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The U.S. Army’s recent embrace of counterinsurgency warfare and nation building complicates theories of military
politics. For decades, critics declared the army too risk averse, too parochial, and too insulated to change, often
thwarting civilian demands for greater flexibility. How should we understand these recent, unexpected
changes? In this article I synthesize insights from historical institutionalism and American political development
to derive a micropolitical perspective on institutional change. This approach advances two components as necess-
ary before an institution transforms. First, mid-level agents shift the unofficial discourses through which they
understand and describe the institution’s core missions and capabilities. These slow and often subtle changes
create a mismatch between the mid-level actors and the institution’s paradigm. This erosion of institutional
order provides an opportunity to reformers. The second component of transformation is the work of these reformers
to forge coalitions with elites inside and outside government and press institutional leaders for change. In the rest
of the article, I demonstrate the efficacy of the micropolitical approach by investigating how the army developed its
AirLand Battle doctrine after the Vietnam War. My analysis of recently declassified correspondence, oral-history
interviews, and the writings of officers and experts shows how mid-level officers and external reformers were
able to shift the discourses of army leaders and develop an institutional paradigm that endured for decades.
Indeed, AirLand Battle influenced the Weinberger criteria for deploying American troops, and it shaped U.S.
conduct during the Persian Gulf War of 1991. This suggests a research program that could demonstrate why
and how the U.S. Army’s way of war changed during the 2000s, as well as how durable this transformation
will be.

INTRODUCTION

You go to war with the Army you have, not the
Army you might want or wish to have at a later
time.

- Donald H. Rumsfeld

In December 2004, the U.S. defense secretary was
asked by a soldier preparing to deploy to Iraq why a
majority of vehicles in the theater were not operating
with full armor.1 Donald H. Rumsfeld responded with
the now immortal quote above, echoing what many
scholars of national security had been writing for

decades: the American military, especially the army,
is far too resistant to change, too protective of its paro-
chial interests, too risk averse.2 However, while Rums-
feld was lamenting the army’s supposed resistance to
reform, the institution was transforming its con-
ception of its core missions and capabilities—a devel-
opment that Rumsfeld likely knew little about and
had very little control over. Two months before the
defense secretary’s notorious question-and-answer
session with troops in Kuwait, the army drafted an
interim field manual for counterinsurgency oper-
ations, a type of military action at odds with
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Rumsfeld’s vision of a high-tech, mobile force.3 Two
years later, the army would fully commit itself to
nation building in Iraq—and Rumsfeld would be
gone.

This process resulted in a new army paradigm.
Instead of fighting with as few forces as possible to
defeat enemies on a battlefield, this army would
deploy in large numbers to secure foreign popu-
lations and rebuild societies. It might unleash
lightning-quick strikes, but it would win conflicts
through long-term commitment. Most important,
the army might be technologically advanced, but it
would tackle deep political and social problems as
part of its regular duties.

What explains this transformation? The literature
of international relations and civil-military politics
suggests three potential factors in stability and
change: international political conditions, civilian
intervention, and the imposition of new initiatives
from institutional leaders. Realists, for instance,
argue that change is driven by developments in inter-
national politics.4 The problem with this explanation
is that many other scholars have shown that the mili-
tary, especially the U.S. Army, does not necessarily
change according to external developments.5 It is
also not clear which exogenous shocks are sufficient
to drive specific changes. After the Soviet Union’s
demise, army leadership held fast to its way of war;
after the 9/11 attacks, the United States tried more
than one strategy to counter international terrorism.
Exogenous conditions do not always spark transform-
ation, nor do they mandate specific changes.

Intervention by civilian or army leaders is also not
sufficient to explain the recent changes.6 Rumsfeld

failed to mold the institution in his image, and the
Bush administration did not fully endorse military-led
nation building until after the army embraced it.7 In
addition, the impetus for change did not come
from the top leadership of the army. For decades,
since at least 1976, the institution had formally
resisted involvement in asymmetric conflicts, defining
its central mission as defeating conventional enemies
on the field of battle. If the civilian leadership wished
to intervene in small wars, such as in Central America
during the 1980s, then the army would play only a
limited role—until guerrillas developed conventional
capabilities that could be countered by regular
forces.8 The army’s leadership in the 2000s was no
more likely than its predecessors to embrace counter-
insurgency warfare or nation building.

Indeed, preliminary evidence suggests that the
impetus for change came not from outside, nor
from the top; it came from the middle of the insti-
tution. Many lower-level officers in the field, perceiv-
ing that the army’s paradigm did not address the
problems they encountered, argued early on that
the institution needed to change its way of war.9

General David H. Petraeus helped to forge a broad-
based coalition of these junior officers, as well as non-
governmental experts, in order to shift the discourses
of top leaders and consolidate these changes as new
doctrine.10 The relatively open process through

3. See Steven Lee Myers, “Choice of Rumsfeld Creates Solid
Team for Missile Shield,” New York Times, December 29, 2000; Eric
Schmitt and Elaine Sciolino, “To Run Pentagon, Bush Sought
Proven Manager With Muscle,” New York Times, January 1, 2001;
Bob Woodward, State of Denial (New York: Simon & Schuster,
2006); and Ron Suskind, The One Percent Doctrine (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2006).

4. See Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics
(New York: Longman, 1979) and John J. Mearsheimer, The
Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001).

5. Some realists look to domestic politics to understand U.S.
foreign policy. See John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt,
The Israel Lobby (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007). For
works questioning realism, see Graham T. Allison, “Conceptual
Models and the Cuban Missile Crisis,” The American Political Science
Review 63 (September 1969); Jack L. Snyder, The Ideology of the Offen-
sive: Military Decision Making and the Disasters of 1914 (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1984); Edward Rhodes, “Constructing
Peace and War,” Millennium 24 (1995); and Mark Shulman, “Institu-
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Trubowitz, Emily O. Goldman, and Edward Rhodes (New York:
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eral Wars (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1994); and Peter D.
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and the Epic Struggle for the Future of the United States Army (New York:
Crown, 2009). I am conducting research into how the army was
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fore, the doctrine assumed that civilians would lead counterinsur-
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authorities, see Isaiah Wilson III, “Thinking Beyond War: Civil-
Military Operational Planning in Northern Iraq,” paper prepared
for delivery at Cornell University’s Peace Studies Program,
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Sunrise (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008).
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which these officers wrote the 2006 counterinsur-
gency field manual helped to cultivate support,
inside and outside the institution, for a transform-
ation of the army.

In this article, I show that this bottom-up process of
change is typical for the army. I first provide a theor-
etical basis for this claim, using literatures of historical
institutionalism and American political development
as a guide. I then analyze a period of reform in the
army similar to the recent embrace of nation build-
ing: the decade after the Vietnam War, when the
army moved away from a paradigm of countering
insurgencies in the developing world and toward pre-
paring for large-scale conventional war in Europe. My
analysis of public writings by and oral-history inter-
views with officers, as well as declassified internal
letters and memoranda, shows that the U.S. Army’s
transformation in the late 1970s and early 1980s—
which endured for two decades until it was recently
overthrown—was not imposed from the top. It grew
out of agitation for change at the middle. Lower-level
officers, as well as outside experts, sought to change
the institution by shifting the discourses that the
army’s leaders used to explain the institution’s core
missions and capabilities. Once they succeeded in
this indirect process of change, official reforms
followed.

EXPLAINING INSTITUTIONAL TRANSFORMATION

Some major works of historical institutionalism show
that institutions endure by creating structures and
incentives that restrict the potential for change.11

These studies suggest that institutions are unlikely to
transform without some exogenous shock that
opens new paths of development. However, critics
argue that institutions are not as rigid as this
punctuated-equilibria model suggests, and that
endogenous change is possible.12 Some contend
that incremental shifts can add up to major
reforms.13 Others point to the potential for minority

factions to persist within institutions and to struggle
for change at certain times.14 A third group shows
that institutional boundaries are porous, allowing
entrepreneurs to work with other agents inside and
outside of government to build support for their
reform agendas.15 This diverse literature suggests
that institutional transformation may be slow and
incremental, and it can be driven by internal agents
working with reformers across boundaries.

Given the ways that institutions frustrate transform-
ation, how might such endogenous change work? I
argue that to answer this, we should conceive of insti-
tutions not as organizations that produce outcomes
but as organizations that produce people. When an
institution is stable, it is because agents not just at
the top, but also at lower levels, act according to a
paradigm. The paradigm is the official discourse
through which an institution conceives of its core mis-
sions and capabilities.16 According to J.G.A. Pocock, a
paradigm

gives priority to certain organizations of the
field and the activity, while tending to screen
out others; it encourages the presumption
that we are situated in a certain reality and

11. See Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers (Cam-
bridge, MA: Belknap/Harvard, 1992), 47, 58; and Paul Pierson,
“Increasing Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics,”
The American Political Science Review 94 (June 2000).

12. See Elisabeth S. Clemens and James M. Cook, “Politics and
Institutionalism: Explaining Durability and Change,” Annual Review
of Sociology 25 (1999); Gerard Alexander, “Institutions, Path Depen-
dence, and Democratic Consolidation,” Journal of Theoretical Politics
13 (2001); Avner Greif and David D. Laitin, “A Theory of Endogen-
ous Institutional Change,” The American Political Science Review 98
(November 2004); Colin Crouch and Henry Farrell, “Breaking
the Path of Institutional Development? Alternatives to the New
Determinism,” Rationality and Society 16 (2004); and B. Guy
Peters, Jon Pierre, and Desmond S. King, “The Politics of Path
Dependency: Political Conflict in Historical Institutionalism,” The
Journal of Politics 67 (November 2005).

13. Jacob S. Hacker, “Policy Drift: The Hidden Politics of US
Welfare State Retrenchment,” in Beyond Continuity: Institutional
Change in Advanced Political Economies, ed. Wolfgang Streeck and

Kathleen Thelen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); and
James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen, “A Theory of Gradual Insti-
tutional Change,” in Explaining Institutional Change, eds. Mahoney
and Thelen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).

14. Kathleen Thelen contends that the heterogeneity of insti-
tutions allows “losers” of political struggles to survive; these dissi-
dents may later lead reform movements. See Thelen, “How
Institutions Evolve: Insights from Comparative Historical Analysis,”
in Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences, ed. James
Mahoney and Dietrich Rueschemeyer (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003), 231. See also Barbara Levitt and James G.
March, “Organizational Learning,” Annual Review of Sociology 14
(1988): 327–28; and Terry Moe, “Power and Political Institutions,”
in Rethinking Political Institutions, ed. Ian Shapiro, Stephen Skowro-
nek, and Daniel Galvin (New York: New York University Press,
2006), 38.

15. For arguments that institutions are not only internally het-
erogeneous but defined by porous boundaries, see Karen Orren
and Stephen Skowronek, “Order and Time in Institutional Study:
A Brief for the Historical Approach,” in Political Science in History,
ed. James Farr, John S. Dryzek, and Stephen T. Leonard (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); and Adam D. Sheingate,
“Political Entrepreneurship, Institutional Change, and American
Political Development,” Studies in American Political Development 17
(Fall 2003). Daniel Carpenter shows that these relatively open
borders allow entrepreneurs to network with outsiders in order to
shape their institutions; see Carpenter, The Forging of Bureaucratic
Autonomy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001).

16. See Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions,
3rd Edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 6;
Charles Taylor, “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man,” in Interpre-
tive Social Science: a Second Look, ed. Paul Rabinow and William M.
Sullivan (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 55–57;
Charles Taylor, “Language and Human Nature,” in Human Agency
and Language: Philosophical Papers 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1985), reproduced in Interpreting Politics, ed. Michael
T. Gibbons (New York: New York University Press, 1987), 119; and
Albert S. Yee, “The Causal Effects of Ideas on Policies,” International
Organization 50 (Winter 1996): 95.
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are called on to act, speak, or think in certain
ways and not others. It exerts authority, and it
distributes authority, so as to favour certain
modes of action and those said to be engaged
in them.17

Thus, a paradigm shapes agents’ behavior, and their
behavior reinforces the paradigm.18

Institutional leaders have many ways of ensuring
that subordinate agents act according to the para-
digm, especially through recruitment, training, and
promotion. As well, they can monitor and punish
lower-level agents who do not comply with the para-
digm. But in a large institution, this is an inefficient
way to maintain continuity. Such an institution will
function most effectively when it produces agents
who echo the paradigm in their own, unofficial dis-
courses. These agents then understand their jobs
through the paradigm and perform their tasks
according to it. This reduces the need for the rela-
tively expensive practice of micromanaging
subordinates.

Still, unofficial discourses are malleable. Mid-level
agents within an institution are constituted by mul-
tiple discourses, official and unofficial, in addition
to the institution’s paradigm.19 They have many
incentives to follow the paradigm, including career
building. But in times of stability, they do not need
incentives to follow the paradigm. For the most part,
their unofficial discourses match it, and through it
they understand the institution’s core missions and
capabilities.

