. The ground war was still necessary.

With the advance of the V Corps and 1st MEF, tactical airpower dominated the air war 
effort. By all estimates, Army and Air Force operations achieved a higher level of proficiency 
than in any previous war. The 3rd ID and 4th ASOG (Air Support Operations Group) fought 
integrated battles against Iraqi armor formations. One Army observer concluded:

V Corps’ Cobra II drive to Baghdad during Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) broke fresh 
ground in a number of areas, but perhaps none so important as the conduct of joint 
operations. … It was not merely the parallel functioning of two armed services; it was the 
almost flawless operation of a thoroughly integrated combat- arms team. Army officers of 
the V Corps staff described the result in superlatives: it was the best, most efficient, most 
effective and most responsive air support the Air Force has ever provided any U.S. Army 
unit.86

And Air Force Magazine noted that: “Gulf War II … took integration to new highs, and now 
some view it as the distinguishing feature of the warfare, U.S. Style.” Vice Admiral (retired) 
Arthur K. Cebrowski, director of the Pentagon’s Office of Force Transformation concluded, 
“When the lessons learned come out, one of the things we are probably going to see is a new 
air- land dynamic. … It is as if we will have discovered a new sweet spot in the relationship 
between land warfare and air warfare.”87 The conventional war was considered a major success 
for “jointness” between the Army and the Air Force because of the “unprecedented degree 
of air- ground coordination.”88 In the V Corps area of operation the 4th ASOG conducted 
886 battlefield- shaping missions and 606 close air support missions. In urban terrain the Air 
Force destroyed 225 buildings, 105 bunkers, and 226 various other targets. Army artillery and 
airpower were closely coordinated.

Special Operations, PSYOPs, Iraqi memories of Operation Desert Storm, and the psycho-
logical influence of the air campaign probably deserve the lion’s share of the credit for strategic 
decisiveness in the conventional war of OIF. The vast majority of Iraqi forces decided not to 
fight, and many of those forces that fought did so without determination. However, it must be 
remembered that Iraq was not a unified, cohesive nation. It was a state with deep fractures that 
precluded a more total war effort from the Iraqi people.
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The air war in OIF was not the first network- centric war. It was, however, considered a 
positive step in that direction. In Air Force Magazine it was noted that:

Air warfare tactics are on the verge of what many believe will turn out to be a far- 
reaching revolution. … OEF in Afghanistan and OIF in Iraq pioneered a more exten-
sive use of airborne networks to distribute senior information, share tactical messages, 
and exert command and control over forces. The May 2003 end of major combat 
operations in Iraq led the Air Force Chief of Staff, Gen. John P.  Jumper, to observe, 
“We’ve learned the value of things such as networking.” The power of nearly all major 
strike platforms— from B- 2 bombers to A- 10 attack aircraft— was multiplied by fresh 
intelligence- surveillance- reconnaissance (ISR) data or updated CAOC [combined 
air operations center] communications and tracking. … In OIF the “networking was 
crude.”89

Jumper further noted that, “It was machine- to- machine interfaces, but it was crude. Our kids 
did it on the chat networks at the speed of typing, not the speed of light.”

The Ground War

On 20 March 2003 the Army’s 3rd Infantry Division and 101st Airborne Division, and the 
1st Marine Division and 1st UK Armoured Division crossed into Iraq to destroy the armed 
forces of Iraq that decided to fight, and to remove Saddam Hussein from power. The Army’s V 
Corps advanced from Kuwait up the Euphrates River valley south of Nasiriyah, to Samawah, 
to Najaf, to Hillah and Karbala, and into Baghdad, while the 1st MEF advanced from Kuwait 
up Route 1 north, between the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers to Numaniyah and Route 6, and 
into Baghdad. The Army entered the city from the southeast and the Marines from the north-
east. The V Corps’ lead division, the 3rd ID, moved through the desert and along unimproved 
roads, parallel to the Euphrates River, securing logistical and air bases, and the road networks, 
which comprised its lines of communication (LOC). The 1st Marine Division had better roads, 
but more urban terrain to move or fight through. By 9 April 2003, organized resistance had 
ended. Both the Army and Marine Corps attribute the success of the operation to bold, rapid 
maneuver warfare.

Neither the Army nor the Marine Corps sought to maneuver to find, fix, and destroy the 
enemy’s main force. They maneuvered to avoid enemy forces. The objective was Baghdad. 
Hence, they bypassed enemy strong points, leaving behind elements to eliminate or contain 
these forces. The lead elements would keep going, no matter what.

In hindsight either the Army’s or the Marine Corps’ ground forces could have won the con-
ventional war without the other. The vast majority of Iraqi forces decided not to fight. One 
Army assessment concluded:

Of course, no plan survives contacts with the enemy, and the Iraqi defenders offered a 
few surprises of their own. The widely expected mass capitulation of the regular army 
never materialized. Generally, they did not surrender or even vigorously defend. Instead, 
the majority of Iraqi soldiers just melted away, offering relatively light, if any resistance. 
Yet, it was unclear whether this was a deliberate tactic to preserve the force, the result of 
the extended PSYOP campaign, the result of the ongoing attacks on their command and 
control systems, the result of their fear of coalition combat power, or simply as close as 
the soldiers could come to a formal capitulation given the tight control imposed by the 
layers of security services.90
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By just melting away, Iraqis kept the weapons and ammunition required to fight the insur-
gency war that emerged soon after the conventional war ended. Instead of the expected 
50,000 prisoners of war, only 6,200 surrendered or were captured. When the conventional 
war ended, the United States had suffered 122 killed, the British thirty- three. The real war 
had become the insurgency war, which by November 2005 had killed over 2,000 soldiers and 
marines.

A comprehensive history of the Army and Marine Corps’ advance north is not possible in 
these few pages.91 However the Army’s assessment of the campaign can be found in the 3rd 
ID’s After Action Report, which in part read as follows:

Map 15.2  Operation Iraqi Freedom, V Corps (Western Axis) and 1st MEF (Eastern Axis) maneuver toward 
Baghdad.
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Map 15.3 Operation Iraqi Freedom, V Corps logistics line of communication.

The division succeeded in its tenacious attack over 600 kilometers (km) from Kuwait 
to Baghdad, through storms of biblical proportion and constant enemy resistance, spe-
cifically because of its bold and decisive maneuver and ability to command and control 
on the move. Brigade combat team (BCT) and division command posts (CPs) separated 
and formed smaller more mobile command posts in preparation for the continuous 
attack. … The continuous attack across 600+ kilometers forced the division to fight in 
multiple directions and with units in contact often up to 200 kilometers apart. A key to 
this successful attack was the early resourcing of the maneuver elements with requisite 
forces to shape and destroy the enemy, as well as conduct all the other necessary function 
to be successful. By executing a mission focused task organization of engineers, artillery, 
air defense artillery (ADA), military police (MPs), logistics assets, and other, the division 
attempted to give the BCTs all of the assets they would need to influence every aspect 
of their fight.92
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In the conventional war, there was no way for US forces to lose. Still, there were surprises 
that required adaptation. The Army did not plan to fight the Fedayeen irregular forces. As a 
consequence, it had to employ its light infantry— the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions— to 
secure its LOC and clear towns along its axis of advance. At Samawah, Hillah, Karbala, and 
other towns, the airborne and air assault soldiers fought in urban terrain. These were time- 
consuming battles that occupied infantry forces that might have been needed for the much- 
anticipated battle for Baghdad.

For a detailed assessment of the Marine campaign see Bing West’s The March Up: Taking 
Baghdad with the 1st Marine Division, who wrote:

The plan was the first major test of the maneuver warfare doctrine, designed for com-
manders to defeat an enemy by clever movement rather than by brute force that relied 
on two- sided attrition. … As the supporting effort in Iraqi Freedom, the MEF by design 
confronted more Iraqi divisions than did the Army. The MEF was supposed to draw 
off Iraqi forces so that Army Fifth Corps could get to Baghdad faster and with less oppos-
ition. … There were six Iraqi divisions guarding the area assigned to the Marines, stretch-
ing roughly from the Euphrates River east to the Iranian border. … Saddam had four 
divisions stacked along that route, with a fifth in the southern Rumalia oil fields and a 

Map 15.4 Operation Iraqi Freedom, Iraqi Force disposition.
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Map 15.5 Operation Iraqi Freedom, Iraqi Force disposition, Northern Iraq.

sixth near Baghdad. … After a day’s fighting … General Mattis suddenly shifted the div-
ision 100 kilometers to the west and attacked up two highways between the Euphrates 
and Tigris Rivers. … General Mattis advanced three regimental combat teams, each with 
about 1,000 vehicles, in a 100 kilometer single file up two highways. … After a spec-
tacular “run and gun” tank charge of 110 kilometers in two days, General Mattis had his 
division poised at the Baghdad Bridge.93

The Marine Corps too had a few surprises. The Fedayeen and the fight for Nasiriyah con-
sumed time and manpower on the way to Baghdad. However, Task Force Tarawa, along with 
the British 1st Armour Division, was able to assume responsibilities for actions in southern 
Iraq, allowing the 1st Marine Division to continue north to Baghdad. On 23 March, as the 
lead elements, the 5th and 7th RCTs advanced north toward Diwaniyah, Task Force Tarawa, 
under the command of Brigadier General Richard Natonski, initiated an attack to clear An 
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Nasiriyah. The bridges there were critical to Marine operations. The Fedayeen decided to 
fight for the city, and so built up their forces. This was the first fight of the war where the 
Iraqis fought with determination. The Marines used TOW and Javelin anti- tank weapons to 
knock out the T- 55s blocking their way. The Fedayeen responded with RPGs (rocket pro-
pelled grenades) to knock out amphibious track vehicles. The fighting went on for several 
days. After suffering heavy casualties, the Fedayeen decided to give up the city. The Marines 
suffered eighteen killed and numerous wounded.

On 24 March, the Apache helicopters of the 101st Airborne Division’s 11th Aviation 
Regiment conducted a deep attack far in advance of ground units, sustaining heavy damage. 
Several aircraft were downed, and two pilots captured. Franks noted:

Thirty Apaches had launched. … Twenty- nine made it back with some degree of dam-
age. … In the end only one of the Regiment’s Apache units reached its objective, a long 
oasis where thirty T- 72 Republican Guard tanks were dug in. But the ground fire was so 
intense that the gunships had to withdraw before firing a single missile. … Not a single 
tank or artillery piece of the Medina Division was damaged in the attack.94

The attack was controversial.95 Some argued that Army tactics were at fault. Some argued 
that the doctrine was fatally flawed. And still others argued that the technology was too fra-
gile to survive on the modern battlefield, particularly in deep operations. It was also argued 
that Air Force fixed- wing aircraft would have better performed this mission. A pilot from 1st 
Battalion (Attack), 3rd Aviation Regiment described the situation the Apaches faced in OIF:

The fight that raged around us in the opening days of the ground war was not at all 
like Desert Storm. Enemy air defense and anti- aircraft artillery (AAA) units had dem-
onstrated adaptability and improved in tactics, especially in their ability to target attack 
helicopters, since then. The enemy placed weapon systems beneath tree lines and palm 
canopies, and they tucked them into urban areas to exploit Apache vulnerabilities. On 
more than one occasion, the enemy employed an obviously lucrative target, a T- 55 or T- 
72 tank, in the open as bait, with the expectation of drawing Apache helicopters into an 
air defense ambush. Near many ambush positions, observer teams in Arab civilian attire 
triangulated aircraft locations and directed mortar and anti- aircraft artillery fires …. The 
battlefield had changed as well. Our aviators flew into battle expecting to fight Iraq’s 
fielded military forces, mainly armor and artillery. … In 2003, however, the Iraqis tucked 
their conventional weaponry inside city blocks, among family dwellings and behind 
human shields.96

New enemy tactics diminished the operational effectiveness of the Apache. The Apache 
was designed for the deep- strike mission on the European battlefield. However, in Operation 
Desert Storm it demonstrated a high degree of effectiveness in deep operations, destroying 
Iraqi tanks and other high- value targets. Urban terrain and the light it generates diminish the 
Apache’s effectiveness by greatly reducing its standoff range and rendering its night vision 
devices less effective. Still, none of the arguments against the Apache influenced the Army’s 
commitment to the aircraft. They flew throughout the conventional war, successfully carrying 
out numerous missions, including close combat.

On 25 March, Army Rangers, Special Forces, and soldiers from the 82nd Airborne Division 
jumped into Northern Iraq to secure an airfield. The following night the 173rd Airborne 
Brigade based in Vicenza, Italy, conducted a night jump into Northern Iraq to seize the airfield 
at Bashur.97 Within twenty- five minutes, more than a thousand soldiers were on the ground. 
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Seventeen C- 17s supported the operation. The remainder of the brigade air landed. In a few 
days, over 2,000 soldiers and almost 400 vehicles, including an armor company of five Abrams 
and Bradley fighting vehicles were on the ground prepared for action. The mission was to link 
up with Kurdish forces to support the operation of the Combined Forces Special Operations 
Component Commander (CFSOCC). These forces were also part of the deception plan to 
cause Saddam Hussein to leave significant forces north of Baghdad.

Fifty miles south of Baghdad on 25 March, the 3rd ID stopped. General Wallace, the V 
Corps commander, explained: “I’ve got to give my best military judgment, given the weather, 
the long lines of communication, and given that we have to pull up our long line of logis-
tics …. We’ve got to take this pause. We’re still fighting the enemy every night.” The terrain, 
force structure, supply situation, unanticipated Fedayeen attacks on the LOC, brutal weather 
conditions, incomplete logistical preparation, insufficient reserve forces, expected stiff enemy 
resistance around and in Baghdad, and fatigue made the halt necessary. The 3rd ID and V 
Corps were stretched across more than 250 miles of desert. They were fighting in several 
directions, and their Apaches were grounded because of the sand storm. At this juncture, intel-
ligence identified two Iraqi armor columns. This intelligence was made public, causing grave 
concern among the professional soldiers (an example of how communications technology and 
the media can influence events on the battlefield).

Retired generals appeared on national television to tell the American people that 
Rumsfeld and Franks had gone in too light, with insufficient forces. Retired General Barry 
M.  McCaffrey, who had commanded the 24th Infantry Division in Operation Desert 
Storm, stated: “Their assumptions were wrong. … There is a view that the nature of war-
fare has fundamentally changed, that numbers don’t count, that armor and artillery don’t 
count. They went into battle with a plan that put a huge air and sea force into action with 
an unbalanced ground combat force.”98 McCaffrey was right, and many old soldiers pub-
licly supported his views. However, this was an argument that stretched all the way back 
to Bradley and Ridgway and the opening years of the Cold War. Old soldiers had been 
making this argument for six decades. While McCaffrey’s comments angered Franks, had 
he recalled his initial plans and the size of the force he had requested and argued for, he 
too would have concluded that McCaffrey was right.99 Had the majority of Iraqi armor 
forces decided to fight, one heavy division could have faced as many as six Iraqi armor 
divisions. While the Marine Corps had increased the number of Abrams in its formations, 
in desert terrain it could not produce the combat power of a single Armored Cavalry 
Regiment. And, had the Iraqis employed the chemical weapons they were “believed” to 
possess, the tactical efficiency of both the Army and Marine forces would have been sig-
nificantly degraded.

It was during that horrendous sandstorm that the most significant Air Force action took 
place. JSTARS radar aircraft identified two separate columns of enemy armor forces south of 
Baghdad, oriented toward the 3rd ID. The Iraqi forces were stationary trying to ride out the 
storm. They were elements of the Hammurabi and Medina Republican Guard Divisions. The 
3rd ID, with two brigades forward, was substantially outnumbered. During those tense days 
the Air Force took on the Republican Guard. Franks wrote:

By 2000 hours, B- 52s, B- 1s, and a whole range of Air Force, Marine, and Navy fighter- 
bombers would be flying above the dense ochre dome of the sandstorm, delivering 
precision- guided bombs through the zero- visibility, zero- ceiling weather. I was confident 
that we were looking at the end of organized Iraqi resistance. … Strike aircraft of all sizes 
were moving over a wide curve kill zone that stretched from Al Kut in the Tigris Valley 
in the east to the Karbala Gap in the west. The sand continued to blow. The Republican 
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Guard units were hunkered down, and they were destroyed in place, tank by BMP fight-
ing vehicle by artillery piece. The bombardment that lasted from the night of March 25 
through the morning of March 27 was one of the fiercest, and most effective, in the his-
tory of warfare.100

Lieutenant General Daniel P. Leaf, US Air Force, worked directly with General McKiernan 
to coordinate the effort. General Moseley observed: “The strikes on those formations have 
been devastating and have been decisive in breaking them up.”101 On 5 April, he commented, 
“I’ll tell you up front that our sensors show that the preponderance of the Republican Guard 
divisions that were outside of Baghdad are now dead.” Employing primarily precision weap-
ons (68 percent), the Air Force demonstrated a capability only glimpsed in Operation Desert 
Storm: the ability to rapidly destroy enemy armor forces in detail.102 The Air Forces attacks 
sped up and facilitated the attack of ground forces into Baghdad.

The Iraqis also facilitated their own rapid defeat. As in the first war, Iraqi generals proved 
incompetent. Saddam Hussein and his senior leaders failed to develop a coherent, integrated 
defensive system. Given the time and manpower available, the Iraqis could have constructed an 
in- depth defense that attrited coalition forces as they advanced toward Baghdad. One embed-
ded reporter wrote:

In this war Iraq had a choice of weapons— and it chose badly. The Iraqis had mortars 
and lucrative targets at every road junction, yet they rarely fired, perhaps from fear of the 
counterbattery radars. … The Iraqis had ample weapons, but they did not have the will to 
use them. The plain fact was that in the countryside the Iraqi army had not consistently 
shown up to fight. … Overall it had been a paramilitary fight, meaning the Iraqis lacked 
military organization. Without such organization, a force cannot defend a city. Contrary 
to the fears of senior American staffs overseeing the battle, the Iraqi military wasn’t dig-
ging in to defend Baghdad.103

Saddam Hussein also had interior lines. He should have been able to move his forces faster 
than the coalition. However, senior Iraqi leadership may have intentionally ceded the conven-
tional war, in preparation for the unconventional war.

The halt enabled the men of the 3rd ID and 1st Marine Division who had been on the 
move almost continuously since the 20th to get a bit of rest, perform necessary maintenance, 
and reload and refit. While the halt was controversial, and there was some friction between the 
Army and Marine Corps over its length, it was a prudent move. During the halt, the Army 
and Marines secured their supply line, consolidated forces, and cleared up troubled areas along 
their route of march. Had the much- anticipated battle for Baghdad actually taken place, these 
actions would have proven critical for continuous operations.

