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Conduct of War

“The essential thing is action.  Action has three stages:  decision born of thought, the order and preparation for execution and execution itself.  All three stages are governed by the will.  The will is rooted in character, and for the man of action, character is of more critical importance than intellect.  Intellect without will is worthless; will without intellect is dangerous.”

--Hans Von Seekt

Introduction.  The purpose of this class is to provide you an opportunity to discuss and to apply maneuver warfare philosophy to the tactical level of war.  MCDP-1 and MCDP1-3 provide the philosophical framework for the Marines’ approach to warfare.  However, without the ability to immediately convert the philosophy into tactical action, the work does the Marines no good.

Maneuver warfare as compared and contrasted to other philosophies, is nothing more than a war of maneuver.  In this context, “maneuver” becomes tantamount to the use of all/any assets (tangible/intangible) available to achieve a position of advantage over an opponent, and then ruthlessly exploit that advantage.  This explanation may help the small unit leader understand how a philosophy can become a tactical reality.  At every turn in every situation, the small unit leader must seek the position of advantage, first for his unit and then for himself.  As will be discussed, advantage must be achieved from the viewpoint of

· Terrain

· Weapons superiority

· Fire superiority

· Disposition

· Surprise

· Deception

· Leadership

· Tactics

From the squad, platoon, or company perspective, combat against an opponent usually centers on best use of terrain, weapons employment, leadership, or how well orders are communicated and understood.  The commander can win, who

· Takes advantage of the best terrain

· Employs weapons in such a way to optimize the weapons capabilities with maneuver

· Can observe, orient, decide, and act relatively faster than his opponent

· Exploits success

From a more simple perspective, the conduct of war may be seen initially as complex problem solving.  The commander who can

· Identify the problem

· Come up with a solution

· Apply the solutions using a variety of techniques and procedures faster than his opponent

can tactically win.  The discriminatory factor that often decides whether one wins or losses is time.  What often allows commanders to arrive at a solution faster than his opponent is a

· Common/shared philosophy of fighting

· Willingness to take advantage of known weaknesses

· Bias for action (make decisions that have decisive impact)

· Consummate application of techniques and procedures

Conduct of war for small unit leaders is then fighting and winning at the tactical level.  Another approach that can help you relate a fighting philosophy to the tactical level of war is to compare both the philosophies of warfare of two different forces with how those forces apply the philosophy on the battlefield.  What you will find is that the force that was indoctrinated with a philosophy of warfare that was understood, believed, executed, and connected to a viable strategy was usually the winner.

You will be given the opportunity to apply our warfighting philosophy during your stay at TBS.  What you will discover is that your ability to rapidly assess a given situation, arrive at a decision, act on that decision, and exploit the results of action is directly proportional to the ability to win.  You will soon see that a large part of conduct of combat is decision-making; hopefully the philosophy becomes part of your professional character.

Philosophy of Command.  During execution, decision-making is decentralized.  Encourage initiative from subordinates as long as they act in concert with the commander's intent.  This philosophy assumes the tactical and technical competence of leaders and subordinates, as well as mutual understanding of the

· Overall plan

· Unit's mission

· Commander's intent

Additionally, a subordinate who fails to make a decision is always wrong.

Maneuver Warfare.  "Maneuver warfare is a warfighting philosophy that seeks to shatter the enemy's cohesion through a series of rapid, violent, and unexpected actions which create a turbulent and rapidly deteriorating situation with which he cannot cope" (MCDP 1).

The table below shows the differences between maneuver and attrition warfare.

	Maneuver Warfare
	Attrition Warfare

	· Choosing when and where to fight

· Pitting our strengths against enemy weaknesses

· Goal:  To render the enemy incapable of resisting by shattering his moral and physical cohesion--his ability to fight as a coordinated whole

· Focus:  Rather than wearing down the enemy, maneuver warfare bypasses defenses in order to penetrate the enemy system and tear it apart
	· Seeks victory through the cumulative destruction of the enemy by means of

· Massive firepower

· Technology

· Prolonged combat

· Assumes that we can deliver more punishment than the enemy can withstand while he attempts to do the same to us

· Focus:  On the physical destruction of the enemy

· Usually associated with brutal battles that inflict substantial, but often avoidable casualties on both sides


Maneuver Warfare Considerations.

