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ABSTRACT

THE EVOLUTION OF U.S. ARMY DOCTRINE: FROM ACTIVE DEFENSE TO
AIRLAND BATTLE AND BEYOND by MAJ Jeffrey W. Long, USA,
326 pages.

This study explains the recent evolution of U.S. Army
doctrine. During the last two decades, the Army revised its
capstone manual -- FM 100-5, Operations -- three times: in
1976, 1982, and 1986. A fourth revision is underway in
1991. This thesis chronicles the change in doctrine by
analyzing the differences between the four versions of FM
100-5. It then employs five external factors (the change in
technology, strategy, threat, domestic political context,
and resource base) and four internal factors (the Army's
organizational interests, the process of doctrine
development, the bureaucratic politics within the Army, and
the cognitive psychology of the Army's leaders) to explain
the recent change in doctrine.

The thesis concludes that in 1976 constraining external
factors forced the Army to adopt a doctrine that was at odds
with its internal needs. The early Reagan years, in
contrast, permitted a return to a doctrine that better
served the Army's interests. Though environmental changes
call that doctrine into question in the nineties, the Army
resists significant changes to a doctrine that satisfies its
internal needs. The U.S. Army's current doctrine addresses
organizational preferences better than operational
requirements.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The past fifteen years have been an uncommon era of

continuing doctrinal innovation for the United States Army.

This thesis identifies the factors that best explain this

doctrinal renaissance so that we may better assess and

employ current doctrine, better predict the future course of

doctrine, and perhaps better develop doctrine in the future.

An Uncommon Era of Doctrinal Innovation

The doctrinal innovation of the U.S. Army since the

mid-seventies is unprecedented. First, the frequency of the

doctrinal revisions and the magnitude of the consequences

for the Army surpass those of any other period in the

history of ths U.S. Army. Second, the futurism that

inspires the innovation is unique; rarely has a future

concept figured so prominently in military doctrine.

Finally, the recent spate of doctrinal innovation is

remarkable because it is anomalous. Factors that

traditionally explain innovation in military doctrines fail

to explain the extraordinary innovation of the last two

decades.



During the last twenty years, the Army revised its

fundamental doctrinal manual, Field Manual 100-5,

Ora , three times -- in 1976, 1982, and 1986. A

fourth revision, in progress, is scheduled for publication

this summer.

FM 100-5 is the cornerstone of U.S. Army doctrine.

Even modest revisions to FM 100-5 propagate shock waves

throughout the Army. Any change to FM 100-5 can provoke the

revision of dozens of more specific, derivative field

manuals. FM 100-5 describes how the Army intends to fight,

which determines, in turn, the Army's organization and

equipment. Changes to the concepts described in FM 100-5

can spark substantive change in the Army's organization and

equipment.

While the 1986 revision might be considered modest,

the revisions in 1976 and 1982 were significant. The 1976

edition focused on weapon systems and emphasized attrition

warfare more than any previous American dL.ctrine. it

underlined the merits of an elastic defense that traded

space for time. Though the manual was much broader in

scope, soldiers labeled-it "Active Defense." The Army

equipped itself for the Active Defense. The new doctrine

justified the M1 Abrams tank, the M2 and M3 Bradley fighting

vehicles, the AHI 64 Apache helicopter, and the Multiple

Launch Ro'kt System (MLRS). The Army undertook a thorough

2



reevaluation of its organization that culminated in the

Division 86 reorganization. The Active Defense doctrine

prompted a new generation of equipment and a new

organization, but the Army in the field never really

accepted it.

The 1982 edition of FM 100-5 took a 180 degree turn.

This revision emphasized maneuver rather than attrition

rates. The integration of air and land combat was so

prominent that its authors labeled it "AirLand Battle."

AirLand Battle capitalized upon the new weapon systems that

the Army had ordered for Active Defense and demanded more.

Its emphasis on command and control and deep attack

justified a new radio (Single-Channel Ground/Airborne Radio

System or SINCGARS), Mobile Subscriber Equipment, the

Maneuver Control System (MCS), the Army Tactical Missile

System (ATACMS), and the Joint Surveillance and Target

Attack Radar System (JSTARS). AirLand Battle shaped the

final revisions of Division 86 and framed the Army of

Excellence reorganization. Whereas Active Defense never

enjoyed the support of the field, the greatest significance

of AirLand Battle may be its widespread acceptance by the

Army. Analysts credit AirLand Battle with restoring the

Army's aggressive, warrior spirit.1

'See for example C. Kenneth Allard, Command, Control,
and the Ccmon Defense (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1990).

