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INTRODUCTION 

 

The intention with this bulletin is to draw attention to and stimulate discussion on the 

best articles related to concepts that are relevant to the Future SA Army strategies 

and plans. 

 

The theme for this bulletin encompasses Change in the Modality of Warfare. More 

specifically, ideas orbiting perceptions of network-centric warfare versus 

asymmetrical warfare and information based warfare (IW) as opposed to people-

centred warfare (PW), firepower versus manpower and correct military responses to 

strategic threats will be unpacked and discussed.  Copies of sources and reference 

material are obtainable from the compiler. 

 

Feedback and comments on the utility, applicability and format of the bulletin will be 

appreciated and will be included in all SA Army Future Strategy endeavours. 

 

 

Enquiries: Lt D. Pfotenhauer 

Telephone: 012 355-2587 

Facsimile: 012 355-2586 

E-Mail: davidpfotenhauer1@gmail.com  
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“The military is a Tao of deception – thus when able, manifest inability. When active, manifest 

inactivity. When near, manifest as far. When far, manifest as near. Thus when he seeks advantage, 

lure him. When he is in chaos, take him. When he is substantial, prepare against him. When he is 

strong, avoid him. When he is wrathful, harass him. Attack where he is unprepared. Emerge where he 

does not expect it”. 

- Deliberations in the employment of military force in: Sun Tzu, The Art of War 

__________________________ 

 

 

Selected Readings: 

i. Assessing Military Power, Bernard Fook Weng Loo, 7 March 2008. 

ii. Chinese Views of the US War in Iraq: Warfighting Lessons, Nan Li, 16 June 

2003. 

iii. Strategic Trends 2007 – 2036: Right Horizon Scanning, Wrong Military 

Responses, Bernard Fook Weng Loo, 29 May 2007. 

iv. The US Military and Non-conventional War: Is Firepower Cheaper than 

Manpower? Bernard Fook Weng Loo & Kumar Ramakrishna, 21 June 2005. 

 

All selected readings have been sourced via RSIS Commentaries. RSIS publications 

are made possible by academics lecturing in all manners of Military and Strategic 

disciplines at S. Rajaratam School of International Studies (a Graduate School of 

Nanyang Technological University in Singapore). Website: www.rsis.edu.sg  

 

___________________________________ 

 

Summary and examination of selected readings 

 

Assessing actual military power in the current modality of warfare today is premised 

on a number of misconceptions largely driven by the exponential increase in the 

technological advancement of waging war. Bernard Loo advances the well-

established argument that “actual” military power is determined by combining the 

sum total of technological capability and human capability into a cohesive and 

quantifiable measurement of actual military power (see example in paper of the two 

Maserati’s). Loo’s underlying reason for pursuing this Clausewitzian premise of “the 

morale is to the material as is three to one” is to provide strategic planners with a 
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suitable guiding light into how assessments of opposing militaries can be performed 

in dual manner – hardware capability combined with the skill of human operators. 

Loo’s paper, although not cutting edge in its assumptions, has value in its clear 

message that the imponderables of military power (dedication, discipline, esprit de 

corps) is an enabling mechanism in transforming potential military power (hardware 

capability) into actual military power. This message hits home, specifically within the 

context of the SA Army, in which people form the backbone of the force. The quality, 

manner of training, dedication, discipline and belief in the culture of the profession of 

arms changes perceived power into actionable power.  

 

The combination of hardware and human operator skill (commonly known as 

“wetware” or “weapon platform”) is especially important in states that are 

geographically small, with limited budgets to embark on complicated and 

technologically dependent tactics and strategies. States that fall into this bracket 

have commonly fallen into the trap of pursuing technological development at the cost 

of the human operator.  This resultant deviation detracts from an army’s strategic 

footprint in its geographical area. More importantly, the human operator becomes a 

secondary element in achieving tactical and strategic mandates. Loo correctly 

deduces that a policy focus on potential rather than actual military power will result in 

inaccurate policy recommendations – a disastrous result indeed. 

