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INTRODUCTION
“There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or more 

uncertain in success, than to take the lead in the introduction in a new order of things”.1 

— Machiavelli, The Prince

Military change is a risky affair.2 It often involves responding to a particular alteration 
in the strategic environment or reacting to noticeable changes in a potential adversary’s 
military doctrine. Sometimes, it evolves as a result of the forward-thinking capacity of 
visionary officers and civilian leaders.3 It is a fairly complicated process potent with a 
number of intended and unintended outcomes. Till 1989, military change in the West, 
especially in the US, was largely designed to counter the threat of Soviet expansion. The 
doctrine of ‘mutually assured destruction’, Harold Brown’s ‘offset strategy’, the policy of 
deterrence and containment were all conceptualised to prevent the Soviets from tilting 
the balance of power. In the post 1989 era, the term ‘strategic uncertainty’ came to pro-
vide a new calculus in the thinking behind military change. The collapse of the Soviet 
Union resulted in the absence of direction and focus in the thinking on military change. 
With no identifiable adversary that had the potential to threaten the US and Western 
Europe’s ideological, political, economic, social and military structure, preparing for the 
next war became a whole lot more difficult. 

Emily Goldman, one of the few military studies theorists who comprehensively 
wrote on strategic uncertainty, claimed that the West simply did not have the conceptual 
tools to embark on a process of military change, or modify its force structure in a period 
of uncertainty. Goldman concluded that in times of uncertainty, “civilian guidance is 
crucial, and it must be driven by the positive priority of shaping strategy in response to 
future challenges to world order.”4 Today, the Bush administration seems to be attempt-
ing to follow the model outlined by Goldman, except that while Goldman provided sug-
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gestions for change at a time of strategic uncertainty, she, like other theorists, failed to 
acknowledge the existence and growing threat posed by an adversary that no longer rep-
resented the nation-state. An adversary who could no longer be identified by the colour 
of its uniform or by the geographic space it occupied within specific political borders.

In September 2002, the Bush administration officially introduced its national secu-
rity strategy report. In response to the devastating attacks on the epicentre of America’s 
financial and defence establishment, President Bush outlined the fundamental tenets 
of a strategy that was authored to contend with changes caused due to the “profound 
transformation” in the current security environment.5 President Bush proclaimed that, 
in order to protect America’s national security interests from elusive adversaries who 
were beyond the realm of the nation state, one of the essential tenets of the new strategy 
would be to transform America’s military leviathan. 

The task of transforming the military was given to the US Department of Defence 
(DoD), under the auspices of Secretary of Defence (SECDEF) Donald Rumsfeld. The 
primary objectives of the transformation, or what the US DoD refers to as ‘force trans-
formation’, were two fold: to design a template for change that would allow the military 
to adopt new war-fighting paradigms and; to better prepare the services to set the condi-
tions for political change in parts of the world in which uniformed or non-uniformed 
adversaries either harboured terrorists, or posed an imminent threat to America’s vital 
security interests.6 

With regard to fulfilling both these objectives, the current process of force transfor-
mation has sparked one of the most vigorous and significant debates in strategic and 
military studies since the deliberations over whether or not a ‘Revolution in Military 
Affairs’ (RMA) is underway. While transformation skeptics and critics have portrayed 
the ongoing process of military change as one that is confined to technological advance-
ment, certain scholars of military affairs view force transformation as a process that 
has allowed the US military to spearhead a movement that complements the advan-
tages provided in the information age with innovative and unorthodox thinking. This 
occasional paper will take forward the ongoing debate on force transformation, while 
providing a critical assessment of US military change. This may prove useful for policy 
makers in India - an undeniably important regional player - whose security interests 
remain threatened by China’s modernising Peoples Liberation Army and by Pakistan’s 
orthodox and unorthodox approach to warfare that has manifested itself as a fifty-year 
long proxy war waged against the Indian state.

The paper has been divided into four parts. Part I (Understanding Transformation) 
will explain what is meant by force transformation. It will attempt to provide a brief 
historical analysis to explain where the transformation journey began, while elucidating 
why it is essential to make a distinction between transformation and what is referred 
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to as a ‘revolution in military affairs’ (RMA). Part II (The Transformation Journey) will 
try to explain how the concept of military change in the US, manifested today under 
the rubric ‘transformation’, developed and matured through lessons learned and les-
sons ignored in the two theatres - Operation Desert Storm (1991) and Operation Iraqi 
Freedom (2003). Part III (A Short Sighted vision) shall exhibit that, while the process of 
transformation has had an undeniable effect in the theatre of warfare, a shortsighted and 
a naïve view of contemporary conflicts has disallowed the proponents of transformation 
to expand the effects based canvas of war to include post-conflict stabilisation opera-
tions - stages of war that requires tools and skills that are not provided for in a military 
arsenal, but constitute an integral part of a war’s objectives. Lastly, part IV will provide 
policy relevant conclusions and recommendation; while highlighting what the Indian 
military could learn from the US.

PART I: UNDERSTANDING TRANSFORMATION
Although the US DoD established the office of force transformation under the charge 
of Vice Admiral (Retd.) Arthur K Cebrowski in October 2001, an official definition of 
force transformation was conceived by Donald Rumsfeld only in April 2003. According 
to Rumsfeld, force transformation is a:7 

 “process that shapes the changing nature of military competition and cooperation 
through new combinations of concepts, capabilities, people and organizations that ex-
ploit our nation’s advantages and protect against our asymmetric vulnerabilities to sus-
tain our strategic position which helps underpin peace and stability in the world”.

Transformation is a process that is meant to initiate and sustain change at the or-
ganisational, operational and doctrinal level. It seeks to allow the US to “command a 
battlefield like a chess game in which all the enemies’ pieces are visible and vulnerable...” 
while attempting to create an impetus for change in the way the US administration and 
armed forces think about war fighting paradigms.8 Hence, Donald Rumsfeld writes, “all 
the high-tech weapons in the world won’t transform the US armed forces unless we also 
transform the way we think, train, exercise, and fight”.9 Force transformation is not a 
selective process which replaces ‘dumb bombs’ with ‘smart bombs’ or which is solely 
designed to create new combat arms. It is meant to represent a ‘sea change’, which begins 
at the Oval office and continues down to the soldier operating in a contested zone. It is a 
‘top down’ process, which has begun to encourage reform from the ‘bottom up’. 

Force transformation lies at the heart of the current US administration’s defence strat-
egy as well as the overall US security strategy.10 The process of transformation enjoys the 
unwavering support of President George W. Bush and the supposed ‘transformation 
tsar’ – Donald Rumsfeld. The 2001 Quadrennial Defence Review Report (QDR), the 
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2002 National Security Strategy (NSS) report, and the 2005 National Defence Strategy of 
the US illustrate this point convincingly. All the three documents outline the inarguable 
need to “transform America’s national security institutions to meet the challenges and 
opportunities of the 21st century”;11 adopt a ‘capabilities based model of projection’;12 

and refocus “capabilities to meet future challenges”.13 
At the doctrinal level, the US military appears to be adopting a set of guidelines that 

are markedly distinct from the ones mentioned in the earlier Weinberger-Powell doc-
trine, authored in the 1980s.14 Rather than overemphasising the use of “quick, decisive, 
and overwhelming force for clear military and political objectives”, the current set of 
guidelines encourages the military to re-orient its force structure to create a light, agile 
force, capable of rapid deployment.15 

At the organisational level, other than attempting to integrate different departments 
within the US DoD, force transformation seeks to promote ‘Jointness’ – one of the ‘pil-
lars’ of the current process of military change.16 Jointness is “the effective integration of 
the combat capabilities of the armed services”.17 Its primary objective is to create “joint, 
network centric, distributed forces capable of rapid decision superiority and massed ef-
fects across the battle space”.18 

At the operational level, transformation seeks to create ‘mission tailorable units’. This 
involves shifting the emphasis of the military from a purely Clausewitzian model, which 
overemphasises decisive battle to a lighter, nimbler and great power force capable of op-
erating in a non-linear, multidimensional battle space. This process is assisted by force 
enablers such as C4ISR (Command, Control, Communication, Computer, Intelligence, 
Surveillance, Reconnaissance) technology;19 which seeks to limit the ‘fog and friction 
of war’, while reducing the command-strike loop or the time involved in identifying 
and striking a target by unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV) such as the Global Hawk, used 
in Afghanistan in 2001, and the Hunter Tactical Shadow UAV, used first in Kosovo in  
1999 .20 The technology also involves the integration of service doctrines that seek to 
‘digitise the battlefield’21 and the reduction of the ‘reaction time’ by moving from ‘plat-
form centric’ warfare to one that relies on network centric warfare.22 

In order to appreciate the caveats embedded in force transformation, it is imperative 
to view transformation as the “umbrella under which the military can change not only 
its weapons systems but its basing, recruiting, training, tactics, organisation, military 
education systems, doctrine and strategy”.23 

Hence, while studying, analysing, critiquing or contributing to the transformation 
debate - be it at the theoretical, policy, or empirical level - it is imperative to view trans-
formation in the light of all the three pillars. By focusing on one aspect of transforma-
tion and negating others, certain scholars have presented a somewhat distorted analy-
sis of transformation. For instance, Fredrick Kagan states that Rumsfeld has endorsed 
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a process of military change that is “completely unbalanced”.24 By focusing purely on 
technology, Rumsfeld is forwarding “...one of the most seductive and dangerous visions 
of modern times”.25 Others claim that force transformation is “extravagant and per-
haps dangerous” because it may lead to a “push button war”.26 By ignoring the changes 
brought about by the current process of military change at the organisational level, such 
analyses provides a narrow and selective analysis of transformation, which often does a 
good job of misleading policy planners, decision makers and those in the services. 