On 31 March the 3rd ID and 1st Marine Division continued the advance north. Bing, who 
accompanied the Marines, characterized Marine operations as follows:

Instead of [orders] to seize the city, the verbal order from the Coalition Force Land 
Component Commander (CFLCC) was to conduct raids into Baghdad. This was prudent 
for the Army’s Fifth Corps to the west, which had tanks but few infantry. With tanks and 
perhaps four times as many infantry (6,000 dismounted riflemen), however, raids back 
and forth across a war- damaged bridge did not make sense to I MEF and 1stMarDiv. The 
Marines had come to Baghdad to seize and liberate it, not to lay siege to it. So the MEF 
divided East Baghdad into 36 zones, designated “targets of interest” in each zone, and sent 
the three regiments across the bridge with orders to “raid” from one target to the next 
until they occupied all the zones.104
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Bing’s words indicate that the orders of the senior Army commander were for the most part 
ignored— a practice that went back to World War II.

On 4 April elements of the 3rd ID moved to secure Saddam International Airport just out-
side the city. The following day, the 3rd ID conducted probing attacks, or what Franks called 
“Thunder Runs,” into Baghdad.105 The lead elements fought through a series of ambushes, but 
found no significant organized resistance and no major armored formations. David Zucchino, 
an embedded reporter with the 3rd ID, in his narrative, Thunder Run, described the actions of 
a mechanized company:

It seemed to him [the company commander] presumptuous to invade a hostile metropolis 
of 5 million people … without a detailed breakdown of enemy forces and defense. … 

Map 15.6 Operation Iraqi Freedom, Thunder runs into Baghdad.
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Even so, the first thunder run had given Conroy and his men a certain level of confidence, 
and they believed their tanks and Bradleys could blow through the city center the same 
way they had blown past the Iraqi defense …

The advance of the Marine Corps may have motivated these innovative tactics. They may 
have also been a function of the lack of respect for the Iraqi Army, the experience in fight 
thus far, and pressure from the CENTCOM/ Rumsfeld to keep going as fast as possible. Still, 
Thunder Runs were bad tactics. Zucchino continued:

Conroy was still uncertain what to expect inside the city, though he was not particu-
larly surprised when he spotted two Iraqi armored personnel carriers just beyond an 
overpass. They were backing up and turning around, trying to get in position to fire on 
the approaching convoy. The carriers— they were Russian- made BMPs— were outfitted 
with 105mm short- barrel guns, which fired skinny little rounds that were not capable of 
penetrating an Abram’s armor but could disable a tank if they struck in the rear engine 
compartment. Conroy ordered his gunner to hit one of the BMPs with a main gun round. 
Then he radioed back and told a tank commander from his third platoon to take care 
of the other one. The gunners squeezed the trigger before the BMPs could turn around. 
The vehicles burst into flames. Their ammunition racks ignited and their turrets popped 
off— a spectacular show of exploding metal brought a round of cheers from the crews.106

The experience of another mechanized company went as follows:

Cyclone Company had been at the circle for just five minutes when a white car streaked 
across the bridge. … Barry could see three men inside. One of them was pointing a 
machine gun out a window. Barry gave the order to fire. Three tanks opened up, includ-
ing Barry’s own Abrams. The sedan caught fire and crashed. Two men climbed out and 
both went down, killed instantly by coax [machine gun]. Thirty seconds later, a white Jeep 
Cherokee sped down the bridge span. Coax and .50- caliber rounds shattered the wind-
shield. The Cherokee exploded. The fireball was huge— so big that Barry was certain the 
vehicle had been loaded with explosives. … This was a suicide car.

And they kept coming— sedans, pickups, a Chevy Caprice, three cars in the first ten 
minutes, six more right after that. The tanks destroyed them all. It was incomprehen-
sible. Barry kept thinking: What the hell is wrong with these people? They were trying 
to ram cars into tanks. It was futile— absolutely senseless. It was like they wanted to 
die, and as spectacularly as possible. Barry hated slaughtering them. And that’s what it 
was— slaughter.

The battles, while dangerous, were extremely one sided, and some soldiers were reluctant 
to kill Iraqi suicide fighters. They simply had no other option. The anticipated Stalingrad- like 
battle for Baghdad never took place. While a number of intense firefights took place at close 
quarters, resistance was uncoordinated and relatively light. One soldier noted, “By the end 
of April 8 and the beginning of April 9, we were sort of looking at each other as if to say ‘Is 
that it?’ ”

On 9 April the Marines entered Firdos (Paradise) Square, where newly “liberated” Iraqis 
were endeavoring to pull down an enormous statue of Saddam Hussein. The Marines, using 
a tank recovery vehicle, assisted the Iraqis. These impressive scenes were shown around the 
world, and marked the end of major conventional combat operations in Iraq. (Arab news 
sources argued that the entire event was staged with an American and a “pre- Saddam Hussein 
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Iraqi flag” on hand for the numerous assembled television cameras and reporters.) Still, the 
conventional war was fought with professionalism, valor, and determination. The British mili-
tary historian John Keegan wrote:

Americans had achieved a pace of advance unprecedented in history, far outstripping 
that of the Germans towards Moscow in the summer of 1941 …. The campaign thus 
far had achieved extraordinary results, the farthest advance at speed over distance 
ever recorded and the disintegration of an army twice the size of the invading force. 
Superior equipment and organization supplied many of the reasons why such success 
had been won. Besides material and technical factors, however, moral and psycho-
logical dimensions had been at work. Daring and boldness had played parts in the 
campaign as significant as dominance in the air, greater firepower or higher mobility 
on the ground.107

The Marine Corps attributed its success to its maneuver warfare doctrine, which was based 
on a decentralized system of command, the commander’s intent, and mission statement orders. 
The Army’s assessment was similar. Rumsfeld could claim it was his doctrine, and Franks, his 
plan. However, the major reasons for the low casualties and successful conventional campaign 
lie not in the actions of the United States, but in the social, political, military, and cultural 
dimensions of Iraq.

The United States and Britain fought a state, an individual and his personal army, not a 
culturally cohesive people, nor a nation. As a consequence, the Iraqi people, and for the most 
part the Iraqi Army, did not show up to fight. Keegan later wrote: “Saddam’s utter collapse 
shows this has not been a real war.”108 He concluded that in the ground war US and UK 
forces fought, “the Ba’ath Party militia, effectively a sort of political Mafia, equipped with 
nothing more effective than hand- held weapons.” While this is an overstatement, it is a fact 
that Saddam Hussein lacked the support of the majority of the Iraqi people and that for the 
most part the Iraqi Army did not fight for him. The people and army were not vested in his 
government or political system. In addition, Arab armies were incapable of generating the 
combat power of Western armies in conventional operations, and years of neglect had eroded 
the Iraqi war machine to the point that much of it was inoperable. The Iraqi Army lacked suf-
ficient confidence in its equipment and weapons to stand and fight. The psychological warfare 
campaign, while brilliantly conceived and well executed, worked in large part because of the 
divisions in Iraqi society, because Saddam Hussein did not have the loyalty of most of his regu-
lar Army, and because Saddam Hussein’s brutality and injustice had destroyed his legitimacy 
and the legitimacy of the state.

The precision bombing campaign worked by keeping the people divided and not creating 
the unity of purpose that maintained Britain in 1940 and the Vietnamese in the 1960s. The 
bombing campaign was not sufficiently painful to cause the Iraqi people to unite in oppos-
ition to the United States. The Special Forces campaign worked in much the same way. By 
preserving Iraqi infrastructure and limiting damage, the coalition forces worked to keep the 
Iraqi people from becoming part of the fight. The air and ground components also produced 
outstanding results by fighting only those forces that decided to fight. What then is the verdict 
on the Rumsfeld doctrine? Did his doctrine prove its effectiveness in a conventional war? The 
answer is both “yes” and “no.”

In every war since the Vietnam War, the United States has fought forces vastly inferior to 
its own. But, more importantly, the United States has fought individual dictators— Manuel 
Noriega, Saddam Hussein, and others— or has fought wars in which American ground forces 
were not fully deployed or decisively engaged (Kosovo and Somalia).109 The outcomes of these 
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conventional struggles were never in doubt. Hence, against states and dictators the Rumsfeld 
doctrine has proven effective. Still, in the case of Operation Iraqi Freedom, Rumsfeld took a 
significant risk. In hindsight, either the Army or the Marine forces alone could have produced 
a victory, but had just the Republican Guard and Special Republican Guard fought loyally and 
tenaciously, and had Saddam Hussein’s system produced a few good generals they could have 
made the United States pay dearly for Baghdad. The “Rumsfeld Doctrine” would not have 
worked against a unified nation- state fighting a more total war. Still, the conventional war was 
an impressive victory for US and coalition forces.
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16 The Second Persian Gulf War: Operation 
Iraqi Freedom II, the Nation- Building  
and Counterinsurgency War, 2003– 2010

In the postinvasion political debate much has been made of the lack of intelligence about WMD. 
The WMD assessments were clearly wrong. But the far more important error was in understanding the pol-
itical and social circumstances inside Iraq. Leaders in the White House and especially the Department of 
Defense were extraordinarily ignorant about Iraq. They were either unaware of their own ignorance 
or decided that knowledge was unimportant and could be supplied by the best guesses of select Iraq 
exiles— predominantly the Iraqi National Congress (INC), which was built by and around Ahmad 
Chalibi (who also declared confidently that WMD stocks were in Iraq). There was far better information 
within the intelligence community on internal Iraqi dynamics. However, the political leaders did not solicit 
the intelligence community for deeper analysis on such matters. … In fact, the CIA was explicitly 
blocked from participating in postconflict planning.1

— Charles Duelfer, Hide and Seek, 2009

On 1 May 2003, President Bush declared an “end of major hostilities.” The announcement 
was premature. He and Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld had badly misjudged the situation in 
Iraq, which degenerated into an insurgency war (OIF II). While the conventional war in Iraq 
was unnecessary, the insurgency war that emerged in its aftermath could have been avoided. In 
the early stages of the insurgency there were opportunities to contain it. Ignorance of the situ-
ation, a vision of war that did not fit the situation, and too few soldiers to secure the people, 
created the conditions for the emergence of the insurgency.

The counterinsurgency war can best be understood by dividing it into three phases, each distin-
guished by shifts in strategy and changes in leadership. From June 2003 to June 2004, during OIF 
II, Phase one, the insurgency emerged and grew while Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez was 
Commander of the Combined Joint Task Force 7 (CJTF- 7). Phase two, the US counterinsurgency 
war to stabilize Iraq, prevent civil war, kill terrorists, and build Iraqi security forces, took place under 
the leadership of General George William Casey Jr., commander of the Multi- National Force- Iraq 
(MNF- I) from July 2004 to January 2007. The final phase of the counterinsurgency war, known as 
“the Surge,” took place under the leadership of General David Petraeus, commander of the MNF- 
I from January 2007 to September 2008; and General Raymond Odierno commander MNF- I 
from September 2008 to September 2010. In the final months of Odierno’s command, President 
Barck Obama ended Operation Iraqi Freedom, under plans developed by the Bush Administration, 
initiating the phased withdrawal of US forces, and giving the democratically elected Iraqi govern-
ment primary responsibility for the security and stability of Iraq. Violence continued long after the 
Obama Administration, and in the early days of the Trump Administration American soldiers and 
marines were still in Iraq training and assisting in the fight against ISIS.

Numerous arguments have been advanced to explain the emergence of the insurgency 
in Iraq. All of them point to failures in US Phase IV, post- conflict operations. Consider the 
following explanations: the Army’s efforts to forget the experience of the Vietnam War; the 
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Army’s reluctance to implement nation- building strategies and campaigns; the Army’s offen-
sive oriented, “can do” culture; the “de- professionalization” of the Army, the services’ intense, 
almost singular focus on Phase III Conventional Combat Operations, which caused them to 
fail to adequately plan for and resource post- conflict operations; poor, unimaginative leader-
ship; erroneous assumptions about the Iraqi people welcoming the Americans as liberators; 
faulty intelligence about the state of Iraqi infrastructure and oil industry; ignorance of Iraqi 
culture and social structure and the sectarian divisions that separated the peoples of Iraq; and 
ignorance of the psychological damage to the Iraqi people caused by decades of brutal lead-
ership under Saddam Hussein. All these and numerous other arguments have been advanced.2 
However, the fundamental problem was a familiar one: too few soldiers on the ground to do what 
was necessary.

It is never possible to get it completely right: There are always unanticipated and unknown 
factors that influence the conduct and outcome of military operations, and the more foreign 
the culture, the greater the friction. However, with sufficient numbers of soldiers, insufficient 
knowledge, poor intelligence, and poor planning can be overcome. Leaders have the flexi-
bility and opportunity to react to problems when they have sufficient numbers of soldiers 
on the ground. With several more divisions, the looting and chaos in Iraqi cities, particularly 
Baghdad, could have been stopped. With more soldiers, Iraqi stocks of weapons and ammu-
nition could have been located and guarded. With more soldiers, the government buildings, 
infrastructure, and priceless artifacts in Iraqi museums could have been protected and saved 
from destruction. With several more divisions the presence of US forces would have been 
felt in the major cities. The people of Iraq would have felt safe in their homes and business, 
and the terrorists, criminals, and other wrongdoers would have felt threatened and uncer-
tain. With more soldiers, the United States could have established positive control, and busi-
ness activities could have resumed almost immediately. Governmental workers could have 
returned to their offices and gone about the business of running the country. With more 
soldiers on the ground the story of Iraq could have been very different. Paul Bremer, Bush’s 
lead man in Iraq, concluded: “In my view the Coalition’s got about half the number of sol-
diers we need here and we run a real risk of having this thing go south on us.”3 Bremer came 
to this conclusion too late to stop the emergence of the insurgency. In hindsight he accepted 
the findings of the RAND report, which concluded, “The population of Iraq today is nearly 
25 million. That population would require 500,000 troops on the ground to meet a standard 
of 20 troops per thousand residents. This number is more than three times the number of 
foreign troops now deployed to Iraq.”4

This recommended troop strength was a force larger than the entire regular Army of the 
United States on 9/ 11. These forces did not have to be all Americans. They could have been 
Canadian, French, German, and/ or Japanese allied forces. However, without them, military, 
civilian, and political leaders had little or no ability to influence the situation as it deteriorated. 
All they could do was watch in horror as looters, criminals, and later terrorists caused chaos 
and destroyed the infrastructure of the country. All they could do was watch helplessly as sect-
arian violence started to reshape the neighborhoods of Baghdad and other cities. The millions 
of traumas caused by post- conflict fighting will influence Iraqis socially and politically for 
decades to come, and will slow the progress toward reconciliation and a stable, constitutional 
democracy.

The failure to learn and adapt also damaged the US war effort. After the threats were 
identified, the United States failed to react, failed to rapidly redeploy soldiers and marines to 
Iraq in sufficient numbers to stop the bleeding, looting, destruction, and chaos, and reverse 
the situation. Military and civilian leaders in the Bush Administration seemed incapable of 
understanding what they were looking at. Bush, Cheney, and Rumsfeld, like Johnson and 
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Figure 16.1 Vice President Dick Cheney talking with Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld.

Figure 16.2 General Tommy Franks.
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McNamara, did not understand the war they committed the United States to fight. Hence, 
for more than a year after the insurgency started in Iraq, the Bush Administration insisted that 
the Army and Marine Corps were not fighting an insurgency war. The delayed reaction made 
the environment much worse.

While the Army and CENTCOM deserve some blame for the numerous failings for OIF, 
the Bush Administration earned the lion’s share.5 It adopted an old idea, victory through 
airpower, and wrapped in a new package. Network- Centric Warfare— war with advanced 
technologies, primarily airpower— was supposed to win the war without committing large 
numbers of ground troops. Consider the words of General Anthony Zinni, USMC:

The Bush administration came in with an idea of transforming the military into some-
thing lighter, smaller, quicker— whatever. The bill payer was going to be heavy ground 
units [Army divisions]. Nobody listened to the military commanders in chief. … We are 
now involved in culture wars. We do not understand the cultures in this region of the 
world. … I have spent the past 15 years in this part of the world. And every time I hear 
people in D.C. talk about this region, they demonstrate they do not have a clue.6

Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld insisted on going in light, with a small force, in part to prove 
the new level of effectiveness caused by the RMA and the transformation of US forces. For 
personal, political, and ideological reasons, Rumsfeld was incapable of employing the most 
knowledgeable and experienced people for the reconstruction of Iraq. Finally, Rumsfeld’s 
vision for post- war Iraq was built on erroneous assumptions that produced horrendous deci-
sions. The assumption that Americans would be welcomed as liberators, the assumption that 
the Iraqi regular Army was unnecessary, the assumption that the country could be run effect-
ively without the Ba’athist bureaucracy of Saddam Hussein, the assumption that the Iraqi 
infrastructure needed only minor repairs, the assumption that the war would pay for itself, 
the assumption that the Sunnis and the Shias would not start killing each other with the 
removal of Saddam Hussein— these and other incorrect assumptions destroyed the ability 
of the United States to meet the expectations of the people of Iraq, and hence, to gain their 
support. These assumptions produced decisions that decimated the government bureaucracy, 
destroyed the security forces, and dumped hundreds of thousands of angry people into an 
economy that could not employ them. These numerous bad decisions facilitated the growth 
of the insurgency. As a consequence, “the coalition of the willing” made its task much more 
difficult and costly, and diminished the probabilities of creating a stable, democratic, capitalist 
Iraq that could serve as a model for other Arab states.

The Media, Public Opinion, and War

In twenty- first- century wars the media is of greater strategic importance to the outcome of 
war than ever before. New forms of electronic communication and imaging technologies have 
made it possible for any individual with a cell phone, whether civilian or soldier, to capture 
a moment and transmit it around the world at the speed of light. With access to the Internet, 
email, and social media anyone can send and distribute information, documents, maps, graph-
ics, photographs, sounds, and other materials almost instantly to millions of people. Current 
affairs websites, “blogs,” Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and numerous other online social media 
and services connect people as never before. They provide new means for the public to get and 
distribute news and information. They provide means for unified action and means for people 
to assemble and act. They provide a meeting hall for hate groups, terrorist organizations, 
and their sympathizers. They provide a median for recruitment and radicalizing people for 
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a particular cause. With these new technologies and information outlets, public opinion can 
be influenced and transformed in hours, and social movements initiated in days. In February 
2011, a “revolution” took place in Egypt that ousted the thirty- year government of President 
Hosni Mubarak. Twitter, Facebook and other online sources made it possible for the move-
ment to spread in days. In addition, it is no longer just the American media that are of strategic 
importance. Al Jazeera, Abu Dhabi TV, and other Arab news networks have influenced Arab 
public opinion in ways that have damaged the US efforts in Iraq. Russian TV (RTV) and the 
Chinese news agency (CCTV) also influence world opinion and provide a perspective on 
the news that is very different from that traditionally received by the American people. But, 
more access and broader perspectives do not translate into better informed people. Political 
ideologies influence the purveyors of news, and people tend to drift toward the ideologies 
that best reflect their worldview. Like- minded individuals can feed their hate and anger online 
in blogs and chat rooms to the point an explosion takes place. ISIS has used the internet and 
social media very effectively to recruit terrorist and motivate them to act, and to kill as many 
people as possible.