However, because these mid-level agents are
further from power, they are also more likely than
leaders to shift their unofficial discourses in ways
that conflict with the paradigm. These agents have
different motivations from those at a higher level.
They are likely to be more concerned with accom-
plishing their tasks than with preserving the para-
digm. If they encounter problems whose solutions
seem to fall outside the paradigm, then they may
shift their discourses in order to understand or
perform their jobs. Because these agents are also
motivated to preserve their careers, they are not
likely to directly challenge authority. David Petraeus,

for instance, argued in the 1980s that those who dis-
agreed with the army paradigm held back their criti-
cisms because of the way internal dissidents were
treated.20 But over time, if the mainstream of mid-
level agents alters their unofficial discourses, this
may empower reformers to seek to change the
institution.

Reformers are a subset of mid-level agents. They
are pragmatic enough to maintain their careers, but
their commitment to strengthen the institution
leads them to look for opportunities to change it.
While they avoid directly challenging the leadership,
they can take a more indirect path toward change.
Would-be reformers who recognize the growing gap
between the discourses at the top and middle of the
institution may perceive that the costs of pursuing
change are reduced. Reformers will then work
across institutional lines, with experts outside the
institution, to try to press the leadership to shift
their unofficial discourses. These informal efforts—
combined with the eroding support at the middle
level—compel the leadership to open itself up to
these voices in order to rebuild support for the insti-
tution. This openness of the leadership to voices
from below and outside provides mid-level reformers
opportunities to shift the unofficial discourses of their
leaders. If these actors can take advantage of this and
change the terms that leaders use to understand and
describe the institution’s core missions and capabili-
ties, then official consolidation of a new paradigm is
likely.

It is true that discursive changes can be driven from
the top. Indeed, I assume that as leaders recruit, train,
and promote officers, they are trying to influence the
unofficial discourses of mid-level agents. However, I
expect that major changes are driven not by leaders
but by these lower-level agents, who defect from the
paradigm by altering their unofficial discourses. As
well, reformers succeed in changing the institution
when they are able to shift the discourses of their
superiors. It is also possible for the top leadership to
ignore the gap between middle and bottom, and to
impose their own discourses as the paradigm. But as
I show in the case of the army, generals who ignore
the unofficial discourses of junior-level officers risk
losing crucial support for their initiatives.

I emphasize the micro nature of this process for two
reasons. First, the impetus for change is driven from
below rather than above, and it involves informal
interactions between agents across institutional
boundaries. Second, the shifts in the unofficial dis-
courses of leaders are likely to be incremental. So,
in order to understand a major change, I argue, we
must pay attention to shifts in the components of an

17. J. G. A. Pocock, “The Reconstruction of Discourse: Towards
the Historiography of Political Thought,” in his Political Thought and
History: Essays on Theory and Method (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2009), 72.

18. Ann Swidler argues similarly to Pocock that culture is a
“‘tool kit’ of symbols, stories, rituals, and world-views, which
people may use in varying configurations to solve different kinds
of problems.” See Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strat-
egies,” American Sociological Review 51 (April 1986): 273.

19. J. G. A. Pocock, Politics, Language and Time: Essays on Political
Thought and History (New York: Atheneum, 1971), 16–17, 253;
Taylor, “Sciences of Man,” 61; Jutta Weldes, “High Politics and
Low Data: Globalization Discourses and Popular Culture,” in
Interpretation and Method: Empirical Research Methods and the Interpre-
tive Turn, ed. Dvora Yanow and Peregrine Schwartz-Shea
(Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2006), 179.

20. David Howell Petraeus, “The American Military and the
Lessons of Vietnam: A Study of Military Influence and the Use of
Force in the Post-Vietnam Era” (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton Uni-
versity, 1987), 281–82.
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actor’s or institution’s discourse. Small shifts can spur
later changes and, eventually, transformation. In this
sense, leaders are important to the story of change.
But mid-level agents are the catalysts, and discourse
is the medium through which reformers try to effect
institutional transformation.

The case study I present below suggests the efficacy
of the micropolitical approach: discourses and ideas
are key sources of stability but are malleable; and mid-
level actors, working with agents across institutional
boundaries, are the catalysts of change. Many scholars
have found that the behaviors and policies of military
institutions are often driven by their organizational
cultures.21 Because they limit the time horizons in
most of their studies, these scholars find that culture
frustrates change; they tend not to examine how a
military paradigm itself might change over time and
who might drive those changes. The micropolitical
approach to the army suggests that, while paradigms
are key to stability, we should closely examine how
agents can work to change those paradigms.

Will this approach yield insights into the nature of
change in other contexts and in nonmilitary insti-
tutions? There are some reasons to believe that it
will. For instance, Victoria Hattam and Joseph
E. Lowndes have found, in separate studies of U.S.
racial and ethnic classification and of the rise of
modern conservatism, that early attempts to shift
elite discourse paid off in later, formal changes.22

Studies of nonmilitary organizations also suggest the
importance of culture, ideas, and mid-level actors.
James Q. Wilson contends that the culture of the
Federal Bureau of Investigation led it to resist investi-
gating drug traffic. For example, the FBI’s paradigm
discouraged agents from undercover work, which
could expose the institution to embarrassment or cor-
ruption.23 This was not a matter of micromanagement,
Wilson says: “FBI agents behaved as if J. Edgar Hoover
were looking over their shoulders in part because the
agents believed that was the right way to behave.”24

This finally changed once FBI agents began to inter-
mingle with agents from the Drug Enforcement
Administration during the Reagan years. As a result of
this penetration by a different organizational culture,
Wilson says, the FBI loosened its centralized control
of agents, allowing for undercover work, and it rede-
fined its conception of its “core tasks.”25

This shift that Wilson identifies was initiated by the
Reagan administration, but a crucial element was the
infusion of new agents into the organization. Daniel
P. Carpenter and Colin D. Moore argue similarly
that bureaucracies often change because of the
arrival of outsiders.26 These new agents may import
discourses and intellectual commitments, and their
interactions with others in their cohort, across insti-
tutional lines, may spark new policies and behavior.27

Carpenter and Moore show that in the 1950s, a set of
reformers steeped in pharmacology arrived in a
number of divisions of the Food and Drug Adminis-
tration.28 These actors communicated largely infor-
mally and did not necessarily press for new policies.
Instead, they interpreted existing rules to mean that
safety and efficacy were central to considerations
about the introduction of drugs.29 Thus, a diverse
group that was not necessarily organized but shared
understandings of the proper direction of policy
interacted informally, altering institutional
behavior.30

But this example does indicate potential differ-
ences between the army and nonmilitary institutions.
Militaries have a degree of autonomy from outside
authorities, they concentrate power in the top leader-
ship, and their agents must pass a high bar to enter
and tend to enjoy relatively long tenure.31 For these
reasons, the “new blood” that Carpenter and Moore
argue can be a key to change is not likely to course
through the army’s veins. An organization that is
more closely ruled by external authorities or that
has greater turnover, especially among upper-level
agents, might see more reform initiatives from
outside or above. Still, the new blood in the army
may come from the movement of ideas, rather than
people, across institutional boundaries.

Another potential difference is that modern,
Western-style militaries, in order to act efficiently
and effectively, require soldiers to act on their own
initiative and try to discourage micromanagement
by superiors.32 This means mid-level officers often
exercise independent judgments and may over time

21. See especially Elizabeth Kier, Imagining War (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1997); and Krepinevich, Army and
Vietnam. Kier uses the term culture, while Krepinevich says the
army’s concept of war biased its approach to the Vietnam conflict.

22. Victoria Hattam, In the Shadow of Race (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2007); Joseph E. Lowndes, From the New Deal to the
New Right: Race and the Southern Origins of Modern Conservatism (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008).

23. James Q. Wilson, Bureaucracy (New York: Basic Books,
1991), 107–8.

24. Ibid., 109–10.
25. Ibid., 266–67.

26. Daniel P. Carpenter and Colin D. Moore, “Robust Action
and the Strategic Use of Ambiguity in a Bureaucratic Cohort:
FDA Officers and the Evolution of New Drug Regulations, 1950–
70,” in Formative Acts, ed. Stephen Skowronek and Matthew Glass-
man (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 340–
41.

27. Ibid., 351.
28. Ibid., 345.
29. Ibid., 347.
30. Ibid., 362.
31. On the relative autonomy of military institutions and power

of their leaders, see, for instance, Rosen, Next War, 52–53.
32. For extended discussions of subordinate initiative in mili-

tary institutions, see Kenneth M. Pollack, Arabs at War (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 2002), 581–83; and Stephen D.
Biddle, Military Power: Explaining Victory and Defeat in Modern Battle
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004).
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deviate from the institutional paradigm, creating
some of the conditions necessary for change. For
this reason, military institutions, perhaps more than
others, rely on paradigms to reproduce order and
are more susceptible to change from the middle.
However, given the examples from nonmilitary organ-
izations, it would be a mistake to say that this process
of change applies only to relatively closed institutions.

THE OFFICIAL ARMY PARADIGM, 1968–1982

In this section I examine the U.S. Army paradigm—its
official discourse, through which it understands its
core missions and capabilities—to identify how it
transformed between the end of the Vietnam War
and the beginning of the 1980s. I do this by compar-
ing the army’s 1968 capstone doctrinal manual (the
final version it published during the war) to the revi-
sions of that manual that it released in 1976 and 1982.
The army’s capstone doctrine is issued by the chief of
staff and, as such, carries the weight of institutional
authority. Donn A. Starry, who wrote parts of the
1976 capstone manual and was responsible for the
1982 revision, sees doctrine as the conclusions
drawn from “intellectual activity and theoretical
study” of strategy, tactics, equipment, and training.33

It then shapes education and training, and it guides
the development of organizations, technology, and
weapons.34 The U.S. Army after World War II
increased its emphasis on doctrine, and today it con-
siders itself “doctrinally based”: its 2008 operations
manual claims to outline how the army “will organize,
train, equip, and conduct operations.”35

Therefore, the army’s capstone doctrine represents
the paradigm. Through it, we can understand the
institution’s conception of its missions and capabili-
ties. Once we understand specifically how the official
discourse shifted over time, we can then consider the
influences that led to these changes.

In the decade after the Vietnam War, the U.S. Army
transformed its paradigm from emphasizing the
achievement of political goals in the developing
world to stressing the disruption and defeat of
enemy forces in Central Europe. But between 1968
and the consolidation of the new paradigm in 1982,
the army issued a manual that differed from both its
predecessor and the version that followed. This
1976 version of FM 100-5 was dubbed “Active
Defense” because it laid out in detail the way

commanders should move troops into position to
destroy enemy forces overrunning Western Europe.
While Active Defense marked the end of the army’s
Vietnam-era paradigm, it was immediately challenged
by actors inside and outside the institution because of
its defensive orientation, its elevation of firepower
and the annihilation of enemy forces over indirect
ways to destroy the enemy’s will and capacity to
fight, and its silence on the relationship between civi-
lian political goals and the army’s waging of war. As we
will see, this backlash from below and outside spurred
the leadership to create a new paradigm of “AirLand
Battle.” That doctrine, established in 1982, largely set
the terms for the Weinberger criteria and the way of
war typified by the Persian Gulf War of 1991.

The 1968 version of FM 100-5, Operations, empha-
sized the army’s role in creating and preserving stab-
ility, and securing political objectives.36 This manual
featured only two instances of the word “win” and
one of “victory”—and they were never used in refer-
ence to what the army should do.37 The field
manual also stressed the primacy of national, rather
than military, goals. These civilian political goals,
not battlefield conditions, set the terms for both the
army’s conduct and “the employment of certain
weapons.”38 As for how the army would fight the
enemy, the manual emphasized using defensive pos-
itions to create possibilities for offense, as well as
moving troops rapidly to unleash firepower.39

The first post-Vietnam publication of FM 100-5
overturned much of the 1968 version. The 1976
manual focused not on Third World contingencies
but on a potential mid- or high-intensity war with
the Soviet Union in Central Europe.40 This Active
Defense doctrine contended that because of the
increased lethality of modern weaponry—demon-
strated by the substantial destruction of men and
machines in just a few weeks of conflict between
Arab states and Israel in 1973—the United States
would not have time to mobilize for war as it had in
the past.41 Instead, the next major conflict would
require immediate positioning of well-trained troops
to defend West Germany against the Soviet main
attack. With generals ensuring the proper ratio of
defenders to enemy attackers, and colonels taking
advantage of mobility and firepower to move troops

33. Donn A. Starry, “To Change an Army,” Military Review 63
(March 1983): 24.

34. Robert A. Doughty, The Evolution of U.S. Army Tactical Doc-
trine, 1946–1976 (Fort Leavenworth, KS: Combat Studies Institute,
1979), 1–2.

