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Spears vs. Rifles: The New
Equation of Military Power

WAYNE K. MAYNARD

© 1993 Wayne K. Maynard

The overwhelming success of the United States and its coalition pariners
in the Gulf War of 1991 was a demonstration of raw military power that
shocked not just Irag, but uniformed and civilian pundits worldwide. The
efficiency, lethality, and, most of all, ease with which the UN coalition forces
destroyed their enemy’s ability to resist was unexpected. Irag, possessor of
the fourth largest army in the world and the best modern weapons it could
buy, legally or illegally, had every right to anticipate causing heavy casualties
to its opponents.' On paper, Saddam Hussein’s large, battle-tested army and
air force should have been a formidable force, able o give even as tough an
opponent as the Americans a bloody nose.”

A number of reasons have been put forward for the surprising success
of the US-led coalition. Almost all of them are at least partially true. What has
been largely ignored, however, is the changed equation of military force demon-
strated by the war, and the implications of that change. Almost unnoticed, the
technology that drives the science of. war has taken a giant leap forward, and
the Third World has been left behind. In any conventional conflict in which the
United States or any of the major Western powers is pitted againsta Third World
adversary, the outcome is preordained. In effect, the change is so significant
that we have returned to the military equation of the 19th century, when colonial
wars pitted small numbers of disciplined, well-trained Western troops with rifles
against hordes of tribal warriors armed with only shields and spears.

The March of Technology

In his book Technology and War, Martin van Creveld placed the
beginnings of technology’s impact on warfare at 2000 B.C. While Bernard and
Fawn Brodie used a later point of departure in their survey From C rossbow
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to H-Bomb, the importance of technology on armed conflicts remains a central
thesis of the study of war.’ Further, all agree that there can be no stasis—tech-
nology marches onward.” The Industrial Revolution marked the start of a
continuing trend toward the substitution of firepower mass for manpower
mass. This trend toward more and more lethality reached its ultimate ex-
emplification in the detonation of a thermonuclear device by the United States
in 1952, But by the early 1960s, such weapons had become so powerful as to
render their use in war suicidal against an opponent similarly armed.

As a result, limited non-nuclear war became the focus of world con-
flict. Technology, while still important, lost much of its luster since the full
potential of conventional weapons technology was impossible to demonstrate
under the restraints imposed by a superpower rivalry played out in the shadow
of nuclear annihilation. True, Korea, Vietnam, the Arab-Israeli wars, and Af-
ghanistan were not without technological refinement, but they provided only
glimpses of the total picture of improved conventional war capability.” It was
the momentous events of 1989-90 in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, by
freeing Western democratic states from the fear of Soviet intervention, that truly
opened the door to the waging of technological war writ large.

The Gulf War of 1991, amply demonstrating the superiority of
Western military technology and manpower, was the first war fought since
1945 free of the Cold War overlay. What remains is to explore the implications
of this superiority for future conflict in the conventional arena.

The Third Industrial Revolution

Daniel Bell argues that there have been three technological revolu-
tions.® The first, about two hundred years ago, was the application of steam
power to transportation, factory production, and extractive mining. The second,
coming a century later, was the spread of electricity, with its implications for
manufacturing, chemistry (synthetics, petrochemicals, aluminum), communica-
tions (telegraph, radio, TV), and our way of life (lighting, elevators and high-
rise buildings, entertainment). The modern world as we know it is thus less than
a hundred years old.

While both these revolutions had military implications, it is the
third-—the burgeoning of electronic applications (including computers, lasers,
and robotics)—that is currently driving change in the military sphere. Barely
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30 years old, the third revolution has made the giant leap in military cap-
abilities possible.’

The desire to substitute firepower for manpower, or what General
James A. Van Fleet in the Korean War termed the desire “to expend fire and
steel, not men,”* has been the focus of US weapons acquisition policy at least
since the 1920s. This basic American value-—a high premium on the lives of
our soldiers—led ultimately to an effort to develop an entirely new science
of war. Conceived and developed in the 1970s and coming to fruition in the
following decade, this approach was part of what former Secretary of Defense
Harold Brown called the “offset strategy,” based on the need to counter the
numerical advantages of Soviet forces in any Western European conflict. The
aim was not simply to field better weapons than the USSR. Rather, as William
J. Perry has pointed out, the offset strategy was intended to give American
weapons a systems advantage by supporting them on the battlefield in a
manner that greatly multiplied their combat effectiveness.’

