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The Nature of War since 9/11 is the same as the Nature of War was in 1650.  That is because the Nature of War is Eternal.  War is and has always been a political act to force another to do your will.  
The character of war, however, changes from war to war and even within wars.  Western history has seen the character of war move from medieval sieges through a roughly 400 year age of battles to total war and then back again to limited war.  Clausewitz says that “the probable character and general shape of any war should mainly be assessed in the light of political factors and conditions” at the time.  Furthermore, he says the assertion that plans for war “should be a matter for purely military opinion is unacceptable and could be damaging.”  So as the political objectives changed, as technology changed, as the moral sense of the people changed, so the character of war changed.  
In 1631 when the Swedish King, Gustvus Adolphus fought the Holy Roman Empire at Breitenfeld, he ushered in an era nearly 400 years long in which leaders sought the right place to fight a climactic battle; to defeat the foe economically, in one afternoon if possible.  National leaders realized that it was expensive to fight wars.  In the past it had cost a lot to field mercenary armies, and around the time of Breitenfeld when the first professional officer and enlisted corps were formed, it cost a lot to keep them in the field.  Sweden, with a population of less than two million could not engage in a long war with the Continentals.  The Swedes needed to find a way to reach a political victory and the decisive battle was believed to be the most cost-effective and quickest way to achieve that.  And achieve that decisive victory Gustav did.  But that victory was decisive for that battle alone.  He realized that to defeat the Holy Roman Empire he would have to do more than win a decisive battle.  The Holy Roman Empire was able to wage, in Russell Weigley’s words, a strategy of erosion over a strategy of annihilation.  Such a strategy defeated Gustav.  
And although leaders from Gustav to Frederick the Great to Napoleon all sought decisive battles to win their wars as quickly as possible with minimal cost in lives and money, the fact was that they had to fight decisive battle after decisive battle and did not necessarily win their wars.  That was because although they were tactically brilliant, their strategies were insufficient to achieve their political ends.
Then came WWI.  The age of battles was over and the age of total war came upon us.  Something changed.  The point of war was still the same.  There was still an ultimate political end, but the manner in which the war was fought changed.  The Germans looked for that decisive battle at the beginning and both sides tried to find the right point at which to fight that decisive battle.  But they realized that a single battle would not win it.  The character of war would change within a war because the initial strategy was insufficient to attain the political end.  

National leaders and the people of the countries involved decided that for whatever reasons, more would be committed.  The single decisive battle did not have to be sought.  War did not have to be won in an afternoon.  When the British lost 60,000 men in the first day alone of the Battle of the Somme, they did not pack up and leave.  They threw more men into the fire for three more months along with the French and Germans.  And it was not a leap to extend the logic that if it was acceptable to throw so many men into the firing line of machine guns on the battle field, then others beside those on the battle field were also acceptable targets.  Still, while the governments waging war in WWI found it acceptable to target those formerly deemed as off limits to attack, non-combatants largely found themselves secure behind the lines.  
But that norm of immunity was not long sacrosanct.  As technology advanced and strategies to effectively use those technologies kept pace, it was soon evident that the character of war once again stood to change.  As happened when firearms replaced the longbow, when at first the new guns were far less accurate and lethal than bows until tactics and technology overtook the former’s lethality, so too aircraft and ground weapons leading up to WWII were far deadlier on a grander scale than they were in the Great War.  And the belligerents developed strategies that used multiple battles in horrible ways, and did not seek the silver bullet.  And just as in the Age of Battles where it was economical to seek out the others’ armies for a decisive battle and to leave alone the populace, in WWII the populace came to be seen as a target along-side the armies in the fields.  As the militaries grew stronger and technologies changed the character of war, whole societies, not just a field army were put at risk.  And as whole societies came at risk the concept of supreme emergency also grew.  That concept allowed national leaders a moral out to target enemy non-combatants en masse when their own countries’ existences were threatened.
Now it was that very change in the character of war and the horrific loss it caused all around that changed it again.  Since WWII, the world has seen a sort of return to the age of battles where countries still fight for political ends, but in more limited fashion.  And perhaps the ends take longer to achieve because the memory of millions of dead in WWII lingers so wars are fought in limited fashion today, where battles follow battles for years with ever-increasing death tolls.  
So what did that mean in the past and what does it mean today.  More importantly, how does the character of war today affect our ability to achieve political objectives?  What did 9/11 change?  Well, what really changed on 9/11 was our country’s acceptance of a threat that was always there and the recognition that we could no longer ignore an enemy that had long ago declared war on us.  Furthermore, what changed was our political objectives, specifically, the lengths to which we as a country would go to see these objectives met and the methods of achieving those objectives.  

