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Executive Summary
I
his study provides preliminary observations and
insights on the character and conduct of pro-
tracted great-power war.! It finds the U.S.
Department of Defense is giving insufficient attention to
preparing for such wars. While the probability of an
extended great-power war may be low, the costs involved
in waging one would likely be extraordinarily high,
making it an issue of strategic significance for senior
Defense Department leaders.

Arguably the best way to avoid these costs is to demon-
strate to great-power rivals that the United States is
capable of prevailing in a protracted conflict. Once the
United States became an active world power, in the
early 20th century, a great deal of intellectual effort and
considerable resources were devoted to planning for
an extended great-power war. The primary purpose of
these efforts was not to fight such a war but to avoid one,
by discouraging prospective enemies from believing
they could win. Even during the Cold War, when both
superpowers possessed large nuclear arsenals, successive
U.S. administrations sought to demonstrate to the Soviet
Union that the United States could wage an extended
conventional war.

Following the Cold War, planning for protracted great-
power war contingencies was essentially abandoned.
Now, however, with the rise of revisionist China and
Russia, the United States is confronted with a strategic
choice: conducting contingency planning for a protracted
great-power conflict and how to wage it successfully (or,
better still, prevent it from occurring), or ignoring the
possibility and hoping for the best. Should they choose
the former course of action, U.S. defense leaders and
planners must understand the characteristics of contem-
porary protracted great-power war, which are likely to
be far different from those of both recent conflicts and
World War I1—the last protracted great-power conflict.

Why Do Great-Power Wars Become Protracted?
Throughout history, several factors have contributed

to the protraction of wars between great powers. One
factor is great powers’ strategic depth, which could make
them difficult to defeat in a short period of time, or at all,
as World War IT Germany discovered when it invaded
Soviet Russia in 1941. Another cause of protraction is
belligerents’ inability to strike directly at their enemies,
as occurred in the Napoleonic Wars when Britain and
France—the “whale” and the “elephant”—lacked the
means to confront the other directly. In World War I,
even after the horrific losses incurred by the great-power

belligerents early on, a negotiated peace proved elusive,
due in part to their need to achieve a victory sufficient

to justify the enormous human suffering and material
costs already sustained. Still another cause of protrac-
tion centers on the interest of third parties in keeping
combat going. In making his pre-World War II pact with
Adolf Hitler, for example, Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin
sought to benefit from a war of exhaustion between Nazi
Germany and the Anglo-French alliance.

A belligerent may also be encouraged to continue
fighting in the hope that a major neutral power will come
to its aid or that its enemy will lose the will to continue.
For example, in the former case, during both world wars
Britain was encouraged by the prospect of the United
States’ entering the war on its side. With regard to the
latter case, during the U.S. Civil War the Confederacy
continued to resist in part from a hope that a “peace
candidate” would win the 1864 U.S. presidential election.
The belligerents’ war aims may also prolong a war. In
the U.S. Civil War, for example, the two sides’ aims were
fundamentally at odds: The North sought to compel the
rebellious states to rejoin the Union while the South
sought to secede from the United States, leaving no room
for compromise.
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What’s Changed?

A contemporary great-power war would be profoundly
different in several ways from earlier such wars. The time
elapsed between today and the start of World War 1T, 80
years, is roughly the same as the time between America’s
entry into World War IT and the start of the American
Civil War. Just as the combatants in the Civil War would
have felt greatly out of place at Pearl Harbor, those who
fought in World War IT might feel disoriented in a con-
temporary great-power war. Given the continued rapid
advance of technology, a future protracted great-power
war would likely produce surprises, some of strategic
significance.

Moreover, with the advent of nuclear weapons, wars
between great powers can be protracted only if polit-
ical constraints are imposed on vertical escalation. In
contrast to the situation during past great-power wars,
amodern belligerent great power’s problem would
not be an inability to bring military power to bear on
the enemy but the knowledge that in so doing it would
likely escalate the war to mutual catastrophic destruc-
tion. Thus belligerents would have a strong incentive
to practice mutual restraint. Whether they would be
able do so is problematic. If they succeeded, the victors
in such a war would not be able to impose anything
like unconditional surrender on their enemies, as



occurred in World War IT. Regime change would be
out of the question. Both sides would live to continue
the competition. The result would be less a peace than
the start of the next round in an open-ended struggle
for geostrategic advantage.

Waging Protracted Great-Power War
While striving to avoid nuclear disaster, the great
powers in a protracted war would still be seeking to
improve their position in a war of limited means and
limited ends. Preparing for (and thus deterring) pro-
tracted great-power war would require some significant
rethinking of U.S. defense strategy, particularly with
respect to escalation. One way for the United States to
avoid losing a limited war or having the enemy esca-
lating to “Armageddon” would be to maintain a U.S.
advantage in the ability to vertically escalate the conflict
(i.e., its level of violence). The ability to prevent an
enemy from exploiting horizontal (geographic) esca-
lation (e.g., by economic blockade or by seizing ally
territory or U.S. overseas assets) would also likely prove
amajor advantage.

To avoid escalating a war unintentionally, senior
U.S. defense decisionmakers would have to understand
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Allies might also emerge as a major source of U.S.
competitive advantage. In an extended conflict with
another great power, the demand for American combat
forces would almost certainly far outstrip the supply.
Consequently, the U.S. need for capable allies would
likely expand and endure. Political efforts aimed at
securing and maintaining ally support, and denying the
enemy the support of key potential allies, could exert a
profound effect on the war and its outcome. In pursuing
a strategy of exhaustion, an important factor in U.S.
strategy would be its ability to leverage its allies’ assets so
as not to exhaust its own.

Operational Considerations

From an operational standpoint, preparing for (or
deterring) a protracted war with another great power
would require the United States to improve the military
balance. The U.S. military would have to shift away from
the expeditionary posture it emphasized following the
Cold War and focus more on buttressing its so-called
contact- and blunt-layer forces—adopting a more
forward defense posture. Toward this end it should begin
implementing the “Archipelagic Defense” concept in the
Western Pacific, and creating anti-access/area-denial

how rival great powers view BSCHIAHUS MENGH thodepproved (5 A teh éeiRir8 BRYRYET Europe frontline states.

powers’ views might differ from their own. This task
would be complicated by the introduction of advanced
weaponry, both nuclear and non-nuclear, that is eroding
the once relatively clear “firebreak” between these
weapons. Preventing escalation might also be com-
plicated by third parties seeking to trigger escalation
through difficult-to-trace attacks, such as in space, in
cyberspace, or on the seabed. Given the difficulty in
identifying the source of such attacks, they could be
interpreted as an escalation by the enemy.

If the United States were unable to defeat its enemy
at the point of attack, and sustain its defense over an
extended period of time, or if it were unwilling to risk
escalating the level of violence to do so, it might find
itself gravitating toward horizontal escalation to gain
advantage. Thus a strategy of exhaustion would likely
be pursued, rather than a strategy of annihilation
or attrition.

Political Considerations

A number of political issues could exert a significant
influence on the character of a protracted great-power
war. One issue concerns whether the war began on
politically favorable terms. History suggests it might be
worth suffering a short-term military reverse to gain the
benefits of operating on the moral high ground.

If a stalemate occurred at the enemy point of attack,
or if U.S. and allied forces were unable to defend suc-
cessfully, they would need to be capable of waging war
effectively in other places of their choosing. This would
likely involve escalating the conflict horizontally, to
include waging economic warfare. At some point in the
conflict the United States might need to conduct coun-
teroffensive operations, especially if it had ceded areas
of strategic value. Toward this end, it would need to
develop and perfect new warfighting concepts designed
to suppress enemy A2/AD forces, execute forcible entry
operations, and conduct sustained ground offensive
operations supported by forces establishing friendly A2/
AD defensive zones.

Economic Warfare

A protracted war between great powers would likely find
the belligerents seeking to reduce their adversaries’ war-
making potential through economic warfare, as part of a
strategy of exhaustion. Actions might involve blockade
operations, as well as commerce-raiding operations
against an enemy’s undersea economic infrastructure.
Given the rise of global logistics chains and just-in-time
inventory systems, small disruptions in the velocity of
trade could trigger large-scale economic dislocations.
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Social Considerations

Even if the war were waged below the nuclear threshold
and great-power homelands were accorded partial sanc-
tuary status, given modern conventional, biological, and
cyber weaponry, the level and scope of destruction in a
great-power war would be far greater than anything the
American people have experienced. Under these circum-
stances, the social dimension of strategy—the ability to
sustain popular support for the war effort, along with a
willingness to sacrifice—would be a crucial factor in the
United States’ ability to prevail.

Logistical Considerations

The United States’ current ability to surge and expand
rapidly the production of military equipment is question-
able. Among other problems, little in the way of detail

is known regarding where production bottlenecks are,
the types and quantities of raw materials that should be
stockpiled, and the availability of skilled labor that would
be required to expand production of war materiel.

Improving the U.S. Position
Senior Defense Department policymakers should prior-
itize the following initial, modest steps to improve the

great-power war. Its findings are illustrative, not conclu-
sive. The Defense Department, with support from other
relevant Executive Branch departments and agencies,
and from experts in the strategic studies community,
should undertake in-depth analyses before major deci-
sions regarding policy, strategy, and resource priorities
can be made. Among the research topics meriting
priority consideration are the following:

The Competition. Given the importance of deterring
great-power rivals from believing their interests can
be advanced through prevailing in a protracted war,
the Defense Department and Intelligence Community
should give priority to assessing how rival great powers—
China and Russia in particular—view protracted war
with the United States and its ability to wage such a war
effectively. The same can be said regarding how these
revisionist powers view escalation.

Concept Development. With guidance from senior
Defense Department policy-makers, the military
leadership should develop a comprehensive set of
defense-planning scenarios to assist and inform
planning. This approach would be similar to the “color
plans” developed to support planning between the two
world wars.

United States’ ability to ddedFSaH COnTICIEIEN Hetepprroved for ppi e o ARSI Ah 088disHal part of planning for

rence fails, to wage war and prevail.

The Narrative. In a democracy, it is essential to
develop and sustain popular support for a long-term
competition that involves periods of peace but also
the possibility of protracted conflict between the great
powers—especially if a key U.S. security objective is to
avoid such a conflict and the enormous costs it would
almost certainly incur in waging it. Toward this end,
an effort should be made to explore in depth the effects
of protracted war on the United States and on other
great-power societies. Senior national security leaders,
including the commander in chief, must make the case
for U.S. defense preparedness to the American people.

Strategy. The Defense Department should plan for
protracted great-power war developing planning sce-
narios, conducting war games to evaluate the scenarios,
and identifying key requirements that emerge from these
efforts. The overarching purpose, of course, is to craft a
strategy for deterring such wars, or waging them effec-
tively if deterrence fails. Thus the effort should identify
and address gaps in the horizontal and vertical escalation
ladders, and how best to address them.

Promising Research Areas
This paper represents a modest “first cut” at the chal-
lenge of deterring or successfully waging a protracted

protracted great-power conflict involves assessing the
role U.S. allies and security partners might play. Senior
U.S. national security policymakers need to identify
what they want of America’s allies—not only in terms of
increased spending, but with respect to specific capabil-
ities, force postures, and basing access—as well as what
those allies may need from the United States.

The Long-Term Competition. Assuming a great war
did not escalate to Armageddon, it would end with a
negotiated settlement. Thus, there is a need to explore
war-termination strategies. The objective of this effort
should be to determine how best to position the United
States to compete effectively in what would be an open-
ended postwar competition.

Net Assessment. Several net assessments should be
accorded priority:

® The Strategic Balance. To enhance U.S. senior decision-
makers’ understanding of escalation dynamics, the
Defense Department’s Office of Net Assessment should
expand its traditional focus on the nuclear balance
to take account of other key elements of the strategic
balance, including precision-strike forces, cyber
payloads, early warning and command-and-control
force elements, and advanced air and missile defenses.

® The Mobilization Balance. This assessment should
focus on the Western Pacific and European theaters
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to determine whether of a mobilization race between
U.S. forces and their allies and rival state military
forces would create incentives or disincentives for the
revisionist great powers to seek to achieve their goals
through overt aggression.

The Economic Warfare Balance. The focus here should
be on ways the various forms of economic warfare,
such as maritime and cyber blockades, traditional and
seabed commerce raiding, and cyber warfare, would
affect the military balance in a protracted great-power
war.
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INTRODUCTION

Why Protracted Great-Power War?



his study examines contemporary protracted war

between great powers,? paying particular atten-

tion to ways to think usefully about the issue so as
to contribute to enhancing the crafting of U.S. defense
strategy. In particular, this effort concentrates on identi-
fying such a war’s characteristics, as well as key factors
influencing the U.S. military’s ability to compete effec-
tively in deterring or waging a protracted general war.

The objective is not to provide a comprehensive

assessment of the topic. Rather, this paper’s purpose is
to present senior Defense Department policymakers
and planners with some observations and insights to
guide their thinking about this increasingly important
aspect of the military competition. The idea is to support
their efforts to discourage the two rival revisionist great
powers, China and Russia, from believing they can suc-
cessfully wage a protracted war—a war lasting 18 months
or longer—with the United States. This study is primarily
diagnostic, rather than prescriptive, in its focus. It does,
however, conclude by offering some modest recom-
mendations and identifying several topics that merit
additional research and analysis.
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many like-minded states, including the world’s other
great democracies.*

To date, however, little thinking has been devoted to
addressing the implications of conflicts between the
United States and other major powers, let alone whether
and how they might extend over a protracted period.
The absence of such thinking is perhaps understandable
given the emergence of a so-called unipolar interna-
tional system centered on the United States following the
Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991.°

To be sure, despite the emergence of China and Russia
as hostile revisionist powers, the likelihood of such con-
flicts appears low. Yet the costs the United States would
incur in the event of such a war, even if it emerged victo-
rious, would probably be far greater than it has suffered
in any conflict since World War II. This makes the United
States’ ability to deter such a war or, should deterrence
fail, terminate such a war as quickly as possible on favor-
able terms an issue of strategic significance.

Arguably the best way to avoid a prolonged conflict
with a rival great power is to convince its leaders that
the United States is capable of prevailing in such a war.

Since the Cold War’s end
over a quarter century ago, U.S.

Planning and preparing for
an extended general war was

defense planning has foddSdg&/BUTIGN Mmlxptb@d bg&tcwg% 19, o Wif¢ant factor in the U.S.

primarily on threats posed by
minor powers and non-state
entities. This is reflected in the
1993 Bottom-Up Review and

a succession of Quadrennial
Defense Reviews beginning

in 1997, which emphasized
preparing for major regional con-

avoid a prolonged conflict
with a rival great power
is to convince its leaders
that the United States is
capable of prevailing in
such a war.

victory in World War IT and in
its ability to deter the Soviet
Union during the Cold War.*
Even though both superpowers
possessed far greater numbers
of nuclear weapons than do
the United States and Russia
today, successive U.S. adminis-

tingencies, major-theater wars,
and major combat operations against minor regional
powers, such as Iran, Iraq, and North Korea. Following
the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States
by al Qaeda, planning for irregular warfare, to include
counterterrorism and counterinsurgency operations,
increased dramatically.