Focus on the Enemy.  Methodical, attrition-style warfare focuses internally on what you bring to the battle; in maneuver the look is outward on the enemy!  Called shaping the battlefield, maneuver warfare requires you to

· Fully understand commander's intent; commander’s intent is critical.

· Think ahead; visualize the battle through the enemy's eyes.

· Attempt to shape the general conditions in our favor.

· Remain flexible—leave yourself at least two ways to win.

Act Quicker Than the Enemy Can React. This principle deals with the observe-orient-decide-act (OODA) loop and tempo.

The OODA loop (Boyd cycle) applies to all warfare, but particularly to maneuver warfare where you must observe, orient, decide, and act.

An example of OODA loop impact is from Korea.  Russian MIGs had greater speed, acceleration, and armament than the US F-86.  But the US F-86 sabre jet had a bubble canopy and hydraulic controls resulting in better maneuverability.

Tempo is

· Maintaining a pace of operations with which the enemy cannot cope.

· Causing sensory overload on enemy command and control.

Tempo is directly related to the OODA loop—the enemy faces numerous dilemmas at the same time.  Tempo can be sustained by prudent use of all available ground, sea, and air assets and supporting arms, electronic warfare, counter-battery radars, JOINT-STARS, etc.

Desert Storm is a classic example of putting an enemy in a dilemma through TEMPO.

Support Maneuver by Fire.  Execute this principle through the use of combined arms.  Fully integrate arms so that in order for the enemy to counteract the effects of one weapon system, the enemy must make himself more vulnerable to the effects of another.  Put the enemy in a dilemma—a "no-win" situation,

· Through tactics and techniques

· By taking advantage of the complimentary characteristics of weapons systems and units

The MAGTF epitomizes the use of combined arms.

Issue Mission-Type Orders.  Use mission tactics.  "Mission tactics are just as the name implies: The tactics of assigning a subordinate mission without specifying how the mission must be accomplished.  We leave the manner of accomplishing the mission to the subordinate, thereby allowing him the freedom--and establishing the duty--to take whatever steps he deems necessary based on the situation.  The senior prescribes the method of execution only to the degree that is essential for coordination."

Al so use mission orders.  Mission orders can be a full five-paragraph order or a frag order, issued verbally or in writing.  The key characteristic of a mission order is its mission statement that specifies the task and its purpose but not how to actually accomplish it.  The senior commander should know how the subordinate intends to accomplish the task, via a brief back/confirmation brief, if time permits.

Control, coordination, and lateral communications are still needed.  At a minimum, mission orders must always address the

· Commander's intent statement

· Mission statement

· Designation of main effort status to one of the subordinate units

Commander’s Intent.  Commander's intent is guidance provided to subordinates, which enables them to act in a changing environment in the absence of additional orders.  At a minimum, it must describe the result (end state of the battlefield) that the commander wants relative to his force, the enemy, and terrain.

The commander's intent statement is included in every operations order:  (para .1.b and para 3.a.1).  The commander prepares and presents it to subordinates.  Subordinates must know the commander's intent two levels up.

The commander's intent has priority over all other considerations; it focuses initiative in the absence of guidance.  During the execution of an operation, a unit's mission may change but the commander's intent will remain the same.

Always Designate a Main Effort.  The main effort is the commander's bid for victory—the knockout punch within his tactical plan.

Every operation, whether offensive or defensive in nature, requires the designation of main effort status to one of the subordinate units.  All other units must support the main effort directly or indirectly.

Avoid Enemy Strength and Attack Enemy Weakness.  This principle is executed through the use of surfaces (strengths) and gaps (weaknesses).  The goal is to pit our strengths against the enemy's weaknesses.  Surfaces and gaps can be physical or intangible.  Flexibility is essential to this principle.

Additional Principles of Maneuver Warfare to Follow.  The following principals of maneuver warfare need no further explanation, but should be applied:

· Exploit tactical opportunities developed or located by subordinate units

· Avoid set rules and patterns

· Act boldly and decisively

· Provide for security of the force

· Command from the front!

The following article is from Maneuver Warfare:  An Anthology edited by Richard D. Hooker, Jr. (Novato, California:  Presidio Press, 1993), pages 3-18.