35. Roger J. Spiller, “In the Shadow of the Dragon: Doctrine
and the U.S. Army After Vietnam,” RUSI Journal 142 (1997): 41;
William S. Wallace, “Foreword,” in Department of the Army, FM
3-0, Operations (2008).

36. Department of the Army, FM 100-5, Operations (1968), 1–6,
6–13.

37. See examples in Ibid., 5–9, 11–3, 13–2.
38. Ibid., 2–1 to 2–2.
39. Ibid., 6–5, 6–7, 6–13.
40. Department of the Army, FM 100-5, Operations (1976), 1–2.

See also John L. Romjue, From Active Defense to AirLand Battle (Fort
Monroe, VA: U.S. Training and Doctrine Command, 1984), 6.

41. Department of the Army, FM 100-5 (1976), 2–1 to 2–4. See
also Russell F. Weigley, History of the United States Army, Expanded
Edition (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 584; and
Richard Lock-Pullan, U.S. Intervention Policy and Army Innovation:
From Vietnam to Iraq (London: Routledge, 2006), 60–63.
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from flank and rear areas to meet the assault head-on,
the army could win the first battle of the next war—
even if on the defensive.42

This approach was necessary, the manual said,
because the battle would be so destructive that dom-
estic and international pressures were likely to force
a settlement before a second battle could ensue.43

Such conditions apparently were so unique that the
manual did not reprint the army’s traditional prin-
ciples of war, which had stressed offensive action.
With this conception of modern war as sui generis,
as well as the manual’s emphases on new defensive
tactics, on realistic training of competent units,
and—crucially—on winning the first battle irrespec-
tive of the political goals of civilian authorities, the
1976 manual represented a clean break from the
Vietnam-era army paradigm.

The Active Defense doctrine, approved by the
army’s chief of staff, was supposed to establish the
institution’s core missions and capabilities. But little
more than five years later, the army almost completely
overturned it. The 1982 revision of FM 100-5 accepted
the claim that modern war had grown increasingly
lethal, and that technology may provide some advan-
tages to the defender.44 It also echoed the 1976
manual’s emphasis on winning—though not the
first battle. Indeed, the 1982 field manual, which
made official the army’s AirLand Battle doctrine, con-
tended that the army’s focus must be not on battles
but operations—that is, how simultaneous and succes-
sive engagements add up to winning wars.45 In this
focus on winning wars rather than battles, as well as
in many other areas examined below, AirLand
Battle supplanted Active Defense.

AirLand Battle envisioned combat extending far
beyond the frontlines, emphasizing strikes on
reserve forces and the dislocation of command and
control—both deep in the enemy’s rear—concur-
rently with the frontline defensive battle against
Soviet invaders.46 To win campaigns, the manual
asserted, soldiers must seize the initiative, maneuver
to create and exploit enemy weaknesses, and go on
the offensive—to destroy not necessarily troops and
equipment but the enemy’s ability or will to fight.47

This was far different from the 1976 manual, which
assumed that if the political goal was to defend
Europe, then the army must fight defensively.

In addition, the manual eliminated nearly all of the
quantitative data on weapon lethality and force ratios
that the 1976 version used to prove that modern battle
was the most destructive in military history. Instead,

the 1982 revision used historical examples and prin-
ciples of war to explain how lessons of the past
could apply to future conflict.48 In this way, it empha-
sized the continuity rather than the differences
between modern conflict and the history of warfare.
It also stressed civilian responsibility for creating mili-
tarily achievable goals and ensuring the public’s will
for war, issues on which the 1976 manual was
silent.49 This paradigm, represented by the 1982
manual, endured because, as I show in later sections,
it was based on several components of officers’ un-
official discourses.

Table 1 outlines the key differences across the three
capstone doctrinal manuals. The changes can be
grouped into three general areas: the continuity
between modern war and military history; the
army’s way of war; and the relationship between civi-
lian policy and army action. In the first area, the
1976 manual emphasized the differences between
past and current warfare, while the 1968 and 1982 ver-
sions stressed continuity. The manuals from the
Vietnam era and early 1980s reprinted the army’s
longstanding principles of war—though, as we will
see, they were substantially edited as the army devel-
oped AirLand Battle. The 1982 version also used an
array of historical vignettes to show the continuity
between its new way of war and the history of armed
conflict. The 1976 version went in the opposite direc-
tion, using quantitative data to show that modern
weaponry was devastatingly lethal, and it used no his-
torical examples. This implied that warfare in the last
quarter of the twentieth century had no antecedents.
As we will see, this diverged sharply from the unoffi-
cial discourses of mid-level army officers in the early
1970s.

The next general area is the army’s vision of future
battle, illustrated by four discursive themes: the goal
of combat, the purpose of defense, the site of battle,
and the purpose of maneuver. The 1982 manual
saw the goal of combat as not necessarily the destruc-
tion of enemy forces but, rather, of the enemy’s will to
fight. This means it may be more effective to attack
soft targets that support enemy combat troops, like
command and control or fuel-supply lines, rather
than to meet the opposing army head-on. By contrast,
the 1976 manual appears to be a doctrine of attrition.

The 1982 version also restored the army’s emphasis
on offense, which can best be seen in its conception
of the purpose of defense. Where the 1976 manual
stressed that the army could win battles on the defen-
sive by feeding in soldiers from flanks and reserves to
meet the main enemy attack, both the 1968 and 1982
versions emphasized that the purpose of the defense

42. Department of the Army, FM 100-5 (1976), 3–4.
43. Ibid., 1–1.
44. Department of the Army, FM 100-5, Operations (1982), 10–

3, 14–4.
45. Ibid., 2–3.
46. Ibid., 1–5.
47. Ibid., 8–4 to 8–5.

48. Jeffrey W. Long, “The Evolution of U.S. Army Doctrine:
From Active Defense to AirLand Battle and Beyond” (master’s
thesis, U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, 1991),
46–47.

49. Department of the Army, FM 100-5 (1982), B-1, B-5.
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was to create conditions necessary to go on the offen-
sive. In order to do this, the 1982 manual envisioned
the army attacking the opponent simultaneously in
the rear and the front (Site of Battle) in order to
create and exploit enemy weaknesses through rapid
maneuver along what the manual termed “indirect
approaches” (Purpose of Maneuver).50 The earlier
manuals clearly differed with the 1982 version,
seeing the battle as mostly on the frontline and
emphasizing the use of maneuver mostly to move
forces into close combat rather than to attack areas
of enemy weakness.

The final but perhaps most important area of com-
parison is the army’s conception of how the strategic
and tactical levels of war interact—that is, the relation-
ship between civilian policy and military action. The
1982 capstone doctrine emphasized that civilian auth-
orities must clearly define the political objectives of
war before ordering troops to battle, and they must
marshal public support both before and throughout
the conflict. Neither of these themes appeared in
the 1968 or 1976 manuals. Indeed, as the table
shows, the 1976 manual assumed that international
or domestic pressure would end the conflict before
the army had a chance to win; therefore, the army

would just try to hold ground until civilians could
reach a political settlement. As we will see, this con-
trasted sharply with the unofficial discourses of
army officers.

The 1982 manual also stressed the winning of
wars rather than the winning of battles (as in the
1976 manual) or the securing of political objectives
(as in the 1968 version). This was a crucial change.
While the 1982 version brought the political
context of war back in, it differed from the 1968
manual in stressing that military power would not
necessarily solve all possible foreign-policy pro-
blems. Military power is used to defeat enemies on
the battlefield; if this helps to achieve policy objec-
tives, then it can be used. Indeed, the table shows
that the two post-Vietnam manuals left out any
hint that the army would participate in stability
operations. This silence implies that some political
imperatives require civilians to apply nonmilitary
forms of state power, leaving the military to fight
on the conventional battlefield when necessary to
U.S. interests.

This discussion shows that while the army paradigm
was transformed after Vietnam, its consolidation was
not accomplished by the initial rewriting of the
army’s capstone doctrine. While some elements of
the 1976 manual—especially the importance of realis-
tic training—endured, many important ones did

Table 1. Discursive Themes of Army Doctrine, 1968–1982

Discursive Theme Variant FM 100-5,
1968

FM 100-5,
1976

FM 100-5,
1982

Continuity Between Modern
War and Military History

Principles of war apply † †

Historical examples apply †

Modern war as sui generis †

Goal of Combat Destroy enemy forces † †

Destroy enemy’s ability to fight †

Purpose of Defense Create conditions for offense † †

Defeat enemy attack †

Site of Battle Frontline † †

Simultaneous attacks on rear and front †

Purpose of Maneuver Close with enemy †

Mass troops †

Attack enemy indirectly, at weak points †

Relationship Between Civilian
Policy and Army Action

Clearly defined political objectives
required

†

Popular support / national will required †

International or domestic pressure likely
to end conflict

†

Army “secures” objectives †

Army wins land battles †

Army wins wars †

Stability operations as army responsibility †

50. Ibid., 2–4.

THE MICROPOLITICS OF “THE ARMY YOU HAVE” 187



not.51 The 1982 version of capstone doctrine differed
from its immediate predecessor in many areas,
notably in its emphasis on continuity with military
history, on fighting offensively and attacking enemy
weaknesses rather than strengths, and on demanding
that civilian authorities take responsibility for the war
effort. The key questions for analysts of political
change are why the Vietnam-era paradigm broke
down and why the 1976 manual never took hold as
the official paradigm. The rest of the article addresses
these questions, showing how officers’ unofficial dis-
courses differed from both the Vietnam-era paradigm
and from Active Defense. This lack of support from
mid-level agents created the conditions necessary
for reformers to influence the discourses of army
leaders.

DIVERGENCE AND DEFECTION FROM THE PARADIGM,
1972–1976

The micropolitical perspective holds that the trans-
formation we see between 1968 and 1982 was driven
by reformers who capitalized on the opportunity pro-
vided by a shift in the discourses of mid-level officers.
In this section, I analyze five years of articles from
army journals to indicate where the unofficial dis-
courses of officers deviated from the paradigm. This
defection of mid-level officers is important for two
reasons: it signaled to reformers that there was a
broad base of support for a new paradigm, and
many of the themes of the discourses of these officers
would eventually become part of it.

It is true that the paradigm was also undermined by
civilian authorities. I will briefly show the shape of
their discourses in order to acknowledge their diver-
gence from the paradigm. However, it is important
to note that, while this helps to explain why the
army was able to change its paradigm in 1976, it
does not show why we see the overhaul of the 1976
version of capstone doctrine in favor of AirLand
Battle. To understand that change, we must look to
the work of internal and external reformers. The
combination of the defection of mid-level officers
and the success of reformers in shifting the discourses
of leaders drove the changes we observe in the 1982
capstone doctrine.

In the summer of 1969, President Richard Nixon
announced that the United States would no longer
intervene directly to help Asian allies defend them-
selves against internal or external threats.52 This
policy, termed the Nixon Doctrine, soon became
the basis for a reworking of domestic and national-

security budgeting, as well as U.S. security policy.53

Although the Nixon Doctrine was not universally
accepted across the government, Congress similarly
diverged from the army paradigm through its
attempts to defund the war effort and force the presi-
dent to withdraw combat troops from Vietnam.54

Nixon resisted these attempts, but by the early 1970s
there were few voices—even among defense intellec-
tuals—sharing discursive themes with the para-
digm.55 Soon, Henry Kissinger would declare 1973
the “Year of Europe.”56

It is important to observe that, even though civi-
lians diverged from the army paradigm, they did not
mandate the specific changes we see in the 1976 or
1982 manuals. The transformation codified by the
1982 manual was shaped by the mid-level agents
who defected from the Vietnam-era paradigm and
helped to press for a new one.

In order to understand whether and how the unof-
ficial discourses of officers deviated from the para-
digm, I first inventoried five years of articles
published in Military Review and Parameters to under-
stand the subjects U.S. Army intellectuals discussed
most. The former journal is published by the
Command and General Staff College at Fort Leaven-
worth, Kansas, and it includes articles by intellectuals
both inside and outside the U.S. Army; Parameters is
similarly oriented, produced by the U.S. Army War
College. I then analyzed a sample of one hundred
articles published between 1972 and 1976 to deter-
mine which discursive themes were prevalent just
after the U.S. Army left Vietnam. As we will see,
many of these themes diverged from the Vietnam-era
paradigm and from the 1976 manual as well.

One caveat about analyzing the unofficial dis-
courses of officers is that we cannot be sure the
venues through which they speak ( journals, oral-
history interviews) are not controlled in some way
by the leadership. However, this sample suggests
that there were many discourses used in the army
journals. As well, the discourses these officers used
diverged from the 1976 Active Defense doctrine. It
is not likely that these publications were used by the
leadership in order to disseminate a discourse that
would overturn a doctrine that was just going to press.