The strategic importance of the media was demonstrated by the Abu Ghraib prison scandal 
in 2004 during which American soldiers were caught on camera torturing and abusing Iraqi 
prisoners.7 Thousands of images were digitized and flashed around the world, showing up on 
the Internet and on the pages of Arab newspapers. The images, admittedly reprehensible, angered 
Arabs, reinforcing their views of the Bush Administration, the armed forces of the United States, 
and Americans. These images damaged the prestige and credibility of the United States, sup-
ported the claims of terrorists and insurgents, and hurt the American war effort in Iraq.

The Pentagon, armed forces, CENTCOM, and major subordinate commands recognized 
the strategic importance of the media, and sought to use the media as a resource to facilitate 
the achievement of military and political objectives. In February 2003, the Pentagon published 
Public Affairs Guidance for the conduct of Operation Iraqi Freedom: “The Department of 
Defense policy on media coverage of future military operations is that media will have long- 
term, minimally restrictive access to U.S. air, ground, and naval forces through embedding.”8 
And FM 3– 61, Public Affairs Fundamentals, states: “Public Affairs fulfills the Army’s obligation 
to keep the American people and the Army informed and helps establish the conditions that 
lead to confidence in America’s Army and its readiness to conduct operations in peacetime, 
conflict and war.”9 The White House and Pentagon had to sell the war, and the Services were 
still in the business of selling themselves.

In OIF, the Pentagon modified an old system to fit the new realities of war. It developed a 
system of “embedded reporters,” journalists who accompanied soldiers into battle. This was 
not new. Gordon Gaskill, a war correspondent during World War II, who landed at Omaha 
Beach with the Big Red One on 6 June 1944, provided Americans with one of the most 
vivid accounts of the battle.10 What was new was the attachment of reporters to units for the 
duration of the movement or operation. Because more recent wars have involved considerable 
movement, and because the battlefields are hostile, reporters can’t move around unescorted. 
Too often there is no “front line.” For a given operation, news agencies requested access 
to operational units. Their selected, trained reporters registered with a given service (Army, 
Marine Corps, Air Force, and Navy), and then were attached to a unit. Foreign reporters were 
also embedded with American forces.

By almost all assessments, the media policies of the Pentagon during conventional opera-
tions in Iraq produced outstanding results for the armed forces, the media, and the American 
people.11 Lieutenant General James Conway, USMC, responding to the question, “What 
is your opinion of OIF media coverage in general, and the embedded reporter concept?” 
stated: “I would give ‘OK’ grades to both— especially the embedded concept. I think that’s a 
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home run and the wave of the future.”12 An assessment from the perspective of Army Special 
Forces concluded:

Some of the most exciting news reported during Operation Iraqi Freedom has been 
the result of the Department of Defense program to embed media with frontline troops, 
including special operations forces (SOF). Embedding has allowed reporters and cam-
era crews to not only record operations and events, but to some extent experience the 
action themselves. Such intimacy has given the media and the public new insight into 
the lives and the trials of SOF personnel. The close cooperation has also provided leaders 
and troops with the opportunity to learn how best to work with the media and turn the 
attention to their advantage.13

These views were a long way from the attitudes and beliefs about reporters and the media 
that dominated the military in the wake of the Vietnam War. But did they represent a funda-
mental change in the relationship between the military and the media, or was it a temporary 
change based on almost complete success in the conventional campaign? For the most part, 
things went well in the conventional war. The enemy fought a bit, but then “melted away.” 
The conventional war was dramatic and short. American casualties were low. The statue epi-
sode, during which Marines helped Iraqis pulled down a statue of Saddam Hussein, received 
worldwide coverage and made Americans feel good and optimistic. Conway and others opti-
mistically predicted, “there will be a U.S. commitment for at least another year or two. I don’t 
think it’s going to be all that long.”14

The happy times and gloating were short lived. When the insurgency war started, the Bush 
Administration, Pentagon, and Army started complaining about the media. They complained 
that the good being done was being overlooked, that all the successes achieved such as opening 
schools, restoring electricity and water, and so on, went almost unreported, but every insur-
gency attack, every suicide bomber, every roadside bomb, every dead American was reported 
with great alacrity. A few months after the conventional war Rumsfeld complained:

I picked up a newspaper today and I couldn’t believe it. I read eight headlines that talked 
about chaos, violence, unrest. … And here is a country that’s being liberated, here are 
people who are going from being repressed and held under the thumb of a vicious 
dictator, and they’re free. And all this newspaper could do, with eight or 10 headlines, 
they showed a man bleeding, a civilian, who they claimed we had shot— one thing after 
another. It’s just unbelievable how people can take that away from what is happening in 
that country.15

And an Army battalion commander lamented:

The international media is a powerful tool for the insurgents, who rely on spectacular 
attacks that may kill a limited number of people but will splash blood all over the tele-
vision screens. Our work with city councils and our efforts to rebuild the infrastructure 
of Iraq and promote democracy, however, have gone largely untold, and that is what the 
majority of our soldiers are doing.16

The happy times were an aberration, a function of something that rarely happens in war: the 
enemy, at least temporarily, quit. The conventional war was easier, faster, and less bloody than 
most expected. There was little reason for friction between the services and the media. The 
cultural norms of neither had changed significantly. Ultimately, however, the White House and 
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Pentagon had little to be concerned about. By the summer of 2005, the deaths of thirty or 
forty Iraqis and two or three American soldiers or marines were no longer front- page news. 
The professional Army and Marine Corps were fighting the insurgency war, causing little 
or no disturbance to the lives of most Americans. And although public support for the war 
declined, and a majority of Americans came to believe that they had been misled, or lied to, 
about the causes of the war, it meant little to the course and conduct of the war, and the sol-
diers and marines fighting it. The American people had removed themselves from the conduct 
of the wars of the United States.

* * * * *

The Department of Defense National Media Pool system, developed in 1985, was employed 
in OIF. However, the system was not employed consistently. It had been modified, contracted, 
or expanded for every war. In Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, media access 
to the fighting was limited. In OIF, the Bush Administration was considerably more confi-
dent, and hence, access was greatly expanded. The system for dealing with the media is less a 
function of established regulations and principles, and more a function of the disposition and 
attitudes of the Administration at the time of the conflict.

Still, in OIF, the press enjoyed greater access to operational units than in previous post- 
Vietnam wars. Once the conventional war ended, reporters had the freedom to move around 
Baghdad and other cities. However, as the insurgency grew in strength, it became more dan-
gerous for reporters to move independently, and they did so at their own risk. Several report-
ers were kidnapped and executed by insurgents. According to the International News Safety 
Institute, fifty- one media workers were killed in Iraq by August 2004, after seventeen months 
of war. In January 2006 that number had risen to sixty- one.17

The system of embedding reporters had unanticipated results. It created a subtle psycho-
logical effect that tended to diminish the ability of reporters to remain objective. They were 
welcomed into units with young Americans trying to do a dirty job. They developed relation-
ships with those soldiers and marines. During operations they bonded with the men of the 
unit, possibly developing the group identity. A PAO Captain wrote:

According to protocol, the reporters were the equivalent of majors and, therefore, out-
ranked me. I  tried my best not to yell at them, but they regularly infuriated me. They 
brought way too much gear. They had to be told over and over to close the doors of their 
work tent at night to maintain light discipline. They apparently were incapable of picking 
up after themselves. The list goes on. In spite of all of this, I liked them.18

This response was mutual. And these relationships made it difficult for many reporters to 
report objectively. General Franks, in a briefing a few days into the war stated: “I am a fan of 
it [embedding reports].” He indicated that it was good for the world to see the professionalism 
and humane conduct of American soldiers and marines. He believed that the system would 
help create a favorable public opinion environment, possibly gaining support for the war.

The embedding system made worse the tunnel vision effect that frequently occurs when 
covering tactical operations. Reporters only saw the actions of one or two units. Thus, they 
could report only on the tactical situation they witnessed. The strategic picture was not visible 
at the unit level. The system of embedded reporters gave the services considerable control over 
what reporters saw. This does not mean reporters were manipulated. News agencies provided 
some of their reporters with elaborate vehicles and trained technicians to transmit directly 
from the field. As a result, American viewers could watch operations in almost real time from 
their living rooms.
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The strategic situation was put out to reporters several times daily from the Media Operations 
Centers (MOC) in the theater and at the Pentagon briefing room. Since Operation Desert 
Storm, the services and Pentagon have been aggressive in getting their story out, recognizing 
that ambiguity creates opportunities for misunderstanding. Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld 
became a regular on national television, and somewhat of a celebrity as he cowed report-
ers with his acerbic, matter- of- fact manner. CENTCOM and the Pentagon actively fed the 
media, endeavoring to anticipate every possible question and respond to them before they 
were asked. Media Operation Centers were focal points for the news media during military 
operations. The Pentagon and the services had learned much since the dark days of Vietnam 
and the adversarial relationship in Operation Desert Storm.

* * * * *

Tactically and operationally, the performance of the press had improved significantly since 
the Vietnam War. Strategically, however, in 2002 and 2003 the media failed the American 
people. It failed humanity. Instead of questioning and investigating the need, the Bush argu-
ment for a second war in Iraq, it sold war to the American people. The media jumped on the war 
bandwagon and became an effective mouthpiece for the Bush Administration. The United 
States, in essence, went to war based on an unsubstantiated claim that Iraq had weapons of 
mass destruction. This unsubstantiated story was sold to Americans by the media. The press 
never seriously challenged the claim or tried to substantiate it. It accepted and repeated the 
claims made loudly and frequently by President Bush and Vice President Cheney that Iraq 
had nuclear capabilities and had worked with terrorist organizations. Reports that there were 
no weapons of mass destruction in Iraq went almost unreported.19 The question of what 
constituted weapons of mass destruction was rarely asked. (Chemical weapons, which are not 
WMDs, were lumped together with nuclear weapons. There is no comparison in the destruc-
tive power of these weapons.) By the fall of 2002, the Bush Administration and the media had 
convinced a staggering 69 percent of the American people that Saddam Hussein was respon-
sible for the 9/ 11 attacks on the U.S, with no real evidence to support this conclusion.20 How 
did they come to believe this, and why was there no rebuttal?

In the last years of the twentieth century a new phenomenon emerged. With the advent of 
the twenty- four- hour cable news stations and “talk- radio,” the White House, Pentagon, and 
State Department had limitless, gratis access to the public; and thus, the ability to manipulate 
and distort public opinion as never before. Much of “journalism” also became ideologically 
driven. With this new access and ideological leanings, administrations had the ability to “spin” 
the story, the ability to make truths look like lies, and lies look like truths. “Talking heads” 
and so called “authorities” told the story the way they wanted it understood, with little— and 
in some cases no— regard for the truth. They told their story frequently, aggressively, and 
through numerous media. By so doing, they were able to make people see things that were 
not there and to make people believe things for which there was no proof. If a story, even a 
lie, is told often enough and wrapped in the authenticity of government officials, the patina of 
academia, and the authority of respected news anchors, it can be turned into a fact accepted 
by the American people. The FOX News Network, owned and operated by the staunch con-
servative Republican Rupert Murdoch, perfected these techniques, becoming an ally of the 
White House in its aggressive campaign to sell war to the American people.21 Political parties 
infiltrated “news organizations” and found sympathetic producers who were willing to spin 
stories. Twenty- four- hour cable news programs and “neoconservative” talk- radio personalities 
aggressively sold the war in Iraq to the American people. But, this is only part of the problem.

The American people lack sufficient knowledge of the world outside of the United States 
to make informed decisions, and because they are no longer responsible for conducting the 
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wars of the United States, they have little incentive to get informed. One student of the recent 
performance of the media wrote:

It is difficult for Americans to make knowledgeable judgments about the existence of 
civilization- related clashes if the public knows little about the civilization in question. 
Although the news media should not bear the entire burden of teaching the public about 
the world— the education system also has major responsibilities, which it consistently fails 
to fulfill— news coverage is a significant element in shaping the public’s understanding of 
international events and issues. Aside from their occasional spurts of solid performance, 
American news organizations do a lousy job of breaking down the public intellectual 
isolation. The breadth of news coverage depends on news organizations’ own view of the 
world, a view that is often too narrow.22

According to media analyst Andrew Tyndall, in 1989, ABC, CBS, and NBC on their even-
ing news shows presented 4,032 minutes of coverage about other countries. In 2000 that 
dropped to 1,382 minutes. With the war in Afghanistan, and the move toward war in Iraq, news 
coverage increased to 2,103 minutes in 2002.23 Americans are too poorly informed to make 
judicious decisions on issues of war, and cannot depend on the media, or the American gov-
ernment, to provide them with honest information. The information campaign conducted by 
the Bush Administration for war was highly successful, but it was not honest. Misinformation 
and ignorance are threats to democracy.

What Went Wrong: The Insurgency War24

Iraq had many attributes that should have made it a paradise on Earth. Rich in oil resources 
and fertile land, with an educated, talented population, Iraq had all the attributes necessary for 
advanced civilization, wealth, prosperity, and happiness. However, other factors can influence 
the ability of a state or nation to succeed, such as its leadership, the system of government, 
military forces and capabilities, cultural, religious, and ethnic divisions, and the “neighbor-
hood” of states. Iraq, like many of the states of the Middle East, has not realized its potential, 
and its people have long been denied the fulfillment of their aspirations. Extensive phys-
ical and psychological damage, largely unseen by American political and military leadership, 
facilitated the descent into chaos and the rise of the insurgents and terrorists that hurt the US 
efforts to restore and transform Iraq.

Consider the condition of Iraq in 2003, when the second American invasion and subse-
quent occupation took place. Iraq’s economy had been in a state of decline for decades. The 
Iran– Iraq War (1980– 1988) and first Persian Gulf War (Operation Desert Storm, 1990– 1991) 
had nearly bankrupted the country. The economy was based primarily on the production and 
exportation of oil. In 1991, Iraq produced 3.5 million barrels per day. During the thirteen 
years of UN sanctions, that dropped to as low as 700,000 barrels per day, and stopped com-
pletely during the invasion. Iraq was also agriculturally rich. The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers 
provided it with an abundance of arable land. However, by 2001, the embargo and drought 
had destroyed the ability of the country to feed its people. Twenty- two percent of the children 
in Iraq suffered from malnutrition. At maximum production, the electrical grids in Iraq could 
produce only 50 percent of the electricity needed. In potable water, Iraq was only capable of 
producing 60 percent of what its people required. One observer noted that: “the residents 
of Baghdad dumped 500 metric tons of sewage into the Tigris River every day, which went 
south to all the towns and cities down south for them to use as cooking water, drinking water, 
washing water, and that type of thing.”25 The greed, destructive policies, and wars of Saddam 
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Hussein and the UN embargo that was the result of those policies and war, destroyed the 
ability of Iraqi to sustain its people. What had taken decades to destroy could not be fixed 
overnight.

There was also enormous, unseen psychological damage. The people of Iraq suffered from 
PTSD. Arguably, the entire region suffered from varying degrees of PTSD. Iraqis had been 
traumatized by years of brutal war and the brutality of Saddam Hussein. Deep ethnic and sect-
arian divisions also separated the people of Iraq, causing enormous friction. The Kurds and the 
Shia majority had long and deep roots of hate and anger against the Sunni Regime of Saddam 
Hussein. The military strength of the loyal Republican Guard and the ruthless brutality of 
Saddam Hussein and his Ba’ath Party kept the hate and anger and the aspiration of the Kurds 
and Shias well buried. The American invasion uncovered and exposed these roots, resulting in 
explosions of emotions, the search for justice, revenge and retribution, and hopes for a new 
era of opportunities and a new and better way of life. The Iraqi people expected a great deal 
from the United States, the victor; they expected too much in fact. Bremer correctly assessed 
the situation this way:

Every adult Iraqi had indeed been shocked and awed by the speed and precision with 
which the Coalition had crushed Saddam Hussein’s vaunted Republican Guard and over-
thrown the Baathist regime. After such a display of superpower might, many expected us 
to work similar miracles once the tanks stopped rolling. If we could destroy individual 
artillery pieces at the height of a blinding sandstorm, why couldn’t we provide reliable 
electric power or a steady supply of gasoline? And of course as each day passed with 
the heavily armed Coalition unable to correct seemingly basic economic problems, the 
resolve and confidence of Iraqi insurgents and foreign terrorist increased.26

The people of Iraq expected the victors to fix their problems, to usher in a new era. The 
victors expected to go home. They had failed to recognize and understand the physical con-
dition of Iraq and the psychological conditions of its people. As a consequence, a power vac-
uum emerged. In hindsight, Bush recognized that he and his advisors had badly misjudged the 
situation: “There was one important contingency for which we had not adequately prepared. 
In the weeks after liberation, Baghdad descended into a state of lawlessness. I was appalled to 
see looters carrying precious artifacts out of Iraq’s national museum and to read reports of 
kidnappings, murder, and rape.” To explain this descent, Bush wrote: “Part of the explanation 
was that Saddam had released tens of thousands of criminals shortly before the war. But the 
problem was deeper than that. Saddam had warped the psychology of Iraqis in a way we didn’t 
fully understand. The suspicion and fear that he had cultivated for decades were rising to the 
surface.”27 Long- held anger and hatred were released by the American invasion. The reduction 
in American forces and the redeployment of American command structures created oppor-
tunities for foreign terrorist groups, such as al- Qaeda, Shia insurgents, Sunni militia, criminals, 
and individuals with grudges against their neighbors who happened to be of a different sect. 
Added to this deteriorating situation were disgruntled neighbors, the Shia of Iran and the 
Sunni of Syria, and enormous stocks of weapons and ammunitions that once belonged to the 
Iraqi Army and Republican Guard.