3



The 1991 edition, which will codify the results of a

series of studies collectively known as AirLand Battle

Future, promises to be significant as well. The new edition

will project a need for an Army capable of nonlinear combat

and require new equipment and a new organization.2 To win

on a nonlinear battlefield, the Army will need improved

deployability, long range surveillance, ground force

operational range, lethality, and endurance, command and

control, and logistics. GEN Joh, W. Foss, Commander of the

Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) which writes

doctrine, believes AirLand Battle Future will require a

reorganization of the Army's division.3 The shopping list

of now equipment is shaping up: the Army Tactical Command

and Control System, Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, Armored

systems modernization, Light helicopter and Longbow radar,

and the Armored gun system.4 The 1991 edition of FM 100-5

may rival all previous editions in significance.

The frequency and scope of change in U.S. Army

doctrine since the mid-seventies belies the stereotype of

2For a concise description of the emerging doctrine see
MG Stephen Silvasy, Jr., "AirLand Battle Future: The
Tactical Battlefield," Military heview LXXI.2 (February
1991) and GEN John W. Foss, "AirLand Battle-Future," Army
41.2 (February 1991).

3Foss, 34-36.

4Eric C. Ludvigsen, "Future Combat Systems: A Status
Report," Army 41.2 (February 1991): 38-44.
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the military as the most hidebound bureaucracy. Innovation

in doctrine, particularly innovation that provokes such

significant change, is uncharacteristic of large

organizations, especially the military.

Large bureaucratic organizations are more apt to

resist change than to innovate. They are normally

conservative: they adhere to standard operating procedures,

stick to the tried and true, and when obliged to change,

change only incrementally.5

This is especially true for the military.5  The

hierarchical organization, the discipline, the socialization

steeped in tradition, and the insular nature of the military

combine to impede innovation. The uniquely dire

consequences of failure at war further distinguish the

military from other bureaucracies. The military more than

any other organization has good reason to be risk averse and

to plan against the worst case.

SFor the theoretical development of these ideas see John
D. Steinbruner, The Cybernetic Theory of Decision: New
Dimensions of Political Analysis (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1974) and Peter F. Drucker, Innovation and
EntrepreneurshiD: Practice and Principles (New York: Harper
and Row, 1985), especially Chapter 14.

6 For a colorful discussion of military conservatism in
this century, see John P. Campbell, "Marines, Aviators, and
the Battl,:ship Mentality," RUSI 109 (February 1964): 45-50.
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For these reasons, the military historically resists

change.7 Rather than preparing for future wars, the

military tends to prepare to fight past wars. The U.S.

Army's futurism since the mid-seventies contrasts starkly

with the historical conservatism of most armies.

A careful analysis of the Napoleonic era convinced

the senior leaders of the French Army that the offense was

the superior form of war. German barbed wire and machine

gun fire, however, proved the obsolescence of the French

offensive doctrine in World War I. Seared by the experience

of the Great War, the French Army concluded that the defense

was the superior form of war. The French built a defensive

doctrine and the Maginot Line. Unfortunately, the Germans

developed the Blitzkrieg.

This French example reveals "the central paradox"

that normally haunts the doctrine of armies:

namely, that in few spheres of human activity are
change and progress so constant and the need for
accommodation and adjustment so unremitting as in
the military; yet in few spheres, seemingly, are the
ruling minds so rigidly resistant to change.8

7Edward L. Katzenbach provides one of the most widely
read examples in an essay that explains the persistence of
the horse cavalry despite technological advances that
rendered it obsolete. Edward L. Katzenbach, Jr., "The Horse
Cavalry in the Twentieth Century," in Robert J. Art and
Kenneth N. Waltz, eds., The Use of Force: International
Politics and Foreign Policy, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: University
Press of America, 1983), 203-222.

SCampbell, 49-50.
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Armies are organizationally predisposed to resist change,

yet obliged to keep pace with the dynamic environment. The

doctrinal innovation of the last two decades seems to

indicate the U.S. Army has escaped this paradox.

A number of factors provoked change in military

doctrine in the past. Technological revolution that

produced a marked increase in the mobility or lethality of

systems, a change in the threat's capabilities,

organization, or doctrine, demonstrated failure in war, and

changes in the national strategy have all triggered

significant shifts in doctrine in the past.