Recent years, however, have witnessed the return
of great-power rivalries. Both the recent U.S. National
Security Strategy and National Defense Strategy (NDS)
identify China and Russia as revisionist powers. The
NDS finds it “increasingly clear that China and Russia
want to shape a world consistent with their authori-
tarian model—gaining veto authority over other nations’
economic, diplomatic, and security decisions.” Simply
put, China and Russia seek to overturn the existing free
and open international order that has enhanced the
security and material well-being of the United States and

trations sought to demonstrate
to Moscow that the costs (and risks) of engaging in
overt aggression below the nuclear threshold were also
prohibitive. This effort involved convincing Moscow that
the United States had the ability and the will to escalate
to nuclear use—and that it also could wage an extended
conventional war and prevail. Given the changes in the
security environment in recent years, it would be unwise
to assume that adopting an attitude of benign neglect
toward the threat of protracted great-power war rep-
resents a prudent course of action.

By a number of measures—size, population, techno-
logical sophistication, nuclear and conventional force
capabilities, and economic scale—both China and Russia
today rank as major powers. In recent years, Beijing and
Moscow have taken aggressive actions to realize their
revisionist aims, to include building up their armed
forces and seizing territory that is either disputed or
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A group of modern Russian ships, including ships from the Northern and Baltic Sea fle
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ets. Recent procurements of modern ships enhance not

only Russia’s naval presence but also its ability to project power in key regions of the world, such as Syria. (Getty)

recognized as the sovereign territory of another state.
China’s outstanding territorial claims on the interna-
tional system include Taiwan, the nearly 1.5 million
square miles of islands and waters that constitute the
South China Sea—much of which is claimed by other
states, including the Philippines and Taiwan—and
Japan’s Senkaku Islands. Recently China has moved
beyond acts of intimidation to militarize some South
China Sea Islands, including those it artificially created.
For several years Russia has used force to reincorporate
territories that were once part of the Soviet Union, to
include Crimea and parts of eastern Ukraine. Threats
have also been leveled by the Kremlin against the Baltic
States, especially Estonia and Latvia, which have signifi-
cant Russian minorities.”

Beijing’s and Moscow’s aggressive actions are backed
by major military buildups.® Both the Chinese and
Russian militaries are emphasizing capabilities designed
to raise dramatically the costs to the United States of pro-
jecting and sustaining power to meet its commitments
to allies in the Western Pacific and Eastern Europe,
respectively.

Particularly worrisome are Chinese and Russian
efforts to exploit two military trends. The first involves
the diffusion of precision-guided munitions (PGMs) and
highly accurate extended-range delivery systems, such
as ballistic and cruise missiles. The second concerns the
spread of advanced command, control, communications,
computers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance (C4ISR) systems that enable the formation of
battle networks to enhance military effectiveness. These
elements, when combined with other systems (such as
submarines and strike aircraft) and capabilities (such
as cyber payloads) provide the core of an A2/AD?® force
that has the potential to greatly increase the cost to the
U.S. military of projecting power, while correspondingly
reducing the risk of aggression for China and Russia.

Beijing and Moscow’s revisionist aims have increased
tensions with the United States and its frontline allies
and security partners. While the prospects for a direct
military confrontation between the United States and
either China or Russia appear unlikely at present, given
the enormous costs—human, financial, and material—
that would ensue in the event of war, it would be




imprudent for U.S. defense policymakers and planners
to ignore the possibility of such a conflict. This is espe-
cially true given U.S. defense strategy, which seeks to
prevent such conflicts from occurring in the first place.
Simply put, one of the best ways to avoid a great-power
war is to be able to wage and win one, thereby con-
vincing rivals not to risk such a war.

Nor is history reassuring. It reveals that protracted
wars among the great powers can and do occur, that
they are invariably immensely costly, and that they
can occur even in cases where neither belligerent
intends to fight, let alone for an extended period of
time. Indeed, even with the persistent efforts of U.S.
and Soviet leaders to avoid general war during the Cold
War, eluding it was hardly assured.’® In brief, defense
policymakers and planners ignore the possibility of
such conflicts at their peril, especially during periods
of growing great-power tension, such as exists at the
present time.

Throughout the Cold War the Defense Department
and independent analysts were continuously assessing
the military balance between the two superpowers. A
principal purpose of these assessments was to identify
trends in the military competition that might encourage
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position over time. All this was done to support the U.S.
strategic objective of deterring the Soviet Union from
initiating a great-power war, limiting the damage in the
event deterrence failed, and ensuring a war outcome
favorable to American interests.

To sum up, the United States is confronted with a stra-
tegic choice: taking a hard look at the issue of protracted
great-power conflict and how to wage it successfully (or,
better still, prevent it from occurring), or ignoring it and
hoping for the best. Both prudence and the enormous
stakes involved argue strongly for pursuing the former
course of action. Toward that end, U.S. defense leaders
and planners must understand such a war’s general char-
acteristics, which are likely to be far different from those
of recent conflicts in which the United States has been
engaged, as well as World War 1T, the last protracted
great-power war.

This study opens with an introduction to the topic of
protracted great-power war, drawing on insights from
history. This analysis is followed by a look at the char-
acteristics that might define a contemporary protracted
great-power war—including selected political, military,
economic, and social factors—and their implications for
the U.S. military. The study then transitions to a discus-

the Soviet leaders to bel v Bifdy ol1d HetoMipifsh thenved Hon Bfstifidshitil 8tips tAYPISTsht be taken to better

objectives through war, and to identify strategies and
associated military capabilities to arrest or offset these
trends. These assessments sought to identify ways in
which the U.S. military could improve its competitive

position the United States to compete in such con-
flicts—and to deter rivals from initiating them in the first
instance. It concludes by suggesting promising areas for
further research.

it relates to anti-access/area-denial challenges. (Getty)

The S-400 Triumf, or the SA-21, on parade in Moscow in 2070. The S-400 is sold to countries around the world and is a major U.S. concern as




CHAPTER1

Why Do Great-Power Wars.
Become Protracted?




or the purpose of this study, protracted war is
F defined as one lasting longer than 18 months. The

time frame was chosen as the point at which
considerable strain is placed on a belligerent’s morale,
material resources, industrial base, and financial
standing. Any assessment of the United States’ competi-
tive position must address these aspects as well as those
pertaining specifically to military operations and
capabilities.

The following sections provide a brief summary of

some of the factors that have historically contributed to
the protraction of wars between great powers.

Rough Parity
Wars can become protracted if, other things being equal,
the belligerents possess a rough parity in military capa-
bilities, such that it precludes either side from achieving
a quick victory. That being said, an accurate assessment
of the military balance typically requires examining
factors well beyond mere numbers of forces or equip-
ment types. Other elements, such as leadership, training,
doctrine, and morale, to name a few,
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Asymmetric Capabilities

Another cause of protraction is the inability of the bellig-
erents to strike directly at each other given the characters
of their military forces and defenses, making it difficult
to inflict damage on their rival’s homeland sufficient

to achieve victory. In the Peloponnesian War, Sparta’s
superior army was frustrated by Athens’ wall, which pro-
tected the city and linked it to the port of Piraeus and the
outside world. Correspondingly, while the Athenian fleet
dominated the seas, it could not defeat Sparta’s army.
Similarly, during the Napoleonic Wars, Great Britain’s
wide moat—the English Channel—did what no land force
could do to neutralize hostile armies. And while the
British Royal Navy ruled the waves, it could not directly
threaten land forces operating on the Continent. Thus
Britain and France—the “whale” and the “elephant”—
lacked the means to confront the other directly. Britain’s
dominance at sea prevented an invasion by France, while
the French army’s status as Europe’s dominant land
power made any attempt by the British to land an army
on the Continent that could on its own defeat the Grande
Armée a forlorn hope.

can exert a significant influence on
what the Soviets termed the “cor-
relation of forces.”

Strategic Depth

A country’s strategic depth is often
a function of size. Historically, a
large country, a country with a
large empire, or one located in an
area distant from its enemy may be
difficult to defeat in a short period

Elements, such as
DISTRIBUTION $TATHigA ke rship), ‘trainings dis'|outian ypstiicted great-power wars,
doctrine, and morale,
to name a few, can
exert a significant
influence on what the
Soviets termed the
“correlation of forces.”

Sunk Costs

the price in lives and treasure

is often enormous. Under these
conditions, one might expect the
belligerents to cut their losses—

yet peace can prove elusive. For
example, despite the horrific losses,
both human and material, incurred
by both sides early in World War I,

of time, if at all. A classic example of
the challenges of defeating a large
country is found in the conflict between Nazi Germany
and the Soviet Union from 1941 to 1945. Despite inflicting
massive losses on Russian forces in the initial stages of
the war, Germany was unable to secure victory due, in
large part, to the Soviet military’s ability to trade space
for time, and to the government’s relocating much of its
industry deep in the country’s interior. During World
War I1, thanks to Great Britain’s large empire, and even
with its home forces on the brink of being defeated by
Germany, Prime Minister Winston Churchill could
proclaim that even if the British Isles were occupied,

the war could and would be continued by the country’s
dominions and colonies.! And as the United States
demonstrated in both world wars, thanks to its relative
geographic isolation it was difficult for its great-power
enemies, Germany and Japan, to strike it with any per-
sistence or strength.

the war continued, in part because
of the great-power belligerents’
need to justify these enormous sunk costs. Simply put,
the enormous sacrifices being made demanded a victory
worthy of them.

Third Parties

Still another cause of protraction centers on third parties
that have an interest in keeping a war going. A signifi-
cant part of the Byzantine Empire’s strategy for much
of its history was to encourage potentially dangerous
major powers along its periphery to fight one another
in protracted wars. As Edward Luttwak notes, “The
genius of the Byzantine grand strategy was to turn the
very multiplicity of enemies to advantage, by employing
diplomacy, deception, payoffs, and religious conversion
to induce them to fight one another instead fighting the
[Byzantine] empire.”’? A more recent example is found
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in Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin’s nonaggression pact
with Nazi Germany, enabling the latter to wage war
against Britain and France without fighting on a second
(Russian) front.” In entering into his pact with Hitler,
Stalin had hoped that the belligerents would exhaust one
another in a war similar to World War I, with the Soviet
Union unscathed and emerging as the war’s true victor.

Conversely, a belligerent may also be encouraged to
continue fighting in a deadlocked war in the hope that
amajor power sitting on the sidelines will come to its
aid. In World War II, Great Britain continued to fight on
against Germany after the surrender of France, encour-
aged in no small way by its belief that the United States
would, at some point, enter the war on its side. Similarly,
despite the Union’s huge advantages in manpower and
industrial might in the American Civil War, Southern
leaders held out hope that France or Great Britain would
enter the war on their side.

A belligerent may also fight on in the hope that one of
its enemy’s key allies will abandon the field. One reason
Hitler continued waging war despite the growing odds
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British Prime Minister Sir Winston Churchill, U.S. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, representing the

against Germany was his belief that the United States and
Great Britain could not sustain their alliance with the
Soviet Union.* In a somewhat similar vein, Frederick the
Great successfully pursued a strategy of survival during
the Seven Years’ War in the belief that his rivals—Austria,
France, Russia, and Sweden—would eventually experi-
ence a falling-out.”” In his long war with Great Britain,
Napoleon defeated a succession of coalitions, enabling
France to establish a dominant position on the Continent.
Yet despite this success, he was unable to permanently
pry coalition partners away from the British.

Exhaustion

Another factor that has contributed significantly to the
protraction of great-power wars is the belief by one

or both sides that the enemy will quit out of exhaus-
tion—because it lacks the material means, or the will, to
continue. This was a significant factor in Japan’s con-
tinuing to fight on against the United States during World
War IT after suffering major defeats in 1942 and 1943. As
H.P. Willmott notes, “In some five months [following the
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countries of World War Il’'s Grand Alliance, meet at Yalta. Hitler continued the war in part because of his belief that these powers could not

sustain their alliance through the war. (Getty)
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Japanese Imperial Headquarters representative General Yoshijiro Umezu signs a surrender document in the presence of General Douglas

MacArthur aboard the USS Missouri, ending World War Il. The United States forced the Japanese to accept unconditional surrender by

dropping two atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. (Getty)

December 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor], Japan secured
all those territories for which it went to war, and after the
defeat off Midway it then settled for a defensive strategy
that sought to fight the United States to exhaustion.” It
took the use of two atomic bombs and the personal inter-
vention of Japan’s emperor to convince the country’s
leaders to capitulate.

Victory by exhausting the enemy also appears to have
been a significant consideration during World War I for
both the Entente and Central Powers in their decision
to continue fighting even after the war degenerated
into a bloody stalemate just six months into the conflict.
Indeed, as the war was poised to enter its third year, in
the spring of 1916, Britain and France were planning
amajor offensive along the river Somme, while the
Germans were preparing an offensive against French
forces in the vicinity of Verdun; both were based on the
hope that a successful war of attrition could be waged."”
In the U.S. Civil War, despite confronting a steadily
worsening military situation after the spring of 1863,
General Robert E. Lee “saw 1864 as the critical year for

the Confederacy because of the northern presidential
election. He had as his objective to ‘resist manfully’ until
the South had sapped the North’s will-to-win.” The
South would continue fighting for nearly another two
years, in what proved to be a forlorn hope that frustrated
Northern voters would elect a “peace candidate” from
the opposition political party who would agree to end the
war on Southern terms.!®

Inflexible War Aims

The character of belligerents’ war aims can also con-
tribute to protracting wars between great powers. For
example, Sparta could not accept an outcome to the
Peloponnesian War that left Athens in a position where
its power relative to Sparta would continue to grow.”
In the U.S. Civil War, the two sides’ war aims were
fundamentally at odds; the North sought to compel the
rebellious states to rejoin the Union while the South
sought to secede from the United States, leaving no room
for compromise. In World War 11, the Allies’ demand
for unconditional surrender made Japan reluctant to

@CNASDC
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negotiate a surrender over fear of losing its emperor as
head of state. In these situations at least one of the bel-
ligerents lacked the ability to compromise and accept a
limited victory (or partial defeat).

SUMMARY

For a variety of reasons, wars between great powers have
occurred with considerable frequency. Many factors,
either alone or in combination, can create the circum-
stances whereby such wars become protracted. As
Elbridge Colby notes, however, “the simplest explanation
is that protracted wars happen when both combatants
believe fighting on is better than ending it, and they

both can.”?® Put another way: as long as the belligerents
have the means and the will to persist, a war can go on
indefinitely.

Of course, much has changed in the roughly
three-quarters of a century since the last general war
among great powers, in the early 1940s. It is to this topic
that this paper now turns.

As long as the belligerents

to persist, a war can go on
indefinitely.
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his chapter presents observations and insights on

the challenges and opportunities the United

States would likely confront in a protracted
great-power war. It opens with an overview of the issue,
followed by a discussion organized by categories:
political, operational (military-technical), logistical,
temporal, and social. While there is much to be learned
from an examination of earlier such conflicts, much has
changed since the last one, which occurred over
70 years ago.