On 14 June 2003, newly promoted Lieutenant General Ricardo S. Sanchez took command 
of the V Corps, which was designated as Combined Joint Task Force 7 (CJTF- 7), the most- 
senior military headquarters in Iraq. Sanchez described his situation:

We had gotten a few things up and running in Baghdad, but for the most part, every-
thing around the country was still shut down. Some police stations were open but none 
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were effective. Distribution of fuel and electricity was sporadic, at best. A food- rationing 
system was not yet in place. The political and economic systems of the country were in 
dire straits. Banks were not open. Commerce was nonexistent. The judicial system had 
disappeared. There was no national government council yet established, and local councils 
were few and far between. The mission at hand was daunting.28

General Ricardo S. Sanchez received considerable criticism for the emergence of the insur-
gency in Iraq during his watch. Some of it was deserved; most of it was not. Secretary of 
Defense Rumsfeld observed: “Sanchez would have to lead a force more than ten times that 
size [of an Army division], work with numerous coalition nations, and command a headquar-
ters that he had never been trained or prepared to assume.”29 The Army selected its most jun-
ior Lieutenant General for the biggest job in the Army in 2003. Sanchez can be blamed for a 
lack of foresight, a failure to anticipate, and for a failure to adapt and respond quickly to the 
growing insurgency. However, even if he had perfect intelligence and foresight, he still lacked 
the resources, manpower, and authority to influence the situation dramatically. He also lacked 
the attention of and access to Rumsfeld and Bush that were required to refocus significant 
resources needed for security, stability, and nation building. In his book, Wiser in Battle, Sanchez 
responded to his critics. He was angry and disappointed at the outcome of his tenure as com-
mander in Iraq (and possibly for not being selected for his fourth star). Sanchez could rightly 
argue that he was set up to fail: “With both CENTCOM and CFLCC leaving Iraq, V Corps 
was going to have to operate at the theater strategic level, for which it possessed no expertise, 
as well as the operational and tactical level across the country.”30 He further noted that:

This abrupt turnaround was another monumental blunder that created significant stra-
tegic risk for America … Whatever the reasons for CFLCC’s disengagement, the fore-
seeable consequences were daunting. In country, we would no longer have the staff- level 
capacities for strategic- or operational-  level campaign planning, policy, and intelligence. 
All such situational awareness and institutional memory would be gone with the depart-
ure of the best available Army officers who had been assigned to CFLCC for the ground 
war. The entire array of established linkages was dismantled and redeployed. Furthermore, 
V Corps had no coalition operations and ORHA/ CPA- related staff capacity. … And 
finally, the loss of our strategic level national intelligence capacities would cause serious 
problems that would lead in part, to future problems at Abu Ghraib.31

Sanchez had significant shortages of critical, trained personnel: engineers for reconstruc-
tion, MPs to run prisons and interrogate prisoners, intelligence collection and analysis person-
nel, and logisticians. This shortage of trained personnel was one of the reasons frequently cited 
for the infamous Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse incident, which so badly damaged American 
credibility and efforts to earn the support of the Iraqi people.32 There were also significant 
shortages of personnel trained in Arabic and people who understood the history and culture 
of Iraq. In addition, according to Jay Garner, the man initially selected to lead the civilian 
occupation of Iraq, there was no reconstruction strategy: “I’m going to tell you, there’s no 
strategy for Iraq. There was never one when I was there, and I haven’t seen one since I left. But, 
we have to have one.”33 While acknowledging that mistakes had been made, the Rumsfeld 
Pentagon disagreed with this assessment.34 Wolfowitz, responding, stated: “There is a lot of 
talk that there was no plan. … There was a plan, but as any military officer can tell you, no 
plan survives first contact with reality.”35 Some Army leaders agree with this assessment, but 
conclude that their plans and strategy were ignored by Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, and other senior 
political leaders.36
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Domestic politics and in- fighting within the Bush Administration hindered the develop-
ment of a post- conflict strategy for Iraq. In the year prior to the invasion, the US Department 
of State organized a study group, The Future of Iraq Project, which included Iraqi exiles, to 
study post- Saddam Iraq. It produced a report that addressed “reconstruction of shattered infra-
structure, the creation of free media, the preservation of antiquities, the administration of 
 justice …, the development of the moribund economy, and most important, the formation of 
a democratic government.” The 2,500 page report represents the most comprehensive effort 
produced by the Bush Administration to prepare for the future of Iraq. Sanchez and Garner, 
however, never saw the report. Friction between the Powell Department of State and the 
Rumsfeld Department of Defense over jurisdiction and authority diminished the ability of 
the two branches of government to effectively work together.37

At the Pentagon, Douglas J. Feith, the Under Secretary of Defense for policy, and head of 
the Office of Special Plans was responsible for post- conflict planning.38 Rajiv Chandrasekaran, 
an observer of the US Phase IV operations in Iraq, noted that:

Feith’s office conducted its postwar planning with utmost secrecy. There was little coord-
ination with the State Department or the CIA, or even with post- conflict reconstruc-
tion experts within the Pentagon, and there was an aversion to dwelling on worst- case 
scenarios that might diminish support for the invasion. Feith’s team viewed the mission as 
a war of liberation that would require only modest postwar assistance. They assumed the 
Iraqis would quickly undertake responsibility for running their country and rebuilding 
their infrastructure.39

Part of the justification for the war was that the reconstruction of Iraq would cost the 
American people almost nothing, because of the state’s oil wealth. That justification for the 
war influenced planning, causing the selective use of intelligence and ultimately the develop-
ment of unrealistic assumptions and expectations.

Retired Lieutenant General Garner, while agreeing to lead the post- conflict reorganization 
of Iraq under the direction of CENTCOM, which placed his organization under Lieutenant 
General David McKiernan, the commander of the CFLCC, had little authority to select and 
direct his team. Garner created and headed the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian 
Assistance (ORHA) to temporarily run and manage the affairs of Iraq.40 ORHA consisted 
of three groups: humanitarian assistance, reconstruction, and civil administration.41 ORHA 
worked with the CFLCC Phase IV planning team. Arguably, Garner’s organization was also 
set up to fail. It had less than three months to prepare for operations in Iraq, and lacked the 
talent, information, and resources needed to succeed. USAID was available to assist in the 
planning, but this resource belonged to the Department of State, and hence, was not fully 
engaged. Feith noted:

ORHA’s purpose was to serve as a team of expert assistants for Franks— an organized set 
of civilians to help him fulfill his post- Saddam duties. The ORHA staff would include 
officials who had been working on postwar planning in Washington over the last year 
or so. Their various agencies would assign them temporarily to the new office at the 
Pentagon; and, a few weeks later, the whole group would deploy to Kuwait, where they 
would prepare to move into Iraq as soon as circumstance permitted.

Feith insisted that: “ORHA was created to become part of CENTCOM and to help in 
Phase IV planning and operations, not to supplant it in any way.”42 But, the withdrawal of 
Army forces, particularly CFLCC, meant ORHA had to take on responsibilities far beyond 
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its capacity. ORHA lacked the resources and authority to achieve the objectives of the Bush 
Administration. It was plagued with personnel problems. Rumsfeld told Garner to fire some 
of the people he considered the most knowledgeable and talented, because they were from the 
Department of State.43 Garner later stated:

My … number one [problem], the infighting before I left between DoD and State 
Department. The warfare between Rumsfeld and Powell permeated everything we did. 
Well, I fault Rumsfeld and Powell for that. I mean, they’re big guys; they should not oper-
ate that way. But really, I fault Condoleezza Rice for that. … Her job is to get the two 
of them and say, “Hey, if you can’t get along, then we’re going to meet in the President’s 
office before the sun sets in Washington.” And to my knowledge she didn’t do that.

Rice, in 2005, succeeded Powell as Secretary of State. In the in- fighting campaigns, Rumsfeld 
usually won. In the White House, he enjoyed the advice and support of his close friend Vice 
President Dick Cheney. Personal animus, political affiliations, party loyalty, interagency disa-
greements, and neoconservative ideological correctness insured that the best people and best 
ideas did not rise to the top. The Bush Administration was incapable of producing the best 
from America, because it insisted that significant parts of America were ineligible to partici-
pate.44 Artificial limited war made it possible to ignore the traditions and ways of thinking 
and acting common in total wars. People could not put aside their prejudices and personal 
grudges for the greater good. Personal failings, egos, and arrogance damaged the American 
effort to restore Iraq.

While the early days of America’s occupation of Iraq are considered a “fiasco” by most 
observers, there were some successes. People did not starve. There was no plague, no epi-
demics, and no genocide or mass murders. Garner delineated the priorities and successes of 
ORHA and the Army:

The first one was to get the ministries back to a functioning level countrywide. The 
second was to pay salaries, nationwide— that’s salaries to all the public servants, the police, 
and the army. Number three was to restore the police, the court and prison systems. 
Number four was to restore basic services to Baghdad. … Number five was to end the 
fuel crisis. I don’t know if you remember that, but there was no fuel. All cooking in Iraq 
is done with propane, so we had to bring propane in. Plus, there wasn’t gas to move vehi-
cles around. … The sixth thing was to purchase the harvest. Now, the wheat was ready 
to harvest— the wheat, barley, and other things. So we needed to purchase all that and to 
also re- establish the food distribution system. We needed to install interim town councils 
in every city of 100,000 or more. That’s 26 cities. And then, we needed to meet the pub-
lic health needs and avoid epidemics. And, by and large, we accomplished most of these 
priorities.45

Given the sectarian divisions and the hatred of the Ba’athists by the Kurds and Shia, there was 
a real threat for civil war and mass disorder. Sanchez and Garner deserve some credit for what 
did not happen. Still, Garner was soon out of a job, his organization disbanded.46 Ambassador 
L. Paul Bremer III, who headed the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) arrived in Baghdad 
on 12 May 2003 to replace him.47 The CPA answered directly to the Pentagon and Rumsfeld. 
However, Bremer also had direct access to the President.48 He was provided $18.4 billion and 
given primary responsibility for the stabilization and reconstruction of Iraq. His objective was 
“the development of the Iraqi Interim Authority, with the goal that it would exercise substan-
tial authority as soon as possible.”49 Bremer did not command Coalition Forces, but he noted 
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that, “the U.S. Central Command … had orders from the president and Rumsfeld to coord-
inate their operations with the CPA.”50 Bremer threw out significant parts of the plans and 
programs developed by Garner and the CFLCC planning team. For the most part he ignored 
his commanding general. Sanchez noted that he “refused to take any corrective actions,” and 
“listened to us and walked away.”51 Sanchez further explained:

When Bremer communicated his plan back to Washington, people at the Department of 
Defense expressed some uneasiness about it, but everybody acquiesced to his wishes. At 
this point in time, it appeared to me that Washington was distancing itself from all things 
related to Iraq. No one was focusing, scrutinizing, or analyzing the impact of decisions 
that were coming out of CPA. Meanwhile, Ambassador Bremer was changing the entire 
political strategy of the coalition. And it became very clear to me that we were going to 
be stuck in Iraq for a much longer time than we had all anticipated.52

James Stephenson, former USAID Mission Director in Iraq, seconded this assessment, “it 
became evident early on that Ambassador Bremer was not receptive to advice and was actively 
hostile to any that went against his own judgment.” Stephenson continued:

I do not fault Bremer alone for the spectacular mistakes made by the CPA, DOD, and 
White House. … He was not responsible for the generally poor quality of the personnel 
whom DOD hired for the CPA. I do fault him, however, for accepting their counsel, for 
arrogance and hubris that seemingly emboldened him to continue on a course that was 
so obviously misguided, and for ignoring fifty years of U.S. experience in post- conflict 
nation building.53

In May Bremer issued three significant orders that damaged the ability of the Coalition to 
stabilize Iraq. The first was for “de- Ba’athification,” to remove the bureaucracy and adminis-
trators of Saddam Hussein who had been responsible for running the country. This meant the 
loss of institutional knowledge in the form of the people who understood how things worked, 
how to get things done. The second order formally dissolved the Iraqi Army and Ministry 
of Defense. This meant the elimination of Iraq’s most important security forces. With these 
orders, Bremer in essence fired 400,000 knowledgeable, experienced people, most of whom 
had no allegiance to Saddam Hussein, and put them into an economy that offered few other 
job opportunities. To explain the disbandment of the Iraqi Army, Bremer’s top security advisor, 
Walter Slocombe, noted that there was no way to quickly weed out supporters of Saddam 
Hussein. He further noted that during the looting:

They didn’t just steal stuff that was not nailed down, they stole the toilet fixtures and they 
stole the pipes and the tile in the latrine. There was literally no place to feed anybody, no 
place to house them, no place for them to take care of essential bodily function. And as 
we build up the (new) Iraqi army, we’re having to go around to old Iraqi military bases 
and at very considerable expense reconstruct them simply so as to have basic facilities.54

Sanchez noted, “In one fell swoop, Bremer had created a 60 percent unemployment rate 
and angered hundreds of thousands of people.” Iraq and the United States would later commit 
vast resources to reconstruct Iraq Security Forces (ISF). The final Bremer order was to discard 
Garner’s plan for putting Iraqis back in charge of Iraq at the local and political levels. Garner 
stated: “Then, on Friday, they brought in the Iraqi leadership group we had put together 
and they were told, ‘We’re the government here. You’re not going to be the government. Go 
home.’ ” Garner concluded that: “So, on Saturday morning when we woke up, we had some-
where between 150,000 and 300,000 enemies we didn’t have on Wednesday morning, and we 
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had no Iraqi face of leadership to explain things to the Iraqi people. We began to pay signifi-
cantly for those decisions.”55

Bremer’s assessment of this period differs in significant ways. He notes that the Iraqi Army 
and Ba’athist Bureaucracy had in large part dissolved themselves during the invasion. Still, 
he issued the orders that disbanded institutions that he later had to recreate at considerable 
expense. Garner observed:

What happened, as you saw, months later the CPA began to try to rectify that. The first 
thing that happened … they put in the Committee of 25— they brought that back in 
order to have an Iraqi face in leadership. Then, later on, they started a very slow but 
measured process of bring back elements of the army. And finally, a few months ago, they 
started bringing back some of the Baathists that they had de- Baathified.56

On 7 July General John P. Abizaid took command of CENTCOM. Abizaid, the son of Arab 
Americans, spoke Arabic and held a master’s degree from Harvard in Middle East Studies. Less 
than two weeks after assuming command, he declared that the United States was engaged in 
a guerrilla war with supporters of the former regime of Saddam Hussein and foreign Muslim 
extremists who had been recruited to fight for al- Qaeda and other terrorist organizations. 
By 31 October a Sunni- based insurgency raged, 120 Americans had been killed, and 1,100 

Figure 16.3 President George W. Bush (right) and Ambassador L. Paul Bremer.
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wounded. The primary weapons were improvised explosive devices (IEDs). By the end of the 
year, OIF had cost 450 American lives and 8,000 wounded.

On 14 December 2003 the fugitive Iraqi President Saddam Hussein was captured hiding 
in a “spider hole.” Hopes that his capture would change the dynamic of the situation in Iraq 
were not realized.

* * * * *

A summary of what went wrong would include the following factors: The Coalition Forces’ 
new enemies were time, resources, cultural understanding, and know- how. The Coalition also 
had to contend with ethnic and sectarian divisions within Iraq, the long hatred of the Ba’athist 
Regime, Islamic fundamentalists, foreign terrorist organizations, and interference from Iran 
and Syria. The absence of legitimate authority, with the power to act, created a chaotic envir-
onment. Terrorist groups from outside the country, including al- Qaeda, were able to cross the 
porous borders into Iraq to kill Iraqis, attack American forces, emplace improvised explosive 
devices, and exploit sectarian divisions to create a larger war. The criminal elements in Iraq 
were let loose by the ousted regime of Saddam Hussein to prey on the people, loot, and spread 
disorder. Iran, a natural ally to the Shia, was able to strengthen its position in Iraq, and sup-
ported the various Shia movements directed toward the formation of government and the 
creation of militia forces. Tens of thousands of unemployed and under- employed soldiers and 
government officials from the disbanded Iraqi Army and Ba’athist bureaucracy provided much 
of the manpower for the insurgency. The “de- Ba’athification” of Iraq removed much of the 
institutional knowledge necessary to get the country up and running again. The lack of basic 
services angered and frustrated the Iraqi people, damaging support for the IIG and coalition 
forces. The expectations of the Bush Administration were never realized:

• The Iraqis did not greet the coalition forces as liberators, another intelligence failure.
• The US invasion released enormous energy, long held and suppressed anger and hatreds 

at the Ba’athist party and family and bureaucracy of Saddam Hussein, simmering sectar-
ian divisions between the Sunnis, Shias, and Kurds, and personal animus and desires for 
revenge because of some wrong suffered.

• The US invasion created enormous expectations and aspirations for a future world and a 
better life for 27 million Iraqis. The expectations of the good that the Americans would 
bring greatly exceeded the reality, destroying hope and causing anger directed at the 
American invaders and occupiers.

• One reason that US political and military leadership could not meet expectation is 
because they were ignorant of the situation in Iraq and initiated the rapid withdrawal of 
US and coalition forces. The absence of these forces, the destruction of the effectiveness 
of Iraqi security forces, and the release of suppressed anger and hatred created chaos in 
Iraq. No legitimate authority existed, opening the flood gates to disaster. These conditions 
were opportunities for terrorists, and insurgents.

• The CPA, under Ambassador Bremer, disband the Iraqi Army, and removed all Ba’athist 
Party members from government position, putting 400,000 people out of work, and elim-
inating his most important source of knowledge of how things worked in Iraq.

• Al- Qaeda and other terrorist groups initiated operations in Iraq. The Iranians initiated 
operations in Iraq in support of the Shia. The government of Syria was incapable of con-
trolling its borders, or stopping the flow of terrorists into Iraq. Saddam Hussein released 
large numbers of criminals into the populations, and Saddam loyalists fought against coali-
tion efforts to stabilize the country. Almost everything in the region operated against US 
efforts, or they were neutral. Too few supported the US- led effort.

 



Operation Iraqi Freedom II, 2003–2010 469

   469

• Large stocks of weapons and ammunition looted from unsecured Iraqi military installa-
tions provided the insurgents and terrorists the means to carry out their operations against 
coalition forces and the people. In addition, weapons and ammunition flowed across the 
Syrian and Iranian borders.

• The oil wealth of Iraq could not immediately provide the resources necessary for the 
reconstruction of Iraq. Iraqi infrastructure was more degraded and required significantly 
more work than the Americans knew. Various groups continuously sabotaged facilities to 
diminish production. The expectations of the Bush Administration that the war would 
pay for itself were never realized.