The Theory and Practice of Maneuver Warfare

William S. Lind

For fifteen years, a major debate over warfare has raged around and within the American armed forces.1  In 1989, the U. S. Marine Corps issued a new basic doctrinal manual, FMFM 1, Warfighting, which explicitly adopted maneuver warfare as doctrine.  The U. S. Army had adopted many of the basic concepts of maneuver warfare as doctrine earlier, in the 1982 edition of FM 100-5, Operations.  Recently, the Army has begun using the term “maneuver warfare” as well.2

What is maneuver warfare?  To begin answering that question, it is helpful first to ask another:  what is maneuver?  That question has three basic answers, in that there are three ways the word “maneuver” is commonly used.


The first is simply as a synonym for movement.  This is encountered in such phrases as “tactics of fire and maneuver,” where the movement of the rushing element is described as “maneuver.”  Or a company commander may say, “I maneuvered my company to the assembly point.”  He means nothing more than he marched his company to that point.  This is in effect a colloquial use of the term “maneuver,” and has little to do with maneuver warfare.


The second meaning of maneuver is movement relative to an enemy’s position.  This definition is reflected in the Army’s FM 100-5 field manual:  “Maneuver is the movement of forces in relation to the enemy to secure or retain positional advantage.”  This is historically the most common use of the term “maneuver,” and such maneuver has been an important element of warfare since the dawn of recorded history.  Usually, it means moving around the enemy’s front to hit his flanks or rear.  From the Battle of Marathon in 490 B.C. through Cannae to Napoleon’s manoeuver sur les derrieres and von Moltke’s Kesselschlacht, maneuvering to hit the enemy’s flanks or to encircle him has often been the commander’s objective, and when achieved it has often been decisive.


Maneuver warfare incorporates this second sense of the word maneuver.  But it also moves beyond it.  In the term “maneuver warfare,” maneuver refers to an entire style of warfare, one characterized not only by moving in relation to the enemy to gain positional advantage, but also—and even more—to moving faster than the enemy, to defeating him through superior tempo.  The theoretical understanding of war as a competition in time even more than in position is a recent development, largely of the last fifteen years.3  In practice—which preceded the theory—a style of warfare based on tempo is, in the 20th century, largely a product of the German Army.4  It is this development to which we refer in the term “maneuver warfare,” and it is best seen in a historical context.


If we look at modern warfare—warfare roughly since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648—we can see three distinct approaches, or styles, which, as they succeeded one another, may be thought of as “generations.”  First-generation warfare was dominated by the tactics of line and column.  Its period was from about the middle of the 17th century to about the middle of the 19th, and it reached it apotheosis in the wars of the French Revolution.  The most important weapon in first-generation warfare was the smoothbore musket, and the tactics, especially those of the line, flowed in large part from the characteristics of that weapon.


First-generation warfare remains of more than historical interest, because elements of it are still very much with us.  Linear tactics still turn up in modern engagements, even though the result is usually disaster.5  Military drill derives from and reflects the tactics of the first generation.  Most important, the culture of first-generation warfare remains dominant in most military services.  As the first-generation battlefield was a battlefield of order—the Prussian Army of Frederick the Great was lauded as a “perfectly oiled machine”—so the military culture is a culture of order.  Uniforms, ranks, saluting, and drill are largely products of the first military generation.  So is the general obsession with order, control, centralization and standardization which characterizes militaries—characteristics which, as we shall see, are not necessarily helpful on modern battlefields.


Second-generation warfare emerged in the middle of the 19th century, reaching its high point in the French “methodical battle” tactics of the latter stages of World War I.  Adopted wholesale by the U. S. Army and Marine Corps in World War I, the “methodical battle” remained the basis for American ground force doctrine until the 1980s.  Because thousands of officers trained in methodical battle doctrine remain on active duty, actual practice in many units remains well within the realm of the second generation.6

The second generation arose largely in response to the replacement of the smoothbore musket with the rifle.  In the face of rifled muskets—and later, breechloaders, repeaters, machine guns, and quick-firing artillery—first-generation tactics of line and column proved suicidal, as Grant discovered at Cold Harbor.  Second-generation tactics, however, remained linear; in the defense, the objective remained “holding the line” and preventing any penetration, and the attack aimed at moving a line of friendly troops forward.  The techniques changed—e.g., the advance was by alternate rushes and the defense dug in—and the line was thinned out laterally, but the basic concept of what the attack and the defense were trying to do remained the same.