Overview

Should a protracted war among great powers occur
today, it would be profoundly different in many ways
even from World War II, the most recent such war.
Consider, for example, that the length of time elapsed
since the start of World War IT in Europe and today, 80
years, is the same as that between the beginning of the
American Civil War, in 1861, and U.S. entry into World
War I1. Consider also that over the past fourscore years
technology has advanced at an even greater pace than it
did between Fort Sumter and Pearl Harbor. Moreover,
over the past few decades, military competition has
entered a new domain, cyberspace, while expanding

principally on waging short campaigns against minor
powers, such as Iran, Iraq, and North Korea, and radical
Islamist non-state terrorist organizations. It is only now,
with the rise of China and Russia as revisionist states,
that attention is turning back to great-power rivalries.
The lack of experience with great-power conflicts, let
alone those that are protracted, along with the post-Cold
War emphasis on planning for war against minor adver-
saries, suggests that a fundamental rethinking of U.S.
strategy—to include its political, operational, logistical,
temporal, and social dimensions—is in order. Given
the war-making potential of great powers and the high
stakes involved, U.S. leaders responsible for waging (and
deterring) such a war will likely have to assume a very
different approach from that adopted by their prede-
cessors. The following general observations may prove
useful in refocusing the Defense Department’s strategic
planning efforts.

Defining Characteristics

If there is another protracted great-power war, it is
certain to differ in significant ways from previous con-
flicts. Some of the characteristics that might define such
a war are described below.
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military operations have emerged, to include the preci-
sion strike, “hybrid war,” and “cyber blockades.”* Thus
one can reasonably deduce that whereas the combatants
in the U.S. Civil War would have felt greatly out of place
at Pearl Harbor, those who fought in World War IT might
be even more disoriented if they were to find themselves
in a contemporary great-power war. Simply put, a future
general war is likely to produce

THE DECLINE OF SANCTUARIES

In the 20th century geographic sanctuaries’ role in

great-power conflict changed dramatically. The expan-

sion of war into the third dimension, in the form of

air power, made it possible to surmount geographic

and military barriers and to launch attacks promptly

and directly against an enemy’s war-making assets: its
industry and population. As tech-

surprises, some of strategic
significance. It is the job of
senior Defense Department
leaders and strategic planners
to reduce the magnitude and
range of unpleasant surprises to
an absolute minimum. This can
best be accomplished through
rigorous analysis rather than
wishful thinking regarding the

It is the job of senior
Defense Department
leaders and strategic
planners to reduce the
magnitude and range of
unpleasant surprises to an
absolute minimum.

nology advanced, aircraft were
built with greater ranges and
payload capacity, which enabled
them to strike throughout

the breadth and depth of an
enemy’s homeland. This devel-
opment significantly reduced
the value of strategic depth

and the sanctuary it had once
provided. With the advent of

robustness of deterrence.?
Accomplishing this task will
not be easy. The problem for
U.S. strategic planners is compounded by recent history.
Whereas the Cold War stimulated thinking and planning
about the characteristics and implications of a great-
power (U.S.—-Soviet Union) conflict, over the past three
decades the focus of U.S. defense planning has been

nuclear weapons aboard delivery
systems with effectively unlim-
ited global reach, the character
of war between great powers fundamentally changed.
The combination of nuclear weapons and air (and later
missile) forces gave both Cold War-era superpowers the
ability to inflict prompt, catastrophic destruction on an
enemy’s society and war-making capabilities.?* Today all



the great powers (with the exception of Germany, which
is a NATO member, and Japan, a close U.S. ally) possess
nuclear weapons.?* Given these weapons’ enormous
destructive potential, for a great-power war to become
protracted—that is to say, for it to avoid escalating to
Armageddon—Dbelligerents will have to exercise mutual
restraint in the level of violence they bring to bear.

For example, unlike Britain and France in the Seven
Years’ War and Napoleonic Wars, in which the two rivals
were unable to bring the war home to the enemy, powers
today do not face such a limitation. The danger is that
awar’s violence could escalate out of control, far out of
proportion to any gains that might be realized by any of
the belligerents.

THE CHALLENGE OF MUTUAL RESTRAINT

Great-power belligerents have a great incentive to
exercise restraint. Given their ability to devastate each
other’s societies, for a contemporary war involving
great powers to become protracted it would neces-
sarily have to be limited by mutual choice. Put another
way, the prospect of mutual assured destruction® in its

@CNASDC

various forms would create and incentive for warring
great powers to practice mutual restraint. As Robert
Oppenheimer famously observed, a great-power war
would resemble a contest between two scorpions in a
bottle, with each carefully seeking only limited gains so
as to avoid the prospect of catastrophic loss.?® In a pro-
tracted great-power war, mutual survival would require
the warring parties to advance their aims while avoiding
crossing the boundary between limited war and mutual
suicide. That said, there are factors at work that promote
escalation, posing severe challenges for policymakers and
defense planners, several of which are described below
Fortunately, past great-power wars suggest that
mutual self-restraint is possible. During World War 11,
the Allied and Axis powers refrained from resorting to
chemical warfare, even though chemical agents had been
employed extensively in World War I by many of the
same belligerents.?” If one assumes that China enjoyed
great-power status during the Korean War, it can be
argued that the United States refrained from employing
nuclear weapons (vertical escalation) or attacking
Chinese territory (horizontal escalation) not because

South Korea’s Hyunmu-2 ballistic missile is fired during an exercise aimed to counter North Korea’s nuclear test on September 4, 2017. As
North Korea moves to attach nuclear weapons to its intercontinental ballistic missiles, other countries, such as South Korea, will continue to
demonstrate their strike capabilities to deter it. (Getty)
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A convoy of nuclear missiles participates in a military parade rehearsal on Red Square, Moscow. The prospect of mutual assured destruction
lowers the chance of escalation to total war by a great power. (Getty)

it lacked the means to do so but because of the risk that
local conflict would escalate horizontally to a global war
involving a nuclear-armed Soviet Union, thereby risking
vertical escalation as well.?®

ESCALATION CONTROL

Unlike in previous great-power wars, contemporary
great-power belligerents would confront the challenge of
finding the “sweet spot” between using force to advance
their aims and tempering its use to avoid crossing their
adversaries’ red lines and thus triggering an escalation to
total war. Even with a good understanding of the vertical
and horizontal escalation ladders, senior policymakers’
work would be complicated by a lack of information and
an imperfect understanding of how aggressively they can
employ force so as not to cross the enemy’s red lines.

The challenge of escalation control became a major
element in Cold War-era planning once the United
States and the Soviet Union acquired nuclear weapons.
On the American side, great attention was devoted to
ways NATO forces might defend themselves in the event
of a Soviet-led Warsaw Pact invasion without crossing

the firebreak between conventional and nuclear weapon
use. Considerable study was also given to understanding
how to avoid triggering a Soviet crossing of the nuclear
threshold. Strategists and planners further looked for
ways to prevent an initial “battlefield” use of nuclear
weapons from escalating to all-out nuclear war.

While these Cold War-era escalation concerns
remain relevant today with respect to great-power war,
the challenge of preventing escalation to total war has
taken on new, worrisome characteristics, which are
summarized here.

Interestingly, efforts by the belligerent powers to
achieve their limited-war aims by exercising restraint
with respect to vertical escalation may find them
pursuing a different form of escalation—horizontal esca-
lation—as an alternative.

The Eroding Firebreak

The challenge of applying limited force to gain advantage
without crossing the enemy’s escalation red line is com-
plicated by the introduction of advanced weaponry, both
nuclear and non-nuclear, that is blurring the once sharp



bright line between nuclear and non-nuclear weapons.?
Even in the latter stages of the Cold War, Herman Kahn
could still declare, “There are very large and very clear
‘firebreaks’ between nuclear and conventional war.”*
Since the Cold War’s end, however, advances in precision
weaponry and the introduction of cyber weapons have
enabled the prompt, effective engagement of targets

that were once reserved solely for nuclear weapons.
Correspondingly, the development of very-low-yield
nuclear weapons may make their use, at least in the
minds of some, an acceptable alternative to conventional
weapons.® The increasingly vague boundary between
limited and total war makes prosecuting a protracted
great-power war a risky enterprise indeed.

Redefining Escalation Ladders

One way for the United States to avoid the enemy’s
escalation to all-out war, or losing a limited war, is by
establishing “escalation dominance,”
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U.S. policymakers, particularly in those cases where
rivals believe they enjoy an advantage over the United
States. This knowledge can aid in efforts to assess where
the United States enjoys escalation dominance, as well as
weak points along the ladders that need to be addressed.

Catalytic Escalation
Great-power attempts to avoid escalating a conflict might
be complicated by third parties seeking to undermine
their efforts. For example, consider the case where the
belligerents have accorded each other’s homelands
sanctuary status. A third party with an interest in seeing
the two warring powers deplete each other’s strength
might seek to provoke an escalation of the war, perhaps
through acts that would be difficult to attribute, such as
difficult-to-trace cyberattacks, unmanned underwater
vehicle (UUV)-swarm “kamikaze” attacks on a bellig-
erent’s undersea economic infrastructure, or employing
maneuverable micro satellites to

or an advantage at key points—
“rungs” on the “escalation ladder.”*?
If vertical escalation to total war
can be averted, the ability to exploit
horizontal escalation, such as by

To avoid
unintentionally
escalating to

“ram” large satellites owned by
arival power. Given the relative
difficulty associated with identifying
the source of these kinds of attacks,
the victim could view them as an

economic blockade and BPdGAHEON ST4 TEMENM&@@H& ﬁﬂ‘; rjEase: dlsUibeleRIYRIB Y its enemy, rather than

overseas enemy territories and/or
assets, may prove a crucial source
of advantage.

Significant changes in technology
over the past quarter century or so
have altered the Cold War-era hori-

is necessary for
strategists to
understand the new
escalation ladders.

as aggression by a third party.

Horizontal Escalation

Ideally, from the defender’s point of
view, aggression is defeated at the
point of attack. Yet this is not always

zontal and vertical escalation ladders.
For example, over the past 30 years
the rise of the internet has led to its being embedded in
advanced societies’ critical infrastructure. This develop-
ment has been matched by the crafting of cyber malware
payloads that can literally be deployed at a moment’s
notice against this infrastructure, with potentially devas-
tating effects. Rapid advances in the biosciences may also
provide belligerent powers with the opportunity to inflict
large-scale human suffering and material damage across
enemy societies. Finally, the current wave of globaliza-
tion finds even great powers relying, to an unprecedented
degree, on international trade and finance for a signif-
icant share of their gross domestic product (GDP) and
citizens’ material well-being.

To avoid unintentionally escalating to Armageddon,
it is necessary for strategists to understand the new
escalation ladders. They must develop an appreciation
of how China and Russia view escalation, and how those
countries’ escalation ladders may differ from those of

possible, for two reasons. First, the

defending great power may lack the
means to mount a successful defense. This was the case
in September 1939, when France and Great Britain went
to war with Germany following the latter’s invasion of
Poland; the Western allies simply lacked the means to
mount an effective defense of Poland. Similarly, U.S.
defense planning prior to the December 1941 attack on
Pear]l Harbor led to the conclusion that Japan would
likely be able to seize the Philippine Islands at a war’s
outset. Second, it may be possible in contemporary times
for a country to wage a successful defense at the point
of attack, but only at the risk of escalating the war either
vertically—such as by employing nuclear weapons—or
horizontally—for example, by attacking the homeland of
its rival. Given the dangers associated with these forms of
escalation, a great-power belligerent might find hori-
zontal escalation a relatively attractive way of gaining
advantage, especially if it does not involve attacks on
the enemy’s homeland.
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In other wars great powers have pursued horizontal
escalation, albeit with mixed results. Recall that during
the Seven Years’ War the major asymmetries in the
military capabilities of Great Britain (the “whale”) and
France (the “elephant”) precluded either from a large-
scale assault on the other’s homeland. The British were
able to exploit their mastery of the seas to deploy and
sustain forces that enabled them to realize substantial
territorial gains in North America, the Caribbean, and
South Asia.** In World War I, Great Britain executed a
naval blockade of Germany that contributed significantly
to the latter’s defeat.** Such efforts by dominant maritime
powers have not always been as effective, though.
Athens’ expedition to Sicily during the Peloponnesian
War proved a disaster, as did Britain’s attempt to end the
stalemate imposed by trench warfare in France by seizing
the Dardanelles in the hope of driving the Ottoman
Empire out of World War 1.3

All things considered, a strategy of exhaustion based
on horizontal escalation, while neither guaranteeing
success nor without risk of escalation, seems likely to be
an important option relative to vertical escalation for the
United States in a protracted great-power war—at least
as long as the U.S. military retains its current dominant

War in the Context of a Long-Term Competition
Over the past two centuries, many great-power wars
have not only been protracted; they have ended with one
side overthrowing the regime of its enemy. This was the
case in the Napoleonic Wars, the American Civil War, the
Franco-Prussian War, and the two world wars.

Yet it seems highly likely that if modern-day bellig-
erents could avoid escalating to all-out war and mutual
destruction, then a great-power war could end not with
a dictation of terms but with a negotiated peace. Unless
a belligerent’s regime collapsed as a result of internal
forces (as occurred, for example, with the revolution in
Germany in the fall 0f 1918), the risk of mutual nuclear
annihilation would render the kind of regime change
that occurred at the end of the Napoleonic Wars or
World War II out of the question. Put another way, one
great belligerent power might emerge victorious, but
its victory would not be absolute. Both sides’ regimes
would live on to continue the competition, positioning
themselves during the war and in peace negotiations for
the next round in a long-term struggle for advantage. In
this sense, the aftermath of a contemporary protracted
great-power war would more resemble that of the Seven
Years’ War between Great Britain and France than that

position with respect to EXtERIFAC AN S POTETIHr6- ArProved or fyBidaiRase & ECr ¥y 5FParis, which ended the

jection operations.®® Such a strategy would find the
United States prioritizing cutting the enemy’s overseas
economic lifelines, seizing its key overseas economic
assets, destroying its overseas bases, and defeating its
minor allies. In brief, the United States would, as Britain
did in the Seven Years’ War and in World War I, seek

to make gains, at least initially, on the periphery. Given
recent and current trends in warfare, this strategy calls
for an emphasis on controlling the air, space, and cyber-
space domains, as well as the seas and the undersea.

Seven Years’ War, left both belligerents to endure as
major powers and continue an open-ended competition
that would extend for another century and a half.

It seems highly likely that if modern-day belligerents could avoid
escalating to all-out war and mutual destruction, then a great-
power war could end not with a dictation of terms but with a
negotiated peace.
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he following are some preliminary thoughts that

might usefully inform U.S. strategic planning on

the topic of protracted great-power war—how one
might be fought or, better, avoided. They are organized
into four sections: political, operational, economic, and
social.®® There is, inevitably, some overlap. First, however,
a few words on strategy are in order.

On Strategy

There are three general types of strategy a belligerent

can pursue: annihilation, attrition, and exhaustion.®

A strategy of annihilation relies on a single event, such

as a battle, or a short series of directly related events to

produce victory. The promise of a quick and decisive

victory makes a strategy of annihilation attractive. That

said, achieving victory through a single, decisive battle or

quick series of actions is often impossible or undesirable.
An attrition strategy emphasizes hurting the enemy,

such as by inflicting casualties to the point where

the enemy realizes that it can no

some other strategy, and the only likely one was to
exhaust the rebels by occupying territory and gradually
depriving them of the resources and recruits for main-
taining their armies.”*® The strategy was exemplified
by the Anaconda Plan, which called for the progres-
sive strangulation of the South’s ability to wage war.
The Union’s blockading of Confederate ports, seizing
control of the Mississippi River, occupying key parts of
Confederate territory, and destroying the South’s trans-
portation infrastructure and meager war industry were
at the center of the strategy. Success here denied the
South the ability to replenish its forces and rearm them,
as well as the mobility needed to concentrate power at
the decisive point.

