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and practice can be bridged only when theory 
is understood as contemplation and not as a 
lesson.51 Clausewitz believed that the purpose 
of studying war was to hone judgment before 
the battle, not to dictate decisions during it. 
He was adamant that the study of military 
theory, and by extension military history, 
should guide the commander in his self-edu-
cation, not accompany him to the battlefield.52 
Clausewitz warned against misusing history 
by expecting to provide a school solution 
rather than to educate the mind of the mili-
tary commander to expect the unexpected.53

Experience abundantly shows the criti-
cal role and importance of comprehensive 
understanding and knowledge of military 
history for all officers, and especially for 
those who aspire to or are selected to take the 
highest duties in their respective Services. 
Almost without exception, successful opera-
tional commanders have been serious stu-
dents of history. Because the life of any officer 
is too short, the opportunities for acquiring 
operational perspective by commanding large 
forces in combat are rare indeed. Yet the broad 
view and solid knowledge and understanding 
of the art of war must be obtained in peace-
time. It is too late to obtain that knowledge 
once the hostilities start. Moreover, opera-
tional perspective is a prerequisite for success-
ful command at the operational level not only 
in war but also in time of peace. The most 
important and proven source of that indi-
rect experience is military history. A future 
operational commander should approach the 
study of military history systematically and as 
a lifelong effort; otherwise, the results will be 
wanting.  JFQ

N o t e s

1	  Paul K. Van Riper, “The Use of Military 
History in the Professional Education of Officers,” 
Marine Corps Gazette (February 1994), 50.

2	  Herbert Richmond, National Policy and 
Naval Strength and Other Essays (London: Long-
mans, Green, 1934), 279.

3	  C.B. Mayo, “The Study of History for Naval 
Officers,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings (Novem-
ber 1921), 1757.

4	  William E. Simons, “The Study of History 
and the Military Leader,” Military Affairs 26, no. 1 
(Spring 1962), 25.

5	  Eugenia C. Kiesling, Arming Against Hitler: 
France and Limits of Military Planning (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 1996), 121.

6	  Guenther Blumentritt, Writing of Military 
History, MS # B–295, December 1946, Histori-
cal Division, Headquarters United States Army, 
Europe, Foreign Military Studies Branch, U.S. 
Army Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, 
PA, 7.

7	  B.H. Liddell Hart, Why Don’t We Learn from 
History? (New York: Hawthorn Books, 1971), 15.

8	  Simons, 25–26.
9	  Ibid., 25.
10	 Blumentritt, 7.
11	 Andreas Broicher, “Wie alles gekommen ist. 

Gedanken zur Bildung militaerischer Fuehrer auf 
dem Gebiet der Militaergeschichte,” Truppenpraxis 
2 (February 1995), 132.

12	 Paul M. Robinett, “History and the Military 
Profession,” Military Review 5 (May 1954), 17.

13	 Max Kemmerich, “Gedanken ueber die 
eigene Kriegsgeschichtliche Weiterbildung der 
Offiziere nach Verlassen der Kriegsakademie,” May 
1939, RH 16/v. 95, Bundesarchiv/Militaerarchiv 
(BA–MA), Freiburg, i.Br., 7.

14	 Hart, 26.
15	 H.E. Yarnell, “The Utility of Military 

History,” Military Affairs 8, no. 1 (Spring 1944), 2.
16	 Blumentritt, 5.
17	 Robinett, 22.
18	 Hart, 19.
19	 John McDonald, General Walter Krueger: A 

Case Study in Operational Command (Fort Leav-
enworth, KS: School of Advanced Military Studies, 
U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, 
May 5, 1989), 11.

20	 Friedrich von Cochenhausen, “Wie betreibt 
der Anfaenger am zweckmaessigsten Kriegsge-
schichte?” Militaerwissenschaftliche Mitteilungen, 
Nr. 9–10, 1931, 857.

21	 Gerhard Papke, “Was ist Kriegsgeschichte?” 
Wehrkunde, Nr. 8, 1961, 420.

22	 Richmond, 289.
23	 Simons, 22.
24	 Papke, 418.
25	 Robinett, 17.
26	 Ibid., 22.
27	 James A. Huston, “The Uses of History,” 

Military Review (June 1957), 27.
28	 Norbert Hanisch, Untersuchen Sie die 

operativen Ideen Mansteins hinsichtlich Schw-
erpunktbildung, Ueberraschung, Initiative und 
Handlungsfreiheit an den Beispielen Westfeldzug 
1940 (Sichelschnitt-Plan) und Operation Zitadelle 
(Hamburg: Fuehrungsakademie der Bundeswehr, 
January 1988), 2.

29	 Robinett, 21.
30	 Broicher, 131.
31	 Bruno Eikenberg, Kriegserfahrung und 

Kriegsvorbereitung. Zur Entwicklung von Technik 
und Operationsplanung und der Erziehung des 
militaerischen Fuehrernachwuchses im deutschen 
Heer zwischen den Weltkriegen (Hamburg: Fueh-
rungsakademie der Bundeswehr, November 1985), 
1.

32	 Gerhard Goehler, “Vom Nutzen der 
Kriegsgeschichte (I),” Wehrkunde 11 (November 
1964), 592.

33	 Hart, 285, 288–289.
34	 Simons, 27.
35	 Anthony E. Sokol, “The Value and Danger 

of Naval History,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 
(August 1946), 1060, 1069.

36	 Hart, 19.
37	 Ebbe Gyllensterne, “What Can the Study of 

the Art of War Teach Us?” trans. from Ny Militaer 
Tidskrift, No. 2–3, 1956, Military Review (August 
1956), 104–105.

38	 Van Riper, 51.
39	 Kemmerich, 10.
40	 Goehler, 592.
41	 Jay Luvaas, “Military History: Is It Still Prac-

ticable?” Parameters 12 (March 1982), 4.
42	 Ibid., 6.
43	 Jehuda L. Wallach, The Dogma of the Battle 

of Annihilation: The Theories of Clausewitz and 
Schlieffen and Their Impact on the German Conduct 
of Two World Wars (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 
1986), 74.

44	 James B. Agnew, “From Where Did Our 
Amphibious Doctrine Come?” Marine Corps 
Gazette (August 1979), 59.

45	 Luvaas, 5.
46	 Alfred R. Bowling, The Negative Influence 

of Mahan on the Protection of Shipping in Wartime: 
The Convoy Controversy in the Twentieth Century 
(Ph.D. diss., University of Maine, 1980), 2.

47	 Karl-Heinz Frieser, Blitzkrieg-Legende. Der 
Westfeldzug 1940 (Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 
1995), 416; Lothar Burchardt, “Operatives Denken 
und Planen von Schlieffen bis zum Beginn des 
Ersten Weltkrieges,” in Operatives Denken und 
Handeln in deutschen Streitkraeften im 19. und 
20. Jahrhundert, ed. Horst Boog et al. (Herford, 
Germany: Verlag E.S. Mittler & Sohn, 1988), 52–53.

48	 Martin Kutz, Operative Fuehrung als Denk
figur und Handlungskonzept der Heeresfuehrung 
der Bundeswehr. Politische und militaerfachliche 
Implikationen und Gefahren der aktuellen Dis-
kussion (Hamburg: Fuehrungsakademie der 
Bundeswehr, Fachgruppe Sozialwissenschaften-
Beitraege zu Lehre und Forschung, February 1989), 
9.

49	 Van Riper, 51.
50	 Robinett, 17, 22.
51	 “Kriegslehren. Grundsaetzliches zur Metho-

dik am Beispiel Golfkrieg II,” Oesterreichische 
Militaerische Zeitschrift 1 (January-February 1993), 
30–31.

52	 Richard Hart Sinnreich, “Awkward Partners: 
Military History and American Military Educa-
tion,” in The Past as Prologue. The Importance of 
History to the Military Profession, ed. Williamson 
Murray and Richard Hart Sinnreich (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 70.

53	 Michael Howard, “Military History and the 
History of War,” in The Past as Prologue, 12.



130        JFQ  /  issue 57, 2 d quarter 2010	 ndupress .ndu.edu

BOOK REVIEWS

Confronting the Chaos: A 
Rogue Military Historian 
Returns to Afghanistan

By Sean M. Maloney
Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 

2009
384 pp. $34.95

ISBN: 978–159114–508–0

Reviewed by
JAMES THOMAS SNYDER

Sean M. Maloney is an 
established military histo-
rian teaching at the Royal 

Military College in Kingston, 
Ontario. The second of a planned 
three-book series about the war 
in Afghanistan, Confronting the 
Chaos focuses on two important 
but neglected aspects of the mili-
tary effort in that country: the 
multinational contribution and 
the Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams (PRTs). He bases the book 
on a series of visits in 2004–2006 
to the German PRTs at Kunduz 
and Feyzabad, the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization’s (NATO’s) 
nascent headquarters in Kabul, 
and Canada’s efforts in the capital 
and its PRT in Kandahar.

Maloney’s emphasis is 
important because NATO has 
adopted PRTs in Afghanistan 
as a linchpin of security and 
reconstruction at the local level. 
Today, their number stands at 26, 
and they have assumed new tasks, 
including counterinsurgency, 
governance, counternarcotics, 
and police training. So a full-
bore treatment is welcome and 
overdue.

This book, however, is not 
that treatment. Maloney makes 
no attempt to draw larger con-
clusions about PRT practice or 
the multinational commitment. 
However, he is frank about his 
lack of ambition: “Each trip, each 
meeting, is a piece of the puzzle 
necessary to understand the 
counterinsurgency effort, and 
the intent is for the reader to put 
those pieces together to discern 
the picture that emerges.” That is 
exactly wrong. It is the historian’s 
job to piece the puzzle together 
and paint the picture through 
observation, inquiry, and research. 
Instead, he abandons the reader to 
his myopic, itinerant impressions. 
Maloney’s experiences are pin-
pointed to specific places in time, 
now 5 years out of date, and the 
book is compromised by serious 
and systematic errors.

When not an acronym-
barbed thicket, Maloney’s prose 
alternates between the glib and the 
profane. While he is clearly inter-
ested in his subjects, his curiosity 
does not extend to any political, 
historical, or operational perspec-
tive. For example, he refers to the 
counterinsurgency effort without 
defining the term or linking it to 
the doctrinal innovations under-
taken by the U.S. military in Iraq. 
He refers to the Taliban and other 
opposing forces as “the enemy” 
without exploring their strategies, 
political goals, or tactics in any 
detail.  These are considerable 
oversights given his commitment 
to studying the war.

