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      “Star Wars is just as much a foundational mythology of our time as The Iliad was a long time ago. Strategy Strikes Back ingeniously uses that world far, far away to help readers take a look at our wars here today.”

      —P. W. Singer, best-selling author of Wired for War and coauthor of Ghost Fleet: A Novel of the Next World War

       “Over the course of history, our single greatest vulnerability has been a failure of imagination. Strategy Strikes Back confronts that vulnerability. The future may not evolve precisely as these authors suggest, but evolve it will. As it does, we will discover that some of tomorrow’s challenges will prove to be timeless, and others surprisingly new. Learning to imagine now will be time well spent.”

      —Gen. Martin Dempsey, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
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      Foreword

      Stanley McChrystal

      I remember the attack on the Death Star. Its approach threatened defeat of the Rebel cause, but destroying the ominous warship required a perfectly precise bombing run conducted through a gauntlet of enemy fighters and fire. Pilot and budding Jedi knight Luke Skywalker does it with notable skill and awesome courage. The Death Star explodes across the screen, and the movie concludes with a triumphant ceremony.

      The Rebel attack was dramatic and successful but hardly decisive or strategic. The very title of the next film in the series, The Empire Strikes Back, signaled that the war was far from over, and we see Luke Skywalker journey to his roots in order to develop the Jedi skills he will need for an extended struggle. Luke’s preparation is reminiscent of Mao Tse-tung’s doctrine of three phases of a people’s war.

      The study of strategy is a never-ending labor. In its best practice, we identify the necessary ways and means to achieve our desired ends—or more simply put, we determine an outcome that is realistically achievable and commit ourselves to devoting the resources and taking the actions necessary to gain that outcome. It demands rigorous integrity in predicting the costs we must bear to attain success and a moral pledge to stay the course.

      Too often we produce faux strategy by underestimating the difficulties we must overcome, by ignoring the limitations of our force, or by assuming a level of commitment to the cause that proves illusory. Rebellions, whether against the Galactic Empire or another powerful entity, are frequently ignited by firebrand ideologues but, after the romance has faded, are typically the progeny of relentlessly dedicated, harshly realistic operators. Strategies produced at the outset of almost every war give way to less ambitious but more realistic plans when tempered and shaped in reality’s forge.

      It can feel frivolous to ascribe lessons in strategy to popular movies, much less to science fiction in particular. The characters and events spring from the imaginations and keyboards of clever people, but they aren’t real—none of this really happened (yet).

      But that’s a narrow view, the kind that proclaims art impractical or history irrelevant. In fact, fiction offers an extraordinary opportunity to craft a narrative that highlights both the challenges and criticality of viable strategy while controlling for other considerations. In weighing history, we often argue over the facts or allow aspects of personality to color our view. There are an infinite number of variables to be factored and disputed, which often distracts us from a clear-eyed assessment of strategy.

      Of course, with science fiction, we often suspend disbelief to accept the excitement of the story; but as with Stars Wars, that’s no reason the concepts of strategy shown have to be unbelievable. In fact, throughout the series there are repeated depictions of characters and situations that invite the analysis of serious students of strategy.

      Like many things in life, the appropriateness and viability of a strategy is best evaluated in the rearview mirror—but life rarely drives in reverse. Many readers of this book have developed and executed strategies of significant importance and will continue to do so, but no one could ever master the craft beyond the need for continuous study.

      Wisdom is where you find it. Don’t be afraid to look in unexpected places. This is a great place to start.

    

  
    
      Preface

      ML Cavanaugh

      In teaching strategy at West Point, I learned something important about myself. I’ve been on both the wrong end of incoming insurgent fire and the receiving end of cadets’ blank stares; and if I were forced to decide between the two, I’m not sure I could. Bullets whizzing versus eyes blinking? Deafening shells or awkward silence? A radio malfunction at our unit’s most dangerous moment, or a smartphone reach during my lecture’s most boring minute? Who could choose? Or the never-sure calculation about whether my soldiers, or students, were laughing at my joke—or at me. But above all else, the classroom left me with the distinct fear that I hadn’t adequately prepared my soon-to-be second lieutenants for the battlefields to come. The stakes are higher in military classrooms. War and teaching about war stiffen the spine and sharpen the senses, because in either one, failure carries a steep price.

      Author Neil Gaiman once advised college students to “make good art”; but if you’re a U.S. Army major assigned to teach the subject I taught, in the place I was, your professional obligation to society is somewhat different—you want your undergraduates to “make good war.”1 This instilled a certain paranoia that propelled me to earn several teaching and strategy awards in 2014 and 2015, which provided a fleeting sense of validation.2

      But a few shiny trophies didn’t prevent reflection on what more I could’ve done during my time teaching. By the summer of 2015 I moved on from West Point to an assignment in South Korea, where I wrote the war plan for a forward-stationed infantry division roughly a half marathon from the DMZ. Distance didn’t relieve me from my chief concern—in my mind the greatest challenge in teaching—which was to find common and interesting terrain to use for the study of strategy.

      For two people to talk strategy, both must be familiar with the case in question, whether in business, politics, or war. To discuss even something as studied as American Civil War strategy requires both parties to be deeply knowledgeable about the conflict. This necessary knowledge baseline quickly creates communication problems, particularly across national divides, like with my South Korean army colleagues in the combined command in which I served (the staff included both South Korean and American officers, working together). Our challenge was to find shared frames of reference. A conflict we all knew a lot about.

      But this common terrain also had to be fascinating, and inspiration intervened on a dark winter’s morning. While running near Camp Red Cloud, north of Seoul, I listened through headphones to cartoonist and teacher Randall Munroe, of XKCD fame, talk about electrifying his physics students by challenging them to solve how much force (lowercase f) Yoda would have required to lift Luke Skywalker’s Dagobah-bound fighter off the ground.3 Munroe described how genuinely excited his kids were to work the problem then and how much more motivated they were to learn physics afterward—all because Star Wars provided common ground they cared about and could actually visualize. Light appeared in the blackness of my predawn run in South Korea when I realized that discussion on strategy similarly demands widespread, relatable scenarios that cross lingual, cultural, and generational divides.

      Star Wars is perfect. Blockades. Coups. Armies. Elite forces. Ultimate weapons. Battles. Rebels. An Empire. Star Wars is global culture’s most recognized conflict, which makes it the ideal canvas on which to study the art of strategy. It’s everywhere, not just in stores and on screens, but also on dog tags and license plates, and it regularly invades the good-night rituals of tiny tots.4 It has even influenced religion and language.5

      In a real sense, Star Wars is the modern version of Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War. Both illuminate multiple aspects of epic struggles, and epic they were—while the Greeks fought for twenty-seven years, the Senate and Rebels battled the Empire and First Order for roughly sixty-five.6 By exploring the lessons of such a widely known long war, strategic educators can avoid lecture and instead lure cadets and citizens alike to greater understanding of strategic competition and societal conflict, which matters because both groups directly contribute to national performance at war.

      To test this theory, I shared the idea with my South Korean army colleagues. They all agreed it would be a valuable way to talk about strategy by providing a common tongue. So it seemed the concept would work across nations, military officer to military officer—but would it work beyond? Would it be of value to civilians? How could I know for sure?

      As Seoul’s spring came, I sent the idea off to two other Modern War Institute (at West Point) fellows, authors Max Brooks and August Cole, as well as to two editors, John Amble and Jaym Gates (since then, August has left the Modern War Institute for other opportunities, and John has come on board). We wrote back and forth and hardened and honed our focus on the films of the Star Wars canon, ganging up to write an edited book with diverse, expert contributors that would feature strategic analysis and commentary on Star Wars. Deriving support from noted Prussian war theorist and general Carl von Clausewitz, we concluded that each contribution would orient the reader to some topic featured in the films, apply a strategic idea or theory, and then describe how and why that element of the films’ story line aids the reader’s understanding of current or coming conflict.7 “Make good art” would help “make good war.”

      Three unique aspects underpinned what became known as the Strategy Strikes Back project. For budding strategic practitioners, this is a way to use familiar terrain to practice strategic analytical skills that will be vital to their success as guardians of their own republic (or home). Second, Strategy Strikes Back is a meaningful attempt to grapple with ethical, social, and political issues certain to be central in future conflict, always considering an important question: How might we face this coming, crucial issue? Lastly, the book’s premise sets it apart. Writers often use a factual foundation on which to generate fiction; whether springing from history or journalistic accounts, fiction often begins with the real world and imagines adjustments from that base. Strategy Strikes Back reverses the process, instead emanating from a work of fiction and then applying real theories, analysis, and concepts to better explain and understand our world. If, as Mark Twain observed, truth can be stranger than fiction, then in this case, perhaps, fiction can be stronger than truth—and help us to more clearly see what may come.8

      In the summer of 2016 I flew home from my year on the Korean DMZ and drove to my new assignment at U.S. Army Space and Missile Defense Command in Colorado, an organization the movies touched in 1983 when Senator Ted Kennedy coined the immortal “Star Wars” nickname for the Reagan administration’s Strategic Defense Initiative.9 I couldn’t help but reflect on just how thin the wall between film fiction and defense reality really is—Star Wars is just another bloody galaxy where we can learn how strategy strikes back.

      
      Notes

        
          1. “Neil Gaiman: Keynote Address 2012,” University of the Arts, May 17, 2012, http://www.uarts.edu/neil-gaiman-keynote-address-2012.
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      Introduction

      Max Brooks

      How do you teach someone about a niche topic they don’t know much about? More importantly, how do you even get them interested? Military strategy is a pretty narrow field of study. Unless you’re actually in the military, a history buff, or a dedicated scholar of strategy, chances are you’ve never given it any serious thought. And why should you?

      To be blunt, war affects everyone. Right now, every person on this planet, from a Tibetan village to an American suburb, has had their lives altered by war. It might not be dramatic, and it might not be obvious, but it is real. Our whole way of life, from the language we speak to the land we live in to the god we choose or don’t choose to worship, all came down to some military choice that changed the course of history.

      That’s why it’s important for all of us, particularly voters in democratic societies, to understand how and why these choices are made. We elect the people who make those historic choices; and so when they outline their strategies to, say, get involved in the Middle East or to not get involved in Ukraine, we need to know what the hell they’re talking about.

      As informed citizens, we should all have a basic knowledge of how war affects us. But how in the world do we do that? The problem with classic military texts like Clausewitz and Sun Tzu is that they’re total snoozefests. Trust me, if you’re not already into this stuff and you have trouble sleeping, just curl up with Alfred Thayer Mahan’s Sea Power and World History. You’ll be out in five minutes.

      And the modern stuff isn’t any better. The problem with strategists, from either the military or academia, is that they all write for each other. Again, if you’re not a lifelong fan, it’s like a foreign language, like a medieval Latin bible that only the priest could translate.

      We need a new language, with references that we can all understand. That’s the idea behind this book, and it came from the brain of Maj. Matt Cavanaugh. Matt’s both a serving U.S. Army officer and a total sci-fi nerd. You could say that he’s bilingual, which is why he had the idea for this book.

      Matt thought the best way to help people understand strategy is through a story we all know and love: Star Wars. With the exception of my wife (who still refers to everything sci-fi as “Dungeons and Dragons”), the rest of the human race is pretty well versed on the saga that took place “a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.” The appeal of Star Wars is international and multigenerational, and it’s got plenty of fans in uniform. Matt tested fiction as a tool in his West Point classroom; after refining it while serving overseas, he decided to take it mainstream with Star Wars. He put out a call to those in the military, academia, and fiction (like myself) and asked us if we’d be interested in writing essays about real warfare told through the lens of George Lucas (and now J. J. Abrams).

      The result is this book.

      Here you will find the real-life applications of the Star Wars saga, from the political fallout of targeting civilians to toxic, top-down leadership to the long-term consequences of abandoning postwar allies.

      As a reader, you won’t need a military background or a PhD in geopolitics. Like me, all you need is a love of Star Wars and an interest in the events that shape the world around us.

      May strategy—the real Force—be with you.

    

  
    
      Part 1

      Society and War

      Armies alone don’t fight wars. Societies do.

      The moment individuals began to organize into small bands, larger tribes, and ultimately wide-ranging political societies, these sovereign entities—whether calling themselves an empire or an order, republic, or rebellion—began to exert distinct influence over the use of force. As Charles Tilly said in The Formation of National States in Western Europe, “war made the state and the state made war.”

      How should civilians relate to soldiers and soldiers to civilians? Why should advanced societies send aid to heal war-scarred foreign soil? How have women’s wartime roles evolved—and where might they go? What happens when military forces shrink and separate from the society they serve? And how might smarter weapons and superwarriors impact future war?

      This set of essays covers the intersection between society and war—how culture and cause, politics and strategy, ethics and beliefs impact the decisions of, and for, war.

    

  
    
      1

      The Case for Planet Building on Endor

      Max Brooks

      My fellow senators, I write to you on the one-year anniversary of our glorious victory over the Empire, to remind you of those forgotten allies whose courage and sacrifice made that victory possible. Many worlds rose in defiance of Emperor Palpatine’s tyranny. Many cultures contributed to his downfall. And yet when the entire rebellion hinged on a final, desperate battle, one race leapt heroically into the fray to strike the critical blow for freedom. Of course it was the Ewoks of whom I speak, those eleventh-hour allies who made the difference between victory and defeat and who need our help as badly as we once needed theirs.

      On that momentous day of our liberation, as cheers erupted, from Tatooine to Bespin, I danced among the bonfires of Endor, beneath stars once hidden by the looming shadow of the Death Star. With me danced our small, courageous allies, who drummed on the emptied helmets of stormtroopers as they sang songs of peace and freedom. We laughed and cheered and thanked our new comrades from the bottom of our hearts. And then we left them. No provision was made for postwar nation building. No plans were drawn for restoring their land. In our rush to return to private lives and personal interests, we abandoned a deeply traumatized world.

      While the moon of Endor may still look idyllic from above, the tranquil forest canopy cloaks deep and festering scars. The horrific battle, combined with years of brutal Imperial occupation, has devastated the fragile terrestrial ecosystem. Ewoks are a subsistence-based society who now find their gathering flora poisoned and their hunting fauna massacred.

      Like their environment, the Ewoks’ civilization has proven too fragile for the calamity of combat. They govern by extended family groups, or “tribes,” and have no concept of centralized leadership. This is why, in answer to previous queries, they have had difficulty comprehending the notion of a galactic representative to the Senate (to say nothing of electing one). Not only were a substantial number of tribal elders killed in the Battle of Endor (Ewoks always lead from the front), but those who survived the carnage have found their legitimacy threatened by the starvation and depredations that have followed.

      As the delicate web of traditional order frays, corruption, intimidation, and fraternal bloodshed are now the law of the land. Younger, more militant warriors are now asserting themselves into the power vacuum. Many are veterans of the battle against the Empire, hardened by loss and tempered by violence. As I write this, my friend and former ally Wicket leads a patchwork Northern Alliance in a civil war against a growing faction of religious fanatics.

      These younglings refer to themselves as “students,” followers of an ancient belief we used to coerce their people to our cause. Never forget, my fellow senators, that we cynically stoked the fires of their religious faith to turn those flames against our enemy. But how quickly do flames spread out of control? Should the students defeat Wicket’s Northern Alliance and seize control of Endor, we may one day find those fanatical flames before us. Control your laughter. I mean this in all sincerity.

      I do not suggest the possibility of future Ewok starships emerging from hyperspace to threaten the heart of the Republic. Quite the opposite. They may never come to us, but we may have to return to them. The Republic still faces numerous threats both from rogue worlds and from non–state actors. What if the latter launches a devastating terror attack against densely populated Coruscant? And what if that attack is launched from the militarized sanctuary of Endor? What would happen to the pursuit force that attempted to land?

      My fellow senators, do not for a moment underestimate the ingenuity, tenacity, and utter ferocity of the Ewoks in battle. Do not be misled by the “sticks and stones” stories of the Battle of Endor. Those primitive weapons soaked Endor’s soil in the blood of the galaxy’s most advanced warfighters.

      Ewoks are masters of stealth and ambush. I personally witnessed a company-sized unit creep within bowshot range of an Imperial legion to launch a surprise attack. Ewoks are also superb logisticians. Without roads, without wheels, without anything but vines and muscle, they somehow managed to preposition both falling and swinging logs that destroyed two Imperial AT-ST Scout Walkers. While you may laugh at the story of the wood-and-hide glider that fecklessly dropped rocks on another AT-ST, remember that behind this seemingly comical device is a mind capable of comprehending the physics of flight. And it is that mind that saw two Ewoks assist my comrade Chewbacca in not only capturing another AT-ST but learning to operate its controls! And this, my fellow senators, this ability to adapt at near lightspeed, is what makes the Ewoks supremely dangerous, because while we may not have showered our former allies in emergency relief aid, we did leave them with mountains of discarded Imperial weapons.

      I can still remember the image of a victorious Ewok, arms raised in triumph, brandishing an Imperial blaster; and my stomach tightens at the thought of that blaster aimed at us. How long before he and those like him decide that they were merely pawns in our grand strategic struggle, and how long before that resentment boils over into rage?

      That is why I encourage—I implore—this august body to make Endor’s reconstruction a prime objective. It will take time—years, perhaps decades. Remember, we are essentially starting at year 0 and must rebuild from the ground up. The Imperial occupation and subsequent postwar neglect has nurtured an entire generation of Ewoks on chaotic conflict. This must be reversed. We must engage with Endor long enough to train up an entirely new generation whose formative years are anchored in peace and stability. That stability can only be accomplished by an army of aid workers. Every security detachment must be matched by an equal, if not larger, force of doctors, engineers, and ethnoecologists just to name a few. They must be dedicated, highly trained, and deeply, deeply sensitive to the cultural peculiarities of their host planet. Never forget: we are rebuilding Endor, not re-creating Naboo. We must work within their ancient society in order to repair it. We must tread the razor blade’s width between the twin dangers of hostility and dependency. Lack of societal awareness, no matter how well intentioned, will place us in the role of foreign occupier. Likewise, bottomless charity further erodes the system we seek to save. We must not help the Ewoks but rather help them to help themselves. In doing so, we must practice the strictest strategic flexibility. We cannot be afraid to replace failed programs and always consider contingency plans. The kind of fluid thinking that Captain Solo took to navigate an asteroid field is exactly what is needed here. That and a great deal of money.

      Healing Endor will be expensive. It may require cuts to other programs throughout the Republic. It might even require additional taxes on our citizens. Some of those citizens will grumble. Some will openly resist. They may ask—demand—why their hard-earned credits are siphoned off to a faraway land they have never seen to help strange foreign creatures they have never met. We must be brave and honest when dealing with this backlash. We must educate our citizens about the role Endor played in our fight for freedom. We must admit our mistakes at that fight’s end. We must explain to them, as I explain to you, the dangers of neglecting a former ally. Of course I understand that many worlds have been devastated by decades of Imperial rule. And as an orphan of a destroyed planet, of course I can sympathize with the plight of those tasked with re-fusing the shards of a shattered Republic. But while we debate on the future of Jedha refugees and Kashyyyk’s Truth and Reconciliation Courts, I urge you to consider the crossroads between empathy and security. Make no mistake, my friends, those roads converge on Endor. We must win peace today to avert war tomorrow.
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      The Jedi and the Senate

      Jim Golby

      Jedi guard themselves, they cannot. Try, they may, but fail, they will.

      When the Galactic Empire rose from the ashes of the Republic after more than one thousand years of democratic rule, many Rebels focused their blame on Anakin Skywalker and his betrayal of the Jedi. Yet this simplistic story ignores the much deeper structural and institutional flaws that undermined civilian control of the Jedi Order. While there is no doubt that Skywalker is at least partially culpable for the fall of the Republic, it nevertheless remains the case that the system of civilian control—based on the Senate’s granting of complete autonomy to the Jedi Council in matters of personnel policies, professional education, and strategy—was ultimately doomed to destroy the very system the Jedi Order was designed to protect.1

      The Jedi Order, like all large organizations, was only as good as the sentient beings who inhabited its ranks. Unfortunately, elitist Jedi and their sheltered professional military education system were bound to create a warrior caste of arrogant and entitled polymaths who resented the very life forms they were sworn to protect.

