
Characteristics of War

“Everything in war is very simple, but the simplest thing is
difficult.”1 Clausewitz made this statement within the context of his
discussion of friction in war. However, in a larger context, it applies
to war in general and highlights the difficulty of understanding war.
The very act of defining war is fraught with such complexities as to
defy consensus.2 If war is viewed as the violent interaction of
opposing wills, the complexity of the subject is highlighted even
further since the full range of human emotional and intellectual
diversity comes into play to give war its own unique logic.3

The influence of this emotional and intellectual diversity can be
seen in the names used to identify particular wars.4 Wars have been
named based on the nature of the war (American Revolutionary War),
on the date (War of 1812), on the adversaries (Spanish-American
War), on the scope (World War II), and on the location (Korean War).
Moreover, a war can have different names depending upon one’s
sympathies.5 This variety of names demonstrates the difficulty we
have in dealing with the subject as well as the multitude of
perceptions, attitudes, and depths of understanding of those who
study it.

War can be viewed from a strategic, operational, or tactical
perspective. It can also be viewed from a philosophical,
psychological, political, social, cultural, ethical, technological, or
interpersonal perspective. Given so many different perspectives,
military analysts have often felt compelled to analyze war in terms
of a spectrum or continuum.

For their aim—and the aim is a recent one, since strategic theory in its pure
form was unknown before the eighteenth century—is to reduce the chaotic
phenomena of warfare to a system of essentials sufficiently few for an
ordered mind to bend to its purpose.6

However, such analytical methods can lead to oversimplification and
can be misleading. The warrior must understand that war can be
characterized in many different ways and strive to understand all of
them.
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Level of Objective Intent

“War is not an end in itself; it is a means to an end.”7 But, the
reasons men and nations fight are not necessarily the same as what
they fight for. The proximate causes of war should not be confused
with its ends (objective intent). Sometimes, wars have begun
unintentionally as in the case of the War of Jenkins’s Ear (1739) in
which a chronic state of friction between England and Spain
developed into war “against the wishes of the responsible statesmen
of both countries.”8 However, in all cases, wars are fought to achieve
one or more political objectives. These objectives, which can change
during the course of a war,9 may range from totally annihilating or
subjugating the enemy, to adjusting borders, to inflicting punishment.

The concept of unlimited versus limited war is partially based on
a decision on the part of the belligerents to fight for limited political
objectives.10 In some cases, one of the belligerents may fight for
limited objectives while the other fights for unlimited objectives.11

Three periods of modern Western history are generally identified as
periods of limited warfare: the years between the Peace of Westphalia
(1648) and the French Revolution (1792), between the Congress of
Vienna (1815) and World War I (1914), and since World War II.
Although there were exceptions (e.g., the American Civil War), for
the most part objectives remained limited during these periods.12

The political objective of war may be broad and ambiguous
(contain communism) or it may be very specific (expel the Iraqis from
Kuwait). In contemporary American experience, there are three
criteria for a “good” political objective, one that the American public
will support. The first criterion is that the objective must be easily
understood by everyone (Remember the Maine). The second is that
the objective can be turned into a crusade that appeals to our moral
sense (Make the World Safe for Democracy). The third is that the
objective must represent a self-interest perceived to be worth the cost
of war (Manifest Destiny). Unless an objective is considered vital,
Americans are reluctant to commit lives and resources on a large scale
or for a long term to attain it.13
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Level of Effort

The level of effort (means) of war is closely related to the objective
intent (ends). The means are also dictated by the degree of societal
development and the level of technological progress.14 Until the
French Revolution, universal conscription was generally unknown
and even then was not practical because of the limited ability to
communicate with and transport extremely large numbers of men.15

The advent of the telegraph and the railroad ushered in a new era of
mobilization. “They first permitted entire countries—and, later con-
tinents—to be knit together and mobilized for war-fighting purposes.”16

The existence of the ability to mobilize entire societies does not
mean that the ability will be exercised. “To discover how much of our
resources must be mobilized for war, we must first examine our own
political aim and that of the enemy.”17 In other words, we must relate
ends to means. If the enemy’s objective is conquest and our objective
is unconditional surrender, the passions aroused will likely result in
both sides employing a maximum effort involving national
mobilization. If the political objectives of either opponent are limited
and do not incite popular passions, the level of effort expended by
that side, at least, is also likely to be limited. At the same time,
opponents pursuing limited objectives are more likely to respond to
compromise, the possibility of which will tend to keep the level of
effort limited.

Historically, there has been no greater stimulus to unlimited war than the
injection of highly charged ideological and emotional issues into hostilities,
for these kinds of issues incite and sanction an exercise of force to the
utmost physical limits for ends which cannot readily be compromised.18

Level of Intensity

“As every combat veteran knows, war is primarily sheer boredom
punctuated by moments of stark terror.”19 The intensity of war is
never constant and certainly depends on your perspective. From an
individual perspective, when you are being shot at, the intensity is
very high. From a wider viewpoint, the level of intensity largely
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depends upon the means available and the objective intent. If either
of these are limited, the overall level of violence will likely be limited.
While wars that have been generally viewed as limited have included
acts of extreme violence, these acts were limited in number, time, and
location.

The concept of varying intensities of war is the basis for many of
the spectrums of war mentioned at the beginning of this essay. The
most common spectrum identifies three levels of intensity: high, mid,
and low. High intensity is generally characterized by continuous
engagement and exchange of lethal blows between nuclear or
conventional forces. Low intensity is generally characterized by the
use of subversion, terrorism, and guerrilla tactics often found in
insurgent warfare. However, what may be low intensity for one
belligerent may be an all out struggle for survival for the other.