• The Iraqi people were suffering from PTSD on a national scale. After decades of liv-
ing under the Saddam Hussein police state, decades of war, and a decade of economic 
embargo that devastated the economy, killed children, and diminished the quality of life, 
the Iraqi people were traumatized.

• The corps- level command structure left in Iraq by the Army and Rumsfeld Pentagon was 
too small and lacked the power and authority to do all that was needed to administer and 
stabilize Iraq. Too few US ground forces were deployed to provide the security necessary 
to preclude the descent of Iraq into chaos and insurgency. And too few people with the 
necessary skills, language, intelligence, reconstruction, and others were deployed.

• Discord within the Bush Administration between the Departments of State and Defense, 
precluded the development of the best plan for post- conflict operations, and the deploy-
ment of the best people. There was a vacuum of leadership in Washington.

• The Rumsfeld Pentagon was too invested in and committed to the RMA, Network- 
Centric Warfare, and the employment of new advanced technologies to focus time and 
resources on the nation building and stability phase of the operation. The Rumsfeld 
Pentagon completely failed to understand the type of war it was fighting and the circum-
stance in Iraq when it went to war.

In the words of General Powell, “You break it, you own it.” Once US forces removed 
the government of Saddam Hussein, its army and administration, the United States became 
responsible for the people of Iraq, for security, for water, for food, for electricity, for open 
markets, for the legal system, for the sewage system, for policing, for garbage disposal, for every 
aspect of Iraqi life. Because the United States and the coalition were unprepared to assume 
these responsibilities, law and order broke down, looting and destruction of infrastructure fol-
lowed. And into this chaos created by the absence of security and legitimate authority, came 
the terrorists and insurgents. Islamic fundamentalist ideology coupled with Western arrogance, 
and ignorance of the situation, culture, and language, helped produce a protracted insurgency 
war. We create our own monsters.

The Multi- National Force— Iraq: New Leadership, New Strategy

On 2 March 2004, five bombs exploded in Iraqi cities, killing 250 people and wounding 
500. A few weeks later, in Fallujah, insurgents ambushed and killed four US contractors who 
worked for the private security firm Blackwater. Their bodies were mutilated and hung from a 
bridge. Next, Mahdi Army militia in Sadr City ambushed soldiers of the 1st Cavalry Division, 
killing eight and wounding sixty.57 They took over key sections of An Najaf, Al Kut, and 
Karbala. In November, the Marines, supported by the Army, initiated the second battle for 
Fallujah.58 The close- quarters, urban battle raged for seven weeks. The Marines secured the 
city, killing 14,000 insurgents. Ninety- five marines and soldiers were killed and another 1,000 
wounded. Improvised explosive devices (IEDs) continued to take a heavy psychological and 
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physical toll on US forces. In 2004 attacks rose to an average of forty to sixty incidents per 
day.59 Throughout 2004 and 2005, violence in Iraq escalated. The Army and Marine Corps 
redeployed more soldiers and Marines to Iraq to fix what had gone wrong and stabilize the 
country.

On 15 May 2004, Multi- National Force- Iraq (MNF- I) came into existence and CJTF- 7 
was deactivated. The mission of the new command was to conduct:

offensive operations to defeat remaining noncompliant forces and neutralize destabil-
izing influences in Iraq in order to create a secure environment. [To] organize, train, 
equip, mentor, and certify credible and capable Iraqi security forces in order to transition 
responsibility for security from Coalition forces to Iraqi forces. Concurrently, [to] con-
duct stability operations to support the establishment of government, the restoration of 
essential services, and economic development in order to set the conditions for a transfer 
of sovereignty to designated follow- on authorities.60

On 26 June the Senate Armed Services Committee confirmed General Casey for com-
mand of the MNF- I, and on1 July he assumed command.61 During the committee hearing 
Casey outlined his objectives:

• Implementing an effective transition from occupation to partnership with the IIG
• Defeating anti- Iraq and anticoalition forces alongside the IIG and ISF
• Assisting the IIG in efficiently rebuilding the ISF
• With the ISF, providing a secure environment to permit elections in December 2004 or 

January 2005.62

Just two days prior to the change of command, the CPA was dissolved, and Iraq once again 
became a “sovereign country” under the authority of the Iraqi Interim Government (IIG). 
Ambassador John Dimitri Negroponte assumed responsibilities for American civilian lead-
ership in Iraq on 30 June, 2004. He worked closely with General Casey to stabilize and save 
Iraq. Casey wrote: “we discussed the fact that any counterinsurgency effort required political 
and military integration for success, and we agreed upon a concept to create unity of effort 
between the Embassy and MNF- I— One Team/ One Mission.”63 Negroponte and Casey issued 
a joint mission statement: “To help the Iraqi people build a new Iraq, at peace with its neigh-
bors, with a constitutional, representative government that respects human rights and possesses 
security forces sufficient to maintain domestic order, and deny Iraq as a safe haven for terrorists.” 
The unknown factors for both Casey and Negroponte were the stability and support of the 
newly formed IIG, its legitimacy and acceptance by the Iraqi people, particularly the Sunnis 
and Kurds; the professionalism, loyalty, and effectiveness of the newly formed ISF; the ability of 
27 million inhabitants of Iraq, to be Iraqis, as opposed to Sunnis, Shias, and Kurds; the extent 
of the power and opposition from ex- regime loyalist and “rejectionists,” and the extent of the 
infiltration of outside ideas and resources, such as al- Qaeda terrorists and Iran IEDs, through 
Iraq’s porous borders. To help provide answers to some of these unknowns, and focus resources 
Negroponte and Casey organized a “Red Team” of military and civilian embassy advisors.

When Casey took command, MNF- I consisted of 162,000 coalition forces from thirty- three 
nations. Iraq was operationally divided into five Multi- National Division (MND) areas of oper-
ation and one Multi- National Brigade (MNB). These units were under the command of Multi- 
National Corps Iraq, commanded by LTG Tom Metz (III Corps). Responsibility for developing 
Iraqi Security Forces was the primary responsibility of the Multi- National Security Transition 
Command— Iraq (MNSTC- I), commanded by LTG Dave Petraeus. The Special Operations 
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Task Force was under the command of LTG Stan McChrystal. During Casey’s tenure he worked 
with three different governments, led by Prime Minister Ayad Allawi, Ibrahim al- Jafari, and Nuri 
al- Maliki. On 5 August Casey issued a new strategy and doctrine for operations in Iraq:

In partnership with the Iraqi Government, MNF- I conducts full spectrum counter- 
insurgency operations to isolate and neutralize former regime extremists and foreign 
terrorists, and organizes, trains and equips Iraqi security forces in order to create a 
security environment that permits the completion of the UNSCR 1546 process on 
schedule.64

Casey sought to employ a “security force- centric” and government- building centric counter-
insurgency doctrine. His objective was not to fight a Vietnam- style “insurgent- centric” war, 
not to focus primarily on finding and killing the enemy, and not to escalate the war with the 
deployment of more and more US forces. Casey wrote: “I felt that, as our goal was a gov-
ernment seen as representative by the Iraqi people, the more we did to build the legitimacy 
of those governments in the eyes of Iraqi people, the sooner we would achieve our goal. … 
In the end, we made the legitimacy of the Iraqi government the theater center of gravity.”65 
Casey’s objectives and “lines of operation” were to protect the people and stabilize the country, 
security; build Iraqi security forces and governmental institutions, governance; rebuild Iraqi 
infrastructure and get the economy running, economic development; and to change the image 
of coalition forces and carry out information operations against the insurgents and terror-
ist, communication. The Iraqization of the war was the main objective. With an all- volunteer 
force, the type of war fought in Vietnam was not possible. The United States could not deploy 
500,000 soldiers to fight in Iraq. Hence, another objective was to minimize the commitment 
of US Army forces, which Casey knew were over- committed. Victory, in the classic sense of 

Figure 16.4 General George W. Casey.
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the word, was not an objective. In 2004, as the situation in Iraq continued to deteriorate, the 
Army started reorganizing for a protracted counterinsurgency war.

* * * * *

The New Modular Army Force made it possible for the Army to fight two protracted wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, without significantly expanding the size of the Army and Army 
National Guard, or, more importantly, without calling on the American people to serve.66 On 
28 January 2004 Army Chief of Staff, General Peter J. Schoomaker, explained the New Army 
Modular Force to the House Armed Service Committee. Responding to Representative Ike 
Skelton he stated:

There’s no question the Army is stressed. … What we are doing is trying to transform the 
Army simultaneously with meeting the security commitments of the nation. … Right 
now I’ve been authorized by the Secretary of Defense to grow the Army by 30,000 
people within the authority that he has under emergency powers, that he has under the 
law, Title 10. And to do that, to buy the opportunity to restructure the Army, which is 
what we’re doing … [We’re] looking at modulizing the Army, standardizing it, developing 
an Army that’s more lethal, more agile, more capable of meeting the current and future 
operating environment tasks.67
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Schoomaker outlined a fundamental change in the way the Army operated. Responding 
to Skelton’s statement that: “My own view is that the solution lies more in the neighbor of 
40,000 [additional soldiers], based upon testimony going back to 1995, Schoomaker stated:

I’m adamant that that is not the way to go, that if we can structure the Army in a way 
through this temporary growth, and when we look for internal efficiencies … we think 
we can get 10,000 spaces through military- to- civilian conversion. We think by stabilizing 
the Army, where we don’t move the Army every two to three years on an individual basis, 
but we keep people in place, develop cohesive, stable units where spouses can work, where 
kids can go to school, where people can invest in homes and develop equity, stabilize this 
force— it’s better for the fighting force, it’s better for the families, and it will increase our 
retention.68

Under this New Modular Army Force, the individual replacement system, employed in 
World War II, Korea, and Vietnam, passed into history. The New Modular Army got rid of 
the last vestige of the citizen- soldier Army. The all- volunteer force created a military cluster. 
And although it was too small to do all that was asked, the fact that it was a self- contained 
unit precluded the acrimonious national debate that characterized the Vietnam War. To make 
up for the resultant deficiencies in manpower, the Army reorganized itself. It civilianized 
thousands of jobs to get more deployable soldiers. It redeployed major units from Korea and 
Europe. It converted artillery units into MP units and got rid of air defense battalions. It 
deployed Reserve and National Guard forces in ways for which they were not designed. The 
Army also reorganized the National Guard. Schoomaker, in reference to the National Guard, 
told the committee: “we want to go from [the] 15 enhanced brigades that we have today 
to 22— increase their level of readiness … and increase their capability to become part of a 
broader rotation base.” Schoomaker concluded, “[T] his is the biggest internal Army kind of 
restructuring we have done in 50 years.”

Each of the Army’s ten divisions was reorganized into four expeditionary Brigade Combat 
Teams (BCTs), each with its own organic artillery, signal and reconnaissance, and engineering 
and sustainment units. There are three types of combined arms maneuver brigades: Infantry, 
Heavy (Armor and Mechanized Infantry), and Stryker. These brigades replaced the division as 
the Army’s basic building block. The intent was to make the Army more combat ready, adapt-
able, deployable, and sustainable. The new organization increased the number of regular Army 
deployable brigades from thirty- three to forty- three. These units were to train, deploy, fight, 
and then redeploy to the United States as cohesive combat teams. The new system greatly 
enhanced the combat effectiveness of the Army, making it possible to rotate entire brigades 
into and out of Iraq, Afghanistan, and other parts of the world, rather than rotating individual 
soldiers and then worrying about the loss of key individuals necessary for the fight. Divisional 
headquarters became more like Corps headquarters. BCTs were attached and detached to the 
headquarters as needed. For example, the 82nd Airborne Division Headquarters could have 
attached heavy BCTs from the 1st Cavalry Division or the 1st Armor Division depending on 
their needs. The Army Modular Force also went a long way toward standardizing equipment 
and personnel. A unit deployed to Iraq accepted the equipment of the unit that was redeploy-
ing to the United States with little loss of momentum. The Army was also better able to tailor 
forces for contingency operations and the needs of the geographic combatant commanders. 
Training was standardized at the National Training Centers. Under the old organization, each 
division had a unique table of organization and equipment (TO&E). This meant that train-
ing had to be tailored to the units of each division that rotated through the centers. These 
types of inefficiencies were eliminated. The 3rd Infantry Division at the National Training 
Center at Fort Irwin, California was the first unit to test the new organization. Following 
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Figures 16.5(a), 16.5(b), and 16.5(c) Army Brigade Combat Team.
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this experiment, the rest of the active Army was transformed, then the National Guard and 
Reserves, giving the Army more than seventy deployable BCTs.

* * * * *

On 30 January 2005 Iraq held its first free national election in fifty years. The Sunnis, for the 
most part, boycotted the election. Still the turnout was high. The success of the election was 
a cause for optimism. Violence, however, continued to escalate. In the latter part of 2005, the 
Bush Administration outlined a new strategy for victory, and initiated a campaign to explain 
the war to the American people in an effort to halt their declining support for it. The fact 
that no weapons of mass destruction were ever found damaged the credibility of the Bush 
Administration. In a speech delivered on 12 December 2005, President Bush informed the 
American people that the US and Iraqi people had reached the “turning point” of the war. 
“There is still a lot of difficult work to be done,” he stated. “But thanks to the courage of 
the Iraqi people, the year 2005 will be recorded as a turning point in the history of Iraq, the 
history of the Middle East, and the history of Freedom.” He was wrong. Bush’s pronounce-
ment was again premature. The “turning point” had not yet been reached. The war would 
require still more effort, more resources, more soldiers and marines, more dollars, more 
contractors, and many more sacrifices. Three days later in a prime time television address, 
Bush stated: “To retreat before victory would be an act of recklessness and dishonor, and I 
will not allow it.”

In Bush’s vision, “victory” included: “Short term, Iraq is making steady progress in fight-
ing terrorists, meeting political milestones, building democratic institutions, and standing up 
security forces. Long term, Iraq is peaceful, united, stable, and secure, well integrated into 
the international community, and a full partner in the global war on terrorism.”69 Bush still 
believed that Iraq could be the seed for the growth of democracy throughout the Middle 
East.70 He went on to identify the enemies— the rejectionists, Saddamists, and terrorists— and 
to describe them and their status:

The rejectionists are ordinary Iraqis, mostly Sunni Arabs who miss the privileged status 
they had under the regime of Saddam Hussein. … We believe that, over time, most of 
this group will be persuaded to support a democratic Iraq. … The Saddamist are former 
regime loyalists who harbor dreams of returning to power, and they are trying to foment 
anti- democratic sentiment amongst the larger Sunni community. Yet they lack popular 
support and, over time, they can be marginalized and defeated by the people and security 
forces of a free Iraq. The terrorists, affiliated with or inspired by al- Qaida, are the smallest, 
but most lethal, group. Many are foreigners. … They are led by a brutal terrorist named 
Zarqawi, al- Qaida’s chief of operations in Iraq, who has stated his allegiance to Osama 
bin Laden.71

The terrorists, in Bush’s view, were the most significant enemy and the major problem. 
However, the more basic problem was among the Iraqi people themselves. The ancient rivalry 
between the Shias, Sunnis, and Kurds threatened to fracture the country into three separate 
states. Sunnis and Shia who had lived among each other started to self- segregate. Terrorists 
sought to exploit these ancient rivalries to expand the war and their power. Bush outlined his 
assessment of the enemy’s objectives: “The terrorists’ stated objective is to drive US and coali-
tion forces out of Iraq and gain control of that country and then use Iraq as a base from which 
to launch attacks against America, overthrow moderate governments in the Middle East and 
establish a totalitarian Islamic empire that reaches from Spain to Indonesia.” Bush emphasized 
that it was essential to take the offensive and fight the terrorists in Iraq. Otherwise, the United 
States would have to fight them in other parts of the world and at home. Another enemy that 
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Bush well understood but did not mention, was the disaffection, and the alienation of the Iraqi 
people. Could the United States win the hearts and minds of the Iraqi people?

In November 2005 President Bush made known his National Strategy for Victory in Iraq. The 
thirty- five- page document delineated three integrated tracks: political, economic, and secur-
ity. The political objective was: “To help the Iraqi people forge a broadly supported national 
compact for democratic government, thereby isolating enemy elements from the broader pub-
lic.” The intermediate objectives were: First, to “Isolate hardened elements from those who 
can be won over … by countering false propaganda and demonstrating to the Iraq people that 
they have a stake in a viable, democratic Iraq.” Second, to “Engage those outside the polit-
ical process and invite in those willing to turn away from violence through ever- expanding 
avenues of peaceful participation.” And third, to “Build stable, pluralistic, and effective national 
institutions that can protect the interests of all Iraqis and facilitate Iraq’s full integration into 
the international community.”72

The economic objective was: “To assist the Iraq government in establishing the founda-
tions for a sound economy with the capacity to deliver essential services.” The intermediate 
objectives were: First, to “Restore Iraq’s neglected infrastructure.” Second, to “Reform Iraq’s 
economy … so that it can be self- sustaining.” And third, to “Build the capacity of Iraqi institu-
tions to maintain infrastructure, rejoin the international community, and improve the general 
welfare of all Iraqis.”

The third and most important “track” of Bush’s strategy was security. Security was a pre-
requisite for political and economic development. The security objective was: “To develop the 
Iraqis’ capacity to secure their country while carrying out a campaign to defeat the terrorists 
and neutralize the insurgency.” The three intermediate objectives were: First, to “Clear areas 
of enemy control by remaining on the offensive, killing and capturing enemy fighters and 
denying them safe- haven.” Second, to “Hold areas freed from the enemy control by ensur-
ing that they remain under the control of a peaceful Iraqi government with an adequate Iraqi 
security force presence.” And Third, to “Build Iraqi Security Forces and the capacity of local 
institutions to deliver services, advance the rule of law, and nurture civil society.”

Bush’s, and hence, General Casey’s, major strategy in 2005 was the “Iraqization” of the 
war. Similar “tracks” had been employed in Vietnam under General Abrams. And the basic 
problems in Iraq were the same as those in Vietnam: security, time, loyalty, allegiance, and self-
lessness. Without the willingness of the Iraqis to join with others and selflessly fight to defend 
the American- established government, the United States could not succeed in its mission. No 
matter how many weapons and resources the United States provided Iraq, and no matter how 
well the Army trained Iraqi forces, if they were not loyal to, and committed to the government, 
they could not withstand the test of battle. In the eyes of the Iraqis, Americans had little cred-
ibility. They had not kept their promises. They had allowed the country to descend into chaos. 
They had not protected the people. They had not kept the markets opened. They had not kept 
the electricity running. They had not improved the quality of Iraqi lives. In fact, the opposite 
was true. Much had been destroyed and thousands had been killed and wounded. In the early 
months of 2006, polls showed that many Iraqis believed that the presence of US forces was 
causing violence instead of preventing it.