      The Jedi accession system was largely hereditary, drawing a small pool of recruits exclusively from families predisposed to high midi-chlorian counts. As a result, the inhabitants of many solar systems were drastically underrepresented among the Jedi, and some species were completely excluded from the Jedi Order, with no hope of joining the ever-shrinking ranks of this elitist organization. This exclusivity, combined with distinctive Jedi attire and impressive lightsabers, helped set the Jedi apart from other life-forms in the galaxy and created a mystique around the Jedi. It also drove unprecedented levels of confidence in the Jedi Knights, demonstrated consistently by the nearly complete deference shown to the Jedi in public, and decreased public scrutiny of the Jedi Council. Many sentient beings simply had little or no direct contact with the Jedi. Since they did not understand the Jedi, many citizens of the Republic no longer felt qualified to criticize even obvious strategic or ethical failures committed by the knights. And since the Jedi were seldom questioned by the public or the Senate, they too began to believe that their actions shouldn’t be questioned and grew increasingly irritated and incensed on the rare occasions when they were.

      This sense of Jedi entitlement was exacerbated by a sheltered professional education system that separated Jedi candidates from their families at a very young age and indoctrinated them in the ways of the Force. As young padawan learners, aspiring Jedi were sequestered from other life-forms and constantly reminded of how unique they were and how they were among only a small percentage of citizens in the Republic who could even hope to become part of the elite order of Jedi. Although they often traveled on missions to the farthest reaches of the galaxy during their training, they were held at arm’s length from the general population. They observed but did not interact with—or learn to appreciate, understand, or respect—the diverse cultures and citizenry of the Republic spread throughout the far corners of the galaxy. And since Jedi themselves came from traditional Jedi families, over time they became more and more detached from the Republic itself.

      Jedi attempts to become apolitical and completely unbiased were also ultimately self-defeating. The Jedi were instructed to be selfless, detached, and altruistic. However, their lack of real and enduring relationships with members of other species, combined with the belief that the Jedi Code was not something to which most life-forms in the galaxy could even aspire, caused these humble servants to begin to believe that they were morally and ethically superior to other, more primitive species. Comments like Obi-Wan Kenobi’s sarcastic question upon meeting the Gungan Jar Jar Binks, “Why do I sense that we’ve picked up another pathetic life-form?” sadly had become commonplace among the Jedi. By the time they completed their training, most Jedi had developed the belief that they were better and morally superior to the citizens of the Republic they served. In fact, this sense of arrogance and entitlement was impossible to deny. As even Master Yoda admitted upon hearing Kenobi’s complaints about young Anakin Skywalker’s lack of humility, “Arrogance is a flaw more and more common among Jedi. Too sure of themselves, they are. Even the older, more experienced ones.”

      The ethical foundations of the Jedi professional education system also rested primarily on the belief that the Jedi, in fact, could subvert their desires and passions to achieve a state of total emotional detachment. Yet while the attempt to master one’s emotions and to subvert one’s own desires was a laudable goal, Jedi often believed that self-abnegation was a challenge they had overcome rather than a continual—and perhaps ultimately impossible—process. This failure to recognize the ways their emotions, biases, and parochial interests could cloud their own judgment would have devastating consequences. The belief among a small yet misguided band of heterodox Jedi that the Jedi could never fully escape their own passions led to the establishment of the Order of the Sith and the rise of the dark side of the Force, the greatest threat the Republic would ever see. Although remaining Jedi rightly criticized the lust for power and eternal life sought by these dissident Sith, they also failed to recognize that they had not, in fact, achieved the unbiased state of complete selflessness that they believed they had. The Jedi Knights’ failure to subvert their own emotions and desires was evident on many occasions, particularly in Qui-Gon Jinn’s emotional deathbed plea, during which he begged his former padawan Obi-Wan Kenobi to promise to train young Anakin Skywalker. Neither Jinn’s request nor Kenobi’s loyal pledge to his master was even remotely rational, detached, or bereft of passion and emotion. As a result, Jinn’s prideful belief that Anakin would bring balance to the Force began a chain of events that would lead to the emergence of Darth Vader and the death of millions.

      Jedi arrogance and entitlement also led to Jedi suspicion of—and disregard for—political leaders themselves. Obi-Wan Kenobi and Qui-Gon Jinn both repeatedly and openly expressed their disdain for politicians and admonished Anakin Skywalker that Padme Amidala and other members of the Senate were “not to be trusted.” This lack of trust in political leaders is difficult to understand given the limited interactions between the Jedi Council and the Senate and the immense autonomy granted by the latter to the former in all matters of strategy. Yet Jedi increasingly became more and more willing to pursue their own interests while asserting impartiality and hiding behind their claims of expertise and knowledge of the Force.

      It is true that the Jedi developed a knowledge of the Force that allowed them to wield amazing telekinetic powers and unparalleled skill with lightsabers. Yet the Jedi Council failed to recognize the limits of their expertise, ignored the prevalence of uncertainty on galactic battlefields, and underestimated the ability of Sith adversaries to adapt to Jedi tactics and strategies. As a result, the Jedi were completely surprised and unprepared for the rise of the Sith on multiple occasions, most notably at the start of the Clone Wars.

      In fact, even in the face of compelling evidence that the Sith had returned—when Qui-Gon Jinn encountered Darth Maul—Mace Windu and Master Yoda were unwilling to recognize that there might be limits to their expertise, with Windu asserting, “The Sith would not have returned without us sensing it.” After the creation of the Clone Army finally forced the Jedi Council to recognize their tragic mistake, Master Yoda nevertheless refused Windu’s plea to “inform the Senate that our ability to use the Force has diminished.” Rather than notifying their elected civilian leaders of the immense vulnerabilities in the Republic’s defenses with enough time to develop alternative options to counter the growing threat, the Jedi instead tried to take matters into their own hands and actively avoided political control. Mace Windu led a small group of Jedi in a failed attempt to remove Chancellor Sheev Palpatine and, when faced with a decision of whether to arrest his adversary or serve as his judge and executioner, chose to ignore the rule of law. It was at this moment when Palpatine manipulated Anakin’s passions and Darth Vader was born. Yet it is telling that—when faced with a true crisis—the Jedi trusted only themselves.

      While this was clearly the most extreme case, it was not the only time the Jedi revealed that they did not believe in the system they were sworn to defend and instead pursued their own goals in the face of conflicting civilian goals. During the Republic’s most trying times, Jedi could often be counted on to pursue their own personal battles or parochial interests rather than answer the call to defend the citizens of the Republic. During the darkest hours of the Republic, both Master Yoda and Obi-Wan Kenobi were derelict in their duty and went into self-imposed exile for decades. Similarly, before the Battle of Endor, Luke Skywalker also offered himself up as a prisoner so he could attend to Jedi business—settling a personal vendetta with his father in a lightsaber fight that was operationally and strategically irrelevant to the ongoing conflict. Yet these Jedi were too easily able to rationalize and reconcile their selfish, personal actions with the ideals of the Jedi Code. Whereas the Sith believed they could master the power of their passions, the Jedi fooled themselves into believing that they had subverted their desires when, in fact, they had not and could not. As a result, Jedi delusions that they were unbiased and apolitical frequently put the strategic and political goals of the Republic, and later the Rebellion, at great risk.

      The system of civilian control in the Republic relied entirely on an implicit bargain that as long as the Senate granted the Jedi autonomy, the Jedi would develop expertise that they would use to advance the interests of the Republic. However, this system relied entirely on the ability of the Jedi to police themselves and to willingly use their expertise and abilities only to advance the interests of the Republic. Yet as we have seen, Jedi arrogance and self-righteousness often caused the Jedi to conflate their legitimate expertise with their own interests or political preferences. Growing Jedi pride and entitlement, combined with a lack of scrutiny by the public, would have been an extremely difficult challenge to overcome even in the best system. Yet the Galactic Republic had no discernable structures or institutions with which to direct, monitor, or discipline Jedi attempts to pursue their own preferences when they came into conflict with those of the Senate or the Republic itself. And in cases where Republican and Jedi preferences diverged, the Senate simply had no tools with which to control the Jedi.

      For a while, the Jedi Code had provided a way for the Jedi to discipline themselves; but as each generation of Jedi became more detached from the galaxy than the last, the code began to falter in practice. Jedi lies, such as “there is nothing to see here” or “these are not the droids you are looking for,” became increasingly prevalent. The Jedi Knights also began to use their infamous mind tricks to violate individual sovereignty and force other life-forms to act against their will. Additionally, they frequently began to claim “Jedi business” backed by the threat of a lightsaber, to take whatever they wanted, or to escape responsibility for the destruction they left in their wake. With no one willing or able to question them but themselves, Jedi discipline began to wane. Since Jedi operated in small, independent teams spread throughout the galaxy, it became increasingly difficult for Jedi to call their brothers or sisters to account, especially when they were exposed to risks that other citizens of the Republic simply did not and could not understand.

      In the face of slipping Jedi discipline, the Senate also lacked any real ways to shape Jedi behavior or punish Jedi disobedience or noncompliance with Senate directives. Political leaders had granted total control over Jedi recruiting, education, and personnel policies to the Jedi Council. They had also relinquished any control over the appointment of Jedi knights or membership on the Jedi Council itself. In the face of Jedi complaints about senatorial meddling in Jedi business, the Senate eventually backed off its responsibility to dictate legal standards of service, instead allowing the Jedi Council full authority to set and enforce its own rules. And since the Jedi formally shunned material belongings, despite living in ostentatious quarters and acquiring anything they needed or desired through the use of Jedi mind tricks or appeal to necessity and their lofty reputation, the Senate lacked any means to incentivize Jedi compliance with civilian directives.

      As a result, over time, Jedi personal and parochial interests inevitably began to overtake the interests of other life-forms in the galaxy. Jedi arrogance, entitlement, and overconfidence often meant that Jedi did not realize that their expert judgments were clouded by their own personal and parochial interests. Moreover, the lack of structural and institutional checks at the Senate’s disposal left its members with little influence over the Jedi. The best they could hope for was that the Jedi understood the Republic and respected all its life-forms so much that they would subordinate their own desires and interests for the greater good.

      Yet therein lies the lesson of the Jedi and the state. At moments of great crisis, the galactic system could only rely on the benevolence of individuals with immense power. Although the Jedi may have been the best and the brightest the Republic had to offer, there were no institutions or structures in place that would allow the Senate to check or control the Jedi. And there were no mechanisms to ensure that Jedi preferences and expertise remained subordinate to and integrated with the policies and political realities of the Senate. As exemplified by the passions and selfishness of Kenobi and both Skywalkers, even the best men and women cannot be counted on to pursue the greater good when faced with a choice between their own interests and the interests of many. And even if they can do so in some exceptional cases, such a system can only be tested for so long before human frailty will again place it at risk. Anakin Skywalker may have been the proximate cause of the fall of the Republic, but it was only a matter of time before another Jedi would have failed a similar test. Jedi autonomy and expertise came with significant risk, and there were simply no institutions or structures that political leaders in the Senate could use to guard the galaxy from the Jedi themselves.

      Although the Jedi lived long ago in a galaxy far, far away, the failure of civil-military relations in the Star Wars universe remains relevant today. Political leaders in the United States undoubtedly have stronger institutions and mechanisms by which they can exercise control over military leaders, and the system of civilian control enshrined in the U.S. Constitution that has been refined through statute and tradition remains truly exceptional.2 This system has weathered many crises and survived despite some challenging military and civilian personalities.

      Yet even the most exceptional systems cannot maintain themselves, and there are some causes for concern in U.S. civil-military relations that the lessons of Star Wars might help illuminate. Similar to the Jedi, the United States’ all-volunteer force is becoming smaller, more insular, and increasingly detached from American society.3 In a large and diverse republic, these trends are understandable, and perhaps even inevitable, especially during an extended period without a major-power war or mass mobilization.4 Throughout U.S. history, however, civil-military relations have been marked by a deep civilian skepticism of military leaders and institutions, allowing the public and its political representatives to exercise effective—though sometimes uncomfortable—civilian control over the military’s personnel policies, professional education system, and role in the advisory process. Yet this skepticism has begun to break down in recent years. As it did with the Jedi, increasing public confidence in the armed forces and a lack of familiarity with the military over time could erode public willingness—and consequently decrease the incentives for political leaders—to question military leaders and force them to adhere to civilian policy guidance.5 When we place Jedi knights or modern U.S. generals and admirals on a pedestal on which they cannot be questioned, it becomes extremely difficult to maintain the political primacy and civil-military integration necessary to make successful strategy.6

      At the same time, if a creeping sense of arrogance or entitlement takes hold among military leaders or in the ranks of the armed forces following fifteen years of war, it could lead to a military similar to that of the Jedi—one that doesn’t recognize the limits of its own expertise and begins to put its own parochial interests ahead of the society it serves, perhaps without even recognizing that it is doing so. U.S. military leaders today must also avoid the temptation to reinforce the impression that they are at the center of the galaxy or that those in the military are the only Americans who serve or sacrifice.7 While we should not expect today’s military leaders to be able to achieve the unbiased emotional detachment that even the Jedi could not, they can do more to recognize their own biases, be transparent in dealing with political leaders, and subordinate themselves to civilian control.

      The American Republic has a set of institutions that are far more suited to maintaining civilian control over the military than the Galactic Republic ever had to control the Jedi. In fact, Senate influence over senior Jedi appointments—combined with statutory authorities, the power of the purse, and clearer lines of command responsibility along with the constitutional power of civilian oversight—might have even been enough to keep the Jedi Council firmly under the Senate’s control. Nevertheless, absent a willingness among political leaders and the American public to question the military and a commitment by military leaders to integrate military expertise with political guidance, all the institutions in the galaxy will not prevent the United States from meeting the fate of the Jedi and the Galactic Senate. Exceptional generals—Marshalls or Eisenhowers, Powells or Schwarzkopfs, McMasters or Mattises—may be able to show restraint or demonstrate remarkable leadership during a rare crisis. But without strong institutions to implement civilian control and a commitment by civilian policy makers to question the military and its leaders, eventually our own Vader will come along and our republic would be lost.

      
      Notes
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      Distant Warriors

      Are Clones and Troops Too Separate from the Societies They Serve?

      Crispin J. Burke

      On thousands of far-flung worlds throughout a galaxy far, far away, clone troopers are the face of the Republic. Much closer to home, the 2.4 million men and women of the U.S. armed forces serve in nearly 150 countries across the globe.1 As the Clone Wars raged on screens both large and small, hundreds of thousands of U.S. service members fought in Iraq and Afghanistan—together, the longest period of sustained war in U.S. history.

      Of course, U.S. service members aren’t clones. Those fictitious soldiers were bred in a laboratory and trained specifically and solely for combat from birth; the United States’ armed forces are made up of millions of volunteer troops. But despite this fundamental difference, there’s much that the clones and the modern U.S. military have in common, including one particularly noteworthy feature: they represent just a small portion of the population and are charged with waging remote wars on behalf of a society that often seems to barely know they exist. With war largely outsourced to a separate warrior class, what does this say for civil-military relations in both galaxies, and how can the lessons of the Clone Wars inform efforts to reduce a real and growing civil-military divide in the United States?

      
        Clones can think creatively; you will find them immensely superior to droids.

        Taun We, Attack of the Clones

      

      Clad in identical body armor, helmets, and dark eyeglasses, U.S. troops might look like clones at first glance. But looks are deceiving. The U.S. military is a diverse group of men and women from across the country, performing thousands of jobs across the five distinct services. But despite the homogeneity suggested by their name, even the clones couldn’t resist the need to specialize, with dozens of clone trooper variants trained for every imaginable climate and special mission. And like their U.S. military counterparts, each clone trooper is more than just a serial number—they sport unique tattoos and hairstyles and even adopt their own monikers. Most importantly, they have their own individual quirks and talents—a fact that gives them considerable advantages on the battlefield over their droid adversaries.

      But clones’ diversity does have its limits; all of them, for example, share the same genetic material. By contrast, U.S. service members come from every conceivable social and economic background. The racial makeup of today’s military generally replicates that of the U.S. population.2 And contrary to popular stereotypes, U.S. troops come from predominantly middle-class neighborhoods—poorer Americans are underrepresented, largely because the military generally precludes recruiting those with criminal backgrounds, high school dropouts, and the medically unfit.3 Although those standards might not sound like they match a genetically modified supersoldier like Jango Fett, they’re high enough that less than a quarter of Americans between the ages of seventeen and twenty-four meet them.4

      Clones may grow on Kamino, but U.S. troops don’t. It takes battalions of recruiters to bring in nearly two hundred thousand qualified service members every year and meet the needs of the five branches of the armed forces, active duty and reserves.5 And maintaining the all-volunteer force requires more than just recruiting the right people; it also means keeping them in uniform for years, even decades. In many ways, this retention is even more important than initial recruitment. After all, only maintaining a certain number of career soldiers can ensure mastery of the U.S. military’s arsenal of high-tech equipment.

      Shortly after abolishing the draft in 1973, the Defense Department realized it needed to offer better pay and benefits if it wanted to attract and keep the best and the brightest troops. In the early 1980s, Congress boosted military pay and offered generous educational benefits, including the Montgomery GI Bill. As a result, the number of troops who volunteered to serve a full twenty-year career increased nearly sixfold between the draftee era and that of the all-volunteer force. More importantly, the services quickly began to attract recruits who were better educated, more disciplined, and less likely to desert.6

      But preserving the all-volunteer force became exceedingly difficult during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Whereas the Republic could simply snap its fingers and grow a new battalion of clones, the U.S. Army was nearly stretched to the limit by the requirement to field an additional twenty-five thousand soldiers to support the 2007 Iraq troop surge.

      Ultimately, the U.S. Army could only keep up with the relentless pace of the war by adding nearly eighty thousand soldiers to its ranks in the course of just a few years.7 Doing so, however, inevitably forced the U.S. Army to lower recruiting standards; prevent leaders from booting out poorly performing soldiers; and most controversially, institute a backdoor draft through a policy called “stop-loss.” By 2010 the signs of stress on the force were apparent, with the military reeling from spikes in high-risk behavior—including drug and alcohol abuse—divorce, and suicide rates.8

      The Clone Wars last for about three years in the Star Wars universe, with many clones serving in constant combat. But as viewers, we see little of how years of war wear on the clones individually or the consequent stress on the Clone Army as a whole. Would the clones turn to alcohol abuse, drug use, and suicide? Would the Republic, in a rush to press more clones into service quickly, cut corners and grow less capable clones? Where do badly wounded clone troopers go for long-term medical care, and how do civilian political authorities manage the need to plan for and provide such care?

      
        [The success of the all-volunteer force] has come at significant cost. Above all, the human cost, for the troops and their families. But also cultural, social, and financial costs in terms of the relationship between those in uniform and the wider society they have sworn to protect.

        Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, September 29, 2010

      

      In both the Star Wars galaxy and modern America, the public outsources the dirty business of warfighting to a separate warrior class. In Star Wars it’s the clones; born, bred, and educated on a planet not even in the Jedi Archives, the clones fight a war that’s largely out of sight and out of mind for the average Republic citizen. Closer to home, the all-volunteer force of the U.S. military serves in every corner of the globe, working on behalf of a public to which its connection seems worryingly tenuous.

      Nearly half of all troops are stationed in just a handful of states, with most based in sparsely populated areas where troops have room to drive tanks, fly fighter jets, and fire heavy artillery without waking the neighbors.9 Not to mention, over two hundred thousand service members currently serve outside the United States, with over fifty thousand more in Alaska and Hawaii.10 Add in the long hours, frequent field exercises, and back-to-back deployments, and you quickly see a military physically separated from the U.S. public.

      But this separation is not a one-way dynamic. The American public, likewise, is just as detached from the military. The war in Afghanistan is the longest in American history, but it’s largely neglected by Americans. Over five hundred American troops died in Afghanistan during 2010, the highest annual total of the war.11 Yet just one in six Americans reported following the war closely that year.12

      The war in Afghanistan is even less popular than the war in Vietnam—typically considered the touchstone of societal disapproval—with just 17 percent of Americans approving.13 Yet there has been no widespread, demonstrative opposition to the war in Afghanistan on the scale seen during the Vietnam War, or even Afghanistan’s contemporary conflict in Iraq. Early opposition to both post-9/11 wars reached a crescendo in 2007 before subsiding almost completely by the end of 2008, suggesting they might have been little more than a wedge issue for partisan politics. Most Americans have chosen to completely tune out military affairs.

      On one hand, it’s a credit to the military that civilians don’t think about it often. After all, some days, the government seems to barely function, but the U.S. military just works. Civilian control of the military, however, relies on an informed public voting for informed leaders—and surveys suggest the public is growing more disinterested and misinformed regarding the military.