In a contemporary protracted great-power war, states
could pursue a strategy of annihilation with a high
prospect of success, but only at an equally high risk of
being annihilated as well—mutual assured destruction.
As noted earlier, this being the case, an annihilation

strategy has little to recommend

longer prevail and sues for peace.
Alternatively, the enemy can fight
on to the point where its ability to
resist is lost, leading to the same

There are three
general types of

it. A strategy based on large-scale
attrition of enemy forces also seems
problematic, as it would likely
require sustained attacks on forces

outcome as a successful SUFASEH TION qTA% Ema{tﬂgmrﬁvge’lhﬂ@gm disrbRiRR T HEE enemy’s homeland,

of annihilation.

A strategy of exhaustion does not
rely on directly attriting the enemy’s
forces to produce victory. Instead,

can pursue:
annihilation, attrition,
and exhaustion.

thereby risking escalation to total
war. This leaves the “least worst”
strategy: a strategy of exhaus-
tion. Such a strategy might best

an exhaustion strategy involves
actions directed against the enemy
homeland, such as seizing territory, imposing blockades,
and conducting bombing campaigns. The objective is
to progressively and indirectly weaken the enemy’s
forces and also to erode the enemy population’s will to
continue the war.

The American Civil War provides a window on
these three types of strategy. Early in the war there was
hope on both sides that a strategy of annihilation, to be
achieved by a decisive battle or event (such as capturing
the enemy’s capital), might succeed. These hopes proved
ill-founded, although they were never abandoned.
Once the war began to turn in favor of the Union, in
the summer of 1863, it also gradually became accepted
that a war of attrition would be necessary to secure
victory—but not sufficient. The North simply lacked the
manpower to occupy the Confederacy in the face of a
hostile population while the South’s armies were being
slowly ground down.

This left a strategy of exhaustion. As Herman
Hattaway and Archer Jones put it, “The North needed

be pursued indirectly, such as by,

among other things, blockading a
country highly reliant on access to overseas markets,
imposing a cyber blockade by corrupting or disrupting
the information flows into and from that country, or
seizing its overseas bases and other assets.

Selected Political Considerations

A range of political factors could exert a significant and
perhaps defining influence on the character and outcome
of a protracted great-power war. Given that war is an
extension of politics, this should come as no surprise.

In his treatise On War, Carl von Clausewitz describes
war as a “remarkable trinity” comprising “the people,”
“the commander and his army,” and “the government.”*
This section offers some general observations on two
elements of the trinity, the government and the people. It
also presents some thoughts on the role of allies.

WAR INITIATION AND POPULAR SUPPORT
The need to sustain popular support is arguably a minor
consideration in short campaigns, such as the major



combat operations that characterized the two Gulf
wars or the 1999 Balkan War. Political leaders would
not have the luxury of discounting public opinion in
an extended great-power war, given the time frame
and high stakes involved.

In terms of establishing strong popular backing for
prosecuting a protracted war, and perhaps attracting
and sustaining allied support as well, there is an
advantage to ensuring that a war begins on politically
favorable terms, where the enemy’s actions are seen
as major violations of widely accepted behavioral
norms. For example, Germany’s violation of Belgium’s
neutrality in 1914, in the early days of World War I,
did much to mobilize popular support for the war
effort in France and Great Britain.*? It may even be
worth suffering a short-term military reverse in order
to gain the benetfits of operating on the moral high
ground. A classic example is the Japanese surprise
attack on Hawaii’s Pear]l Harbor in December 1941,
which dealt U.S. forces in the Pacific a severe—but not
fatal—blow. The way in which the attack occurred,
prior to a formal declaration of war, outraged the

@CNASDC

American public and helped to create a strong national
consensus for entering World War IT and pursuing it to
a successful conclusion.*

Another example comes from the American Civil
War. When Confederate forces fired on Fort Sumter
in April 1861, the bombardment placed the responsi-
bility for initiating hostilities on the South and was a
significant factor in motivating the U.S. leadership and
its people to persist in that long struggle** In 1898, the
sinking of the U.S. battleship Maine in Cuba’s Havana
Harbor, whether by accident or enemy action, helped to
generate U.S. popular support for the Spanish-American
War. Similarly, Germany’s sinking of the merchant
liner Lusitania in 1915, with its great loss of civilian
life, contributed significantly to mobilizing American
popular opposition to Germany prior to the United
States’ entrance into World War 1.*° The blatant acts of
aggression by North Korea that marked the opening of
the Korean War, and by Iraq in the First Gulf War, clearly
helped the Harry Truman and George H. W. Bush admin-
istrations, respectively, to win domestic and international
support for military action.
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The USS Arizona sinks in a cloud of smoke after the Japanese attack on Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor in December 1941. The attack outraged the
American public and increased public support for entering World War Il. (Getty)
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While it can be argued that the stakes are much higher
in a war with another great power, a belligerent’s lead-
ership does not have a blank check in such cases when
it comes to sustaining popular support. Importantly,
whereas maneuvering politically to gain the moral high
ground at the outset of war may prove a significant
source of advantage, such support often proves diffi-
cult to sustain if the war is protracted and marked by a
lack of progress. Both the Truman and Lyndon Johnson
administrations saw popular support wane as the wars
in Korea and Vietnam, respectively, became stalemated.
There were fears at the highest levels of the U.S. govern-
ment in the summer of 1864 that war weariness in the
North would result in a peace candidate’s winning the
presidency that year, and that the United States would
accede to the Confederate States of America’s demand
to dissolve their union.*® Despite the overwhelming
enthusiasm with which the German people greeted
World War I in 1914, the German army’s collapse on the
Western Front in late 1918 coincided with the precipitous
erosion of morale that helped

war’s onset in September 1939, soared in the aftermath of
Germany’s defeat of France the following summer."

In a protracted great-power war, the victim of aggres-
sion cannot assume that the manner of conflict initiation
will provide a lasting net benefit. Moreover, care must be
taken that efforts to position the nation for a long war do
not inadvertently lead to losing a short war, for example,
by allowing the enemy to strike a decisive first blow. In
an era when combat operations can proceed at lightning
speed, letting the enemy enjoy the first-move advantage
may offset the value gained in having the war begin on
politically favorable terms.

THE IMPORTANCE OF ALLIES

Allies, great and small, have played important roles in
many protracted great-power wars. Both Athens and
Sparta led coalitions in the Peloponnesian War. Rome
and Carthage relied on allies for support during the
Punic Wars. The Seven Years’ War found France and
Great Britain fighting as part of coalitions. Napoleon’s
France, in confronting a series

trigger a revolution on the home
front. Matters arguably turned
out even worse for tsarist Russia:

The threat from Russia
and China is challenging

of enemy coalitions, often had
the support of client states. The
two world wars were waged

The regime’s mismanagdtodt8f "IN the ' United States” abitit ys! ity oipdng alliances. This

the war effort combined with the
unstable domestic environment
that preceded the war to trigger a
revolution and the Communists’
acceptance of a harsh peace with
Germany. Only the collapse of

to defend its long-
standing vital interests in
Europe and the Western
Pacific, respectively.

pattern suggests that a great
power’s ability to cultivate allies
and sustain their supportin a
protracted war can provide a
significant source of competitive
advantage.

Germany and Austria-Hungary

eight months later enabled the Soviets to recover most
of their lost territory. In brief, significant advantage may
accrue to a country whose war with another great power
begins in a way that mobilizes popular support behind
the regime. Such support, however, will not neces-

sarily endure as the war becomes protracted and costs
mount, especially if little or no progress is made toward
achieving the country’s war objectives.

A belligerent state’s leadership must therefore find
ways to sustain popular support as the conflict becomes
protracted—for example, by clearly stating the coun-
try’s war aims and demonstrating progress toward
achieving them, suggesting that time is on the coun-
try’s side. Indeed, popular passions can change quickly.
General William Sherman’s capture of Atlanta and his
“March to the Sea” during the summer and fall of 1864
boosted the North’s morale, securing President Abraham
Lincoln’s re-election. During World War IT German
public support, which appeared lukewarm at best at the

One obvious source of advan-
tage that an ally—especially a great-power ally—can bring
to the war is military capability. This can prove decisive,
as was the case when, within a six-month span in during
World War II, both the Soviet Union and the United
States became Great Britain’s allies. Prior to their entry,
Britain’s victory was hardly assured.*® The same might
be said with respect to America’s entry on the side of
the Allies in World War I after both they and the Central
Powers had suffered severe losses. Conversely, Russia’s
withdrawal from the coalition against Prussia during the
Seven Years’ War enabled Frederick the Great to nego-
tiate a peace with Austria and preserve his kingdom.

For much of the post-Cold War era, the United States
valued allies more for their political support than their
military capability. This was especially true in the Balkan
War (1999) and during the invasions of Afghanistan
(2001) and Iraq (2003). The situation began to change
with the large-sale stability operations that followed
both those invasions; the protracted character of the
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American troops wade ashore on Omaha Beach during the D-Day invasion. American troops largely relied on Great Britain’s location off the

coast of Europe for a successful invasion of France. (Getty)

campaigns required sustaining far higher force levels
than the U.S. military could comfortably accommodate.
Correspondingly, the need for ally and security partner
contributions has grown.

The threat from Russia and China is challenging the
United States’ ability to defend its long-standing vital
interests in Europe and the Western Pacific, respectively.
In particular, China’s economic might relative to the
United States’ is substantially greater than that of any
rival power or group of powers America has faced over
the past century. In terms of GDP based on contemporary
currency exchange rates, China’s is roughly 65 percent
that of the United States, or at least half again as much
as that of America’s principal rivals during the Cold War
and the two world wars.* Even discounting the military
potential of Russia, China alone poses a far greater
economic challenge relative to the United States than
did the Soviet Union during the Cold War, or Imperial
Japan or Nazi Germany during World War I1. Moreover,
China’s growth rate continues to surpass that of the
United States, and by a substantial margin.

This situation suggests that in a protracted war
with China, Washington’s allies and security partners

would need to make significantly greater contributions
to collective defense than they have at any time since
World War II. Capable allies might be needed to prevent
any U.S.-led coalition from suffering an early defeat.
America’s allies might also have to hold the attacking
great-power forces at bay while the U.S. military focuses
on securing the air, sea, and space approaches to the
theater of operations in order to deploy its forces.

Simply put, allied military forces could prove essential,
and even decisive, in attriting the enemy’s war-making
potential in a future protracted great-power war. They
might also be valued just as much, or even more, for their
ability to support an exhaustion strategy. For example,
through its financial and material assistance the United
States was an important de facto ally of the Entente
powers long before it entered World War I on their side.®

As previously noted, given fears that a protracted
great-power war might escalate out of control, attrition
strategies are likely to become increasingly difficult and
risky to pursue successfully, especially if great-power
homelands are accorded sanctuary status from major
attack. In such a competitive environment, strategies
based on exhaustion might be necessary as part of a
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broader set of strategies, including more direct ones.
Consequently, allies that can best support exhaustion
strategies might be attractive.

Apart from their military, financial, and industrial
assets, allies can be valuable as sources of positional
advantage. For example, Great Britain’s location as a large
island off the coast of Europe enabled the large-scale
buildup of American forces needed for the successful
invasion of France during World War I1. In World War
I the Ottoman Empire’s strategic location enabled it to
control access to the Black Sea (and Russia), thereby
severely limiting British and French efforts to provide
critical material assistance to the Russians. In fact, the ill-
fated Anglo-French Gallipoli campaign was motivated in
no small way by the need to provide material support to
the Russians.” During the Napoleonic Wars, the British
were able to exploit the location of their ally Portugal to
deploy an army to the Iberian Peninsula under the Duke
of Wellington that could sustain itself in a campaign
against French forces operating in Spain. They were thus
able to impose disproportionate costs on the French by
tying down a substantial part of Napoleon’s army.

This is not to say that allies are an unalloyed good for
great powers engaged in a protracted war. For example,

In a contemporary great-power war, the United States
could find an ally taking the conflict in an unanticipated,
and undesirable, direction. Consider, for example, a war
between the United States—Japan alliance and China.
Washington and Beijing might refrain from overt attacks
on each other’s homelands. But were the Chinese to
conduct strikes against Japanese territory, Tokyo might
rightly feel justified in striking Chinese territory, possibly
leading China to escalate the war by conducting attacks
on the U.S. homeland.

Finally, when a great-power coalition approaches
victory, even in a limited sense, its members often
increasingly pursue their own agendas. Allies, partic-
ularly great-power allies, are likely to have objectives
that differ from those of their wartime partners. This
was clearly the case with respect to the “big three”
allies—Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United
States—during World War II. Indeed, it has been said
that the United States often wins its wars but loses the
peace (negotiations).’® As Henry Kissinger notes, over
the past century U.S. foreign-policy makers have, to
their country’s detriment, exhibited a strong tendency
following victory over a great-power rival to view the
situation as ripe for collective security, when in fact the

during World War IT Ge iS4l FYealy {iRANE Gréereved il igRatsydedR Hemyatis diminated by balance-

in October 1940 without informing Berlin. After antici-
pating a quick victory, the Italians soon found themselves
on the defensive. The spring of 1941 saw the Germans
diverting forces from their preparations for the Russian
campaign to rescue Mussolini. The resulting operations,
to include Germany’s April 1941 invasion of Yugoslavia,
ended up delaying the Russia invasion by six weeks.*?
The loss of good campaign weather and the wear and tear
on German mechanized forces campaigning in Greece
and Yugoslavia were significant factors in Germany’s
failure to deliver a knockout blow and capture Moscow
before the arrival of winter. In June 1940 France’s
decision to surrender to Germany after the fall of Paris,
rather than fight on, caught its British ally flatfooted. One
consequence of France’s action was Churchill’s decision
to have the Royal Navy sink the French fleet based in
North Africa.

of-power politics.** This fundamental misdiagnosis of
the security environment has put the United States at a
severe disadvantage in the past. If continued following a
contemporary great-power war, it could lead to unforced
diplomatic errors.

Recall that such a war would necessarily be a limited
war resulting in a negotiated peace. America’s rivals—and
allies—would continue pursuing their goals within the
context of a long-term competition. History shows that
under these circumstances, wartime allies can emerge as
rivals, while former enemies may become close partners.
Policymakers need to understand that great-power com-
petition does not end when the shooting stops. Ending a
war in a way that positions the United States to continue
the competition on the most favorable terms in a world
defined by great-power politics may well determine who
has truly “won.”

Over the past century U.S. foreign-policy makers have
exhibited a strong tendency following victory over a great-
power rival to view the situation as ripe for collective security,
when in fact the international system remains dominated by
balance-of-power politics.




Should the United States find itself in an extended war
with another great power, it might face tough choices
with respect to the support it could provide its allies.