These traditional causes of doctrinal change,

however, fail to provide a compelling explanation for the

U.S. Army's doctrinal reversal in the early 1980s and

accentuation in 1991. Though technology, threat, and

strategy remained fundamentally constant, Active Defense was

replaced in 1982 by a distinctly offensive AirLand Battle

doctrine.9 The methodically studied firepower/attrition

doctrine was abandoned though it had never been tested by

combat. A doctrine affirming the decisiveness of maneuver

replaced it.

A nation's strategy delineates and prioritizes the

missions and capabilities of its armed forces. As a result,

9This contention, presented without support here, will

be developed at length in Chapter 3.

7



doctrine adapts to changes in strategy. The rising status

of the offensive in our doctrine since 1982 does correlate

with the globalization of our national strategy and an

increased emphasis on contingency operations. However,

since the Berlin Wall fell and the Soviets began withdrawing

from Eastern Europe, the U.S. strategy in Europe has aimed

at increasing stability through arms control, primarily by

constraining the offensive capability of the antagonists.

The on-going doctrinal revision, though largely provoked by

the changing European environment, is curiously out of step

with the current American strategy. Rather than promoting

defensive alternatives, the 1991 edition of FM 100-5 will

accentuate the offensive disposition and capabilities of our

forces. The U.S. Army doctrine is apparently immune to the

most recent turns in our strategy.

Traditional triggers to change in doctrine

(revolution in technology, change in the threat,

demonstrated failure in war, and adaptation to a reformed

national strategy) do not account for the curious and

extraordinary doctrinal innovation of the U.S. Army since

the mid-seventies. Rather, organizational preferences, not

environmental obligations, sparked the innovation.

A final element distinguishes this recent spate of

doctrinal innovation; the doctrinal twists and turns caused,

and were caused by, a remarkably vibrant and unmilitary

8



debate. Active Defense sparked, and AirLand Battle fueled,

an often heated dispute, recorded mostly in the pages of

Military Review.10 Captains argued unabashedly with

generals on the printed par-. The unparalleled interest in

doctrine and the tolerance for an open debate largely

account for what was truly a doctrinal renaissance.

Research Question

What best explains the evolution of U.S. Army

doctrine from Active Defense, through AirLand Battle, to

AirLand Battle-Future? What lessons can be drawn that might

inform the development and employment of U.S. Army doctrine

in the future?

This thesis will argue that the recent wave of

doctrinal innovation does not reflect a newfound ability to

keep up with objective change in the environment. Rather,

internal machinations explain recent change in doctrine.

Current doctrine reflects the biases of the decision-makers,

the organizations, and the decision-making process.

Armed with that insight, those who design doctrine

can strive to reduce the bias and more nearly approach the

optimum. Those who use doctrine, to fight or to teach

others how to fight, will find reason to think critically

1 0 Dr. Roger J. Spiller, Command and General Staff
College, is preparing an anthology of articles that
chronicles this debate.

9



about each situation rather th;n accept "doctrinal

solutions."

The case study will explore a number of dialectics

that inspire recent, current, and emergent doctrine: the

rivalry between firepower and maneuver, the dispute between

systems analyst and historian, the competition between the

offense and the defense. While the thesis will be unable to

resolve these long-standing disputes, it may be able to

explain the pendulum-like swing between the poles of the

dispute that results from personal and institutional bias.

By demystifying doctrine, the thesis may help to

restore the primacy of strategy. If doctrine is scientific

truth, it must delimit strategy. If it is but the

preference of soldiers and services, then it can be readily

subordinated to a strategy. An increasing number of

strategists believe we can escape the security dilemma and

achieve stability at lower cost by relying on defensive

doctrines. In opposition, the authors of doctrine,

particularly in the U.S., seem most confident of offensive

solutions. Knowing the proper relationship between strategy

and doctrine will be essential to seizing opportunities

while avoiding hazards in the international tumult of the

nineties.

10



Literature Review

Extant literature on doctrinal change can be

classified as either descriptive history or theoretical

analysis. This thesis is unique in the span of time covered

and the breadth of factors considered.

Descriptive Histories

The evolution of U.S. Army doctrine and the process

of doctrinal revision since the early seventies is well

documented. In a Leavenworth Paper, MAJ Robert Doughty1 l

reviews the evolution of U.S. Army doctrine from World War

II through the adoption of Active Defense. MAJ Paul Herbert

in another Leavenworth Paperl2 takes a much closer look at

the adoption of the Active Defense. Both advance plausible

explanations for the change in doctrine; neither employs a

deliberate methodology that would allow him to derive

general conclusions about the forces that shape doctrine.