Perhaps worse is Maloney’s 
failure to answer common-sense 
questions that would logically 
follow his observations. In many 
cases, he has had ample time to 
research incidents that occurred 
while he was in-country but for 
which “details were sketchy” at 
the time. On one occasion, for 
example, he discursively explores 
all the nations that could have 
flown two helicopters (a CH–47 or 
a CH–53) potentially identified in 
a friendly fire incident involving 

Canadian soldiers, only to reveal 
later that the helicopter was a U.S. 
Special Forces MH–6 and that 
the Canadians had stumbled into 
their training area. After huffing 
about the aggressive Americans, 
Maloney does not ask the obvious 
questions: How did the Canadians 
wander into the firing range? Why 
did the Canadians not have Identi-
fication Friend or Foe equipment? 
How did the Canadians mistake 
the tiny MH–6 for a helicopter 
as large as a CH–47? Those 
questions articulate much more 
compelling, relevant concerns in 
a complex, multinational tactical 
environment than pinning some 
nation with blame for a blue-on-
blue incident that resulted in no 
casualties.

Maloney is a lint brush 
for detail. Much of his report-
ing that is not irrelevant or 
disjointed seems accurate based 
on this reviewer’s experience 
in the country during the same 
timeframe and may be useful to 
those searching for insight into 
“the platoon leader’s war.” For 
example, Maloney examines how 
violence, politics, and develop-
ment in Kandahar are entangled 
in local water access, disputed land 
claims, and tribal rivalries. The 
notion that Afghanistan requires 
a political rather than a military 
solution becomes overwhelmed 
by the country’s sheer granularity. 
The axiom that all politics is local 
holds true in Afghanistan as in 
perhaps no other place.

The moments this book 
springs to life come when 
Maloney allows people in the 
field to speak for themselves, 
moments that are both compel-
ling and useful. Canadian Stra-
tegic Advisory Team members 
talk about how Afghan officials 
they mentor transformed the 
Western bureaucratese of an 
economic planning paper into 
their own document, filled with 
Islamic allegories, historical refer-
ences, and poetic allusions. The 
Kandahar PRT members lament 

how Afghan police in one district 
beg for more equipment and 
weapons but shake down villagers 
in another. A Canadian soldier 
vividly describes an improvised 
explosive device detonation that 
injured his gunner, killed a child, 
and sprayed his vehicle with the 
bomber’s remains. Unfortunately, 
Maloney follows up the soldier’s 
soliloquy by asking him about 
“some of the more memorable 
things he’d seen in Kandahar 
during his time there.”

Maloney relies heavily 
on his own reportage, which 
becomes a serious liability given 
the book’s staggering number of 
errors. Maloney lists only five and 
a half pages of footnotes—one 
chapter has no notes at all—and 
ignores existing literature. Taken 
together, the book’s overall reli-
ability must be questioned. In 
the case of Operation Redwing in 
2005, for example, during which 
16 U.S. special operators were 
killed in action, Maloney mis-
spells the mission name and fails 
to identify the target of the raid. 
These details and others could be 
discovered in the 2007 memoir 
of the mission’s lone survivor, 
Marcus Luttrell. Maloney seems 
to conflate psychological opera-
tions with information operations 
and never defines the disciplines. 
He accuses the news media of 
ignoring tribal rivalries in Kan-
dahar, although a cursory search 
of The New York Times quickly 
discounts this assertion.

Senseless typographical, 
stylistic, and editing problems 
also proliferate. In one case, 
Maloney footnotes a geographic 
mistake that he made in his 
previous book only to commit 
the same error nine more times. 
In another, he hints that he will 
again meet some special opera-
tors he clashes with en route to 
theater, but they never reappear.

The larger argument with 
Maloney’s effort is his myopic 
approach. The book fails as 
an autobiography because he 
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spends little time in the country, 
and because his experience and 
reporting are so mundane. He 
collects outdated spot reporting 
largely unconnected from the 
broader campaign, PRT practice, 
and the evolution of the multi-
national effort in Afghanistan. 
He relies to an almost stupefy-
ing degree on official mission 
statements to learn about the 
activities of the various PRTs—an 
approach that does not tell the 
reader much more than a Web 
search would. If he had commit-
ted to more research, followed up 
interviews, and talked to more 
people, a more cohesive and 
coherent volume could make a 
vital contribution to the limited 
literature on Afghanistan. The 
war, now approaching its first 
decade, demands much from 
those committed to fighting it. A 
similar commitment is required 
to understand it as well. JFQ

James Thomas Snyder is the 
U.S. Information Officer on the 
International Staff at North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization Headquarters in 
Brussels. 
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This book comes at an 
interesting time in the 
history of U.S. space activ-

ity. Its publication is within 1 
year of the 40th anniversary of 
the Apollo 11 moon mission. 
Ironically, it is also within 2 years 
of the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration’s (NASA’s) 
planned date for the termination 
of space shuttle flights, with no 
replacement until at least 2015, 
when the Orion system should 
be available. This conscious 
abdication of human spaceflight 
capability forces the United 
States to depend on Russian (or 
Chinese?) rockets to ferry astro-
nauts to and from the Interna-
tional Space Station, a structure 
built with over $25 billion of U.S. 
investment.

What are the national 
defense implications of such 
actions? To evaluate such situa-
tions properly requires both his-
torical knowledge and forward 
thinking. This book provides 
both. Organized as 14 essays 
divided into 4 sections, Harness-
ing the Heavens offers contribu-
tions from Everett Dolman, Roger 
Launius, Howard McCurdy, and 
others in the pantheon of space 
authors with hundreds of years of 
collective experience analyzing 
space issues. They share their 
wealth of experience not only 
through superb prose, but also 
with extensive endnotes.

The book’s first section, 
“Space and the Cold War: Prime 
Motivations for Space,” con-
sists of five outstanding essays 
that provide historical context 
regarding the early development 
of U.S. spacepower. The essays 
analyze issues at the strategic 
level and consider the influences 
of all elements of national power. 
Common themes among the 
authors include the emergence 
of the trinity of civil, military, 
and intelligence communities 
for space application; the evolu-
tion of diverse priorities given to 
space programs by the Dwight 

D. Eisenhower, John F. Kennedy, 
and Lyndon Johnson Presidential 
administrations; and the influ-
ence of competition with the 
Soviet Union in space efforts.

The lead article sets the 
stage with a summary of space 
development from the German 
V–2 rocket to the present day, 
stopping just short of including 
the 2006 space policy. It explains 
the important distinction 
between weaponizing space and 
militarizing space, and it presents 
the six major perspectives on the 
debate regarding the presence of 
weapons in space. The next four 
compositions delve into some of 
the specific national competi-
tions that characterize the space 
portion of the Cold War. These 
articles provide fascinating 
details on such topics as the sepa-
rate studies for possible moon 
bases made by the Army and Air 
Force, the emphasis placed on 
unmanned reconnaissance satel-
lites over manned spaceflight by 
Eisenhower, and Kennedy’s initial 
reluctance as a space supporter 
that changed only with the politi-
cal realities following Soviet Yuri 
Gagarin’s triumph as the first 
man in space.

The next section, “Doctri-
nal Faith: Strategic Dimensions 
of the War Fighter and Space,” 
builds upon the trifurcated 
structure of space introduced in 
the first section with particular 
focus on U.S. Air Force contribu-
tions. The first composition is 
a concise survey of the manned 
space program pursued by the 
Service from 1959 to 1963, high-
lighting the interactions with 
NASA’s Mercury and Gemini 
programs as well as the Dyna-
Soar spaceplane. The next article 
steps through several recurring 
themes in Air Force space history, 
such as the pursuit of peaceful 
purposes, need for assured access, 
challenge of building space-savvy 
leadership, role of commercial 
sectors, and debate on establish-
ing a separate Space Corps. This 

section’s final article addresses 
the compelling topic of space 
weapons as a driver to transform 
warfare. However, due to some 
unfounded and extraneous mate-
rial presented for dialogue, it is 
not as credible as the book’s other 
works.

The third section, “U.S. 
Space from the ‘Other Side of 
the Fence,’” provides an out-
standing overview of strategic 
issues related to other nations’ 
space programs. The lead article 
addresses the evolution of Soviet 
space power during the Cold 
War, delivering succinct sum-
maries of the key players and 
institutions as well as their roles 
within the context of evolving 
global security. It concludes with 
a recap of five broad patterns of 
Soviet space activity. The next 
article is a perfect companion to 
the first, covering China’s space 
program with its emphasis on a 
“two bombs [nuclear fission and 
fusion], one satellite” goal that 
was achieved between 1964 and 
1970. The author, Dean Cheng, 
argues that China sees space as 
a “major component of future 
conflict,” although its motives 
remain unclear at times, such as 
those surrounding the January 
2007 antisatellite weapon test. 
The third article talks to the 
celebrity nature of women astro-
nauts. Although a well-written 
commentary, it is not consistent 
with the theme of the section, 
and it fails to mention Valentina 
Tereshkova, the first woman to 
orbit the Earth. A better essay 
to complete this section might 
have been one assessing the 
implications of commercial space 
enterprises, especially those of the 
European Space Agency.

The final section, “Tech-
nological Change and the Trans-
formation of American Space 
Power,” offers excellent historic 
context with strategic analysis of 
the role of technology in space 
power. Its first essay focuses on 
the realm of hypersonic travel as 
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the key to routine space access 
pursued by the Air Force early 
in the space age. The author, Roy 
F. Houchin II, contrasts how 
various Presidential adminis-
trations viewed this potential 
capability and entertains the 
possibility of the next genera-
tion bomber being a hypersonic 
platform. The next selection is 
a masterful treatise on satellite 
communications from 1966 to 
2007, balancing technical details 
with historic evolution of all 
major U.S. programs. Its holistic 
analysis includes consideration 
of strategic requirements, user 
needs, costs, and benefits. The 
section closes with an editorial 
reflecting on the need for “war-
riors in space.” Although the 
essay offers thoughtful conjecture 
and opinion, it does not serve as 
a comprehensive summary of the 
book’s themes.

Overall, Harnessing the 
Heavens is a “must read” for 
anyone contemplating research 
on national (or international) 
defense issues related to space—
past, present, or future. Most 
of the contributors accomplish 
the difficult task of condensing 
extensive material into concise, 
focused, and compelling prose 
that is readable by nonprofession-
als as well as experts. Reflecting 
on the various articles, it is clear 
that even 50 years after Sputnik, 
the pursuit of national defense 
through space remains largely an 
ad hoc effort. JFQ

Colonel Jeffrey L. Caton, USAF, is 
a faculty member and Defense 
Transformation Chair at the U.S. Army 
War College. He has over 27 years 
of experience in space operations, 
joint operations, and acquisition 
management. 
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These are exciting times 
for China watchers. The 
People’s Liberation Army 

is in the midst of the most wide-
ranging reforms undergone since 
at least the mid-1980s. China’s 
opening to the outside world has 
expanded to its military. This 
explains in part the increasing 
accuracy of our understanding 
of China’s military machine as 
well as its intentions. While much 
remains in the dark, discussions 
are much better informed, and 
the questions are getting more 
precise.