For the full inventory of articles published between
1972 and 1976, I created broad categories in order to
capture general interests like strategy, world politics,
and the Soviet Union, rather than breaking these

51. Harry G. Summers Jr., On Strategy II: A Critical Analysis of the
Gulf War (New York: Dell, 1992), 140; Spiller, “Shadow of the
Dragon,” 52.

52. Don Oberdorfer, “U.S. Bars New Asia War Role,” Washing-
ton Post, July 26, 1969.

53. Henry A. Kissinger, “National Security Decision Memoran-
dum 95: U. S. Strategy and Forces for NATO,” 25 November 1970.

54. See Melvin R. Laird, The Nixon Doctrine (Washington, DC:
American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, 1972).

55. See Stanley Hoffmann, Samuel P. Huntington, Ernest R.
May, Richard N. Neustadt, and Thomas C. Schelling, “Vietnam
Reappraised,” International Security 6 (Summer 1981).

56. Henry A. Kissinger, “The Year of Europe: Address by Henry
Kissinger (23 April 1973),” in The Department of State Bulletin (14 May
1973), 593.
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areas into specialties like logistics and artillery, or into
narrow geographical areas. If the article concerned
U.S. interests, then the subject was strategy; if the
article focused on an important region but did not
focus on the United States, then the subject was
world politics. It was important to keep the subject
areas relatively broad so that I could see whether
within the most common subjects there were varieties
of discourse.

The three most prevalent subjects in Military Review,
among both active-duty officers and civilians, were
strategy, tactics and operations, and army reform
(see Table 2). Officers publishing in Parameters had
a similar concern with strategy, which far outpaced
subjects like civil-military relations and world politics,
though the percentage of civilians writing articles on
strategy is similarly overwhelming. This inventory of
subjects suggests army officers after Vietnam were
interested in analyzing the relationship between mili-
tary action and political strategy—which the above
discussion shows was missing from the 1976 oper-
ations manual.

The range and popularity of subjects does not
necessarily shed light on the unofficial discourses of
the army officers writing articles for these journals.
In order to get a better sense of common discursive
themes and their combinations, I sampled one
hundred articles written by active-duty officers over
this five-year period. I selected them in rough pro-
portion to the number of articles published by each
journal: eighty-seven articles from Military Review
and thirteen from Parameters. In order to evaluate
the prevalence of different discursive themes, I

chose to sample only articles in the top three cat-
egories of Military Review, with the number weighted
according to the percentages of the subjects. Had I
sampled from every subject area, I would have poten-
tially given more weight to minority discourses tied
directly to the less-popular subjects. Because the Par-
ameters subject matter was far less diverse—and
because strategy was the only category under which
at least one article appeared each year between
1972 and 1976—I chose to examine all thirteen
articles on strategy.

In reading these articles, I analyzed the discursive
themes of these writers, then calculated the percen-
tages of articles employing these themes. I tried
when reading each article to take into account its
context. For instance, I would not count a discursive
theme as being used if it was obvious the author dis-
agreed with that theme. However, I also tried not to
interpret an author’s silence. If he (I believe all of
the authors in the sample to be male) did not use a dis-
cursive theme, this counted as not using it—even if
other indicators suggest he would have been likely to
use such a theme in another article or in everyday
speech. As well, I did not weight the use of a discursive
theme according to the frequency of its appearance in
an article. If it appeared, it was coded 1; if not, then 0.
What matters here is to understand the discursive
themes in play during the first half decade or so
after the army’s involvement in Vietnam, and
whether and how these themes deviated from the
army paradigm. The results are intended not as a
definitive measure but rather an indicator of the
most prevalent discursive themes among army officers.

Table 2. Subjects of Journal Articles, 1972–1976

Subjects Military Review Parameters Both Journals Percent

Total Active
Duty

Civilian Total Active
Duty

Civilian Total Active
Duty

Civilian Active
Duty

Strategy 111 46 35 25 13 11 136 59 46 24.89%
Reform 91 35 26 4 1 3 95 36 29 15.19%
Tactics/Operations 74 27 24 4 1 1 78 28 25 11.81%
Soviet Union 60 21 22 2 0 2 62 21 24 8.86%
Army History 39 17 9 0 0 0 39 17 9 7.17%
World Politics 63 13 22 6 4 2 69 17 24 7.17%
Leadership 19 12 1 3 2 1 22 14 2 5.91%
Small Wars / Vietnam 39 12 13 4 1 2 43 13 15 5.49%
Civil-Military Relations 21 7 6 11 6 4 32 13 10 5.49%
Training/Education 30 12 7 2 0 2 32 12 9 5.06%
Middle East 24 7 12 0 0 0 24 7 12 2.95%
Europe 7 0 3 0 0 0 7 0 3 0%
Media 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0%
Navy 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0%
Totals 580 209 181 61 28 28 641 237 209 100%
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The subject matter of the articles written by officers
between 1972 and 1976 is not the only indicator of
internal defection from the army paradigm, as
Table 3 shows. The two discursive themes that
appear in more than half of the sample are far differ-
ent from those found in the 1968 army operations
manual: the division between political strategy and
military operations, and the requirement for national
will or public support in the event of war. It is telling
that the appearance of these two themes is not influ-
enced solely by the prevalence of articles on strategy.
For instance, not all articles on strategy feature these
themes: some focus on other aspects, ignoring
national will or the division between political strategy
and military tactics. More important, even among
articles in Military Review on the subject of army
reform, I found a majority emphasizing the necessity
of national will.

Indeed, of the discursive themes that appear in at
least 30 percent of the sample, only the emphasis
on the employment of all elements of national
power is similar to the army’s Vietnam-era paradigm.
But there is an important difference. The 1968
manual does not suggest that there are limitations
to the efficacy of military power; the army could be

used for economic and political tasks if they were
central to the national goal. By contrast, the connota-
tion of many of the articles between 1972 and 1976 is
that the army’s job is to win wars on the battlefield,
not to achieve the aims of foreign policy by any
means necessary. Other prevalent themes from the
sample, Table 3 shows, are the need for clarity or
rationality in national strategy, the lessons of history,
and the human element of war (as to opposed to,
for instance, the scientific management of troops
and matériel).

Several of the least-prevalent discursive themes—
including technology, the management and quantifi-
cation of troops or firepower, and firepower or attri-
tion—are found in the 1976 version of the army’s
operations manual. Given that the manual seems to
have excluded many prevalent themes and adopted
many that were not widely accepted, it makes sense
that the Active Defense paradigm did not endure.

To understand more generally the orientation of
army discourses, I examined the individual cases to
see which discursive themes tended to appear
together. I identified nine frequent combinations of
discursive themes. For instance, if an article empha-
sized at least two of these four discursive themes—

Table 3. Discursive Themes in Military Journals, 1972–1976

Discursive Themes All
Articles
(100)

Military
Review

Articles
(87)

Parameters
Articles

(13)

Strategy
Articles

(47)

Tactics/
Operations

Articles
(23)

Reform
Articles

(28)

National Will / Public Support 54 49 85 69 22 52
Separation of Strategy and Tactics 52 47 85 75 17 41
Clear or Rational Political Goals 49 45 77 81 4 30
Lessons of History 46 45 54 42 39 56
All Aspects of Power / Limitations of Military 40 37 62 63 9 22
Human Element / Morale / Moral Aspect 31 29 46 31 30 30
Weapons & Tech 29 30 23 21 65 15
Army Values / Professionalism 26 26 23 13 17 59
Training 24 21 46 19 30 26
Rapid Social Change 21 22 15 23 0 37
Offense / Initiative / Aggressiveness / Audacity 18 16 31 21 26 4
Complexity of International Politics 17 16 23 27 9 7
Management / Quantification 15 17 0 4 39 15
Firepower / Attrition / Lethality 13 13 15 13 30 0
Rapid Tech Change 12 10 23 13 9 15
Education 10 11 0 2 0 33
Tactical Nukes 9 10 0 10 17 0
Society’s Values Needed in Army 8 9 0 0 4 26
Maneuver / Indirect Approach 8 7 15 13 9 0
Army’s Values Needed in Society 3 2 8 4 0 4

The numbers in parentheses are the total number of articles for each category. Numbers in the tables are the percentage of the sample or
subsample that includes a given discursive theme.
NOTE: Two articles outside the subject areas were substituted for articles on strategy, so the total N for the three categories ¼ 98
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the split between strategy and tactics, the clarity or
rationality of political goals, an emphasis on using
all aspects of national power or on the limitations of
military power, and the requirement for national
will or public support—I considered this a discourse
of national strategy. Table 4 describes the nine differ-
ent discourses and shows how many authors in the
sample use them. The table also shows that some dis-
courses appeared in articles as secondary com-
ponents of the main discourse.

The national-strategy discourse is deployed in a
majority of the cases—fifty-seven—while the
next-most-frequent discourse is management, in
twelve cases. Again, the national-strategy discourse is
not limited to the articles whose subjects were strat-
egy: under the topic of army reform, the national-
strategy discourse is used in nearly half of the cases
(see Table 5). Even under tactics and operations,
Table 5 shows, the national-strategy discourse predo-
minates in three cases. It is worth noting that under
the subject of tactics and operations, there is no
single dominant discourse, with different articles
deploying discourses of management, tactics

( focusing on firepower), and offense. As well, not
all of the officers’ unofficial discourses fit neatly
into a discursive archetype. As I note above, some
articles have a primary discourse as well as elements
of another archetype as a secondary discourse. In
other cases, authors include themes seemingly at
odds with their primary discourse.

An example of national-strategy discourse can be
found in an article on strategy by Wesley K. Clark,
the future commander of NATO’s war over Kosovo,
but in fall 1975 a captain just out of the U.S. Army’s
Command and General Staff College. Clark argues
that American strategy in Vietnam was “ad hoc . . .
adopted covertly, almost without deliberation.”57

After reviewing Cold War history, Clark highlights
three criteria for deployment of military forces:

First, coercive pressures must be applied as
directly as possible to secure the objectives of
the commitment; second, limits must be

Table 4. Discursive Archetypes in Military Journals

Discursive
Archetype

Description Primary
Discourse

Secondary
Discourse

National Strategy Contains at least two of four discursive themes: split between
strategy and tactics; clarity or rationality of political goals;
emphasis on using all aspects of national power or on the
limitations of military power; and national will or public support.

57 7

Political Strategy Emphasizes political goals but not the need for national will nor the
limitations of military power.

1 0

Military Strategy Emphasizes military tactics or operations—such as offense,
maneuver, or firepower—plus no more than one discursive
theme related to national strategy.

5 0

Offense Emphasizes offensive military tactics or operations and excludes
strategic themes.

6 12

Tactics Emphasizes weapons and firepower and excludes strategic themes. 8 1
Management Emphasizes management of troops or other battlefield elements—

especially using quantification or technology—with little
employment of other discursive themes.

12 2

Professional Army Emphasizes army values, especially opposing them to civilian
values, with little discussion of strategy—or of interaction
between army and society.

8 0

Army in Society Emphasizes the need for the army to engage directly with
American society or to help solve social problems.

2 0

Liberalization Emphasizes the integration of civilian values into the military, with
few other discursive themes.

1 0

Tactical Nukes Emphasizes the use of nuclear weapons on the field of battle to
target enemy forces as a component of limited war.

0 3

The numbers in the table are the percentage of articles in the sample that use a given discursive archetype. Sample size is 100. Not all articles
have a secondary discourse, so that column does not equal 100.

57. Wesley K. Clark, “Gradualism and American Strategy,” Mili-
tary Review 55 (September 1975): 6–7.
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carefully constructed to avoid the impression of
weakness; and third, coercion must have a logi-
cally attainable conclusion.58

Using military force properly, in the service of ration-
ally constructed objectives—rather than as a substi-
tute for other elements of political power—will not
only aid military forces in the field, Clark argues,
but ensure that the public will understand and
support the effort. This is the essence of the national-
strategy archetype.

This national-strategy discourse is so prevalent that
officers also use it to discuss reform and tactics. In an
article on French tactical doctrine during World War
I, the writer stresses that, to determine if a tactical doc-
trine succeeded, we must understand “its strategic
and political backdrop.”59 The author will not con-
sider military tactics or operations in a vacuum. Simi-
larly, in an article on the potential of facing nuclear,
biological, or chemical weapons on the battlefield,
the officer stresses the rationality and clarity of civilian
strategy, as well as the national will: “While policy pre-
cludes our first use of lethal and incapacitating
chemical agents, we have made known the national
decision to maintain the capability to retaliate in
kind, and we hope that our resolve to retaliate will
deter any use of such chemical agents by an aggres-
sor.”60 These stand in stark contrast to the 1976
manual, which explains how to win tactical engage-
ments, irrespective of national policy.