      Americans offer their opinions on nearly every political issue; but when it comes to military matters, they’re unusually silent. When asked about issues ranging from women in combat to military pay, a surprising number of Americans respond that they don’t know enough to offer an opinion—even as the military becomes the go-to solution for everything from Ebola to ISIS.14

      The overwhelming majority of both service members and civilians believe the public does not understand the problems faced by U.S. men and women in uniform. But while fewer Americans serve in the military than ever before, the American public fails to see the burden borne by the United States’ troops as unfair; an overwhelming majority of Americans view this as just “part of being in the military.”15

      The clones have it worse. The Republic has not just figuratively but literally outsourced the entire Clone Wars to them. In the Star Wars universe, we rarely even see clones mingling with Republic citizens. Those rare few who wind up stationed on Coruscant, the galaxy’s capital planet, congregate among one another at bars almost exclusively tailored for clones. Born and bred a world apart, the clones just don’t understand nonclones, and it seems that feeling is mutual.

      
        Clone Trooper Fives: I do know that some day this war is going to end.

        Clone Captain Rex: Then what? We’re soldiers, what happens to us then?

        “Carnage of Krell,” Clone Wars

      

      We don’t see much from the clones after the Clone Wars, so we don’t know how, or even if, the clones return to reintegrate with society. We can assume that a handful live to survive the wars, but what then? Growth acceleration means that the clones won’t survive long after retirement, even if they lived that long. Not to mention, the average clone trooper, raised for nothing but combat since birth, doesn’t have many employment opportunities. It’s safe to say that following the war, the Galactic Empire is more focused on building space-based superlasers than benefits programs for clone veterans.

      While U.S. service members don’t have it as bad as the clones, many feel out of place after leaving the military. Nearly half of post-9/11 veterans report difficulty reintegrating into civilian life, double the rate of troops in the Vietnam era.16 Soldiers feel an obligation to look out for one another, but veterans lose that support system when they leave the service, leaving many to experience feelings of helplessness and a lack of purpose.

      Veterans face real struggles upon leaving the military, but the greatest obstacles are negative stereotypes of them. Civilians believe that veterans are more likely than the average American to have mental health issues (including post-traumatic stress), die by suicide, and be homeless—all of which are false. Yet the popular stereotype of the veteran made crazy by war persists, deterring would-be employers from hiring vets.

      Fortunately, U.S. veterans, by and large, have overcome the stereotypes. By nearly every conceivable metric, veterans lead happier and more fulfilling lives than most Americans—and certainly much better than those of the clones.17

      The clones aren’t the only soldiers to do thankless work in oft-forgotten regions. Neither are today’s troops. Underappreciated volunteers throughout history have long borne the burden of their government with too little thanks from the people they served. Rudyard Kipling’s 1890 poem “Tommy” gives voice to this seemingly timeless experience:

      
        You talk o’ better food for us, an’ schools, an’ fires, an’ all:

        We’ll wait for extry rations if you treat us rational. . . .

        For it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Chuck him out, the brute!”

        But it’s “Saviour of ’is country” when the guns begin to shoot;

      

      Indeed, soldiers from Rome to Rodia know all too well the thankless work done on behalf of a disinterested republic. Fortunately, while clone troops might have helped usher in a military dictatorship, the U.S. military has never been put in such a position—perhaps a testament to its strong tradition of political neutrality. That, indeed, may be the most important difference between the civil-military split in our galaxy and in one far, far away.
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      On Destroying Alderaan

      Mick Cook

      “No star system will dare oppose the Emperor now . . . not after we demonstrate the power of this station.”

      With these words, Grand Moff Tarkin explained to Princess Leia the strategic logic of his decision to destroy the planet of Alderaan with the newly unveiled Death Star. It was a move intended to send a message to the Rebellion: capitulate or face certain and total annihilation. Tarkin’s decision was proven unwise, both militarily and personally—it ultimately contributed to the Death Star’s destruction itself, an event in which he would die. But it also offers an illuminating incident through which to examine two aspects of strategic decision making: the moral component of war—in particular the tenets of just war theory—and the criticality of considering long-term ramifications of using new and destructive weapons.

      It might credibly be argued that Tarkin’s destruction of Alderaan was as much an act of vengeful malice as it was a means of establishing a strategy of deterrence across the galaxy, as he claimed. There was limited military benefit to be achieved from the destruction of a planet that he recognized was not used as a base by the Rebel Alliance.

      What Tarkin evidently failed to understand was that Alderaan’s destruction would strengthen the very Rebel force he was seeking to destroy, both politically and morally. Tarkin’s failure to fully consider the implications of his decision echoes the difficulty that real-world political and military leaders face in properly taking into consideration an array of complex factors when weighing whether and how to use newly introduced technologies, often of significantly increased lethality. This has been true throughout the history of modern warfare—from the dawn of the nuclear age through to the cyber era.

      Before returning to an assessment of the practical, military logic of the strike against Alderaan, considering the decision alongside that of targeting Hiroshima and Nagasaki with nuclear weapons offers a useful means of conceptualizing just war theory. These comparative cases—one from a galaxy far, far away and the other from here on Earth—also illustrate how the application of a new weapon without full consideration of its practical employment can not only backfire politically but also cede the moral high ground to an opponent.

      There is no doubt that Alderaan was not a legitimate military target when measured against the criteria of just war theory. It is possible that Princess Leia’s claim that the Rebel base was elsewhere could, of course, have been a deliberate deception; however, Tarkin gave no indication that he believed this to be the case. This implicit acknowledgement left Alderaan devoid of any military value. Still, could the strike be deemed an appropriate military action? Three basic tenets of just war theory should be considered to answer this question: distinction, proportionality, and necessity.

      The tenet of distinction requires the target to be identified as an enemy combatant—a mechanism aimed solely at reducing the likelihood of noncombatant casualties. The tenet of proportionality requires the military response to be proportionate to the threat. In essence, this means that a nuclear weapon should not be used to engage a squad of infantry in an ambush position in the jungle. The nuclear weapon would no doubt remove the threat of ambush, but the response is far greater than that required to achieve this effect and far more severe than any damage that the ambush itself could cause. The final tenet, necessity, requires the act to be necessary to the achievement of the military objective. This prevents the undue loss of life from the engagement of enemy forces that cease to be a threat to the mission.

      The strike clearly did not meet the distinction standard. This is made clear after Tarkin informs Leia that Alderaan will be destroyed because she has refused to divulge the star system where the Rebel base is located. “You would prefer another target, a military target? Then name the system!” Tarkin’s failure to comply with this tenet is obvious. But what of the other two?

      Tarkin, as a regional governor, sought to deter other systems and planets from supporting the Rebels. Even after learning that the Rebel base was on Dantooine, Tarkin sticks to his decision to strike Alderaan because of its proximity to other planetary systems. “Dantooine is too remote,” he says, “to make an effective demonstration.” It is clear, then, that the target value of Alderaan was as an example. Tarkin, presumably, can only link a single individual from Alderaan to the Rebellion—Leia. Yet he chooses to destroy millions of innocent lives as well as the planet they inhabit to punish that single individual. Proportionate? Hardly.

      Finally, there is the question of necessity. Tarkin’s threat to destroy Alderaan had worked to persuade Leia to provide the information he required. Again, there is the real likelihood that Leia might be lying in an effort to safeguard both the Rebellion and her home planet. But Tarkin’s response to the newly divulged information (“Don’t worry,” he tells Leia, “we will deal with your Rebel friends soon enough”) suggests that he does in fact believe that Alderaan is not home to the Rebel base. As such, beyond demonstrating the ruthlessness with which the new weapon of mass destruction was to be employed, he also acknowledges that the strike is of no military necessity.

      So how does the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki compare? President Harry Truman’s decision to drop the atomic bombs was taken to shorten a war that had already cost millions of lives and was predicted to continue for several months or even years.1 From an Allied perspective, the decision to use weapons of mass destruction would cause deaths heretofore unseen as a result of a single weapon but would reduce the overall cost of the war in terms of human suffering.2 The two cities were chosen to reduce the total number of casualties, yet both also put pressure on and preserved the national leadership of Japan, thus enabling capitulation. Still, it is difficult to clearly conclude that the targeting of Hiroshima and Nagasaki satisfied the distinction tenet of the just war theory. The cities’ population may have been supportive of the war and involved in the industries that directly supported the war effort, but they remained noncombatants.

      To assess the proportionality of the strike on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the bombs’ destruction needs to be measured against the assessment of expected future war casualties made by the Truman administration. In the decision makers’ minds, they were preventing the war from continuing to rage across Asia and the greater Pacific region, although the latter was almost completely liberated from Japanese control by this stage. If the war continued in the way it was being fought, Truman’s team estimated that millions more would suffer or die. By choosing the perceived lesser of the two evils—destroying two cities, with an estimate that 80,000 to 150,000 Japanese citizens would be killed—these future deaths would be prevented.3 Immensely destructive, yes, but also arguably proportionate.

      The final tenet of necessity is measured based on the bombing’s success in achieving the military and political objective of Truman’s strategy. Truman’s overarching objective was to end the war with Japan as quickly as possible with as few casualties as possible. The use of this immensely destructive weapon was assessed as the method most likely to achieve this objective in the most efficient manner (i.e., with the fewest casualties). More specifically, Truman sought to highlight to Japan that if it continued to fight a total war, it would place its survival as a state in jeopardy. In this sense, the strikes on Hiroshima and Nagasaki could broadly be deemed as meeting that criteria. Although the possibly unforeseen consequences of the radioactive fallout from the explosions highlight that technological advances in war are often employed well before the full repercussions of such a decision are understood, the bombing ultimately conforms to the necessity tenet.

      The destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, then, generally did not meet the distinction tenet and generally (although not without ambiguity) did meet the proportionality and necessity tenets—overall, it might be concluded that, all things considered, the decision was ultimately in accordance with just war theory, but just barely. The destruction of Alderaan by a weapon of mass destruction belonging to the Empire, of which the planet was a part, on the other hand, doesn’t meet any of the criteria. However, despite this difference in terms of justice, both the strike against Alderaan and those against Hiroshima and Nagasaki highlight a trend evident throughout human history: that great powers will take risks, particularly with great leaps in military technology, to meet their objectives. This utilitarian mindset—the ends justify the means—can blind those wielding power from seeing the likely consequences of their actions, intended or not. With that fact in mind, it’s equally important to consider the practical, strategic logic of the strike against Alderaan—separate from moral or ethical considerations.

      Not long after the destruction of Alderaan, we witness the ultimate fate of the Death Star; Tarkin and his lackeys die in a fireball after the Rebel forces launch a concerted attack aimed at a specific weakness in the weapon. In two ways, Tarkin’s decision to target Alderaan can be shown to have led directly to the new weapon’s destruction. First, Tarkin sought to demonstrate the Death Star’s destructive capability to encourage submission; instead, this made it a target for the Rebellion’s leaders, who knew the Rebels could not withstand its power once it was turned directly against them. Second, the Rebels were able to destroy the Death Star because the station’s weaknesses were not fully understood by those wielding its power before putting it to use.

      These facts lead to rigorous questioning of Tarkin’s strategic decision making. Essentially, by choosing to destroy Alderaan with a new weapon whose destructive power was previously unknown to his opponents, Tarkin effectively created a new vulnerability—that the Death Star would become the target of attack itself. This too has echoes in the real world, this time in the cyber domain.

      Operation Olympic Games is the name widely used by the media to refer to the operation that launched the first serious state-versus-state offensive cyberattack.4 It was the advent of a new way of warfare. The operation’s goal was to set back the Iranian nuclear-enrichment program. The weapon, the Stuxnet computer virus, was designed not only to damage the centrifuges Iran used in its enrichment efforts but also to hide from the centrifuge operators that there was anything amiss.5 The worm virus was introduced into the closed networks through the laptops and personal electronic devices of civilian scientists working on the program. Once it was embedded in the supervisory-control and data-acquisition programs, it began to do its damage, while reporting to the system administrators that the system was performing without any issues. The employment of this new weapon was, based on the assessed aim, successful; however, the unintended consequence was that this new weapon was now also in an adversary’s hands (and due to a bug in the virus’s code that let it spread beyond the enrichment facility, in the hands of the wider public as well). In short, the target of the operation, or another potential adversary, could reverse engineer the weapon, strengthen their defenses, or even use it for their own ends.

      The parallel between the Death Star and the Stuxnet virus is not technological; rather, it is in the failure to identify the consequences of using the weapon in the first place. The destruction of the Death Star after its use against Alderaan was not simply a matter of the Rebels destroying a key weapon system. It was an example of Rebels removing the means with which the Empire intended to implement its new strategy of deterrence. The Rebel forces could, essentially, respond in kind to the destruction of Alderaan and score both a moral victory by avenging innocent lives lost and a political one by undermining the Empire’s new strategy. The employment of Stuxnet opened a discussion of the moral ambiguity of cyberweapons and endowed the target with the potential ability to re-create its capabilities, a possibility somewhat akin to how the Rebel destruction of the Death Star mirrored the destruction of Alderaan, on a smaller scale.6 In each case, a new weapon’s user had achieved tactical and operational goals, but with a strategy that did not account for second- and third-order effects.

      So in addition to being inconsistent with the tenets of just war theory, Grand Moff Tarkin’s decision to destroy Alderaan also had devastating practical implications. Contemporary strategists rightfully give deep consideration to the ethical implications of various courses of action under consideration. But what Tarkin’s actions—and the decisions to drop atomic bombs on Japanese cities and to employ a cyberweapon against the Iranian nuclear program—make clear is that considering only the direct effects and the morality of a decision to employ a new and powerful capability are not enough. Employing a weapon that is not fully understood is bound to have deep and significant consequences. Only by pairing an accurate assessment of the justness of an action with a detailed understanding of all potential military and political consequences can effective strategy be found. This is the lesson of Alderaan.
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      Civil-Military Relationships in Star Wars

      Daniel D. Maurer

      
        Science fiction sets out not so much to explore the possibilities of the future as to comment on the crises that it sees imminent in contemporary life.

        Christopher Coker, Can War Be Eliminated?

      

      With each Star Wars episode’s famous opening line—“A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away . . .”—viewers are invited to witness a drama whose iconic characters display the same fundamental menu of fears, ambitions, motives, and loyalties shared by actors throughout the great conflicts of history, both recent and ancient.1 The themes of Star Wars—ego, power, sin, corruption, loyalty, choosing sides, rebelling against tyrannical authority, love for one’s brothers-in-arms, accountability for crimes, faith in a power greater than one’s natural abilities and intellect can imagine, and hope that the light will overcome the dark in the end—are universal and timeless, as applicable to us as they are to Wookiees and Ewoks, or Hamlet and Henry V.

      These themes make compelling story lines that are, at once, fantastic and stingingly accurate. Star Wars, then, has a similar value to the contemporary reading of Thucydides and Shakespeare. War, as philosopher Christopher Coker puts it, is part of our cultural and biological heritage; regardless of the character of the conflict, war itself is “resilient.”2 As a necessary corollary to this presumption, the often-ugly and often-misunderstood relationship between the political leadership that governs, attempting to determine the shape and results of these affairs, and the military arm that employs the use of force to meet those strategic ends will always be one factor (among many) that defines outcomes. This is what we mean by “strategic civil-military relationships.” Samuel Huntington, Peter Feaver, and other scholars in history and political science have much—but not all there is—to say about this subject. Star Wars, if we watch closely enough, can introduce us to this subject as well as any historical vignette.

      Sith’ing the Evidence

      The original trilogy contains several passages rich in their illustration of enduring civil-military relationship themes. The iconic scene at the end of Episode V—The Empire Strikes Back is one of them. When Darth Vader duels Luke Skywalker inside the bowels of the Cloud City, cuts off his hand, and tells Luke that he is his father, Vader then offers him salvation. “Luke, you do not yet realize your importance,” Vader tells him. “You’ve only begun to discover your power. . . . Join me, and together, we can rule the galaxy as father and son!”

      Vader, it seems, was dissatisfied with his own mere apprenticeship to the Emperor. He desired ultimate sovereign power for himself and suggested a deal with a leader of the Rebel Alliance to switch sides and participate in a coup d’etat that would stamp out the war, not incite more of it.3 Later, in Episode VI—Return of the Jedi, Luke (having by then accepted the truth of his birth) allows himself to be captured on the forest moon of Endor, knowing he will be turned over to Darth Vader. Shackled and unarmed, Luke attempts a reverse coup—to persuade his father that there is still good in him and to turn away from the dark side. Vader, perhaps beginning to doubt his obligations and beginning to feel swayed by his positive emotions toward his son, rejects this entreaty but appears to do so reluctantly, as if he has no choice. “You don’t know the power of the dark side,” he tells Luke. “I must obey my master. . . . [It is] too late for me, Son.”

      Here, Peter Feaver might apply agency theory. Using microeconomic concepts and a good deal of math, Feaver would suggest that this scene encapsulates essential features of the strategic military agent (Vader) struggling to abide by (but eventually acquiescing to) the dictates of his civilian principal (his “master”) that he knows to govern his more limited scope of authority.4 Here, Vader has no independent discretion on the matter of turning Luke to the dark side and over to the Emperor (“What is thy bidding, my master?” he often asks).5 Yet it would seem contrary to his conflicted conscience. It raises the specter of the so-called agency problem, where the agent—whose legitimate range of actions should be cast only for the benefit of his principal’s interests and within limits imposed by that principal—starts to freelance based on internalized moral considerations.6

      James Burk, approving of this spike of conscience, this heart-over-head decision making, would offer that there is such a thing as “responsible disobedience” or a “protected space” where senior military officers may not only disagree but disobey their civilian political master when acting for the benefit of the larger national security interest. That may be true, but very often the “good” of that national security interest may not be visible until much, much later, vindicating the hero’s disloyalty perhaps decades after his or her retirement or death. How is the civilian leader—or military antagonist—to know, in the moment, when that disobedience is responsible? Indeed, the Emperor had already permitted the Rebels to land on Endor and access the shield generator that defended the new Death Star. He had also pre-positioned his massive fleet to attack the Rebels’ ships when they later arrived. Capturing Luke, given the larger climactic battle on the horizon, seemed like a politically motivated waste of a precious resource (a Sith lord surely is in short supply) that did not satisfy any obvious strategic military objective. At best, it was the Emperor’s attempt to keep his enemies closer than his friends and to share some of his political power rather than risk being overthrown completely. Moreover, Vader seemed helpless to act contrarily. The Emperor, no doubt relying on his prescience, was able to “monitor” (to use Feaver’s term) his agent extensively to deter or react to perceived “shirking” that could lead to ineffective military decision making or tactical loss or, in the extreme, a coup against that principal.7

      Fortunately, the history of American strategic civil-military relations suggests that fear of a future military-led coup d’etat is probably unrealistic.8 Therefore, these iconic scenes of duty and obedience variously illustrate the furthest, darkest, and scariest consequence of the pathological civil-military relationship. Much more common throughout history and the foreseeable future are the subtler symptoms of fracturing or unhealthy relationships at that strategic level. The effective translation of policy (driven by politics) to military activity is one such recurring source of civil-military crisis and anxiety. It, too, is well portrayed in Star Wars.

      Who Wields the Lightsaber?

      During Episode IV—A New Hope, before Luke, Leia, Chewie, and Han find themselves battling stormtroopers in the detention block and escaping the squeeze of the trash compacter, the audience becomes privy to a gathering of senior Imperial officers inside a large, sterile conference room aboard the soon-to-be-completed Death Star.9 General Tagge, we can immediately discern, is fraught with anxiety. With the station not yet fully operational, he warns that they are still vulnerable to an attack by the well-equipped Rebel Alliance. (On the Union side, General George McClellan, sitting inside Washington during the first year of the American Civil War and terrified of the large Confederate forces assembling across the Potomac River, would have understood this concern well.)10 Moreover, Tagge fears that the Death Star’s use might mean the Rebel Alliance will “continue to gain support in the Imperial Senate”—at which point he is abruptly cut off by the entrance into the war room by Grand Moff Tarkin and Darth Vader. The grand moff, a position of great influence that seemingly serves as the most senior uniformed officer, is in charge of the Empire’s most important weapon and is a regional governor-general—beholden only to the head of state, the Emperor.11 Interrupting Tagge’s fretful whining, Tarkin seeks to alleviate the general’s concern over the interference of the political branch that had previously offered some check on the Emperor’s sovereign war-making discretion.

      “The Imperial Senate,” Tarkin confidently relates, “will no longer be of any concern to us. I have just received word that the Emperor has dissolved the council permanently. The last remnants of the Old Republic have been swept away.”

      “That’s impossible!” Tagge replies. “How will the Emperor maintain control without the bureaucracy?”

      “The regional governors now have direct control over their territories. Fear will keep the local systems in line. Fear of this battle station.”

      After a petty but nearly murderous squabble between Vader and Motti, Tarkin once again establishes control over his meeting. “This bickering is pointless,” he declares. “Now, Lord Vader will provide us with the location of the Rebel fortress by the time this station is operational. We will then crush the Rebellion with one swift stroke.” The Death Star, it becomes clear, will be used to both deter and punish, intended to firmly collapse organized resistance to the Emperor’s unilateral mastery over the galaxy.