The China Maritime 
Studies Institute at the Naval War 
College has been holding annual 
conferences on the People’s 
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) 
since 2006. Founded in October 
of that year, the institute is fast 
becoming a center of excellence 
for research on all aspects of the 
Chinese navy. Papers presented at 
each conference are subsequently 
published in book format, with 
China’s Energy Strategy being the 
second work in this series.

The purpose of China’s 
Energy Strategy is to determine 
what role China’s growing energy 
needs play in shaping the devel-
opment and role of its navy. Until 
recently, the PLAN’s main focus 
was believed to be on developing 
scenarios for invading Taiwan 
should Taipei unilaterally declare 
its independence. However, 
recent developments involving 
the navy suggest that Beijing is 
looking beyond Taiwan.

The literature on power 
politics indicates that naval 
development often offers a hint 
of the aspirations of an emerging 
power. Traditionally, China’s 
navy has been a coastal one. But 
the country’s emergence as an 
economic powerhouse is leading 
Western observers to query 
China’s intentions in the military 
field. As the media have reported, 
the economy has been growing 
at an average rate of 10 percent 
per year for more than a decade. 
Until the recent problems involv-
ing international finance, pros-
pects looked good for continued 
healthy growth.

Such growth involving a 
country the size of China puts 
enormous strains on its existing 
energy supply. Even if the country 
benefits from being home to 
a large reserve of coal, it was 
bound to begin looking abroad 
for additional energy supplies. A 
turning point came in 1993, when 
China became a net importer 
of oil. Domestic exploration 
had failed to discover sizable oil 
fields that could have postponed 
China’s search beyond its border. 
Since then, Beijing has launched 
a broad and intensive campaign 
to secure access to oil and gas 
to feed its growing domestic 
needs. This campaign included 
negotiating long-term contracts 
in Southeast Asia, Central Asia, 
Russia, Africa, Latin America, 
and the Middle East, notably 
Saudi Arabia and Iran. China’s 
shopping for oil inevitably raises 
other major challenges, including 

the impact on U.S. relations with 
countries such as Saudi Arabia.

The contributors to this 
book, however, focus on how 
China’s offensive to secure access 
to oil and gas in faraway places 
will impact the development of 
its navy. They identify a number 
of issues that will likely shape this 
development: Chinese percep-
tions of U.S. intentions toward it, 
China’s approach to secure the sea 
lines of communication (SLOC), 
and internal developments that 
may impact China’s ability to fund 
the growth of its navy.

While all the contributions 
are excellent, several were of 
particular value to this reviewer, 
including chapters that covered 
the debate among Chinese ana-
lysts on U.S. intentions in the 
event of a conflict with China 
and how best to secure SLOC 
(Gabriel B. Collins, Andrew S. 
Erickson, and Lyle J. Goldstein); 
the importance of energy in 
China’s military development and 
its ability to secure SLOC (James 
C. Mulvenon); a comparison of 
U.S. and Chinese vulnerabilities 
to disruption in energy supply 
(Charles W. Freeman, Jr.); the 
development of a strategic petro-
leum reserve (David Pietz); the 
geopolitics of natural liquefied 
gas markets (Mikkal Herberg); 
and the challenge of securing 
SLOC and China’s attempts to 
date in developing facilities in 
Burma and Pakistan (James R. 
Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara). 
Throughout the book, contribu-
tors consider various purchases of 
weaponry over the years and the 
state (as of December 2006) of the 
Chinese navy and the extent to 
which it is prepared to meet any 
challenges involving SLOC.

The beauty of this book 
comes in different forms. As 
the editors indicate in their 
introduction, the contributors do 
not always agree. Thus, readers 
will note that Bernard Cole, for 
instance, does not see energy 
as having as important a role 
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in shaping naval developments 
in China as some of the other 
contributors. Charles Freeman 
warns that if China is extremely 
vulnerable to an oil embargo, so 
is the United States.

Important statistics are also 
provided. For instance, it is valu-
able to know that domestic energy 
sources account for 90 percent of 
China’s demands. Oil consump-
tion is heavily concentrated in 
transportation. Collins and Erick-
son review developments in the 
creation of a national tanker fleet 
and what role, if any, the Chinese 
state plays in it.

Many contributors touch on 
the so-called Malacca dilemma, 
named for the strait that joins the 
Indian Ocean and South China 
Sea. This point of vulnerability 
in China’s access to oil has forced 
Beijing to consider many alterna-
tive options: digging a channel 
across the Thai peninsula, build-
ing a pipeline across Burma to 
Yunnan Province, or construct-
ing pipelines in the north from 
Russia and various Central Asian 
republics.

Saad Rahim discusses 
China’s diplomacy with Saudi 
Arabia. Fully cognizant of Saudi 
Arabia’s close relationship with 
the United States, Rahim shows 
how China has moved cautiously 
to involve Saudi Arabia in its 
energy development, hoping that 
a Saudi stake in China’s energy 
industry would turn it into an 
ally in the event of war. There 
is also a discussion of blockade 
strategies from a historical per-
spective and how China could be 
affected (Bruce Elleman).

Whether the issue is the 
Malacca Strait scenario, China’s 
dependence on Middle Eastern 
oil, Beijing’s charm offensive in 
Saudi Arabia, potential situa-
tions involving a confrontation 
with the United States over 
predominance in the western 
Pacific, or the impact of Chinese 
incursions into Central Asia 
on Sino-Russian relations, this 

collection of essays provides 
the latest scholarship. Further 
enhancing the book’s value is that 
the contributors are all actively 
involved in shaping this multi-
faceted debate in their respective 
institutions. The emergence of 
Chinese naval power is bound to 
remain a top security issue for the 
United States in the foreseeable 
future. This reviewer could not 
exaggerate the importance of this 
book in understanding the issues 
shaping the development of the 
Chinese navy. JFQ

Richard Desjardins is a Canadian civil 
servant. He studied and worked in 
Taiwan from 1985 to 1988 and holds a 
Master’s degree in Chinese politics. 

The Making of Peace: Rulers, 
States, and the Aftermath of War

Edited by Williamson Murray  
and Jim Lacey

New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009
368 pp. $90

ISBN: 978–0–5215–1719–5

Reviewed by
JOHN T. KUEHN

Shortly after the United 
States launched Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom 

to change the Taliban regime 
in Kabul in response to 9/11, Sir 
Michael Howard wrote a rather 
dark and pessimistic editorial on 
the outlook for the intervention 
in Afghanistan. History appears 

to have finally caught up with 
his assessment and the implica-
tions of how difficult making 
peace really is. With The Making 
of Peace, Williamson Murray 
and Jim Lacey have made an 
extremely welcome contribu-
tion to the plethora of good 
scholarship being published that 
attempts to better understand 
the continuum between war and 
peace.

Murray and Lacey turned 
to Sir Michael and his ubiquitous 
scholarship to put this collection 
of essays (including several by 
the editors) into context with a 
preface. In 2006, Murray and 
Howard had teamed in much 
the same way to look at the 
importance of history to military 
professionals in The Past as 
Prologue. A year later, Howard 
did a similar favor for the editors 
of Clausewitz in the Twenty-first 
Century. The point has almost 
been reached where if an anthol-
ogy has a preface or foreword by 
Howard, the book is definitely 
worth purchasing.

As with all good books, the 
title implies the major thesis: that 
the making of peace is a process 
dependent on ruling elites, the 
nature of the state, and the politi-
cal and cultural context of the 
immediate postwar period. One 
theme common to all the essays 
is how difficult and undervalued 
the process of forging a lasting 
and stable peace is. Another 
is that much of what Carl von 
Clausewitz had to say about the 
dynamics that influence war 
can be applied to the processes 
of establishing and maintaining 
peace. Howard’s preface makes 
clear that all such attempts to 
forge something that lasts face 
considerable philosophical chal-
lenges. Citing Western philoso-
phers Saint Augustine, Thomas 
Hobbes, and Immanuel Kant, 
Howard implies that the task is 
perhaps impossible. But he also 
gives us the sense—as do these 
essays—that to undervalue (or, 

in today’s usage, underresource) 
the effort intellectually and 
politically is to guarantee that 
bugaboo of modern times: the 
flawed peace that leads to even 
more destructive and sustained 
conflict. Therefore, like war, one 
must closely study peace and its 
maintenance in order to better 
ameliorate the effects of war, 
which the philosophers seem to 
have concluded is endemic to the 
human condition (and rightly so, 
in this reviewer’s opinion).

Murray’s introductory essay 
revisits Howard’s themes and 
informs them with relevance for 
today. He is particularly critical of 
the West’s ahistoricism and how 
it leads to the adoption of conve-
nient myths about why wars start 
and end, myths that in turn con-
tribute greatly to the problem of 
making peace (p. 23). Next come 
12 essays in generally chronologi-
cal order whose common theme 
is the difficulty of making a 
lasting peace. The authors are 
much the same group deployed 
to such good effect in The Past as 
Prologue. The phrase may seem 
clichéd, but they are all acknowl-
edged experts in their chosen 
fields of study: from Paul Rahe on 
the ancients to Frederick Kagan 
and Colin Gray on recent times. 
Of particular interest, and com-
prising a recurring major theme, 
is the tenuous larger lesson that 
Richard Hart Sinnreich teases 
from his discussion of the justly 
famous Congress of Vienna in 
1815. He attributes the break-
down of general peace to some 
common factors that transcend 
the specifics of the historical 
moment: “When in the fullness 
of time that self-discipline finally 
vanished under the pressures of 
militant nationalism, societal 
boredom, the disappearance of 
historical memory, and political 
and military arrogance, so also 
did the peace of Europe and the 
world” (p. 159). Replace national-
ism with any number of current 
-isms (for example, jihadism) and 
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drop Europe from the sentence, 
and it describes accurately a 
view of the world today. In other 
words, loss of the historical 
memory of the brutality and 
catastrophe of general war is the 
biggest threat to the maintenance 
of a general peace.