Nature of Alliance or Coalition Relationships

Gen Maurice Sarrail remarked to French Premier Georges
Clemenceau in 1918, “Since I have seen Alliances at work, I have lost
something of my admiration for Napoleon.”20 While perhaps not the
ideal form of war, alliance or coalition warfare is almost as old as war
itself. Indeed, Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War
describes the crucial role Athenian and Spartan alliances played in
that war.21 Although alliances have not always found political favor
in the United States,22 the secretary of defense’s 1991 Annual Report
to the President and the Congress states, “Strong alliances are
fundamental to U.S. national defense strategy.”23 Tangible evidence
of the importance of coalitions to US defense can be seen in the fact
that the United States is currently a party to seven formal alliances
(fig. 1) as well as a number of defense agreements and less formal
arrangements with other countries.

Coalition warfare (also known as collective security, an imprecise
term)24 has been used to describe at least four different kinds of
international relationships:
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• An ad hoc alliance to meet a particular crisis or to wage a
particular war.

• A permanent guarantee to a particular state or territory in a
strategic position, often as a buffer between two powerful states.

• A permanent regional bloc, coalition, confederation, or
federation coordinating the foreign policy of several states.

• A general system of collective security.25

Many believe events between the First and Second World Wars, as
well as the functioning of the coalitions in the Second World War,
demonstrate that “only peacetime coalitions provide the necessary
apparatus either to deter war or to pursue it successfully [emphasis in
original].”26 Nevertheless, perhaps the two most successful coalitions

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Alliance

Australia-New Zealand-United States (ANZUS) Alliance (US obliga-
tions to New Zealand are suspended as a result of New Zealand’s
decision to ban US nuclear-powered and nuclear-capable ships from
its ports.)

Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States
and Japan

Mutual Defense Treaty between the United States and Korea

Mutual Defense Treaty between the United States and the Republic
of the Philippines

Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty (This treaty remains in
effect on a bilateral basis with Thailand.)

Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance (also known as the
Rio Treaty)

Source: Dick Cheney, Secretary of Defense, Annual Report to the President and the Congress
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, January 1991), 8.

Figure 1. United States Alliances
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in history are the Second World War Allies and the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO). However, even these coalitions were
not without their challenges.

Political rhetoric aside, alliances are not the same as friendships since
they are entered into for reasons of self-interest that may change over
time.27 These self-interests present the coalition with a number of
vulnerabilities, often dictate command relationships, and may influence
employment strategies. The Second World War, the NATO experience,
and, more recently, Operation Desert Storm all show that these challenges
can be met successfully. Following World War II, General Eisenhower
identified two keys to alliance success: readiness at the highest levels of
government to adjust all nationalistic differences that affect the strategic
employment of combined resources and designation of a single
commander who is supported to the limit.28

Weaponry Employed

In many ways, the history of war has also been the history of technology.
In no area has this been more true than in the development of weapons.
From the age of muscle (simple tools), to the age of gunpowder (machines),
to the age of technological innovation (systems/automation), weapons have
increased in lethality and dispersion.29

However, the invention of a longer range or more powerful weapon
in and of itself is only the first step in realizing the potential of that
weapon. It must also be adopted for use by a military establishment
and must be assimilated into tactics, doctrine, and organization.30

In the past, the effects of the vast majority of weapons were limited
mainly to the tactical level of war.31 The advent of the airplane and nuclear
weapons changed all that. Weapons for the first time became
determinants of strategy instead of merely the implements of strategists.
This reversal occurred partly because strategic thinking had not reached
a comparable level of development and sophistication.32 Indeed, the
strategic debate concerning the use and nonuse of nuclear weapons has
been wide-ranging and constant.
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To some, nuclear weapons provided the instruments they needed
to fulfill the glowing prophecies of the airpower pioneers. To others,
such devices were much more than just new and very potent weapons.
They believed that nuclear weapons had fundamentally changed the
nature of war because their destructiveness put whole populations at
risk. Chief among these theoreticians was Bernard Brodie, who
postulated that in the age of nuclear weapons the purpose of armed
forces is not to win wars but rather to prevent them.33

In the annals of war, nuclear warfare is unique in that no instance
of it has occurred when more than one opponent had nuclear weapons.
As a result, while numerous theories exist, no one knows how even
a “limited” nuclear war would turn out. At the same time, the
exponential increase in destructive potential has made it clear that
nuclear wars would be fundamentally different from the
“conventional” world war models and would require different
equipment, training, and employment techniques.34

Forms and Characteristics

The first, the supreme, the most far-reaching act of judgment that the
statesman and commander have to make is to establish . . . the kind of war
on which they are embarking; neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it
into, something that is alien to its nature.35

Understanding war requires an understanding of the nature and
interrelationships of the characteristics of war. The violent interaction
of opposing wills can take many forms, and these forms can change
over time. They have certainly changed with the social, political, and
technological progress of man. War is too complex a phenomenon to
permit the unequivocal and mutually exclusive labeling of its many
characteristics and forms.

Indeed, although the weapons employed are often used to label
forms or types of wars, chemical and biological weapons, for instance,
can be employed in any kind of war. Also, the classic Maoist
mass-oriented insurgency entails a progression of phases from latent
or incipient leadership and infrastructure building, to guerrilla
warfare, to a conventional war of movement.36 Finally, it is not
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unlikely that a conventional war between nuclear-equipped
belligerents may, at some point, involve the use of nuclear weapons.
Perhaps the most sage advice concerning the study of war came from
Marshal Ferdinand Foch: “The military mind always imagines that
the next war will be on the same lines as the last. That has never been
the case and never will be.”37
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