World War I brought another change in weaponry that in turn brought the second generation to its fulfillment:  indirect artillery fire.  Previously restricted largely to sieges, indirect artillery fire came to dominate World War I on the western front.  With that domination infantry tactics of the second generation underwent a fundamental change, in that the actual destruction of the enemy was left largely to the artillery.  The French Army expressed this in the motto, “The artillery conquers, the infantry occupies.”


While the first-generation culture of order reflected a battlefield of order,7 the second generation attempted to impose order on an increasingly disorderly battlefield.  The French doctrine of the inter-war period showed this clearly.  That doctrine prized obedience over initiative, centralized decision making (for more efficient control of the artillery), and discouraged any departure from “the plan.”


If World War I saw the full flowering of second-generation warfare, it also witnessed the birth of the third generation, maneuver warfare.  More than that, it saw maneuver warfare’s full conceptual development.8  This birth and growth occurred in the German army, the Kaisersheer.


While the Allies sought the answer to the “riddle of the trenches” in ever-more-powerful artillery bombardments, and later, the tank, the Germans sought a tactical answer.9  After a number of false starts, including von Falkenhayn’s disastrous flirtation with attrition warfare, the Germans settled on an approach that took advantage of some of their traditional virtues:  their fondness for decision in battle, the initiative of their junior leaders and their “every problem demands a unique solution” attitude toward tactics.  Combined with improved artillery techniques and weapons—such as a light machine gun, portable trench mortars, hand grenades, and flamethrowers that gave unprecedented power to small units—the Germans of 1917 and 1918 won impressive tactical victories.


That the Germans were unable to do more than win battles was largely a function of operational considerations.  While Allied tactics were, as a general rule, cruder than German tactics, the Allied rail net gave them the ability to shift reserves from one point of the front to another quickly.  The Germans, on the other hand, had to move their muscles-powered armies across miles of shell-torn wilderness.  At a time when horses and men were both underfed and in short supply, winning the race against Allied locomotives was out of the question.  When, however, the Germans between the wars replaced muscle power with the internal combustion engine, the tactics they had developed in the First World War became one of the cornerstones of blitzkrieg.


What were these new German tactics?10  Conceptually, the purpose of battle shifted:  the goal was no longer simply kill enemy soldiers or destroy enemy equipment, nor just to hold or advance the line.  Rather, it was to take enemy units as a whole out of play.11

On the defense, the enemy was expected and allowed to penetrate.  At first, he encountered only light resistance from outposts.  As he went deeper, resistance stiffened.  Built around machine-gun nests designed for 360-degree defense, this resistance was intended to break up the momentum and cohesion of the attack.  Frequently, the main belt of machine-gun positions would be on reverse slopes; when the Allies encountered them, their own artillery could not observe to support them, while German artillery that had remained concealed suddenly opened up.  Then came the coup de grace in the form of a powerful German counterattack that drove to the previous German front line and encircled the attacker.


The new German defensive tactics were the first nonlinear tactics.  The same was true of the offensive “infiltration” tactics.  Under the cover of fire from artillery and other supporting arms, small units organized for independent action—the famous storm troops—used favorable terrain, particularly culverts, ravines, and similar features, to bypass enemy strong points and penetrate into the depth of the enemy’s positions.  Once into the Allied defenses, they drove on forward as fast as they could, disregarding the progress, or lack of it, of units on their flanks.  A successful penetration was immediately reinforced.  The objective was not the enemy infantry—that was cut off, pocketed, and left for follow-on forces to deal with—but the enemy’s rear, especially his artillery.  The goal was to collapse whole enemy units and sectors—and it worked.


In a famous passage, Sir Basil Liddell Hart likened this type of attack to flowing waters:


If we watch a torrent bearing down on each successive bank or earthen dam in its path, we see that it first beats against the obstacles, feeling and testing it at all points.  Eventually, it finds a small crack at some point.  Through this crack pour the first driblets of water and rush straight through.  The pent-up water on each side is drawn towards the breach.  It swirls through and around the flanks of the breach, wearing away the earth on each side and so widening the gap.  Simultaneously the water behind pours straight through the breach between the side eddies which are wearing away the flanks.  Directly it has passed through it expands to widen once more the onrush of the torrent.  Thus as the water pours through in ever-increasing volume the onrush of the torrent swells to its original proportions, leaving in turn each crumbling obstacle behind it.  Thus Nature’s forces carry out the ideal attack, automatically maintaining the speed, the breadth, and the continuity of the attack.12