But even though the United States decided that it would fight this global war against a dispersed foe, it has still sought that decisive battle, that silver bullet, if you will.  We see political ends intertwined with technology to change the character of war to attain what Gustav tried to attain in 1641.  Smart bombs, stealth, satellite imagery and communications, global reach; all these advances are made to allow the US to find the decisive battle.  US Joint Doctrine enjoins the planner to seek the decisive point and to mass all power on the enemy’s center of gravity.  The military services even argue about whether one or any of them are decisive in battle apart from the others.  And while this rivalry is seen by many to be healthy for continued growth and the very decisiveness our politicians think we need to carry out policy, this quest for decisiveness has never proven to make the long-term difference that states have sought.
So it is today in the global war against terror.  It is again a use of the military for political ends.  But once again it is valuable to question whether or not there can be a decisive battle in this war.  The US refers to the terror war as a long war.  The US is budgeting and planning for a long war.  Yet its leadership and people are impatient with the military’s efforts to end the struggle quickly and decisively.  Current efforts to equate the war on terror to struggle like the Cold War are failing because unlike during the Cold War where tactics changed but the strategy of containment remained consistent across administrations, present administration is trying to build a consensus on the tactical solution without framing the issue as one of containment and developing a long-term strategy.
It seems to me that there is a conflict between the notion of a long war and the notion of a limited war.  The US caught Saddam and the war did not end.  The US caught Zarqawi and the war did not end.  The US military understands that if it finds and kills bin Laden, the war will not end.  The whole reason that wars go on in length is that it is hard to achieve the political ends and the harder it is to achieve those ends and the longer a war goes on the less limits will be acceptable.  Clausewitz said repeatedly that no matter the decisiveness of a battle, the enemy must accept that decisiveness.  He also said that the enemy is unlikely to do so.  Yet people continue to die in the quest for that silver bullet.
The Just War conventions grew in importance in the early 20th Century as peoples grew to accept the notion that there were limits in war and that as Jesuit scholar John Ford said there was a class of people who had no reasonable expectation to die in war.  But according to the openness of Just War doctrine and the laws of war regarding proportionality, necessity and discrimination, the more important the political objectives, the more allowable the acceptance of certain non-combatant casualties.
So how does this moral issue tie into decisive battles and the character of war?  Today we look for decisiveness not in battles but in specific targets because we focus on tactical effects and not on strategic ends.  We have matured technologically to the point where we are able to know details about targets and have the ability to hit them with extreme precision.  So the quest for the decisive battle to win the war becomes in the present day the quest to strike the decisive target. And in that quest the military leadership, the national civilian leadership and the People are happy to see fewer non-combatants killed in the quest for that silver bullet; that decisive target.  But what happens when the numbers of innocents killed, though far lower than in total war, is still high enough for a specific target to make people uncomfortable?  The answer is that although people may discuss the issue in forums or in the media, people, decision-makers, the military, and even human-rights watchdogs are comfortable with low numbers of non-combatant casualties, even if those low numbers are not necessarily discriminate.  

And certainly fewer people are killed in precision strikes than are killed in indiscriminate total war.  Today the US military uses innovative technologies to predict blast and fragmentary patterns of weapons so as to show expected bomb effects to allow decision-makers to discern expected non-combatant casualties and to weigh those expected casualties against the necessity of that target.  

And why is this an issue?  The character of war is such today that if we are truly in a long war, and if this truly is a war in which people are trying to fundamentally change our way of life, and if the enemy is purposely indiscriminate, then we must be careful to ensure that we don’t end up going from decisive target to decisive target and accepting however many noncombatants are killed in each attack as long as that number is low and as long as the attack was not specifically targeting innocents.  Although they may be few, we must understand that there is a difference between unfortunate and unforeseen.  
We must understand that, as Clausewitz said, if a war is part of policy, policy will determine it’s character.  We must reconcile our policy ends with the strategies we discuss for attaining those ends.  And we must forget about finding the silver bullet, the decisive battle or target that will win the war and instead focus on a strategy that will attain the end and be supported by the people.
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