At least one discursive archetype comports with the
1976 manual. Management discourse, though it ranks
far behind national strategy, is the second-most-used
discourse—especially in articles concerning logistics

or important details of tactical engagements. Officers
employing this discourse typically explain how to
apply computers or new management techniques to
deal with such things as the control of airspace, infor-
mation, intelligence, or cost control. Few of these
articles tie tactics to larger issues of politics. For
example, one lieutenant colonel stresses training
and techniques for combat in urban areas by using
a formula instead of emphasizing human elements
or political objectives: “NT (UrbS) + CICn ¼MOUT
[military operations on urbanized terrain].”61 This
kind of equation was the exception rather than the
rule in these unofficial discourses; authors were far
more likely to focus on political and moral aspects
of warfare.

The evidence in this section shows that civilian and
internal discourses had, by the beginning of the
1970s, diverged from the army paradigm. However,
the divide during this period between the president
and Congress, and along partisan or regional lines,
made it unlikely that civilians could unite under a
single discourse.62 Most army officers also appear to
have defected from the Vietnam-era paradigm.
Their unofficial discourses focused on the impor-
tance of history and on national strategy, both of
which were essentially neglected by the 1976 manual.

In the following sections, I examine the process
that produced the 1976 manual, the backlash that fol-
lowed it, and how reformers inside and outside the
institution slowly influenced the discourses of key

Table 5. Frequency of Discursive Archetypes by Article Subject

Discursive
Archetypes

Total
Articles

Military
Review

Parameters Strategy Tactics /
Operations

Reform Small Wars /
Vietnam

Civil-Military
Relations

National Strategy 57 45 12 40 3 12 1 1
Management 12 12 0 0 8 4 0 0
Professional Army 8 8 0 0 0 8 0 0
Tactics 8 7 1 1 7 0 0 0
Offense 6 6 0 1 4 1 0 0
Military Strategy 5 5 0 3 1 1 0 0
Army in Society 2 2 0 1 0 1 0 0
Liberalization 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
Political Strategy 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0
Total 100 87 13 47 23 28 1 1

The numbers in the table represent the total number of articles in the sample corresponding to a given discursive archetype.

58. Ibid., 9.
59. Stephen F. Yunker, “The Evolution of the Tactical Doctrine

of General Robert Nivelle,” Military Review 54 (June 1974): 12; italics
added.

60. David M. Parker, “Facing the NBC Environment,” Military
Review 54 (May 1974): 25.

61. John W. Burberry Jr., “Tactical Lessons Learned . . . But
Where to Apply Them?” Military Review 56 (July 1976): 26.

62. See James M. McCormick and Eugene R. Wittkopf, “Bipar-
tisanship, Partisanship, and Ideology in Congressional-Executive
Foreign Policy Relations, 1947–1988,” The Journal of Politics 52
(November 1990): 1094; and Peter Trubowitz, Defining the National
Interest: Conflict and Change in American Foreign Policy (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1998), 6–8, 15.
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army leaders, ultimately transforming the army
paradigm.

TRANSFORMING THE ARMY PARADIGM, 1973–1982

Had the army’s 1976 capstone doctrinal manual fol-
lowed the contours of unofficial discourses, it likely
would have emphasized the separation of strategy
and tactics, the limitations of military power, the
need for clarity of civilian objectives, and the require-
ment for a national will to fight—and it would have
used historical examples to illustrate these points. As
the previous comparison of field manuals shows,
this came later, in the 1982 version of FM 100-5, Oper-
ations. Instead, the 1976 manual focused on the man-
agement of men and weapons to kill enemy troops
while on the defensive; it was silent on the lessons
of history and the political context of war.

The 1976 revision of FM 100-5 was written by a
group of officers led by General William E. DePuy,
the first commander of the U.S. Army’s Training
and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), from 1973 to
1977.63 I do not have space to analyze the influences
on the thinking of DePuy and his circle of aides.64 But
DePuy seems to have been driven by longstanding
concerns about how the army trains soldiers for war,
a belief that the 1973 Arab-Israeli War showed
modern battle to be too lethal to risk offensive
action, and suspicions that the American government
and public would not provide the resources necessary
to win in Europe.65 Given these assumptions, the most
the army could hope for was to prevail in defensive
engagements. Because of DePuy’s belief that the
modern battlefield was sui generis and his pessimism
about public support, the 1976 capstone field manual
made no references to military history, focused on
how to move soldiers into battle against the enemy’s

strengths rather than weaknesses, and was silent on
the larger strategic context of war.

Why did the 1976 manual fail, while the 1982
version endured? We cannot assume that this was
inevitable. Both manuals were approved by the army
chief of staff, thus bearing the support of the
highest level of the institution. As we will see,
TRADOC, and especially DePuy’s successor, General
Donn A. Starry, defended Active Defense for at least
two years despite the backlash from below and
outside. But this agitation by a diverse policy
network influenced key leaders like Starry to open
the process of doctrine writing to a range of voices.
While the pace of change was slow, these dissenters
managed to shift the discourses of Starry and his doc-
trine writers, resulting in the transformation of the
paradigm.66

External and Internal Backlash Against the 1976 Manual
Reaction against DePuy’s manual was swift and strong,
inside and outside the army. Soon after the publi-
cation of the 1976 version of FM 100-5, Operations, a
Senate aide wrote a penetrating assault on the doc-
trine that circulated widely and was eventually pub-
lished in Military Review.67 The aide, William S. Lind,
attacked FM 100-5 on several fronts. The most impor-
tant was his complaint that the doctrine focused on
destroying head-on the main attack of Soviet forces
by throwing men and matériel from flanks and
reserves into defensive positions. Lind advocated
instead an “indirect approach,” where the fighting
force aims to outmaneuver the quantitatively superior
opponent by penetrating areas of weakness, assault-
ing soft targets like command-and-control nodes,
and eroding the enemy’s will to fight.68

Lind also condemned the 1976 manual’s impli-
cation that the modern battlefield had no antece-
dents, arguing that the writers should have
examined history closely to understand how an out-
numbered force can win on a highly lethal field of
battle. He claimed that support for his argument lay
not just in the example of German blitzkrieg oper-
ations during World War II but in recent history in
the example of the Israeli army’s rally against numeri-
cally superior Arab forces driven by its maneuver doc-
trine.69 This was far different from DePuy’s analysis,
which saw the Yom Kippur War as an example of
how lethal modern weaponry had become and how

63. For analyses of the close hold DePuy kept on the writing of
the 1976 version of FM 100-5, Operations, see Paul H. Herbert, Decid-
ing What Has to Be Done: General William E. DePuy and the 1976 Edition
of FM 100-5, Operations (Fort Leavenworth, KS: Combat Studies Insti-
tute, 1988), 37–43; Spiller, “Shadow of the Dragon,” 44–47.

64. I have conducted a deeper analysis of this process, based on
oral-history interviews, internal papers, and articles in journals,
which I can make available on request.

65. For DePuy’s emphasis on training, see Romie L. Brownlee
and William J. Mullen III, Changing an Army: An Oral History of
General William E. DePuy, USA Retired (Carlisle Barracks, PA: U.S.
Army Military History Institute, 1979), 7, 14, 45; William
E. DePuy, 7 June 1973, in Selected Papers of William E. DePuy, compiled
by Richard M. Swain, ed. Donald L. Gilmore and Carolyn D.
Conway (Fort Leavenworth, KS: Combat Studies Institute, 1994).
For DePuy’s analysis of the modern battlefield, see DePuy,
“TRADOC Draft Concept Paper, Combat Operations,” 23 July
1974, in Selected Papers, 127; and DePuy, “Active Defense,”
undated, in Selected Papers, 141. For his pessimism about public
support for the next conflict, see DePuy, “Implications of the
Middle East War on U.S. Army Tactics, Doctrine, and Systems,”
undated, in Selected Papers, 82; and Brownlee and Mullen, Changing
an Army, 192.

66. Because of space constraints, I focus here on how army offi-
cers interacted with civilian critics. But there may be a range of
other cross-boundary interactions, including with branches like
the U.S. Air Force, that affected the army’s doctrinal development.

67. John Patrick, “Banned at Fort Monroe: Or the Article the
Army Doesn’t Want You to Read,” Armed Forces Journal International
114 (October 1976); Romjue, Active Defense, 14.

68. William S. Lind, “Some Doctrinal Questions for the United
States Army,” Military Review 57 (March 1977): 58.

69. Ibid., 59–61.
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dangerous it would be to mount an attack. Lind
argued that the Soviets had enough rear echelons to
ensure that the initial conflict could not be decisive.
The result of DePuy’s emphasis on killing frontline
forces and his inattention to history, according to
Lind, was a doctrine that risked losing the war in
the service of winning the first battle.70

Lind was one of four civilian defense intellectuals
who persistently criticized the army between 1977
and 1981.71 His emphasis on maneuver warfare was
similar to that of Edward N. Luttwak, who worked
with Lind and a small circle of civilians to pressure
the armed services and the Reagan administration
for reform, and Steven L. Canby, an army reservist
with whom Luttwak formed a consultancy.72 Canby
shared the maneuver advocates’ arguments but went
further in emphasizing how air and ground forces
working together could exploit the opponent’s dis-
continuities and “shatter the cohesion of the
defense.”73

This idea of attacking the enemy’s ability to react to
battlefield events was borrowed from the fourth key
civilian critic, John R. Boyd, a retired U.S. Air Force
colonel. Boyd had developed a briefing on the
nature of military strategy that showed the theoretical
and historical bases for an emphasis on the indirect
approach. The best way to defeat an opponent,
Boyd argued, is not to destroy individual fighters
but to attack the cycle within which the enemy
makes decisions. A force that can decrease the time
between its observations and actions, or increase the
opponent’s time, will confuse the enemy and
degrade its war-fighting capacity.74

Boyd argued that one of the most effective ways to
generate this confusion is to attack not sequen-
tially—weakening the enemy through defense and
then moving to offense, as the 1976 manual envi-
sioned—but simultaneously.75 This concept was dia-
metrically opposed to the army paradigm, and it
does not appear to have been prevalent in officers’
unofficial discourses in the mid-1970s. Boyd also con-
tended that the war effort could be enhanced by

strengthening the national will of friends and
allies.76 This was similar to Canby’s contention that
the erosion of the enemy’s national will could prove
decisive.77 In this sense Boyd and Canby did not see
military operations simply as a combination of
tactics. They saw them as part of securing the goals
directed by national strategy.

Table 6 shows the discursive themes of critics and
supporters of the 1976 operations manual. Because
not all critics and supporters shared the same
themes, the table indicates that there were other
types of criticisms from inside and out: some wanted
a focus on how to fight small wars (“Small Wars”),
while others saw the army manual as too focused on
Europe (“Wrong War”).78 The “Evolutionist” argu-
ment basically accepted Active Defense but held
that the Soviets would not fight as the manual envi-
sioned, either because they had already shifted their
operational approach or because they would soon
do so in reaction to the new manual.79 Those who
used this discourse tended not to attack the doctrine
but to suggest additional tactics.

The most prominent discursive themes from the
civilian critics Lind, Luttwak, Canby, and Boyd stand
in stark contrast to those of the army capstone doc-
trine and its supporters. If we compare the themes
in Table 6 to the discussion of the 1982 manual
above, we find that all of the civilian critics’ discursive
themes were incorporated in some fashion into
AirLand Battle. Of the seven themes I identify as
among the most important features of civilian criti-
cism, three of them were common in army officers’
writings during the 1970s: national will, the division
between strategy and tactics, and history. A fourth,
the emphasis on winning wars instead of battles, is
implied by the discursive archetype of national strat-
egy that I show was common in military writings.
The three other civilian discursive themes—offense,
maneuver, and simultaneity of attack and defense—
appear to have been minority themes among officers
in the mid-1970s. I show below how reformers’ dis-
courses penetrated the army leadership.

70. Ibid., 57.
71. Jeffrey Record, “The Military Reform Caucus,” The Washing-

ton Quarterly 6 (Spring 1983): 125.
72. Edward N. Luttwak, “The American Style of Warfare and

the Military Balance,” Survival 21 (March–April 1979): 57–58.
Lind and Luttwak contributed to a collection on military reform;
see Reforming the Military, ed. Jeffrey G. Barlow (Washington, DC:
The Heritage Foundation, 1981); and Michael R. Gordon,
“Budget Crunch Gives Shot in the Arm to Growing Military
Reform Movement,” National Journal, 5 September 1981.

73. Steven L. Canby, The Contribution of Tactical Airpower in Coun-
tering a Blitz: European Perceptions (Silver Spring, MD: Technology
Service Corporation, 1977), 6.