In extreme circumstances, some allies might even have
to be temporarily abandoned. For instance, the British
decided to withhold fighter squadrons from the defense
of France in the spring of 1940 in order to defend them-
selves against attacks by the German Luftwaffe. During
the Napoleonic Wars, Britain limited deploying ground
forces to the Continent to conserve its strength. And

in the months following the Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor, the United States abandoned large swaths of
the Western Pacific, stranding their own forces in the
Philippines. Knowing it could not win a battle of anni-
hilation against Japan, American strategy focused on
positioning the United States to win through a hybrid
strategy of attrition and exhaustion.

Even where great powers can assist their allies, they
may choose to ration support. During the Napoleonic
Wars, where possible Britain preferred to provide finan-
cial support to its coalition allies rather than contributing
ground combat troops.® Although the United States was
not an active belligerent at the time, the same might be
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said of its providing Lend-Lease Act aid to Great Britain
and the Soviet Union early in World War I1.° And while
there is little evidence to suggest Stalin was right in
accusing the Western Allies of delaying the opening of a
second front against Germany in World War II in order
to bleed the Soviet Union, one can understand, given
who Stalin was, that he might have attributed his way of
thinking to others.

The United States must be prepared to make similar,
difficult choices of ceding ground (and allies) to the
enemy early in a war with a major revisionist power. In
the event of a war with China, for example, the United
States might have to balance meeting its commitment
to defend Taiwan, thereby risking heavy attrition to its
naval and air forces, and husbanding these forces to
improve its chances of winning a protracted war.”

There might be a protracted great-power war in which
the United States would not be an active belligerent but
one of its allies would. That situation, however, would
not enable the country to avoid difficult choices. For
example, consider a war between China and India in
which the United States was not an active belligerent.
Washington could find its interests best served by a
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An MH-60S Sea Hawk helicopter conducts a vertical replenishment with the Military Sealift Command fast combat support ship USNS Bridge

(T-AOE 10). Logistics and sustainment are likely to be major challenges for the U.S. military if conflict breaks out over Taiwan. (Getty)
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protracted war that depleted China’s military forces.
Such a war would also deflect Beijing’s focus away
from a region of vital interest to the United States—the
Western Pacific—while enabling the United States to
expand its production of war materiel and mobilize
additional forces.

Such a strategy is not without risks. In this example,
India could end up losing the war, putting the United
States in a far worse position relative to China. There
is also the chance that one or both belligerents would
escalate the war to levels of destruction that could not
be confined to them alone. Thus the risks of playing
“Stalin’s gambit” are arguably far greater today than they
were in 1939.

Selected Operational Considerations

From an operational standpoint, a protracted war with
another great power would make demands on the United
States and its military not seen since World War II, or
perhaps ever. This section’s discussion is broken down
into two general phases: The initial phase focuses on
prewar planning and force posturing designed not only
to prevail in an extended war with another great power,
but to prevent such a war from starting in the first place.

In the quarter century following the Cold War, the
U.S. military undertook operations against enemies
with capabilities far inferior to its own. Whether in the
Balkans, Central Asia (Afghanistan), or the Middle East,
the United States and its allies were able to build up their
forces while confronting little or no enemy opposition.*
This condition would not likely obtain in confronting
a great-power rival, which would be able to bring far
greater military force to bear over a far greater area.

Thus, prior to a conflict or, better still, to deter one, the
United States, its allies, and its security partners should
take steps to improve the military balance. These efforts
should give priority to deterring revisionist powers from
acts of overt and ambiguous aggression, while posi-
tioning friendly forces to prevail in the event of war, to
include a protracted war.

Making such preparations would take consider-
able time. Progress would be measured in years, likely
extending over a decade or longer. Given the challenge
the two revisionist great powers pose, this should come
as no surprise. When President Truman proclaimed
what became known as the Truman Doctrine in 1947
to address the threat posed by the Soviet Union, the
United States had no formal alliances. It had withdrawn
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enhance their ability to weather

allies were devastated by World

the initial blows from an aggressor
in such a way as to be able to wage
a protracted war successfully. The
second phase centers on executing
a strategy of exhaustion, empha-
sizing horizontal escalation and
economic warfare.

Preparing the Battlefield and

A strategy designed
to convince arival
it cannot win a
protracted war entails
convincing it that it
cannot win a short war.

War II. It took the better part of
a decade to organize the NATO
alliance, position U.S. forces
back in Europe, and develop the
infrastructure to support them.
NATO’s lynchpin in Central
Europe, the Federal Republic of
Germany, did not even become
an alliance member until 1955.

Weathering the Storm

PREPARING THE BATTLEFIELD

At the risk of stating the obvious, for a war to be pro-
tracted the belligerents must avoid a quick defeat.’®
France, for example, lost the opportunity to win a pro-
tracted war of attrition and exhaustion against Germany
in World War II (as it had in their previous war) because
it could not avoid a rapid collapse. Belligerents naturally
prefer to wage short, successful wars, not protracted
wars where unanticipated factors and events might place
the outcome increasingly in doubt. Consequently, U.S.
strategy must take the enemy’s preference for a short
war into account. Put another way, a strategy designed
to convince a rival it cannot win a protracted war entails
convincing it that it cannot win a short war.

Today’s defense policymakers
and planners need to think along similar lines, taking
the long view and understanding that, given the open-
ended character of the competition with China and
Russia, adjustments will inevitably be required in light of
changes in the security environment.

As was the case with respect to the Soviet Union
during the Cold War, deterring or, if necessary, defeating
the initial enemy offensive without resorting to nuclear
use would likely require significantly greater reliance
on forward-deployed U.S. and allied conventional forces
and their associated logistics. The following discussion
outlines some actions to improve the U.S.-led security
coalition’s defense posture.

Washington should start encouraging its allies in
the Western Pacific and Europe to focus principally on
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defending against threats to their homelands or, in the
case of great-power allies, their regions. The Department
of Defense has begun working with its allies to enhance
their so-called contact- and blunt-layer capabilities.®®
This preparation would better enable them and any
forward-deployed U.S. forces to survive initial enemy
blows and avoid a quick defeat. It might also enable U.S.
forces, with their global power-projection capabilities, to
concentrate military power where it is needed most.
Specifically, the United States should deepen and
intensify work with its allies and security partners to
implement, over time, a defense posture along the lines
of the Archipelagic Defense concept in the Western
Pacific and create an A2/AD “hedgehog” posture in
NATO’s Eastern Europe frontline states—Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, and Poland.* With regard to the former, the
Western Pacific would find U.S. forces, along with ally
and security partner forces, deployed along the first
island chain in the Western Pacific, with reserve forces
positioned at points along the second island chain and
Australia.®? This defense posture emphasizes cross-do-
main ground forces (such as air, missile, and coastal
defense forces) and relatively light (to include irregular)

forces armed with precision-guided rockets, artillery,
missiles, and mortars (G-RAMM). These forward-de-
ployed ground forces could be supported by remote
precision fires, such as those provided by long-range
bombers, missiles (such as Tomahawk land-attack
missiles), unmanned combat aerial vehicles, and long-
range rocket artillery, as well as the U.S. global C4ISR
network. Given their relative advantage in mobility over
ground forces, air and naval forces would serve primarily
as an operational reserve, concentrating at threatened
points along the chain.%

Owing to the growing demands for U.S. forces in the
Western Pacific—the region confronting the greatest
threat—and projected stress on U.S. defense budgets,
the principal effort in Europe should focus on fielding
U.S. forces that, along with those of such major allies
as France, Germany, and Great Britain, are capable of
improving the East European frontline states’ defense
against forms of Russian ambiguous aggression, while
being able to thwart, at a minimum, a Russian fait
accompli strategy. If there are sufficient forces available
to prevent the Russians from locking down the Baltic
states quickly and cleanly, such a fait accompli strategy is
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unlikely to work and NATO is likely to follow through to
defend or liberate NATO territory. European states have
more than enough resources to fulfill this requirement
along with U.S. contributions.

With respect to the former mission, the United States
should deploy security assistance troops that have
proven effective in supporting friendly indigenous forces
against enemy irregular forces. For example, special
operations forces (SOF), supported by U.S. stealthy
armed intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
unmanned aerial vehicles, and manned combat air
elements could provide scouting and strike support,
enhancing NATO front line state militaries’ ability to
defend against ambiguous aggression.

With respect to overt aggression, the United States,
along with its West European NATO allies and the East
European NATO frontline states, must be prepared to
meet the threat posed by Russian conventional forces
operating under a protective A2/AD umbrella. Toward
this end, the United States should

rocket artillery and advanced “smart” mines. The proper
structure and mix of these forces would be functions of
various factors, to include the character of the threat; ally
capabilities and reliability; anticipated attack warning
times; the ability of a particular force or capability to
perform effectively across a wide range of contingencies;
and deployment timelines.

To determine the optimum mix of U.S. and allied
forces, the Defense Department should undertake a
vigorous and sustained program of analysis, war-gaming,
and field exercises. This effort should include experi-
menting with promising new capabilities and innovative
operational concepts, with emphasis on identifying those
that would be particularly useful in a protracted conflict
with another great power.

Developing these defense postures in the Western
Pacific and Eastern Europe would require enhancing the
military’s ability to mobilize forces rapidly and devel-
oping ways of pre-positioning equipment to survive in
high-threat areas. This would

join its allies in helping frontline
states field integrated air defense
systems, along with ground forces
armed with G-RAMM munitions.
Additionally, a modest bt STGHFHTON STATEMENL /A 2
cant U.S. ground force contingent
should be forward-deployed along
with forces of the major West
European NATO members. These
forces should support frontline
state militaries in thickening their

The U.S. and major
NATO ally militaries
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experlmentlng wit et % nhanced by supporting
maneuver formations
and how they can
operate most effectively

with cross-domain units.

assist forward-based forces

to survive the enemy’s initial
attacks.® In particular, slowing an
enemy’s advance in either theater
new . .
frontline-state unconventional
warfare G-RAMM forces,
particularly the East European
frontline states and minor allies/
partners in the Western Pacific, to
include the Philippines, Taiwan,

A2/AD defenses. NATO ground

reinforcements would also need

to maneuver to retake and hold territory lost in initial
Russian attacks.

Assuming Russian A2/AD forces were effective,
NATO ground forces would have to operate in a far
more dispersed manner than they planned for in the
late stages of the Cold War. Such dispersed operations
would place a premium on resilient communications
and units armed with G-RAMM munitions, combined
with heavy mechanized forces and aviation elements.

In brief, this would be a new kind of combined-arms
ground-maneuver brigade mixing light, heavy, dispersed,
and mobile elements.**

Toward this end, the U.S. and major NATO ally
militaries should consider experimenting with new
maneuver formations and how they can operate most
effectively with cross-domain units (such as air-, missile-
and coastal-defense artillery), cyber warfare elements,
and electronic warfare units, as well as extended-range

and possibly, over time, Vietnam.
The Defense Department

should give increased priority to establishing deep
munitions magazines that would enable U.S. and allied
forces to mount a strong defense against the enemy’s
initial strikes and to continue fighting beyond the con-
flict’s initial phase. Current U.S. (and allied) munitions
stocks are unacceptably low, even for a protracted war
against a minor power. Low munitions stocks appear
to be the product of several factors. First, munitions
(arguably) can be produced in sufficient numbers more
rapidly than major combat end items, such as planes,
tanks, and warships. Second, advanced munitions are
far more expensive than their “dumb” ancestors and
thus considerably more costly to acquire in the numbers
that would likely be required to wage a protracted
war against another great power. Third, in the context
of military-service cultures, it is more attractive to
command a ship, fighter squadron, or armored brigade
than a munitions dump. Finally, a case can be made that



even if production timelines for major end items are
comparable to PGM production timelines, the time it
takes to integrate major equipment into a highly trained
and integrated force lengthens this time considerably.
That being said, the well-trained force still requires
munitions to fight. What is needed, therefore, is rigorous
analysis to determine the proper mix of force structure
and munitions stocks.®

There is also the matter of the base structure itself.
The United States and its frontline allies should explore
ways of divesting or, better still, adapting major forward
operating bases to survive an enemy’s initial precision air
and missile attacks. In the event of a major salvo of enemy
guided conventional munitions, these bases run a high
risk of being put out of action early in a war, especially if
the enemy strikes first without warning.’” These facilities
might prove very difficult to repair and operate over a
protracted period of time, given their fixed positions and
the advantage missile forces currently enjoy over missile
defenses. There are, however, some basing concepts that
could enable large, fixed, forward bases such as the U.S.
air base at Kadena on Okinawa, Japan, to retain much of
their value. This is important as such U.S. frontline allies
as Japan currently have little choice but to position their
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In a protracted war with another great power, the
U.S. homeland would likely be targeted, even if only
indirectly—for example, by cyberattacks targeting
key elements of the U.S. economic infrastructure, or
by attacks on its seabed infrastructure within the U.S.
offshore exclusive economic zone.*” The United States
might also suffer attacks against its space assets that are
increasingly crucial, not only to U.S. military operations
but also to the country’s commerce. Unfortunately, in
each of these competitions the offense would have the
advantage. That is to say, it currently costs substantially
more to defend against such attacks than to mount them.
Thus it’s likely that the United States would have to find
ways to deter such attacks or be content with looking
for ways to limit the damage from them, since defending
against them might be ineffective or cost-prohibitive.

WEATHERING THE STORM

At the outset of hostilities U.S. and allied forces might
confront a difficult tradeoff: attempting to mount a suc-
cessful forward defense and defeat an enemy in a short
war, but only at the risk of suffering losses on such an
extensive level as to lose the ability to prevail in a pro-
tracted one. Put another way, blunting the enemy’s effort

major warships and comPAt AR EHIRN R LBUSEL 4. Approved foy eyRiGrg SRR IEREBLREUL BIBI thay succeed only if the

Two F-15s from the 18th Wing at Kadena Air Base, Okinawa, Japan, complete their pre-flight checks. The U.S. air base at Kadena serves as an
example of a large, fixed, forward base serving as a critical node for U.S. air operations over the China Sea. (Getty)
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enemy believes it does not retain the option of prevailing
by continuing the war. Thus two conditions must be met
to create a successful forward defense. First, U.S. and
allied forces must defeat, or at least severely degrade,
delay, and disrupt the enemy’s initial assault. Second, the
U.S.-led coalition must have sufficient residual combat
capability—in the form of forces in the field, and those
that can be mobilized—to sustain the war effort to a suc-
cessful conclusion.

It might prove difficult for U.S. forces to trade space
for time to avoid incurring catastrophic losses early
in a war. Frontline allied states would understandably
press the United States to defend forward, at whatever
the risk. The argument for mounting a forward defense
becomes stronger if the territory in question is of
great strategic value, such as would be the case, for
example, with respect to Japan in the Western Pacific or
Germany in Europe.