The current process of military transformation emerged as a result of one of the many 
ironies that were inherent in the ‘arms race’. In the late 1970s, Dr. Andrew Marshall, the 
director of the ‘office of net assessment’ in the Pentagon, a position he continues to hold 
even today, observed noticeable changes in Soviet military lexicon. These changes rep-
resented attempts at military change under the rubric of what Soviet Marshall Nikolai 
Ogorkov called ‘military technical revolution’ (MTR).27 Threatened by the possibility 
of a changing Soviet military strategy, Andrew Marshall authorised a study intended 
to better prepare the US armed forces to contend with the by-products of a potential 
MTR. It was later revealed that the Soviets were in fact investing in MTR as a result of 
‘projected’ US interests in military innovation. At the end of the Cold War, ‘MTR’ was 
replaced by RMA (Revolution in Military Affairs), a term coined by Marshall. 

Through the 1990s, RMA seems to have been viewed as an all-encompassing term 
used to define and outline the changes brought to the battlefield, specifically those as-
sociated with information technology. The use of precision-guided munitions during 
Operation Desert Storm was described as revolutionary. A streamlined command and 
control apparatus was viewed as a by-product of the information age, and hence, part of 
an RMA. However, while RMA came to be seen as an umbrella term that included sig-
nificant changes in the military’s force structure, organisation, or weapons programmes, 
sharp differences in the interpretation of the term RMA has made it exceedingly difficult 
to view all forms of military change under the RMA label. Similarly, given the multiple 
conceptualisations of an RMA, using the term interchangeably with ‘transformation’ 
could prove to be problematic. For, what is sometimes included in the interpretation of 
a particular RMA is not always represented by what the US has begun to call ‘transfor-
mation’. 

While several scholars and policy makers from different parts of the world have writ-
ten and debated about an RMA, the bulk of the work seems to originate from the US. 
Most agree that RMA involves a “radical rupture or discontinuity in the history of war-
fare”.28 But why such ‘discontinuities’ occur has been a matter of much debate. Over the 
years, the RMA contest seems to have given rise to three conceptualisations. The first 
provides for an open interpretation of an RMA,29 the second overemphasises the role 



www.orfonline.org  8

ORF Occasional Paper

of technology30 and the third emphasises the shift in historical epoch and the effect the 
doctrine and logistics have on a process of change.31 

Given these inter-related yet divergent interpretations of an RMA, using the term 
interchangeably with ‘transformation’ proves to be hugely problematic. Such discrepan-
cies are not merely a result of theoretical debates, but also, possibly more importantly, 
significant for policy oriented decision-making. Transformation is an advanced and a 
larger term representing military change. Although it originates from within the RMA 
debate, it must not be confused with one or all of the interpretations of an RMA. 

PART II: THE TRANSFORMATION JOURNEY
In the post-Cold War era, the US experienced peacetime strategic uncertainty. The 
disintegration of the Soviet Union blurred the conceptual clarity that had existed for 
over four decades. Significant individual actors within America’s defence community 
realised that the force structure once designed to deter Soviet expansion, was no longer 
a necessity in a world where the threat of block-on-block war had been demystified. It is 
in this geo-strategic environment that the conceptual underpinnings of transformation, 
as it is understood today, emerged. 

There are two inter-related strands inherent in the transformation story. One lies at 
the doctrinal level, in which military change is envisioned and concepts are translated 
on white papers. The second lies in lessons learned and lessons ignored in the theatre 
of war. The following part of this paper will attempt to amalgamate both strands while 
providing a holistic analysis of military change between 1990 and 2006. 

(a) Quagmires, Strategic Uncertainty & Military Unpreparedness 
In 1962, in reference to the war in Vietnam, President John F Kennedy said:32 

“This is another type of war, new in its intensity, ancient in its origin – war by guerril-
las, subversives, insurgents, assassins, war by ambush instead of combat; by infiltration 
instead of aggression...these are the kind of challenges that will be before us in the com-
ing decades if freedom is to be saved; a whole new kind of strategy, a new and wholly 
different kind of military training”

Ivan Arrguin Toft claims in his theory of asymmetric warfare, that a “weak actor’s 
strategy can make a strong actor’s power irrelevant”, since “power” does not always im-
ply “victory in war”.33 The US defeat in Vietnam seems to have been primarily caused 
by its inability to fight in an unorthodox environment in which it underestimated the 
Vietcong’s resolve for survival. Colin Powell, a Major during the Vietnam War, however, 
claimed that the practice of “military proportionality” led to the defeat of a conventional 
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army against an adversary who used less direct means for achieving their victory.34 

Instead of rethinking new paradigms in war, successive American administrations in 
the post Vietnam War period followed the Powell-Weinberger doctrine. “There would 
be no more self-restraining – self defeating proportionality”.35 War was considered the 
last possible resort, but once committed to battle, America would use “overwhelming 
force” to defeat its enemies. Military intervention would substitute diplomacy rather 
than complement it.36 

In the 1991 Persian Gulf War, or the ‘first war of information’,37 the Weinberger-
Powell doctrine (which came to be known as the Powell doctrine) impactfully proved 
the effectiveness of using ‘overwhelming force’ against an identifiable uniformed enemy. 
The US armed forces achieved ‘battle space dominance’ and came close to reaching the 
“zero circular error probable goal” in an arena the Powell doctrine was best prepared to 
engage in.38 Although Stephen Biddle, in his historic article, ‘victory misunderstood’ 
argued that “major skill imbalance and new technology caused the radical outcome of 
1991”, the fact that 795,000 coalition troops overwhelmed Saddam Hussein’s forces in 
less than six weeks with a fatality rate of one per every three thousand soldiers, was evi-
dence enough of America’s superior war machinery.39 Greater air-land integration, the 
awesome affect of precision munitions, and RMA related technology provided the US 
led coalition with an asymmetric advantage. However, it is worth noting that although 
the US demonstrated its ability to overwhelm an adversary in a force-on-force clash, 
the American administration was still not prepared to deploy ground troops in ‘low 
intensity’ theatres. In the post Gulf War period, when the Kurds in the north of Iraq 
asked for security assistance on the ground, primarily to protect Kurdish refugee camps 
from Saddam Hussein’s wrath, the US refused. The Vietnam experience and the threat 
of increasing US military fatalities seemed to have influenced the then Bush administra-
tion not to deploy troops, in a mission that would have constituted an ‘operation other 
than war’ (OOTW). 

The error of reluctance to deploy ground troops in OOTW’s was fully realised in 
Somalia in October 1993, during the Clinton rule. Eighteen American marines were 
killed in an urban warfare theatre during ‘Operation Restore Hope ’in Mogadishu.40 US 
helicopters were shot down by Somali warlord Aideed’s gunmen who used Soviet pat-
tern RPG–7 anti tank rockets and AK-47s which could have been bought for as little as 
$200.41 The Somalis used what Sun Tzu called methods of ‘deception’ to get the better of 
the US in urban warfare. 

This was not the first time the US encountered non-symmetric attacks in the post or 
pre Vietnam War period. In the early 1900s US servicemen in the Philippines faced what 
Mao Zedong called “classical indirect strategy” and what President Roosevelt referred to 
as the “insurrection”.42 US experience in Haiti, and the strategy which General Wesley 
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Clark calls “dispersion” and “camouflage” used by the Jugoslavenska Narodna Armiya 
or Yugoslav Army (JNA) in erstwhile Yugoslavia to ‘DoDge’ the enemy, suggests that the 
US military was not incapable, but certainly suffered from vulnerabilities - vulnerabili-
ties which US military doctrine failed to comprehensively address.43 

Admittedly, the Powell doctrine served American interests at a time when the US be-
lieved that its foremost adversaries were solely represented by nation-states, that would 
rely on “...great industrial capability to endanger America...” .44 But perhaps, the flaw in 
the doctrine lay in the fact that it undermined unconventional strategies, the result of 
which Major Colin Powell himself witnessed first hand in Vietnam. Rather than insist-
ing on the use of ‘overwhelming force’, military change in the early 1990s could have 
accommodated for the fact that ‘American primacy’ in the post cold war period would 
push its enemies to the asymmetric wall. Instead of persisting to improve what General 
William Westmoreland called the “conventional big unit approach”,45 the Powell doc-
trine might have paid greater attention to the ‘small wars manual’, written by a group of 
Marine Corps officers in the 1960s.46

The Somalia debacle had a deep-seated affect on the Clinton administration. Presi-
dent Clinton’s unwillingness to deploy the much needed peace keeping forces in Rwanda 
and his refusal to authorise the deployment of ground troops during ‘Operation Allied 
Force’ (OAF) in Kosovo signified America’s increasing unease in directly doing battle 
with an adversary in largely unorthodox theatres. 

