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The most influential interpreters of the

revolution in military affairs wrought by

the early nineteenth century campaigns

of Napoleon were Antoine Jomini 

(1779-1869) and Carl von Clausewitz

(1780-1831). Jomini analyzed warfare

within the context of the eighteenth

century Enlightenment philosophy that

sought to explain the world through

applying reason, logic and rational

thought to derive universal and enduring

principles. Conversely, Clausewitz’s

philosophical foundations arose in

reaction and opposition to the

Enlightenment, focusing instead on the

importance of emotion, passion and

intuition in explaining war.1 However,

while Clausewitz is today considered the

outstanding theorist of war, his works

are complex and difficult to read with

his true meaning often obscure. In

contrast, Jomini’s lucid and prescriptive

works, in particular his exposition of the

fundamental principles of war, have

brought both a clarity to military

planning and operations, and a valuable,

well-used framework for the study and

teaching of warfare.2 Clausewitz may be

more significant for scholars, but for two

centuries Jomini has proved of more use

to practical military professionals.

Jomini’s work in reflecting the spirit

of his times has some shortcomings. He

isolated strategy from its political and

social context, ignored the impact of

technological change and disregarded

conflicts where asymmetric opponents

fought each other.3 These shortcomings,

in matters important in contemporary

warfare, suggest that abstract principles

rarely endure indefinitely. Principles to be

most useful need to be relevant to, and

appropriate for, their times. Militaries

though tend to be conservative, and

most use principles of war based more

upon early nineteenth century thinking

then that of today’s information age.4

Militaries tend to be

conservative, and most

use principles of war

based more upon early

nineteenth century

thinking than that of

today’s information age

This article proposes fresh principles of

war based on an examination of war in

our times. The principles offered are

intended to advance discussion about

current operational problems and the

building of future forces by describing

the contours of modern warfare. They

are not intended to be didactic but

rather points of departure. Lists by their

nature are exclusive, rather then

inclusive, raising as much concern over

what has been left out as has been

included. Lists inherently invite

dissention and disagreement that can

enhance understanding of complex

problems and issues through a

dialectical process of exchanging

propositions and counter-propositions.

Today’s World
Changing Wars

While many alternatives have been tried,

the political and economic system that

has survived and prospered most since

Jomini’s time has, perhaps unexpectedly,

been liberal democracy and its symbiotic
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twin, the market economy.5 About half of

the world’s states are now democracies;

combined they represent some 

85 per cent of the total global GDP, and

have effectively established a stable,

prosperous peace amongst themselves.6

These states are not constructed around

objectives such as conquering other

peoples, geographical expansion,

spreading ideology, achieving regional or

global political domination, ensuring a

particular ruling elites’ longevity, the

salvation or moral perfection of its

citizens or defending a religious faith.

The liberal-democratic, market economy

state’s goals are instead minimalist,

mundane and secular being simply the

physical well-being of its populace.

China appears the major exception

as an emerging great power that is not

liberal-democratic, although it is

seemingly intent on integrating fully

into the global economy. The Chinese

government appears intent on economic

success, as the popular slogan ‘to get

rich is glorious’ attributed to Premier

Deng Xiaoping illustrates. The nation’s

peacefulness and economic desires may

be simply, as some critics assert, to

ensure the ruling Communist party

survives where other totalitarian regimes

have failed. Irrespective, the result today

is a stable, albeit sometimes troubled

state, actively and generally peacefully

working towards being part of the global

prosperous core, not global dominance.

For the people of these core states,

war is perceived as an aberration, a

failure of policy, to be concluded as

rapidly as possible. The spread of liberal

democracies and the market economy,

combined with the fear of nuclear war

and the process of globalization, has

created a state of widespread peace

unique in recorded history.7 The

developed states in the international

system today form a security community

amongst which war is unthinkable; this

significantly changes international

politics, calling into question traditional

theories of war.8 This is an imperfect

peace, though with civil wars becoming

more common especially in poor

countries with partly democratic, partly

authoritarian governments lacking in

legitimacy, competence and capacity.