These World War I German tactics, offensive and defensive, remain the basis of modern maneuver warfare tactics:  a defense in depth that combines positions on reverse slopes, ambushes, and small units operating independently to harass, confuse, and pin, with a powerful counterattack intended to cut off and encircle; and an attack that penetrates in multiple thrusts aimed at weak points, reinforces successes and exploits without too much concern for flanks, uses speed as its preeminent weapon, and again seeks the enemy’s rear and encirclement.


So is that all there is to maneuver warfare?  If so, the challenge to the American Army and Marine Corps to move from second- to third-generation tactics would seem relatively easy.  But in fact there is a great deal more to it.  Behind these tactics lies a series of concepts, all of which are central to the tactics—the one cannot be done without the other—and all of which represent fundamental change, cultural change.  They move the military culture from being a culture of order, attempting to impose order on the inherent disorder of war, to a culture that can adapt to, use, and generate disorder, that is in harmony with it.


The transformation is a difficult one.  It begins with understanding just what these concepts of maneuver warfare are.  The first is an understanding of war itself.  Maneuver warfare theory accepts that war is by its nature disorderly.  It is dominated by uncertainty, rapid and unexpected changes, and friction.  Maneuverists view Clausewitz’s concept of friction—that in war everything is simple, but even the simplest thing is extremely difficult—as his most important contribution to military theory.  This view of the nature of war underlies all other maneuver warfare concepts, because it demands that they all be consistent with it.  Concepts that contradict it—such as “synchronization,” one of the four main concepts of the Army’s Air Land Battle—must fall out, because the nature of war simply will not admit them.  Something that is dominated by surprise, rapid change, and friction cannot be synchronized; it is not a railway timetable.  War demands “thriving on chaos.”


How does one thrive in this chaotic mess called combat?  Principally, by driving change instead of being driven by it; in other words, by being faster than the enemy.  The principle weapon in maneuver warfare is speed; not just speed in movement, though that is important, but speed in everything, which is sometimes called tempo.  In maneuver theory, war is above all a competition in tempo, which is to say in time.  It is no accident that most successful commanders in maneuver warfare have been men like General “Schneller Heinz” Guderian and General Herman Balck, whose motto for his staff was, “Don’t work hard—work fast!”


While great captains have instinctively understood the importance of time and speed, the anchoring of maneuver theory in time competitiveness was accomplished only recently, in the work of Colonel John Boyd, USAF.  Synthesizing from both air and ground combat, Boyd determined that conflict can best be understood as time-competitive cycles of observing, orienting, deciding, and acting.  Each side begins by observing through military intelligence, reconnaissance, the commander’s own eyes and ears, etc.  On the basis of the observation, each orients; that is to say, each makes up a mental picture of his situation relative to his opponent.  On the basis of the orientation, each makes a decision to do something; then he acts.  Assuming the action has changed something, each must then observe again and the cycle begins anew.


Whoever can go through this “Boyd Cycle” or “OODA Loop” consistently faster gains a tremendous advantage, primarily because by the time his opponent acts, his own action has already changed the situation so as to make the opponent’s action irrelevant.  With each cycle, the time margin by which the enemy is irrelevant grows.  Striving ever for convergence, the opponent finds himself obtaining wider and wider divergence.  His situation is not only bad, but it is steadily getting worse; and it is getting worse at an ever-accelerating pace.  Eventually, he tends to realize what is happening to him, to understand that nothing he can do will work.  At that point, he often panics and runs or simply gives up.  If he does keep fighting, he is ineffective, because his cohesions is shattered; the trinity of “order-counterorder-disorder” has pulled him apart.  He can no longer fight as an organized whole.


The question, “How does one fight effectively in the chaos of combat?” is thus answered, “By consistently being faster than the enemy.”  But that raises another question:  “How can one be consistently faster?”


The first answer is, “Through practice of the operational art.”13  Operational art is the linkage between tactics and strategy.  It is the art of using tactical events—battles and, equally, refusals to give battle—to strike directly at an enemy strategic center of gravity, a “hinge” in the enemy’s system which, if shattered, will bring it down.  How does operational art increase speed?  Largely by permitting its practitioner to avoid unnecessary fighting.  Fighting—battles and engagements—slows things down.  By fighting only where and when necessary in order to get at an enemy’s strategic center of gravity, battle is minimized and speed is increased.