During OAF in 1999, a decade after the US began to comprehensively re-structure its 
force posture, the myth of an all-encompassing RMA was exposed. Concepts that had 
been in the process of development since 1991 were tested and failed to prove effective 
on ground during a real time military exercise. US Military change in the 1990s failed to 
fully appreciate the ground realities of the new kind of conflicts, which was nothing like 
the Desert Storm. The Allied Force demonstrated the fact that OOTW’s and future con-
flicts were more likely to be ‘the step child of Chechnya’ than the ‘son of Desert Storm’. 

(b) Operation Allied Force (1999): A Wake-Up Call for the US Military
The US led campaign intended to expel former Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic’s 
forces from Kosovo and halt the brutal and forced exodus of Kosovar Albanians to Al-
bania was hailed as an “overwhelming success”.47 In November 1999, Javier Solana, the 
former NATO Secretary-General, claimed that the seventy-seven day “air campaign 
achieved everyone of its goals”.48 By mid-June 1999, eleven days after the air war com-
menced, Serb forces were replaced by peacekeeping forces under NATO command. On 
June 10, 1999 the UN passed UNSC resolution 1244 which authorised the “immediate 
deployment of international security and civilian presence into Kosovo for an indefinite 
period”.49 
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Air power began to be viewed as a “silver bullet - an infallible, invulnerable instru-
ment with universal application”.50 As far as the transformation story was concerned, 
Kosovo demonstrated the fact that war’s objectives could be partially achieved by fight-
ing a war from above 15,000 feet, without having to deploy forces on the ground, thus 
avoiding potential quagmires. However, a post-mortem of OAF - a US designed and led 
operation - demonstrates that, at the strategic and operational level, the campaign was 
largely flawed. 

Rather than using devastating firepower from the beginning, the air campaign began 
by targeting 51 ‘lite’ targets. NATO leaders assumed that Milosovic would capitulate af-
ter the initial bombings began. They were mistaken. Milosovic, quite unimpressed, gave 
no credence to the allies’ determination to force his troops to withdraw from Kosovo 
and escalated his ‘bloody purge’.51 NATO’s ‘hope to win’ strategy failed to appreciate the 
undeniable fact that “compellence has to be definitive”.52 An excruciatingly incremental 
bombing campaign, coupled with President Clinton’s opposition to deploy troops on the 
ground, added to Milosovic’s belief that the alliance would soon withdraw.53 

In the duration between the start of OAF and the NATO summit in late April 1999, 
one million ethnic Albanians were displaced, between 5000-11,000 were killed, half a 
million fled to Macedonia, Albania and Montenegro and the number of Serb forces 
within Kosovo swelled to over 40,000.54 The absence of ground troops allowed the 
Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) to “reverse” the “ethnic cleansing” in areas where the 
bombing had destroyed Serb artillery and disrupted their supply lines. The Serbs were 
forced to flee to Serb dominated province of Metravica and the regions surrounding the 
Trepca mines.55 

Although US SECDEF William Cohen attempted to defend the position taken by the 
US and its allies by claiming that ‘NATO cohesion’ would have ‘suffered’ if ground forces 
were deployed,56 a comprehensive explanation seems to lie in what Lawrence Friedman 
calls the US’s ‘body bag effect’. Friedman claims that the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ and the 
‘Somalia debacle’ influenced President Clinton to authorise a ‘risk free’ war, keeping in 
mind a political environment where overseas interventions and returning ‘body bags’ 
could well jeopardise the political life of any US administration.57 

The most significant lesson for America’s defence forces - and for that matter, trans-
formation- seemed to lie in the fact that the very context of warfare had changed. Desert 
Storm was no longer representative of the sort of conflicts that the US or its allies were 
likely to fight in the future. Also, in addition to not understanding how to operate in 
OOTW’s, there were certain prominent vulnerabilities at the operational level. While 
military change in the 1990’s were designed to: reduce the logistics foot-print; increase 
rapid deployability and; improve battle-space awareness so that precision munitions 
may prove effective, OAF demonstrated that the US military had not done enough to 
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translate forward thinking concepts into reality. 
While launching ‘Task Force Hawk’, a force of 24 Apache helicopters deployed in 

Albania and intended to provide close air support during OAF, the US DoD took as 
long as 19 days to provide the logistics required to transport the force from Germany 
to Albania. It took 500 C-17 flight sorties to move 22,000 tones of luggage to provide 
adequate support for the Task Force.58 The then Chief of Army staff (US) General Den-
nis Reimer claimed that Task Force Hawk needed a “far more adaptive force packaging 
methodology”.59 The pilots had no experience in flying during the night, a necessity in 
a theatre in which night raids were common. In a comprehensive critical analysis after 
OAF, Benjamin Lambeth wrote:60 

“The Task Force Hawk experience underscored how little the US army, by its own 
leadership’s candid admission, had done since Desert Storm to increase its capacity to 
get an emergent theatre of operations rapidly with sufficient forces to offer a credible 
combat presence”.

As far as battle space awareness was concerned, over-reliance on air power frustated 
the US led NATO forces’ efforts to comprehensively disrupt the Serbian force posture. 
According to Earl Tilford, “with no significant ground opposition and a NATO land 
force intervention ruled out, they (the Serbs) parked their tanks and heavy vehicles, us-
ing concealment and decoys to excellent affect. They simply continued their operations 
on a different level than the revolution in military affairs air war going on some 15,000 
feet overhead”.61 Little damage was actually incurred by Serbia’s defensive forces. The 
NATO estimate of destroyed armoured tanks and mobile units were shown up later as 
highly exaggerated.62 Timothy Thomas claims that six months after OAF ended, NATO 
forces were unable to calculate the damage expended on Serbia’s ground forces.63 De-
spite the use of the most technologically advanced air armada in the world, precision 
munitions destroyed schools, trains and convoys, hospital, parts of Bulgaria, and a por-
tion of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. Hence, despite attempts at transforming the 
forces, vulnerabilities in the US force structure and the US estimation of the nature of 
conflict were self-evident. Such vulnerabilities came to be addressed during the presi-
dency of the current US President, George. W. Bush. 

Following the electoral victory of Bush in January 2001, the US DoD, under the lead-
ership of SECDEF Donald Rumsfeld, was injected with a renewed impetus to further 
transform the structure of the US forces. Dealing with uncertainty became the foremost 
point of concern for an administration that was determined to move away from a “threat 
based model” of projection to a “capabilities based model”.64 Rather than attempting to 
understand who threatens the US, the ‘capabilities based model’ analyses how the US is 
threatened, and what capabilities are required to deter such a threat. 

US experience in Kosovo demonstrated that in a future conflict, rather than steer-
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ing around potential uncertainties, the US would have to develop a strategy to embrace 
uncertainty. The ‘Chechnya’ scenario appeared far more relevant than the Desert Storm 
experience. In the post September 11, 2001 period, the US DoD was provided with a 
viable excuse to demonstrate the apparent effectiveness of implementing transformative 
concepts in theatre. Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan (2001) and Operation 
Iraqi Freedom (2003) in Iraq was proof of the fact that the US DoD had begun to appre-
ciate the caveats embedded in indirect approaches to a conflict during the destructive 
stage of war, something Colin Powell and the Powell doctrine had clearly ignored. 

(c) Operation Enduring Freedom (2001): Testing Alternative Concep-
tual Underpinnings
Embarking on ‘Operation Enduring Freedom’ (OEF) in Afghanistan was part of a grand 
strategy to “attack the enemy where he hides” in order to secure “America’s homeland”.65 
The objective was to destroy Al Qaeda training camps, capture its key leaders and de-
stroy any infrastructure that could provide ‘terrorists’ with a safe haven’.66 

Afghanistan represented a theatre that was not wholly unorthodox, but at the same 
time did not provide for complete attrition warfare. The Taliban wore plain clothes, 
drove in armoured Toyotas camouflaged with mud, used ‘spider holes’ protected by anti 
tank mines and planted car bombs to deter enemy maneuverability.67 They would dis-
perse and resort to using guerrilla tactics and again regroup to fight open battles. 