The establishment of a capitalist democracy was not a task that could be achieved purely 
with material, technical skill, and efficient organization. The United States undertook the 
monumental task of transforming the apolitical passive subjects of Saddam Hussein into par-
ticipating, active citizens of the new, American- made Iraqi republic. Iraqi neutrality was not 
enough. In a new democracy struggling to achieve legitimacy the active participation of a 
significant portion of the population is required. The development of loyal citizens requires 
time, commitment, sacrifice, and leadership. It required a George Washington, a Ho Chi Minh.  
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It required a vision created from within. It required patriotism, love of country, love of culture, 
love of the people. It required emotional attachments to the people. It required an under-
standing of the people, their culture, their religions, their beliefs, their hopes, their dreams and 
aspirations. It required resources the United States did not possess and could not give. The cre-
ation of capitalist, democratic nation- states had taken generations for Western democracies. The 
establishment of an Iraqi capitalist, democracy was not going to take place during the Bush 
Administration, nor the Obama Administration. And there were other significant problems. US 
forces were still too few to perform all the tasks outlined by Bush, nor were they trained for 
counterinsurgency. Conscription was not possible. Private military firms (PMFs) were substi-
tuted for soldiers and marines, but they worked on the profit incentive. They were not com-
mitted to the mission, to achieving the objectives of the Bush Administration, or to helping the 
Iraqi people. They were committed to maximizing profits, and to the dollars they could get out 
of the war, out of the US government. And, everyone understood that ultimately the Americans 
would leave. PMFs, thus, had a window of opportunity to make huge profits. And they did.

* * * * *

Iraq is not Vietnam, and in 2005 there were a number of factors that worked for the Bush 
Administration and against the terrorists and insurgents:

• Iraq’s desert terrain is much more favorable to American methods of operation, facilitat-
ing combat operations and some control of the flow of men and materials across border.

• New technologies made it possible for US forces to control more space with fewer sol-
diers than was possible during the Vietnam era. Technologies, such as UAVs and satellites 
improved the ability of coalition forces to find and target insurgency forces and to operate 
with greater efficiency. Coalition forces were better able to isolate the battlefield and kill 
insurgents. The cities were the problem, particularly, Baghdad.

• The Iraqis are divided between three major groups, and only one group, the Sunnis, were 
firmly against the US and Iraqi government. The Shia majority had gained considerable 
control of the government after the US- led invasion. The Shia militias were a major 
source of violence, but the Iraqi government had the potential to placate and incorpor-
ate this group. The Kurds had aspiration for an independent state; however, they openly 
sought US support. The Sunnis were the biggest threat to long- term stability. ISIS was 
formed from alienated Sunnis and al Qaeda terrorists.

• The Sunnis had no military equivalent to the PAVN, or the leadership from Hanoi, nor 
did they have the material wealth and support of the PRC and SU, or the charismatic 
leadership of a Ho Chi Minh. But, the majority of Arabs are Sunnis; hence, there was 
enormous, well- funded support from the Arab communities in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and 
other Sunni Arab states, and there was enormous, growing anger at the United States.

• There are certain basic conditions for life that all people want: safe homes, good schools, good 
hospitals, a basic standard of living, a fair, functioning criminal justice system, and a future for 
their children. The United States could help Iraqis achieve this quality of life. The dream, the 
vision, had considerable power, if US and Iraqi leaders could convince the Iraqi people, if they 
could change the narrative that the vast majority of Iraqis had accepted about US occupation.

• The new Iraqi Army, provided it remained loyal to the government and was in fact 
militarily effective, had the greatest potential to save Iraq, to gain the support and con-
fidence of the people, and to defeat the terrorists and insurgents. The unknowns were 
loyalty and effectiveness. An army, more so than any other institution, is a reflection 
of the people from which it is drawn. Properly employed it could serve a symbol of 
national unity. Egypt is a case in point.
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• Special Forces methods and techniques had improved significantly since the Vietnam War, 
and PSYOPs and Information Operations were considerably more sophisticated in 2005 
than in 1965. Winning the information and intelligence wars was essential to success in Iraq.

• A whole of government approach was slowly being adopted, bringing necessary skills from 
other branches of American government, such as, the FBI, the Department of Agriculture, 
and other agencies.

• By bringing the UN and allies more intimately into the war, the Bush Administration gained 
some degree of legitimacy in the eyes of the world. Legitimacy it had lost by painting the 
world black and white, and by failing to find WMDs. American allies, particularly the British, 
could help dissipate some of the ire directed at the United States from the Arab world.

• The United States, with the assistance of European allies, had the ability to cut off much 
of the funding to terrorist forces and to influence regional states such as Syria and Iran.

• Terrorists, while Arab, were also outsiders, who killed Iraqis and destroyed Iraqi homes, 
businesses, and even mosques. The terrorist forces also fought to establish an Islamic gov-
ernment, a form of government many Iraqis did not want. While Iraqi insurgents fought 
over the division of resources and for political power, Iraq was still their home. Its destruc-
tion benefitted neither the Sunni nor Shia. Thus, the potential existed to separate the 
terrorists from the insurgents, and the insurgents from the people.

• The almost complete removal of the American people from the conduct of the war 
gave the Bush Administration greater freedom to prosecute the war. Bush did not have 
the problems that Johnson and Nixon faced trying to explain the Vietnam War to the 
American people, and trying to conduct the war in ways that maintained their support.

The situation in Iraq at the end of 2005 was not beyond repair. It was still possible to prod-
uce a stable government acceptable to the majority of the Iraqi people. It was not possible 
to produce a capitalist, Western democracy. That would take decades. There was, however, 
another side to this equation that worked against the United States.

• The United States lacked credibility. Historically, the United States has not been a force for 
democracy in the region, in fact, the exact opposite.73 US support for Arab monarchies, 
essentially dictators, and US support for Israel aligned it against the Arab people, much in 
the way its support for the French aligned it with European imperialism, and against the 
people of Vietnam.

• Most people recognized and believed that the United States was primarily interested in 
the region because of its oil reserves. The United States devoted no such time or resources 
to Africa.

• The US forces in Iraq were essentially occupation forces, and an insult to Muslims. Their 
presence helped unite the various tribal and sectarian entities against the new American- 
made government. Many fought to remove the Americans from their backyard and from 
their homes.

• Time was not on the side of the United States. The war was costing billions of dollars 
every month. And, the Bush Administration had lost credibility with the American people. 
While no one faced conscription, Americans were losing patience with the war, and 
Congressional support was weakening. There was talk of cutting off funding.

Strategically, the United States was on the defense. While it was able to conduct limited 
offensive operations, it could not control the cities, towns, and border regions. It could 
not gain sufficient intelligence to disarm the insurgency forces, and it could not cap-
ture terrorist leaders. Iraqis, who endeavored to support the Americans and the new Iraqi 
government, were paying a price. They were dying in increasing numbers, and the anger, 
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discord, and killing between the Sunni and Shia populations was expanding, threatening 
civil war. While American casualties were relatively low, the United States was spending 
roughly eight billion dollars per month in Iraq. The use of private military firms expanded 
every year of the war, with some companies making billions of dollars from the war. There 
was significant corruption and waste. The enormous increase in deficit spending created a 
drag on the economy that threatened recession. Americans were poorer in real dollars in 
2005 than they were in 2000 when Bush took office. The Army and Marine Corps, as in 
Vietnam, could not be defeated in the field; however, as in Vietnam, the war could be lost 
in the United States.

The New Way Forward: “The Surge,” New Leadership, New Strategy

On 22 February 2006, Sunni extremists destroyed the al- Aakari Golden Mosque, an import-
ant Shia holy site. Rumsfeld observed that: “the bombing of the Samarra mosque was the 
most strategically significant terrorist attack in Iraq since liberation, seemingly designed by al- 
Qaida to trigger an all- out Sunni- Shia civil war.” He further noted that: “The event marked 
the ascendance of Shia militia and a new stage of sectarian conflict. … In the wake of Samarra, 
the Shia militias began a campaign of ruthless ethnic cleansing.”

In December 2006, The Iraq Study Group Report was published.74 Former Secretary of State 
James A. Baker, III and former US Congressman from Indiana, Lee H. Hamilton, co- chaired 
the group. The group rendered a pessimistic report:

The Iraqi government cannot now govern, sustain, and defend itself without the support 
of the United States. Iraqis have not been convinced that they must take responsibility 
for their own future. Iraq’s neighbors and much of the international community have not 
been persuaded to play an active and constructive role in supporting Iraq. The ability of 
the United States to shape outcomes is diminishing. Time is running out.75

When the report was published, 2,900 Americans had been killed in Iraq and another 
21,000 wounded. Approximately 141,000 soldiers and marines were fighting there along with 
16,500 soldiers from the twenty- seven states of the “Coalition of the Willing” (the largest con-
tingent, 7,200 soldiers, was from the United Kingdom). The United States had spent roughly 
$400 billion dollars on the war, and was still spending an estimated $8 billion per month. And 
after all this sacrifice and commitment of resources, the situation in Iraq was still deteriorating. 
Clearly something had to change. In the opening letter to the Iraq Study Group, Baker and 
Hamilton noted that:

No one can guarantee that any course of action in Iraq at this point will stop sectar-
ian warfare, growing violence, or the slide toward chaos. If current trends continue, the 
potential consequences are severe. Because of the role and responsibilities of the United 
States in Iraq, and the commitments our government has made, the United States has spe-
cial obligations. Our country must address as best it can Iraq’s many problems. The United 
States has long- term relationships and interests at stake in the Middle East, and needs to 
stay engaged.76

The report made a number of recommendations, the most important of which was for: 
“new and enhanced diplomatic and political efforts in Iraq and the region, and a change 
in the primary mission of US forces in Iraq that will enable the United States to begin to 
move its combat forces out of Iraq responsibly.” This was a call for the “Iraqization” of the 
war— an element of US strategy that was already well  established under General Casey. The  
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report noted the declining condition of the services: “U.S. military forces, especially our 
ground forces, have been stretched nearly to the breaking point by the repeated deployments 
in Iraq, with attendant casualties … greater difficulty in recruiting, and accelerated wear on 
equipment.”77 The Study Group argued that:

The Iraqi government should accelerate assuming responsibility for Iraqi security 
by increasing the number and quality of Iraq Army brigades. While this process is 
underway, and to facilitate it, the United States should significantly increase the  number 
of U.S.  military personnel, including combat troops, embedded in and supporting 
Iraqi Army units. As these actions proceed, U.S. forces could begin to move out of 
Iraq.78

The Study Group clearly had the Vietnam War in mind, concluding: “The United States 
must not make an open- ended commitment to keep large numbers of American troops 
deployed in Iraq.” Prior to the publication of the report, troop strength in Iraq had been 
strenuously debated and increased several times. Generals Abizaid and Casey opposed the 
deployment of significant numbers of additional US forces. Casey wrote: “I knew there was 
a push to move five US brigades into Iraq to deal with the security situation. I had asked 
for two to meet the needs of the Baghdad security plan and two battalions of Marines 
to maintain our momentum in Anbar Province.”79 Casey believed that with an additional 
9,000 soldiers and marines, he could achieve the objectives. He analyzed the situation as 
follows:

I offered my thoughts on bringing more forces than that into Iraq. I stated that additional 
forces:

would have a temporary, local effect in reducing sectarian violence where they were 
committed

could provide breathing space for a committed government to address militia and recon-
ciliation challenges

would place the new forces in a complex environment where consent for their presence 
was diminishing

could extend the time it takes to pass security responsibility
would result in additional coalition casualties
would not have a decisive effect without government commitment to reconcile and deal 

with the militia.

Casey concluded:

I believed that I had asked for the troops that I needed to accomplish our operational 
objectives, and that, if the prime minister delivered on his pledges to the President  to 
allow our forces and the ISF to operate freely without political interference, we would 
bring security to Baghdad by the summer. I felt that additional troops beyond that would 
risk introducing them into a very confusing and difficult operational environment with-
out a plan for how their introduction would contribute to the accomplishment of our 
strategic objective. I remained adamantly opposed to that.80

Some civilian leaders agreed with Casey, and opposed escalation. Rumsfeld recalled 
that: “The skepticism of senior military leaders, however, was mild in comparison with the 
opposition within the State Department. Rice argued that surging more US troops would 
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further antagonize American allies and erode domestic political support.”81 The tide of opin-
ion was against Casey. Bush meant to clean house, and employ new strategy and doctrine.

In January 2007 President Bush, responding to The Iraq Study Group Report stated, “It is clear 
that we need to change our strategy in Iraq.” In the State of the Union address he delineated 
his third new strategy for Iraq. First, however, recognizing that the war no longer had the sup-
port of the majority of the American people, he argued that the United States could not “cut 
and run.” “This is not the fight we entered in Iraq, but it is the fight we’re in. Every one of us 
wishes this war were over and won. Yet it would not be like us to leave our promises unkept, 
our friends abandoned, and our own security at risk.” He believed that, “On this day, at this 
hour, it is still within our power to shape the outcome of this battle. Let us find our resolve, 
and turn events toward victory.”82

Bush then outlined the new strategy for Iraq: “We’re carrying out a new strategy in Iraq— a 
plan that demands more from Iraq’s elected government, and gives our forces in Iraq the rein-
forcements they need to complete their mission.” The most controversial element of Bush’s 
new strategy was the “surge,” which called for an additional 20,000 troops. Bush stated:

In order to make progress toward this goal, the Iraqi government must stop sectarian 
violence in its capital. But the Iraqis are not yet ready to do this on their own. So we’re 
deploying reinforcements of more than 20,000 additional soldiers and Marines to Iraq. 
The vast majority will go to Baghdad, where they will help Iraqi forces to clear and secure 
neighborhoods, and serve as advisers embedded in Iraqi Army units. With Iraqis in the 
lead, our forces will help secure the city by chasing down the terrorists, insurgents, and 
the roaming death squads.83

Bush’s new strategy integrated many of the recommendations from The Iraq Study Group 
Report. However, Bush’s tenacity and perseverance deserves recognition. He was determined 
not to go down in history as the second American President to lose a war. He was not going 
to be like Johnson or Nixon. However, given the mood of the country, would this have been 
possible with a conscripted Army?

Bush put a new commander in charge of operations in Iraq, General David Petraeus, and 
a new Secretary of Defense, Robert Gates, in the Pentagon. Petraeus was confirmed by the 
Senate on 27 January 2007, and took command on 10 February. Casey was confirmed as 
the new Chief of Staff of the Army on 8 February. A year later, in April 2008, Ambassador 
Ryan Crocker could state: “One conclusion I draw from these signs of progress is that the 
strategy that began with the Surge is working.” And in U.S. News and World Report, Linda 
Robinson wrote:

By June 2008, Iraq was calmer than it had been since April 2004. The war was not over, 
but it clearly had reached a new stage. When Gen. David Petraeus took command a year 
and a half earlier, Iraq was on fire. The majority in the United States believed there was no 
way to avoid an ignominious defeat such as America had not suffered in a quarter century. 
Petraeus, with the help of many others, pulled Iraq back from the brink of civil war and 
created an opportunity for the next administration to bring the war to a soft landing.84

The argument is that US Army, Marine Corps, and Coalition Forces, under the leader-
ship of General David Petraeus, reversed the situation in Iraq, turning what many Americans 
believed was another Vietnam- style debacle into a fragile, but lasting and stable peace. In 
order to do this, Petraeus had to change the way the Army operated, and employ a new 
counterinsurgency doctrine. He had to transform the culture of war that had evolved since 
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the Vietnam War, which placed the protection of soldiers before the mission. In Iraq, soldiers 
would ultimately have to dismount, close with, and engage the people, not with weapons at 
the ready, but with the intent to learn, gain information, and secure them from threats. The 
Army had to be retrained to fight a counterinsurgency war. Finally, the Army had to learn to 
rely on Iraqis themselves to solve the problems of Iraq.

Casey has been much maligned for his performance as the Commanding General MNF- I.  
He has been compared with General Westmoreland, the “failed” American commander in 
Vietnam. However, his tenure was not without success. Iraqi conducted successful elections 
and sovereignty was returned to the Iraqi people and government. Iraqi Security Forces 
grew from 90,000 trained and equipped military, police, and border forces to over 325,000. 
Reconstruction activities quintupled. A theater- level command and control organization and 
structure had been put in place. Intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) organi-
zations, methods, and techniques had improved dramatically. Terrorists and insurgents were 
being killed. Soldiers and marines were becoming more effective as they learned COIN on 
the job and interacted with the Iraqi people. And, Casey believed that they had: “rolled back 
insurgent gains,” “eliminated insurgent and terrorist safe havens,” “suppressed the Shia insur-
gency,” “made progress in local control in 14 of 18 provinces,” and “saw growth of Iraqi gov-
ernment capacity.” A more balanced assessment of Casey tenure in Iraq comes from Thomas 
Ricks, who wrote:

Ultimately, Casey’s record in Iraq was mixed. He did not succeed, but he probably deserves 
more credit than he has been given. In this way he resembles Gen. Walton Walker in 
Korea, doggedly fighting but skating near relief without realizing it. It is the fate of some 
generals simply to stave off defeat. Both Walker and Casey held on long enough in their 
wars for their successors to be able to act quickly and reap much credit in the process.85

* * * * *

To succeed in Iraq Petraeus believed the Army and Marine Corps had to rethink the way 
they fought. Lieutenant General Petraeus, as Commander of the Combined Arms Center, 
was primarily responsible for the development of the Army and Marine Corps’ new counter-
insurgency doctrine published in FM 3– 24 Counterinsurgency.86 Petraeus formed a diverse 
team of civilian and military experts, led by retired Lieutenant Colonel Conrad Crane, to 
write the manual.87 He worked closely with the Marine Corps, particularly General James 
Mattis, and incorporated concepts and tenets from the Marine Corps’ small wars manual. One 
reviewer concluded: “this field manual is not simply a refinement on the margins of US prac-
tice; given where the military has been since Vietnam, it is paradigm shattering.”88

Petraeus earned a Ph.D. in International Relations from Princeton University. His disser-
tation was on the US Army in Vietnam. In 2003, he commanded the famed 101st Airborne 
Division in Operation Iraqi Freedom. The division covered the advance of the 3rd Infantry 
Division (Mechanized) and fought significant battles at Karbala and Najar. Petraeus later 
earned recognition for his conduct of stability operations in Mosul and Niveveh Provinces. 
His enlightened tactics and policies and engagement with the people enhanced his reputation 
as the Army’s expert in counterinsurgency and stability operations. Following an assignment 
as the first commander of the Multi- National Security Transition Command- Iraq, and the 
NATO Training Mission— Iraq, June 2004 to September 2005, Lieutenant General Petraeus 
took command of the Combined Arms Center at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. In October 2006, 
he published an article in Military Review titled, “Learning Counterinsurgency: Observations 
from Soldiering in Iraq,” in which he delineated lessons learned from his studies and 
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experiences in Iraq. Petraeus’ observations were incorporated into the Army’s new counter-
insurgency manual. In 2007, Bush selected Petraeus to implement his new “surge” strategy in 
Iraq. Petraeus’ success earned him command of the US Central Command (2008– 2010), and 
under the Obama Administration, command of Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan 
(2010– 2011).