      This scene, though probably more violent (and shorter) than most meetings of the Joint Chiefs of Staff inside the Pentagon’s Tank, offers us a point of departure for thinking about perhaps the most consequential of all challenges that strategic civil and military leaders suffer. Translating policy into military action, in a way that is politically useful, to achieve the ends of that policy is what ultimately animated Carl von Clausewitz’s thinking and description of war in general.12 This, in Colin Gray’s terms, is the “strategy bridge” between ends and means.13 It is such a challenge because—at least in a modern democracy—the strategic military leaders are sometimes excluded from the civil political process. Even when they are allowed inside the tent, so to speak, they may misunderstand the overarching policy and therefore misuse the military instrument in its defense.14

      Such bureaucratic disorder is often compounded. Strategic civilian leaders often lack any empirical or experiential knowledge of how and why the military works at the strategic level. They risk under- or overutilization of those deadly means.15 The military leadership fears recklessness or fecklessness; the civilians, ultimately, worry about results of their decisions—their freedom of maneuver in the political space. These parties speak different dialects of the same language and therefore often miss the intimate connection between policy and military force (whether threatened or used). As Clausewitz wrote, “No major proposal for war can be worked out in ignorance of political factors; and when people talk, as they often do, about harmful political influence in the management of war, they are not really saying what they mean. Their quarrel is with the policy itself, not with its influence. If the policy is right—that is, successful—every intentional effect it has on the conduct of war can only be to the good.”16

      The use of the Death Star to bully star systems into compliance is clearly not for the good, and yet this scene hints at the greater issue. On one level, it illustrates that politics acts as a restraint on the unfettered ability of the sovereign to use military force to effectuate policy.17 By dissolving the Galactic Senate by fiat, the Emperor removed a source of democratic debate, counsel, and formal opposition to his grand designs for the Empire. The only checks on his authority, then, became the uncertainty of military victory over his armed enemies—an uncertainty that his Death Star was built to overcome.

      The ease with which Tarkin executed an entire planet—and his choice of which planet—also suggests either the tacit or explicit delegation of authority from the supreme political sovereign (the Emperor) to his expert military agents. This is yet another aspect of strategic civil-military relationships that worries pundits and politicians. Though certainly taking a form that would be tantamount to President Dwight Eisenhower allowing General Douglas MacArthur to use tactical nuclear weapons in Korea or China at his sole discretion, such a trusting relationship is not limited to science fiction or alternative history. Consider General Maxwell Taylor’s relationship with President John F. Kennedy during his one-of-a-kind stint as military representative to the president (placing himself between the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the president and distinct from the national security advisor). He notes the “importance of an intimate, easy relationship, born of friendship and mutual regard, between the president and the Chiefs [and which] is particularly important in the case of the Chairman [of the Joint Chiefs of Staff]. . . . The Chairman should be a true believer in the foreign policy and military strategy of the administration which he serves.”18

      Tarkin, if nothing else, was such a “true believer” in the Emperor’s strategy. This, of course, begs the question, Are such relationships—blurring the distinction between spheres of political responsibility and military expertise and action—healthy or desirable for the functioning of the strategic use of military might? As is often the case in these scenarios, context and personalities matter. Point of view (and often political party affiliation) ultimately shapes opinions of how degraded these relationships are or whether they simply reflect pragmatism under the circumstances—essentially, if it helps win the war, let it be.19 Morris Janowitz, in the 1960s, argued that such clear-cut distinctions or spheres exclusively held by one or the other was unrealistic—that, in fact, a blurring may be routinely necessary for some senior military officers tasked with direct planning and negotiation with civilian leaders.20

      On the other hand, Samuel Huntington—the father of civil-military relations theory—would have argued that Tarkin and company seemed to discredit all social and political disputes as mere military problems to be attacked. So did the political leader and head of state, the Emperor. When such modes of thinking through problems align perfectly between these two parties, the polity risks a failure in what Huntington termed “objective control” over the military.21 Without objective control, the military becomes the government and the government becomes the military, a wholly risky state of affairs. It would suggest an opportunity for the military to pose a political threat to the existing leadership (surely something an emperor would need the Force to foresee and avoid), and it meant a Napoleon- or Alexander-type command—the sovereign himself on horseback leading the charge and taking the field of battle. This leaves the military fighting not just the enemy but also fighting for a sense of professional autonomy and to secure its distinct, internally cohesive sense of corporateness. Huntington’s ideal military was, on the contrary, completely apolitical.22 The role of the military officer, by which he meant strategic military leader, was, under his view, threefold but severely limited: first, to represent the military’s expert views to the political and civil leadership; second, to advise those leaders by presenting various military courses of action that could be feasible under the circumstances; and third, to execute those decisions of the political leadership, even if those decisions deviate from the military’s preferences.23 Plato and Aristotle would have agreed with this stay-in-your-lane approach.24 Under no circumstances would the state’s and military’s cultures or strategic leadership philosophies blend as they so clearly do in that cold and sterile Death Star conference room.

      Tarkin, Vader, and the others in the room were not under the objective control of a legitimate civil authority, because their scope of authority was nearly boundless, only constrained by the will and discretion of one person sitting on the throne (remember, Tarkin was regional governor and military leader, responsible for law enforcement, security, civil governance, and military operations). As such, their actions were aprofessional, not apolitical. Under a traditional view of strategic civil-military relations, first articulated by Huntington, the translation of policy goals into military action would have been, and should be, a far messier process engaging in what Eliot Cohen has termed the “unequal dialogue.”25 It would have been akin to a lawyer carefully recommending a plea strategy to a distressed client accused of a serious crime or a doctor advising a patient facing a long illness and uncertain recovery. The agent has the expert knowledge and is the source for recommendations, but the client/patient has the authority to adopt them, ignore them, or modify them.

      Rather than a bright-line rule keeping the military firmly entrenched on one side and devoid of political influence, each individual circumstance would be resolved differently—the balance between those two unequal voices—because of the different personalities, particularized problem sets, preferences, priorities, and prejudices. For Cohen, it ought to be a “question of prudence, not principle” that shapes how intrusive or hands-off that civilian leader is with respect to military affairs.26 In other words, the unequal nature of the dialogue between Lincoln and McClellan was in no way binding on how it would play out later between Lincoln and Grant.27 What worked for Kennedy and Taylor did not work for Kennedy and his earlier Joint Chiefs.28 Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s dialogue with General Tommy Franks between 2001 and 2003, to take a more recent example, was unequal in a different way (some would suggest a more negative way) than later dialogue between Secretary Robert Gates and General Stanley McChrystal, fighting in Afghanistan. Under this view, there is no fixed formula that calculates the respective duties of the civil-military leaders and no line painted dividing their lanes.

      The Star Wars universe demonstrated the absence of such strategic dialogue. No questions about the Emperor’s quest for power arose, and none seemed to have been burning the consciences of those in the room. No thought was given to whether this tool, with all its menacing brutality, was the right tool within the arsenal to achieve the purposes of order and stability the Emperor envisioned. While never imposing an obligation on the master (the principal or client always maintains absolute sovereignty and direction over the representation), their military expertise and experience would have been useful to the civil authority, at least as a way to work through potential political objections or plan ahead for potential military setbacks. In a pure dictatorship, such as the Galactic Empire under Palpatine illustrates, those fruitful (even if time-consuming and inefficient) councils are less likely to occur. In a more democratically based system of war powers, such as the U.S. Constitution establishes, the civilian principal retains ultimate discretion and command authority.29 But this does not mean the voice of reason or alternatives is never heard. Quite the opposite, American political tradition tends to still follow Huntington’s model for objective control and suggests that nagging voice of subject-matter expertise is mandatory, especially at that critical juncture when policy becomes expressed by military means.30 As General Martin Dempsey, a recent chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, wrote, “Military professionals hold unique expertise and their input is vital to formulating and executing effective policy. This requires that the military’s unique perspective and advice be heard in the formulation of laws and policies that create, support, and employ our armed forces, or its effectiveness can be reduced to the detriment of the Republic.”31

      President Kennedy expressed this same sentiment in the gloomy days following the failed Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961. Disappointed in the strategic advice he was given, Kennedy wrote a memo to his Joint Chiefs, reminding them of what his expectations were for their counsel: “I expect the Joint Chiefs of Staff to present the military viewpoint in governmental councils in such a way as to assure that the military factors are clearly understood before decisions are reached. . . . While I look to the Chiefs to represent the military factor without reserve or hesitation, I regard them to be more than military men and expect their help in fitting military requirements into the over-all context of any situation, recognizing that the most difficult problem in Government is to combine all assets in a unified, effective pattern.”32

      Unquestionably, at some point, strategy-making practice necessarily involves both civilian and military elites. Both must understand the “basic and prevailing conception of what any war existing or impending is really about and what it is attempting to accomplish.”33 As the complexities of organizing and building the material, training the manpower, and employing the weapons of modern war seem to ever increase, war generates the need for an ever-expanding technocratic professional staff expertise to wisely manage the processes that aid civilian leaders in translating policy into strategy and strategy into military operations with tactical objectives.

      What Lessons from a Galaxy Far, Far Away?

      
        We look to the future for a reason: to redirect our attention to the present.

        Christopher Coker, Can War Be Eliminated?

      

      Whether it is the Emperor’s unilateral control over all aspects of military strategy (U. S. Grant once had some disparaging comments on President Jefferson Davis’s own inclination to do the same) or co-opting Tarkin’s military expertise and blurring the line between civil and military decision making, the story lines of Star Wars offer clear-cut examples of universal and timeless themes that animate all discussions of strategic civil-military relationships.34 Duties of obedience and scope of authority under principles of agency, the sovereign’s source of political legitimacy, a military commander’s discretion, and loyalty pop up within these hallowed scenes. They can be instructive starting points for thinking through present difficulties and future civil-military crises. If we are careful, we can target them as easily as Luke did with womp rats in his T-16 back home.
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      How General Grievous and Vulture Droids Foreshadow Conflict’s Fast Future

      Raq Winchester and Fran Wilde

      
        No battle plan ever survives first contact with the enemy.

        Helmuth von Moltke

      

      According to leadership guru Simon Sinek, great leaders start with why. Why is action important? The leader needs to know this, and a great leader will tell her followers the reasons. As Yoda might say, “Start with why, great leaders do.”

      Sinek and Yoda mean leaders of people, but what happens when the troops aren’t people? Where does the leader start then? Very soon, our military leaders will command autonomous mechanicals—drones and robots with limited onboard artificial intelligence, or AI. As a result, the United States’ military must expand and clarify Sinek’s maxim, integrating it with the “OODA loop” (Observe, Orient, Decide, and Act) for the future of warfare. If correctly implemented, this will allow military AIs to assess what they observe against the why of the strategic goals and to orient correctly, making the right decisions and taking effective action.

      Let’s think about this from the perspective of a drone swarm defending some airspace. If one drone falls out of the swarm, the others immediately observe, “Drone X was killed,” and orient, “We have a hole in our formation.” Because they know why they are there, they decide, “We must fill that vulnerability,” and act with all drones in the swarm adjusting spacing until there is no gap.

      This capability won’t be found only in tactical swarms; leadership itself will operate from intimately composite constructs, because the leaders of this military must start from a multifaceted why. The commanding officer must communicate why the action is necessary to the individual mechanical or organic as well as to the swarm. Near-future warfighting is going to involve a lot of swarms.

      This means commanding officers must communicate at computer speed, considering and addressing all the possibilities the drone swarm or robot will consider. To address this need, military command will be human officers advised by artificial intelligences, giving orders framed as whys to autonomous swarms, which then determine the best way to achieve the goal.

      Think General Grievous and his vulture droids, rather than individually piloted UAVs (unmanned aerial vehicles).

      Grievous’s contribution to the combat capability of the Separatist Alliance is the vulture droid, officially known as the Variable Geometry Self-Propelled Battle Droid, Mark I, or more commonly, the Vulture-class starfighter. The vulture droid was initially a remote-controlled, small, space-based weapon; but during the Clone Wars, Grievous upgraded them with limited AI, making them increasingly autonomous. The vulture droids are fast, cheap, and spatially controlled kinetic force (lowercased f) projections.

      These autonomous mechanicals can dominate the future’s three-dimensional battlespace; they can deploy in water, in atmosphere, or in orbit. In 2016 the United States began to lose the air dominance it had enjoyed since the end of World War II, as scrappy adversaries like ISIS weaponized hobby drones and took asymmetric warfare to the skies. In response, the Department of Defense’s Strategic Capabilities Office developed swarm intelligence for flying drones, allowing each machine to communicate with others in the swarm at speed. The swarm intelligence worked like a flock of birds or school of fish, reconfiguring the swarm as units were lost or directives altered, because it understood the why and used the OODA loop to come up with the how on its own as illustrated in our example.

      These drone swarms, like vulture droids, answer the three big drawbacks to human warfighters: while humans process faster than current supercomputers, they can’t process all possible data types, and they tend to select biased data sets; they can be hurt, confused, or killed; and because the military seeks to avoid or limit casualties, a great many high-risk/high-reward operations don’t happen. Droid swarms will allow the military to attempt those. Oh, and humans don’t work well in space.

      Grievous’s vulture droids show us how future generals will command swarms, starting from why. Grievous gets an objective (“Kill Anakin Skywalker”), develops a strategy (“Because Anakin is human and can’t survive space, getting to him with mechanical minions when he’s limited in melee combat has the best chance of success”), and decides on an operation (“Intercept Anakin in his Jedi starfighter when he comes out of lightspeed alone in this zone”). Grievous deploys his vulture droids with the mission parameters in their programming and leaves the tactical decisions to their limited swarm AI. While each vulture droid individually attempts to do the most damage where it contacts the Jedi starfighter, Anakin and his astromech droid fight back as the swarm reconfigures to attack key targets like the life support, astromech, and cockpit, applying the OODA loop against the why of “We’re here to kill Skywalker.”

      Grievous also demonstrates the power of a combined human(oid) and AI officer, which we will need to command mixed troops. General Grievous started life as a red-skinned reptilian humanoid from Kaleesh, but he expanded his fighting ability with mechanical body alterations. While his brain remains organic, he relies on information and advice from astromech droids and battle droids. This makes him a centaur—a composite person-AI who makes decisions by synthesizing human and machine intelligence.

      This usage of “centaur” comes from chess, where it refers to a human and a computer playing as a team to take advantage of their complementary strengths. For the past two decades, the combination of human and computer has created the strongest chess players, far surpassing top human players and beating even the best chess computers. The centaur model is being adopted by the Department of Defense to create the best possible military strategists and analysts, combining the speed and depth of artificial intelligence with the creativity and strategic vision of a human expert.

      This is the U.S. military’s Third Offset Strategy, the newest how addressing the why of countering adversaries such as the Russian or Chinese militaries. Centaurs give human commanders breadth of awareness, knowledge, and speed to keep up with droid troops; but the decision to engage is human. The Jedi would want it that way.

      With the drone swarms, our brilliant strategic centaurs will have warfighter resources that are expendable, have more and different senses, and be able to OODA at near-human speeds. It’s a seemingly winning combination, but Grievous and the vulture droids did not win. What might go wrong?

      The current U.S. military hierarchy isn’t big on sharing the why or on pushing decisions down to the lowest possible level at which they can be made. Historically, the military has been a “Just do what I told you” culture. Some of the military will need to stay that way, but the warfighters must follow the example set in Iraq by General Stanley McChrystal’s Joint Special Operations Task Force. However, despite the success of the task force, military culture and conventional wisdom have not yet embraced this new paradigm. It will be very difficult to implement the Third Offset Strategy in the U.S. military culture, and it will need to be implemented differently for autonomous mechanicals than for human soldiers. While meat and metal squads should be flexible and effective in support of each other, the ability to communicate the why and the ability to process multiple hows will require a lot of specialized training and practice in the officer corps, and the military is likely to segregate mechanicals from organics for decades.

      Even if implemented well and properly, this approach isn’t without risks. The biggest risk to removing humans from harm’s way? It will be an easier decision to engage in conflict. The cost-benefit analysis of “Should we fight?” will skew toward “yes.”

      More wars more frequently will stress our computing power and other resources. And of course, limited AI and swarm intelligence will—as all technology does—proliferate and escalate. While the U.S. offset strategies are designed to offset some Russian and Chinese relative advantages, the United States can expect to see rapid advances in autonomous minions from Russia and in AI from China. Both adversaries pose significant cyberwar threats as well, which will doubtless be deployed against military AIs. We already see decentralized networks organized around a central why, in the Taliban, Al-Qaeda, and ISIS.

      Another downside is that algorithms are philosophies, not proofs—and in a swarm the algorithms that drive drone decision making must be tested and retested against the geo-socio-political landscape in order to avoid becoming outdated or worse. While a human-AI centaur at the core of a General Grievous or the Third Offset Strategy could balance out these risks, overreliance on algorithms and outdated technology patches is something we already suffer. A strategy for swarm maintenance would be well advised, as would plenty of war games and battle labs to check the assumptions inherent in the algorithms.

      This future is coming. Military drone swarms will initially be defensive, but air- and sea-based small UAVs will enact strategies like this within the next five to ten years, damaging or destroying planes, helicopters, cars, and boats. The centaur with full AI will come online a little later; and because this isn’t a scripted show where Grievous must lose, we can expect the military centaurs and swarms to see much more combat success with many fewer human casualties.

      As Obi-Wan says, “Only a Sith lord deals in absolutes.” Centaurs and drone swarms will likely give us safer, quicker war, but may come with the loss of the very human why.
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      From Princess to General

      The On- and Offscreen Rise of the Woman Warrior

      Erica Iverson

      Leia wigs. Action figures. Halloween costumes. Christmas ornaments. Forty years after the release of Star Wars: Episode IV—A New Hope in 1977, the far-reaching influence of the Star Wars franchise is deeply rooted in global pop culture. Beyond marketing, one discernible impact of Star Wars is the advancement of female characters throughout the movie series. Leia Organa’s character progression from princess to general throughout the series of films showcases the evolution of her character depth over time. Leia’s trajectory has featured several roles of tactical and strategic importance: diplomat in the Imperial Senate, leader in the Rebel Alliance, Hutt killer, and commanding general in the Resistance. As a catalyst for change in Hollywood, Leia helped set the stage for women serving in nontraditional gender roles both in film and the real world. Posters of Leia as Rosie the Riveter and of Leia posing with her blaster have inspired millions. With exposure to Princess Leia as an action figure in the late twentieth century, fighting alongside and even saving male counterparts in battle, American strategic culture began a transformation. Women characters in the Star Wars saga are inspiring generations. Young girls are now opting to dress up as superheroes instead of princesses, trading scepters for lightsabers.1 Over the last four decades, Star Wars’ portrayal of women in myriad roles has facilitated an important cultural shift on the role of women serving in strategic leadership positions.

      Through the 1970s and 1980s, archetypal female roles in Hollywood were often hypersexualized, glorifying physicality over capability, like the infamous Bond girls. With the release of the first Star Wars movie in 1977, audiences were exposed to the duality of a female character who fights, shoots, kills, and looks good doing it. Fans responded. Princess Leia as the heroine became an icon. Her character memorabilia are showcased in conventions, video games, apps, toys, costumes, blogs, and books. The public demand for women in nontraditional roles launched a paradigm shift of traditional gender stereotypes within the sixteen-year gap between Episode VI—Return of the Jedi (1983) and Episode I—The Phantom Menace (1999). Americans started opening historically male-held senior management roles and accepted more leadership positions for women. In the 1990s, for the first time, women in the United States became U.S. surgeon general (1990), an African American senator (1992), an African American astronaut (1992), a military service secretary (in the U.S. Air Force, 1993), attorney general (1993), and secretary of state (1997). Many supported these firsts in government, but it took a little more Leia, Queen Amidala, and Mon Motha to help garner mainstream acceptance of women in key leadership roles.