Instead of deploying conventional troops, the US led ‘coalition of the willing’ ini-
tially used special operation forces (SOFs) on the ground, who exposed visible and en-
trenched targets using “laser targeted identification systems”68 and long-range aircrafts 
to find and destroy visible targets and air defences, in particular, the ‘kill boxes’.69 On the 
first day (October 7, 2001) of air strikes more damage was done to visible targets than 
during the entire OAF or Desert Storm operations.70 ‘Devastating precision’ delivered 
by precision guided munitions (PGM) on an average destroyed two targets per aircraft 
compared to ten aircrafts per target during Desert Storm.71 

Bernard Rostker claims that OEF demonstrated an “extraordinary degree of coop-
eration between the air forces and the special forces”.72 The use of the USS Kitty Hawk, 
which provided a mobile operations platform capable of supporting a small contingent 
of SOFs, overcame the A2/AD or ‘anti access’ weakness.73 Allying with local ‘Afghan 
proxies’ provided the SOFs with a local partner in a theatre where the adversary had 
‘home court advantage’. Hence, while overwhelming ground forces would serve as easy 
targets for the Taliban coalition, SOFs used guerrilla tactics to track the enemy without 
being seen or heard. 

Donald Rumsfeld claimed that during the attack on Mazar-i-Sheriff on November 8, 
2001, the “...19th century met the 21st century...”74 US special operations forces (SOF) 
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along with their Afghan allies rode horses while carrying GPS locators and wearing 
Kevlar bullet proof vests and helmets. ‘Network centric warfare’ (NCW) used digital 
information to combine better sensors, communications and precision weapons’. Mili-
tary Jointness allowed the four segments of the military to combine their efforts, created 
transparent lines of communication between the air and the ground which, with the 
help of precision guided missiles, virtually neutralised the Taliban within two months 
from the day OEF was launched. 

By December 6, 2001, most of Afghanistan except the Eastern Tora Bora Moun-
tains and the Shahi-Kot-Valley, close to the Pakistani border, had been occupied by the 
Northern Alliance. General Abdul Rashid Dostum, Atta Mohammed and Hamid Kar-
zai, who entered into an agreement to launch a ‘combined offensive action’ on October 
15, 2001, now controlled 80 per cent of Afghanistan, compared to the mere 15 per cent 
they controlled before OEF.75 

However, OEF and transformation did not completely overwhelm the perceived ad-
versary. OEF may have demonstrated that joint operations was indeed at its very best, 
but contrary to what one US senator claims, it cannot be used as the “...foundation upon 
which the services need to continue building”.76 Four times more civilians died in Af-
ghanistan than during the Balkans war of 1999.77 Carl Conetta claims that B1s and B52’s 
used ‘near precision’ and not ‘precision’ bombs because they were cheaper, could be 
deployed at night, in any weather and from great distances. 

Thus, the dilemma of transformation. While the B1s dropped 40 percent of the ord-
nance while flying only 5 per cent of strike sorties, it used massed precisions which 
increased the civilian death toll.78 This, coupled with unreliable information from prox-
ies who could be bought by the Taliban and the Al Qaeda, resulted in a failure to gain 
dominant battle space knowledge.79 

Former Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff General Richard Meyers claimed 
that the Afghan coalition, which included the Taliban, Al Qaeda and other foreign fight-
ers didn’t waste any time in adapting to the US form of warfare.80 This was evident from 
the report that the Al Qaeda wrote notes exposing American vulnerabilities for their 
comrades in Iraq. Stephen Biddle claims that PGMs were not effective against well-en-
trenched positions. In the first month of the battle, the hysteria of initial success un-
dermined the adaptive nature of essentially guerrilla fighters. But once the Al Qaeda 
understood the precision technology, it was quick to adapt to the situation and in Bai 
Beche, Tash Kanda and on ‘highway 4’, PGMs were unsuccessful in routing out the Tal-
iban and foreign fighters. The Al Qaeda even began to use non-broadcast methods to 
communicate, which undermined the utility of sophisticated sensors.81 

During Operation Anaconda (March 2, 2002) in the Shahi-Kot-Valley, US forces and 
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transformation met its greatest challenge. Despite using 907 kg JDAM and new ‘thermo 
boric’ bombs,82 Afghan defences continued to hold. Overestimating the omniscience of 
technology, the forces failed to “connect the dots” to map out a “transparent battlefield”.83 
At Shahi-Kot, SOFs were joined by the 101st airborne and the 10th Mountain division, 
which were trained not in mountainous terrain but at its base in upstate New York. 

Despite their technological inferiority, General Tommy Franks claimed that the ‘en-
emy’ was able to ambush helicopter landing zones, which resulted in the explosion of 
one Chinook transport helicopter. When the US forces seemed vulnerable, the Al Qaeda 
was reported to have called up 500 additional fighters from the Southern Afghanistan 
Khost area and Waziristan. Afghan commanders allied to the SOFs even claimed that 
the US had underestimated the number of enemy troops. The Financial Times reported 
that Opreation Anaconda had suffered an ‘intelligence failure’.84 

On March 17, 2002, while the operation was dubbed an “unqualified and absolute 
success”,85 a large number of Taliban and Al Qaeda fighters escaped into Pakistan de-
spite the efforts made by President Musharaff to “tighten the borders”.86 The process of 
achieving success demonstrated weaknesses in military planning and over reliance by 
intelligence on local proxies. Major Donald Vandergriff argued that a greater number of 
troops should have been deployed at Shahi-Kot to limit retreating Afghan fighters87 and 
that the PGMs were unable to reach well entrenched ‘spider holes’. He also pointed out 
that ‘raw’ information allowed the adversary to take advantage of landing sights.88 

While these weaknesses certainly highlight the limitations of transformation, it must 
be remembered that transformation does not claim to provide the military with error 
proof processes. Admittedly, there was an ‘information failure’ which disallowed the 
‘fog and friction of war’ to be eliminated. The PGMs were unable to reach the heart of 
3000 year old caves modified to withstand heavy bombing and, at a tactical level, not 
sealing the exit routes allowed the Taliban coalition to disperse. Osama bin Laden was 
not captured, either at Tora Bora or at Shahi Kot and, reportedly, not using British Royal 
Marines trained for such operations was an error the Americans have yet to explain.89 

However, Afghanistan witnessed a partial ‘intellectual transformation’ within the 
military. The usage of SOFs did not expose conventional forces to the theatre, which 
combined attrition warfare and a Maoist interpretation of guerrilla fighting.90 The mili-
tary attempted to assimilate: the use of technology (PGMs and NCW); trained human 
capital (SOFs) capable of integrating with not only the landscape but also its people and; 
co-opted local proxies (Afghan allies) who provided the cavalry strength and the much 
needed political support necessary to deal the final blow to a common enemy. Strategi-
cally, the combination of the army’s light armoured vehicles, the air force’s long range 
bombers, the navy’s fighters providing reconnaissance and forward forces in theatre and 
AC-130 gun ships providing real time over watch of operations under the umbrella of 
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C4ISR technology demonstrated the ability of the US military to sustain an unprec-
edented level of ‘Jointness’ in an unorthodox theatre of operations.91 

While force transformation suffers from vulnerabilities, it must be appreciated that 
transformation is just beginning and therefore difficult to be understood by servicemen 
who received traditional training in ‘parochial’ branches of the military. Limitations to 
transformation in Afghanistan are clearly visible, but so are its merits. The perseverance 
of a ‘transformational secretary of defence’ and the need to protect American inter-
ests in protracted non-traditional theatres of war seems to force its transformation shy 
armed services to accept that’ perhaps, unconventional theatres of warfare under the 
current grand strategy are becoming more the norm and convention than traditional 
warfare.92 

While the application, in the main, of a largely unconventional strategy may not 
seem transformational for a military averse to change, the implementation of an op-
erational plan wrought with difficulties was impressive. As far as the transformation 
journey was concerned, OEF certainly represents a significant milestone in US military 
history. It may not be easily emulated in other theatres, but can provide evidence of the 
fact that the military is capable of thinking beyond the Desert Storm model of power 
projection.

(d) Operation Iraqi Freedom (2003): Reorienting Tested Strategies
While planning for OIF, General Tommy Franks claimed that although the campaign 
would mainly be a conventional one, transformative strategies would help lower the ca-
sualty figures and raise the chances of a decisive victory. Rather than using operational 
plans that were “based on Desert Storm era thinking”,93 Rumsfeld and General Franks 
created new operational realities by providing suitable alternatives to the Army’s Na-
tional Training Centre’s (NTC) age old focus on open desert battle.94 In a period of four 
weeks, between March 10, 2003 and April 9, 2003, the first objective of the mission had 
been achieved. With fewer than two hundred US casualties, the Iraqi army was defeated 
and the Baathist regime had been toppled. 