The concept of avoiding fighting carries over to the tactical level as well.  In maneuver warfare tactics, the goal is not “close with and destroy” but “bypass and collapse.”  Attacks are not on the enemy, but through him.  The German storm troops of 1918 engaged the enemy only to the degree necessary to get past him and into his rear.  The situation is the same in the counterattack.  The more static elements in the defense of course do seek to engage the enemy, but the primary object of that engagement is to absorb the enemy’s attention, pin him, and set him up for the counterattack.


The attack or counterattack in turn is done through what the Germans call “the tactics of surfaces and gaps.”  A reconnaissance screen, running as the advance element of an attack, looks for where the enemy is—surfaces or “hard spots”—and gaps or “soft spots,” where he isn’t.  The reconnaissance screen “pulls” the units behind it around the surfaces and through the gaps, minimizing contact and keeping up the speed of the attack.  Any successful penetration is immediately reinforced, widened and deepened.


Does this promise bloodless war?  The answer is, “It depends on the situation.”  Faced with a high-speed attack that comes where they aren’t, penetrates deeply, and encircles, some forces collapse with little fighting; the war with Iraq provides a good example.  Other opponents will continue to fight, and while their effectiveness will be reduced, some bloody combat may nonetheless ensue.  In general, maneuver warfare offers no promise of bloodless war, but it does offer less bloody war than a head-on bash directly into the enemy’s strength.


The tactics of surfaces and gaps have at least one remarkable feature about them:  since the precise direction of the attack follows a continuing reconnaissance pull, it is being set not by colonels in headquarters, but by corporals, sergeants, lieutenants, and captains—by people at the bottom of the chain of command.  In effect, the decisions flow upward, now downward, and those above act to support what has been decided and done by those below.


This suggests maneuver warfare involves radical decentralization of authority, and that is in fact the case.  If we again consider speed, the reason is obvious.  If decisions can only be made after information is collected and transmitted up the chain of command, and the decisions must then flow back down that chain before action results, the decisions cycle will be slow indeed.  Speed requires that decisions be made at the lowest possible level.


How can this be done without creating chaos as every junior leader “does his own thing”?  Through another of maneuver warfare’s central concepts:  Auftragstaktik, or “mission tactics.”  This has been (under a variety of terms) the guiding tactical principle of the German army at least since 1870.  Simply put, it involves telling a subordinate what result he is to obtain, usually defined in terms of effect on enemy,14 then leaving him to determine how best to get it.  Orders specify output, not input.  This is true at every level, right down through the fire team and the individual soldier.  In turn, everyone is expected to know what result is wanted at least two levels up.


This sounds simple, and once people are accustomed to it, it is.  But in terms of the traditional military culture of order, it is revolutionary.  That culture is accustomed to subordinates who do exactly what they are told, when they are told, and don’t mess things up by taking initiative.  It pushes the noses of junior leaders down into the muck of detail and minutiae, and woe be unto him who dares to look up at the “bigger picture.”  He will quickly and forcefully be told, “That’s above your pay grade!”


Mission tactics breaks dramatically with this.  It wants, indeed demands, subordinates who think, make independent decisions, assume responsibility, and show initiative.  By specifying the result the superior wants, and that more than one level up, it gives the subordinate the “big picture” he can use to ensure that his actions, while independent, work in harmony with the actions of others because they are trying to achieve the same goal, the same result.


In practice, the subordinate is usually given two reference points.  The first is his superior’s intent:  the overall result he wants to achieve at the end of the action (e.g., “I want to stop his advance to the north, cut him off from the south, and encircle him against the river to the east”).  The second is the subordinate’s specific mission, which is his “slice” of the intent, also expressed in terms of results (“Smitty, I want your battalion to stop his advance north”).  If events bring the two into conflict, the intent—what the Germans sometimes call “the ticket to the end of the line”—is overriding.  For example, if in this situation the enemy halted his own advance and dug in, Lieutenant Colonel Smith might choose to add his battalion to the battle group that is moving to cut the enemy off from the south.  He would do that on his own initiative, especially if time were pressing, which it usually is, or if communications were bad, which they often are.