      The Clone Wars animated series was a game changer for Star Wars fans. Airing six seasons (2008–13) between the release of Episode III—Revenge of the Sith and Episode VII—The Force Awakens, the series introduced female characters in myriad roles not conventionally seen in other Hollywood genres. These characters appealed to younger audiences, who could identify with the challenges they faced. Young girls could dream beyond being a princess and envision themselves as a Jedi master, fighter pilot, Rebel soldier, or ship captain. The Clone Wars was a nexus of change, shifting the gender paradigm on what female characters were capable of doing and achieving. Fans embraced Ciena Ree (captain of a Star Destroyer), Hera Syndulla (captain of the Ghost freighter), Shaak Ti (Jedi general on the Jedi Council), and Aayla Secura (Jedi knight and general who led the 327th Star Corps of clone troopers). Through The Clone Wars, younger audiences saw empowered women characters give orders, make critical decisions, balance personal issues, and fight for what they believed in—and those audiences were thereby empowered themselves. Strong female leaders were now operating at all levels of conflict on both sides of the good-evil continuum. The wider success of the animated series set the pace for a promising Hollywood trend, giving voice to an expanded demographic fan base who challenged producers to cast more-relatable characters.2 When Kathleen Kennedy, one of Hollywood’s most powerful women, took over from George Lucas as president of Lucasfilm in 2012, a new era of Star Wars began.3 Her influence as movie producer, beginning with the 2015 release of The Force Awakens, has had a colossal impact, bringing in more women roles in the films.

      In the first six movies, there are only a few speaking roles for women besides Leia; conversely, newer releases Episode VII—The Force Awakens and Rogue One feature not only female leads but women in more varied and disparate roles as well. Star Wars set the trend by promoting influential role models whom both men and women could identify with and aspire to be and who challenged traditional norms. More important for a younger-generation audience is to see real-life women redefining gender roles, both on- and offscreen. Taking protagonists Rey and Jyn Erso, for example, and comparing them to corporeal women with similar, proven capabilities helps legitimize these characters. Rey is a female Luke Skywalker. Her resourcefulness, intuition, quick wit, and scavenger skills ensure her survival. Her mastery—as a pilot, a captive, a fighter with any weapon—is instinctive. Rey is a departure from the helpless damsel, demonstrated so clearly—and in the moment’s brevity, powerfully—when she tells Finn, “I know how to run without you holding my hand.”

      A small number of U.S. Army officers who also don’t need any hand-holding set a historical precedent by graduating from the U.S. Army’s arduous Ranger School since it opened to women in 2015. Physical and mental grit, tactical proficiency, weapons expertise, industriousness, and self-survival are just a few of the traits needed to survive the rigorous sixty-one-day course. These women defied the odds and, after earning the coveted Ranger Tab, became overnight legends—with real-world echoes of Jyn Erso, who led her all-male team of Rebels in a self-sacrificial mission to get the Death Star plans to Rebel leadership. Defiant and determined, Jyn Erso’s character also reflects the traits of Jennifer Matthews, a Central Intelligence Agency analyst whose experience and knowledge in targeting and hunting al-Qaeda operatives was unmatched.4 Tragically, Matthews was killed in a targeted attack; however, she was one part of the Band of Sisters, who collectively, using their experience, leadership, and strategic vision, were able to hunt down Osama bin Laden.5 These Army Rangers and Band of Sisters illustrate how over forty years our cultural perceptions have changed and our strategic culture has revolutionized social acceptance of women as strategic leaders. Look no further than the full gender integration of women into all combat roles in the United States’ armed services, which began in April 2016.

      Retired Major General Robert Scales used the term “Strategic Jedi” to describe those individuals who possess qualities that align with Carl von Clausewitz’s definition of strategic genius.6 The U.S. government has been expanding its force of strategic Jedi. It is now commonplace to see women serving as strategic advisors, directors, commanders, administrators, and executives in national and international leadership roles. The Obama administration brought on a record nine women to cabinet-level positions. Three female judges sit on the United States’ highest court. Positions historically held by men have opened to women, to include the directors of the U.S. Secret Service and the CIA’s National Clandestine Service; the White House national security advisor; the head of the National Geospatial Intelligence Agency; the ranking member of the House of Representatives Appropriations Committee; and a four-star combatant commander. Three branches of the U.S. armed services have had a woman reach the rank of four-star general. The same trend can be seen in corporate America. Yahoo CEO Marissa Mayer was a major influence in Google’s success, starting as their first female engineer and rising through the ranks to be a top executive before taking the helm at Yahoo. Mayer famously claimed that she “refused to be stereotyped,” much like Leia, Rey, and Jyn, while further promoting the idea that “passion is a gender-neutralizing force.7 Indeed.

      Allowing for the most-qualified individuals to fill leadership positions brings in fresh perspectives as well as a credible and varied range of expertise and talent.8 To accommodate the growing trend of women holding key leadership roles around the globe, the United Nations Security Council unanimously adopted UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) as an international framework to address the pivotal role women should and do play in conflict management, conflict resolution, and sustainable peace.9 Dr. Theo-Ben Gurirab, president of the Security Council when UNSCR 1325 passed in October 2000, remarked that “women are half of every community. . . . Are they, therefore, not also half of every solution?”10 Decidedly so. UNSCR 1325 recognizes—then and, more importantly, today—the pivotal role women play in the prevention and resolution of conflict. Women in our world are now recognized as active agents of change, at the forefront of national security, politics, defense, peace building, and peace keeping.

      The Star Wars franchise shows no sign of waning interest. Over forty years ago, only five of the original ninety-three action figures available represented a woman; and of those five, all were Princess Leia. Today, fans have abundant options of male and female action figures, in many different roles. The Force Awakens features women as medics, X-wing fighter pilots, computer technicians, weapons analysts, mechanics, intelligence officers, Senate leaders, and even a stormtrooper captain. Star Wars continues to change perceptions and surpass expectations of the capabilities its characters perform.

      The cultural transformation over the past four decades is so clearly illustrated by comparing A New Hope to the newest films: Princess Leia became General Leia, while Yoda and Jedi Luke gave way to Maz and Jedi Rey. In the true test of battle, victory requires an unequal sum of stamina, courage, strength, will, intelligence, and honor, an alchemy that may be different for all yet is fundamentally gender indifferent. In 2017’s Wonder Woman, fans cheered in theaters across the country as Diana Prince commanded her ragtag team of men amid battle: “Stay here. I’ll go ahead.” Strategic Jedi come in many shapes and forms, using the tools they are given. More integral, pivotal, and diverse characters in Star Wars has expanded the series’ fan base well beyond the success of the early films. In the closing scene of Rogue One, we get a glimpse of Princess Leia looking at the stolen plans of the Death Star, saying one word: “Hope.” We are forging toward the next frontier of leadership with women taking their rightful place at the helm. Soon we will not need to rely so heavily on fictional characters for inspiration, as we increasingly have enough real-life women Jedi to choose from. They are our new hope.
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      Part 2

      Preparation for War

      Wars require weapons; weapons require arsenals; arsenals require planning.

      Every society needing protection must make provisions that include all kinds of high and low tech: swords and shields, fighters and blasters, destroyers and droids. The ancient adage applies, even in space: Si vis pacem, para bellum (If you want peace, prepare for war).

      How should we construct our future fighting tools? Not just technically, but mentally? How should we connect ideas about weapons for war to a theory of victory? And how can we spot early flaws that might lead to failure downstream?

      These essays describe prewar preparedness across several dimensions and in two broad categories: physical (logistics, economics, organization, and technology) and intellectual (intelligence structure, doctrine development, and strategic theory). Whether forming the iron fist or thinking through how to use it, these efforts are an attempt to create some order before the chaos.
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      Tarkin Doctrine

      The Empire’s Theory of Victory

      Kelsey D. Atherton

      
        The regional governors now have direct control over their territories. Fear will keep the local systems in line. Fear of this battle station.

        Grand Moff Tarkin

      

      Wilhuff Tarkin has only twenty-three lines in A New Hope. Thirty-nine years later, he gains three more in Rogue One. It is from such a thin canon that we get Grand Moff Tarkin, the ill-fated architect of Imperial strategy whose mind gave form to an audacious strategic theory. Outside of the films, Tarkin enjoyed a strong showing in both The Clone Wars and Rebels, which fill in the great gaps between the collapse of the Old Republic and the emergence of the Galactic Empire. While Palpatine orchestrated his ascent to power, while Anakin Skywalker claimed tactical success after tactical success, Tarkin theorized a path for the Empire to hold power, forever.

      The Old Republic died from a thousand cuts, and none were clearer than the lack of a flexible military response to growing unrest. With Tarkin’s proposed oversectors, a single high-ranking military commander would have extra resources on hand and the authority to quell rebellions. We can see in this a response to the chaos of the Clone Wars, where the Republic found itself in a civil war and without an army. Tarkin’s entire career was a response to the failures of the Jedi Order, whose diplomat-knights had failed to prevent the war or, on their own, win it.

      The Tarkin Doctrine was a theory for Imperial supremacy over the entire galaxy, motivated by fear and held in check by a stunning, staggering technological development: the Death Star. We first see the Tarkin Doctrine spelled out as a memorandum to Emperor Palpatine, in the Death Star Technical Companion, a supplement to the Star Wars Roleplaying Game. Like all grand statements of strategy, it describes a specific threat and several overarching tools for controlling that threat.

      First is the threat: the persistent problem of rebellions—except for those, Palpatine’s Empire was poised to control the galaxy for a long time, after decades of civil war. Tarkin acknowledged that peace might eventually be achieved through permanent occupation by force of the entire galaxy, but having the military on hand to do that was a distant proposition. To meet the immediate and future needs of the Empire, Tarkin had three major proposals: rapidly form new military districts, rule through fear, and create a superweapon that would inspire terror in anyone who ever even thought about tolerating a rebellion on their planet.

      Military governors, with sweeping authority over their sectors, were one part of Tarkin’s solution. The Empire, as we see it in Rogue One and A New Hope, was powerful but not all powerful. There were hard limits based on the number of Star Destroyers, TIE fighters, and stormtroopers. Darth Vader was the penultimate tool in this arsenal; an ace pilot and deadly weapon unto himself, he cowed all around him into obedient surrender or death. But Vader was one man, the last of a religious faith, and it’s clear that Tarkin had contempt for all Jedi.

      “The Jedi are extinct; their fire has gone out of the universe,” Tarkin told Vader, in response to Vader sensing the presence of Obi-Wan Kenobi. “You, my friend, are all that’s left of their religion.”

      Tarkin was hardly the first commander, tasked with ending an insurgency, to find that the religious Rebels he had been sent to quash still persisted. But Tarkin wasn’t thinking of the Galactic Civil War in terms of religious conflict. He was focused on stopping all possible rebellions, and for that he needed fear. To Tarkin’s eye, a galaxy where everyone is in mortal fear of the consequences of rebelling is a galaxy that can be garrisoned at a fraction of the cost of one where punishment is lenient. The second component of the Tarkin Doctrine is rule through fear, and that fear came from a weapon never before seen in the history of the galaxy: the Death Star.

      By the time of Rogue One, the Empire had no external threats. There were rebellions, but the Clone Wars were over, the separatists were defeated, and the whole military apparatus was devoted to killing stragglers and cementing Palpatine’s rule. It was at this same time that the Empire began to develop the Death Star, a weapon conceptualized in the Old Republic but not yet fielded in the universe. The Death Star was a tool of fear, not just for Rebels, but for anyone who harbored Rebels. The ability to destroy a planet was, potentially, galaxy changing. Insurgencies thrived by finding places they could hide before striking out again. With the Death Star, Tarkin had a weapon that could destroy an entire planet simply for the crime of harboring Rebels.

      The Death Star was an offset strategy, turning the Empire’s monopoly on power and deep pockets into a tool that could force any planet to choose between surrender or nonexistence. The first planet destroyed was Alderaan, formally peaceful but with Rebel sympathies. To the extent that news traveled in the galaxy, the sudden destruction of a planet from a brand-new superweapon must have been all anyone talked about. And it was power concentrated nominally under the Emperor’s control; but in effect, the power to end worlds was Tarkin’s alone.

      With Alderaan destroyed, Grand Moff Tarkin had every reason to believe that the Rebellion would soon suffer a similar fate. Tracking an escaped prisoner back to her Rebel base put a bullseye on the greatest foe to stable Imperial rule, and Tarkin almost got away with it.

      We know how this ended; a flaw, designed into the Death Star, became the target of choice for several Rebellion fighter squadrons. Darth Vader, together with TIE fighter escorts, attempted to stop the fighters on their drive to the thermal exhaust port. A force-sensitive ace pilot fired the salvo that destroyed the Death Star, and Tarkin perished in the ensuing fireball.

      Was the Tarkin Doctrine worth it? It certainly seemed so to the Emperor, who oversaw construction of a second Death Star. Destroying Alderaan, intended to convince the public that harboring Rebels was a fatal mistake, instead galvanized existing Rebels against the Empire. What was supposed to be rule through fear floundered at the first sign of Imperial fallibility.

      Still, no one else in the entire Star Wars universe offered as clear a path to peace through superior firepower. Tarkin’s vision, forged in civil war and counterinsurgency, was a military technology so powerful that it changed the politics of the galaxy, so threatening that it made insurgency a death sentence not just for the would-be insurgents but for anyone even distantly related to a possible insurgent. Palpatine supported the tool and likely the tactic, and the First Order, a bloodthirsty Imperial successor sect, imitated the destructive power in their own Starkiller weapon.

      How to create peace after decades of insurgency is a maddening question. Tarkin’s answer was elaborate, brutal, and focused on human cowardice. In a galaxy defined by war, Wilhuff Tarkin was one of the few even attempting to answer the right question.
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      How Not to Build an Army

      The Empire’s Flawed Military Force

      Mick Ryan

      Publisher’s note: This editorial is from the esteemed historian of the Galactic Civil War Mora Akbar. Born on Mon Cala, Mora Akbar studied history at the Mon Cala City Academy and at the Coruscant Academy. He has served as official historian for the Galactic Alliance Defense Force and is currently the historian in residence with the Galactic Alliance Senate. As we recognize the centenary of the Palpatine Dialog, Mora Akbar’s article examines how the Grand Army of the Republic and its successor, the Imperial Military, underpinned the rise and fall of the Galactic Empire between 19 BBY and 4 ABY.

      
        It is with great reluctance that I have agreed to this calling. I love democracy. I love the Republic. The powers you give me I will lay down when this crisis has abated. And as my first act with this new authority, I will create a Grand Army of the Republic to counter the increasing threats of the separatists.

        Senator Sheev Palpatine, Palpatine Dialog, 16 BBY

      

      This week marks the one hundredth anniversary of what we now know as the Palpatine Dialog. This was a moment in galactic history that, perhaps more than any other, marked the descent of the old democratic polity into several decades of authoritarian rule, suppression, and destruction of democratic systems. It was underpinned by the rise of a powerful technomilitary elite that facilitated the emergence of the centralized, political-religious dictatorship of Emperor Palpatine.

      Like many despots throughout history, Palpatine justified authoritarian rule through allegations of Senate corruption disempowering democratic rule. He pressured the Senate (supported by devious yet brilliantly opportunist political backroom deals) to grant him extraordinary powers to deal with a separatist crisis. An example of his double-dealing at the time was his promise—while secretly fermenting the downfall of the Senate—to Queen Amidala: “I promise, Your Majesty, if I am elected [chancellor of the Republic], I will restore democracy to the Republic.”1

      But Palpatine’s political deviousness and tyrannical approach to power was also founded on one other element: the reliance on a powerful and brutal military to generate fear in the people and systems of the galaxy. While his exploitation of the dark side of the Force—and his manipulation of Anakin Skywalker—are well known and studied, the powerful and long-reaching Imperial Military forces played a key role in the rise and eventual fall of Palpatine’s Galactic Empire.

      The Clone Army—unbeknownst to the Jedi and other members of the Senate—had been secretly commissioned by Jedi Master Sifo-Dyas sometime around 32 BBY.2 This was done allegedly to assist the small band of around ten thousand Jedi in the increasingly difficult task of keeping the peace throughout the galaxy. With the election of Palpatine as grand chancellor, this new army was officially sanctioned. Tasked to respond to the separatist threat to the Republic and charged with the destruction of separatist droid armies, this force was known originally as the Grand Army of the Republic.

      Fighting for three years under the leadership of the Jedi, the Kamino-trained clones were a very disciplined and effective military force. However, the successes of the Grand Army of the Republic underpinned the political maneuvers of Palpatine and ensured his consolidation of power. By 19 BBY the Grand Army of the Republic was on the verge of victory over the separatists. It was this point at which Palpatine’s grand design was revealed.

      During the final battles of the Clone Wars, Chancellor Palpatine issued the now infamous Order 66. Portraying the Jedi as traitors to the Republic and designed to destroy their power throughout the galaxy, Order 66 resulted in the near extermination of the ancient Jedi Order. With the clones conditioned for absolute loyalty, clone troopers of the many legions and sector armies exterminated their Jedi officers, leaving fewer than a handful remaining. It also left the reins of the Grand Army of the Republic—previously commanded by the Jedi—in the hands of Palpatine. As he proclaimed at the time, in his declaration of a New Order, “And the Jedi rebellion has been foiled. The remaining Jedi will be hunted down and defeated. In order to ensure our security and continuing stability, the Republic will be reorganized into the first Galactic Empire for a safe and secure society.”

      Following the Declaration of the New Order in 19 BBY, Palpatine focused on the elimination of all other competing forms of influence. This was characterized by the elimination of Galactic Republic organizations, with the institutions of the Old Republic being dismantled or appropriated for use by the new Galactic Empire. One institution appropriated by the new Emperor was the Grand Army of the Republic.

      Palpatine transformed the Grand Army of the Republic into a new Imperial Military. Continuing the massive military buildup that had commenced during the preceding Clone Wars, the new Imperial Military became a key instrument of the Emperor’s strategy to control the galaxy. In a speech shortly after the Declaration of the New Order, Palpatine stated that “the Jedi Order is a lesson to us that we cannot permit any agency to become powerful enough to pose a threat to our designs, or the freedoms we enjoy. That is why it is essential we increase and centralize our military, both to preserve the peace and to protect the Empire against inevitable attempts at insurrection.”3

      This new military organization was transformed in appearance and function from its predecessor. Functionally, the Imperial Military shifted from fighting conventional ground and space conflicts against highly capable droid armies, to one that was focused on suppression of uprisings and insurgencies throughout the galaxy. Composed of naval, army, and stormtrooper commands, the Imperial Military possessed a mass, training, and rapid galactic deployability that was foundational to the Emperor’s political power in the First Galactic Empire.

      The appearance of the new Imperial Military also changed from its predecessor. Many classes of new starships were commissioned. New uniforms and equipment were brought into service, and the personnel composition changed. Primarily raised as a clone force under the Old Republic, the new Imperial Army inducted millions of male humans after the Clone Wars. With the vast resources poured into this military expansion, the enormous fleet of starships and legions of ground forces could be applied to the Imperialization of the galaxy under the leadership of Palpatine.

      Where the Empire required resources from a particular planet, it would be seized by the Imperial Military. Planets that possessed nonhuman governors had their leaders replaced with human Imperial governors. This bias toward humans by Palpatine and his Imperial Military was particularly odious. Despite the many other sentient species throughout the galaxy—comprising trillions of individuals—only humans were considered worthy to hold most of the command positions in the Imperial Military (the author, a native Mon Calamari, would certainly have not made the cut at the various Imperial military academies).

      As the Empire expanded toward the galaxy’s periphery, many worlds were ecologically devastated. Local populations saw their children drafted into Imperial service, while corrupt regional governors with Imperial Military support exploited local people. Compulsory attendance at military parades and the construction of stormtrooper barracks and garrisons on various worlds across the galaxy became the norm.

      Palpatine was implementing his plan of ruling the entire galaxy while unlocking the secrets of the Sith masters. But the pervasive Imperial influence, merciless brutality, and massive cost of maintaining numerous stormtrooper legions and fleets of starships, only emboldened a growing Rebellion across the galaxy. The Declaration of Rebellion in 2BBY marked a turning point in the power of the Empire. The declaration noted, “We, the Rebel Alliance, do therefore in the name—and by the authority—of the free beings of the Galaxy, solemnly publish and declare our intentions: To fight and oppose you and your forces, by any and all means at our disposal; To refuse any Imperial law contrary to the rights of free beings; To bring about your destruction and the destruction of the Galactic Empire; To make forever free all beings in the galaxy. To these ends, we pledge our property, our honor, and our lives.”4

      This represented the first large-scale, organized military resistance against the Imperial Military. Some two years after this declaration, the rebellion achieved its first major victory over the Imperial Military with the destruction of the first Death Star during the Battle of Yavin. This provided the Rebel Alliance with a level of credibility that it had not previously been able to achieve.

      Contrary to the intentions of Grand Moff Tarkin, the destruction of Alderaan in the lead-up to the Battle of Yavin only provided more evidence of the brutality and tactics of fear employed by the Imperial Military. It served as a rallying call for the resistance against the Empire and its Imperial Military forces. Acts of terror by the Imperial Military, such as the infamous release of the Candorian plague at Dentaal and the subjugation of the Tion Cluster, only served to further delegitimize the Imperial Military forces and to pry more worlds from the grasp of Palpatine and his dark, corrosive Empire.