General Tommy Franks claimed that OIF was a “campaign unlike any other”.95 The 
“dramatic and radical” process of transformation had proven to be lethal yet effective.96 

Contrary to the claims made by certain critics, according to whom transformation is 
the “most expensive white elephant in the history of mankind” and that in the post 
presidential election period in 2001,97 “transformation died a quiet death”,98 the practi-
cal benefits that transformation can bring to the battlefield were made all too evident. 
In unconventional and largely conventional theatres, OEF and OIF demonstrated that 
new strategies and methods had been adopted by a military that had, for the last three 
decades, relied on ‘overwhelming force’ to defeat the uniformed adversary. However, in 
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the post conflict phase of OEF and OIF, what also became evident were the limitations 
of the ongoing process of transformation. While the US strives to modify its force struc-
ture to adapt to a myriad of theatres, the following part of this paper will reveal that the 
US DoD’s naïve, almost arrogant and inarguably short sighted vision for transformation 
has hardly given any clout or meaning for preparing the military to win battles, not wars, 
supposedly fought for “...the future of peace and hope”99?

 

PART III: A SHORT SIGHTED VISION
According to Donald Rumsfeld, one of the objectives of OIF was to “help the Iraqi peo-
ple create the conditions for a rapid transition to a representative self-government” that 
is “committed to ensuring the territorial integrity of that country”.100 The current US 
SECDEF placed post-major conflict stability operations within the ambit of war objec-
tives. By doing so, he very clearly linked stabilising states and communities destroyed 
by RMA related munitions and technology within the ambit of the larger debate con-
cerning transformation. The primary objective of transformation is to “meet the chal-
lenges and opportunities of the 21st century”.101 These challenges not only include de-
feating an adversary if deterrence fails, or discouraging military competition, but also 
- as has been mentioned in the 2001 QDR report - setting the “conditions for regime  
change” 102 and, as noted in the 2005 National Defence strategy report, preparing the 
military to improve its “ability to transition from military to civilian led stability opera-
tions” and maintaining peace.103 Today, security conditions in Iraq and Afghanistan are 
a vivid and constant reminder of the fact that the US and for that matter, Donald Rums-
feld and the current US DoD has failed to appreciate the need to prepare the military for 
post-conflict roles. The US DoD has, in a most blasé and devastating manner, ignored 
the need for the military to maintain peace in otherwise war-torn theatres.

(a) No Post-Conflict Plan: Iraq & the Need for Doctrinal Revision
On June 9, 2003, Donald Rumsfeld claimed that, because of “speed, jointness, intel-
ligence, and precision...most Iraqis are better off today than they were four months 
ago”.104 As of July 4, 2006, 2,534 US soldiers have died in combat; 18,356 US soldiers 
have been wounded105 while, at the most conservative estimate, 50,000 civilians have 
died in Iraq since March 2003.106 This, while the US President stated that OIF repre-
sented a “catastrophic success”.107 According to a UNICEF report, Iraq’s mortality rate 
for children under the age of 5 rose from 5 per cent in 1990 to 12.5 per cent in 2004. The 
Special Inspector General for Iraqi reconstruction claims that out of the 142 medical 
clinics slated for reconstruction, only 6 have been constructed. Eight million Iraqis (ap-
proximately 25 per cent of the population) have access to potable water, compared to 13 
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million before the 2003 war.108 
1. These appalling statistics, begs the question:why? The media, or atleast the Western 

media’s presentation of the war as the common man views it on the television, pro-
vides obvious and easily salable explanations, or loosely used buzzwords that have 
come to define Iraq’s deteriorating security paradigm. Insurgency, Saddam loyalists, 
‘terrorists’, foreign fighters, Al Qaeda, criminal gangs, Jihadis are the much aired 
words that are offered to encapsulate what is considered to be the essential reasons 
behind Iraq’s nightmarish situation. Question: why did the so-called ‘coalition of the 
willing’ allow the security situation to worsen so abysmally? Why were insurgents 
and foreign fighters allowed to create a formidable infrastructure to support a now 
omnipresent guerilla war? While these questions have come to dominate discussions 
on news channels and symposia, this part of the paper will attempt to demonstrate 
that a short-sighted vision of warfare coupled with a total disregard for socio-po-
litical constructs have disallowed the US, a ‘norm entrepreneur,’109 and its military 
leviathan to conceptualise, let alone architect, a post-conflict plan for peace and sta-
bility. 
The responsibility of coordinating the reconstruction of Iraq in the period immedi-

ately following the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s regime was handed over to the US DoD 
- a department that, ironically, had sought to close its own peacekeeping institutes in 
its war colleges due to apparent budget constraints. The military decided to go it alone, 
rather than consult the then Secretary of State Colin Powell, a General with the added 
advantage of heading the US’s diplomatic bureaucracy and had, with the assistance of 75 
Arab experts, prepared a paper on the ‘future of Iraq project’.110 

Immediately after the Baathist regime had been toppled, rather than filling the streets 
of Iraq’s cities and towns with peacekeeping forces trained to exercise minimal force 
while maintaining law and order, the coalition forces were given strict orders not to 
adopt policing roles.111 Analysts at the Human Rights Watch state that this policy of ob-
serving but not protecting Iraq’s civilian population from looters and vandalism resulted 
in a security vacuum. Reacting to the US DoD’s meaningless policy, Kenneth Roth, ex-
ecutive director of human right’s watch, stated:”The responsibility of U.S. and coalition 
forces doesn’t end when they defeat opposing troops.... occupying forces are responsible 
for protecting civilians, not just during combat but in the aftermath of fighting.”112 

This “wait, see and do nothing” policy had two devastating and long lasting effects. 
Firstly, it undermined the coalition’s legitimacy on the ‘Arab street’ and raised the local 
inhabitant’s suspicions with regard to the USs real interests in Iraq as they saw their 
shops, homes, and livelihood being destroyed in front of their eyes. Secondly, the se-
curity vacuum provided potential insurgents with a brief but sufficient time frame to 
gather their forces and construct an anti-US strategy.113 
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In April 2003, Secretary Rumsfeld dismissed the dismal state of affairs as initial 
difficulties in Iraq. Brushing aside the fact that there were simply not enough troops 
to provide a viable security parameter, Rumsfeld remarked:, “Freedom is untidy. And 
free people are free to make mistakes and commit crimes”.114 The Bush administration 
seemed to have actually believed that the coalition forces or the ‘liberators’ would be 
welcomed with garlands into Iraqi cities partially destroyed by transformation oriented 
weaponry. In fact, Paul Wolfowitz, Deputy Secretary of Defence at the time, stated that 
nation building within Iraq would take place through a process of natural progression. 
He opined that, “like the people of France in the 1940s”, they (Iraqi’s) would “view us 
(Americans) as their hoped-for-liberators”.115 Rather than preparing to gradually in-
stitute the four fundamental pillars of reconstruction - security assistance; social and 
economic well-being; justice and reconciliation; governance and participation116 - US 
CENTOCM relied on hard power tactics to deal with complex political and human 
problems. In June 2003, when CENTCOM woke up to the fact that insurgency and vio-
lence had marred the Iraq campaign, the US launched counter-insurgency operations 
in areas constituting the ‘Sunni triangle’.117 Fifty-six simultaneous large-scale operations 
ravaged Iraq’s cities, killing countless civilians and undermining whatever little faith the 
common man might have had in the prospect of freedom. 

The US had negated the essential tenets of peace keeping and enforcement. Rather 
than attempting to appreciate the source of discontentment and working with regional 
experts, Rumsfeld opined:“I think that the basic approach that the military is using is a 
sound approach”.118 The US - led coalition refused to understand that nation building 
and reconstruction must be a bottom–up process, ultimately conceptualised and led by 
those who are from the region, and whose authority are not confused with hyper power 
politics or supposed imperial constructs. Even within the US administration there was 
very little consensus on how to re-institute basic civil services. While the then National 
Security Advisor Condoleeza Rice said the “concept was that we (America) would defeat 
the army, but the institutions would hold, everything from ministries to police forces”, 
Rumsfeld encouraged the US military to carry out a ‘de-baathification’ campaign which 
involved dissolving a forty thousand strong Iraqi army119 - an institution that could have 
assisted in stability operations - and a 30,000 strong bureaucracy that had in fact tired of 
the constraints placed on them by Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship.120 

Today, three years since the OEF began, the security situation within Iraq has not 
improved in any noticeable manner. The Sunni, Shia, and Kurdish divide within Iraq 
has prompted certain Western analysts to claim that the only viable solution lies with 
the division of Iraq into three autonomous regions while the domestic pressure on the 
administration to reduce US troops strength in Iraq is mounting.121 In order to avoid 
potential quagmires in the future, the doctrine for transformation must include softer 
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concepts that have so far been divorced from the US military’s myopic conceptualisa-
tion of warfare. The need for greater legitimacy, consensus among allied nations and the 
inclusion of socio-political factors cannot be ignored, especially in conflicts in which 
winning ‘hearts and minds’ is more important than crushing a perceived adversary’s 
military might.