Sinnreich’s concluding 
essay synthesizes many of these 
themes and extrapolates from 
Howard’s opening discussion. 
Like Howard, he finds three 
general “approaches” in the 
historical record examined for 
making the peace: “universal 
governance” through collective 
security (for example, the United 
Nations), “strategic equilibrium” 
through balance of power, and, 
lastly, “progressive democratiza-
tion” based on the flawed notion 
that democratic governments 
are not bellicose (p. 360). All 
these approaches have one thing 
in common: none of them ulti-
mately work. These essays give 
the impression that prospects for 
any of them gaining the upper 
hand as the approach of choice 
are pretty dim. As usual, and as 
expected, these historians give us 
no intellectual shortcuts to the 
hard job of making peace, and 
the work of diplomats and peace-
makers will remain a seemingly 
Sisyphean task.

To the reader looking for 
something substantive on the 
period between the Pelopon-
nesian War and the Peace of 
Westphalia following the Thirty 
Years War, this book will be a 
disappointment. This gap, and 
the Western focus, is perhaps the 
book’s most obvious shortcom-
ing. It fails to address just what 
went into the making of the Pax 
Romana and the long, brutish, 
but relatively peaceful Pax 
Pontifex of the Catholic Church. 
Also missing are essays on the 
sustained periods of peace during 
the various Chinese dynasties 
(from which we might learn 
much) and the complete absence 
of war for nearly 250 years in the 

Tokugawa Shogunate of Japan. 
But these are mere quibbles, given 
the high quality of the essays. In 
his introductory essay, Murray 
argues (somewhat casually) 
that the Chinese and Roman 
experiences are anomalies and 
that the Western focus of the 
book is intentional because we 
must first understand ourselves. 
However, at some point we must 
understand others, so one would 
thus hope for a second volume 
that taps scholars for these other 
civilizations and periods.

Military and diplomatic 
historians, and perhaps students 
at senior war colleges, will need 
no prodding to examine this 
important work, but it would be a 
shame if they were the only audi-
ence. This book needs as broad a 
readership as possible; otherwise, 
the ahistoricism that currently 
informs Western and even global 
polities (particularly the United 
States) will continue to contribute 
to the undervaluation of the 
challenges in making peace and 
the overvaluation of the efficacy 
of war as a means to policy ends. 
JFQ

Dr. John T. Kuehn is Associate 
Professor of Military History at the 
U.S. Army Command and General  
Staff College.

Joint Doctrine Update
Joint Chiefs of Staff J7 Joint Education 
and Doctrine Division

T he Joint Doctrine Development Community (JDDC) 
will host the 45th Joint Doctrine Planning Conference 
(JDPC) May 12–13, 2010, in the Washington, DC, 
metropolitan area. This conference not only synchro-

nizes the JDDC, but also launches some of the groundbreaking 
discussions leading the way in matters that affect today’s doctrine. 
(For the latest news on JDPC, follow the JDEIS link below.) During 
the last JDPC, two major topics discussed were the revision of Joint 
Publication (JP) 1, Doctrine for the Armed Forces of the United 
States, and development of a new joint publication, JP 3–15.1, Joint 
Counter-IED Operations.

JP 1 provides fundamental principles and overarching guid-
ance for the employment of the Armed Forces of the United States, 
links joint doctrine to the National Defense Strategy and National 
Military Strategy, and describes the military’s role in the develop-
ment of national policy and strategy. JP 1 is the link between policy 
and doctrine. In short, it describes the Department of Defense as 
an institution and how it aligns within the broader context of the 
U.S. Government to achieve the Nation’s objectives. One key to 
fully exploiting our remarkable joint military potential, not cur-
rently written in JP 1, is how we develop the joint force.

While the United States has been developing the joint force, 
the many and diverse parts of this process are not yet holistically 
and cohesively articulated, the result being a myriad of individual 
policies and communities in isolation. JP 1 should provide the stra-
tegic framework that aligns the Chairman’s long-term vision with 
the development of the joint forces. While currently in revision, JP 
1 will correct this omission by answering two fundamental ques-
tions regarding joint force development: what it is and what process 
is used to develop the force. These questions will serve to frame the 
discussion and development of this topic.

Answering the first question, what it is, entails three steps. 
Using the reverse planning rubric, the first step is to determine the 
endstate or goal of joint force development, next discern its com-
ponents, and finally craft an initial working definition to structure 
development of the process. Broadly speaking, the end result of 
joint force development is to provide government agencies and 
personnel the guidance to build and maintain a joint force capable 
of conducting current and future joint operations across the range 
of military operations. To do this, warfighters must be educated 
and trained to “think, plan, and act” jointly first. Although not 
all-inclusive, critical components of joint force development will 
include concept development, doctrine, education, training, and 
exercises. Using the endstate as our foundation and arranging its 
resident components, a proposed definition of joint force develop-
ment emerges:

A deliberate, iterative, and continuous process of planning and 
developing the current and future joint force through advancement 
of transformational joint concepts which are refined into relevant 
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Strategic Forum 252
Avoiding a Crisis of Confidence in the U.S. 
Nuclear Deterrent
John P. Caves, Jr., argues that the United States 
needs to modernize and ensure the long-term 
reliability and responsiveness of its aging 
nuclear deterrent force and infrastructure. He 
opens with a hypothetical scenario that brings 
home the profound implications that a future 
crisis of confidence in its nuclear deterrent 
would have for U.S. security. Without a reliable 
nuclear deterrent, the United States cannot 
otherwise safely reduce its nuclear weapons, 
responsibly ratify the Comprehensive Test 
Ban Treaty, deter and contain challenges from 
resurgent nuclear near-peers, and effectively 
dissuade allies and partners from acquiring 
their own nuclear weapons.

Strategic Forum 251
U.S.-Cambodia Defense Relations: Defining 
New Possibilities
Lewis M. Stern reviews the recent history of 
U.S.-Cambodia defense relations, showing how 
Cambodia’s lax border controls, widespread 
corruption, and active arms trade have made 
that country a staging ground for numer-
ous activities that challenge the safety and 
well-being of the region. He argues that U.S. 
interests would be well served by a stepped-up 
program of cooperation with Cambodia in 
areas such as counterterrorism, peacekeep-
ing, counternarcotics, disaster response, and 
stability operations. U.S. early investment in 
Cambodia’s future—beginning with support 
for the regional peace process—would provide 
a useful foundation for cooperation and have a 
beneficial impact on Southeast Asia as a whole.

for the  
Institute for National Strategic Studies
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doctrine, promulgated through career long 
education and training, validated through a 
robust exercise program, resulting in decisive, 
adaptable war plans.

The intent of this new JP 1 chapter is to 
foundationally establish the roles, responsi-
bilities, processes, and procedures for devel-
oping the joint force to provide all Services, 
combatant commands, and combat support 
agencies the authoritative guidance to build 
and maintain a joint force. This guidance 
will also serve to inform the U.S. Govern-
ment, nongovernmental organizations, and 
allied nations.

The revision process for JP 1 began in 
January 2010 and is planned for completion 
by year’s end. This accelerated revision time-
line is imperative as JP 3–0, Joint Operations, 
and JP 5–0, Joint Operation Planning, are 
both currently under revision. The primacy 
of JP 1, as the Capstone publication, should 
influence, inform, and ground discussions 
throughout the array of the joint hierar-
chy, especially JP 3–0 and JP 5–0. Once 
accomplished, proper revision order will 
be achieved, allowing a cohesive narrative 
among these three key joint publications.

The other major outcome of the JDPC 
was the approval of JP 3–15.1. Battlefield 
employment of improvised explosive devices 
(IEDs) has become a more prevalent tactic 
in recent years, and this trend is expected to 
continue as our adversaries seek to counter 
our efforts abroad. Additionally, it was iden-
tified that current joint doctrine provides 
little detail for the conduct of counter-IED 
operations, the planning for and execution 
of these kinds of operations, or the roles and 
responsibilities of the staffs. Lacking this 
overarching guidance, the Army and Marine 
Corps have developed their own doctrine. 
This joint publication will set the conditions 
for a joint approach to this ever-growing 
threat by providing joint doctrine for plan-
ning and executing joint counter-IED opera-
tions. JP 3–15.1 will outline responsibilities, 
provide command and control consider-
ations, discuss organizational options, detail 
the counter-IED process, and attack the 
network methodology, as well as introduce 
models for coordinating with counter-IED 
supporting organizations. The first draft is 
currently in staffing and the expected signa-
ture date is August 2011.

For access to joint publications, go to 
Joint Doctrine, Education, and Training 
Electronic Information System (JDEIS) Web 
portal at https://jdeis.js.mil (dot.mil users 
only). For those without access to dot.mil 
accounts, go to Joint Electronic Library Web 
portal at www.dtic.mil/doctrine.

	 JPs Revised or Under Review

JPs Approved in Calendar Year (CY) 2009

JP 1–05, Religious Affairs in Joint Operations

JP 2–01.3, Joint Intelligence Preparation of the 

	 Operational Environment

JP 3–02, Amphibious Operations

JP 3–06, Joint Urban Operations

JP 3–09.3, Close Air Support

JP 3–13.2, Psychological Operations

JP 3–14, Space Operations

JP 3–17, Air Mobility Operations

JP 3–24, Counterinsurgency

JP 3–26, Counterterrorism

JP 3–29, Foreign Humanitarian Assistance

JP 3–40, Combating Weapons of Mass Destruction

JPs Scheduled for Approval in CY 2010

JP 1–04, Legal Support to Military Operations

JP 2–01, Joint and National Intelligence Support to 	

	 Military Operations

JP 3–0, Joint Operations

JP 3–02.1, Amphibious Embarkation and Debarkation 	

	 Operations

JP 3–07, Stability Operations

JP 3–07.2, Antiterrorism

JP 3–08, Interagency, Intergovernmental Organization, 	

	 and Nongovernmental Organization Coordination 	

	 during Joint Operations

JP 3–09, Joint Fire Support

JP 3–22, Foreign Internal Defense

JP 3–31, Command and Control for Joint Land 		

	 Operations

JP 3–34, Joint Engineer Operations

JP 3–52, Joint Doctrine for Airspace Control in the 	

	 Combat Zone

JP 3–61, Public Affairs

JP 3–68, Noncombatant Evacuation Operations

JP 4–03, Joint Bulk Petroleum and Water Doctrine

JP 4–09, Joint Doctrine for Global Distribution

JP 6–0, Doctrine for C4 Systems Support in Joint 	

	 Operations
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I n June 2009, the commanders of 
U.S. Special Operations Command 
(USSOCOM) and U.S. Army Special 
Operations Command (USASOC) 

adopted the following definition of unconven-
tional warfare (UW):

Unconventional Warfare consists of activities 
conducted to enable a resistance movement or 
insurgency to coerce, disrupt or overthrow an 
occupying power or government by operating 
through or with an underground, auxiliary and 
guerrilla force in a denied area.