 

The second paper written by Wan Li forms a close correlation with Loo’s article. Wan 

Li sheds light on the Chinese perception of American tactical and strategic 

warfighting mechanisms in Iraq. From the outset, Li’s article is an analysis of how a 

“people’s war” (PW), the main thrust of Chinese military strategy, is  quantifiably 

inferior to information-centric warfare (IW) – the dependent variables being the 

quality of people combined with political will. Li provides a brief tactical and strategic 

sketch of how American forces employed to great effect IW to achieve overwhelming 

combat superiority in terms of actionable intelligence, fluid mobility in the movement 

of various forces, logistical sustainability and effective C². The centralisation of all 

elements contained within a myriad of combat operations into a database by 

American forces enabled them to face the fourth largest military in the world with a 

seemingly fluid and seamless system of C³ (Command, Control, Communication). Li 

maintains that this cohesiveness provided accurate and real-time situational 

awareness and thus permitted US commanders to effect “quick, flexible, and 

effective strategies, tactics, and coordination to diminish the Iraqi defence” (Li, 2003: 

1). 

 

Conversely, the Iraqi Army, although large and relatively well equipped with armour 

and artillery, fought with, “deaf ears” and “blind eyes”, and its units were mostly “a 
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host of dragons without a head” (qunlong wushou)” (Li, 2003: 1). This weak tactical 

base was cultivated through a “culture of self-deception (subordinates covering up 

bad news and reporting only good news to the superiors)” (Li, 2003: 1). Evident in 

Li’s analysis is the poor quality of the majority of the Iraqi Army that negated any 

degree of superiority in terms of firepower, tactical capability or hardware. The US 

forces in comparison possessed high morale, effective training and could infuse this 

into technologically dependent tactics. Li points out that combining effective human 

operators with an IW strategy is a winning formula. Loo made reference to this with 

the “Maserati principle” and indeed, both authors are similarly inclined to deduce that 

operator skill is the essential ingredient in mastering the intricate nature of IW based 

warfare.  

 

Yet, as with most strategies, loopholes exist and can be exploited given the right 

tactical and strategic mind set. The PW view could have confounded US command 

in a number of significant ways. Employing unconventional tactics to combat 

conventional manoeuvres, dispersing command centres, maintaining a relatively 

strong nationalist feeling among the population and cultivating a “fog of war” 

component in the recognition of combat versus non-combat personnel all add to 

deceiving a technologically dependent opposing force. Indeed, the use of existing 

knowledge of terrain in enmeshing an opposing force is a viable tactic but dependent 

on the initiative of the particular combat leader. Additionally Li makes reference to 

situations in which the Iraqi Army failed to exploit, such as the over-extended flanks 

and rear of the US forces column in its drive to Bagdad. Harassment tactics (Mao 

Tse Tung’s hypothesis of the “war of the flea” in Vietnam) may divert attention and 

result in a mismatch of achievable military objectives. The situation of “inferior 

fighting superior” as mentioned by Li is a complex military situation in which the 

outcome of a campaign is dependent on, as Loo commented, the “imponderables” of 

military power. 

 

In the context of African operations, IW war is superseded by PW as the 

predominant modality of war. The preponderance of insurgent or asymmetrical 

warfare over the conventional assumes that potential threats will be organized 

around the PW framework. Strategic analysis will therefore have to configure tactics 

that are structured around incorporating IW as an essential component to reflect a 

situational awareness of the human and not hardware factor. Thus the ability to 

engage the population in a non-kinetic manner will be strategically more significant 

than mounting conventionally based offensives. 

 

The third article by Bernard Loo (Strategic Trends 2007 – 2036: Right Horizon 

Scanning, Wrong Military Responses) alludes to the connection of state security 
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matters and the corresponding military responses to threats. The documents’ central 

thrust is drawn from The United Kingdom’s Ministry of Defence document entitled 

Strategic Trends 2007 – 2036. Fundamentally, the document sets out perceived 

future threats to national and global security and the military-strategic responses to 

these threats. Essentially the strategic trends contained within the report paint an 

anarchical international system with threats that include: 

• Continuing economic growth along the current unequal pattern thus 

increasing the relative disparity between the core and periphery centres of the 

international system. 

• Compounding unequal economic distribution will be the exponential growth of 

global communication that can transmit the disparity in real-time. 

• The centrality of English as the central mode of communication in a culturally 

diverse global economic community. 

• Increasing secularism, materialism, moral relativism and pragmatism. These 

trends will be set against cultures and communities that are ‘complex and 

traditionally defined” (Loo, 2007: 1). This will possibly promote the notion that 

“confined cultures” will not function effectively in a system that promotes 

continually evolving (streamlined) trends in interaction and communication 

(see Huntington’s Clash of Civilisations thesis). 

• Competition over access to resources and resource scarcity (water, traditional 

forms of energy and other resources holding strategic implications). 