Mission tactics may be thought of as a series of contracts between superior and subordinates.15  The superior, in his contract, pledges to make the result he desires crystal clear to his subordinates (no more casting bones and reading chicken entrails to determine “what the Old Man really wants”), to leave the subordinate maximum latitude in determining how to get the result (no more inch-thick battalion operations orders), and—perhaps the greatest change—to back him up when he makes mistakes.  Mission tactics allows honest mistakes; maneuver warfare and “zero defects” are incompatible.  Maneuverists recognize what Germans call “the inherent right of the lieutenant to make rash, brash mistakes.”16

On his part, the subordinate contracts to discipline himself to ensure that his actions serve to accomplish the mission and achieve the commander’s intent.  That is another of the cultural shifts maneuver warfare requires:  Whereas first- and second-generation tactics relied on imposed discipline, maneuver warfare demands self-discipline.


The subordinate also pledges to be highly active in pursuit of the result his commander wants.  This is the other side of the coin of tolerating mistakes; the subordinate has to be willing to risk making them.  While the German army tolerated mistakes that came from too much boldness, it was intolerant of those that proceeded from overcaution or unwillingness to make a decision.  Again, this calls for shift in institutional culture; second-generation tactics often speaks well of initiative, but traditional military culture in fact frowns on it.  The junior officer or NCO quickly learns that if he does nothing except what he is told, he will not get in trouble, whereas if he does something without being told, he may.  A third-generation military acts precisely the opposite way; it rewards initiative, even when in terms of solving the problem, it doesn’t work.


Finally, in their mutual contracts, both superior and subordinate pledge to focus outward on the situation, the enemy, and what must be accomplished to defeat him, rather than inward on process, procedure, format, and hierarchy.  If a captain, by virtue of being in the right spot at the right time, knows what a reinforcing battalion should do better than does the battalion’s commander, then the battalion commander allows the captain to direct it.  If the situation requires someone to depart from what he was ordered to do, he acts according to the situation.  If the press of time does not allow the normal staff planning; process to operate without slowing down the action, the process is jettisoned.  The situation is sacred, not the colonel’s dignity, nor the five-paragraph order format, nor the chain of command.


At this point, it should be clear that there is much more to Auftragstaktik than sticking a paragraph labeled “commander’s intent” in the usually overly detailed, overly structured five-paragraph order (maneuverists do not worry about the form of an order but rather about its content).  Mission tactics means a whole different way of thinking and behaving—a change in culture—from what prevails in second-generation warfare.  If it does not bring that kind of change, if it is simply a new “buzzword” attached to business as usual, then it is nothing.


The relationship of mission tactics and its accompanying decentralization to speed is obvious.  But is speed the only principle of war in maneuver warfare?  No.  There is one other:  focus.  It lies at the heart of a central maneuver warfare concept, Schwerpunkt, or focus of effort.17

While a specific unit—division, battalion, or company—is designated the focus of effort, the “focus” is much more than that unit.  At root, it is the commander’s bid to attain a decision.  In second-generation warfare, the goal is usually an incremental gain.  In maneuver warfare, the goal in each situation is to attain a decisive result.  When a commander designates a unit as his focus of effort, he is saying, “This is the unit I will use to achieve a decision.”


Conceptually, the opposite to focus is fairness.  When a commander is being “fair,” he parcels out missions, supporting arms, logistics and forces equally to everyone.  When he is building a Schwerpunkt, he determines what action he thinks will be decisive, then ruthlessly focuses combat power to be stronger than the enemy in that action (a principal reason why smaller forces practicing maneuver warfare often defeat larger ones that aren’t).  He often takes major risks elsewhere in order to focus:  Units not part of the Schwerpunkt are left largely to fend for themselves with their own resources.


Designation of the Schwerpunkt is one of the commander’s main responsibilities.  If his character is weak, he will have trouble doing it; he will tend to try to “cover all the bases.”  If his military judgment is weak, he may simply be unable to choose a Schwerpunkt, because he will be unable to think through how he intends to fight the battle.


Along with the intent and the mission, the focus of effort expresses the commander’s conceptualization of the battle; how he intends to fight and win it.  Together, they tell his subordinates what is in his mind.  (If they are devoid of content, they may tell them that there is nothing in his mind at all.)