At a Time and Place of Our Choosing

But what if the odds of defeating the enemy’s initial
aggression were so long that attempting to do so would
not only result in defeat in the immediate term but also
deny the United States the ability

enemy at a time and on ground of its choosing. Consider
that, as the U.S. Civil War progressed, Union strategy
shifted away from the Eastern Theater (specifically,
Virginia)—the location of the Confederate States’ most
capable army (the Army of Northern Virginia) and its
capital, Richmond—and toward the Western theater—to
the Mississippi River and Georgia—with great success.”
The United States’ campaign in the southwest Pacific
during World War IT found American forces successfully
isolating and bypassing Japanese military strong points
in the central and southwest Pacific, while advancing
on their principal objective, Japan itself” In the Seven
Years’ War, Britain avoided contesting France on the
Continent, while securing major victories in remote loca-
tions, such as North America and the Asian subcontinent.
To be sure, such efforts have not always succeeded.
During World War I the Entente’s attempt to exploit its
advantage in sea power to escalate the conflict hori-
zontally through the Dardanelles expedition proved a
costly failure. Several efforts by the Confederate States
to avoid the main Union forces also failed to produce the
desired success. In 1864, following the loss of Atlanta,
Confederate General John Bell Hood tried to gain an
advantage by marching his army

to prevail over the longePtaFfiBY T1ONSFAFEMENTA—Approved-forpublicreleass-distquiion tfifilifiessee. By threatening

Such circumstances would require
difficult choices.

For example, in a war involving
China or Russia, it might not be
desirable to meet the enemy at
the point of attack, or where it
is strongest. (This was not the
case in recent wars in Korea,
Vietnam, and the Middle East.)
As noted above, while it is often
desirable to defeat aggression at
the point of attack, if mounting a
successful defense is not possible,

But what if the odds of
defeating the enemy’s
initial aggression were
so long that attempting
to do so would not only
result in defeat in the
immediate term but also
deny the United States
the ability to prevail
over the longer term?

to sever General Sherman’s
supply lines, Hood sought to

halt the Union advance through
Georgia. Unfortunately for Hood,
another Union army, under
General George Thomas, blocked
Hood’s advance and defeated

his army. Later that year a force
under Confederate General
Jubal Early sought to pull Union
forces away from their siege of
Richmond by moving up through
the Shenandoah Valley and

the end result will be a defeat
in the short term that, owing to
losses in troops and materiel, may
dim the prospects of success in an extended conflict. In
such cases, if the United States maintained the ability
to deny an enemy access to the global commons—space,
the oceans, and the seabed—it would have an advantage
in its ability to escalate the conflict horizontally and
to wage economic warfare within the framework of
a strategy of exhaustion.

Again, assuming success in defending at the point
of attack is not possible, it may prove good strategy
to exploit these advantages, rather than meeting the

threatening Washington. As had
happened with Hood, however,
the excursion didn’t work; the
Union troops around Washington were sufficient to
cope with Early’s force, and the Union’s siege of the
Confederate capital continued unabated.”

Ally Support

In the event a war became protracted, any U.S. efforts to
shift the focus of the war to a location of its own choosing
would be aided to the extent that frontline state allies
gave priority to defending their homelands and signifi-
cantly increasing the resources for their defense. This



situation would enable U.S. forces to leverage their com-
parative advantages in mobility, logistics support, and
global C4ISR to serve as a theater and strategic reserve,
and to take the lead on long-range precision- and cyber-
strike operations.”® If they could be free to be employed
in this manner, U.S. forces could shift the focus of the
conflict horizontally, to include enhancing their ability to
control the global commons.

Escalation Control

To preclude the enemy from escalating the conflict
vertically in the event U.S. and allied forces “weathered
the storm,” the U.S. would have to establish an escala-
tion advantage—or at least avoid inferiority at key points
along the escalation ladder. While the belligerents in

a protracted great-power war would need to exercise
self-restraint to prevent the conflict from escalating to
total war, this would not prevent either side from esca-
lating the war below that threshold—which, as noted
above, might include limited attacks on each other’s
homelands. These attacks might be indirect, in the form
of, for example, a maritime blockade that denied the
enemy and its people key resources, or an information
blockade that precluded the enemy from accessing its

@CNASDC

From a U.S. perspective, as long as its military could
maintain sufficient access to the global commons, it could
mitigate the damage from maritime and information
blockades. Sustaining public morale, however, might be a
significant challenge for the United States. Apart from its
civil war, the country has never experienced the kind of
devastation inflicted on other great-power homelands over
the past century. The European powers suffered severely in
the two world wars, as did China and Japan in the Second
World War. It seems likely that in addition to developing
ways to mitigate the damage caused by attacks, both direct
and indirect, on the U.S. and allied economies in a protracted
major war, governments would need to develop public infor-
mation campaigns to sustain support for the war effort.

From Offense to Defense,

From Regime Change to Regime Preservation

Whereas some major U.S. military operations in the post—
Cold War era resulted in the overthrow of hostile regimes,
the United States would not likely be pursuing such
ambitious objectives in a war with another great—and nucle-
ar-armed—power. Rather than a war of conquest, the United
States and its allies would be seeking to defend themselves,
employing limited means and seeking limited objectives.

satellite systems, along with REHEMAHTMENE A ApproveddorawlissaPR%S AaljSITpI¢AtIS%s for U.S. and allied force

based fiber optic data cables. They could also involve
attacks with more direct effects, such as the use of cyber
payloads to disrupt (and even physically destroy) critical
civilian infrastructure. Such attacks, if successful, could
significantly reduce a belligerent’s war-making capabili-
ties. They could also erode public morale. If the shock to
the enemy’s political leadership or public were suffi-
ciently strong, it might undermine the will to continue
the conflict, or yield more favorable terms in peace
negotiations.

There are offsetting measures that could be employed
to reduce the effects of horizontal escalation attacks such
as those described above. To thwart a maritime blockade,
for example, the enemy could stockpile strategic mate-
rials, such as oil and foodstuffs, during peacetime. Efforts
could also be undertaken to improve cyber resilience.™

structure and posture. For example, this study assumes

that A2/AD capabilities represent a major new challenge to
power-projection operations. If so, then the United States, in
conjunction with its allies, should pursue a defense posture
that calls for establishing friendly A2/AD zones in the
Western Pacific and Eastern Europe to preclude revisionist
powers China and Russia, respectively, from using their A2/
AD “umbrellas” to provide cover for offensive operations
against their neighbors.

In summary, the actions described above should be
pursued with an eye toward how they might best position
U.S. and allied militaries to accomplish two objectives: first,
to prevent the enemy from achieving a quick victory; and
second, to establish the basis for success in a protracted war.
If these objectives can be achieved, they could yield the most
desirable outcome: deterring war in the first place.”

While the belligerents in a protracted great-power war would need
to exercise self-restraint to prevent the conflict from escalating to
total war, this would not prevent either side from escalating the
war below that threshold—which might include limited attacks on
each other’s homelands.
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The crew of a C17 transport plane drops heavy equipment during the Swift Response 17-2 military exercises hosted by the U.S. Army in 2017.
These exercises involved 6,000 military personnel from 12 NATO nations drilling in airborne drops of soldiers and equipment as well as
evacuation and air assault operations. The goal of this exercise is swift-response readiness for crisis situations. (Getty)

Counteroffensive Operations

If the United States and its allies could avoid a quick
defeat, they might find it necessary to conduct coun-
teroffensive operations to seize territory. For example,
offensive operations might be needed to retake ground
lost along the first island chain in the Western Pacific
and NATOQ’s frontline states in Eastern Europe. For

such operations to have a good chance of success at an
acceptable cost in lives and treasure, it would likely be
necessary to suppress enemy A2/AD defenses. To do so,
U.S. and allied forces would have to be able to operate
effectively in these highly contested environments. Such
forces would almost certainly need to possess several
attributes. One such attribute is stealth in its various
forms, such as aircraft and missiles employing enhanced
signature reduction; ground units leveraging advanced
forms of camouflage, cover, and concealment, along with
signature reduction and communications security; and
undersea vessels such as submarines and UUVs with
advanced quieting technologies. A range of electronic
warfare capabilities, to include jamming, spoofing,

and cryptology, among others, could prove essential in

disrupting, confusing, or compromising enemy scouting
forces while enhancing friendly forces’ survivability.

Another desirable force attribute is the ability to
manage dispersed forces, such as SOF, and irregular
warfare forces armed with G-RAMM,; aircraft operating
from multiple forward, austere bases; constellations of
micro satellites employed in lieu of large, multipurpose
satellites; clusters of unmanned surface and under-
water naval vehicles launched and recovered from ships
positioned beyond range of the enemy’s principal A2/AD
defenses; and advanced smart mines employed on land
and at sea.

The ability to operate from extended range would
be significant, particularly if it enabled friendly forces
to base and launch their operations at distances that
exceeded most of the enemy’s scouting and preci-
sion-strike forces. Last, but hardly least, counteroffensive
operations would have to rely on speed. Forces that
can operate at relatively high speeds can minimize the
time they spend operating under the enemy’s A2/AD
umbrella, enhancing their ability to engage and defeat
critical mobile targets.



Examples of forces incorporating at least several
of these attributes include stealthy long-range pre-
cision-strike forces (such as bombers, and “arsenal”
ships and planes’); stealthy undersea systems (such as
attack and guided-missile submarines, and undersea
payload modules);” cyber payloads; directed energy and
hypersonic systems; and anti-satellite (ASAT) forces
(especially those capable of non-kinetic strikes).

Once enemy defenses have been sufficiently sup-
pressed, counteroffensive operations might begin.
For example, in a war with China, forcible entry oper-
ations could include retaking Palawan Island in the
Philippines. Such an operation would likely involve
U.S. Marine Air- Ground Task Forces; SOF; U.S. Army
air assault, airborne, and Ranger units; and comparable
allied units. They could be supported by counter-A2/
AD forces described immediately above and integrated
into the U.S. global C4ISR network. Once a lodgment
is established, major counteroffensive operations
could be undertaken, supported by joint and combined
ground, air, and naval forces forming an A2/AD
protective cover.”®

@CNASDC

ECONOMIC WARFARE: SELECTED CONSIDERATIONS

As history suggests, a contemporary protracted war
between great powers would likely find the belliger-

ents pursuing exhaustion strategies and according

high priority to reducing their adversary’s war-making
potential. Thus economic warfare would likely prove an
important part of the military competition; however, its
character would differ in important ways from World War
11, the last protracted great-power conflict.

Given the need to avoid the risks associated with
vertical and, to a lesser extent, horizontal escalation (such
as those involving widespread attacks on the enemy’s
homeland), much of the war might be fought in rela-
tively new domains—space and cyberspace—and on the
seabed. Pursuing economic warfare through horizontal
escalation as part of a strategy of exhaustion across these
domains might be the best way of minimizing the risk of
escalating to total war. Recall that a strategy of exhaustion
differs from a strategy of attrition in that it seeks not to
destroy enemy forces through direct action but, rather,
to disable them primarily by destroying or denying their
sources of support.

DISTRIBUTION STATEMENT A. Approved for public release: distribution unlimited.
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The guided missile submarine USS Ohio (SSGN-726) stops for a personnel boat transfer off the coast of Puget Sound, Washington. (Dave
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A strategy of exhaustion could also be pursued with
the enemy population’s morale as its principal target.
For example, irregular forces lacking the capacity to
deny their enemy’s logistical support often focus on
the social dimension in their exhaustion strategy.”’ A
successful application of this form of strategy was imple-
mented by the Viethamese Communists (both the North
Vietnam regime and the South Vietnam-based National
Liberation Front) against the United States and its allies
during the Vietnam War.

In contemporary circumstances, maritime blockade
and commerce raiding (as well as counter blockade and
commerce defense) operations would likely emerge
as key competitions between the belligerent powers.

An information blockade might also be pursued by
cutting the enemy’s undersea data cables, neutralizing
its satellites, and executing nonkinetic cyberattacks to
destroy or corrupt data central
to the effective operation

ladder associated with economic warfare. Consider,
for example, a war between the United States and

its Western Pacific allies, and China. Should China
blockade Japan and cut off its supply of oil, thereby
significantly reducing global demand, Beijing might
incur strong opposition from the oil-exporting nations,
perhaps even driving some neutrals into the U.S.
camp.®? A similar dynamic might obtain, of course,

if the United States and its allies blockaded Chinese
seaborne oil imports.

Nor are the potential consequences of a financial or
cyber (data) blockade clear. Perhaps the effects would
be negligible—although this seems unlikely given the
level of economic and financial linkages among the
world’s major great-power rivals, especially the United
States and China. But given the absence of any expe-
rience with such attacks on the scale they could be
executed between major powers,
one cannot discount the possi-

of critical infrastructure.

For example, ports could be
blockaded by swarms of smart
mines rather than by ships or
submarines, and port facilities

The enormous undersea
economic infrastructure
that has emerged over

bility that their effects could be
prompt and profound. If so, the
belligerents could find them-
selves moving much more quickly
up the economic escalation

could be subjected to attREKEBFUTION sthe ms-tA?PQV¥QaﬂﬁimuLd“Str buliqi JAUP A% anticipated. It is also

salvoes of conventional long-
range precision-guided missiles.
The enormous undersea
economic infrastructure that has

be subjected to attack
by submarines, UUVs,
and smart mines.

possible that ratcheting up the
economic pressure on the enemy
could lead it to escalate through
kinetic means, especially if it were

emerged over the past 70 years

could be subjected to attack by

submarines, UUVs, and smart mines. These attacks could
inflict substantial and sustained damage to energy infra-
structure and data traffic.®

Given the rise of global logistics chains and just-in-
time inventory systems, even small disruptions in the
velocity of trade could trigger large-scale economic
dislocations.® To avoid such damage, the stockpiling of
strategic raw materials and critical components could
become key factors in determining belligerents’ strategic
options, the war’s character, and the eventual victor.

Nor can one discount cyberattacks that could trigger
the disruption (and perhaps destruction) of various parts
of abelligerent’s critical infrastructure. These kinds of
actions in support of an exhaustion strategy would be
intended to weaken not only an enemy’s ability to perse-
vere but also its people’s will to continue the war.

In today’s advanced global information economy,
the second-order effects of various forms of economic
warfare are probably not well understood. Put dif-
ferently: we may not comprehend the true escalation

losing the battle on the economic

front. Finally, even if one or both
sides decided to de-escalate the economic conflict, it’s
not clear how this could be readily accomplished. For
example, how does one restore public confidence in a
country’s financial system once it has been lost?

These considerations suggest that in a protracted
conflict between great powers, the belligerents would
need to tread carefully in waging economic warfare.
Unfortunately, even mutual restraint in the economic
dimension might not prove sufficient to prevent escala-
tion. Continuing the example of China: even if it were
to refrain from imposing an oil blockade on Japan,
commercial tankers might conclude that it would be too
risky to transit a maritime war zone to deliver cargo to
Japanese ports. Nor can one discount the possibility that
third parties might employ cyberattacks or other means
in covertly attempting to compromise the financial
systems of great powers at war. Simply put, there are no
guarantees that, even if they were willing, the belliger-
ents would be able to prevent the war from escalating
out of control.



Selected Industrial, Temporal, and Social
Considerations
Since the Cold War ended three decades ago, the U.S.
military has fought two brief major regional wars,
both against Iraq, in 1991 and again in 2003. It also
conducted what in the 19th century might have been
described as a series of short “punitive expeditions”
against minor or irregular forces in Afghanistan, the
Balkans, Panama, and Somalia. American forces have
also been involved in protracted conflicts in both
Afghanistan and Iraq against insurgent groups, and
against radical Islamist terrorists operating at various
locations, primarily in Africa and Asia. The enemies
in these conflicts possessed modest capabilities even
by minor-regional-power standards. Indeed, the U.S.
military has not waged a protracted conflict against
even a minor power since the Vietnam War, nearly half
a century ago. That war resulted in the deaths of more
than 58,000 service members and the loss of over 2,200
aircraft, nearly all within an eight-year period, from
1965 though 1972. This exceeds by roughly an order of
magnitude the losses suffered in 18 years of operations
in Afghanistan and Iraq.®

The human and material cost of waging an extended

@CNASDC

It seems likely, therefore, that waging protracted war
against a rival great power would present major strategic
planning challenges in both the logistical and social
dimensions of strategy.

