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By Joseph Miranda

Target I ran,  Part  I :
US Intervention Doctrine & Strategy

Ed’s Note: The article is illustrated with images representative 
of what this war might look like if it actually takes place.

US Doctrine

 T wo of the doctrinal publications of the US Department of 
Defense are Joint Vision 2010 and Joint Vision 2020. Broadly, 
they call for the deterrence of war, but if hostilities break out 

the American objective must be victory. That’s to be accomplished 
by gaining “full spectrum dominance”—that is, ascendancy in 
a wide range of conventional and unconventional operations 
using a combination of technology and highly trained forces.

That doctrine is a break from the American approach during the 
Cold War, when limited war was the strategy for regional confl icts, as it 
was practiced when the US committed its armed forces to Korea and 
Vietnam. Given the world-destroying capacities of the nuclear powers 
of that era—notably the US, the Soviet Union and Red China—limited 
warfare appeared to be the only alternative to another world war. 
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Joint Warfare

The Pentagon divides the world into “unifi ed combatant commands,” with Central 
Command (CENTCOM) responsible for the Middle East. (There are also some global-
level commands for strategic and cyber warfare.) Since the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 
1986, those commands have been granted considerable operational powers, enabling 
them to combine the various branches of the armed forces within them into joint 
(multi-service) combat organizations in their theaters. That facilitates unifi ed operations 
and enhances combat power. Experience has also shown, however, that it can also 
artifi cially stratify forces if overall theater commanders are too distant from the front. 

An important element of joint warfare is the formation of expeditionary units: forces 
(often multi-service) organized to conduct sustained operations overseas. Those expedition-
ary units are supported by the global network of communications and bases and the massive 
American logistical system. All that allows for power projection on an unprecedented scale. 

The US also involves other instruments of national power in its war making, such 
as the Central Intelligence Agency. In particular, CIA paramilitary forces have recently 
conducted operations throughout the Middle East. Actually, it’s a mission the CIA conducted 
during much of the Cold War: organizing clandestine forces in Laos, Guatemala and the 
Congo, as well as against Castro’s Cuba. Today those efforts are more integrated with 
other special operations, airpower and PGM. The CIA has seen a further recent expansion 
in its paramilitary missions, conducting more and more operations via drone attacks 
against enemy leaders as well as using those UAV to aid irregular forces on the ground.

The US Special Operation Command (USSOCOM) has also taken on a 
global mission within the War on Terror. It’s become a separate agency from 
the unifi ed combatant commands’ joint special operations commands, which 
control SOF within each designated theater of operations. That’s led to the Pentagon 
expanding its strategic intelligence capabilities, since actionable intelligence is 
a prerequisite to targeting terrorists as well as effective special operations. 

Modern   command-control-communications-computer-intelligence (C4I) networks 
provide the technological foundation for joint operations. Their use allows for 
the coordination of friendly forces in-theater and the sharing of information at 
all echelons of command. Even so, technology by itself doesn’t create jointness. 
It’s training and leadership that provides victories in the fi eld. Moreover, there’s a 
downside to technology in that the information it speedily disseminates is still only 
as good as the equipment that gathers it and the people who interpret it. Erroneous 
sensing and misinterpretation of data can still misdirect operations.   
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That doctrine carried over 
somewhat to the First Gulf War (1990-
91), in which the US-led Coalition 
stopped its drive after defeating the 
Iraqi Army in retaking Kuwait while 
leaving Saddam Hussein in power in 
Baghdad. Nonetheless, the evolving 
US military doctrine, newly termed 
“AirLand Battle,” had demonstrated 
its power by generating stunning 
battlefi eld victories against the Iraqis. 

The Second Gulf War saw a 
fundamental change. In that confl ict, 
Gen. Tommy (not a nickname) 
Franks commanded the Coalition 
drive to Baghdad in Operation Iraqi 
Freedom, in March and April 2003, 
which defeated the Iraqi armed 
forces and overthrew the Saddam 

Hussein regime. That campaign also 
saw stunning conventional victories, 
and again showed US doctrine 
worked tactically and operationally. 