The USSOCOM commander further 
directed that all forces assigned within his 
command adopt this single definition, concur-
rent with the official change to the doctrine 
that will follow pending the publishing of the 
new Joint Publication (JP) 3–05, Doctrine for 
Joint Special Operations, in the near future.

This revised definition was the culmina-
tion of an effort initiated by USSOCOM in 
2008 based on an identified lack of common 
understanding across the Department of 
Defense (DOD) as well as the special opera-
tions community. The working group that 
developed the final definition met for 3 days in 
April 2009 at the U.S. Army John F. Kennedy 
Special Warfare Center (USAJFKSWC) at Fort 
Bragg. Subject matter experts included repre-
sentatives from USSOCOM, USASOC, U.S. 
Army Special Forces Command, USAJFK-
SWC, Joint Special Operations University, 
Naval Postgraduate School, and U.S. Army 
Training and Doctrine Command.

The catalyst for this effort came as a 
result of the USSOCOM Global Synchroniza-
tion Conference in October 2008, where the 
lack of a precise and common understanding 
of UW became particularly evident. The coex-
istence of multiple definitions, compounded 
by varying interpretations, significantly ham-
pered effective discussion or planning. The 
state of ambiguity not only undermined the 
credibility and value of the topic among mili-
tary professionals, but also divided the special 
operations community into two main schools 
of thought.

Developing a Common Understanding of  

Unconventional Warfare By M a r k  G r d o v i c

Lieutenant Colonel Mark Grdovic, USA, is currently 
assigned to Special Operations Command Central.

One school argued that UW is an 
umbrella concept encompassing a wide variety 
of activities conducted by irregular forces. 
This concept includes support to resistance 
movements and insurgencies, as well as other 
operations conducted by irregular forces. This 
essentially delineates UW from other opera-
tions by the methodology of employing irregu-
lar forces. In this context, all missions con-
ducted by irregular forces are considered UW. 
These missions could be conducted against 
a state or nonstate actor or an organization. 
Other special operations (direct action, special 
reconnaissance, counterterrorism) would be 
denoted as exclusively unilateral or coalition 
actions and would not involve irregular forces.

The other school of thought advocated 
UW specifically as a type of special operation, 
which is the enablement of resistance move-
ments and insurgencies. Within this construct, 
UW can involve numerous activities, but these 
activities are not exclusive to the UW mission. 
While the associated tactics, techniques, and 
procedures for working with guerrilla forces 
and undergrounds greatly enable special 
operations forces to perform other special 
operations, the use of irregular forces alone 
does not make these operations UW. They are 
categorized by what they aim to achieve rather 
than their methodology or the type of force 
conducting them.

Evolution
Since the introduction of the term UW 

into the DOD lexicon in 1955, the defini-
tion has seen numerous changes. When the 
incremental changes of the last few decades are 
viewed collectively, it becomes apparent that 
the continued expansion and contraction of 
the topic have been counterproductive to the 
common understanding of UW.

By 1990, the UW definition was little 
more than a string of unspecific nonbinding 
phrases, followed by a list of possible associ-
ated tactics or activities. This definition left 
the reader with a vague description about UW 
and little in the way of anything defining the 
essence of the topic:

A broad spectrum of military and paramilitary 
operations, normally of long duration, predomi-
nantly conducted by indigenous or surrogate 
forces who are organized, trained, equipped, 
supported and directed in varying degrees by an 
external source. It includes guerrilla warfare, 
and other direct offensive, low visibility, covert, 
or clandestine operations, as well as the indirect 
activities of subversion, sabotage, intelligence 
activities, and evasion and escape.1

In June 2001, the Army definition was 
modified leading to a 2003 change in the joint 
definition. The genesis for this change, initi-
ated in 1999, was largely due to a prevailing 
perception that the likelihood of conducting 
UW was low, if not nonexistent. Therefore, an 
effort had to be made to remove all wording 
that could be perceived as limiting. To this 
end, “normally of long duration” was removed 
and the phrase “through, with, or by” was 
added. The phrase “low visibility, covert or 
clandestine” was also removed along with the 
distinction of “indirect activities.” “Evasion 
and escape” was changed to the more UW-
specific “unconventional assisted recovery,” 
and the caveat of “includes but is not limited 
to” was added to the list of activities:

UW is a broad spectrum of military and para-
military operations, predominantly conducted 
through, with, or by indigenous or surrogate 
forces organized, trained, equipped, supported, 
and directed in varying degrees by an external 
source. UW includes, but is not limited to, guer-
rilla warfare, subversion, sabotage, intelligence 
activities, and unconventional assisted recovery.2

Interestingly, as the definition changed 
over time, much of the amplifying material 
in the doctrinal text remained the same. 
However, history has shown that definitions 
must stand on their own merit of clarity 
without requiring the reader to do further 
research. Much of the previous UW doctrine 
included a definition of unconventional 
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warfare immediately followed by a paragraph 
clarifying the definition. The first line follow-
ing the UW definition in the 1998 and 2003 JP 
3–05, as well as the Army 1990 Field Manual 
(FM) 31–20 and 2001 FM 3–05.20, Special 
Forces Operations, stated, “UW is the military 
and paramilitary aspect of an insurgency or 
other armed resistance movement.”

Similarly, the first line in the 2003 Army 
FM 3.05.201, Special Forces Unconventional 
Warfare Operations (also derived from ampli-
fying material in the 1992, 1998, and 2003 JP 
3–05), seemed necessary to provide clarity to 
the previously stated definition: “The intent 
of U.S. UW operations is to exploit a hostile 
power’s political, military, economic, and 
psychological vulnerability by developing and 
sustaining resistance forces to accomplish U.S. 
strategic objectives.”

The vagueness within the actual defini-
tion led some to interpret the last line—“UW 
includes, but is not limited to”—in a manner 
similar to a menu of activities that could be 
considered UW. However, this offered little 
value to decisionmakers, as the majority of 
these activities (or tactics and techniques) are 
not considered exclusive to the conduct of UW 
by others in DOD.

The same community of interest listed 
above conducted a similar effort in 2005 to 
clarify the definition. Although initiated based 
on a recognition of a lack of clarity following 
the two successful UW campaigns in Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom in 2001 and Operation 
Iraqi Freedom in 2003, the ongoing debates 
regarding the war on terror and counterinsur-
gency at the time inadvertently changed the 
effort from one of clarifying the topic of UW 
to an effort to make it more applicable to the 
current campaign. As a result, the topic of UW 
was presented as more of a methodology than 
a type of operation. The description declared 
the methodology of working through, with, or 
by irregulars as the construct that defined UW.

While this situation theoretically broad-
ened the applicability of UW to all scenarios 
and adversaries, the unintended consequence 
was the subsequent removal of previously 
requisite knowledge and skills associated with 
the topic of supporting resistance movements 
and insurgencies. Doctrine, unlike concepts, is 
based on proven best practices and principles. 
This new concept was first presented in the 
form of Army doctrine in 2007. The result-
ing confusion was evident by the inclusion of 
“Support to Insurgency” as a topic separate 
from UW in the early drafts of the 2008 Irreg-

ular Warfare Joint Operations Concept and the 
2008 Army FM 3–0, Operations.

The highly successful UW campaigns 
of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003 
were quickly labeled as outdated versions of 
traditional or classical UW. This derogatory 
categorization gave rise to new phrases such 
as Advanced UW, Black UW, and Modern 
UW, all of which are as inaccurate as they are 
unhelpful. Subsequently, the operational short-
comings of those campaigns remain largely 
unstudied and unresolved 8 years later.

While various concepts labeled as new 
applications of UW were presented as alterna-
tive methodologies for countering irregular 
warfare threats, it was largely unnoticed that 
most if not all of these new concepts already 
existed in the form of other doctrine. Exam-
ples of concepts from the last few years that 
have sometimes been misrepresented as new 
UW concepts include the support to tribal 
irregulars, such as the Sons of Iraq or Afghan 
tribal elements. Army foreign internal defense 
doctrine accounted for this tactic since 1965, 
and it remains in the current doctrine:

Remote area operations are operations under-
taken in insurgent-controlled or contested areas 
to establish islands of popular support for the 
HN [host nation] government and deny support 
to the insurgents. They differ from consolida-

tion operations in that they are not designed to 
establish permanent HN government control 
over the area. Remote areas may be populated 
by ethnic, religious, or other isolated minority 
groups. They may be in the interior of the HN 
or near border areas where major infiltration 
routes exist. Remote area operations normally 
involve the use of specially trained paramilitary 
or irregular forces. SF [Special Forces] teams 
support remote area operations to interdict 
insurgent activity, destroy insurgent base areas 
in the remote area, and demonstrate that the 

HN government has not conceded control to the 
insurgents. They also collect and report infor-
mation concerning insurgent intentions in more 
populated areas. In this case, SF teams advise 
and assist irregular HN forces operating in a 
manner similar to the insurgents themselves, but 
with access to superior [combat support] and 
[combat service support] resources.3

Similarly, the notion of using irregu-
lars to conduct attacks against terrorists or 
insurgents as a form of UW seems to be a 
reinvention of long-standing direct action and 
counterterrorism doctrine. It is a common 
misconception that direct action refers to U.S. 
unilateral action. However, the term direct 
action, first introduced in special operations 
doctrine in 1969, was meant to imply quantifi-
able offensive action taken directly against an 

by 1990, the UW definition was little more than a string of 
unspecific nonbinding phrases, followed by a list of possible 

associated tactics or activities

Air Force pararescue specialists are trained and equipped to conduct 
conventional and unconventional operations
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enemy—not action conducted directly by U.S. 
forces unilaterally. Counterterrorism doctrine, 
although limited, includes attacks against ter-
rorist infrastructure, whether conducted by 
U.S. unilateral forces or with the assistance of 
other forces, be they regular or irregular. The 
methodology used or type of force conduct-
ing the operation does not change the type of 
operation.

The current USSOCOM- and USASOC-
approved UW definition is significant for 
several reasons. First and foremost, it provides 
instant clarity to decisionmakers. With clarity 
come credibility, confidence, and trust, all of 
which are essential in the relationship between 
the special operations community and senior 
decisionmakers. Secondly, this definition 
brings a degree of accountability previously 
absent from this topic. Specifically, it ensures 
that individuals and organizations possess the 
associated professional knowledge and opera-
tional capabilities to claim proficiency in UW.