Insurgency and counterinsurgency are as old as war itself. These are enormous topics.89 No 
effort is made in these few pages to delineate the ideas and concepts unique to this form of 
war. However, some discussion is necessary to understand the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. An 
insurgency, according to the Department of Defense, is

an organized movement aimed at the overthrow of a constituted government through the 
use of subversion and armed conflict. Stated another way, an insurgency is an organized, 
protracted politico- military struggle designed to weaken the control and legitimacy of an 
established government, occupying power, or other political authority while increasing 
insurgent control.90

And a counterinsurgency (COIN) is: “military and paramilitary, political, economic, psy-
chological, and civic action taken by a government to defeat insurgency.” FM 3– 24, while 
accepting these definitions, was quick to note that they are “a good starting point, but they do 
not properly highlight a key paradox: though insurgency and COIN are two sides of a phenom-
enon that has been called revolutionary war or internal war, they are distinctly different types 
of operations.” The objective of insurgents and counterinsurgents is the support and loyalty of 
the people. The effort on both sides is to earn the willing support of the people, to discredit the 
other, to destroy the legitimacy of the other, and to earn legitimacy in the eyes of the people. FM 
3– 24 noted that, “Political power is the central issue in insurgencies and counterinsurgencies; 
each side aims to get the people to accept its governance or authority as legitimate.”91

Counterinsurgency operations frequently require knowledge sets different from those com-
mon to conventional operations, such as language skills, cultural understanding, and historical 
information on a population. Soldiers and marines fighting insurgents must frequently act and 
think in ways that are in direct opposition to the norms of conventional military operations. 
Several of General Petraeus’ “observations” emphasize these objectives and elucidate the diffi-
culties in conducting COIN operations:

Observation Number 2 is that, in a situation like Iraq, the liberating force must act 
quickly, because every Army of liberation has a half- life beyond which it turns into an Army 
of occupation. The length of this half- life is tied to the perceptions of the populace 
about the impact of the liberating force’s activities.92

Observation Number 3 is that, in an endeavor like that in Iraq, money is ammunition. In 
fact, depending on the situation, money can be more important than ammunition— 
and that has often been the case in Iraq since early April 2003 when Saddam’s regime 
collapsed and the focus rapidly shifted to reconstruction, economic revival, and res-
toration of basic services.

Observation Number 4 reminds us that increasing the number of stakeholders is critical to 
success. This insight emerged several months into our time in Iraq as we began to 
realize that more important than our winning Iraqi heart and minds was doing all 
we could to ensure that as many Iraqis as possible felt a stake in the success of the 
new Iraq.

Observation Number 9, cultural awareness is a force multiplier, reflects our recognition 
that knowledge of the cultural “terrain” can be as important as … knowledge of 
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the geographic terrain. This observation acknowledges that the people are, in many 
respects, the decisive terrain ….

Observation Number 10 … that success in a counterinsurgency requires more than just 
military operations. Counterinsurgency strategies must also include, above all, efforts 
to establish a political environment that helps reduce support for the insurgents 
and undermines the attraction of whatever ideology they may espouse…. In cer-
tain Sunni Arab regions of Iraq, establishing such a political environment is likely of 
greater importance than military operations, since the right political initiatives might 
undermine the sanctuary and assistance provided to the insurgents.

Observation Number 11— ultimate success depends on local leaders— is a natural reflection 
of Iraqi sovereignty and acknowledges that success in Iraq is, as time passes, increas-
ingly dependent on Iraqi leaders.

Petraeus delineated a “people- centric” (or population- centric) strategy and doctrine, 
as opposed to an “insurgent- centric” doctrine, which emphasized killing the enemy, or a 
“Security Forces Centric” doctrine that focused on the “Iraqization” of the war. Petraeus 
noted that before deciding to conduct an operation, commanders needed to perform a “cost– 
benefit analysis,” by asking: “Will this operation take more bad guys off the street than it cre-
ates by the way it is conducted?” He quoted General John Galvin, who stated:

The … burden on the military is large. Not only must it subdue an armed adversary while 
attempting to provide security to the civilian population, it must also avoid furthering the 
insurgents’ cause. If, for example, the military’s actions in killing 50 guerrillas cause 200 
previously uncommitted citizens to join the insurgent cause, the use of force will have 
been counterproductive.

In other words, sometimes the best solution was to do nothing, or something that caused 
the least possible damage. This was a hard lesson for Americans to learn. Petraeus’ words 
focused on the people of Iraq and the actions of US soldiers to influence the people. Not one 
of his observations was devoted to finding, fixing, and killing the enemy. Nor was his focus 
on force protection.

In an article titled, “Principles, Imperatives, and Paradoxes of Counterinsurgency,” several 
of the authors of the COIN manual delineated the counterintuitive nature of this form of 
warfare. They wrote:

The more you protect your forces, the less secure you are. … The more force you use, the 
less effective you are. … Sometimes doing nothing is the best reaction. … The best weap-
ons for counterinsurgency do not fire bullets. … Them [security forces] doing something 
poorly is sometimes better than us doing it well. … If a tactic works this week, it will 
not work next week; if it works in this province, it will not work in the next. … [And,] 
Tactical success guarantees nothing.93

This kind of thinking represented a cultural shift for the armed forces of the United 
States. In COIN, armed forces are not enough. The Army and Marine Corps lacked the 
skills, talents, and resources to do all that was necessary to succeed in Iraq. Petraeus recog-
nized that other government agencies were essential for success. A “whole- of- government 
approach” was required. Economic development, the formation of governmental institu-
tions, and the physical reconstruction of damaged infrastructure were not areas of special-
ization common to the Army. Criminal investigation, land and water usage, and numerous 
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other areas also required civilian experts. COIN required the support of many agencies of 
government that have not traditionally deployed to war. The interagency process, however, 
was in its infancy in OIF, and this was evident throughout. Still, the process of cultural 
change required for these independent agencies to cooperate on the battlefield was signifi-
cantly advanced in Iraq.

In COIN both sides are engaged in what were once called propaganda campaigns. The 
Army now uses the term information operations. The effort was to control the narrative, and to 
paint a positive picture of US forces. The side that tells the story first usually has the advantage. 
The Army’s system of getting approval from senior commanders for public pronouncements 
gave the insurgents and terrorists a huge advantage. The chain of command slowed the Army’s 
responses, and allowed the enemy to tell the story its way. The Army had to fundamentally 
change the way it communicated. To get the message correct and to tell the story first, the 
Army had to depend on sergeants and lieutenants responding immediately on the spot to any 
and every event that had media attention. To tell the story without offending the audience’s 
cultural understanding was absolutely necessary. This required the education of soldiers.

COIN required patience, long- term commitments, manpower, knowledge, training, edu-
cation, and a willingness to accept casualties and expend resources in a profligate manner. 
While the Army and Marine Corps remained understaffed in Iraq, and repeated combat 
tours wore heavily on regular and reserve forces and their families, the two services grew into 
highly effective, extremely knowledgeable, proficient combat forces. Protracted war was a new 
experiment for the all- volunteer forces. However, the ability to learn to do things smarter, to 
do them again and again, greatly enhanced the ability of the United States to achieve polit-
ical objective through COIN operations. The consequences of this experiment are still being 
revealed, and not everyone agrees that the new COIN doctrine is the solution to irregular 
warfare. Colonel Gian Gentile was one of the most vociferous opponents of the Army’s new 
“COIN way of war.” He wrote:

It is time for the Army to debate FM 3– 24 critically. … The simple truth is that we have 
bought into a doctrine for countering insurgencies that did not work in the past, as 
proven by history, and whose efficacy and utility remain highly problematic today. … Yet 
that theory has shaped a new way of war and has seduced analysts … and senior Army 
officers, and other influential members of the defense community into believing it to be 
proven in practice.94

* * * * *

In May 2007, in a report to the Pentagon, General Petraeus described the operational envir-
onment as, “the most complex and challenging” he had ever seen. He noted that:

al Qaeda, extremist militias, and Sunni insurgent groups seek to destroy what Iraqi lead-
ers are trying to build. Political parties with ethnosectarian interests, limited government 
capacity, and corruption add additional challenges, and exceedingly unhelpful activities 
by Iran and Syria- especially those by Iran … compound the enormous problems facing 
the new Iraq.95

Petraeus continued:

Iraq is, in fact, the central front of al Qaeda’s global campaign and we devote consider-
able resources to the fight against al Qaeda Iraq. We have achieved some notable successes 
in the past two months, killing the security emir of eastern Anbar province, detaining 
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a number of key network leaders, discovering how various elements of al Qaeda Iraq 
operate, taking apart a car bomb network that had killed 650 citizens of Baghdad, and 
destroying several significant car bomb factories. Nonetheless, al Qaeda Iraq remains a 
formidable foe. … The extremist militias in Iraq also are a substantial problem and must 
be significantly disrupted.96

Given the complexity of the environment, no single chapter can accurately describe the 
multitude of tasks and diversity of operations undertaken by US forces in Iraq. Nor is it appro-
priate to give all the credit for the transformation to General Petraeus and his leadership team. 
Much of the success was a function of actions taken and institutions built by General Casey 
and his team. The “surge” of an additional 20,000 troops (actually 30,000) acting alone was 
not enough to reverse the situation in Iraq. However, the addition of hundreds of thousands of 
effective, loyal Iraqi security forces working and cooperating with US forces greatly multiplied 
their effectiveness. In June 2007, US troop strength in Iraq reached 160,000, (the “Surge”). 
However, the majority of the surge came from Iraq. In October 2007, Petraeus wrote:

One of the principal reasons for the steady, albeit slow, improvement in the capability of 
the 350,000- strong Iraqi Security Force has been our strong partnership effort, Multi- 
National Security Transition Command advisers increase ministerial capacity by mentor-
ing senior Iraqi leaders in the ministries of Interior and Defense, helping them develop, 
resource and employ their forces. Multi- National Corps- Iraq and its division headquar-
ters ensure unity of effort by working closely with their counterparts, the Iraqi corps and 
division headquarters. Transition teams, as well as our units, partner with the Iraqi Army 
and National Police brigades and battalions that share their battle space while civilian 
police advisers and military police elements mentor the local Iraqi police. Across Iraq, our 
troopers are fighting and shedding blood alongside their Iraqi comrades- in- arms.97

The psychological implications of the surge may have been as important as the physical 
presence of additional US forces. The surge was, in part, a confidence builder. It indicated to 
the Iraqi people and their security forces that the United States was staying; that it was com-
mitted to a secure, democratic Iraq. This new confidence made them more willing to commit 
and sacrifice. These forces gave the Iraqi people a choice.

In Anabar province in 2006, Iraqi Sunnis rejected terrorism, rejected al- Qaeda’s violence 
and leadership, and accepted the presence and assistance of US forces. This dramatic and cour-
ageous transformation became known as the Anbar Awakening (later the Sunni Awakening). 
The 1st Brigade of the 1st Armored Division, the “Ready First Combat Team,” was at the 
center of the Anbar Awakening. Major Neil Smith and Colonel Sean McFarland, the com-
mander of the 1st BCT, 1st AD, wrote: “When we arrived in Ramadi in June 2006, few of us 
thought our campaign would change the entire complexion of the war and push Al- Qaeda to 
the brink of defeat in Iraq.”98 To explain his counterinsurgency operations in Anbar province, 
General McFarland used a combustion engine analogy.99 The indigenous population was the 
fuel; his forces, the Ready First BCT, was the oxygen; the spark was provided by the enemy. 
Al- Qaeda’s excessive violence, particularly the murder of Sheik Khalil, started the combus-
tion process, which resulted in an acceleration of the relationship between US forces and the 
indigenous population.

To facilitate the growth of this new relationship, McFarland deployed his forces among the 
people in combat outposts. Securing and strengthening tribal leaders and their people was his 
primary concern. To do this, he needed local Iraqi security forces to partner with American 
soldiers and Marines. MacFarland established relationships of trust with the local Sheiks, pro-
viding them with money and fuel to distribute to their people, and they in turn provided him 
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with the intelligence and manpower needed to provide security around the clock. Smith and 
MacFarland noted:

We … took some extraordinary measures to ensure the survival of tribal leaders who 
“flipped” to our side. We established neighborhood watches that involved deputizing 
screened members of internal tribal militias as “Provincial Auxiliary Iraqi Police,” author-
izing them to wear uniforms, carry weapons, and provide security within the defined 
tribal area.100

When one tribe flipped, it created the conditions for others to flip in order to gain the 
same security and economic advantages provided by US forces. Through the sheiks, money 
and fuel became effective weapon systems. Smith and MacFarland concluded that, “the enemy 
overplayed its hand and the people were tired of Al- Qaeda.”

Al- Qaeda’s assassinations of the sheiks caused new, more aggressive leaders to rise to posi-
tions of tribal leadership. Smith and MacFarland observed that: “A growing concern that the 
United States would leave Iraq and leave the Sunnis defenseless against al- Qaeda and Iranian- 
supported militias made these young leaders open to our overtures.” As confidence grew, both 
sides became more trusting and able to take on more challenging and complex operations and 
projects. Smith and MacFarland concluded that: “Our willingness to adapt our plans based 
on the advice of the sheiks, our staunch and timely support for them in times of danger and 
need, and our ability to deliver on our promises convinced them that they could do business 
with us.”101 Reconstruction and economic development began almost concurrently with the 
establishment of new security relationships. Benefits to the community strengthened the local 
sheiks, and as a consequence, the relationships of the community with American forces. And 
the personal relationship between the sheiks and US commanders promoted good govern-
ance. This cycle was employed again and again with considerable success.

General Petraeus studied the Anabar Awakening. He took the lessons learned there and 
incorporated them in other locations. He deployed American forces strategically to pro-
vide the oxygen necessary to initiate combustion in other parts of the country, particularly 
Baghdad, the center of gravity in Iraq. In counterinsurgency operations, how soldiers were 
employed mattered. A hundred soldiers out patrolling the streets and engaging the people can 
be more effective than a hundred soldiers mounted in M1 Abrams Tanks and M2 Bradley 
Fighting Vehicles. In February 2007, General Petraeus told his soldiers and marines: “Secure 
and serve the population. The Iraqi people are the decisive ‘terrain.’ Together with our Iraqi 
partners, work to provide the people security, to give them respect, to gain their support, and 
to facilitate establishment of local governance, restoration of basic services, and revival of local 
economies.” Petraeus pursued four lines of operational strategies: security, economic, diplo-
matic, and political. He wrote:

We work with our Iraqi counterparts to help secure the population and foster eco-
nomic development. Security and economic progress, in turn, give Iraqi leaders a chance 
to resolve the tough issues that have divided them and to develop their governmental 
institutions. … In addition, our actions along the four lines of operation are bolstered by 
supporting initiatives in the areas of reconciliation, capacity building, rule of law, good 
governance and strategic communications.102

In the summer of 2007, the Iraqi people reached a critical juncture at which they rejected 
terrorism and violence against their own people. This was the “tipping point.” Petraeus 
observed that: “The most encouraging development has been seeing Iraqis increasingly reject 
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extremist groups and the violence they visit on the Iraqi people.”103 On 10 September in 
a Report to Congress on the Situation in Iraq, Petraeus summarized the actions taken to 
calm Iraq:

One reason for the decline in incidents is that Coalition and Iraqi forces have dealt sig-
nificant blows to Al Qaeda- Iraq. The Al Qaeda and its affiliates in Iraq remain dangerous, 
[but] we have taken away a number of their sanctuaries and gained the initiative in many 
areas.

We have disrupted Shia militia extremists, capturing the head and numerous other leaders 
of the Iranian- supported Special Groups ….

Coalition and Iraq operations have helped reduce ethno- sectarian violence, as well as bring-
ing down the number of ethno- sectarian deaths substantially in Baghdad and across Iraq. … 
The overall [number of] civilian deaths has also declined ….

Iraq Security Forces have also continued to grow and to shoulder more of the load. … Iraqi 
elements have been standing and fighting and sustaining tough losses, and they have taken the 
lead in operations in many areas.

Additionally, in what may be the most significant development of the past 8 months, 
the tribal rejection of Al Qaeda that in Anbar Province and helped produce such signifi-
cant change there has now spread to a number of other locations as well.104

Petraeus confidently predicted, “I believe that we will be able to reduce our forces to the 
pre- surge level of brigade combat teams by next summer without jeopardizing the security 
gains that we have fought to achieve.” In December, Petraeus announced that violence was 
down 60 percent. However, 2007 was the deadliest year of the war—852 soldiers and marines 
died.

A number of the major themes that run through the story of this astonishing reversal in 
Iraq are worth noting:

• New, inspired, adaptive leadership taking command under deteriorating conditions.
• Cultural transformation in the Army, which required soldiers to accept greater risk in 

order to secure the population.
• Retraining and reorganization of the Army to conduct population- centric counter-

insurgency operations while fighting two wars (Iraq and Afghanistan).
• Shifts in the cultures of the Pentagon, White House, and Congress, away from the over-

emphasis on force protection and the intolerance for American casualties, toward greater 
emphasis on protecting and securing the population, greater engagement with the people, 
and primary focus on achievement of the mission.

• A more enhanced practice of “the whole- of- government” approach to war, the integra-
tion of government agencies, such as the Department of State, USAID, the Department 
of Agriculture, the FBI, and other agencies, into Army and Marine Corps operations, and 
the expansion of interagency process and planning.

• A new level of “jointness,” a new level of cooperation between the services, born out of 
necessity because the Army and Marine Corps were too small for all that was required 
in two long wars. The Navy and Air Force supported operations in Iraq and Afghanistan 
that took them away from their primary instruments of war. And the Army and Marines 
cooperated and integrated their forces in ways that were not possible in World War II, 
Korea, Vietnam, or Operation Desert Storm.