Importantly, key resources such as oil and gas are located in unstable areas 

and thus access to them requires a military component in extracting them in a 

cost effective manner. 

• Military disparity in technological capability – fuelled by research costs and the 

comparatively short lifespan of military technology. 

• Proliferation of CBRB Weapons (chemical, biological, radiological and 

nuclear). This is fuelled by rapidly increasing military industrial complexes in 

states such as Brazil, South Africa and India. 

• The continuing proliferation of SALW (small arms and light weapons). 

National defence industries and black markets act as appropriate conduits of 

these weapons. Incidentally, it has been reported that SALW account for the 

majority of deaths in intra-state wars. 

 

Loo surmises from the bleak strategic outlook contained in the report that while 

identification of threats is generally correct, the reactions of states combating these 

threats require a delicate and intricate balance in proportionality and response 

mechanisms. His central hypothesis is that the use of military force in these trends 

may generate disastrous repercussions. As he maintains, “Not all security concerns 

affect military power, or can be addressed by military power” (Loo, 2007: 2). 
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Fundamentally, response mechanisms require a suitable balance board in order to 

develop effective strategies that combat threats to national interests.  

 

The final article, The US Military and Non-Conventional War: Is Firepower Cheaper 

than Manpower? (Bernard Loo and Kumar Ramakrishna) approaches employment of 

troops in non-conventional war from a minimum-force and hearts-and-mind 

approach. Both authors immediately identify America as a culprit in focusing on the 

shock and awe strategy by utilizing superior firepower as a battle-winning ingredient 

(Operation Rolling Thunder in Vietnam). From a conventional standpoint, fire 

superiority is a fundamental component – yet this component is dependent on terrain 

(urban versus open terrain), identification of enemy combatants (Iraq and 

Afghanistan versus WW2 and Korea) and tactical/strategic objective (destruction of 

enemy installations, logistics, command centres or hard points versus the will of the 

people or national consciousness). As both authors state “The historical record (of 

the US military) suggests that when force levels drop, reliance on high-technology 

firepower solutions increase” (Loo & Ramakrishna, 2005: 1). In non-conventional 

warfare, operations require a balance in firepower (military force) and minimum force 

(hearts and Minds). As the article maintains, military force should be carefully 

calibrated in the neutralization of threats. 

 

The following statement encapsulates the main thrust of the article: 

“The fundamental objective in non-conventional warfare is the provision of a sense of 

security amongst the civilian population, the creation and maintenance of a popular 

belief that their best interests lie in supporting the government forces and not the 

insurgent or terrorist forces” (Loo & Ramakrishna, 2005: 2). 

Provision of this blanket of security, according to both authors, requires manpower- 

dependent deployments to create a visual perception of security to the affected 

population. The use of artillery, air strikes and armour will serve to increase the 

discontent and fear felt by the endangered population. Cultural sensitivity, military 

restraint and political cooperation are therefore adopted as the front line elements of 

strategic plans in place of armour and infantry. In this manner, both authors concur 

that in non-conventional warfare “manpower is always better than firepower” (Loo & 

Ramakrishna, 2005: 2).  

 

Both authors then examine the American Strategic Culture and Military 

Transformation agenda. Essentially, US military strategy makes use of overwhelming 

military force, force protection and engaging the enemy at standoff ranges (Loo & 

Ramakrishna, 2005: 2). Evidence of this is seen in the US preference to utilize 

airpower rather than to commit ground forces. The US military machine is 
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technologically dependent and thus allows their forces to operate in small groups, all 

networked, and therefore allows the military to utilize “long-range precision-guided 

munitions that can engage enemy forces beyond visual ranges with virtually single-

shot kill probabilities” (Loo & Ramakrishna, 2005: 2). In a set-piece battle, with 

clearly defined lines and zones of enemy and friendly forces, wide fronts and clearly 

definable centres this is a perfect combination: superior firepower with small 

quantities of deployed troops. The question thus emerges: while American forces are 

extremely capable in conventional war, what is their capability in non-conventional, 

asymmetrical warfare? To answer this question, do we draw conclusions from the 

amount of civilian deaths in Iraq or the number of US casualties? 

 

Both authors maintain that for US Forces (and other forces engaged in combating 

insurgent-type operations), self-awareness of one’s strategic environment is crucial 

to mission success. Adaptation and flexibility are key tactical components in non-

conventional warfare and thus allow forces to be deployed in a conflict zone with 

strategies and tactics that reflect their immediate environment and not the 

established strategy of their military force. 

 

 

 

 

 