In 1983, Secretary of the Army John O. 
Marsh stated, “Doctrine is the cornerstone 
upon which a special operations capability can 
be erected. . . . Our failure . . . to develop doc-
trine has prevented special operations in the 
Army from gaining permanence and accept-
ability within the ranks of the military.” Ideally, 
this level of clarity will foster the development 
of the capabilities specifically required for UW 
in the 21st century. Perhaps more importantly 
it will lead to the integration of the topic into 
mainstream professional military education 
and training, thereby enabling the special 
operations community to better complement 
the conventional force capabilities as well as 
offer the geographic combatant commands a 
full spectrum of options for the challenges of 
today and tomorrow.  JFQ

Notes

1	  Joint Publication (JP) 3–05, Doctrine for Joint 
Special Operations (Washington, DC: The Joint Staff, 
October 28, 1992).

2	  JP 3–05, Doctrine for Joint Special Operations 
(Washington, DC: The Joint Staff, December 17, 
2003).

3	  Field Manual 3–05.202, Foreign Internal 
Defense (Washington, DC: Headquarters Depart-
ment of the Army, 2007).

Operational Commander’s 
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T he commander’s intent is the 
key element in providing a 
framework for freedom to 
act and thereby enhance and 

foster initiative by subordinate commanders 
during the execution of their assigned mis-
sions. Yet despite its great importance, the 
commander’s intent is still not understood 
well in the U.S. military. All too often, its 
purpose, content, and execution are either 
misunderstood or misused. There is also little 
recognition that its importance varies for 
each Service and at each level of command. 
Another problem is that the commander’s 
intent is increasingly (and wrongly) used for 
purely administrative and other noncombat 
activities in peacetime. Perhaps the main 
reason for this is the lack of knowledge and 
understanding of the historical roots and the-
oretical underpinnings of the entire concept 
and its purpose.

In general, the importance of the 
intent depends on the character of the mili-
tary objective to be accomplished, levels of 
command, and the nature of the medium in 
which pending operations will be conducted. 
The advantages of applying the commander’s 
intent are generally higher in a decentralized 
command and control (C2) because it is there 
that a large degree of freedom of action is 
required so subordinate commanders can 
act independently and take the initiative in 
accomplishing their assigned missions. In 
general, the more nonmilitary aspects of the 
objective predominate, the greater the need 
for centralized C2, and therefore the smaller 
the importance of the commander’s intent. In 
other words, the intent is much more critical 
in a high-intensity conventional war than in 
operations short of war. The higher the level 
of command, the greater the factors of space, 
time, and force, and thereby the greater the 
importance of the commander’s intent. It 
plays a relatively greater role in land warfare 
than in war at sea or in the air. This does not 

mean that the intent is unimportant in naval 
and air warfare.

Term Defined
The intent can be defined as the descrip-

tion of a desired military endstate (or “land-
scape”) that a commander wants to see after 
the given mission is accomplished. In terms 
of space, the intent pertains to the scope of 
the commander’s estimate (in U.S. terms, the 
commander’s area of responsibility plus an 
undefined area of interest). Depending on the 
scale of the objective, tactical, operational, and 
strategic desired endstates can be differenti-
ated. For example, in a major operation, the 
commander’s intent should refer to the situa-
tion beyond a given area of operations plus the 
area of interest, while in a campaign, it should 
encompass a given theater of operations plus 
the area of interest.

The Purpose
The main purpose of the intent is to 

provide a framework for freedom to act for 
subordinate commanders. In general, the 
broader the operational commander’s intent, 
the greater the latitude subordinate com-
manders have in accomplishing assigned 
missions. The intent should allow the subor-
dinate commanders to exercise the highest 
degree of initiative in case the original order 
no longer applies or unexpected opportuni-
ties arise.1 In issuing the intent, the higher 
commander informs subordinate command-
ers what needs to be done to achieve success 
even if the initially issued orders become 
obsolete due to unexpected changes in the 
situation.2 The intent should provide an 
insight into why the higher commander is 
embarking on a particular course of action.3 
The higher commander’s intent should define 
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mission success in a way that provides com-
monality of purpose and unity of effort.4 The 
intent should be used as a broader framework 
for the development of friendly courses of 
action (COAs), while the more narrowly 
focused restated mission should serve as a 
guide in formulating each COA. The main 
utility of the commander’s intent is to “focus 
subordinates on what has to be accomplished 
in order to achieve success, even when the 
plan . . . no longer applies, and to discipline 
their efforts toward the end.”5

Roots
In the aftermath of the disastrous 

defeats by Napoleon I in the dual battles 
of Jena and Auerstadt in 1806, the obso-
lete Prussian military establishment was 
drastically reorganized. Among other 
things, General Gerhard Johann David von 
Scharnhorst (1755–1813) decentralized the 
command structure of the Prussian army 
by introducing army corps and permanent 
brigades. Moreover, he fostered independent 
thinking on the part of subordinate com-
manders.6 These changes were formally codi-
fied in 1812 when the Prussian army’s Drill 
Regulations for the Infantry was adopted. 
It was then that the term intent (Absicht) 
appeared for the first time in the German 
military vocabulary. The Prussian com-
manders were given short and broadly stated 
orders directing them where to assemble their 
forces. Afterward, they were free to exercise 
the initiative in accomplishing their assigned 
missions.7 However, for the lower levels of 
command in the army, column tactics with 
their massive bodies of troops continued to 
impose severe limits on the conduct of the 
battle.8 

After the end of the Napoleonic Wars 
in 1815, the Prussian army gradually reverted 
to its former overly rigid and formalistic 
methods of command and control.9 It was not 
until 1857 when General (later Field Marshal) 
Helmuth von Moltke, Sr. (1800–1891, here-
after Moltke—not to be confused with his 
nephew Helmuth von Moltke, Jr., chief of the 
German General Staff, 1905–1914), became 
the chief of the Prussian General Staff that 
the emphasis was again given to independent 
actions by the subordinate commanders. The 
intent became an integral part of what the 
Germans call “the assessment of the situa-
tion” (Lagebeurteilung) and planning process. 
Moltke observed that “it is an illusion if the 
commander thinks that his continuous per-

sonal intervention by a commander into the 
responsibilities would result in some advan-
tage. By doing so, a commander assumes a 
task which really belongs to others, whose 
effectiveness he thus destroys. He also mul-
tiplies his own tasks to a point where he can 
no longer fill the whole of them.”10 Moltke 
emphasized the need for critical thinking and 
independent actions by subordinate com-
manders. He wrote that “diverse are the situ-
ations under which an officer has to act on 
the basis of his own view of the situation. It 
would be wrong if he had to wait on orders at 
times when no orders can be given. Most pro-
ductive are his actions when he acts within 
the framework of his senior commander’s 
intent.”11

Moltke further believed that in unfore-
seen situations, the commander’s intent 
should predominate even if this requires 
subordinates to act differently than envi-
sioned in the original plan. Commanders 
of army corps and divisions must assess the 
situation for themselves and must know how 
to act independently in consonance with the 
general intent. Each subordinate command 
should be informed of as much of the inten-
tions of the higher headquarters as necessary 
for the accomplishment of the object because 
unforeseen events can change the course of 
things. Moltke differentiated between the 
intent given to each subordinate tactical com-
mander and general intent (Gesamtabsicht) 
applied to the force as a whole.12

In the aftermath of the Wars for 
German Unification (1864–1871), many 
militaries in Europe, the United States, Japan, 
and elsewhere organized their general staffs 
on the German model. They also tried to 
copy with more or less success the German-
style mission command (Auftragstaktik). In 
1895, Captain Eben Swift, USA, was the first 
to discuss the importance of commander’s 
intent in the U.S. military. He is also credited 
with introducing the five-paragraph order 
format (still in use in the U.S. military).13 The 
commander’s intent did not become part 
of the doctrine until 1982 when the Army’s 
new Field Manual 100–5, Operations, was 
adopted.14 In practice, however, this term 
was often poorly understood. In the 1990s, 
intent statements did not often comply with 
doctrine’s content and structural guidance. 
They also often stipulated the method and 
thereby limited the flexibility of subordinate 
commanders if they failed to accomplish 
the task listed or achieve their commander’s 

intent.15 Since then, the commander’s intent 
was included in the Army’s and Marine 
Corps’ doctrinal documents. It is also part of 
U.S. joint doctrine.

Prerequisites
The main prerequisites for the proper 

formulation of the operational commander’s 
intent and its successful execution are solid 
knowledge and understanding of the true 
nature of war, mission command, and opera-
tional vision. The Clausewitzian view on the 
true nature of war was the foundation on 
which the Germans developed their highly 
successful mission command. The Germans 
firmly believed that war is full of ambiguity, 
confusion, and chaos. In war, the absolute 
cannot be achieved. Moltke observed that in 
war: 

everything was uncertain; nothing was 
without danger, and only with difficulty could 
one accomplish great results by another route. 
No calculation of space and time can ensure 
victory in this realm of chance, mistakes, and 
disappointments. Uncertainty and the danger 
of failure accompany every step toward the 
accomplishment of the objective.16

The mission command tenets were 
incorporated for the first time into the 
German army’s infantry drill regulations in 
1888.17 The higher commanders were directed 
to give their subordinates general directions 
of what must be done, but leave to them the 
decision of how.18 No other military was as 
successful as Germany’s in combining preci-
sion drill and unquestioning obedience with 
the initiative and independence at all levels of 
command.19 In German theory and practice, 
the mission command was not only a set of 
procedures for combat but also a habit of 
thought—a mental approach to warfare at 
large.20 Moreover, it was a warfighting phi-
losophy. The mission command provided a 
framework where competency, decisiveness, 
and initiative of both junior and senior leaders 
were combined, resulting in the sum total of 
much greater effectiveness than if their quali-
ties were used alone.21 The principal elements 
of the mission command are the mission, 
situation, commander’s intent, freedom to act, 
and initiative. For the Germans, the mission 
and situation are the most important factors 
in making a decision. Moltke asserted that 
the correct way to arrive at a decision is, in 
every case, to find out which of all the enemy’s 
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actions would be most disadvantageous to 
one’s forces. Then simple action, consistently 
executed, would accomplish the objective. 
Moltke repeatedly emphasized the critical role 
the assessment of the situation had in making 
a sound decision. He insisted that any prear-
ranged scheme would collapse, and only a 
proper assessment of the situation could point 
the commander to the correct way.22