It was electronics as reflected in the third technological revolution that
made the offset strategy work so well in the Gulf War, The offset strategy’s
success is a direct outgrowth of the marriage between consumer electronics and
military research and development. The equipment itself includes such items as
the portable computers that manage everything from intelligence data to logis-
tical information, the fire direction computers of the artillery, the communica-
tions equipment that ties together the command and control network, the
locators tied to global positioning satellites, the navigation systems and bomb-
ing computers of USAF aircraft, the laser guidance systems of anti-tank missiles
and smart bombs, the internal navigation systems of cruise missiles, and even
the software that keeps the computer chips humming.

The key to success lay not just in possessing the equipment—Irag
itself had a great deal of sophisticated military hardware. The key lay rather
in the way the hardware was applied.

The Personnel and Training Factors

While the US military is not alone among Western nations in devot-
ing both resources and time to training its combat forces, the American effort
is certainly unique in scale. With the creation of the all-volunteer force after
the Vietnam War, the United States finaily relaxed its hold on the principle of
conscription it had long cherished. Although the reasons for the change relate
to the trauma of involvement in Southeast Asia rather than rational calcula-
tion, the military has nonetheless fully embraced the concept of a professional
military.”® The increasingly complex nature of American weapons, and the
systems in which they are employed, require a degree of expertise and
teamwork that would have been very difficult to achieve with the personnel
turnover associated with the days of the draft."
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B 2 :
Destroyed Iraqi T-72 tanks lie in the desert of northern Kuwait. “On paper, Saddam
Hussein’s large, battle-tested army . . . should have been a formidable force.”

The training of the United States’ well-paid and stable AVF has
become a priority equal to that of weapons readiness (though one should not
underestimate the turbulence in the armed forces being generated by the
Selective Early Retirement Boards and other early-release programs incident
to the force drawdown). The US Air Force, for instance, regularly conducts
highly realistic tactical air warfare exercises in the area around Nellis Air
Force Base in Nevada. This continuing program incorporates the use of highly
classified electronic warfare measures and stealth aircraft, and employs spe-
cially prepared and equipped opposing forces.”” For its part, the Army has
created the National Training Center, complete with a Soviet-style aggressor
force, in California’s Mojave Desert for the exercise of mechanized and
armored units. There is a second center in the wooded hills of Ft. Chaffee,
Arkansas, for light infantry training. The Marine Corps has established its
own facility at its base in Twentynine Palms, California—the Marine Corps
Air-Ground Combat Center—where it conducts advanced integrated training.
The Navy has its now-famous “Top Gun” school for fighter pilots and
continues to conduct extensive at-sea training exercises for its ships. In
addition, the four services conduct regular joint and combined exercises under
the command and control of the various area-specific unified commands.” All
such training is both time-consuming and expensive, but as Desert Storm
showed conclusively, it pays off handsomely in combat."

There is an additional factor to be considered with regard to the
qualitative advantage in personnel enjoyed by the West—the ready availability
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of technical and scientific education as embedded in modern industrial society
itself. While many in America may denigrate their educational system, they do
so only in comparison to other advanced industrial countries, not the Third
World." Children in Western nations grow up accustomed to a sophisticated
technological environment. Their ability to comprehend and employ modern
weaponry effectively is taken for granted.”® There is no shortage of qualified
applicants in the United States for aviation or armored vehicle mechanics. Yet
most Third World countries must rely on foreign military or civilian technicians
for much of their maintenance.'’

As the complexity of weapons and weapon systems inevitably in-
creases, education becomes an ever more important component of national
security. The performance of the intelligent, well-trained, and highly com-
petent soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines in Operation Desert Storm
exemplifies the importance of modern education to a force employing modern
weapons. Discussing the interplay of training and modernity, Norman Fried-
man concludes his book Desert Victory with a fascinating lesson:

Third World countries are unlikely to defeat reasonably competently handled
First World forces unless they modernize their societies—that is, unless they
emerge out of the Third World. Mere purchases of sophlstlcated weapons will
not do, They may have an impact, but only a temporary one. 19

Steel and Fire

Technology and qualitative manpower improvements are thus what
have made the offset strategy work. In order to fully understand the changed
military equation, however, one must consider several supplementary factors.