INDUSTRIAL BASE CONSIDERATIONS
There are clear doubts regarding the United States’
ability to surge and sustain production of military equip-
ment and munitions at the levels required in an extended
conflict with another great power. While the United
States enjoys major potential sources of competitive
advantage when it comes to industrial and other forms of
production, it generally either has failed to exploit them
or confronts offsetting factors that need to be addressed.
For example, the United States is rich in natural
resources and enjoys relatively secure access to coun-
tries in the Western Hemisphere, Europe, and Africa
that possess substantial stocks of strategic raw mate-
rials. On the other hand, it lacks a strategic materials
stockpile comparable to what it possessed during the
Cold War. That stockpile was depleted in the early 1990s
following the Soviet Union’s collapse.®” Were the United
States to replenish the stockpile, the list and quantities
of the materials in the Cold War stockpile would not

war—even one lasting a SGUBIEH RN AN hisréProved e publa FGHE sUfTd P oY Mieting the demands of

power such as China or Russia would likely dwarf those
incurred during the Vietnam War. In World War 11, for
example, the U.S. military suffered more than 400,000
deaths from all causes. It lost more than 100,000 during
its relatively brief major combat operations in World
War I. During the Civil War, the combined Union and
Confederate killed is estimated at roughly 750,000.3
Similarly, equipment losses in these major great-

power wars greatly exceeded U.S. losses during the
Vietnam War. During World War II the U.S. Navy lost
two battleships, five fast carriers, six escort carriers, 10
heavy and light cruisers, and dozens of destroyers and
submarines.® Aircraft losses exceeded 90,000 planes
of all types, while the U.S. Army lost over 10,000 tanks,
self-propelled guns, and tank destroyers.*

modern warfare and the functioning of an advanced
industrial society.®®

Of course, an advanced industrial base is needed to
transform various raw materials into modern military
capabilities. While the United States may not be able to
replicate “Arsenal of Democracy” levels of war produc-
tion, it retains formidable industrial capacity. As Table
1shows, the United States produces considerably more
aluminum and steel than it did during World War II. Yet
as seen in Table 2, current U.S. production is dwarfed
by China’s output. That being said, it’s not clear that the
types and mix of raw materials that correlated highly to
the production of advanced military equipment in World
War II would have the same relative value in terms of
meeting modern military equipment requirements.

The human and material cost of waging an extended war—even
one lasting a couple of years—against a great power such as
China or Russia would likely dwarf those incurred during the

Vietham War.
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TABLE 1: U.S. STEEL AND ALUMINUM PRODUCTION
(MILLION METRIC TONS)®°

U.S. Steel 53.8

U.S. Aluminum 0.5 | 1.7

TABLE 2: U.S. AND CHINA STEEL AND ALUMINUM
PRODUCTION (MILLION METRIC TONS)®°

2017 (est.) Aluminum
United States 81.6 0.7
China 831.7 32.6

Consider, for example, the case of rare earth metals,
which are employed in a wide range of military purposes.”
From the 1960s through the end of the Cold War, the
United States led the world in the production of these
metals. Production then shifted almost entirely to China.??
In a demonstration of its potential to compromise the

TABLE 3: U.S. AND CHINA OIL (BARRELS PER DAY)
AND NATURAL GAS (CUBIC METERS PER DAY)
PRODUCTION?®¢

2017 (est.) Natural Gas
United States 15.65 million 767 billion
China 4.78 million 147 billion

What about oil and natural gas? As the findings of
the Strategic Bombing Survey following World War 11
revealed, cutting Germany’s oil production was essential
to reducing its industrial war-making potential.”” While
advanced industrial societies have become more energy
efficient, especially since the oil shocks of the 1970s,
fossil fuel consumption and per capita GDP continue
exhibiting a strong relationship.”® While Russia produces
enough oil and natural gas to satisfy its needs, the same
is not true of China. In fact, the United States has a clear
advantage over China with respect to energy production
and access to foreign suppliers. As Table 3 shows, while
China may have more productive industrial capacity

United States’ defense ifdadGRVHER Béfiny aihounresved orph e eatiedssiatien iy Pistracted conflict its

in August 2018 that it planned to reduce rare earth produc-
tion to a level sufficient only to support domestic needs.”
Moreover, even if the supply of rare earth metals could

be expanded to offset China’s near monopoly in produc-
tion, the fact remains that the Chinese control nearly all

of the world’s processing facilities that transform the raw
forms of these metals into useful products, such as alloys
and magnets.”* One U.S. government panel of experts, the
Interagency Task Force in Fulfillment of Executive Order
13806, summarizes the situation as follows:

China represents a significant and growing risk
to the supply of materials deemed strategic and
critical to U.S. national security. In addition to
China dominating many material sectors at the
upstream source of supply (e.g., mining), it is
increasingly dominating downstream value-added
materials processing and associated manufac-
turing supply chains, both in China and in other
countries.”

Despite the warnings of this task force regarding the
worrisome state of the U.S. strategic materials stockpile,
the U.S. government continues to manifest a curious lack
of urgency, and perhaps even interest, in addressing this
threat to national security.

industry might be severely constrained by its far greater
dependence on foreign sources for its oil and natural
gas. This point reinforces an earlier one regarding

the U.S. potential to employ horizontal escalation and
economic warfare—in this case maritime blockade—to
deny China the oil and gas needed to fuel its industrial
base. Once again, however, even if Chinese maritime
fossil fuel imports could be cut to zero, other factors
could weigh heavily on the prospects for such a strate-
gy’s success. Among other things, China might counter
it by expanding its strategic storage of oil and natural
gas, and by increasing the volume of overland supplies
from Russia via pipeline. It could also rely more heavily
on coal-fired plants and commercial nuclear reactors

to offset a blockade’s effects. Their ability to generate
electricity could fit nicely with China’s growing emphasis
on electric vehicles, further reducing the need for oil
and natural gas.

Yet even assuming sufficient raw materials were avail-
able, it’s far from clear the U.S. defense industrial base
would be capable of producing military systems in far
greater numbers than it does at present. In the event of a
general war, a surge in production would almost cer-
tainly be required, along with large increases in skilled
labor and the infrastructure needed to repair damaged
equipment. In fact, in its current configuration the U.S.
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Aerial view of a Chinese urban power plant. In the future, Chin-a will be challenged to meet its growing energy consumption needs. (Getty)

defense industrial base is incapable of rapidly expanding
the production of complex systems such as submarines,
aircraft carriers, advanced fighter aircraft, large satellites,
and heavy armored vehicles (such as tanks). This raises
the question of how the U.S. military could make good on
its losses in a protracted war with another great power.
As noted above, the picture is not much better when

it comes to advanced conventional precision-guided
munitions. If the Arsenal of Democracy is “gone with

the wind,” what kinds of capabilities could be produced
in sufficient numbers to preclude the U.S. military from
losing a war for the lack of means to extend it?

There is little authoritative analysis on this topic in
the public domain. Thus one is left to speculate, raising
issues rather than resolving them. On a superficial level,
America’s ability to surge production of novel defense
systems appears mixed. The U.S. industrial base can
produce highly sophisticated systems in large numbers,
but only in certain niche areas. Take, for example,
Boeing’s 737 commercial airliner. The company planned
to expand its production rate to 57 a month, or nearly
700 a year, in 2019.”° It might be possible to modify these
aircraft to serve as military cargo planes or even “arsenal
planes”—essentially airborne “trucks” carrying large

numbers of long-range missiles that could be launched
outside the range of the enemy’s primary air defense
network. But there is also the matter of location. Many
U.S. defense production facilities are geographically
concentrated, rendering them highly susceptible to
attack. For example, Boeing 737 aircraft are all produced
at a single factory in Renton, Washington, on the Pacific
coast. Concentrating production at a single facility may
be efficient in terms of production, but it raises obvious
questions regarding vulnerability to attack.

Could the United States’ lack of surge production
capacity for sophisticated weapon systems find the
military relying more heavily on comparatively simple
systems (such as 737s), transport ships armed with
various types of missiles (“arsenal ships”), high-end
commercial drones capable of carrying various types
of guided munitions, and small commercial satellites?
Could some of the capability shortfall be addressed by
using cyber payloads, which require little in materials or
industrial plant to produce? The answers to questions
like these could provide important insights as to the
United States’ ability to stay in the fight if its forces could
weather the enemy’s initial attacks. The same challenges,
of course, confront China and Russia.

@CNASDC
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Defense planners must also consider the labor
force needed to produce large quantities of sophisti-
cated weapon systems. The United States has a highly
skilled workforce in its defense industrial base. This
force, however, is significantly smaller than that of the
late- Cold War era. Moreover, the labor force is aging.
Thus a major influx of new skilled labor would likely be
needed simply to maintain existing productive capacity,
let alone boost it.

That being said, it’s possible that advances in artificial
intelligence and robotics could substitute to some extent
for the decline in skilled manpower. Additive manufac-
turing (3D printing)'®° offers exciting new possibilities
for enabling a rapid expansion in production. At present,
however, the widespread introduction of such capabil-
ities and practices remains more a matter of informed
speculation than practical reality.

These unresolved issues suggest that the United States
lacks a comprehensive understanding of its defense
industrial base, one that identifies production bottle-
necks in terms of raw materials, labor, and industrial
processes that would need to be addressed if production
had to be expanded rapidly and sustained for several

years. In summary, the United States would benefit from
anet assessment to identify how its defense production
capabilities, and those of its key allies and suppliers (to
include those providing raw materials, key components,
and major end items), stack up against those of potential
great-power rivals.

TEMPORAL CONSIDERATIONS

In a protracted war, the answer to the question “On
whose side is time?” is an important one. The side in a
protracted war that sustained its position the longest
would enjoy an important advantage over its enemies.
For the belligerent and its people who believed time
was on their side, enduring the costs of the war would
be tempered by the prospect of ultimate victory—even
if only a limited one. For a great power engaged in a
protracted war, the options for keeping time on its
side—such as by sustaining greater levels of defense
production, resorting to conscription, or attracting

new allies—might be thought of as forms of “temporal
escalation.” Consider, for example, how despite suffering
a series of serious reverses in its war against Germany
in 1941 and 1942, the Soviet Union was able to keep time
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A Platform-M combat robot can be used both for patrol and attacks. It is anticipated that the use of unmanned vehicles and robotics would
have a drastic impact on the trajectory of warfare and manpower demands. (Getty)




on its side, thanks to its greater manpower and pro-
ductive capacity, its strategic depth, and the support of
two major allies, Britain and the United States. Recall
also that in the American Civil War, despite major
losses in both the Eastern and Western theaters and
the growing gap between the Union and Confederate
military forces and armaments production, Southern
leaders could still believe—at least until the fall of Atlanta
and Lincoln’s re-election—that their people’s ability to
sustain the hardships of war would eventually trump
the Union’s advantages.

A belligerent’s ability to engage the enemy at times
and/or places of its choosing could also be used to put
time on its side; this ability would allow it to undertake
military operations that imposed disproportionate costs
on its rival while regulating its own costs, as necessary.
An example is found in Britain’s ability generally to
avoid fighting on the Continent during the 19th-century
Pax Britannica and to limit its costs by leveraging its
maritime and financial advantages. The Royal Navy’s
status as the world’s most

@CNASDC

protracted warfare. As the United States once again con-
fronts the rise of revisionist great powers, it must develop
strategies that can be sustained over the long term and
that address the objective of deterring a great-power war
if possible, prevailing in one if necessary.

SOCIAL CONSIDERATIONS

Given the destructive capacity of modern weaponry, for

a great-power war to become protracted, the belligerents
would necessarily have to limit the means they bring to
bear on each other. Even so, it seems likely that, a modern
great-power war that extended beyond 18 months would
wreak destruction at a level and scope far greater than
anything experienced in living memory. Under these
circumstances, the social dimension of strategy—the
ability to sustain popular support for a long war effort,
along with a willingness to sacrifice—would be a crucial
factor in the United States’ ability to prevail. The Chinese
have an expression for it: “eating bitterness.”'* How
much bitterness would the American people be willing to

formidable maritime fighting
force enabled it to protect the
British Isles from invasion

A modern great-power
war that extended

swallow? What factors might exert
an important influence on this
aspect of the competition?

First and perhaps foremost,

while also waging econofitd R/BUT O'b%‘yw 18 mionths would s/ Ui 4p8tsbeial media, the U.S.

warfare in support of a strategy
of attrition or exhaustion
against its rivals. By threat-
ening an enemy’s trade and
overseas possessions, Britain’s
navy could, therefore, often
compel its adversary to fight

wreak destruction at
a level and scope far
greater than anything
experienced in living
memory.

government might find it diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to control
the war narrative. This situation
could open opportunities for
enemy propaganda and internal
fifth columnists to spread false or
misleading information, creating

on its terms, at a place—the

maritime domain—of its choosing. By thus leveraging
its status as the world’s dominant financial power Great
Britain could also, to a remarkable extent, subsidize its
coalition partners’ armies as substitutes for its own, sub-
stantially reducing its manpower costs.

Finally, as noted earlier, the U.S. political leadership
must craft a strategy for terminating a limited, pro-
tracted great-power war in a way that enhances the
United States’ competitive position within the context
of along-term competition. This is an exercise that, with
the possible exception of its 40-year Cold War with the
Soviet Union, is outside the experience of senior U.S.
policymakers and defense planners. Yet as shown by the
historical rivalries between the ancient Greek city-states
and Persia, between Rome and Carthage, between France
and Great Britain, and between China and Japan (among
others), great-power competitions can extend over
decades—even centuries—and be marked by periods of

confusion and undermining the

nation’s morale. A strategy for protracted war would have
to account for preserving the American people’s morale
(and that of its allies’ populations), while undermining
the enemy population’s willingness to persevere.

Americans would be asked to sacrifice on a level they
had never before experienced. There are, however,
different kinds of sacrifice. Which would be easiest to
extract over an extended period? Material deprivation,
such as rationing? Financial constraints, such as higher
taxes and war bond drives? “Taxing” manpower, such as
areturn to the draft and enduring high casualty rates?'®
Limiting access to information and free speech, such
as by restricting aspects of social media and coverage
of military operations by the press? Obviously, a mix
of these sacrifices might be required. And the kinds of
sacrifices U.S. allies would be willing and able to bear
should inform the kinds of costs the American people
would be asked to shoulder. Determining the answers to
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leaders had previously opposed. As the costs of a great-power war increase, the possible use of such unrestricted warfare might re-emerge.

(Getty)

these questions should be an important consideration in
crafting strategy for protracted great-power war.