74. John R. Boyd, “Patterns of Conflict,” ed. Chet Richards and
Chuck Spinney (January 2007), 6; bold in original. Note the
editors, who worked with Boyd, recreated Boyd’s briefing as a
PowerPoint document.

75. Ibid., 87.

76. Ibid., 142.
77. Steven L. Canby, “NATO Strategy,” Military Review 59 (April

1979): 55.
78. For “Small Wars” arguments, see Donald B. Vought, “Pre-

paring for the Wrong War?” Military Review 57 (May 1977); and
Forrest Kleinman, “The Lost Lesson of Vietnam,” Military Review
60 (August 1980). For “Wrong War” arguments, see Andrew J. Bace-
vich Jr., “A Dissenting View of the Next War,” Armor 85 (September–
October 1976); John M. Oseth, “FM 100-5 Revisited: A Need for a
Better Foundation Concepts?” Military Review 60 (March 1980).
Note that while Vought’s article has “wrong war” in its title, the
author argues that the Army should be preparing for small wars.

79. For “Evolutionist” arguments, see Gregory Fontenot and
Matthew D. Roberts, “Plugging Holes and Mending Fences,” Infan-
try 68 (May–June 1978); Donald K. Griffin, “If the Soviets Don’t
Mass,” Military Review 59 (February 1979).
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The Backlash Opens TRADOC to Influences from Below
and Outside
How did some of the unofficial discourses of army
officers, and the civilian critics, became the basis of
the new institutional paradigm? This was not a case
of civilian authorities demanding changes. Instead,
between 1977 and 1981, civilian critics outside gov-
ernment worked with army officers—in some cases
directly, in others by disseminating their ideas—in
order to influence the discourses of army leaders.
Harry G. Summers Jr., a colonel at the Army War
College, contended that the civilian reformers
pushed the army to pay attention to issues of strategy
rather than simply to battlefield tactics.80 Jeffrey
S. McKitrick and Peter W. Chiarelli did not see a
direct influence on any particular area of the para-
digm, but they argued that reformers sparked a
climate of innovation in the late 1970s.81 Lind, for
his part, was disappointed that the army did not
adopt all of his ideas wholesale, but acknowledged
the crucial interactions between lower-level army offi-
cers and civilian reformers.82 While the result of this
pressure was not an immediate overturning of the
Active Defense doctrine, the process slowly trans-
formed the paradigm.

One of the most important parts of this process was
the influence of mid-level officers and outside critics
on the discourse of General Donn A. Starry, who was
involved in doctrine development throughout the
1970s. Starry had written much of the Active
Defense doctrine under DePuy. Soon after FM 100-5
was published, Starry took DePuy’s place as comman-
der of TRADOC. Starry therefore had a personal
interest in supporting Active Defense, as well as a pro-
fessional one: as TRADOC leader, he was in charge of
disseminating the capstone doctrine. However, the
backlash against the manual and the lack of support
from mid-level officers led Starry to open himself
and TRADOC up to a range of critical discursive
themes. Slowly, his discourse changed, and along
with it came the overhaul of the paradigm.

Some of the changes came from direct contact with
critics. Indeed, Starry corresponded and had
face-to-face meetings with civilian critics throughout
his tenure. As well, he and his colleagues followed
closely the attempts by outside reformers to shape
the internal debate over Active Defense.83 Because
of the backlash, Starry became determined to
achieve consensus around the 1982 revision and was

Table 6. Discourses and Themes in Debate Over FM 100-5, Operations (1976)

Critic Supporter Evolutionist Wrong War Small Wars

National will No strategic issues Accepts some
criticism, but sees
Active Defense as
necessary. Argues
Soviets will use a
broader range of
strategies or for a
continuum
between firepower
and maneuver.
Tends to criticize
the critics.

Sees Central
European conflict
as unlikely, wants
army to prepare
for wider set of
contingencies.
Doctrine should be
more varied and
describe how to
fight against
conventional foes
on different
terrain.

Contends the army
must develop
better means to
counter
insurgencies as in
Vietnam. Army
doctrine should
therefore show
how to fight
unconventional
wars.

Winning wars Winning battles
Tactical offense on

strategic defense
Tactical defense on

strategic defense
Modern war rooted

in history
Modern war as sui

generis
Offense/initiative Reaction to main

force
Maneuver/

disruption
Firepower/killing

Simultaneity Sequence

The first two columns compare key discursive themes of the civilian critics and supporters of Active Defense and show how they clashed. The
three columns on the right show the less-common critiques of the 1976 manual.
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1984), 325.
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et al., Defense Reform Debate, 330–31.
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August 1978, in Donn A. Starry Papers, U.S. Army Military
History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, PA, Box 13, Folder 9; Starry,
“Mechanized Infantry Combat Vehicle,” 25 March 1977, in Press
On! Selected Works of General Donn A. Starry, Volume I, ed. Lewis
Sorley (Fort Leavenworth, KS: Combat Studies Institute Press,
2009), 234–35; Starry, “Life and Career of General Donn
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open to ideas from both inside and outside the
army.84 While Starry sometimes cast his as a sales
job, he also acknowledged that his aim was to
broaden the influences on doctrine: TRADOC per-
sonnel invited concepts from the army at large,
hosted a range of officers at Fort Leavenworth to
discuss future doctrine, and traveled to brief officers
in the field.85

Starry also assigned a deputy to forge consensus on
doctrine, not just within the army but outside it as
well. His choice for this position, Donald R. Morelli,
pressed Starry to answer the critics in the 1982 revi-
sion of FM 100-5.86 Starry credited Morelli with
taming the civilian defense intellectuals by forcing
them to “tell us what to do better,” as well as changing
some of their minds.87 However, Morelli did not just
meet civilian critics to sell them on the army way;
these critics were invited to participate in the
process of development and even revision. As
Morelli recalled, “We didn’t agree with everything
all of these people or many of the people in the
Army said. But we certainly took into account all
their thoughts. And I remember spending one
whole day out at Leavenworth with Bill Lind and
the authors, sitting around a table, going over this
draft, page by page.”88

So the broad dissatisfaction with the 1976 revi-
sion—inside and out—compelled TRADOC to
listen to critics. This led to significant shifts in
Starry’s discourse, and then in official papers and
doctrine. When the army began publishing new
ideas about maneuver warfare in the early 1980s,
the civilian reformers were not fully satisfied, but
they did believe that they had pushed the army
toward a new way of war. Luttwak even claimed that
“whole paragraphs” of his work were showing up in
army publications.89

Still, direct pressure from civilian critics did not
bear immediate results. Despite Starry’s receptivity
to outside ideas and interest in consensus, he often

dismissed criticism by saying the 1976 manual was mis-
understood, or by lamenting “our inability to explain
things as clearly as we might have.”90 As well, he held
some civilian critics in low regard.91 Starry reserved
his greatest antipathy for Canby, complaining that
he was “just plain vague and confused and confusing”
and scribbling this sarcastic note to an aide, asking for
a brief response to Canby’s request to be involved in
the revision of FM 100-5: “Write a nice letter. Tell
him ‘Thanks for your interest in Natl Defense, but
you’ve already screwed us up enough, we don’t need
any more of your stupid ideas.’ Be nice!”92 This
suggests that Starry was reluctant to change solely
because of outside pressure, though I show through-
out this section that his discourse slowly shifted
toward that of Canby and other critics.

Despite Starry’s defensiveness, junior officers
within the TRADOC orbit acknowledged in articles
that the civilian critics played a major role in stirring
dissent against the presumptive paradigm. For
instance, Anthony M. Coroalles, a captain who
worked on ideas about combat at Fort Leavenworth,
and Richard Hart Sinnreich, who would play a key
role in developing principles of maneuver warfare,
each referred to the civilian critics while castigating
the 1976 manual.93 Indeed, Coroalles directly cited
all four writers in separate footnotes, suggesting that
by the end of 1981 the Leavenworth brain trust was
intimately familiar with the specifics of their argu-
ments.94 The fact that Coroalles’s article, “Maneuver
to Win,” was highlighted on the cover of Military
Review suggests that by fall 1981 the institution
accepted many of the principles of maneuver
warfare and the legitimacy of the civilian critique.

Some officers argued that they came to value man-
euver warfare, not through the intervention of critics,
but from their own studies of history. However, the
officers most directly involved with the writing of
the manual had studied closely the civilian critics—
even if they claimed to find them wanting.95 Huba
Wass de Czege, the lead writer of the 1982 version
of FM 100-5, argued that Boyd’s approach to maneu-
ver was oversimplified and that Boyd himself recog-
nized that other methods might be applied to

84. See, for example, Alexander M. Haig, letter to Starry, 1
August 1978, in Starry Papers, Box 13, Folder 9; Trevor N. DuPuy,
letter to Starry, 15 December 1978, in Starry Papers, Box 15,
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winning modern wars.96 Wass de Czege contended
that civilian critics set up a false dichotomy between
firepower and maneuver, when one or the other—
or different combinations of the two—would be
required, depending on the situation on the
ground.97 Two other officers on Wass de Czege’s
writing team, Clyde J. Tate and L. D. Holder, gave
army critics more credit, contending that “fresh con-
cepts have been elaborated in criticizing and defend-
ing current ideas.”98

The accounts from officers involved in the process
suggest that there was at least indirect influence from
civilian critics. While this was important, I show below
how officers at TRADOC gradually adopted the dis-
cursive themes of their critics: some shifts occurred
early, and these shifts sparked further changes. Over
time, the result was a new paradigm.

Themes of History and National Strategy Collide with
Active Defense
Many of the dozens of articles debating Active
Defense in the years after its debut criticized its con-
ception of modern war as somehow outside of
history.99 Officers, in private correspondence to
Starry, also stressed the relevance and endurance of
principles and historical events.100 This comports
with my analysis of unofficial army discourses
between 1972 and 1976, which shows that officers
commonly emphasized the lessons of history. This is
important; as we will see, the discursive theme of
history forced doctrine writers to seek continuity
between the imperatives of modern warfare and the
army’s traditional principles of war.

Starry did not fully share DePuy’s conviction that
the modern battlefield rendered military history or
principles of war irrelevant. However, he initially
tried to use historical examples to defend and disse-
minate the 1976 manual.101 He also warned historians
that while the past might yield insights into modern
war, it might also mislead them into ignoring
lessons from recent events like the Yom Kippur
War.102 In addition to this contention that new

technology threw past experience into question,
Starry held that changes in society made the past
less relevant. He argued that the rise of Great
Society initiatives ate into the potential defense
budget, so that the army could not count on the
massive amounts of firepower required to win on
such a destructive battlefield. He also argued it was
not clear that the entire nation and its economy
could be mobilized as it had been in the past. In
earlier conflicts, like World War II, the army could
afford to lose the early battles before the United
States cranked up its industrial might. But, with con-
scription ended and the government focusing on
domestic programs, Starry felt the army would not
be given the resources necessary to lose early battles
and still recover to destroy the enemy.103

However, during his reign at TRADOC, Starry
became sensitive to the concerns of those seeking a
greater emphasis on history. He urged educators to
integrate more historical study into their curricula,
and he established the Combat Studies Institute at
Fort Leavenworth to conduct historical research
useful to doctrine developers.104 This commitment
to historical study meant that TRADOC could not
simply label the modern battlefield as fundamentally
new. Doctrine developers would be compelled to con-
sider continuities between modern conflict, history,
and the army’s traditional principles of war. As we
will see, this would lead Starry and his team to try to
find greater opportunities for the offense.

The 1976 manual, in addition to running afoul of
officers’ unofficial theme of the importance of
history, also neglected to mention the political
context within which the army fights. This ran con-
trary to the national-strategy discourse that, as I dis-
cussed previously, was so prevalent among officers in
the first part of the decade. FM 100-5 did not consider
the separation of strategy and tactics or the need to
apply other elements of national power to win wars.
Instead, Active Defense focused on the army
winning the first battle—even if it meant committing
reserves that would normally have been held back for
a counterattack to defeat the enemy.