The first of these is mobility, both strategic and tactical. So far as
strategic mobility is concerned, air and sea power make it possible. No other
nation on earth can equal the quality or quantity of the ships and transport
aircraft of the US Navy and Air Force. Coupled with their overseas bases,
which aid deployment, resupply, and protection capabihtles US strategic
mobility was unique even before the demise of the USSR."” Of course, we still
lack sufficient strategic mobility assets to move heavy forces within the
timeframe that may be required, but compared to other nations the United
States is supreme.

This capability not merely to project power but to sustain it leads to
the capability to achieve local air and naval superiority over any opponent.”
This in turn provides free scope for the employment of tactical mobility both
on the ground and through the air. With the end of the Cold War, the use of the
skies, including space-based assets, is now an American perquisite. In war this
translates to the disruption of enemy mobility, command, control, loglstws and
intelligence, with aitendant degradation of his combat capabilities.”
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Air power will not win wars by itself, but it does make it easier to deal
with the enemy on your own terms. Ditto for sea power, with its air component.”
There are those who say that the Guif War, owing to the desert terrain, was an
ideal environment for capitalizing on American technological supremacy,
whereas other regions will not be as hospitable. The jungles of Vietnam and
mountains of Afghanistan are often cited as prime examples. Such pessimism
ignores several key Gulf War lessons. Air power in Vietnam was employed in
a piecerneal and uncoordmated fashion yet was still devastating to the enemy
whenever he was located.” Repeatedly it was the deciding factor in battles
where US ground forces fought outnumbered, surprised, and even out-gunned.
It was also without many of the technological improvements in use today.”

The key part of a modern conventional war air campaign is the
establishment of air superiority, which requires destruction of the enemy’s air
defense system. The Gulf War demonstrated decisively some of the major US
improvements in this area. Particularly impressive was the close coordination
of air and naval assets, including the use of cruise missiles. **

A second factor in the force equation is communications, command,
control, and intelligence. Only the Western nations have established a de-
centralized C°I network.? It links the elements of air, ground, and sea power,
allowing their completely integrated employment. It handles not just tactical
and operational instructions, but intelligence and logistical information as
well. It converts individual aircraft, ground units, and ships into groups of
self-sustaining and coordinated systems, ones that increase advantages and
minimize weaknesses. The Airborne Warning and Control System (AWACS)
and the new E-8A Joint Surveillance and Target Attack Radar System (J-
STARS) aircraft, which mate high-tech sensors and communications with
command personnel, are but two examples of this kind of L Amphibious
command ships like the USS Blue Ridge (LCC-19), a fleet flagship with a
superb array of communications gear, are another.”

Acthird factor is the sophistication of munitions. During the Falklands
War, the inability of the Argentinians to properly fuse their simple iron bombs
was a major factor in the survwai of a number of British ships, greatly
influencing the overall outcome.” Laser-guided artillery shells, TOW and
Hellfire anti-tank missiles, heat-seeking air-to-air weapons, and cruise mis-
siles—to mention just a few of our incredibly sophisticated repertoire—can
tip the scales in war. But they are expensive, requiring special maintenance
and often special testing before use. Though modern munitions are highly
effective, they require care and skill that are beyond the ability of many Third
World military personnel.

The force-enhancing factors mentioned above are not intended to be
all-inclusive, but merely suggestive of how technological changes in the
science of war, coupled with basic ingredients like personnel and training,
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have given a tremendous advantage to the industrialized nations. Prior to the
third technological revolution, advances in warfighting were like links in a
chain—the whole being only as strong as the weakest link. The present
capabilities of the US and Western militaries are different. The. new ad-
vantages in conventional military power shown in the Gulf War are more like
a woven nylon rope, where each individual strand has its own strength, but
together they are stronger than the sum of their parts.

The New Military Balance

Memories of Vietnam bear much of the blame for the failure to
recognize key events that foreshadowed the Gulf War. The images of a
victorious force of poorly armed and pajama-clad Viet Cong, unbowed by the
power of the mighty American Army; the vivid pictures of overloaded US
helicopters taking off from the Embassy roof in Saigon only a few steps ahead
of the triumphant North Vietnamese; the panic in the faces of US allies Jeft
behind—these scenes and more flood the remembrances of a war fought for
the wrong reasons, in the wrong way, and in the wrong place. Forgotten is the
fact that the US forces never really lost a battle, even when fighting on the
enemy’s terms. While Vietnam was indeed fought the wrong way for the
wrong reasons, it was a defeat of American strategy, not military power.”
Moreover, it was essentially a revolutionary civil war until Tet 1968, not a
conventional limited war, and therein lies a crucial difference.