Although lessening since the end of the

Cold War, the incidence of intrastate

conflicts remains high particularly when

compared to the historical experience

since the Napoleonic Wars.9

For the people of these

core states, war is

perceived as an

aberration, a failure of

policy, to be concluded

as rapidly as possible 

Intrastate wars have two significant

differences when compared with

international wars. Firstly, civil wars last

far longer; typically civil wars last around

seven years compared with some 

six months for typical international wars.

Moreover, the length of civil wars is

A US Predator Unmanned Aerial Vehicle is inspected following a mission in Iraq. Photo Courtesy of US DoD

RUSI_A_223960.qrk  15/2/07  8:26 PM  Page 35



increasing with the average duration of

civil wars during 1980–1999 almost

double that of the preceding 1960–79

period. Secondly, for a decade after the

civil war finishes, there are very high

risks of the conflict restarting.10 About

half of these risks are inherited from the

characteristics that originally made a

country prone to conflict; the other half

of the risk arises from changes brought

about by the conflict.11

Outside of the peaceful core, there are

many weak and failing states suffering

endemic internal conflict and disorder; a

situation likely to continue. Over the next

fifty years, the number of stable, peaceful

states is predicted to increase from

ninety-six to 102, but the number of weak

and failing states is only expected to drop

from sixty-one to fifty-four. Importantly,

conflict globally is now becoming

increasingly concentrated in these

marginalized states; their combined global

share of conflict, albeit it intrastate, is

forecast to rise from 82 per cent in 2000

to 94 per cent by 2050.12

The most prevalent type of war in

the twenty-first century looks set to be

protracted, persistent civil wars in weak

and failing states, however interstate

wars, while unlikely, could have serious

consequences for those nations involved.

The possibility of interstate wars cannot

be disregarded by modern military

forces, but preparing for them should no

longer dominate defence debates,

budgets and doctrines, especially as

today civil wars in distant countries can

have serious consequences for the

peaceful, prosperous global core.

Weak and failing states racked by

civil wars provide conditions that allow

large-scale organized crime and

terrorism to develop and be sustained.

Most transnational criminal groups

today operate out of such weak and

failing states.13 Worryingly, criminal and

terrorist groups are becoming

increasingly unified, with profits from

criminal activities often diverted to

support terrorist activities.14 Safe havens

beyond the effective control of the state

within whose borders they lie seem

necessary for large-scale, transnational

terrorist organizations, such as Al-Qa’ida,

to develop. The numbers of countries

suffering from civil wars provide such

organizations a choice of location, and

when evicted, as from Afghanistan,

relocation. After the 11 September

attacks, ignoring such failing states is no

longer a sensible option.

Combat activities must

be carefully crafted and

waged so as to create a

peace better than when

the war commenced,

not a new political

circumstance where

future wars are almost

inevitable 

The solution lies in encouraging failing

states to adopt effective governmental

systems, recognized as legitimate by

their citizens, with responsive political

systems and effective security forces.15

With this improved governance, these

states should experience equitable

economic growth and be able to

progressively become part of the stable,

peaceful, prosperous core; the problem

state then becomes part of the 

solution. This is not a simple or quick

solution.

Enduring solutions to the civil wars

endemic to failing states will often

require external interventions involving a

careful blend of diplomatic, political,

economic and military efforts.16 Such

external interventions appear behind the

sharp reduction in civil wars since the

1990s.17 A recent study of several

different approaches indicates that the

most effective single instrument is

external military intervention under

Chapter VII of the United Nations

Charter. This type of intervention needs

both to enforce peace post-conflict, and

to maintain it throughout the prolonged

period – about a decade – during which

the risks of reversion to conflict are very

high.18 Providing long-term security

appears the foundation of a lasting

peace.