      But it was the Battle of Endor that demonstrated the ultimate weakness of the Imperial Military forces. Its command structure was highly centralized, emphasizing loyalty to the Empire and to the supreme commander, who reported directly to the Emperor. The ethnocentric bias toward humans in the Imperial Military denied them the intellectual variety that may have allowed them to anticipate the plans and intentions of nonhuman sentient races within the Rebellion.

      The Empire had relied on the employment of Imperial forces from distant planets to keep the peace throughout the galaxy, eschewing the more effective use of local forces possessing greater cultural awareness. Having concentrated its most talented and experienced forces for the destruction of the Rebellion at Endor, most were killed either on the second Death Star or Darth Vader’s command ship Executor.

      The destruction of the Imperial Military’s most talented leaders and troops in this battle soon resulted in a paucity of talent throughout the galaxy. It began suffering larger-than-normal losses of warships and troops, which resulted in an Imperial Military death spiral as it was forced to employ poorly performing personnel drawn from the numerous Imperial academies across the Empire, who continued to perform poorly and suffered ever-increasing loses—in personnel and legitimacy. The Rebellion—through an increasing number of victories over Imperial forces—greatly enhanced its credibility, and many planets seceded to join the New Republic.

      With the remove of one hundred years, it is perhaps easier for contemporary historians to review this dark time in our collective history. The pervasive cruelty, brutality by Imperial legions on thousands of worlds, and the economic demands of sustaining the hundreds of millions of members of the Imperial Military provided fuel for the growing Rebellion across the galaxy. This military-heavy approach to security and stability (incorporating a combination of combat and policing duties) ultimately failed in a galaxy composed of many different sentient races. We must continue to study this approach for the lessons it can provide to future galactic leaders, policy makers, and senior leaders of the Galactic Alliance Defense Force. There are several key lessons that stand out in particular.

      First, choosing appropriate grand strategic objectives should be an obvious lesson for contemporary political and military leaders, regardless of their system of origin. Not only should these be ethical (i.e., not pursuing complete domination), but the means by which these objectives might be achieved should not require massive use of force, fear, and brutality—or the consumption of enormous amounts of public funding. The Empire possessed a singular declared objective of sustaining a Galactic Empire as a means to a “safe and secure society.” It relied exclusively on military solutions and was unsustainable over time.

      Second, legitimacy in governance is critical. While many systems will have local cultural variations, leaders should be selected in a method that is considered just and fair by a majority of local people. This legitimate government should be able to provide security, encourage popular participation in government, understand the local cultural norms, and minimize corruption. The Empire’s preference for human governors across the galaxy and for senior leadership in the military compromised their legitimacy.

      Third, the military instruments available to our contemporary leadership must only be used for the achievement of legal political ends. Palpatine’s rule, while ultimately political in nature, was personality based, lacked legitimacy, and was reliant on brute force from a gargantuan military instrument. The military forces that are employed by contemporary political leaders must be schooled in civil primacy, the appropriate use of force, and the delegation of authority and must—at all costs—nurture a learning culture.

      Finally, the ethical basis of military forces is brought into stark relief by the events of the Clone Wars and the Galactic Civil War. Despite the murky genesis of the Clone Army, the Grand Army of the Republic possessed a clear political mandate for its existence and operations. It was led by well-trained, ethical Jedi leaders and possessed a legitimacy that was generally highly regarded throughout the galaxy. In contrast, the successor Imperial Military lacked legitimacy due to its unethical conduct against multiple star systems, its press ganging of recruits into Imperial service, its ethnocentric approach to recruiting mainly from a single race, and its absolute loyalty to the tyrannical Emperor. This should provide a worthy case study for all cadets at military academies throughout the galaxy.

      It has now been several decades since the scourge of Snoke and the eradication of the New Order. It has been even longer still since the death of Emperor Palpatine during the Battle of Endor. Palpatine was a cunning politician, a tyrannical and ruthless emperor, and a Sith lord who mastered the dark side of the Force. As we commemorate the centenary of the Palpatine Dialog this week, we must recommit ourselves to ensuring that this dark period of our history is understood by this and future generations. We must not repeat the mistakes of our ancestors, who, through all their best intentions, gave power through the Imperial Senate to a maniacal character and his vicious Imperial Military machine.

      
      Notes

        
          The epigraph was spoken by Senator Palpatine in Attack of the Clones. BBY and ABY indicate before the Battle of Yavin and after the Battle of Yavin, respectively. In 25 ABY the New Republic commissioned the New Republic Historical Council to restandardize the Galactic Calendar. The council chose the Battle of Yavin, instead of the Battle of Endor, calling the former the more significant galactic event. From that point on, the year in which the Battle of Yavin occurred was the epoch used for the dating system.
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          2. Sifo-Dyas was a Jedi master who served during the last decades of the Galactic Republic. When the Sith were revealed to have returned during the Invasion of Naboo in 32 BBY, he secretly commissioned the creation of the Clone Army, before he was murdered by Count Dooku.

        

        
          3. James Luceno, Dark Lord: The Rise of Darth Vader (New York: Del Rey, 2005), quoted at “Imperialization,” Wookieepedia, accessed August 8, 2017, http://starwars.wikia.com/wiki/Imperialization.

        

        
          4. Paul Murphy, The Rebel Alliance Sourcebook (Honesdale PA: West End Games, 1990), quoted at “Declaration of Rebellion,” Wookieepedia, accessed August 8, 2017, http://starwars.wikia.com/wiki/Declaration_of_Rebellion/Legends.
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      The Jedi and the Profession of Arms

      Steve Leonard

      
        For over a thousand generations, the Jedi Knights were the guardians of peace and justice in the Old Republic . . . before the dark times . . . before the Empire.

        Obi-Wan Kenobi, Star Wars: Episode IV—A New Hope

      

      At the height of its power and influence, the Jedi Order was already a profession in crisis. What began as a slow decay had advanced into a precipitous decline, one from which recovery would prove inexorably unlikely. Before Anakin Skywalker was seduced by the dark side of the Force, before Supreme Chancellor Sheev Palpatine issued Order 66, the Jedi were already at a tipping point, desperately clinging to a storied past while confronting an uncertain—and increasingly bleak—future. It was a decline that could not be avoided, could not be stopped. It was as inevitable as the Force itself.

      With Order 66, Darth Sidious launched the Great Jedi Purge, and the fall of the Jedi was all but complete.

      The Holy Order of the Jedi Knights—the Old Jedi Order—evolved over the millennia into “the guardians of peace and justice” in the galaxy. Ancient and monastic, the Jedi Order emerged from the ashes of the Force Wars on Tython, united by its belief and observance of the light side of the Force, which reflected the values of the order itself: honesty, compassion, selflessness, and humility.1 Despite their victory, the Jedi would commit much of the ensuing twenty-five thousand years locked in mortal combat with the devotees of the dark side—the Sith—who embraced a corrupt and wanton disregard for the natural order of the universe and an equally disturbing willingness to draw power from the evil that lurked in the dark side of the Force.

      Over the subsequent millennia, the Jedi faced countless challenges from the Sith, including their near extinction at the end of the Jedi Civil War.2 The battle between light and dark waged for thousands of years, the balance between them always in flux. But adhering to their core values and beliefs, the Jedi Order persevered as a profession, weathering each successive storm. Despite the mysticism surrounding their order, the Jedi were in fact, by their very nature, a profession sworn to protect and preserve balance in the Force, “the guardians of peace and justice” in the Old Republic.

      Historically, professions are sources of uniquely expert work. Medicine, jurisprudence, and the military are all examples of established professions. Members of these professions commit years of study and practice to their chosen “orders” before they are capable of producing expert work. Professions earn the trust of society through their ethic—the core values, principles and virtues that frame the culture of the profession—and are granted significant autonomy to develop and safeguard expertise in the best interests of society.3 Finally, professions are motivated by servant ideals and the lifelong pursuit of expert knowledge, and membership bears the status of “an ancient, honorable, and revered occupation.”4

      Nowhere is this more important than in the profession of arms, which is entrusted to provide security for a society unable to do so for itself and without which the society cannot survive. The lethality inherent in the profession of arms bears with it a deep moral obligation not just to the profession but to society itself. This makes the ethic—and the responsibility to police those who abandon its values, principles, and virtues—all the more essential to the profession.

      By any definition, the Jedi Order was a profession—a trusted, disciplined, and often revered vocation. At the very core of the order was the Jedi Code, the fundamental values and beliefs that framed their profession:

      
        There is no emotion, there is peace.

        There is no ignorance, there is knowledge.

        There is no passion, there is serenity.

        There is no chaos, there is harmony.

        There is no death, there is the Force.5

      

      The Jedi bore all the hallmarks of a professional order. Within the Jedi Order, there were seven degrees (or tiers) of seniority based on mastery of the Force. A Jedi initiate, or youngling, was a Force-sensitive child undergoing the early stages of training at the Jedi academy. Upon completing the initiate trials and being chosen to continue training with a Jedi knight or master, the initiate would advance to become a padawan, or Jedi apprentice. An apprentice who completed the Jedi trials was then bestowed with the title of Jedi knight. The path to Jedi master typically involved the successful mentoring and development of a number of padawans to Jedi knights, while a Jedi weapon master was the title given to those masters who pursued years of study of physical combat with the Force.6 Jedi councilors were those few selected to serve on one of the four Jedi councils; the master of the order presided over the Jedi High Council.7

      The Jedi served a unique and vital role in society, one that allowed the Old Republic to survive and flourish over a thousand generations. In this role, the Jedi continuously developed expertise within their profession and leveraged that expertise to the greater good of the society they served. In particular, they provided for the citizens of the Old Republic what they could not provide for themselves—peace and security.

      The Jedi were able to serve successfully in this capacity because they possessed expert knowledge of the Force, drawing on its power to safeguard the peace and justice essential to the survival of the Old Republic. This expert knowledge was the lifeblood of the Jedi Order, created and maintained through a steadfast commitment to maintaining balance in the Force. Mastery of the Force, earned through years of study and practice, was the hallmark of a Jedi.

      From the systems on the outer rim to the planets at the deep core of the galaxy, the Jedi were trusted to promote peace, resolve conflict, and maintain order. The Jedi Code established the values, principles, and virtues that guided their efforts and defined their service on behalf of society. The Jedi weren’t just respected members of society, they were revered within the Old Republic. They earned that trust, that reverence, though the proper practice and policing of their profession, through years of training, discipline, and professional acculturation bound by a core ethic—the Jedi Code. Galactic society granted them the necessary autonomy to develop expertise and—guided by their professional ethic—to self-police the order in honorable service to the Old Republic.

      Within the Jedi Order, the practice of their chosen vocation motivated and inspired others, fostering a commitment to the profession itself—the lifelong pursuit of mastery of the Force, earning a position of respect within ranks of the order, and the validation that came with selfless service in the name of the Jedi Code. For the Jedi, their chosen profession was much more than a “sad devotion to that ancient religion,” as General Motti described it to Darth Vader before the Battle of Yavin. It was a calling. It was a way of life.

      Finally, the Jedi established and upheld the discipline and standards of their profession through the Jedi councils, including responsibility for the training and development of initiates into the order. From its founding, the Jedi Order—the Jedi profession—had been governed by a council of masters. The Jedi High Council was the first and, ultimately, primary administrative governing body of the order, comprised of twelve Jedi masters, including five permanent members who accepted a lifetime appointment to the council. Led by the master of the order, the High Council also served as the principal advisors to the supreme chancellor.

      In time, other councils were convened to coordinate and oversee other professional elements of the Jedi Order. The Council of First Knowledge, led by the caretaker of first knowledge, oversaw the training, education, and professional development of the order. Comprised of five Jedi masters, the Council of First Knowledge was responsible for the Jedi academy and its curriculum and guarded and maintained the Temple Archives. They oversaw the collection and proliferation of Jedi knowledge and accepted responsibility for eradicating Sith teachings and artifacts from the archives.

      Similarly, the five master consulars chosen to lead the Council of Reconciliation worked closely with the Galactic Senate and the Republic Diplomatic Corps to prevent and resolve political impasse among the different governments and peoples of the Old Republic. The Reconciliation Council drew on a corps of Jedi trained as diplomats and ambassadors, as well as Jedi seers, specialized knights who assisted the master consulars and could sense the will of the Force. In most diplomatic scenarios, the Council of Reconciliation was the face of the Old Republic.

      The Council of Reassignment managed the Jedi Service Corps, an alternative to service for those initiates who failed to pass their trials or were not selected as padawans by a master but still desired to serve the order. These former initiates could thus continue service in one of four branches: the agricultural, medical, educational, or exploration corps. Members of each corps operated under the oversight of a satellite council and served the order—and galactic society—just as a knight would but through and with the mastery of a different set of skills.8

      By all measures, the Jedi Order was a noble calling—a strong profession with a legacy of service and commitment and a powerful ethic. Here, the words of Obi-Wan Kenobi were prescient: “For over a thousand generations the Jedi Knights were the guardians of peace and justice in the Old Republic.” The Jedi Order was born out of the ancient conflict to restore balance to the Force; and over the course of more than twenty-five thousand years, that conflict had remained central to their existence.

      But in the years leading up to the Clone Wars, the Sith had been seemingly reduced to a mere shadow of the threat they once presented. The threats the Jedi did face—many of them not threats at all but the challenges confronted in holding together a vast Galactic Republic—failed to yield the type of cataclysmic conflict posed by the Sith. The Jedi had become complacent. An order organized, trained, and equipped to engage in major conflicts with a peer opponent was left to negotiate trade agreements, combat terrorism, and maintain peace and stability across the galaxy.

      The citizens of the Old Republic, too, had become complacent. The Jedi Order bore responsibility for security, stability, and justice across the entire galaxy. The people themselves had not had to fight for their own rights for over a thousand generations. That burden was shouldered by the Jedi, who—by their very way of life—were increasingly separated from the people they served. Nearly four thousand years before the Great Jedi Purge, the Sith lord Darth Traya predicted what would one day come to pass: “If you seek to aid everyone that suffers in the galaxy, you will only weaken yourself . . . and weaken them. It is the internal struggles, when fought and won on their own, that yield the strongest rewards. . . . If you care for others, then dispense with pity and sacrifice and recognize the value in letting them fight their own battles.”9

      The divide between the Jedi and the people of the Old Republic had grown into a yawning chasm. The Jedi Order, a profession once recognized as a paragon of courage and honor, was now as distant and foreign as any world on the outer rim. The Jedi were insular, sequestered, and utterly unknown to the very people they were sworn to protect. For a profession that owed its existence to society, the connection to the people was sacrosanct.

      Ultimately, the profession itself was in decay. Despite the presence of the Jedi councils to ensure the operational efficacy of the practitioners, no single entity bore responsibility for safeguarding the Jedi Code—the very ethic of the profession. Initially, the rot might have been difficult to recognize, but it would slowly begin to spread across the profession, leaving the order weakened and exposed. And as the ethic faltered, so then did the profession.

      Even as the shadow of the Sith loomed dark over the Old Republic, the Jedi High Council remained largely unaware. They were easily manipulated into deploying a Jedi force under Master Dooku into a misguided and disastrous fight with the True Mandalorians during the Battle of Galidraan.10 As a result, Dooku, disillusioned with the High Council, began his own journey to the dark side of the Force. At the same time, the High Council was oblivious to the manipulations of Darth Plagueis, who was already orchestrating the rise of his apprentice, Palpatine, through the political ranks of the Galactic Senate.11

      The council’s decision to employ clone troopers as proxies in the conflict with Count Dooku’s Confederacy of Independent Systems signaled yet another schism in the Jedi Order.12 Addressing the High Council, Jedi Knight Bardan Jusik underscored the threat the decision posed to the core values of the Jedi: “So how do we justify what we are doing now? Breeding men without choice, and without freedom, to fight and die for us? When do the means cease to justify the end? Where is our society heading? Where are our ideals, and what are we without them? If we give in to expedience in this way, where do we draw the line between ourselves and those we find unacceptably evil? I have no answer, Masters. Do you?”13

      In turning away from the tenets of the Jedi Code in the name of expedience, the High Council found the tipping point that pushed the fate of the Jedi Order—the Jedi profession—to the precipice. The elevation of Anakin Skywalker to a seat on the council—the first and last Jedi to be appointed by the supreme chancellor—set in motion the sequence of events that would end with Operation Knightfall and launch the Great Jedi Purge.14

      When Palpatine—secretly Darth Sidious—issued the command “Execute Order 66,” he triggered an order programmed into the clone troopers through a biochip implanted during their creation on Kamino. The chip, which controlled the behavior and ensured the absolute obedience of the clones, caused troopers across the galaxy to turn on the Jedi and kill them. The same clone troopers that Bardan Jusik cautioned the High Council against using became the instrument of their own destruction.

      The Old Jedi Order had fallen. The profession was dead.

      
        Not the last of the old Jedi, Luke. The first of the new.15

        Obi-Wan Kenobi

      

      The Great Jedi Purge marks a catastrophic moment for the order as a profession and serves as a convenient backdrop for a contemporary discussion of the decline of the profession of arms and its ultimate impact on future conflict. The same symptoms of professional decay that plagued the Jedi—a gradual disassociation with the society and people it served and a slow erosion of its ethic—can be seen today in our own military forces.

      In a 2001 article in Time, author Mark Thompson discusses the drift between the U.S. military and civilian society: “Neither the U.S. military nor civilian society is to blame for the drift. In fact, fundamental changes in each have made it inevitable. Only 1.5 million of the 240 million Americans over 18—about half of 1 percent—are in uniform today. Without a draft or a good civilian economy, they tend to stay in uniform longer, further isolating them from the American mainstream.”16

      The profession of arms, to a large degree, owes its existence to the trust bestowed on it by the society it protects and defends. But as the relationship that underpins that trust erodes—when society demands more sacrifice of the profession than the society demands of itself—the fabric that ties the two together inevitably frays. And as that fabric becomes increasingly threadbare, so does the moral obligation the profession extends to the people it defends.

      The other significant source of decay—the erosion of the values, principles, and virtues of the professional ethic—symptomatic of the fall of the Jedi is as prevalent today as it was at the outset of the Clone Wars. As we struggle to self-police our own with any vestige of consistency, we are as culpable for the decline of the profession of arms as was the Jedi High Council when they failed to contain the rise of Darth Sidious. And the increasing politicization of current and former members of the senior ranks of the military threatens to tear asunder an already threadbare ethic.

      Historian Richard Kohn, writing in World Affairs Journal, noted these trends with some sense of foreboding: “Professions that cannot change themselves from within, cannot respond to the needs of their clients, and cannot enforce standards of behavior so as to maintain the confidence of their constituencies while also inspiring the admiration and loyalty of their own members are in trouble.”17

      In assessing the failure of an incredibly well-funded, well-equipped, and well-organized military force to defeat two insurgencies and a nascent civil war, Kohn placed the blame firmly at the feet of a profession of arms in decline—a profession, much like the Jedi Order, already in chaos, already balancing on a precipice.

      
      Notes
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      The Right Fleet

      Starships for Strategic Purpose

      BJ Armstrong

      In the climactic moments of the Battle of Hoth, the vast majority of the Rebel Alliance’s forces slipped between the fingers of the Imperial strike force deployed into the outer-rim system. In the Battle of Yavin, small fighters overcame the defenses of the Death Star in order to strike the design weakness that made it vulnerable. Repeatedly a small freighter named the Millennium Falcon, and its crew and passengers of vital Rebel leadership, escaped what appeared to be overwhelming Imperial odds. These developments in the galactic struggle between the Empire and the Rebel Alliance have been ascribed to luck by some and to the influence of ancient religion by others. However, such events do not require supernatural explanation. Instead, in military and naval terms, they are the result of strategic choices and decisions regarding the architecture of the Imperial fleet. These events were the natural outcome of the Imperial leadership’s nearly exclusive and myopic focus on large space battles and the platforms necessary for those battles, while ignoring the strategic role of fleets in constabulary duties and space security operations in peacetime.

      Imperial Fleet Architecture and Combat Operations

      From a long time ago to the present day, naval and space forces have struggled to understand their role in the larger galaxy. The officers commanding space forces and developing fleet policy have had a tendency to focus nearly all their attention on the most physically dangerous and violent aspect of their profession: ship and squadron combat in space. The result of this focus is that policy work on fleet design and force architecture attempts to address a single question: what type of force is needed to seize the initiative and dominate the enemy in space battle? This question is certainly an important one, but it should not be the only issue considered when developing the acquisition plans and operational concepts of any fleet. This was particularly true for the Imperial fleet, which served to enforce the will of the Emperor and the dictates of the regional governors, regardless of whether the Empire was in open warfare with another force.