 (b) Acquiring ‘Soft Power’: An Imperative, Not an Option
In his book ‘Paradise and Power’, Robert Kagan argues that the USs approach to inter-
national relations is defined by a Hobbesian understanding of international politics.122 
Power is measured largely by a nation-state’s military prowess, rather than its ability to 
influence norms emanating from supra-state bodies such as the UN. Kagan’s perception 
of the US seems dangerously reminiscent of the way the US actually executes or atleast, 
till recently, did execute its foreign policy initiatives. With little respect for international 
norms and institutions, which the US itself helped create in the period following the end 
of the Second World War, the current US President’s belief that the US does not need a 
‘permission slip’ to protect its national security interests has landed the US in quagmires 
potent with violence. This is despite the fact that such quagmires could be avoided by 
accepting and acting on a mobile concept of legitimacy and learning to appreciate the 
intricacies embedded in what Joseph Nye Jr. calls ‘soft power’, which would empower the 
US with assets it can no longer afford to ignore or reject. 

Legitimacy and soft power are inextricably related terms. Soft power “is the ability 
to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion”.123 The way to enhance 
one’s soft power is to follow policies that are considered legitimate, atleast in the eyes of 
the international society of states. Under the auspice of soft power or ‘attractive power’, 
a nation-state or a coalition will find it easier to win peace rather than war. Legitimacy 
can be acquired through international consensus in the UNSC, as was provided to the 
coalition during Operation Enduring Freedom, or which was available when Saddam 
Hussein breached international law in 1990 by threatening Kuwaiti sovereignty. By ac-
quiring soft power, the US can take advantage of hard power assets that have proven in-
expendable in theatres where understanding the people and customs is as important as 
defeating its armed forces. Ignoring legitimacy means the US in all probability will not 
be deterred from following a largely unilateralist path, with the proclaimed intention to 
protect what it perceives to be its national security interests. But the cost of doing so may 
be increased exponentially, as is vividly apparent today in Iraq.

During OIF, without the support of a UNSC endorsed resolution, and without the 
support of its traditional European allies – France and Germany - the US was forced to 
deal with difficulties that allied support would have assisted in minimising. Nye writes 
that the “initial resistance to provide the UN a significant role in reconstruction cost 
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the US more than $100 billion or about $1000 per American household”. Although the 
coalition or the ‘hub and spokes arrangement with the US at its core’ consisted of states 
such as Poland, Ukraine, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras, Australia, Britain, and oth-
ers, the US had to spend $250 million to “underwrite their participation”.124 States like 
India, with an innate faith in the normative values that shape international order, re-
fused to send troops to Iraq without UNSC approval. 

Among those who did send their troops, the seemingly unending spiral of violence 
have forced many of them to withdraw. The countries that had initially supported the co-
alition but have since withdrawn include: Nicaragua (February 2004); Spain (late-April 
2004); Dominican Republic (early-May 2004); Honduras (late-May 2004); Philippines 
(Jul 19, 2004); Thailand (late-August 2004); New Zealand (late September 2004); Tonga 
(mid-December 2004) Hungary (end December 2004); Portugal (mid-February 2005); 
Moldova (February 2005). Countries that plan to leave Iraq in the near future include 
Poland, Bulgaria, and Ukraine. Countries which have reduced or are planning to reduce 
their troop commitment include: Ukraine (-200 during Fall 2004); Moldova (reduced 
contingent to 12 in mid-2004); Norway (reduced from 150 to 10 in late-June 2004, early 
July 2004); Bulgaria (-50, December 2004); Poland (-700, February 2005); Italy (-300 in 
September 05(decrease apparently began in mid-August 2005); Netherlands (reduced 
in March 2005).125 The UN has the ability and experience to comprehensively deal with 
problems of: refugee protection; the construction of homes and hospitals and; provid-
ing security assistance without making security a core issue for its presence. Without its 
support, the vulnerabilities of what is left of the US led coalition in Iraq has increased 
manifold. 

General John Abizaid claims that without the moral currency of legitimacy, the USs 
primary task of enhancing Iraq’s security apparatus has been made all that more dif-
ficult. Many on the ‘Arab street’ view America’s military personnel as agents of an im-
perialist hyper power because of its largely uncompromising form of unilateralism and 
refuse to assimilate themselves in a state that they view as being under occupation.126 
Although this paper does not make the claim that the deployment of a multinational 
force under the UN banner would have witnessed the depletion of violence; it does 
subscribe to the view that UN support may have helped reduce the number of insurgent 
attacks while tackling the problem through a mixture of economic, political, social and 
military tools.

The undeniable advantages of acquiring legitimacy and thus projecting power 
through a process of acceptable consensus has been made evident in Afghanistan. On 
September 12, 2001, a day after the attacks in New York and Washington, NATO invoked 
Article 5.127 In the aftermath of the major combat phase, German troops under NATO 
command took on the responsibility of training the national police force and placed 
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five provisional reconstruction teams outside Kabul, in areas where American forces 
refused to patrol. France initiated the process for legal reform and in 2002, NATO’s ‘re-
sponse force’ provided additional security during the general elections.128 By the end of 
2006, NATO’s international security assistance force (ISAF) will attempt to take on the 
responsibility of assisting President Karzai in his endevour to stabilise Afghanistan. In 
the next couple of months the US led coalition will begin to take orders from the NATO 
command and control center in Kabul. 

While it could be argued that harnessing stronger relations with America’s allies is 
not necessarily the responsibility of the US DoD, in the current security environment 
- where armed transnational actors threaten regional stability - it is essential to include 
the role played by the allies as one of the core components of a doctrine that has been 
designed to deal with ‘irregular’ challenges and ‘uncertainty’ – a far better option than 
sticking to the stand that the “mission...defines the coalition”.129 As part of the intellec-
tual transformation the US military is undergoing, the US DoD needs to incorporate the 
fact that it is the coalition that should define the mission. 

PART IV: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Force transformation, as has been defined and described in this paper, is a relatively 

new phenomenon. It is a process that is bound to evolve in the years to come. Already, 
in the strategic and military study circles some have begun to use the term ‘security 
transformation’ instead of force transformation - expanding the horizons of a process 
to include peacekeeping operations and those connected to humanitarian assistance. 
This paper has attempted to provide an analysis of the ongoing process of force trans-
formation, based on available data and the experience of soldiers, as narrated by certain 
scholars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

In order to prove truly transformational, the current process of US military change 
must seek to follow a multilateral path of action. Doing so might involve forcing a major 
shift in the Bush administration’s posture vis-à-vis its unilateralist track and its stand that 
it does not have to get a “permission slip” to protect America’s national security interests. 
It may even involve forcing the American administration to re-evaluate its position with 
regards to anticipatory attacks, thereby limiting its strategic options.130 The US stands 
to gain two fold if it works with its traditional allies and the larger body of international 
society. First, certain hard assets such as reconstruction teams and greater number of 
troops trained to maintain the peace will become available to America (hence limiting 
the possibility of potential quagmires in theatres such as Iraq). Second, it may also, to 
quite an extent, restore America’s waning right to legitimacy, the acquisition of which, as 
discussed earlier, has the propensity to play an imperative role in maintaining peace. 
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If the Bush administration is to continue to engage in theatres where post major 
conflict stabilisation operations are to be included as one of the war objectives, then it 
is of paramount importance to correct Rumsfeld’s short sighted vision with regard to 
transformation and the aftermath of war. The US must expand its so far tapered con-
ceptualisation of the consequences of conflict, and foster the link between diplomatic 
initiative, allied support and military capabilities. As discussed above, while this may 
perhaps involve compromising the Bush administration’s unilateralist approach to in-
ternational politics, it may also allow the US to better appreciate the difficulties embed-
ded in rebuilding societies and communities shattered and displaced by war and the 
politics of war.

(a) Emulation–Counter–Emulation: Transformation, India & the US
Force transformation, like any significant process of military change, is a perilous affair: 
its implications and consequences are not easily measurable. In the current security en-
vironment, one defined by uncertainty and the rapid growth of transnational non-state 
actors, many nation-states around the world have begun to re-think the fundamental 
premises that once characterised their state’s military doctrine. In several cases, US force 
transformation has served as a framework for emulation or partial emulation. In East-
ern Europe, the Romanians have acquired the expertise to develop a rapid reaction force 
that can be easily deployed with a minimal logistics footprint. The ‘Berlin Plus’ pro-
gramme has allowed NATO’s member states’ partial access to transformation-oriented 
technology, specifically those related to command, control and network centric warfare. 
Canada, UK, Israel have all begun to use the transformation construct to better prepare 
the armed forces to address their respective security needs. 