Starry’s discourse, from 1974 to at least the first half
of his tenure at TRADOC, similarly divorced tactics
from national goals. He tended not to speak of
winning “the first battle” but “first battles,” softening
somewhat Lind’s accusation that the army was in
danger of losing succeeding engagements. However,
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he did argue that if the first battle was lost there might
not be a second one.105 More important, he spoke as
if these battles were discrete events, each one fought
under the same conditions of unprecedented lethal-
ity—rather than adding up to a whole that would be
governed by national strategy.106

Elsewhere in the army, however, officers empha-
sized political context and defeating enemies rather
than achieving stalemate.107 Richard Hart Sinnreich
argued that his fellow cadets at West Point in the
early 1970s—including Wass de Czege, the lead
writer of the 1982 version of FM 100-5—were at least
as concerned with the broader context of war as
with how to fight.108 He recalled that Alexander
M. Haig’s staff at NATO reacted negatively to the
1976 manual due to the lack of attention to how
battles add up to victory.109 Later, during Starry’s
tenure, a paper prepared by the Office of the U.S.
Army Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations and
Plans stressed,

The active defense is not the means to win the
last battle on the European battlefield. The
Army must understand that the active defense
is the way we initially fight outnumbered and
win the first battle, but that we must continually
seek to go over to the attack to destroy the
enemy.110

In order to combat criticism and focus on the larger
context of war, the army in 1978 released FM 100-1,
The Army, which was not a TRADOC product but
was written at the U.S. Army War College.111 For
this reason, perhaps, it was not bound to the concepts
enumerated in FM 100-5. The new field manual situ-
ated the army within the larger national-security
apparatus. While FM 100-1 did portray the army as
charged with achieving political goals, it stressed—
as did the unofficial national-strategy discourse—
that the army was just one arm of the state, and that
winning wars required other elements of national

power, as well as “a coherent national strategy.”112

This division of the elements of power suggested
that the army and the civilian leadership might not
operate under the same logic. This potentially
allowed the army to justify an offensive orientation
despite the U.S. and NATO policy of defending
Western Europe.

In response to the complaints that the 1976 version
of FM 100-5 was ahistorical, FM 100-1 also reproduced
the nine principles of war that had been a part of past
manuals. The second principle, “Offensive,” made
clear how battles are won.

The defensive may be forced on the comman-
der as a temporary expedient while awaiting
an opportunity for offensive action. . . . Even
on the defensive, the commander seeks oppor-
tunities to seize the initiative and achieve deci-
sive results by offensive action.113

This principle throws into question the Active
Defense and suggests that to realign army doctrine
with current philosophy, doctrine developers would
have to find greater opportunities for offense—
regardless of the lethality of the modern battlefield.
In this sense, the prevalent discursive themes of the
importance of history and national strategy sparked
a rapid erosion of some of the foundations of the pre-
sumptive paradigm. From there, as we will see in the
next section, the doctrine was overturned as Starry
and other officers sought to emphasize offense.

From History and Principles of War to a Focus on the
Offensive
Starry’s discourse had, earlier in his career, included
the theme of offense and initiative. But he seems to
have downplayed that theme between his time as a
lead writer of the 1976 manual through the middle
of his command at TRADOC. In a 1974 message to
DePuy, Starry did recommend that Active Defense
include “the imperative of eventually seizing the
single advantage the defender lacks—initiative, in
an attack scaled to destroy the attacking echelon
before the next echelon can gain the battle.”114

Four years later, as he tried to build consensus
around FM 100-5 in the face of what he knew was skep-
ticism about Active Defense, Starry acknowledged
that winning would require taking the initiative.
However, during this period he saw opportunities
for offense on the modern battlefield as very
limited—and potentially “suicidal.”115

Why would Starry, who stressed that the offense
wins, continually warn against taking the initiative?
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There seem to be three key reasons, all of which inter-
acted: the lethality of modern war, the reduced
national will for war, and the existence of Soviet
rear echelons that would overwhelm a U.S. counterat-
tack. After the Yom Kippur War, Starry agreed with
DePuy that the nature of the battlefield had
changed. Modern war was so lethal, he argued
before the manual was written, that “exposed
elements will be destroyed unless the hostiles have
been destroyed, suppressed,” or otherwise inhib-
ited.116 Convinced that the only way to “fight outnum-
bered and win” was to meet the enemy head-on with
as much firepower as possible, he implored army
commanders to internalize the new doctrine so they
could defeat the main attack before reinforcements
arrived.117 This meant not learning how to think on
the fly but instead training for the likely battle,
acting “automatically,” and getting it right the first
time.118

Starry also implied that his reticence stemmed from
his reading of American will. With domestic political
turmoil and no clear U.S. national-security policy,
army doctrine had to be kept simple and be based
on the assumption there would be no national mobil-
ization for war.119 Because of the manpower and fire-
power required for the defense—including the
commitment of reserve forces that would normally
be held back for a counterattack—Starry was skeptical
that the army would be granted enough resources to
take the fight to the enemy.120 Even after his discourse
had shifted toward maneuver warfare, Starry saw
national priorities as preventing the possibility of an
offensive—and, he implied, winning.121

The nature of modern war and the lack of
resources, combined with the fact that the Soviets pos-
sessed large echelons that they could send forward to
reinforce the main attack, fueled Starry’s emphasis on
firepower and attrition.122 Starry argued that the
army’s capacity for mobility, its lethal weapons
systems, and its well-trained troops and commanders
could—even on the defensive—completely destroy
the Soviets’ first echelon, compel it to retreat into
Eastern Europe, or confuse the attackers. “The only
way we will ever be able to get the Soviets’ attention
is to pile on and kill a lot of the bastards early,” he
argued to a general who apparently saw the manual

as too focused on the defensive.123 The key was to
grind down the frontline forces before succeeding
echelons could arrive.124

It is crucial to note that Starry’s sequential view of
operations led him to prioritize frontline attrition
through defense: even if it were necessary to win on
the offense—either to finish killing the enemy’s
troops or to damage its command-and-control infra-
structure—the enemy’s attacking force must be
destroyed or weakened first. In a rejoinder to the
deputy chief of staff for operations and plans, whose
aides pushed for greater attention to offense, Starry
cautioned, “It makes no sense to . . . penetrate
various defensive lines of, let’s say, a first-echelon
Soviet army, and then find ourselves staring into the
face of a fresh, unattrited, mobile second-echelon
Army or even front.”125 But instead of trying to
attack the second echelon either first or concurrently,
which he would later embrace, Starry stressed in early
1978 the need to see where the second echelon was
moving—not in order to attack it, but as a clue to
where the first echelon would try to break through.126

However, throughout 1978, Starry began to
acknowledge the critics’ perception that the 1976
field manual was defensive—even if he disagreed.
So he sought in a sense to informally change how
the doctrine was interpreted. He implored Fort Lea-
venworth to focus on teaching offense because it “is
the thing we explained least well in 100-5,” and he
told an old friend who criticized the lack of attention
to indirect warfare that he was keeping notes on the
debate over the manual so he could correct the
areas of misunderstanding.127

Starry also maintained during this period that the
Active Defense was consistent with the army’s belief
in the “spirit of the offensive.”128 However, there
seems to be little support for his assertion. The 1976
manual did have some language echoing Boyd’s
stress on rapid attacks and disrupting enemy cohe-
sion, but the primary purpose of the offense is to
destroy enemy forces.129 More telling, the manual’s
image of the battle was one of a sequence from
defense to offense, where the army so weakens the
main-force attack with its firepower that it can later
shift to the offense and destroy the remaining
enemy force.130 So while Starry was literally correct
to say the manual included the offensive, it is
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understandable that officers would interpret the doc-
trine as stating that the defense would essentially win.
The offensive blow would come only after the
opponent had been rendered ineffective.

While Starry in this way tried to informally advance
the requirement for offense, he soon shifted other
components of his discourse—such as the emphasis
on firepower, attrition, and the sequence of offensive
and defensive action—in order to accommodate the
offensive. This would essentially align TRADOC’s
image of the army’s core missions and capabilities
with that of the growing number of critics inside
and outside the institution.

Attention to the Offensive Sparks Emphasis on Maneuver
and Simultaneity
In December of 1978, Starry told the deputy chief of
staff for operations and plans that he no longer
believed the outnumbered side could win by destroy-
ing frontline forces. Reconsidering the Israeli case,
Starry came to believe that the key to winning lay
not in destroying the main attack but by sapping its
power through attacks on succeeding echelons—
either before or concurrently with the frontline
defensive battle. The logic of his case is crucial to
understanding how he came to adopt themes of man-
euver and simultaneity. Starry followed the theme of
the offensive by noting that U.S. troops must attack
or counterattack, but cautioned that “we have more
armies echeloned against us than the Israelis ever
had.”131 In the 1973 war between Israel and the
Arab states, Starry said, the Syrian second echelons
“pooped out,” allowing the Israelis to go on the offen-
sive. Because the Soviet reinforcements would not col-
lapse on their own, Starry argued, the key would be
not just to defend against the enemy frontline but
to delay the second echelon as well.

Note, in this letter, written long before the 1982
manual was conceived, that Starry’s elevation of the
theme of the offensive led him to consider not just
the direct sources of frontline strength but their indir-
ect sources—the succeeding echelons. If the army
could somehow attack them at the same time as it
countered the main breakthrough, then the defend-
ing troops would have a far greater chance to seize
the initiative and win on the offense.

This shift to emphasizing the offensive was not the
only factor in Starry’s consideration of how to attack
the rear echelons. Another influence was the
growing interest in the modernization of atomic
arms, including tactical nuclear weapons (those
employed against enemy troops rather than popu-
lation or government centers).132 Tactical nuclear

weapons could not realistically be used against the
enemy’s first echelon, he wrote to the deputy chief
of staff, Edward C. Meyer. While he did not fully
explain his reasons, he implied they were driven by
the fact that the war would begin on allied soil. The
West Germans would never approve a nuclear
release on their own territory, and any attack near
the frontlines would endanger NATO forces
perhaps as much as they would the enemy. Therefore,
tactical nuclear weapons are “probably a
second-echelon weapon,” he said.133

Still, it is important not to assume that the only sol-
ution was deep targeting of rear echelons. Before he
arrived at this concept, Starry was looking to give his
frontline troops greater opportunities to go on the
offensive. After adopting or at least elevating the dis-
cursive theme of the offensive, Starry turned his atten-
tion to deep targeting—for which battlefield nukes
were well suited. This did not result in an immediate
emphasis on maneuver and simultaneity; indeed,
Starry acknowledged at the end of 1978 that he was
not sure what to do about the second echelons.134

But this marked a turning point in Starry’s thinking
about how to win when outnumbered: from defense
to attack, from front to rear. This change led Starry,
relatively conservative about doctrinal matters, to
shift his unofficial discourse toward that of the
army’s biggest critics. This was crucial to the trans-
formation of the paradigm.

Two participants in the process of developing the
1982 version of FM 100-5 contend that Starry was
pushed to make the doctrine more offensive and
more maneuver-oriented through relatively direct
intervention. William R. Richardson, who before
supervising the 1982 version of FM 100-5 worked in
the deputy chief of staff’s office, says he lobbied his
boss on the need to make army doctrine more
offense-minded.

He even drafted a letter that Edward C. Meyer—
who in fall 1979 would become chief of staff—sent
to Starry, arguing that at the very least the next
manual would have to counter the perception that
it ignored offense.135

While Richardson and other analysts portray this as
a key moment in the transformation of the paradigm,
Starry had, at least six months before, in his Decem-
ber 1978 message to Meyer, adopted the discursive
theme of the offensive.136 By that time Starry had
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directed his doctrine developers to “add more
offense” to concept papers on the future battle-
field.137 Neither Richardson nor Meyer’s 1979 letter
include references to maneuver and the indirect
approach, discursive themes Starry had basically
adopted by that time. Still, Starry was very cautious,
arguing against the idea “that maneuver will solve
all.”138

A second event that some analysts see as crucial to
the process of changing the army’s conception of its
core missions and capabilities was the analysis of the
nuclear battlefield conducted by the Army Field Artil-
lery School at Fort Sill, Oklahoma.139 In December
1979, a team charged with combat developments pre-
sented to Starry a concept for using tactical nuclear
weapons to target echelons deep in the rear simul-
taneously with the main battle. This would not
simply delay reserve troops from joining the fight.
Because command-and-control and other support
systems were located in the rear, deep nuclear
attacks could substantially degrade the combat
power of frontline troops.140 In an article published
just after this Nuclear Systems Program Review, offi-
cers from Fort Sill used Boyd’s discourse, arguing
that an indirect assault on soft targets in the rear
would disrupt the enemy’s attack and “wrest the
initiative from the attacker.”141 Morelli, who was at
the Fort Sill meeting, saw this as a moment that clari-
fied the promise of maneuver warfare.142

I do not dispute the importance of the Fort Sill
review in clarifying these concepts, but Morelli does
allow that he had joined Starry’s staff just days
before the presentation. What he did not witness,
but Starry’s records show, is that the TRADOC com-
mander had long since shifted his discourse to
include simultaneity and the indirect approach. In a
February 1979 eyes-only message to Meyer, Starry
said he better understood how to attack the enemy’s
rear-area reserves than he did a few months
earlier.143 More telling was a message about the
changes in army ideas about tactical nuclear
weapons that Starry wrote two months later to
General Jack N. Merritt, the Fort Sill commander.
Starry shifted to the theme of maneuver over fire-
power in explaining that the primary objective was
not to destroy but to “disrupt” the second echelon
before it could join the main attack.144 Just as impor-
tant was Starry’s sense that the attack would have to be

not just deep, but early as well, to degrade the ability
of these echelons to reach the frontline battle.145 This
shows that Starry was already shifting away from a
theme emphasizing the sequence of operations
(first defense, then offense) and toward a theme
stressed by his critics: simultaneously attacking mul-
tiple echelons. This would prevent the enemy from
mounting an effective, overwhelming assault—even
when national strategy was essentially defensive.