      Discussion of fleet design benefits from examination of the history of planetary naval strategy and operations as a guide. Naval forces long played a central role in the power of polities both in peacetime as well as during war. The necessity for fleets during the conflicts between nations, or political groups, that spanned maritime environments seems obvious. The ability to establish command of the sea would be leveraged into the opportunity to cross those nautical divides and project force onto the enemy. Over the course of history, it was determined that the best way to achieve this dominance was to prepare for fleet battles that would sweep the enemy’s resistance from the sea. One of the struggles that strategists encountered with this ideal, however, was that once the maritime environment was claimed as the domain of a single competitor, resistance from the shore rarely ended, and a different set of forces and operational concepts were needed to project the power necessary for victory.

      The operational history of the Battle of Hoth illustrated this problem for the Imperial fleet in a space-operations context. There was no enemy fleet to engage and no question of who dominated the space environment within the system. Yet the strike force assembled was made up exclusively of large forty-thousand-man Star Destroyers designed to engage other combat vessels in battle. The result of this force architecture was that the Rebel Alliance easily spotted the Imperial arrival, based on the proximity that the strike force came out of hyperspace and because the size and shape of the force of massive battleships made it easy to identify. Once combat was engaged with the Rebels, the Star Destroyers attempted to establish a blockade of the system. But the small numbers of large ships, susceptible to antiaccess weapons like the ion cannon employed by the Rebels, were unable to effectively maneuver to capture fleeing small craft. The base on Hoth was destroyed, resulting in an Imperial tactical success, yet nearly the entire Rebel force was able to escape, giving the Rebels the strategic victory because of their continued survival. With fighter craft focused on defense of the Imperial assault and without small fleet combatants to enforce the blockade and run intercept operations on the escaping transports, fighters, and small craft, the blockade was a dismal failure. Success by squadrons of stunt fighters against the Death Star at the earlier Battle of Yavin also raises similar questions about the balance of the Imperial fleet in operations outside of system- or galaxy-wide wars.

      Slipping through Imperial Fingers

      In some ways, misconceptions over the fleet architecture necessary for success in establishing command of space, versus the architecture needed to effectively exercise the control that it provides, are to be expected. Placing first priorities on the initial element of space strategy seems natural. If you cannot win the battle, it will be hard to go on to effectively fight the rest of the conflict. However, moving beyond combat and the responsibilities of ships and squadrons in battle, the Imperial fleet’s force design almost completely ignored a second and equally important set of missions: operations and fleet responsibilities in peace.

      Particularly within the authoritarian political construct of the Imperial government, the ability of a fleet to transition to constabulary duties during periods without a direct conventional opponent was vital. Yet a force made up almost exclusively of ships the size of Star Destroyers and Super Star Destroyers—carriers augmented with only stunt ship–sized strikers and fighters—produced a fleet that struggled to effectively pursue these missions. Much as the Imperial strike force at Hoth demonstrated that small numbers of large ships are ineffective at close blockade operations, large numbers of smaller ships are also more effective at the patrol missions and constabulary operations necessary to establish security in the large expanse of Imperial-controlled space.

      With few ships optimized for patrol capabilities or operations outside of squadron engagements and with size being the dominant factor in warship design, it becomes nearly impossible for the fleet to provide effective units for space security operations. When Imperial edicts that attempted to control trade, or restrict space commerce, were matched with a lack of capability for patrol and enforcement, the natural result was smuggling and the rise of non–state actors that took advantage of the situation. When local planetary governments were stripped of their authority, after the dissolution of the Imperial Senate and vesting of power in regional governors, responsibility for space security also devolved to the governors. However, the Imperial fleet—designed almost exclusively for squadron- and fleet-level combat and given authority over huge sectors of space—had no chance of keeping up with the space insecurity that developed. The result was that large sections of space, including almost all the outer-rim systems, devolved into safe havens for pirates, smugglers, and illicit droid merchants.

      As these non–state groups formed loose organizational structures and safe basing arrangements, the networks between them grew, and contraband activity became ever easier. The Imperial fleet rarely arrived to demonstrate presence or conduct constabulary responsibilities. Smugglers were rarely boarded. When they were threatened with inspection, the volume of traffic on the intragalactic ratlines meant they could dump their cargos without significant effect to the networks themselves (though admittedly sometimes with personal ramifications when kingpins demanded remuneration). This environment of space insecurity, with enormous sectors lacking Imperial patrols or the arrival of only large battleships, created the perfect conditions for the Rebel Alliance to grow. Uncharted settlements of smugglers and illicit merchants became common, but to Imperial probes they were indistinguishable from Rebel activity. The clandestine movement of Rebel personnel and equipment could use the same ratlines that smugglers and other non–state actors had developed. With a fleet design that limited ability to conduct constabulary operations, there was little the Empire could do about it.

      Despite the common perception that fleets are only needed for war, governments introduce risk to the peace when they focus their fleet policies on that single element of space power. The insecurity that spread through the galaxy following the Emperor’s seizure of power was as much a result of a fleet that could not conduct constabulary duties as it was a sign of political resistance. The leaders of the Imperial fleet desperately sought the glory of squadron battles, which their predecessors had known in the Clone Wars and other conflicts, but they were blind to the challenge they faced and the security requirements of the fleet they led.

      Effects on Imperial Combat Readiness

      Beyond the strategic impact of poor fleet design on the Imperial fleet’s ability to maintain security and reduce the capabilities of the Rebel Alliance, there were also practical and internal implications. The focus on large, gold-plated ships with massive defensive systems and training in the doctrine of squadron battle had a vital effect on the officer corps in the Imperial fleet and on leadership across the force. It created an environment of risk aversion, and it limited decision making and authority to a debilitating degree. This not only affected the performance of fleet units in peacetime but also would have implications during wartime operations as well.

      Because of the Imperial fleet’s focus on large ships, officers rarely learned how to handle the responsibilities of command early in their careers. It was not just junior officers who struggled. The movement to a Star Destroyer fleet also eliminated the ships and units that midcareer officers would have commanded. The earliest an officer could assume the mantle of command was as a captain, nearing the end of a career. By extension, the size of a Star Destroyer, with a crew of forty thousand and a massive price tag for the equipment involved, meant that when an officer did finally rise to a command position, it was a responsibility of a massive magnitude and one for which the officer had had little practice.

      The doctrine of fleet battle in the Imperial fleet focused on procedural compliance and adherence to written orders. There was little room for individual analysis or mission thinking. When an Imperial officer was trained and promoted in this environment, it was smarter to develop rote knowledge of the applicable directives and exact compliance, rather than working to understanding the operational or strategic reasoning behind them. Because there were no small ships to command, officers were never pulled out of this mindset of risk aversion and rote memorization. Suddenly, in the closing years of their career, they were placed in command of a massive warship and told that now everything was up to them and that they had to not only know the directives but understand the reasoning behind them and make their own decisions. The result was a culture that saw regular relief for cause, and occasional executions, of officers who might have followed doctrine exactly but failed in their final objectives.

      An Imperial fleet architecture that included smaller ships, with smaller crews and less overall responsibility involved, would have given junior and midcareer officers the opportunity to develop their command abilities over the course of a career. It would have encouraged more-dynamic leadership and would have necessitated that officers learn not only to follow perfect procedure but also to understand the reasoning behind those procedures and exercise their own tactical and operational reasoning. This would have strengthened decision making and would have resulted in better strategic understanding later in a career, just in time to assume command of a capital ship in the Star Destroyer squadrons.

      Balance and the Fleet Force

      During multiple engagements in space battles, from the Clone Wars to the Battle of the Endor system, the Imperial fleet demonstrated skill and capability in large fleet engagements and in the development of deep-space, squadron-level operations. However, once the Empire attained control of the galaxy, the fleet design constructed around large starships and battlefleet operations became a hindrance to the galactic responsibilities of the fleet. Senior leadership in the Imperial forces continued to emphasize building larger and larger starships and focused training on squadron-level engagements and above. Meanwhile space degenerated into not only a lawless area that offered advantages to pirates, smugglers, and illicit droid merchants but also an environment in which the Rebel Alliance could establish itself. The failure of the Imperial fleet to understand the constabulary duties that are a central part of a fleet’s responsibility in the star-studded commons created an improper architecture and resulted in vital gaps in capability. These gaps smoothed the way for the rise of the Rebel Alliance and offered the Rebels tactical and operational opportunities that led to their eventual victory. The Empire’s failure to bring balance to the fleet force and to provide capabilities across the range of fleet operational requirements, in both peace and war, is a lesson for fleets across time.
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      Why We Need Space Marines

      B. A. Friedman

      
        They have no idea we’re coming. They have no reason to expect us. If we can make it to the ground, we’ll take the next chance. And the next. On and on until we win or the chances are spent.

        Jyn Erso, Rogue One

      

      In a memo labeled #MH2215: “Short Notes on the History of the Rebel Alliance Navy,” Mon Mothma laid out why the Rebel Alliance was built around a fleet of starships instead of land forces, especially infantry.1 These notes reveal the thinking of the Rebellion leadership early in its existence, especially in regard to fleet design. The victory of the Alliance and the establishment of the New Republic are testimony to Mothma’s vision and strategic reasoning. A Rebel Alliance built around planetary infantry forces would have been easily isolated and destroyed by the Galactic Empire. Be that as it may, the historical record of the Galactic Civil War is one of strategic constraint and tactical desperation. Battles were won and lost on the flimsiest of margins. It is easy to marvel at the feats of arms performed by legendary Rebels during the war. It is easier still to forget that audacious plans, like the small-unit infiltrations of the Battles of Scarif and Endor, could have just as easily turned into massive victories for the Empire. In the case of Scarif, the Rebel Alliance only gained victory at the cost of massive casualties and the destruction of precious spacecraft.

      Given the frequency of orbit-to-planet force projection—operations that involved the rapid deployment of forces onto a planet’s surface and coordination between elements both in orbit and on the ground—in the Galactic Civil War, the Rebel Alliance would have been better served had it developed a professional, expeditionary corps. Such a force—akin to forces like the contemporary U.S. Marines—nested within the Rebel Alliance Navy and trained to execute orbit-to-planet operations in support of the fleet could also have achieved victory at a substantially lower cost.2 A look at key battles and other inflection points during the Rebel Alliance’s wars—as well as earlier conflicts that should have informed the Alliance’s strategy—offers a number of demonstrative examples.

      The Clone Wars

      The Clone Wars saw a great deal of orbit-to-planet maneuver and, as a result, the Jedi Council’s Clone Army found itself on both sides of the orbit-to-planet equation—leading the assault and defending against it in turn. Although the subsequent Galactic Civil War is replete with examples of how an expeditionary marine force would have lent great advantage to the Rebels, many of the trends that underpinned this advantage were already obvious during this previous conflict.

      The Battle of Geonosis (22 BBY)

      The Battle of Geonosis in 22 BBY (before the Battle of Yavin), the first major conflict of the Clone Wars and the baptism by fire of the Jedi Council’s Clone Army, was a demonstration of professional orbit-to-planet maneuver. Although an untested force, the Clone Army—by now dubbed the Grand Army of the Republic—quickly planned and executed a movement from its home port of Kamino. The battle was one of the most complex of the war, featuring a search-and-rescue operation and an assault on droid production facilities, all following a fast and undetected orbit-to-planet phase. Thanks to the ability of the Grand Army of the Republic to quickly and stealthily transition from orbit to the surface of Geonosis, the search and rescue was successful, and so was the assault on the droid factories. The droid military defenders were caught unawares, and the native forces of Geonosis could organize little resistance. The battle led to the loss of the first capital of the Confederacy of Independent Systems as well as the destruction of a major portion of its battle droid production capacity.

      Many of the types of operations successfully undertaken during the battle—most notably, rapid deployment from one domain to another—offered a clear sign of the value of marine forces, trained, organized, and equipped for just such a mission. And yet two decades later, as the Rebel Alliance found itself waging war against the Empire, the lesson would be ignored.

      The Battle of Kashyyyk (19 BBY)

      Turnabout is fair play, and three years after the Battle of Geonosis it was the Clone Army’s turn to defend a planet against assault by the Confederacy of Independent Systems. The fight over Kashyyyk occurred during a period of conflict all over the galaxy, as both sides waged concurrent offensive operations. On Kashyyyk, General Grievous, commander of the Confederacy of Independent Systems forces, planned a simple and classic orbit-to-surface attack. His forces used C-9979 landing craft to transport droid troops to orbit over Kashyyyk. The assault itself was spearheaded both by armored assault tanks like the IG-227 Hailfire-class droid tanks and by armored personnel carriers. The defenders employed a standard Clone Army combined-arms task force augmented both by local Wookiee allies and, of note, by a contingent of Clone Marines.3 Clone Marines were typically tasked with the defense of Republic ships from boarding parties, as well as assaulting and boarding enemy ships. Their use to augment the defense of a planet indicates the importance of controlling territory during the Clone Wars. That the Clone Marines’ value was evidently not recognized and a professional marine force was not incorporated into the subsequent Rebel Alliance’s formations represented a substantial misappraisal by the Alliance’s leadership.

      The Kashyyyk Task Force of the Grand Army of the Republic planned and executed a stalwart defense of the planet; however, events beyond Kashyyyk ended the war virtually as the battle was waged. When Sheev Palpatine issued Order 66 and the clone troopers turned on their Jedi officers, Kashyyyk was one of the battles ended by the decapitating effect. Its impacts would reverberate into the Galactic Civil War, although lessons from the Clone Wars about the value of a professional marine force were unheeded, a mistake for which the Rebel Alliance would pay a heavy price in blood.

      The Galactic Civil War

      Whereas the control of territory was paramount to both sides during the Clone Wars, the nature of the Galactic Civil War meant that the physical control of planets themselves was much less important. Indeed, the Rebel Alliance simply never had the resources to take and hold territory against the Empire. Mon Mothma understood this fact far better than did Imperial leaders such as Grand Moff Tarkin. Tarkin was completely focused on developing a superweapon—the Death Star—that could annihilate Alliance-held territory, a focus that Emperor Palpatine certainly shared. Mothma’s accurate assessment of the kind of war on which the Alliance was embarking—and the Empire’s inaccurate assessment of the same—was a key component in the Alliance’s success despite the great disparity in resources and capacity.

      The Alliance’s lack of capability, however, was not without consequence. Although Mothma was correct to focus less on building a Rebel army that could hold planetary territory, the Alliance could certainly have developed a professional corps of troops dedicated to orbit-to-planet assaults, raids, and other expeditionary operations. Lacking such a capability, it was forced to rely on hastily organized groups or small special operations teams without the ability or training for large-scale battles.

      The Battle of Scarif (0 BBY)

      The Battle of Scarif in 0 BBY, despite its strategic success, was a bloody tactical debacle even before Grand Moff Tarkin’s destruction of the Imperial installation on the planet. The proposed mission to retrieve the Death Star’s plans was vetoed by the Rebel council, assessed as too risky. While Jyn Erso forced the issue by undertaking an unsanctioned infiltration with a small, ad hoc team that included a small complement of Rebel Marines, a manning strategy that included a robust, professional corps of marines—ideal for such an operation—might well have persuaded the Rebel council to authorize an orbit-to-surface mission. Such an operation by a force tailored for it would have had greater chance of success and almost certainly would have avoided the heavy death toll inflicted on the hastily planned and improvised assault force and other Rebel Alliance formations forced to support it via an orbital-fleet attack.

      Scarif, in particular, demonstrates the paucity of tactical and operational options available to the Alliance combat forces. If a larger complement of marine units were available, these could have been used to effect the capture of the Imperial archives and the Death Star plans. If a portion of the Rebel fleet had been outfitted and trained for the support of orbit-to-planet operations, that detachment could have concentrated on supporting the surface forces while the bulk of the Alliance Navy confronted the Imperial fleet that arrived during the battle. Given Mothma’s policy of only developing a deep-space force, the Alliance Navy had to simultaneously support the improvised surface team—a task for which neither fleet nor team was trained—and confront Imperial ships both stationed at Scarif and those that arrived later. Given the complexity of the Scarif mission, it would have been a tricky operation even for a fully professional fleet with a dedicated corps of marines. Since the fledgling Alliance Navy had to handle so many unfamiliar missions at once and with no planning or rehearsal, it was completely overwhelmed. That the Death Star plans were captured—barely—should not hide the fact that the operation was a tactical gamble, and the heavy odds against its success could have been shifted in the Rebel Alliance’s favor by the presence of marine units tailored for just such a mission.

      The Battle of Hoth (3 ABY)

      Although arguably not a victory for the Rebel Alliance, the Battle of Hoth is a clear demonstration of the utility of quick-response orbit-to-planet forces. While the Rebel Alliance was alerted to an impending Imperial attack thanks to the detection of an Imperial probe droid on the surface of Hoth, they were still unable to leave before the arrival of the Imperial forces under Darth Vader.

      Vader’s task force had its famed 501st Legion, “Vader’s Fist.” The history of the 501st stretches back to the Battle of Geonosis, and the institutional knowledge of an orbit-to-planet maneuver surely contributed to the Imperial success. Again, because of Mon Mothma’s focus on deep-space-faring forces, Rebel Alliance options were constrained, and Echo Base depended more on remaining hidden—and a single shield generator—for defense. What ground troops were available did prepare a fortified defense once the base was discovered, but it stood little chance against the armored task force of AT-AT walkers. The Imperial armored force did suffer casualties, thanks to the creative use of snowspeeder close air support on the part of the Rebels. But in the end, their mission was accomplished: they knocked out the shield generator protecting the base. Once the shield generator was destroyed, the main effort shifted to the 501st Legion, personally led by Darth Vader, which successfully assaulted and captured Echo Base.

      Ultimately, the Rebel forces stationed at Hoth were saved by the calm and collected planet-to-orbit withdrawal conceived and executed by the station commander, Leia Organa of Alderaan. Absent her inspired leadership, the Rebel Alliance could very well have lost far more than just Echo Base.

      The Battle of Endor (4 ABY)

      Occurring four years after the Battle of Scarif, the Battle of Endor again demonstrated the inability of the Rebel Alliance to effectively fight on both the surface and in the orbit of a planet in a coordinated way. After receiving intelligence regarding the construction of a second Death Star and an Imperial shield defense system on the forest moon of Endor, the Rebel Alliance was again forced to turn to a small team that lacked the training and skills necessary to effect an orbit-to-surface landing.

      Although the team, led by General Han Solo, managed to evade Imperial naval assets guarding the site, the surface component of the battle nearly met with disaster. During the infiltration and assault phases of the surface battle, Solo’s team found itself unable to successfully reach their objective, the shield generator, without being detected by Imperial patrols. The team managed to evade the patrol, only to be captured by local indigenous fighters—Ewoks—that Alliance intelligence had apparently failed to identify during the planning process. After the Alliance team eventually secured their release from captivity and reached their objective, they found themselves completely outnumbered and outgunned by the Imperial garrison and its AT-ST vehicles.

      During the entire surface battle, the Alliance troops on the surface and the Alliance naval forces in orbit were completely unable to communicate with each other. Coordination between the two is a basic principle of orbit-to-planet operations that trained and experienced personnel would have immediately identified as an integral planning effort. This left the surface forces unable to transmit vital intelligence regarding the planetary shield to the Alliance Navy or call for fire support.

      Just as at the Battle of Hoth, it was the calm and collected leadership of Leia Organa, this time employing her skills as a diplomat even amid battle, that made up for the Alliance’s lack of capability for this type of operation. Organa not only effected the release of the surface force from captivity but further convinced the local indigenous troops to join the assault on the shield generator. It was this unplanned—and fortuitous—addition of combat power that allowed the surface force to successfully capture and destroy the shield generator. Fortune favored the Rebel Alliance on Endor, but a dedicated force capable of effective orbit-to-surface operations could have relied on proper organization, training, and equipping for such a mission, rather than on fortune alone.

      The Resistance

      Conflicts in the outer rim that arose in the wake of the Galactic Civil War between the Resistance and the First Order then began taking shape. Early evidence suggests that the First Order had a better orbit-to-planet capability than the Resistance. Although a veteran of Scarif, Hoth, and Endor, General Leia Organa repeated the mistake of the Rebel Alliance and paid little attention to the signs encouraging the development of a corps of orbit-to-surface troops for her Resistance organization. The First Order demonstrated an ability to execute effective and deliberate orbit-to-planet operations, placing trained and organized troops on the surface of both Jakku and Takodana in pursuit of high-value targets. Although the latter landing was disrupted by the arrival of Resistance starfighters acting in a surface-attack role for which they were not designed, the objective of the First Order attack was nonetheless achieved. Based on early reports, the successful Resistance assault on Starkiller Base again relied on a small, improvised team to execute a surface-to-orbit infiltration.