In South Asia, the Chinese seem to have taken the lead in constructing scenarios that 
are capable of contending against and countering transformation related capabilities. 
The speed at which China is accelerating its process of military modernisation is in-
deed impressive, but at the same time worrisome. According to a detailed study recently 
completed by the US ‘office of force transformation’ and the RAND cooperation, the 
PLA are in the process of modernising their armed services in four primary ways. They 
are: to successfully conduct anti-access operations; take advantage of information op-
erations; develop missile centric strategies in order to threaten US military bases in the 
Asia Pacific region and; develop a Chinese version of NCW with a streamlined C4ISR 
infrastructure.131 

The alacrity with which the Chinese are allegedly modernising their force posture 
and thereby strengthening their military capabilities suggests that the Indian military 
also needs to quicken its modernisation efforts in order to remain relevant in a rapidly 
changing world. While the focus of this paper has not been to construct a roadmap that 
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could be used to develop a transformation oriented strategy for India, this concluding 
section will highlight some aspects of US force transformation which the Indian Min-
istry of Defence (MoD) can consider emulating, keeping India’s strategic and security 
interests in mind.132 

Emulating, or borrowing certain transformation oriented concepts and procedures 
relevant to India’s security needs must be viewed within the larger ambit of Indo-US 
strategic relations. Military change based on a process of partial emulation and techno-
logical assistance from outside the nation-state cannot be divorced from potential and 
foreseeable consequences which, in real politics, go hand in hand with self-interest and 
self-motivation.

Unlike the US and Pakistan, whose robust defence cooperation initiatives can be 
traced back to the 1950s, India and the US have had a history of limited defence cooper-
ation. Between 1947 and 1999, the US has provided India with approximately only $161 
million worth of military assistance. Interestingly, 90 percent of US military assistance 
was provided to India between 1962-1966, that is, at the time when Chinese aggression 
led to an embarrassing defeat for India’s armed forces and the political establishment.133 
This suggests that the US supported India with military assistance only because China’s 
expansionist aggression was a threat to America’s vital interests in the region. 

In June 2005, Indian Defence Minister Pranab Mukherjee and US SECDEF Donald 
Rumsfeld signed the ‘new framework for the US-India defence relationship for the next 
ten years’.134 According to this agreement, the US and India entered into a multilateral 
pact of planned collaboration in agreed areas of cooperation, decided to expand two 
way defence initiatives and to extend collaboration to missile defence.135 Prior to this 
agreement, in the post 2001 period, the number of Indo-US joint defence initiatives 
and exercises had rapidly increased. Air exercises have allowed US Air Force pilots to 
familiarise themselves with the Soviet made SU-30 MKI’s. In 2004 and 2005, Indian Air 
Force (IAF) pilots flying Russian built fighters did well to hold off American pilots flying 
F-15Cs and F-16s. Special operation forces from the US and India have held joint exer-
cises in the jungles in the Indo-Chinese border areas. The Malabar joint naval exercise 
has become a regular feature off the Indian coast. In 2002, the Pentagon negotiated the 
sale of 12 ‘fire-finder’ radars worth $190 million, along with $29 million worth of coun-
ter-terrorism equipment. In March 2005, Washington said that it is “ready to discuss 
the sale of transformative systems in areas such as command and control, early warning 
system and missile defence”.136 

On July 18, 2006, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and President George W. Bush 
issued a joint statement in the White House that recognised India as a nuclear power 
state. Newspapers, media channels, and interested actors in India, the US, and in dif-
ferent parts of the world have celebrated, guardedly deliberated, or opposed the poten-
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tial nuclear deal between the world’s two largest democracies. This particular strategic  
environment and time provides India with a viable opportunity to attempt to cautiously 
access certain aspects of transformation oriented technology and strategies that are rel-
evant to India’s security needs. However, as has been pointed out by General (Retd.) V. 
P. Malik, India’s MoD needs to be especially cautious while viewing US military change 
in the last decade as a model for change. Given the fact that India’s research and devel-
opment centres are not half as advanced as that of the US or the UK, it would be wise 
to study the US model and borrow concepts that would suite India’s ongoing pursuit to 
modernize, rather than transform its military. As has been mentioned in the first part 
of this paper, transformation is an advanced and complicated process that the US has 
been able to take forward only with huge investments in R & D, a defence budget that 
exceeds the Indian budget by over three hundred and fifty billion dollars (in 2004), and 
the availability in the US of private partners equipped with state of the art technology 
and know-how. It should be remembered that India’s 29 ordinance factories are not 
equipped to develop the technology that the process of transformation relies upon. In 
the future, as has been mentioned by General (Retd.) Malik, if private enterprises and 
non-governmental defence firms, who have already begun to take great strides in the 
Indian market, are given a longer leash to develop cutting edge technologies and much 
needed defence related equipment, only then, perhaps, India could begin to work to-
wards moving from the modernization stage of military change to the transformation 
stage. In doing so, MoD might consider certain recommendations, made in the follow-
ing part of this paper, to further nurture the conceptual thinking behind an advanced 
stage of military change.137 

First, India’s Ministry of Defence and the Defence Forces could attempt to emu-
late one of the primary organisational tenets of the transformative process of ‘Jointness’. 
Since 1986, when the Gold-Water Nicholas Act was passed in the US, the armed forces 
have strived to erode the particularly parochial lines that distinguish the operational 
functions of one service from another.138 The Act instituted the position of the Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS), a general whose rank is deemed higher than the 
service chiefs and whose primary responsibility is to serve as the US President’s chief 
military advisor. During the time of war or peace, the CJCS has done well to disallow 
the chiefs of each service to forward their perspectives without taking into consideration 
the views of the other services. As has been mentioned earlier, this was particularly 
evident during OEF and OIF. While the debate with regard to the need for a ‘Chief of 
Defence Staff ’ has ruffled the traditional feathers of the Indian armed services, studying 
the nuances embedded in US joint doctrine may perhaps assist India in its endeavour 
to create an atmosphere in which the three services work in full cooperation – that is, 
jointly – with each other. One of the main obstacles to creating a CDS in India seems to 
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lie with the bureaucracy’s reticence in the matter of rank, file, and status.139 Although 
it has a very different political set up, these difficulties continue to be faced by the US 
too. An understanding of the tussle between the CJCS and the SECDEF, the political 
head of the armed services, can provide India with valuable lessons on how to institute a 
CDS while balancing the Indian bureaucracy’s inhibitions that appear self evident, even 
though they are not openly aired. 

Second, while the prospect of instituting a CDS will be undoubtedly beneficial for 
India, the essence of jointness must be brought to the military through a top-down pro-
cess that gradually allows proliferation of new concepts through an organised bottom-
up procedure. In the US, while greater jointness and joint thinking has come to be selec-
tively accepted at the senior officer level, junior officers seem to remain largely ‘ambiva-
lent’ on the advantages brought to the battlefield by acting jointly.140 During OAF, this 
ambivalence along with a false sense of service parochialism seemed to have influenced 
the Task Force Hawk commander to refuse cooperating with the US military’s Com-
bined Air Operation Centre (CAOC) in Vicenza, Italy.141 In 2001, before embarking on 
OEF, General Tommy Franks and SECDEF Rumsfeld made a concerted effort to make 
sure that jointness received the sort of support that was needed. While planning for 
OEF at the CENTCOM base in Florida, General Frank warned: “We should not allow 
narrow minded four-star generals to advance their share of the budget at the expense of 
the mission”.142 In the theatre, the performance of the military was reflective of General 
Frank’s insistence on working as a singular force, rather than separate services engaged 
in a particular operation. As one commentator noted, during OEF the armed services 
“saw, for the first time, integration of forces rather than de-confliction of forces”.143 In 
order to institute a joint environment that is acceptable to junior and senior officers in 
all branches of the Indian services, perhaps the MoD could consult junior level officers 
in the US on how they began to view and appreciate the advantages embedded in joint-
ness. For India, a state in which future conventional combat will possibly be fought on 
land, greater jointness may prove to play a key role in deciding the fate of future battles 
or wars.144 This process has already been enhanced and implemented in army-air force 
exercises, such as the recently conducted Exercise Sanghe Shakti (May 2006) and during 
others like Poorna Vijay (2001), Vijay Chakra, Divya Astra, Vajra Shakti (May 2005) and 
Desert Strike (November 2005).145 A study of the US model may further assist in realis-
ing the institutionalisation of jointness in military doctrine, as well as in the intellectual 
outlook of India’s military personnel. 

Third, in the area of border security, MoD could consider embracing what Admiral 
William Owens calls a ‘system of systems’ approach, in order to provide the services 
with greater situational awareness as well as joint situational awareness. This is of para-
mount importance, as India suffers from visible vulnerabilities on both the India-Pak 
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border and the Indo-Chinese border areas. India and China have not yet been able to 
agree on a clearly demarcated line of control. Although the dialogue with Pakistan at 
the political level has begun to somewhat clear the clouds of distrust that have dogged 
Indo-Pak relations for more than fifty years, a Kargil type of incursion and the ongoing 
Pakistan backed proxy war against India provide reasons for ruling out the potential 
for conflict. Transformative technologies and systems can assist in protecting India’s 
borders. Advantages embedded in an advanced C4ISR construct and those associated 
with NCW have the ability to provide India’s security forces with greater situational 
awareness. This, coupled with greater investment in unmanned aerial vehicles with mis-
sile launching capabilities, and other manned and unmanned aerial mediums, can assist 
in avoiding blind-spots, as also confirm intelligence reports on incursions in to India. 
Basic aerial vehicles that may help in this process have been listed below:

It should be noted that while such technology can assist in enhancing India’s security 
apparatus, the American experience in Kosovo and the intelligence failure experienced 
during operation Anaconda in Afghanistan, is a stark reminder of the fact that technol-
ogy is not panacea. Human intelligence (HUMINT) and ‘eyes on the ground’ [activities] 
can never be replaced nor its importance reduced in order to accommodate technologi-
cal advancements. 