The Falklands War between Great Britain and Argentina in 1982
presented the flrst clue that a qualitative difference in techmical expertise,
manpower, and C 3 could have such a significant impact. All these factors
were critical to the British success, helping to overcome both geographical
disadvantages and near parity in basic equipment.”® The US actions in Libya
in 1986, in Grenada in 1983, and in Panama in 1989 were also significant, for
two reasons. On the political side they demonstrated that American presidents
had put aside the memories of Vietnam and were willing to act with resolution
when sufficiently aroused. These incidents also showed that public support
for the use of force could be garnered by quick, decisive effort. On the military
side, they were a warning that the United States could achieve tactical surprise
and use overwhelming force to subdue and punish an opponent with minimal
losses to its own forces.”

The Gulf War thus made clear what we should have already known—
the military balance had shifted dramatically.

Key Lessons

e Western industrialized nations need no longer feel helpless in the
face of insults from Third World tyrants. Henceforth, despots tweak the lion’s
beard at their own risk. Access to Western technology and equipment by Third

Spring 1993 55



World nations is not enough to allow them to compete on the modern bat-
tleficld, no matter how much money is spent. Insurgency, terrorism, and
various nonviolent forms of political competition may offer opportunities to
Third World nations in conflict with the West, but conventional war does not.

It has been argued that perhaps Saddam Hussein had more to gain
from losing the fight than refusing it, since staying in power was his most
important goal.” But even this sort of strategy is increasingly risky. While no
one will openly admit targeting a foreign leader, the US attacks on Muammar
Gadhafi’s compound in Libya in 1986, and the hurried development of special
bombs to hit deep bunkers in Baghdad in the last days of the Gulf War, make
it clear that enemy “military commanders”™ are fair game.” Tyrants beware.

o The US strategy for offsetting enemy numerical superiority is
successful. Western equipment works, the people work, the ¢’ system works,
and the whole is indeed stronger than the sum of its parts. That is not to say
we have no weaknesses or areas for improvement—the need for more strategic
lift comes to mind-~but the decisions to invest in technology and people have
paid off dramatically.

o Military power is still useful as a diplomatic tool. Military force
has returned as a tool of diplomacy for the United States. It is a powerful tool.
It restored national sovereignty to Kuwait and a balance of power to the Guif
region.

While the threat to the United States and its Western allies has
assuredly diminished with the end of the Cold War, the Gulf War itself, as
well as more recent events in what was formerly Yugoslavia and parts of the
former Soviet Union, have vividly illustrated that the world still faces an
uncertain future.” Thus the need for a continuation of the offset strategy
should remain paramount in our thinking. True, the overall size of the Ameri-
can military can safely be cut, but cuts should be made carefully. Reductions
in equipment and forces should not be based on the usual method of letting
the individual services determine their own needs. They should rather be made
on the basis of objective calculation of the forces required to meet present and
future threats, arriving at a systems mix of air, ground, and naval combat
forces, with appropriate inter- and intra-service logistics and C°I supporting
complements.

The Clausewitz Factor

There is one final lesson that should be learned from the Gulf War:
Clausewitz was right—military as well as civilian leaders must always be
mindful that wars are fought for political ends. Tt is time that the cherished
American myth of apolitical warfare ended. There are signs thatit is. Saddam
Hussein still resides in Baghdad because we recognized that a stable Iraq was
a desirable political goal. But the bloody and disruptive Shi’ite and Kurdish
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rebellions that followed the cease-fire in the Gulf served no possible political
or military purpose. Both these incidents were predictable. Both were also
counterproductive to the United States’ avowed interests of peace and security
in the region. The CENTCOM command group, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and
the National Command Authorities themselves, all so well prepared for battle,
were less ready for the peace that followed. In preparing itself for future
conflicts, the US military should take this lesson of the Gulf War to heart along
with the lessons that cast it in a more flattering light.

Thus in applying the new equation of military power, America’s
current uniformed leaders need to do what their predecessors have consistent-
ly refused to do: recognize the reality of the political aspects of international
conflict.” A good beginning would be to develop and systematically employ
doctrinal methods intended to influence what Dennis Drew and Donald Snow
call the “better state of the peace,” the eventual political outcome rather than
simply the immediate military result of wars and battles.” Even when we are
fighting with rifles against spears, Clausewitz’s admonition remains un-
changed: politics rules.
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