The dilemma came from the fact 
strategic victory proved elusive. The 
aftermath of the campaign saw an 
insurgency break out in Iraq that lasted 
several years before being suppressed 
by the Coalition (see Modern War #6). 

Similarly, the US intervention in 
Afghanistan, begun in the wake of 
the 9/11 terrorist attack, also proved 
tactically and operationally successful. 
US special operations forces (SOF) 
coordinated airpower and the warlord 
armies of the Northern Alliance to 
overthrow the Taliban and rout Al 
Qaeda. While the prize of killing Osama 
bin Laden wasn’t won until 2011, 
the 2001-02 Afghan campaign was a 
conventional success. Again, however, 
just as in Iraq, it was followed by an 
insurgency—or perhaps more cor-
rectly, a civil war—which has yet to be 
resolved as of this writing (early 2014). 

There are clear implications in 
all that for potential US military 
interventions in the future. The most 
likely among those is the much-
anticipated move against Iran. 

Strategic Environment

One of the most signifi cant 
strategic factors of the present era is 
the rise of an “information sphere” 
(or “infosphere”), based on global 
computer networking. The infosphere 
has come into being through the appli-
cation of a range of technologies, such 
as the Internet, electronic fi nancial 
transactions, cellphones, non-stop 
news reporting, satellite reconnais-
sance, pervasive video surveillance 
and personal electronic devices. 

Those technologies have set in 
motion a cultural revolution insofar 
as they’ve become accessible to most 
on the planet to one or another 
degree. Further, more players are 
becoming ever more deeply involved 
in it, from national governments and 
non-governmental organizations 
(NGO) down to individuals with 
video cameras in their smartphones 
and their own websites. 

The space now available for confl ict 
is nothing less than the entire globe. 
The precedence for that came during 
the Cold War, when the political and 
subversive battles spread to every 
continent as “PSYOP” (psychological 
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Netcentric Warfare

Netcentric warfare presents one of confl ict’s new forms. Within the larger 
concept is the idea of “swarm attacks.” They involve networked units swiftly converging 
for a single operation, winning a quick victory, and then just as swiftly dispers-
ing. Swarm attacks can include conventional combat operations, such as the 
coordination of numerous simultaneous raids, or an information warfare attack that 
overwhelms a computer or communications system. In essence, swarm attacks 
are pulses of activity that can range from the tactical to the strategic level. 

The downside is that such pulses are diffi cult to sustain. They require networked 
organizations that can speedily coordinate to achieve common objectives. Enemy 
countermeasures can disrupt the required networking, thereby downgrading their utility. 

Another downside to swarming is that reliance on technology creates its own 
new friction factors. For example, word processing has made it easier to write 
and disseminate operational orders. At the same time, however, the trend in 
organizational culture within the headquarters has been that writing and rewriting 
such documents, while often also devoting time and resources in order to accompany 
them with audiovisual supplements, has come to border on mania. In essence, time 
commitments expand to meet technological capacity unless closely supervised. 

For military operations, an effectively networked and fully operational C4I system 
can combine fi repower from multiple sources while sharing information at many levels 
in real time. In that way, a small unit can become the operational spear-point and focus 
of large operations. The downside is the same capability may also lead to over-control 
from above and an on-scene over-reliance on fi repower from higher-level assets. 

Despite that potential downside, however, the obvious multiplication of combat 
power that’s been demonstrated in the US military of the RMA-era demands the system 
continue to be used. Faster response times and ever more powerful PGM mean fi repower 
delivery is becoming nearly instantaneous, even as collateral damage is reduced if not 
eliminated. The evolving situation appears to favor the development and commitment of 
ever more high-tech forces to further exploit the advantages already achieved.    

operations, a.k.a. information war-
fare), covert operations, economic 
sanctions and insurgency were all 
used as means to strike at a foe’s 
heartland while minimizing the 
risk of a larger war breaking out. 