What happens if the commander designates a Schwerpunkt, but the situation changes in such a way as to make it inappropriate, for example, while aimed at a gap it unexpectedly hits a surface?  The answer is, he changes it.  If a neighboring unit finds itself moving forward easily while the Schwerpunkt is blocked, he redesignates the neighboring unit as the Schwerpunkt.  With the redesignation come the supporting arms, reinforcements, and so on.  Thus the Schwerpunkt may and often does shift, but there always is one.


A common error in understanding the Schwerpunkt is to think it translates, especially in the attack, into a single, powerful thrust.  In fact, maneuver warfare depends heavily on multiple thrusts.  Multiple thrusts generate massive confusion for the enemy and serve to disguise the Schwerpunkt.  They also generate opportunities for shifting it.


These are the defining concepts of maneuver “warfare.”18  They do not add up to a new formula, recipe, or method.  Methodical battle—the focus inward on process rather than outward on the situation—is the opposite of maneuver warfare.  Methodical battle was the French doctrine in 1940, just as maneuver warfare was the German doctrine; the result when the two clashed was decisive, largely because the Germans drove events at a tempo faster than the French method could accommodate.


Understanding of maneuver warfare has been spreading in the U. S. Army and the U. S. Marine Corps since the debate over it began in the 1970s.  But an academic understanding alone is not sufficient for a soldier or an army.  Understanding maneuver warfare is one thing; being able to do it in combat is very much more.  Only an institutionalized ability to do it brings victory.


What changes must the American military make to institutionalize maneuver warfare?  The most important are in the personnel system.  Maneuver warfare demands highly cohesive units, which means the personnel system must promote personnel stability instead of constant rotation.  People must be assigned to specific billets as individuals, with regard to their individual talents and character, not simply on a “warm body” basis.  The officer ranks, especially field grade and above, must be lean, not bloated with thousands more officers than there are real jobs.  An officer surplus inevitably leads to centralization, overcontrol of subordinates, and large headquarters that make decisions by committee, all of which work against speed.


Military education must focus on development of judgment, not transmission of knowledge.19  That is accomplished largely through study of history and through putting people in military situations, forcing them to, make decisions, then critiquing those decisions.  The bulk of the time in military schools and colleges should be devoted to map exercises, sand tables, tactical exercises without troops (TEWTs), war games, staff rides, etc.  Most training should be force-on-force and free play.  Scripted “scenario” exercises are useful only for training opera companies.  Only free-play training brings in the central element of war, the free, creative will of an opponent.


All training exercises must be followed by rigorous, thorough, honest critiques, where no commander is spared, however exalted his rank.  Much of the value of training is lost when critiques are exercises in Hapsburg court etiquette, where everyone’s dignity is carefully protected and the object is to make everyone look good and feel good.  At the same time, no one’s career should suffer because of a mistake in an exercise.


As this essay has endeavored to make clear, the most important changes needed to make maneuver warfare a reality are in institutional culture.  The culture of a maneuver warfare military is very different from the culture of order that grew out of first-generation warfare and carried on through the second generation.  It is parallel in some ways to what we think of as the Japanese corporate culture:  decentralized, participatory, and focused outward on the product and its success in the marketplace:  It goes too far to call it a culture of disorder, but through decentralization and shared objectives, it is a culture that is comfortable with a disorderly world and can function effectively in that world.


In Desert Storm, the American ground forces, Army and Marine Corps, on the whole practiced maneuver warfare.  There were certainly exceptions:  for example, we had in effect the 1st German Marine Division and the 2d French Marine Division, in terms of the styles each employed.  But the overall picture suggests the ship has come onto the new course, even if it has a long journey ahead of it before it is safe in the maneuver warfare harbour.


What is critical now is that the journey continue:  Desert Storm does not demonstrate that all is now well and the military can return to a pleasant slumber.  The test was an easy one, because for the most part the enemy did not fight.  It is probably desirable that the first test be an easy one.  But if it leads to complacency, to a belief that the American armed forces have suddenly become the Wehrmacht in terms of their ability to do maneuver warfare, it will have been an operational victory but a strategic defeat.  If, on the other hand, Desert Storm stimulates the American forces to fulfill the promise they showed in that campaign, then it will mark a historical turning point.  Which it will be, only the people in our armed services can determine.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
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