In the German military, the intent pro-
vided a framework within which a subordi-
nate commander could act in the spirit of the 
mission issued by the higher commander.23 
The knowledge of the higher commander’s 
intent was the absolute prerequisite for inde-
pendent actions by a subordinate commander. 
Only then would a subordinate commander 
be able to act in accordance of the overarching 
framework when the existing orders became 
obsolete due to unforeseen events or if new 
orders were not issued.24

The commander’s intent was aimed to 
both circumscribe and encourage subordinate 
commanders’ exercise of the initiative.25 In 
the Wehrmacht, the commander’s intent was 
not a simple reiteration of the operational 
idea (concept of operations in U.S. terms); 
rather, it provided the flexibility necessary to 
out-think and act faster than the enemy. The 
commander issued his intent two command 
echelons down, and each commander was 
required to understand the intent two ech-
elons above his level of command.26

The most critical element of the 
German-style mission command was the 
freedom of action (Freiheit des Handeln) 
that the higher commander gave to his sub-
ordinate commanders.27 In the execution 
of the assigned mission, each subordinate 
commander would have sufficient freedom 
to act within the boundaries of a given (com-
mander’s) intent. Subordinate commanders 
were required to evaluate all planned actions 
in accordance with the higher commander’s 
intent.28 For the Germans, intent was virtually 
sacrosanct.29 The execution of the mission 
in accordance with the higher commander’s 
intent required not only independent action 
but also what the Germans called “thinking 
obedience” (Denkende Gehorsam).30

Freedom of action also included the 
commander’s ability to divert from the 
assigned missions in case of a drastic change 
in the situation when quick action was neces-
sary and the higher commander was not in a 
position to make a decision.31 The Germans 
firmly believed that subordinate commanders 

are better able than the higher commander 
to handle situations in which split-second 
decisions were often decisive. A subordinate 
commander would also feel more ownership 
for his own actions, which would stimulate 
greater determination in executing them.32 Yet 
at the same time, subordinate commanders’ 
freedom to make independent decisions was 
combined with the responsibility for the con-
sequences of those decisions. The Germans 
insisted that the highest commander and low-
liest soldier must always be conscious of the 
fact that “omission and inactivity were worse 
than resorting to the wrong expedient.”33 
Inactivity was simply considered criminal.34

In practice, freedom of action for the 
operational commander is never absolute; 
it is invariably subject to certain political, 

diplomatic, military, economic, social, legal, 
and, today, even environmental limitations. 
These limitations dictate whether the opera-
tional commander has a larger or smaller 
area within which he can operate of his own 
independent will. In general, the more the 
limitations on the operational commander’s 
freedom of action, the fewer the means and 
ways the political leadership will have for 
accomplishing its stated political strategic 
objectives.35

As a rule, the larger the scale of the mili-
tary objective to be accomplished, the broader 
the intent and the further into the future the 
commander must look. At the tactical level, 
the commander’s intent should envisage the 
flow of events in the course of executing a tac-
tical action such as battle, strike, or attack. In 
contrast, the operational commander’s intent 
should contemplate the chain of unfolding 
events in the course of execution of a major 
operation or campaign. The operational com-
mander must visualize how tactical actions 
relate to one another and how they fit into 
a large operational framework. The com-
mander’s intent at the tactical level should 
encompass the situation for several hours to 
several days ahead of the current events. In 
contrast, the intent issued by the operational 
commander can encompass the development 

of the situation over several weeks or even 
months. Field Marshal Erich von Manstein 
(1887–1973) observed that an army group 
commander should think 4 to 8 weeks ahead 
of current operations.36

Operational thinking is both the foun-
dation and framework for the commander’s 
ability to properly anticipate action-reaction-
counterreaction in the pending operation 
leading to the desired military endstate—or 
what is traditionally called “operational 
vision.”37 The key elements of a sound opera-
tional vision are a broad outlook, imagination, 
anticipation, intuition, coup d’oeil, inner 
perspective, historical perspective, and deter-
mination (see figure 1).38

Broad outlook means that the opera-
tional commander should envisage a major 
operation or campaign in its entirety instead 
of focusing just on the major combat phase. 
The fruits of one’s victory can easily be wasted 
or completely lost if strategic or operational 
success is not consolidated and then exploited. 
Imagination helps the commander make 
decisions and act in a situation full of uncer-
tainty, where information is ambiguous or 
incomplete or both.39 Anticipation is one’s 
ability to predict or to have foreknowledge. 
Intuition is one’s knowing or sensing without 
using a rational process. It is an immediate 
cognition of the situation in the future, a sense 
of something to happen, which is not appar-
ent or deducible. Intuition consists of three 
core elements: calm, comprehensiveness, and 
inquisitiveness.40

Coup d’oeil (French for “glance”) is 
closely related to intuition, but it is not the 
same thing. It is an intuition based on real 
knowledge and experience, brought together 
in a flash of insight to suit a specific situation. 
It results in an action based on nothing firmer 
than instinct or a sensing of the truth. The 
commander with coup d’oeil has the innate 
ability to evaluate a situation accurately and 
set the stage for a rapid decision.41 Inner 
perspective is related to coup d’oeil. It entails 
the ability to see clearly through the fog of 
war. It is the sense that allows a commander 
to see the true nature of the situation despite 
its inherent ambiguity. The operational 
commander also must have historical perspec-
tive. This requires a high degree of general 
intellectual development.42 In referring to 
the value of the study of history, Napoleon 
I aptly observed that “what one believed to 
be a happy inspiration proved to be merely a 
recollection.”43 Clausewitz defined determina-

the higher commander’s 
intent should define mission 

success in a way that provides 
commonality of purpose and 

unity of effort
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tion as the interaction among three qualities: 
ambition, motivation, and commitment.44 
It takes determination to see through all 
the false information and fog of war. This 
determination enables the commander to take 
certain actions despite all the indicators that 
tell him to make a different decision.45

Process
The entire process of developing 

the commander’s intent consists of four 
distinctive but seamlessly related phases: 
formulation, articulation, communication, 
and execution. Formulation of the intent is 
the sole personal responsibility of the com-
mander. No one but the commander should 
write the intent. In formulating the intent, 
the commander must first visualize the 
desired operational endstate after the assigned 
mission is accomplished. In a high-intensity 
conventional conflict, the military aspects of 
the desired operational endstate predominate. 
In contrast, in operations short of war, such as 
counterinsurgency or counterterrorism, the 
commander must envision both purely mili-
tary and also many nonmilitary aspects of the 
situation upon completion of the mission.

In formulating the intent, the opera-
tional commander must first have a clear 
understanding of the current operational situ-
ation with relation to the enemy and physical 
environment. He must have the ability to 
properly visualize the sequence of actions 
by friendly forces in terms of actions, the 
enemy reaction, and counterreaction until the 
desired operational endstate is achieved.46

In the U.S. military, the format and 
content of the commander’s intent can vary 
greatly. Sometimes the intent is considered 
not much different than the mission’s purpose 
or even as an integral part of the mission 
together with the purpose and tasks.47 In other 
cases, the intent is too detailed and in all but 
name resembles a concept of operations. The 
commander’s intent also often improperly 
includes not only tasks for subordinate com-
manders but also the method of their accom-
plishment. Sometimes, commanders repeat 
almost verbatim the purpose of the restated 
mission and then explain in great detail tasks 
and the sequence of their accomplishment by 
subordinate commanders. The commander’s 
intent often includes acceptable risks in the 
course of the mission’s execution. However, 
the risks of the pending operation should be 
stated in the commander’s planning guidance. 

They should also be assessed in the course of 
the development of each friendly COA.48

The U.S. Army’s format for formulating 
commander’s intent consisted in the past of 
three parts: purpose, method, and endstate. 
In the purpose, the commander explained the 
reason for the military action with respect to 
the mission of the next higher echelon. This 
was to help the force to pursue the mission 
without further orders, even when the action 
did not unfold as planned. However, the 
purpose of combat employment of one’s 
forces should be part of the restated mission. 
In the part misleadingly labeled method, the 
commander described in doctrinally concise 
terms the form of maneuver or other action 
to be used by the force as a whole. Details 
as to specific subordinate missions were not 
discussed.49

Recently, the U.S. Army dropped 
method from the format for the commander’s 
intent. It stipulates that if the purpose is 
addressed in the commander’s intent, then it 
should be expressed more broadly as an “oper-
ational” context of the mission. The method 
in the intent’s format was replaced with “key 
tasks”—those that the force as a whole must 
perform or conditions the force must meet to 
achieve the endstate and the stated purpose of 
the operation. Supposedly, the tasks are not 
tied to a specific COA; rather, they identify 
what the force must do to achieve the endstate. 

The U.S. Army prescribes that all acceptable 
COAs should accomplish all key tasks. Sub-
ordinate commanders would use key tasks to 
keep their efforts focused on accomplishing 
the higher commander’s intent.

Examples of key tasks include terrain 
that must be controlled, operation tempo and 
duration, and operation effect on the enemy. 
It is explained that the key tasks are not 
specified tasks for any subordinate unit but 
may be sources for implied tasks.50 However, 
there are several major problems with using 
so-called key tasks as part of the commander’s 
intent. Normally, a properly written mission 
issued by the higher commander includes the 
purpose (or the objective) and several essential 
tasks. These tasks as considered by the sub-
ordinate commander are the specified tasks. 
Other specified tasks issued by the higher 
commander are found in subparagraph 3.c. of 
paragraph 3, “Execution.” During the mission 
analysis step of the estimate of the situation, 
the subordinate commander would use each 
of the specified tasks to derive so-called 
implied tasks—those considered to be the 
prerequisites for accomplishing a given speci-
fied task. Hence, the key tasks in the intent 
cannot possibly be used as a source for deriv-
ing implied tasks. Also, the term key task is 
confusing because the word key can be easily 
understood as essential. Moreover, key tasks 
are either similar or identical to specified/
implied tasks or can be completely different. 
In either case, they can only further compli-
cate planning and execution of the operation. 
The U.S. Army also apparently confuses the 
“tasks” and “conditions” as if they are the 
same thing; they are not. To avoid any confu-
sion and simplify the matter, no tasks should 
be included in the commander’s intent. The 
proper place for listing tasks is in the restated 
mission and paragraph 3 of the operation 
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the German army’s higher 
commanders were to give 
their subordinates general 
directions of what must be 
done, but leave to them the 

decision of how



142        JFQ  /  issue 57, 2 d quarter 2010	 ndupress .ndu.edu

DIALOGUE | Operational Commander’s Intent

plan/order. For example, in Iraq many U.S. 
commanders listed up to a dozen key tasks in 
formulating their intent. This, in turn, made it 
next to impossible for subordinate command-
ers to differentiate the most important key 
tasks from the others.