The timing of Starry’s discursive shifts indicates that
the Field Artillery School’s review did not drive his
move toward maneuver and simultaneity. The evi-
dence shows that not only had Starry already shifted
his discourse, but junior officers at Fort Sill also
were using themes of maneuver, indirect attack, and
simultaneity before that December meeting. Paul
Cate, a major at Fort Sill, argued in a December
1978 Military Review article against the frontal attack
on enemy troops and in favor of the “indirect
approach.”146 Richard Hart Sinnreich, the doctrine
developer who was at Fort Sill at the time, stressed
in another article the principles of maneuver
warfare, contending that initiative should be directed
not toward the destruction of troops but “the coher-
ence of the attack.”147 More important, he advanced
the simultaneity of offense and defense, arguing that
counterattack should be taught as part of instruction
on defensive tactics.

So before the Fort Sill review, officers across the
board supported the civilian critics’ discourse—and
even the critics themselves. Merritt, the Fort Sill com-
mander, had long been exposed to the civilian dis-
course, having in the early 1970s written a paper for
the National Security Council based on ideas devel-
oped by Boyd.148 More telling, Sinnreich’s article,
published before the December meeting, lauded
the civilian critics and their arguments. He charged
that the major debate over doctrine had, to that
point, taken place outside the army. He also attacked
Starry’s previous claim that the movement against
Active Defense was based on critics’ misreading of
the manual. “Dissatisfaction on the scale currently
besetting Army tactical doctrine cannot reasonably
be dismissed as ‘misunderstanding,’” he said.149

This evidence shows that these officers in
TRADOC’s orbit, along with Starry, were using
themes of maneuver and simultaneity of offense
and defense well before the December 1979 presen-
tation on the nuclear battlefield. While it is not
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possible to determine the precise origin of these
agents’ discourses, the porous institutional bound-
aries and weakness of the paradigm allowed civilian
discourses to penetrate and interact with those
inside the institution. This process was not the inevita-
ble outcome of an internal review process; it was
several years in the making. This is not to say that
the review was insignificant. Morelli said it made
Starry confident, at the very least, about what he did
not want in the doctrine: the idea that the new
approach was how to find and destroy rear-area
targets.150 He and Starry sought instead a concept
indicating which of those targets would most wear
down the enemy’s combat power, and when and
how to attack those targets.

Starry Voices Support for Indirect Warfare
The Fort Sill review does appear to have emboldened
Starry to stress, in public speeches rather than just
internal memos, new themes like the indirect
approach. In February 1980, Starry delivered a brief-
ing that could have been penned by Boyd. He
explained to assembled officers that there were two
theories on how to combat the key challenge, the
Soviet second echelon. The first was to destroy
troops and tanks; however, it was difficult to find
those targets, and the enemy could easily replace a
few tanks or troops.151 The second approach, which
Starry embraced, shows the fundamental shift in his
unofficial discourse:

The other theory says destroy the command
posts, communications means, and logistical
sinews and you really disrupt the enemy. It
makes sense when you consider that one or
two fuel tankers destroyed will immobilize 10
or more tanks. One or two command or com-
munications centers may immobilize a whole
brigade—90 tanks. . . . It happened to us in
World War II in Third Army. It happened to
the Japanese in the Pacific in that same war.152

Here Starry clearly advocates the indirect approach
and implies simultaneity of defense and offense—
while emphasizing lessons of history.

Throughout 1980, Starry continued to press these
themes. In March, Starry would declare, “The basic
strategy of the U.S. Army is maneuver and firepower-
based force destruction and disruption.”153 Several
months after that he stressed the need for simul-
taneous attacks to disrupt or destroy rear echelons

and gain the initiative.154 Lind would not have
approved of this balance of firepower and destruc-
tion, but the TRADOC discourse had shifted substan-
tially, redefining the missions and capabilities of the
institution. Paradigm transformation would not be
far behind.

More than two years before the new manual was
published, therefore, Starry was using a discourse
very close to that of Active Defense critics, stressing
the simultaneity of offensive assaults on enemy weak-
nesses in the service of the frontline defense.
Although these themes emerged in part through
the army’s consideration of nuclear doctrine, they
were not tied to it. Starry’s adoption of these
themes occurred through interaction with a range
of civilians and officers. Starry also ensured that the
work of his aides followed this discourse.155 Official
publications, consolidating the new conception of
the army’s core missions and capabilities, would
follow.

Consolidating a New Way of War
In March 1981, Starry wrote and distributed
TRADOC Pamphlet 525-5, which, along with an
article in Military Review, officially outlined the
army’s new way of war, AirLand Battle. The key to
future conflict, the pamphlet said, was “early initiative
of offensive action by air and land”—even if the
overall strategy was defensive.156 Such a deep attack
would aim for “command control, service support,
softer targets,” with the intention not to destroy
(though there would be plenty of destruction) but
“to disrupt the enemy timetable, complicate
command and control, and frustrate his plans, thus
weakening his grasp on the initiative.”157

What emerges is a perception of the battlefield
in which the goal of collapsing the enemy’s
ability to fight drives us to unified employment
of a wide range of systems and organizations on
a battlefield which, for corps and divisions, is
much deeper than that foreseen by current
doctrine.158

In summation, the pamphlet reads, this “simul-
taneous attacking of echelons becomes key to the
primary objective of the AirLand Battle: to win, not
just to avert defeat.”159 This pamphlet was issued
months before Starry left TRADOC, setting the
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terms for the paradigm that would be consolidated
with the publication of FM 100-5, Operations, a year
later.

Pamphlet 525-5 used the discursive themes
advanced by the civilian critics of Active Defense
(listed in Table 6), except for the requirement that
civilian authorities ensure national will. I do not
have space here to explain the entire process that
made public support an official tenet, but, as I
mention above, it was a feature of officers’ unofficial
discourses in the early 1970s.160 This theme became
part of the official paradigm through networking
across institutional boundaries, with a range of civi-
lians and army personnel developing ideas about
the separation of tactical and strategic levels of
war.161 The army was to be charged with winning con-
flict on land—but only if the government first deliv-
ered the support of the people.

This concept was first codified by Fort Leaven-
worth’s rewrite of FM 100-1, The Army, toward the
end of 1980. In a late draft of that field manual,
writers made two moves that “radically altered”
earlier versions: the division of tactical and strategic
levels, and making public support the tenth principle
of war.162 The army’s chief of staff deleted public
support as a principle, apparently due to its political
sensitivity.163 However, the final version of FM 100-1
incorporated the requirement of national will into
several principles of war. For instance, the first prin-
ciple of war, “The Objective,” not only tasks comman-
ders with directing operations toward attainable ends,
it admonishes civilian leaders to make sure they
clearly define their political goals and to understand
whether military power can achieve them.164 The
principle of “Simplicity” went even further, sharply
challenging civilian authorities:

If the American people are to commit their
lives and resources to a military operation,
they must understand the purpose which is to
be achieved. Political and military objectives
and operations must therefore be presented
in clear, concise, understandable terms:
simple and direct plans and orders cannot
compensate for ambiguous and cloudy
objectives.165

The army’s new paradigm thus challenged civilian
officials and the American public to take responsibil-
ity for war. This echoed the unofficial discourses of
officers at the beginning of the 1970s, which
excoriated Vietnam-era leaders for waging war
without a commitment to winning.

The capstone doctrinal manual released in 1982,
FM 100-5, would include most themes advanced by
the civilian critics of Active Defense. While it formally
consolidated a new army paradigm, this discourse was
well established by early 1981. The work that
remained, codifying the specifics of how the army
would fight, was not trivial, but it followed from the
paradigm that officers had forged over the decade
after the debacle in Vietnam.

When the new manual was released, its writers drew
sharp contrasts between AirLand Battle and Active
Defense, implicitly condemning the earlier doctrine
despite stressing continuity between the two
manuals.166 AirLand Battle redefined the army’s con-
ception of its core missions and capabilities, requir-
ing—irrespective of strategic posture—offensive
action and simultaneity of deep attack and frontline
battles. Just as important, it tied the rational develop-
ment of national policy and the assurance of public
support to the war effort. While this paradigm did
not legally bind civilians, it shaped U.S. foreign
policy in two ways. One was through emboldening
army officers to, at least implicitly, challenge civilians
to enumerate their goals as well as to clearly explain
how military power could accomplish them. The
second way was through the acceptance by a signifi-
cant portion of the civilian defense community that
military power could not solve all problems and that
the government would have to ensure public
support the next time it went to war. Starry later cred-
ited these tenets with limiting the U.S. war aims in
Operation Desert Storm and making success—mili-
tary and political—far more likely.167

CONCLUSION

My examination of the unofficial discourses of U.S.
Army officers as well as the processes of developing
the 1976 and 1982 manuals shows that army trans-
formation was not directed from the outside or
from the top. Although it was possible for an influen-
tial general to try to impose his will, many of William
E. DePuy’s changes did not last. Instead, the para-
digm that was built in the early 1980s and endured
for decades largely followed the unofficial discourses
of mid-level agents, which had shifted during the
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latter part of the Vietnam War. Other changes, like
the adoption of the indirect approach and the simul-
taneity of offensive and defensive operations,
occurred for two reasons. The backlash inside and
out opened doctrine developers to the critics’ discur-
sive themes, and these themes logically implied
further discursive shifts. Morelli believed Starry to
have led this process, but he allowed that “there
were a lot of people who had been thinking along
these same kind of lines.”168 The key, my evidence
shows, was how junior officers and outsiders influ-
enced Starry to think in these ways.

Therefore, it was not orders from above but the
micropolitical shifts lower down that helped to over-
turn Active Defense and shaped the new paradigm.
As well, while the emerging paradigm shared much
with the civilian critics’ discourses, it did not simply
follow these outside influences. For example, the
army would see firepower and attrition not as dichot-
omous but as points on a continuum, with both being
necessary to the conduct of operations.169 So there
was a range of influences from inside and out,
rather than one entity imposing a new paradigm. As
for why the presumptive paradigm of 1976 failed
and the 1982 capstone doctrine endured, I have
shown that AirLand Battle more closely followed the
unofficial discourses of mid-level officers as they
existed in the early 1970s. The new paradigm
helped to unify the institution.

I suggest with this article a research program
through which we may be able to understand why—
despite the expectations of government officials, offi-
cers, and scholars alike—the army now embraces
counterinsurgency warfare and nation-building.
Such a project would investigate not just the efforts
of reformers in the 2000s but look back several
decades to understand whether and how officers’
unofficial discourses shifted over time, and to trace
the efforts of civilian and army reformers to change
the discourses of their leaders. This study would indi-
cate areas where unofficial army discourses were
altered, perhaps subtly—for instance, toward the
army’s need to involve itself in social and political
issues abroad, as well as its relaxation of the

demand for national will to be guaranteed by civilian
leaders before deploying troops.

Early moves in these directions may have eroded
the army’s dominant paradigm, leading reform-
minded agents at the middle level to try to institutio-
nalize new discourses. Analyzing these micropolitical
movements over a long time period can help to pin-
point moments when we see new thinking about the
army’s core missions and capabilities, as well as what
precisely is different. We can also potentially under-
stand what kinds of interventions—formal, informal,
transinstitutional—were required for a new discourse
to take hold and become institutionalized as doctrine.
This is crucial if we wish to understand not just why
army doctrine has changed but also how it might
develop in the future.

This research program should help to advance the
study of institutions more generally. It shows that the
insights derived from a variety of organizations and
contexts can illuminate the causes of stability and
change in institutions of national security. This
suggests that the growing literatures of historical insti-
tutionalism and American political development can
supplement, or in some cases supplant, approaches
found in the international-relations literature. This
project also indicates three areas to which analysts of
political change can and should attend. The first is
the potential of ideas to structure institutions, as
well as to transform them. The second is the role of
mid-level actors in political change. Because they
are crucial to reproducing the institutional paradigm,
these agents may also have the power to shift it and
even to overhaul it. The third is the importance of alli-
ances between actors across institutional boundaries.
These informal interactions may create and develop
discourses to rival the institutional paradigm, build
a broadly based consensus for change, and help to
press authorities to change their ideas and official
policies. While I have acknowledged the differences
between militaries and other bureaucratic organiz-
ations, this approach could shed light on the
process of stability and change not only in govern-
ment agencies but also in political movements and
policy regimes.

168. Morelli, “Oral Interview,” 10.
169. Wass de Czege, “Doctrinal Reform,” 107, 116–17.

ADAM JOYCE204