As the cost of such a war increased, the U.S. public’s
qualms over inflicting civilian casualties on enemy
populations, either directly or indirectly (such as
through starvation induced by economic blockade)
would likely diminish—and could disappear entirely. In
World War II, for example, the United States engaged
in unrestricted submarine warfare'® and aerial bom-
bardment of primarily civilian targets, both of which it
had strongly objected to previously. Faced with large-
scale suffering on the home front, U.S. leaders might
feel compelled to engage in military actions they would
once have ruled out or even condemned. If history is any
guide, the same would likely be true with respect to the
enemy’s willingness to inflict greater deprivations on
the American people.

That being said, we are in an era where great-power
belligerents maintain the ability to destroy each other as
functioning societies. Consequently, there would likely
be limits on how much pain could be inflicted on an
enemy’s society without its government either escalating
to total war or accepting a less-than-favorable peace.

A comprehensive assessment of the U.S. public’s ability
to experience hardship relative to that of the people
of great-power rivals is beyond the scope of this study.
Tt does seem clear, however, that many factors would
inform such an assessment, to include: the manner in
which the war began; the degree of perceived progress
being made toward achieving war objectives; the govern-
ment’s ability to control the information available to its
people; the level and type (material, financial, human)
of sacrifice being asked of the people; and the quality of
their leaders, among others.



CHAPTER 4

Some Modest Recommendations and

Topics for Further Research
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iven this paper’s preliminary assessment of
G protracted great-power war, what steps might
senior Defense Department policymakers
undertake in the near term to improve the United
States’ ability to deter such conflicts or, if deterrence
failed, to wage war and prevail? Some recommendations
are embedded in this study’s narrative and will not be
repeated here. This section focuses on initiatives that
could be acted upon immediately and completed at
modest cost. Many involve analytic efforts whose
purpose is to develop a better understanding of the
characteristics of a protracted great-power war.

Low-Hanging Fruit: Generating Momentum

THE SOCIAL NARRATIVE

An assessment should be undertaken to explore in far
greater depth, and within the context of the ongoing
long-term geopolitical great-power competition, the
potential effects of protracted war on the United States
and other great-power societies. Long wars often
severely test the will of bellig-

how we overcame it, they are not going to be capable of
securing, let alone enlarging, the gains that liberty has
made.”%% Part of this narrative should make a persua-
sive case for the need to address the formidable fiscal
challenges confronting the United States, and to do so in
a way in which the inevitable sacrifices are distributed
equitably throughout society—and so perceived by the
American people.!°

PLANNING
The Defense Department should begin planning for
protracted great-power war as the best way to deter
one from occurring. Planning efforts should include
developing scenarios exploring plausible contingen-
cies, conducting war games to evaluate and refine the
scenarios, and identifying key capability requirements
emerging from these efforts. Specifically, planning
should focus on identifying those capabilities that can
best improve the U.S. military’s ability to wage pro-
tracted great-power war and closing gaps along the
vertical and horizontal escalation ladders. These capa-
bilities—in digital, surrogate, or

erent populations to continue
the fight in the face of continued

The Defense

prototype form—should be made
available in the military’s force

privation. As U.S. plannd'SfRURON §TAT EeNTpAa'r Fﬁ‘g‘}‘f%r F’sLﬂ'corﬂ‘iaae distribuigy yriBedduring war games, sim-

during the Cold War, it is essential
to develop and sustain popular
support for a long-term compe-
tition with the revisionist great
powers that involves periods

of peace but also the possibility

of protracted conflict. Such an

begin planning for
protracted great-
power war as the best
way to deter one from
occurring.

ulations, and field exercises. This
move would enable their prospec-
tive value to be assessed as part

of the effort to explore innovative
operational concepts and identify
those concepts that merit adoption
in the form of doctrine.

assessment should examine U.S.
and other great-power sources of
advantage and weakness in the social dimension of the
competition. Priority should be placed on identifying a
compelling narrative for the American people,'** as well
as narratives designed to bolster popular support among
the peoples of allies and security partners. Strategies
should also be developed to undermine support among
enemy populations for the expansionist policies of their
repressive governments.

Senior U.S. national security leaders, especially the
commander in chief, must be part of communicating
to the American people and their representatives in
peacetime the need to devote sufficient resources to
deter revisionist power aggression. This task requires
an enduring commitment on their part. As British
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher warned, “If ... many
influential people have failed to understand, or have just
forgotten, what we were up against in the Cold War and

On the basis of the results of
these assessments, experiments,
and exercises, the Defense Department should estab-
lish a break-glass legislative playbook that identifies
priority changes to acquisition, environmental, and
foreign military sales regulations. This would include
a set of requests for waivers that would provide the
Defense Department with the flexibility to move quickly
in exercising a range of options, as necessary, in the
event of war.

The Defense Department should direct defense
industrial base prime contractors and government
entities to assess second- and third-tier supplier reli-
ability. This effort is essential in identifying industrial
production bottlenecks. As these bottlenecks are iden-
tified, strategies should be developed to address them.
The recent work cited above by the Interagency Task
Force in assessing the U.S. defense industrial base is an
important step in the right direction.



A group of U.S. Naval Academy midshipmen attend a Senate Armed Services Committee hearing about the Commission on the National
Defense Strategy’s findings on Capitol Hill in November 2018. During this hearing, commission co-chairs The Honorable Eric Edelman and
retired Navy Admiral Gary Roughead warned that the Unites States’ military readiness is on the cusp of a national security emergency.
(Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)
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The overarching purpose of these efforts would be
to aid those charged with developing a strategy for
deterring such wars or waging them effectively if deter-
rence should fail. Toward this end, the strategy should
identify and inform the setting of defense investment
priorities, to include establishing a balance between
near- and long-term readiness.

Topics for Further Research

This study provides far more questions than answers.

As stated in the introduction, however, its objective

is to serve as a preliminary assessment of the topic,
identifying the issues that merit priority analysis. This
assessment honors the spirit of one senior Defense
Department strategist, who declared, “I'd rather have
decent answers to the right questions than great answers
to irrelevant questions.”'?” With this objective in mind,
the following topics are presented for consideration.

IMPROVING UNDERSTANDING

OF THE REVISIONIST POWERS

Given the importance of deterring great-power rivals
from believing their interests can be advanced through
overt aggression, to include prevailing in a protracted
war, priority should be given to assessing how China
and Russia view the issue of protracted war with the

United States, including its ability to wage such a war
effectively. By improving U.S. understanding of the ways
Beijing and Moscow view the competition and assess
the military balance (with emphasis on protracted war),
senior Pentagon policymakers can make better-informed
decisions in establishing defense priorities. This effort
would be similar to the ones undertaken by the Defense
Department and the intelligence community during the
Cold War with respect to the Soviet Union.

HORIZONTAL AND VERTICAL ESCALATION

The Defense Department should develop contem-
porary horizontal and vertical escalation ladders, to
include assessment of ways the Chinese and Russians
view escalation and how (or whether) it is reflected in
their military doctrines and capabilities. They should
also develop similar escalation ladders that address the
competition in its economic and social dimensions. This
is important, because escalation in one dimension of
the competition could trigger a retaliatory escalation in
another dimension.!*® These assessments are essential
to any endeavor to identify areas of relative U.S. strength
and weakness along the “rungs” of these ladders, along
with actions that can mitigate or eliminate prospective
sources of enemy advantage. In this way developing

a clear understanding of escalation dynamics can
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significantly enhance U.S. efforts to keep a protracted
great-power war from escalating to total war.

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT
Planners should develop a comprehensive set of
scenarios to inform planning for situations where great-
power conflicts could become protracted, to include
those that would not, at least initially, involve the United
States as an active belligerent. These scenarios might be
grouped into sets, with each set focusing on one partic-
ular great-power rival—or combination of rivals. This
approach would be similar to the successful “color” and
“rainbow” plans developed in the early 20th century
by the U.S. War and Navy Departments to support war
planning.!” These scenarios could form the basis for
evaluating and refining promising operational concepts
through war games, simulations, and field exercises.
Operational concepts could be developed and refined
in parallel with scenario development, with priority
going to the Western Pacific and Eastern European
theaters of operation. An example of a defense posture
and associated operational concept is Archipelagic
Defense, which has the Western Pacific in general, and
the first island chain in particular, as its focus.!"

THE ROLE OF ALLIES

An essential part of planning for protracted great-

power conflict involves the role U.S. allies and security
partners might play. As it develops and refines opera-
tional concepts, the Defense Department can identify
what it wants from its allies—in terms of capabilities,
force posture, and basing access. This process should also
involve determining what allies need from the United
States, along with an appropriate division of labor and
level of burden-sharing.

NET ASSESSMENTS

Net assessments of the cyber, space, and biological com-
petition are of particular relevance within the context
of protracted great-power war. This is both because the
belligerents would be attempting to keep the war from
escalating out of control and because of the potential of
third-party non-belligerents to employ cyber payloads and
biological agents, and to conduct anti-satellite warfare
with relatively low risk of attribution. A major risk here
is that such attacks would have significant potential for
inducing escalation not intended by the belligerents.

Cyber Warfare
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Gen. Paul M. Nakasone, commander of U.S. Cyber Command,
testifies during a Senate Armed Services Committee hearing

on February 14, 2019, on the U.S. Cyber Command defense
authorization request for FY2020. As the cyber domain rapidly
progresses, so does the need for increased net assessments of the
cyber balance in order to gain a better understanding of the United
States’ competitive position versus China and Russia. (Mark Wilson/
Getty Images)

closely guarded secrets. In some ways, current thinking
about cyber warfare resembles the debate over air power
in the period between the world wars. As in the cyber
domain today, technology in the interwar period was
progressing rapidly. Like some cyber advocates today,
interwar air power enthusiasts like Giulio Douhet, Billy
Mitchell, and Amos Seversky believed the new technol-
ogies alone could win wars.!!! As it turned out, air power
proved vital to military success in World War II but fell far
short of living up to the claims made for it by its strongest
advocates. What can be said with some degree of clarity
regarding the potential of “cyber power” as a source of
competitive advantage in a protracted great-power war?
As noted above, given the severe limits on the ability

of the U.S. defense industrial base to surge production
and sustain it at high levels, cyber payloads, which can

be “manufactured” without any significant industrial
infrastructure and replicated at nearly zero marginal cost,
could prove valuable in an extended war. Assuming the
necessary data were available, a net assessment of the
cyber balance could make a significant contribution to the
understanding of the United States’ competitive position
in a protracted war with China or Russia. The assessment
could take on added importance if, as seems likely, the
U.S. industrial base proved unable to meet the demand for
military systems and/or munitions.



War in Space

As in the case of cyber warfare, the United States and
other major powers are highly secretive regarding their
space warfare capabilities. A net assessment could
significantly enhance senior U.S. policymakers’ under-
standing of the competition in this domain, to include
the U.S. military’s ability, in the event of war, to sustain
operations in space over a protracted period relative to
its great-power rivals.

Biological Warfare

The potential for biological agents to impose heavy
costs on an enemy makes them an important factor
in great-power competition, as well as a key aspect
of any escalation ladder. A net assessment could
greatly aid understanding of this important aspect
of the competition.

The Strategic Balance

A net assessment of the strategic (not just nuclear)
balance should be undertaken. The assessment would
reflect the more comprehensive approach taken by
the Chinese and Russians in this important area of
competition.'? Thus in addition to nuclear forces, this

@CNASDC

Economic Warfare

An assessment on economic warfare in a protracted
great-power war, to include second- and third-order
effects, should also be undertaken. The assessment ought
to accord particular attention to the role military forces—
both friendly and enemy—would play in various types of
economic warfare, such as maritime blockade; informa-
tion blockade (such as by cutting the enemy’s undersea
data cables and neutralizing its space-based systems);
kinetic or cyber strikes against oil, gas, and water pipe-
lines (or their control systems); and physical seizure of
enemy overseas physical assets.

WAR TERMINATION AND THE LONG-TERM COMPETITION
Assuming a general war could avoid escalation to
Armageddon, it would end with a negotiated settlement;
there is thus a need to explore termination strategies

for protracted great-power war. The objective of this
effort should be to determine how best to position the
United States to compete effectively in what would be

an enduring, open-ended competition. British negoti-
ations at the ends of both the Seven Years’ War and the
Napoleonic Wars offers an example of how this was done
well. Both the Treaty of Paris and the Congress of Vienna

assessment would incorporatPIoHEN g EOERS- Arproved QIR RIS RAIAPTOVINE e CoRi5etitive position signifi-

tional precision-strike forces, cyber payloads, early
warning and command-and-control force elements,
and advanced air and missile defenses. The assessment
could make an important contribution to efforts to
revise and enhance our understanding of contemporary
horizontal and vertical escalation ladders.

The Mobilization Balance

A set of planning scenarios for protracted great-power
war should include an assessment of the mobilization
balance, particularly for Western Pacific and Eastern
European contingencies. This assessment should
address mobilization during a period of crisis immedi-
ately preceding the onset of war, as well as mobilization
of the competitors’ war potential over time in the event
the conflict became protracted. As was the case during
the Cold War, a key aspect of this assessment should
center on identifying points along the mobilization
timeline where either the United States (and its allies)
or its enemies would enjoy a pronounced advantage. In
those cases where the enemy would have the advantage,
steps should be taken to reduce or eliminate it.

cantly, without attempting to impose a punitive peace on
France. Contrast this with the “harsh” peace agreements
following the Franco-Prussian War and the First World
War. In the case of the former, Germany’s annexation

of Alsace-Lorraine, which the French considered an
integral part of their country, precluded establishing an
enduring peace between the two powers. In the latter
case, the Allies forced Germany to cede not only Alsace-
Lorraine but also substantial territory in the east, to
include land populated by German nationals. This set the
stage for the rise of Adolf Hitler and another world war.
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reat-power wars have occurred throughout most
G of human history. When they have occurred in

the industrial-information age, they have often
been protracted. Today all the great powers have nuclear
weapons or the means to develop them with little if any
outside assistance. Thus in a war between two great
powers, each would likely have the ability to terminate
the war quickly by escalating to total war—but only at the
risk of both sides suffering assured destruction.
Consequently, belligerents would have an incentive to
wage a limited war. Such a conflict would
likely be protracted.

The danger of such a war’s occurrence has increased
with the rise of China and Russia as hostile revisionist
powers. Both are engaged in various forms of aggression
below the threshold of open war. Both have built up their
military forces over the past decade or so, with China
presenting the pacing threat.

The prospect of a great-power war, let alone a pro-
tracted war, appears low at present. Yet although the
risk of such a war may be remote, the cost should one
occur would likely be higher than that from any conflict
in over the past three quarters of a century, even if the
belligerents avoided escalating to total war.
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general great-power war, senior U.S. national security
policymakers and defense planners have a high incentive
to keep the risk of such a war as low as possible. Indeed,
every administration during the Cold War devoted
considerable intellectual effort and material resources

to demonstrating to the leaders of the Soviet Union

that the United States could wage a protracted war,
should deterrence fail.

With the Cold War’s end nearly 30 years ago, this sort
of planning fell out of favor. Given the challenge posed
by the two great revisionist powers, planning for an
extended general war needs to be resumed as perhaps
the best way of deterring one.

This study represents a modest first step. Much more
needs to be done—and much can be done at little cost,
at least initially—to understand the characteristics of
limited modern great-power war and how the United
States might best improve its ability to wage such a war
and, in so doing, deter its rivals from initiating one.
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