An accurate history of the 1982 revision has been compiled

by John L. Romjue, TRADOC historian.1 3  His monograph is

"IRobert A. Doughty, "The Evolution of U.S. Army
Tactical Doctrine, 1946-1976," Leavenworth Papers 1 (Fort
Leavenworth, KS: Combat Studies Institute, August 1979).

12MAJ Paul H. Herbert, "Deciding What Has to Be Done:
General William E. DePuy and the 1976 Edition of FM 100-5,
O," Leavenworth Papers 16 (Fort Leavenworth, KS:
Combat Studies Institute, 1988).

13John L. Romjue, "From Active Defense to AirLand
Battle: The Development of Army Doctrine 1973-1982," TRADOC
Historical Monoaraph Series (Fort Monroe, VA: United States
Army Training and Doctrine Command, June 1984).

11



descriptive and deliberately avoids critical analysis.

Aaron Blumenfeld's thesis entitled "AirLand Battle Doctrine:

Evolution or Revolution?"14 is a Useful complement to this

official history. Finally, Daniel J. Hughes, the U.S. Army

Combined Arms Center Historian, has compiled a descriptive

history of the AirLand Battle Future studies. 15

This thesis will extend the work done by Doughty,

Herbert, Romjue, and Hughes to incorporate the most recent

developments in doctrine. By spanning four revisions in a

single work, this thesis will be able to compare and

contrast the revisions and more accurately assess the

content and significance of each revision.

More importantly, by including all four turn points

in a single study, this thesis will be able to evaluate the

relative weight of factors used to explain doctrinal change

across multiple events. While the preceding studies have

taken a historical approach, aimed at explaining a

particular event, this thesis will be deliberately

analytical, aimed at explaining doctrinal change in general.

14Aaron Blumenfeld, "AirLand Battle Doctrine: Evolution
or Revolution? A Look Inside the U.S. Army" (B.A.
dissertation, Princeton University, 1989).

15Daniel J. Hughes, U.S. Army Combined Arms Center
Annual Historical Review. 1989 (Fort Leavenworth, KS: CAC
History Office, U.S. Army Combined Arms Center, 1990).

12



Theoretical Analyses

Several authors have tried to explain deductively

the evolution of doctrine. All have chosen an empirical

test spanning a different period and/or nation than this

thesis. None has tried to explain the evolution of U.S.

Army doctrine across the last two decades. None has

considered as comprehensive a list of variables.

Robert Jervis and George Quester were among the

first to develop theories about why nations choose different

military doctrines.18  These original theories argued that

doctrinal choices were determined by technology. While

technology plays an important role, no single variable can

adequately explain the multifarious change in U.S. Army

doctrine after 1976.

Barry Posen, in The Sources of Military Doctrine,1 7

most closely approximates the method and design followed in

this thesis. He uses balance of power theory and

organization theory to explain the variance in national

doctrines of France, Britain, and Germany before the Second

World War. This thesis will differ from Posen's work in two

ways.

IsSee Robert Jervis, "Cooperation Under the Security
Dilemma," World Politics 30 (January 1978): 167-214 and
George Quester, Offense and Defense in the International
System (New York: Wiley, 1976).

17 Barry Posen, The Sources of Military Doctrine: France,
Britain. and Germany Between the World Wars (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1984).

13



First, Posen is really trying to prove that balance

of power theory (or systemic analysis) is more powerful than

organization theory (or unit level analysis). This explicit

agenda distorts his analysis and limits the value of his

conclusions about doctrinal change. This thesis will focus

exclusively on identifying and weighing the determinants of

doctrinal change.

Second, Posen concludes that balance of power theory

provides the most complete explanation of doctrinal change.

This thesis assumes that the two approaches are

complementary and that the best explanation would integrate

both theories. While balance of power theory is dominant in

explaining doctrinal change in Europe in the interwar

period, this thesis argues that organizational theory better

explains doctrinal innovation by the U.S. Army since the

mid-seventies. This thesis reveals, therefore, that the

relationship between the two theories varies over time and

space and that a complete explanation must accurately assess

the relative weights of these two macro-theories.

Jack Snyder, in The Ideology of the Offensive,' 8

attributes the evolution of European military doctrines

prior to the First World War to organizational politics and

cognitive biases. He develops a compelling explanation for

18Jack Snyder, The Ideoloy of the Offensive: Military
Decision Makina and the Disasters of 1914 (Ithaca, NY:
Zornell University Press, 19b4).

14



why armies tend to prefer offensive doctrine, and explores

the conditions that allow this bias to dominate doctrine.