The PSYOP battle sometimes 
gained the victory that couldn’t 
otherwise be won on the battlefi eld. 
The French could claim a military 
victory over the Algerian insurgents 
as the 1960s opened, but they 
couldn’t maintain the political will 
on their own homefront to hold 
that colony. The US could claim to 
have never lost a battle fought above 
company-level in Vietnam, but the 

collapse of political support for the 
war at home again forestalled victory. 
Even the Soviets found they couldn’t 
maintain control of Afghanistan in 
the face of US-supported guerrillas 
in that country. Interestingly, some 
of the greatest US victories in that 
era were won by a combination of 
political and economic action, such 
as the defeat of Marxist movements 
in Central America during the 1980s 
and fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. 

That kind of information warfare 
has now been extended into the realm 
of cybernetics. Previously, such opera-
tions tended to be hierarchical. News 
services, insurgent groups and pro-

paganda agencies depended on print 
or electronic media (telegraph, radio, 
television) that required centralized 
organizations and the maintenance of 
large physical infrastructure. With the 
advent of the Internet and other new 
networking technologies, however, 
reporting, espionage and PSYOP can 
be done from anywhere and dissemi-
nated with minimal intermediaries.

That’s had several effects on the 
art and craft of strategy. One is that 
“straight news” has tended to blend 
into editorializing, and has also 
morphed into stories simply created 
by observers, regardless of their profes-
sional qualifi cations or lack thereof. 
Moreover, news coverage is now 
mostly driven by crises that generate 
ratings for their source networks. 
Effectively everyone can participate, 
and those who don’t are marginalized. 

Yet that new information system 
also has a paradox. It exists because 
people participate in it by signing 
up for the services that provide 
Internet access, cellphone coverage 
and the like. That’s in turn led to a 
shift in the nature of intelligence 
operations. For example, the US 
military, through organizations such 
as the Army Intelligence Support 
Activity (a.k.a. the “Grey Foxes”) 
has monitored Al Qaeda operatives’ 

cellphones to track them for elimina-
tion by SOF and drone attacks. 

Compare that to the situation 
during the Vietnam War. There it was 
diffi cult for US and South Vietnamese 
intelligence to identify those in the 
Viet Cong infrastructure due to its 
clandestine nature. Yet Al Qaeda, by 
choosing (or being unable to resist) 
the use of networking technology, has 
made itself vulnerable to monitoring. 
Given the general superiority of US 
signals intelligence technology and 
organization, the intelligence advan-
tage has therefore shifted to America. 

That puts opponents like Al Qaeda 
in a dilemma. They could abandon 
the new technologies, but to do so 
would also mean giving up the ability 
to network transnationally, thereby 
losing allies, fi nancial support and 
their own PSYOP ability. Effectively, 
the advances in technology have 
facilitated the side that can better 
exploit the hard factors, as opposed 
to the previous soft factor advantage 
of earlier unconventional warfare. 

There’s yet another paradox: if 
something were to disrupt or destroy 
the new information systems, it would 
also collapse or inhibit the alliances 
created by that networking, while also 
paralyzing the ability to use the sys-
tems for information warfare. A power 
that can disrupt the networks (via 
viruses, electromagnetic pulses, etc.), 
could then exploit the ensuing chaos 
to gain advantage in the real world. 

Globalized Geopolitics 

The main global political tendency 
since 1648 has favored the creation of 
strong national states. The countries 
formed were generally composed 
of people with a common culture, 
ethnicity and language. That was 
the case with the nationalism that 
swept Europe in the wake of the 
French Revolutionary and Napoleonic 
era and had antecedents going 
back to the Classical period. 

The major European nation-states 
then established colonial empires to 
support their home economies and 
provide additional resources and man-
power in the event of war. Economic 
systems backing up that nationalism 
came into being: investment in home 
country industries, tariffs to protect 
the home economy, and the creation 
of a middle class—the latter often as a 
means to forestall revolutionary agita-

tion from a discontented underclass. 
Similarly, the various anti-colonial 

revolutions of the Cold War were 
justifi ed as being struggles of national
liberation. The future seemed to lie 
solely in a world of nation-states 

whose individual sovereignties were 
further backed up by international 
agreements. The UN military response 
to the communist attack in Korea 
in 1950, the unifi ed response by 
Washington and Moscow to the Anglo-
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