In generic terms, the operational com-
mander should formulate two intents: general 
intent for the force as a whole, and the intent 
for each Service/functional component 
commander. In contrast, his subordinate 
tactical commanders should formulate only 
intent for their respective forces. The general 
intent should encompass two parts: the 
desired operational endstate and methods of 
accomplishing it. Operational endstate should 
describe broadly not only the military but also 
the nonmilitary aspects of the situation the 
commander wants to see for the enemy and 
friendly sides and neutrals. Envisioning non-
military aspects of the situation after a given 
mission is accomplished is especially critical 
in post-hostilities, counterinsurgency, and 
peace operations.

The operational commander should 
explain the methods of combat employ-
ment of his forces as a whole in achieving 
the desired operational endstate. This might 
include the use of surprise, deception, and 
broadly stated approach (for example, sym-
metric/asymmetric; direct/indirect) in 
defeating the enemy. He should also describe 
in broad terms the relationship between the 
friendly forces and enemy force with respect 
to capabilities and terrain. Obviously, the 
operational commander should not be limit-
ing the freedom of action for subordinate 
tactical commanders by including methods. 
The intent for Service/functional component 
commanders should explain in concise terms 
the desired tactical endstate for their force 
after its assigned mission is accomplished. 

Articulation
The operational commander’s intent 

should be written in the first-person singular 
using compelling language. It should fully 
reflect the personality of the commander. The 
intent should be complete, telling subordi-
nates what they must do and why. In addition, 
it should define success in executable terms.51 
The operational commander must bear in 
mind that he may not have the opportunity 
to meet his subordinate commanders face to 
face. Hence, subordinate tactical command-
ers should be able to read the higher com-
mander’s intent quickly and fully understand 

it. Optimally, the intent should be concise so 
the subordinate commander can remember 
it.52 However, it can be longer in case the com-
mander must address both the military and 
nonmiltary aspects of the desired operational 
endstate. The operational commander’s intent 
must be so clear that subordinates can act in 
accordance of the intent even in a changed sit-
uation.53 Hence, there is no place for language 
that might cause ambiguity and possible 
misinterpretation; otherwise, the intent would 
be useless. It is a sign of poor style to have the 
titles of the subsections in the final version of 
the written commander’s intent. The opera-
tional commander should also use precise and 
commonly understood doctrinal terms.54

The operational commander’s intent can 
be written in the form of sentence/paragraph 
or in bullet style. However, the former is 
preferable because it allows the commander 

to express his thoughts in free-form and in 
broad terms. Perhaps more important, sen-
tence/paragraph style allows the commander 
to impart his own voice. Often, bullet style 
is used to explain each section of the intent 
in short sentences. It is inherently more 
rigid and does not allow the commander to 
express thoughts broadly. Supposedly, bullet 
style allows the commander to describe his 
thoughts more clearly. Yet it also results in 
incomplete thoughts and dilutes the impact of 
the commander’s personality.

Communication
The operational commander should 

have his intent for the pending operation clear 
in his own mind before he conveys it to his 
subordinate tactical commanders. He should 
discuss his thoughts on the intent with his 
chief of staff, selected members of the staff, 
and subordinate commanders.55 This would 
allow him to get feedback on whether the 
intent is too long or too short, poorly format-
ted, ambiguously worded, too detailed, and 
so forth.56

In general, the intent statement can 
be written or issued verbally. The higher 
the command echelon, the more likely that 

the commander’s intent will be provided in 
writing or in message format. In analyzing a 
plan or operation order, the subordinate com-
mander should not have to search for what the 
higher commander really wants him to do.

Higher and subordinate commander’s 
intent must be properly aligned. Nesting of 
the commander’s intents is aimed to allow 
sufficient freedom of action and exercise of 
initiative on the part of subordinate com-
manders while at the same time ensuring that 
the desired operational endstate of a force 
is attained. The higher commander’s intent 
must be promulgated and clearly understood 
two levels down so that the intent and the 
resulting concepts of operations are nested to 
ensure unity of effort.57

The Germans considered the intent 
as much more important than the mission 
(Auftrag). The format of the German 
operation orders prior to 1945 centered on 
the intent of the commander. An operation 
order (Operationbefehl) was issued when the 
higher commander assumed that there would 
be changes in the situation before the order 
was executed. The Germans also often issued 
a preliminary (or warning) order (Vorbefehl), 
which also contained the commander’s intent. 
They listed the intent immediately following 
the first paragraph pertaining to the informa-
tion on the enemy and on friendly adjacent 
troops.

In the traditional U.S. military deci-
sionmaking and planning process (MDMP), 
the commander evaluates the intent from the 
higher commander during the mission analy-
sis step of the situation estimate. The opera-
tional commander has to analyze the mission 
and the intent received from the combatant 
commander (theater-strategic level). After-
ward, he drafts the initial or tentative intent 
as part of the mission analysis step of the 
estimate of the situation.58 The final version of 
the operational commander’s intent is part of 
the decision statement.

In the traditional MDMP, the initial 
commander’s intent is used to develop and 
refine courses of action that contribute to 
establishing conditions that define the end-
state.59 However, this contradicts the logic of 
the commander’s estimate. It is the restated 
mission, not the intent, that most directly 
influences the development of friendly COAs. 
Restated mission is also reviewed at the begin-
ning of each step of the commander’s estimate 
of the situation. In contrast, the commander’s 
initial intent should provide a broader and 

the intent issued by the 
operational commander can 
encompass the development 
of the situation over several 

weeks or even months
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more overarching framework for all the steps 
of the estimate. Its main purpose is to allow 
greater flexibility in developing both the 
enemy and friendly COAs.

In U.S. terms, the commander’s final 
intent is expressed in the context of an oral 
order or written warning order, operation 
plan/order, and fragmentary orders.60 Nor-
mally, all orders should be written by using 
the five-paragraph format. The problem is 
that complicated warning orders are all too 
often written by using a free-form format 
with a dozen or even more paragraphs. 
This, in turn, makes it unnecessarily more 
difficult to identify the key paragraphs, 
including the commander’s intent. In an 
operation plan/order, the commander’s intent 
is usually inserted as the first subparagraph 
of paragraph 3, “Execution,” followed by sub-
paragraphs for concept of operations, tasks, 
and coordinating instructions.61 However, 
sometimes parts of the commander’s intent 
are scattered among other parts of an opera-
tion plan or order. Such a practice should be 
avoided because the recipients of an operation 
plan/order should not be forced to divine the 
higher commander’s intent.

The paramount importance of the com-
mander’s intent is not shown in the format 
of the U.S. operation plans/orders. Hence, 
the U.S. military should rethink its views on 
the relative significance of the mission and 
the commander’s intent. The commander’s 
intent is much more important than the 
mission because it determines a much broader 
framework within which each subordinate 
commander must operate and also exercise 
the initiative. The mission is clearly narrower 

in scope than the intent. Hence, the five-para-
graph plan/order format should be changed 
by elevating the commander’s intent above the 
mission. In contrast to a tactical commander, 
the operational commander should issue 
general intent for the joint force as a whole 
and then provide intent to each Service/func-
tional component commander (see figure 2).

Execution
The main prerequisite for the successful 

execution of the intent is that subordinate 
commanders have sufficient freedom to act. 
Traditionally, the Germans accepted the 
Clausewitzian dictum that uncertainty is 
an element of war and can best be mastered 

through the free initiative of commanders and 
subordinates at all levels.62 The lowest tactical 
commanders were expected to take decisive 
action, even if that action meant changing 
the original plan, as long as the decision was 
guided by the higher commander’s intent.63 
Moltke emphasized that the advantage of a 
situation would never be fully utilized if sub-
ordinate commanders waited for orders. Only 
if commanders at all levels were competent for 
and accustomed to independent action would 
the possibility exist of moving large masses 
with ease.64 He wrote that in time of peace, the 

habit of acting according to correct principles 
can be learned only if every officer is allowed 
the greatest possible independence. In doubt-
ful cases and in unclear situations, which 
occur often in war, it will generally be more 
advisable to proceed actively and keep the ini-
tiative than to await the law of the opponent.65

The operational commander should not 
normally tell subordinate tactical command-
ers how to implement his intent.66 However, he 
must ensure that they clearly understand his 
intent. The potential for misunderstanding 
is rather great when the operational com-
mander and his subordinate commanders do 
not agree or are unaware that they disagree 
on the pending course of action. Ideally, back-
briefing and rehearsals would enhance under-
standing of the higher commander’s intent.67

The commander’s intent is an old and 
well-proven concept. In its essence, it is 
nothing more than the desired effect (advo-
cates of effects-based operations should take 
note) that the commander wants to see upon 
the accomplishment of a given mission. The 
intent applies only to situations involving 
employment of one’s forces in combat and not 
in routine actions in peacetime. The intent is 
an integral part and one of the key elements 
of the mission command. Hence, its success 
cannot be ensured without full observance 
of the tenets of the mission command. The 
intent cannot be used effectively in a highly 
centralized command and control, or if 
the higher commander either bypasses or 
constantly interferes with the decisions of 
subordinate commanders. Its importance is 
also relatively the greatest in land warfare. 
Yet its importance can be disregarded only at 
one’s peril in naval or air warfare. The com-
mander’s intent is much more important at 
the operational level of command than at the 
tactical level.  Although the U.S. military pays 
great attention to the commander’s intent, 
at least in theory, this is not reflected in the 
format of the operation plans/orders. The 
traditional five-paragraph format should be 
revised by elevating the commander’s intent 
above the mission.  JFQ

German format
(Reichswehr/Wehrmacht)

n  ��Information on the enemy
n  ��Information on adjacent 

(friendly) forces
n  Intent (Absicht)
n  ��Intelligence
n  Missions to subordinate units
n  �Location (combat post) of the
     commander

U.S. 5-paragraph format

1. Situation
2. Mission
3. Execution
	 3a. Intent 
	 3b. Concept of operations
	 3c. Tasks
	 3d. Coordinating instructions
4. Administration and logistics
5. Command and control

Proposed 7-paragraph format

1. Situation
2. Intent
	 2a. General intent
	 2b. �Intent for Service/ 

functional component 
commanders

3. Mission
4. Execution
	 4a. Concept of operations
	 4b. Tasks
	 4c. Coordinating instructions
5. Logistics
6. Command and control
7. Administration

Figure 2. Commander’s Intent and Plan/Order Format

subordinate tactical 
commanders should be able to 
read the higher commander’s 

intent quickly and fully 
understand it
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