• A focus on the human terrain, the people, and use of the political tactics to transform a 
state that contained three nations into a fledgling modern state.
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• The employment of private military firms to do what the Army and Marine Corps could 
no longer do for themselves, including carrying weapons and providing security. The pri-
vatization of warfare may be the future of warfare.

• The identification of Sunni and Shia Iraqis willing to cooperate and fight against the ter-
rorists and insurgents who sought the destruction of Iraq and the creation of an Islamic 
state. This factor was critical in the stabilization of Iraq. Without the support of both Sunni 
and Shia Iraq will fail as a state.

In 2008 Barack Obama was elected President. Senator Obama (Democrat from Illinois, 
2005– 2008) argued that the war in Iraq was unnecessary, a mistake. President Obama 
accepted the plan and timetable for withdrawal of US forces negotiated with the Iraqi 
government by the Bush Administration. The agreement locked both parties into a phased 
withdrawal of US forces. Obama retained Bush’s Secretary of Defense Robert Gates and 
selected Hillary Clinton for Secretary of State. His charge to both was to manage the 
withdrawal of US forces in coordination with the Iraqi government. On 16 September 
2008, General Raymond T. Odierno took command of the MNF- I, and General Petraeus 
was promoted to the US Central Command, responsible for the wars in both Iraq and 
Afghanistan. From December 2006 to February 2008, Odierno had commanded the 
Multi- National Corps- Iraq (MNC- I), the second most- senior command position in Iraq 
and the command most responsible for implementing Petraeus’ counterinsurgency strat-
egy and doctrine. Odierno now became responsible for overseeing the withdrawal of US 
forces. The question that haunted many political and military leaders was: was it too soon? 
Were the Iraqi government and security forces ready to take responsibility for their own 
security? The rapid withdrawal of US forces could jeopardize all that had been accom-
plished. The answer to this question lies not far into the future.

Campaign rhetoric is rarely transformed directly into policy. Candidates usually do not have 
to face the hard realities that frequently influence, if not determine, foreign and military pol-
icies. In regard to the wars in Iraq, however, President Obama was able to keep his campaign 
promises. Because of the enhanced security situation and perceived professionalism of the 
Iraqi security forces in 2010, the majority of US forces were withdrawn. On Tuesday night, 31 
August 2010, in an address from the Oval Office, President Obama informed the American 
people that the US war in Iraq was over: “Tonight I am announcing that the American com-
bat mission in Iraq has ended, Operation Iraqi Freedom is over.” The President did not declare 
victory, and the war had, in fact, not “ended.” President Obama later received considerable 
criticism from Republicans, particularly Senators John McCain and Lindsay Graham, for pre-
maturely withdrawing US forces from Iraq. They blamed him for the escalating violence 
in Iraq and the region, and the infiltration of more terrorists into the country. Secretary of 
Defense Robert Gates disagreed with this assessment:

Although Obama to my mind is a liberal Democrat and I consider myself a moderately 
conservative Republican, for the first two years, on national security matters, we largely 
saw eye to eye. … The path forward in Iraq had been mostly settled by the 2008 Strategic 
Framework Agreement with the Iraqis, and Obama essentially followed the path Bush 
had agreed to in December 2008, ending the war “responsibly,” as he put it. Obama has 
campaigned on the need for more resources in Afghanistan, and he clearly was prepared 
to go after al Qaeda aggressively.105

Bush’s war in Iraq destabilized Iraq and the region at its deepest layers. The Army and 
Marine Corps, with coalition forces, PMFs, and trillions of dollars were able to stabilize Iraq 
at the surface levels. However, the deeper problems remained. The withdrawal of US forces 
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created a security vacuum that Iraqi security forces were unable to fill. The civil war in Syria 
further destabilized the regions. The inability of Syrian and Iraqi military forces to effectively 
control large geographic areas of their country and to defend their governments and people 
created an opening for Sunni Arab terrorists and insurgents many of whom had been ousted 
after the American- led invasion. The terrorist organization known as “al Qaeda in Iraq,” under 
the leadership of Abu Bakr al- Baghdadi, transformed itself into the Islamic State of Iraq and 
Greater Syria, or the Levant, ISIS/ ISIL, or the Arabic acronym Da’esh. Unlike other terrorist 
organizations, ISIS was able to hold ground. Militarily it was capable of fighting head- to- head 
battles against Iraqi and Syrian forces and winning. In June 2014 ISIS attacked into northern 
Iraq from Syria, capturing Mosul and other cities. These successful campaigns resulted in 
enormous destruction and civilian deaths.106 The Arab, Sunni- based organization declared the 
formation of a new Islamic State that stretched across large parts of Syria and Iraq.

The Iraq American- trained Army proved incapable of ejecting ISIS from the country and 
fought very poorly. Some units dropped their weapons and fled, leaving enormous caches of 
American- made weapons to ISIS, including tanks and artillery. ISIS, thus, gained physical con-
trol of enormous financial resources, weapons and ammunition, people, and land. While the 
Obama Administration refused to redeploy large numbers of ground forces to Iraq, it initiated 
new military operations against ISIS. It deployed considerable airpower resources from the Air 
Force and Navy and redeployed Special Forces and Army units to retrain and equip the Iraq 
Army, and to serve as advisors. In August the United States started providing air support to 
protect the Kurdish held areas in northern Iraq, and started equipping Kurdish forces, bypass-
ing the government in Baghdad, which had proven ineffective in uniting the country. Iraq was 
never a nation- state. Iraqi soldiers did not fight well because they were not attached to govern-
ment or the people in significant ways. It is easy to train and equip soldiers. It is much harder 
to motivate them to fight, and to instill a sense of patriotism. Over time the US commitment 
of manpower and resources expanded. In 2016, more than 5,000 soldiers were serving in Iraq. 
While Obama was able to declare an end to OIF, the war in Iraq was still being fought when 
he left office. Not until July 2017, was the city of Mosul liberated from ISIS. Iraqi forces fought 
well, but still required substantial US assistance. And, the fight was not over. ISIS still held sig-
nificant territory in Iraq. 

The New American Practice of War

Approximately 1.5 million servicemen served in Iraq during OIF. Many served multiple 
tours, and 4,423 died. More than 32,000 were wounded.107 In 2003, the armed forces of 
the United States were not prepared to fight an insurgency war and carry out nation- build-
ing operations. And as the situation in Iraq deteriorated, the Pentagon was forced to take 
measures to increase the size of ground forces, change its force structure and priorities, and 
reorganize and retrain for the fight it was in. Congress, too late to immediately influence 
events in Iraq, increased the authorized strength of the Army and Marine Corps. However, 
in 2005, both the Army and Marine Corps were struggling, and in some months failing, to 
meet their monthly recruitment goals, and both services were over- committed. As recruit-
ment became more difficult, standards were lowered, and age limits were expanded. As the 
insurgency grew, the popularity of the war declined, and more and more American parents 
decided Iraq was not worth the commitment of the lives of their sons and daughters.

To make up for the shortage in manpower, the Pentagon redeployed Army units from Korea 
and Europe. It called up inactive reservists, and mobilized substantial numbers of guard and 
reserve units, placing many of these “weekend warriors” in situations for which they were 
untrained or poorly trained. It created new reenlistment bonuses to encourage soldiers and 
marines to stay in the service. “Stop loss” policies were put into effect. The service tours of 
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regular soldiers and marines were extended beyond contractual obligations, and scheduled 
retirements were cancelled. The Pentagon initiated plans to “rebalance the force,” with the 
objective of civilianizing more than 10,000 military positions in order to create additional 
deployable brigades. The Air Force and the Navy took over jobs in various parts of the world, 
traditionally carried out by the Army and Marine Corps. The Army initiated plans to reorgan-
ize into brigade- centric forces to increase the number of deployable units. Some units served 
extended tours of duty in Iraq, up to eighteen months. Other units that were home for eight 
to twelve months were scheduled to rotate back to Iraq. The Army deployed soldiers who 
were trained for specific jobs into roles for which they were not trained. For example, artil-
lerymen were deployed as infantrymen, and truck drivers. The Pentagon deployed civilians to 
combat theaters. It sought to employ the resources of government and non- government agen-
cies, and allied military forces and agencies to free up American ground forces for more com-
bat- related jobs. However, in the midst of all this crisis management, the Bush Administration 
made no effort to call upon the American people to serve. The American people had no obli-
gation to serve their country during time of war. The White House and Pentagon placed the 
entire burden of two long wars on 1 percent of the populations, the military cluster. This was 
the new American practice of war, war without the people.

As a consequence of these actions, predictably, the quality and morale of the Regular 
Army, National Guard, and Reserves started to deteriorate. The repeated, extended tours 
damaged the cohesiveness of Army families, and in June 2005, USA Today reported, “The 
number of active- duty soldiers getting divorced has been rising sharply with the deploy-
ments to Afghanistan and Iraq.”108 In 2004, the officer corps divorce rate shot up 78 percent. 
One chaplain stated, “We’ve seen nothing like this before. It indicates the amount of stress on 
couples, on families, as the Army conducts the global war on terrorism.”109 As the retention 
of good soldiers became more difficult, the ability to get rid of bad soldiers became more 
difficult.110

To help with the manpower shortage the Pentagon started “outsourcing” the war, employing 
private military firms (PMF), civilian contractors such as Blackwater, Global Risks, DynCorp 
International, MPRI, L3, SAIC, and Halliburton, and the individuals they hired, to provide 
security, logistical support, maintenance, and training.111 By July 2004, more than 20,000 con-
tractors were in Iraq. A few years later there was a “surge” of contractors. Allison Stranger in her 
study, One Nation Under Contract, noted that: “In Iraq in 2007, more than 180,000 government 
contractors were on the ground, compared to 160,000 US soldiers.”112 The industry boasted 
over $100 billion in annual sales.113 Many of these contractors were carrying out “mission- 
critical” tasks, which the services had traditionally insisted were exclusively military functions. 
These private contractors/ soldiers suffered more casualties than any of the armed forces of 
Bush’s “coalition of the willing.”114 PMFs were both domestic and foreign firms. In Iraq, men 
from more than thirty nationalities were employed by PMFs. PMFs are not in the official chain 
of command, and as private firms they do not answer to the President or Congress. Peter Singer 
noted: “Their customers also ranged across the moral spectrum from ‘ruthless dictators, morally 
depraved rebels and drug cartels’ to ‘legitimate sovereign states, respected multinational cor-
porations, and humanitarian NGOs.’ ”115 Yet US governmental officials recognized that if the 
services provided by PMFs under the Logistics Civilian Augmentation Program (LOGCAP) 
were eliminated it would bring about the “complete collapse of the support infrastructure” for 
OIF. In other words, the United States could not fight a war without PMFs. Singer observed:

[I] t is more a “coalition of the billing” than the “willing. … ” Iraq is where the history 
books will note that the [PMF] industry took full flight. Iraq is not just the biggest U.S. 
military commitment in a generation but also the biggest marketplace in the short history 
of the privatized military industry. In Iraq, private actors play a pivotal role in great- power 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



492 The New American Practice of War

492

warfare to an extent not seen since the advent of the mass nation- state armies in the 
Napoleonic Age.116

PMFs displace and conceal the cost and trauma of war. PMF casualties in Iraq were frequently 
not Americans. PMFs have no requirement to report killed or wounded to the Pentagon or 
press. PMFs reduce the political cost of war for the decision makers in Washington. They 
diminish the need for the President to explain the war and seek the support of the American 
people. PMFs are, in fact, a new form of mercenaries. Patriotism does not matter. PMFs have 
no obligation to maintain operational security, to not reveal intelligence, to not change sides, 
or to not act selfishly. Terrorist organizations can employ PMFs. In fact, they can employ the 
very same individual contractors who work on American installations throughout the world.

* * * * *

The conduct of the war in Iraq was in large part a function of Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld’s vision of war, which was influenced by the RMA. McNamara had “Graduated 
Response.” Rumsfeld had “Shock and Awe.” Neither doctrine worked. Both doctrines 
were based on airpower. Some Army leaders argued against the Rumsfeld vision of war.117 
General Shinseki told the Senate Armed Services Committee it would take “several hun-
dred thousand troops to secure Iraq.”118 Rumsfeld and his deputy, Wolfowitz, contradicted 
Shinseki, stating respectively, “The idea that it would take several hundred thousand U.S. 
forces I think is far off the mark,” and “wildly off the mark.”119 Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz 
were wrong. They also argued that the Iraqi people would welcome US forces as liberators. 
Wolfowitz stated, “It is entirely possible that in Iraq, you have the most pro- American popu-
lation that can be found anywhere in the Arab world. … If you’re looking for a historical 
analogy, it’s probably closer to post- liberation France.”120 Wolfowitz and Rumsfeld assumed 
that as soon as the Iraqi people fully understood that Saddam Hussein was gone they would 
put down their weapons and rally to the Americans. They were wrong about this as well. In 
June 2003, Rumsfeld told reporters: “I guess the reason I don’t use the term guerrilla war is 
that it isn’t … anything like a guerrilla war or an organized resistance.”121 Rumsfeld’s words 
contradicted the words of Army General Abizaid, who stated that the United States faced “a 
classic guerrilla- type campaign.” Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz were wrong about the number 
of forces required, the time it would take, the nature of the war, and the cost of the war.122 
One uniformed Pentagon official observed: “We are repeating every mistake we made in 
Vietnam.”123 All of life is a test of character. Nations too face tests of character; 9/ 11 was such 
a test for the American government and people. What did it reveal?

• Americans went to war against a state that had not attacked them and lied about the 
causes of the war. As a consequence, many innocent people were killed.

• Americans lied and distorted intelligence to make the case for war.
• Americans placed the entire burden of two long wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, on 1 per-

cent of the population. Soldiers and marines served two, three, and even four tours in war 
zones. No effort was made to call upon the American people to serve, even when it was 
evident that the Army and Marine Corps were too small to do all that was required.

• Americans paid contractors to do what the American people would not do. They permit-
ted waste and corruption on a massive scale.

• Americans permitted political leaders, such as Vice President Dick Cheney, to enrich 
themselves during the wars, by providing “no bid” contracts to private military firms, 
such as Halliburton.124 Congressmen and women helped PMFs to obtain contracts, and 
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these companies contributed to their reelection campaigns, for example, between 2000 
and 2006, Lockheed Martin, spent $53 million on lobbying, and another $6 million on 
donations.125

• Americans made a select few American PMFs fabulously wealthy, expending more than 
$3 trillion on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, while driving the rest of the United States 
into the worst recession since the Great Depression. Middle- class Americans lost trillions 
of dollars of wealth during Bush’s recession.

• Americans conducted “Dirty Wars,” kidnapping people, the CIA’s Rendition Programs, 
from foreign countries, violating their sovereignty, taking them to a third country to 
interrogate them, without the protections of American laws.126

• Americans deliberately circumvented their own laws. They established off- shore prisons 
to preclude extending the rights guaranteed to human beings under American law. They 
imprisoned people indefinitely without providing lawyers, judges, and juries.

• Americans tortured people, committed crimes against humanity, and then lied about it 
and covered it up.

• Americans used the NSA to spy on millions of American people, friends, and allies.
• Americans murdered thousands of innocent people with thousands of drone strikes and 

bomb attacks in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.
• Americans acted with arrogance, alienating allies and destroying important relation-

ships with other states that might have helped us. Bush’s “Top Gun” landing on the USS 
Abraham Lincoln was the act of hubris, and indicative of American practices.

• Americans destabilized Iraq, creating the conditions for the insurgency in Iraq and for the 
rise of ISIS.

This was not America’s finest hour. “People get the government they deserve.”
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17 Epilogue: Citizenship and War

Traditionally the Army has been “too small to do what the Nation asked.” And, traditionally, 
the government has called upon the American people to serve as soldiers during times of war, 
to make the Army big enough to win wars and win the peace, and big enough to achieve 
political objectives. The draft ended in 1973, but it was not until 2005 that the new American 
practice of war was confirmed. In 2005, when it became evident that the Army and Marine 
Corps were too small to carry out all the assigned missions to achieve political objectives 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, the White House and Pentagon could not call upon the American 
people to make up for their miscalculations, flawed strategies, and intelligence and foreign 
policy failures. The American people, the nation, had eliminated themselves from the conduct 
of the wars of the United States, fundamentally changing the nature of American citizenship, 
and bringing to an end the concept of a modern nation- state, which was based on the prin-
ciple of selfless service to the nation. The United States at the dawn of the twenty- first century 
was more state than nation. The military cluster, the small professional army, fought the two 
long wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and made all the sacrifices. The American people prospered 
and thrived at home, having no obligations to serve during a time of war. Today a small, afflu-
ent, political cluster decides which wars the professional military cluster will fight, and the 
military cluster endeavors to dispassionately execute the wars with the most lethal array of 
weapons and advanced technologies possible. Equality of sacrifice is no longer a consideration in 
military manpower procurement policies. This problem that had plagued administrations since 
the Korean War and the advent of artificial limited war had finally been rectified.1 The removal 
of the American people from the war equation had a number of benefits for the adminis-
tration. Because wars after 1973 cost the vast majority of the voting public nothing, because 
they were not committing their sons and daughters, they did not need to concern themselves 
with the causes and conduct of war. Administrations, as a consequence, did not need to con-
cern themselves with political pressure from the people, with the justness of a war, or with the 
conduct of the war— conduct that conformed to the standards, values, ethics, and beliefs of 
the people. Is the world a less dangerous place with the removal of the American people from 
war? Did the existence of the professional military cluster make the decision for war easier? 
What does American citizenship mean in the twenty- first century? What principles inform 
the actions of Americans in their relationship with the political entity, the state, and the cul-
tural entity, the nation?

It has been argued throughout this work that five major factors influenced the post- World 
War II, American practice of war: (1) the development of nuclear weapons and advanced airpower, 
which created artificial limited war; (2) the ugly, dehumanizing, personal nature of traditional 
ground warfare, which goes against the cultural and constitutional norms that inform Americans 
that human beings are not a means to an end, and not tools of the government; (3) the expect-
ation and belief of all Americans for ever- increasing levels of consumption, for getting and 
consuming; (4) the assumption of the United States of new roles and responsibilities in world 

  

 



Epilogue: Citizenship and War 495

   495

affairs in the aftermath of World War II, the assumption of responsibilities for the security of 
foreign nations and states thousands of miles from the borders of the United States, and for 
peoples who have no historic relationship or cultural affinity with the American people, for 
decades of during the “Cold War”; and (5) the advent of a new form of militarism, based on 
the relationship between the services, congress, and the defense industries. The transformation 
of the American practice of war, and as a consequence the practice of citizenship, has made the 
United States more of a state than a nation.
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