This approach to achieving a durable

peace is quite different to that driving

warfare in Jomini’s time. Generally, the

goal in the early eighteenth century was

a grand, large-scale, short and decisive

battle where the opposing army would

be substantially destroyed allowing the

victor to impose peace.19 Such climactic

battles have traditionally been at the

heart of the Western style of warfare.20

However, at least since the seventeenth

century Thirty Years’ War, warfare has

proven stubbornly indecisive. War may,

at times, be the lesser evil but in recent

centuries, the enduring lesson has been

that no military defeat is final. History

suggests that a lasting peace is best

created through victories that are

moderate, judicious, politically tolerant,

acceptable to the vanquished and the

victors, and that integrate the defeated

nation into the international order.21 It

has proven essential to conduct military

operations with constant regard to the

peace desired. Combat activities must be

carefully crafted and waged so as to

create a peace better than when the war

commenced, not a new political

circumstance where future wars are

almost inevitable.22

Globalization Continues

The process of globalization, already

underway in Jomini’s time, has

progressively and significantly reduced

the variety of social, economic and

ideological systems across the globe. The

state, governance structures, economic

systems, concepts of religion and of

nationhood have become very similar

globally; a trend matched at lesser levels

with growing uniformity in modes of

dress, timekeeping practices, languages,

naming conventions, foods, sport and

leisure. Simultaneously, societies have

internally become more complex with

the emergence of innumerable specialist

professions and occupations, states

gaining new means to control their

citizens, and the growth of public

opinion as an important political

factor.23 This deepening uniformity and

complexity has allowed both the growth

of a complex and generally beneficial

interdependency between states, and a

consequent decline in their previously

jealously guarded national sovereignty. A

wide array of international networks and

linkages has developed, deeply
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enhancing the co-operation and

collaboration between states, and

dramatically improving their citizens’

prosperity.

An adequate sense of the

contemporary international system can

no longer be gained by only considering

states, as there are now innumerable

interacting networks connecting many

different kinds of actors operating at

many different levels. The state remains

important but principally only in creating

the conditions that determine the extent

of the networks linking a nation’s non-

state actors to the wider world. States,

however, have considerable difficulty

regulating, controlling and policing these

interactions as the network linkages

between internal non-state actors and

external agencies become progressively

more extensive, denser and intense.

While most are beneficial, some can be

dangerous. The 11 September attacks

demonstrated that non-state actors can

use the modern globalized environment

to carry out terrorist attacks that can be

as coercive and fear-inducing as attacks

by states, although the survival of the

state under attack is not directly

threatened.24

Without this trust true

co-operation and

collaboration is

impossible, and this

division simply aids

adversaries 

Contemporary non-state actor threats

are diverse, persistent and 

broad-based, mirroring the increasing

internal complexity of states. The focus

on the war on terror has obscured five

other similar global wars also currently

underway: the illegal international trade

in drugs, arms, intellectual property,

people, and money. These long-running

‘five wars of globalization’ pit states

against agile, well-financed networks of

highly dedicated individuals. Countering

such transnational non-state actor

threats requires recognizing both their

mutually reinforcing nature and that

they represent ‘a new global trend that

shapes the world as much as

confrontations between nation-states

did in the past.’25 The decline of the

interstate war has not meant the end of

violence or of threats, but rather the

development of new forms.

The growing interdependence of

states under the impact of globalization

means that states can no longer be

insulated domestically from threats,

coercion and violence; isolationism and

unilateralism are no longer viable policy

options. Countering transnational 

non-state actor threats inherently

requires a multilateral approach by the

stable, wealthy, peaceful states of the

centre of the world economy; a

globalized age requires a global response

favouring co-operative security.26

Technology Progresses

A distinctive aspect of the modern world

that owes much to the Enlightenment

philosophy that influenced Jomini is the

pervasiveness of technology. As human

societies have become more complex,

the numbers of people engaged in

scientific and technological activities has

increased dramatically. Given this, the

rate of increase of human knowledge has

now become almost exponential.

The practical implementation of

these new ideas and concepts is uneven,

however, and mainly manifested in

information technologies. In other

sectors by comparison, technological

change appears much slower; transport

in some respects is slower and less

effective than 100 years earlier, while

there is no productivity growth in many

service industries. Instead, the

productivity improvements and

economic growth of contemporary

societies rests principally on rapid

advances in information technology.