Fourth, India’s armed forces could modify and take forward certain processes that are 
now inherent in transformation. In order to enhance rapid deployment capability and 
minimise the logistics footprint during battle or in border skirmishes which have the po-
tential to escalate, the army could reduce the number of troops in the Strike Corps. The 

Model Function & Flight Altitude
Lacrosse

Crystal KH – 11
Radar Imaging Satellite

Global Positioning Satellite U-2R One Crew member. 4 cameras connected via 
satellite link to a command & control centre. 
Flies at 70,000 feet

Global Hawk Unmanned surveillance aircraft. Flies at 65,000 
feet

Joint Surveillance Target Radar 
system - JSTAR

Converted 707 Boeing fitted with 5 super com-
puters and 18 control consoles. Flies at 20,000 
feet

Predator Unmanned Aerial Vehicle Provides immediate feedback to ground troops. 
Flies at 4000 Feet

Table 1.0146
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US Striker brigade (previously known as the ‘Interim Brigade Combat Team’ (IBCT), 
that has been deployed in Iraq provides instances where heavy, precise and lethal fire 
power has been made compatible with rapid deployment functions. Presently, India’s 
three Strike Corps, as has been pointed out by Brigadier (retd.) Gurmeet Kanwal, find 
it “difficult to concentrate, side-step, deploy and maneuver and this virtually rules out 
surprise and deception”.147 Certain actors in the Indian military are already considering 
breaking down the Strike Corps into smaller force structures, so as to take advantage 
of “cold starts” or “the ability to launch quick strikes across the International Bound-
ary (IB) without prior warning by moving rapidly to battle positions from the canton-
ments”.148 In this process, former Chief of US Army Staff General Eric Shinseki’s vision 
for a future force could prove invaluable. General Shinseki realised that changing the 
army’s age old posture would be met by resistance and would be difficult to implement. 
Hence, he mapped out a plan intended to gradually modify the army’s force posture. 
Developing on concepts originated by General Gordon Sullivan, Shinseki divided the 
army’s future vision into three stages with three force structures. First, the army would 
invest in a ‘future force’ programme that would incorporate state of the art systems and 
technologies. Simultaneously, it would maintain a ‘legacy force’, making use of equip-
ment and concepts that have been in place since the Reagan years. At the same time, the 
Army would deploy an ‘objective force,’ with readily available equipment, forming the 
bridge between the legacy and future force. In the conceptualisation phase of a modified 
Strike Corps, Shinseki’s vision and policy guidelines with regard to military change may 
prove useful to India’s army leadership as well as the DRDO and the MoD. 

Finally, although modernisation and transformation of a nation-state’s military 
structure and force posture is desirable, keeping India’s security interests in mind, the 
MoD and the Government should avoid focusing entirely on the modalities of US mili-
tary change. Though, as has been discussed in the previous sections, it has served well in 
preparing the US military to contend against an adversary during the destructive stages 
of war, it has done little in the area of softer security. The devastating, meaningless, 
and cowardly attack by the Pakistan supported organisation Lashkar-e-Toiba (LeT) and 
banned Indian group, the Student Islamic Movement of India (SIMI), on the nation’s 
financial capital, Mumbai, (July 11, 2006) is a case in point. It is a stark reminded that no 
number of precision munitions, sleeker C4ISR and an ‘out of the box’ combat strategy 
is capable of stopping non-uniformed clandestine actors from attempting to disrupt the 
daily life of ordinary Indians. While a potential solution lies perhaps at the diplomatic 
level, lessons from Europe and NATO’s attempt at ‘security transformation’ may assist 
in reducing the number of attacks on the Indian mainland. During the NATO Prague 
summit of December 2001, NATO and Europe’s attempts at reducing the threat of terror 
through softer security paradigms such as intelligence reform were highlighted. While 
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the US seems to concentrate on hard power tactics to defeat ‘terror’, Europe’s softer, cal-
culated and effective approach to protecting its borders are important lessons for India. 

The process of institutionalising intelligence and data sharing constructs created be-
tween Europol and the German based intelligence organisation, the ‘Club of Bernes’, 
may provide India’s various and robust intelligence services with alternative paradigms 
needed to tackle the threat of terror, especially in the area of sharing information in 
a timely manner. For instance, while NCW and C4ISR has been designed to increase 
situational awareness in the theatre, reduce the time-gap between attaining information 
and processing it, a modified structure along similar lines may help in placing India’s 
intelligence arms under one network centric system. This system, although at a rudi-
mentary and non-technical level, has been adopted by Europol’s ‘terrorism threat inte-
gration center’, which acts as a “central point” for collecting information for European 
states as well as the Pentagon.149 Also, the government of India may consider consulting 
states such as Poland which, according to Richard Aldrich, provides “excellent capabili-
ties across the whole spectrum of intelligence related activity”, specifically in the area of 
human intelligence and electronic warfare.150 

While this occasional paper has lightly touched upon what the Indian MoD could 
consider emulating from the US, the Indian political establishment will have to craft a 
cautious yet skillful roadmap for emulation and procurement. It is not in India’s interest 
to modernise her force structure in the way the US is attempting to transform hers. As 
has been mentioned above, India must carefully choose which aspects of the current 
process of US military change it could emulate and modify. This is important, as the US 
administration’s objectives behind aspiring to transform its armed services are vastly 
distinct from those of India. India does not seek to intervene in other countries either 
to further the promotion of democracy or institute an India friendly leadership at the 
helm of another state’s political and military affairs.151 India’s vital security interests lie in 
its immediate neighborhood and perhaps, to a slightly lesser extent, in the Persian Gulf, 
South East Asia, the five Central Asian Republics and in the Indian Ocean Region. For 
instance, while political conditions and state of affairs in the Subcontinent are of pri-
mary and imminent interest to India, Iran’s nuclear aspirations and North Korea’s seem-
ingly aggressive force posture remain very much within India’s strategic calculus. As far 
as India’s threat perceptions are concerned, China and Pakistan pose the most powerful 
and identifiable challenges to India’s political sovereignty and military capabilities. 

Greater military to military contact, and the construction of an emulation frame-
work, if conceptualised in the future, should not be confused with the view that India is 
more than a ‘strategic partner’. India has maintained a largely independent foreign pol-
icy decision-making process. Although partially marred by suspicion, after India voted 
against Iran in the IAEA in 2005, it should be remembered that it is in India’s interests 
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not to allow Iran to acquire or develop nuclear weapons. More pertinently, it should be 
remembered that India chose not to join the ‘coalition of the willing’ or participate in 
any way in the occupation of Iraq. Th e then Indian Prime Minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, 
made it abundantly clear that India would send troops to Iraq only if mandated to do so 
by a UNSC resolution. 

In the July/August 2006 issue of the journal, ‘Foreign Aff airs’, a periodical that of-
ten does well to refl ect the opinions and views of senior policy makers and academics, 
Ashton Carter makes three disturbing propositions. While defending the need to make 
India an exception to the rule vis a vis the US’s non-proliferation laws, Carter states that 
Americans need to be aware of the larger game plan as far as India is concerned. Carter 
writes:152

“Washington gave something away on the nuclear front in order to gain much more 
on other fronts; it hoped to win the support and cooperation of India, a strategically lo-
cated democratic country of growing economic importance – to help the United States 
confront the challenges that a threatening Iran, a turbulent Pakistan, and an unpredict-
able China may pose in the future” 

Labeling India as an “informal ally” of the US, Carter says without  hesitation:“Ultimately, 
India could even provide US forces with “over the horizon” bases for contingencies in 
the Middle East”.153 Th e ongoing debate within the US, with regard to providing India 
with nuclear technology and recognising India as a nuclear power, seems to have already 
blurred the distinction in the terms ‘partner’ and ‘ally’, atleast in the minds of certain 
Americans. While advancing the need to adopt transformative technology and emulat-
ing certain concepts, India should keep its own immediate security interests in mind, 
and not those apparent backbench aspirations of a supplier state. While it is important 
to modernise India’s force structure, the MoD and Government of India needs to do so 
without providing US legislators and media any reason to believe that greater defence 
cooperation will lead India to support US unilateralism and hence, betray its longstand-
ing commitment to the international society of states. 
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