His theme will figure prominently in this thesis. By

focusing on a single country, however, this thesis will hold

geography and national culture constant, thereby better

isolating organizational and psychological variables. Since

U.S. Army doctrine varies between a defensive and an

offensive emphasis during the last two decades, this thesis

will be able to weigh the influence of organizational and

cognitive biases. It will examine periods when an

institutional preference for the offense was subordinated to

operational requirements, as well as periods when the

institutional preference dominated. This thesis will,

therefore, be able to identify the conditions which allow

institutional preferences, reinforced by cognitive biases,

to dominate decision-making. Snyder's analysis cannot.

Both Posen and Snyder treat the military as a

unitary whole. They explain national military doctrines,

not the doctrines of services, as this thesis will try to

do. Interservice rivalry, though a prominent force in the

evolution of U.S. Army doctrine, is absent from their

studies. Ken Allard, in Command. Control. and the Common

Defense,19 demonstrates that unique service paradigms and

19C. Kenneth Allard, Command, Control, and the Common
Defense (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990).
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interservice rivalries shape service doctrines while

frustrating efforts to devise joint solutions. Asa Clark,

in a chapter of The Defense Reform Debate, 2 0 goes a step

further, arguing that interservice rivalry can and has

sufficiently threatened a military organization to spark

doctrinal reform. While Posen's broad brush treatment of

organizational politics best explains organizational

inertia, and Snyder's analysis explains a persistent

preference for the offense, Clark's analysis shows a

threatened organization may be innovative and may even

disregard its offensive preference. This thesis expands on

Clark's work.

A number of studies explain change in U.S. Army

doctrine during other periods. The pentomic era attracts a

great deal of attention, probably because the era of the

atomic soldier seems so curivus in retrospect.2' These

studies tend to emphasize the weight of external factors:

technology (the advent of nuclear weapons), interservice

rivalry (the rise of the Air Force), strategy (massive

retaliation replacing conventional defense), and national

ZOAsa A. Clark IV, "Interservice Rivalry and Military
Reform," in The Defense Reform Debate, ed. Asa A. Clark et
al, (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press,
1984): 250-271.

21See for examplie. A. J. Bacevich, The Pentomic Era
(Washington, D.C.: National defense University Press, 1986)
or Donald Alan Carter, "From GI to Atomic Soldier" (Ph. D.
dissertation, Ohio State University, 1987).
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politics (changing priorities in executive and legislative

branch resulting in reduced funding and lower manpower

ceilings). They provide a good model for parts cf the

thesis. Stephen Bowman, takes a similar approach in his

analysis of the development of U.S. Army counterinsurgency

doctrine.2 2 Bowman's unique contribution is a deliberate

analysis of the distortion that is injected into doctrine

when external forces drive the change. While these works

provide a model of how to proceed, none deals with the same

period as this thesis, and none spans the full breadth of

variables.

Methodolog

This thesis is fundamentally deductive. By a

historical survey, this thesis identifies the independent

variables that have explained doctrinal change in the past.

It then formulates hypotheses that postulate a relationship

between the identified variables and doctrinal change. it

tests the hypotheses across the four revisions of FM 100-5.

When covariation seems to confirm the relationship, the

decision process is traced in detail in an attempt to

establish causation.

22Stephen Lee Bowman, "The Evolution of U.S. Army
Doctrine for Counterinsurgency Warfare; From World War II to
the Commitment of Combat Units in Vietnam" (Ph. D.
dissertation, Duke University, 1985).
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The Dependent Variable

The dependent variable is U.S. Army doctrine from

1973 to present. Enumerating the revisions is not

sufficient. This thesis must characterize each phase of

doctrine so that we can assess the impact of change in an

independent variable on the content of doctrine. This

thesis is interested in explaining not only that a change

occurs, but the specific nature of the change, the direction

doctrine takes.

Doctrine has been defined variously as a set of

authoritative guidelines on the conduct of war, a consensus

on the state of the operational art, a description of how an

Army fights or intends to fight, or a lexicon of military

terms. The U.S. Army's fundamental doctrinal publication is

FM 100-5. Beginning with the 1976 edition, the senior

leadership of the Army explicitly sought, by revisions of

this manual, to shape the Army through its doctrine. They

aspired to spanning and reconciling all four definitions of

doctrine. FM 100-5 is the best single source on U.S. Army

doctrine. Its discrete revisions best mark the evolution of

U.S. Army doctrine across time.

To characterize the change in doctrine, this thesis

first contrasts the old and the new versions of this key

manual. To appreciate the subtle nuances of each change,

however, it goes beyond a direct comparison of the doctrinal

manuals and considers doctrine as it is marketed, understood
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