Accordingly, the creation, dissemination

and application of knowledge and

information has become powerful and

influential, directly influencing the way

modern societies are structured and

function, and the way they make war.27

Military forces have actively

embraced information technologies

aiming to create ‘systems of systems’

networked together to gain sharply

improved combat effectiveness and

efficiencies. Notably, network-centric

warfare is not just an approach for

militaries. Peaceful protest movements,

large-scale criminal organizations, and

transnational terrorists are today

organized as distributed,

multidimensional, networks that use the

latest communication technologies to

act conjointly across the world.28 The

nature of the modern world means wars

in all forms now tend to be netwars.29

Fresh Principles?
The processes of spreading liberal

democracies and market economies, of

globalization, and of advancing technology

have created a world different in many

aspects to that of Jomini’s late eighteenth

century Europe, which was still structured

around the principles of the 1648 Treaty

of Westphalia. The world has become

more uniform, although the imposition of

this uniformity remains contested by

some, and states internally have become

more complex. The world can now be

viewed not just as a large number of

sovereign states but as also comprising

two parts: a stable, peaceful, prosperous

centre and a turbulent periphery of weak

and failing states. Based on the experience

of the last half of the twentieth century,

by the middle of the twenty-first century

almost all conflict globally will be

intrastate and concentrated in weak and

failing states. These conflicts, in leading to

a collapse of proper state governance, can

allow transnational non-state actor

threats to develop that may use the

networks created through globalization to

penetrate deep into peaceful states,

adversely impacting their security in

diverse ways including through

catastrophic terrorism.

Whilst Jomini wrote about major

battles between the armies of European

states, for the foreseeable future almost

all wars are expected to be civil wars.

Further, Jomini’s methodology has been

criticized for being inherently

reductionist. However, no single

approach to studying an activity as

complex as war can be expected to be

all-encompassing.

The fresh principles suggested below

are intended not as universal and
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enduring principles, but to support

contemporary operational thinking and

to inform current debates on future

force structures. The principles proposed

seek to be clear, reasoned, appropriate to

today’s circumstances, and useful.

Although in following the logical and

rational Enlightenment paradigm, the

proposed principles are incomplete,

passing over less tangible aspects 

such as passion, will, morale and

intuition. For these, Clausewitz retains

importance.

One: A Better Peace

The objective of a better peace

underpins all else. Military activities

today need undertaking in a way that

achieves the strategic goal of bringing

hostile states, or states breeding 

non-state actor threats, in a political,

economic and social sense into the inner

core of prosperous states. This particular

conflict termination goal based on the

needs of the liberal-democratic, market

economy state, and the backdrop of the

experience of warfare since Jomini’s era,

has marked implications for the ways

and means of waging war. Instead of

focusing efforts on a traditional decisive

victory, the attention is now on

undertaking combat operations in a

manner that achieves a durable and

robust peace superior to the status 

quo ante.

Two: Network

Reflecting contemporary society and

technology, the fundamental

characteristic of modern warfare against

both states and non-state actors is

creating and using networks. Deep,

broadly-based, co-operative and

collaborative networks are now being

built within and between states and

military forces. Domestically, through

integrating the defensive efforts of a

state across the many diverse and

different arms of government, critical

synergies can be gained and

discordances avoided; a ‘unity of effort’

can be achieved.30 These benefits can be

extended internationally through

engaging friends and allies globally 

at all levels, and creating deep

partnerships. In employing these

networks, swarm techniques can be 

used across the spectrum of warfare

from meeting the threats of the ‘five

wars of globalization’ to winning major

regional conflicts.31

Three: Decentralize

Implicit in a network, emphasis is placed

on the use of flat hierarchical

organizational structures, with numerous

small groups imbued with purpose and

the commander’s intent. These small

groups can operate independently to

meet the overall goal of a better peace,

are able to make ready use of network

warfare concepts and technology to

swarm, and make timely responses to

events. This decentralized approach

emphasizes an open organizational

structure with skilled staff, suitable

technical resources, and matching

doctrine and culture to allow the

optimum interface and networking with

a wide range of outside domestic and

external agencies, organizations and

resources. Such decentralization also

mirrors aspects of organizations

operating within the market economy of

the prosperous states.

Four: Constant Activity

The greatest strength of the prosperous

states compared to potential or actual

adversaries is their unequalled ability to

harness comparatively enormous

resources to achieve their goals. The use

of asymmetric warfare by most

adversaries reflects their inherent

resource constraints. Making use of the

prosperous states’ great strengths in

scale, wealth and technology can allow

continual and simultaneous actions,

unsettling and unbalancing an opponent,

and allowing no time to recuperate.

Time works against an adversary. Each

action in itself does not necessarily need

to be perfectly targeted or executed;

simply a large number of actions in

themselves confuse and fragment the

adversary. This is a cumulative strategy,

rather than the Napoleonic sequential

strategies analyzed by Jomini. A

cumulative strategy is comprised of

numerous small actions that are not

sequentially interdependent; each

individual action is no more than a

single statistic, an isolated plus or minus

at arriving at a final result.32

A cumulative strategy can make best use

of the prosperous states’ greatest

relative strength.

Five: Global Roaming

Contemporary adversaries have the

potential to strike anywhere at anytime,

giving warfare a truly global dimension.

Similarly, defensive forces need to be

able to appear and operate globally, and

give an impression of being omnipresent.

This principle should be employed in

combination with the previous principle

of constant activity to achieve the

maximum synergistic effect and keep an

adversary unbalanced.

Six: Understand

Sun Tzu writing towards the end of the

sixth century BC noted that: ‘If you

know the enemy and know yourself, you

need not fear the result of a hundred

battles.’33 Contemporary warfare is no

different although, arguably, the

understanding necessary to achieve

victory today in a globalized world, built

on deep and complex interdependencies,

needs to be even more all-encompassing

and deeper. Deep understanding is now

needed of friendly armed forces and

states, foreign cultures and societies, and

of complex, dispersed and hidden

adversaries.

Seven: Trust

As no single state can now make ‘a

better peace’ unilaterally, effective 

co-operation and collaboration between

states and their constituent elements is

critical. Contemporary warfare is more

effective and efficient when a deep

understanding of the situation can be

exchanged quickly by all means

available, when states actively support

each other and can be depended upon,

and all can be relied on to keep

information from adversaries. However,

to work as partners toward a common

goal of a better peace, friends and allies

must trust each other. Without this trust

true co-operation and collaboration is

impossible, and this division simply aids

adversaries. Establishing trust is by no

means easy but it ultimately forms the

fundamental basis for success – for

without trust, effective and efficient

networks cannot be established.
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Eight: Shape

Adversaries today rely on asymmetric

warfare techniques to counter armed

forces superior to them in almost all

measures. A significant feature of these

smaller adversaries is their capacity to

operate in four dimensions compared to

our more traditional focus on tactical

activities seeking immediate battlefield

success. Countering this requires

deliberately taking actions to shape the

future global battlespace; to operate in

time to make situations develop as

favourably as possible. We need to think

ahead to shape future successes, to take

preventive action to ameliorate

unpleasant surprises and setbacks, to

build alliances and partnerships in

advance, and to deceive and undercut

adversaries before combat is joined.

Understanding the different timescales

implicit in the different shaping measures

that are undertaken is important.34

Nine: Diversity

Today’s adversaries are not the massed

armed forces of the Soviet Union, where

possessing a defending force of great

depth and redundancy was critical. With

contemporary adversities now strikingly

different, there is greater utility in

engaging an adversary, sequentially or

simultaneously, using many dissimilar

and diverse means. A broad engagement,

rather then one in depth, as during the

Cold War, is now more efficacious.

Today’s smaller adversaries can perhaps

counter one or two techniques, but they

find countering several different types

impossible. Moreover, a more diverse

force will always have a greater inherent

flexibility to respond to new events in an

appropriate manner.35 Such a

heterogeneous force would emphasize

being able to employ many different

capabilities and competencies across

space and time.

Conclusion
The political and social context of the

time influences the type, nature and

manner of wars waged. The modern world

can be perceived as comprising a peaceful,

prosperous core and a turbulent periphery,

influenced by an ongoing process of

globalization and continually advancing

technology, where interstate wars are

increasingly infrequent, but persistent civil

wars breed new transnational non-state

actor threats. This world is sharply

different from the early nineteenth

century Europe, in which Napoleon fought

battles analyzed by Jomini to derive

fundamental principles of war to provide

‘a compass to the chief of an army’.36

Jomini’s approach has inherent

shortcomings, but after two centuries, the

concept still has merit in providing a

useful framework for warfighters to

comprehend and understand their

profession. However, Jomini’s specific

principles appear pertinent more to the

nineteenth century than today. Fresh

principles of war in tune with the world in

which we find ourselves are needed. ■
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