      An Alternate Galactic History

      These battles, for all their unique features, show a clear trend: a professional corps of troops trained and organized for orbit-to-planet operations is a key component of galactic warfare. Mon Mothma’s decision to build a navy and not an army was understandable. The Alliance faced serious resource constraints and thus could not do both, and a fleet of ships was imperative. Building that fleet was the right choice. However, given the frequency of planet hopping during the Clone Wars, that navy should have included a capability for planetary force projection—an expeditionary marine force nested within and augmenting the Alliance Navy. While victory was achieved in the end, lives could have been saved and opportunities exploited by the adoption of such a force. And the history of a galaxy far, far away might have looked very different.

      
      Notes
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      Jedi Mind Tricks

      From the Reel to the Real

      Jean Marie Ward

      Stormtroopers at Mos Eisley spaceport detain a speeder carrying a pair of fugitive droids. The speeder’s shabbily dressed human passenger, the Jedi master Obi-Wan Kenobi, informs them, “These aren’t the droids you’re looking for. . . . They can go on their way.” The stormtroopers parrot his words and wave the speeder away.

      An Imperial officer on the Death Star mocks the futility of Darth Vader’s “sorcerer’s ways.” Vader, standing some two yards away, makes a small hand gesture. The officer starts choking as if being strangled by invisible hands.

      In the swamps of Dagobah, aspiring Jedi Luke Skywalker practices psychokinesis by lifting large rocks with his mind. His abilities seem remarkable until his teacher, the small, green-skinned Jedi master Yoda, challenges him to raise his crashed X-wing fighter from the swamp. Luke fails. Yoda closes his eyes. The ship rises, along with a sizeable chunk of water-logged real estate.

      The mental powers of the Jedi may be the single most fantastic element in the whole Star Wars universe. Sure, faster-than-light travel, cities in the clouds, and planet-killing Death Stars are impossible based on today’s science, but their technological trappings let them appear plausible, as long as no one looks too closely. Jedi mind tricks, as well as the training and mental discipline that make them possible, read too much like magic. Everyone knows magic is not real. The laws of physics do not bend to the power of the mind.

      The historical record is unanimous on this point. Greek philosophers, Daoist alchemists, Elizabethan secret agents, dedicated materialists, and countless others have spent millennia seeking the real-world equivalent of Jedi mental abilities. Yet none of them have successfully replicated Anakin Skywalker’s party trick of floating fruit over a banquet table. But people—and nations—keep trying.

      From the 1920s through the 1970s, Soviet scientists spent millions exploring the military applications of telepathy, telekinesis, and other parapsychological phenomena in countless experiments at roughly twenty centers throughout the Soviet Union.1 Finally, in the late 1960s researchers thought they had found a person capable of moving objects using only the power of her mind. A Leningrad psychic named Nina Kulagina allegedly separated the yolk from the white of a raw egg at a distance of six feet, as well as moving objects such as a crystal bowl, clock pendulums, and bread across the surface of a table via psychokinesis. However, shifting objects on tables without appearing to touch them is standard sleight of hand, the stock-in-trade of fraudulent mediums everywhere. Although no one openly accused Ms. Kulagina of being a fraud, later events suggest her mental powers were far less than advertised. In 1971 she and the scientist in charge of her experiments abruptly disappeared.2

      Determined not to be outmatched in a psychic arms race, the United States spent another twenty years and around $20 million researching remote viewing, automatic writing, and other forms of paranormal activity.3 The results were at best inconclusive. What was worse (much worse in the eyes of the Department of Defense, which funded most of the research), they were laughable. After all, The Men Who Stare at Goats, the Jon Ronson book that inspired the George Clooney movie, was a nonfiction account of the U.S. Army’s adventures into parapsychology.

      Nevertheless, it would be foolish to dismiss the notion of Jedi mind tricks and the mental discipline that makes them possible out of hand. Some of those so-called tricks are things people do every day. Take Obi-Wan’s encounter with the stormtroopers, for example. Strip away the mysticism of the Force, and all he did was lie convincingly to two people conditioned to obedience. Deception is a critical skill in many military operations. For military personnel operating behind enemy lines, the quality of their lies could mean the difference between life and death. As a result, modern special operations forces undergo rigorous training in stealth and deception.

      In addition, the prompt acquiescence of those Mos Eisley stormtroopers highlights the flip side of Jedi mind tricks. Military personnel throughout history have been subject to intensive mental conditioning as part of the job. The goal of this mental discipline, however, is the opposite of the stormtroopers’ lemming-like obedience. Its purpose is to hone the warrior’s mind in the same way physical conditioning hones the body. The mind guides the fist. It is truly the body’s primary weapon system.

      There is a mental component to every conflict. As conflict escalates to combat, that mental component grows in importance. Therefore, training a fighter’s body is not enough. You must also train the mind. The form this mental training and conditioning takes is determined by the nature of the military organization and its values and objectives.

      For example, the legendary warriors of Sparta were an aristocratic elite determined to remain at the top of their social heap. They began preparing their children for military life as soon as they were old enough to toddle out of the house. Any Spartan citizen (essentially any Spartan male who successfully completed military training and had been inducted into one of the dining messes that functioned as de facto military units) could discipline anyone’s child as if it were his own. This accustomed the children to taking orders at an early age.4

      At seven the boys were separated from their families and sent to a combination grammar–military prep school, where they wore the same garment in winter and summer. They were never fed enough and encouraged to steal—but they were beaten if caught. This taught them stealth and prepared them for operations behind enemy lines.5 The education process turned the entire state into an armed camp in an all-out, society-wide effort to forge an undefeatable warrior caste entirely dedicated to the political goals of the Spartan city-state.6 It also created a dangerous feedback loop of Spartan exceptionalism and siege mentality, which led to the city-state’s collapse when it faced a coalition of the other Greek city-states and the threat of internal revolt by unfranchised Spartans.

      In contrast, the small city-state of ancient Rome successfully expanded its dominion to encompass large portions of three continents, hundreds of different population groups, and a bewildering array of religions. The Roman Republic and, later, the Roman Empire needed their military to do more than win wars. They needed it to win peace, to create a sense of pan-Roman unity and mutual interest among former enemies. To achieve these goals, the Roman legions developed into a professional force that was largely composed of volunteers drawn from every class of citizen throughout the Roman world.

      For recruits, they preferred young men in their late teens but would accept a good candidate as old as thirty-five.7 The army issued travel bonuses to new recruits, because their units were usually located a great distance from their recruitment site. Once they arrived at their base, they would be issued standardized gear and begin a standardized course of physical training.8 The drills would continue for the duration of their enlistment, as would the harsh discipline.9

      Every element of the process reinforced the core values of egalitarianism and respect for the rule of law crucial to upholding Roman authority across Europe and the Mediterranean basin. Assigning individuals from different regions to the same unit and immersing them in the shared experience of barracks life underscored the essential equality of all Roman citizen soldiers—and by extension all Roman citizens—regardless of their origins. The enforcement of standardized military regulations provided an ongoing education in the power of law, the universality of its application, and its benefits to society as a whole. More importantly, the impact of this conditioning did not end with a soldier’s term of duty. Former soldiers carried these values into retirement, frequently in locations far from their original homes, helping to spread them through Roman society as a whole.

      The leaders of the Knights Templar faced a very different organizational challenge. Cultural differences, basic military training, and conditioning were nonissues. The order’s warrior recruits all derived from European nobility. They were expected to be trained in arms and ready to fight from the moment they joined.10 In many cases, they supplied their own horses, squires, and equipment.11 What they lacked were values, specifically, the core Christian values of meekness, obedience, charity, and self-sacrifice.12

      The engine of their transformation from brutal, grasping, worldly men into Christian paladins was the monastic discipline of “The Primitive Rule of the Templars.” When not on campaign, much of the Templars’ daily routine mirrored that of civilian monks. Their dormitories were lit through the night.13 Their drills and other military requirements were organized around monastic devotions held roughly every two to three hours from 4 a.m. to 9 p.m.14 The rule regulated how they wore their hair (short), what they could eat and when, and even when they could speak.15 The result of this conditioning was an awe-inspiring, supremely committed fighting force whose members subordinated personal ambition to the will of the order and rejoiced in the prospect of martyrdom.16

      The monks of China’s Shaolin Temple in Henan Province, the fabled source of Chan Buddhism and much of Chinese martial arts, observe a similarly intense routine of training, physical labor, and scheduled devotions. But their tradition turns the Templar experience on its head. The founder of Chan Buddhism, Bodhidharma, viewed structured exercise as a means to enhance the impact of devotional meditation, thereby creating better monks.17 No one knows if he planned to turn them into fighters, but that’s what happened. From the seventh through seventeenth centuries, Shaolin monks fought in numerous battles against bandits, pirates, and imperial troops, usually on the winning side.

      The link between the practice of Buddhism and military prowess was even stronger in feudal Japan. The earliest dojos were attached to Buddhist shrines and temples.18 In addition, the history of Japanese swordsmanship features several master swordsmen who developed their signature techniques only after lengthy periods of meditation and isolation.19

      Miyamoto Musashi, possibly the greatest swordsman of all time, began practicing Zen meditation (the Japanese version of Chan meditation) early in his career.20 Zen principles and patterns of thought suffuse The Book of Five Rings, his famous treatise on military strategy and the way of the sword. The Dokkodo, twenty-one short injunctions that effectively function as his last testament, works equally well as a Buddhist text or Yoda’s lesson plan. To cite a few examples:

      
        5. Be detached from desire your whole life long.

        8. Never let yourself be saddened by a separation.

        17. Do not shun death in the way.21

      

      Despite this, Musashi was a total badass who fought at least sixty duels to the death before he was thirty, including one where he killed his opponent with a sword he carved from an oar.22 After he stopped killing people for a living, he perfected the art of defeating his opponents without delivering a single blow.23 One account suggests he moved in a kind of force field of his own making.24 Of course, mental state plays a major role in any conflict. Those who expect to lose probably will.

      They might even psych themselves into a panic attack—which calls to mind Darth Vader choking the hapless officer’s life away on the Death Star. If Musashi’s later victories can be attributed in part to his opponents’ belief in his invincibility, what does that say about Darth Vader’s so-called Jedi mind tricks? Were they mind magic or applied psychology using the terror inspired by Vader’s well-earned reputation to invoke a graphic physiological response.

      Either way, it still works.

      Mental conditioning—minus the panic attacks—remains a potent tool in the training and development of U.S. military personnel. The United States shares the Roman values of human equality and respect for the rule of law, as well as the goal of achieving peace and stability on the world stage. As a result, the conditioning of U.S. military personnel displays many similarities with the Roman model.

      Like the legions, the U.S. military is a professional, volunteer force composed of a diverse mix of citizens from all regions of the country. It transports recruits to remote induction centers, isolating them from their previous lives. Upon arriving, the recruits are issued standardized clothing and gear. They are also subjected to rigid standards of grooming to break down their sense of individuality and foster a sense of group identity. They are toughened through physical activity, drilled to distraction, and relentlessly hectored. Since the 1980s, they are no longer subject to physical assault by their drill instructors.25 But the combination of verbal abuse, grueling exercise, fear, and exhaustion remains compelling—intentionally so. The ultimate purpose of basic training is to see which recruits crack under stress, to help the others rise above it, and to instill strong military values such as loyalty, teamwork, and valor.

      As former Marine Sergeant Jon Davis wrote in a March 15, 2013, article for Quora,

      
        You have to train 18-year-olds to run to the sound of gunfire and perform under fire and the threat of death.

        This act defies all logic, goes against all human instinct, and takes one of the most intensive acts of psychological reprogramming to overcome. . . .

        . . . Normal people can’t do the things warriors are asked to do. They can’t imagine it and shouldn’t be forced to. But there are those that do. For these people though, there must be a transition from “civilian” to “warrior.” Boot camp is the means of that evolution, and every part of it is necessary.26

      

      Special operations forces’ training reinforces and intensifies this conditioning. The emotional identification of sniper Chris Kyle with his SEAL team approached the level of a Spartan to his dining mess. He wrote in his autobiography, American Sniper, “Being a SEAL wasn’t just what I did, it became who I was.”27

      When after four deployments and the greatest number of confirmed sniper kills in U.S. military history, his health and his family necessitated a return to civilian life, he felt like he was running away, letting down the team: “I know it doesn’t make sense. I know I had accomplished a huge amount. I needed a rest, but felt I shouldn’t take one. I thought I should be stronger than was possible.”28

      The success of this mental and physical conditioning is amply demonstrated by U.S. military performance in the field. But the landscape, tactics, and technology of the modern battlefield are constantly changing. To ensure U.S. military personnel can adapt and survive what General Peter W. Chiarelli, former vice chief of staff of the U.S. Army, called “the shifting complexity of modern wars,” military training and conditioning must evolve to match the challenges of the operational environment and the speed at which it changes.29

      One of the ways the U.S. Army hopes to overcome these challenges and improve soldiers’ ability to adapt and thrive is the Army Ready and Resiliency Campaign. Described by the U.S. Army as a holistic, multidisciplinary approach to physical, psychological, and emotional health, the campaign seeks to enhance individual performance and increase overall unit readiness.30 The psychological and emotional components of the campaign encompass research and training in a number of disciplines, including mindfulness meditation.31

      Mindfulness meditation is essentially Zen meditation stripped of religious content. It uses simple breathing exercises to relax the body and center the mind in the moment. Some have criticized elements of the U.S. Army’s campaign.32 But thanks to the Shaolin monks and Musashi, mindfulness and mindfulness meditation have an unimpeachable martial pedigree. The techniques also boast a century of successful commercial application in Japan, including in potentially high-risk occupations such as the operation of shinkansen bullet trains.33 But more importantly for the soldiers and veterans in the program, mindfulness and mindfulness meditation training often shows immediate, positive results.34

      Such mental resiliency programs could become even more important as the United States and the world venture further into the solar system. Current NASA astronaut candidates undergo extensive psychological evaluations, but the agency is updating its criteria in anticipation of much longer missions to Mars and near-space asteroids.35 In doing so, they may find themselves borrowing a page from the U.S. Navy’s submarine force, which has been evaluating the mental fitness of submariners for generations. After all, space and deep-sea operations share a lot of similarities: no personal space; no escape from workplace conflicts; no sunlight for long periods; disrupted sleep and wake cycles and sleep deprivation; excessive sea pressure (or in the case of NASA, the opposite); and socially intense, physically closed, and potentially dangerous working conditions.36

      Sound familiar? With the exception of the psychological stress imposed by environments inherently inimical to human habitation, those living conditions display a great similarity to living conditions at the Shaolin monastery and the dormitories of the Knights Templar. Since similar conditions generally respond to similar remedies, the Jedi-like discipline of mindfulness meditation and other forms of mental resiliency training would be the logical way to address the mental component of deep-sea and deep-space operations.

      But the lessons of mindfulness may ultimately play a bigger role, one vital to every aspect of future U.S. military operations. You do not need Darth Vader’s sorcerer’s powers to predict the progressive automation of the military battlefield. Performing in a military theater that separates the hand from the spear, a milieu that values algorithms over valor and experience, potentially augmented with implants and cybernetic prosthetics, military personnel will find themselves increasingly challenged to retain their humanity, sense of self-worth, and commitment to the common good. When warfare becomes nothing more than a video game, everyone loses. Although it uses different terminology, mindfulness meditation, like Jedi teachings about the Force, fosters a personal understanding of the inherent connection between all things—internal and external, physical and spiritual. This sense of connection, of cause and effect, of mind to fist, may be our best defense against the stormtroopers’ mindless surrender to totalitarianism.

      Does this mean the U.S. military can look forward to a future of flying fruit, levitating rocks, and X-wing fighters? Unlike the Imperial officer Vader terrorized on the Death Star, I won’t hold my breath. On the other hand, shortly after I began work on this essay, I ran across an article on the Shaolin Flying Monks Temple, a vertical wind tunnel in the center of an amphitheater recently opened on the grounds of the Shaolin Monastery.

      “The concept is partially based on the phenomenon of levitation explored by the Shaolin monks for centuries,” architect Austris Mailitis told Inhabitat.com. “Now they will all have an opportunity to try levitating. The idea is focused on growth, a spiritual and physical chance of making the next step towards solving the mystery of levitation.”37

      Somewhere in a galaxy far, far away, laughing, Yoda is.
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      Lightsabers and Death Stars

      Military-Technology Lessons from Star Wars

      Dan Ward

      In history and fiction alike, some weapons make a big splash when they first appear, blowing up entire planets or stomping loudly toward the Rebels’ new secret base on a remote ice world. Despite their impressive debuts, such devices of mass destruction are inevitably revealed to have crippling flaws that significantly reduce their combat effectiveness.

      Other weapons make a more understated first impression, giving little hint of their eventual impact. On the battlefield as well as on the screen, these simpler, humbler weapons tend to punch well above their weight, for reasons both artistic and scientific. In this chapter, we’ll take a close look at a fictional weapon that decidedly belongs in the latter category and see why lightsabers are preferable to Death Stars.

      In 1977 Star Wars: Episode IV—A New Hope introduced lightsabers to the world in a quietly poignant scene. Half an hour into the film, we see an old hermit named Ben Kenobi pass along an antique family heirloom to an orphan boy named Luke. Old Ben describes the weapon in downright poetic language. He wistfully explains that the obsolete artifact is “an elegant weapon, for a more civilized age,” clearly implying that particular age came to an end a long time ago.

      The moment Luke switched the lightsaber on and waved the glowing beam back and forth began a long-standing love affair with this simple glowing blade. A 2008 survey by 20th Century Fox (three decades after A New Hope was released!) selected the lightsaber as the “best weapon ever featured in a movie,” beating out Dirty Harry’s handgun (number 2) and Indiana Jones’s bullwhip (number 3). In case you’re wondering, the Death Star came in at number 9.

      The thing that is so right and so appealing about the lightsaber is its simplicity. In the hands of a trained Jedi (or, frankly, a half-trained Jedi), this single beam of energy demonstrates a wide range of capabilities: deflecting blaster shots, cutting through reinforced bulkheads, and delivering some of the most dazzling swordplay ever filmed. It is a knight’s weapon, graceful and sophisticated. There is something pure and good in its clean lines and unpretentious structure.

      As the saga continues, viewers discover that Jedi are not the only ones in this far, far away galaxy who use such elegant weapons. Villains use them too. Throughout the original trilogy, good guys and bad guys use essentially identical lightsabers. Only the color distinguishes noble Jedi Knights (whose blades are typically blue) from malevolent Sith lords (whose blades are typically red). But in the prequel trilogy and the sequel trilogy, we begin to see design variety among these glowing, buzzing weapons. That’s where things get interesting and begin to reveal something important about complexity and combat effectiveness.

      When a Sith lord named Darth Maul made an appearance in Episode I—The Phantom Menace, he instantly captivated audiences by wielding a double-sided lightsaber. This was the first variation shown to a wide audience (not counting the various light-weapons in Star Wars comics or Clone Wars cartoons). We were all suitably impressed by the ferocity of Darth Maul’s acrobatic combat skills, and there was something undeniably cool about his weapon of choice. However, he was no match for young Obi-Wan, who first sliced the weapon’s hilt in half and then sliced its user in half to match. So much for double-sided sabers.

      Fast-forward to Episode VII—The Force Awakens. When the trailer was released, fans around the world went crazy over Kylo Ren’s cross-hilted lightsaber. Sure, Darth Maul used two blades at once, but this new, mysterious weapon had three! What did it mean? How would it work? Let us set aside for a moment the discussion over Darth Tantrum’s emotional maturity level and dubious combat skills, or even the effectiveness of his unique weapon. Instead, take a moment to notice the pattern that is beginning to emerge: Jedi rely on elegant, single-bladed sabers, while those who follow a darker path adopt weapons of increasing complexity. Spoiler alert: the added complexity does not help. The bad guys still lose.

      As further proof of the dark side’s tendency to ineffectively add complexity to the elegant Jedi weapon, consider the four-armed asthmatic cyborg named General Grievous from Episode III—Revenge of the Sith. Naturally, he wields four lightsabers at once. Unlike the conjoined blades of Maul or Ren, each of the sabers Grievous uses is a distinct, individual weapon. However, in his metal hands they essentially become four parts of a single weapon. Big surprise, the extra blades don’t help him any more than they helped Darth Maul. Obi-Wan beats him too.

      We have yet to see anyone try to use five blades at once. But there are several additional movies in the works, so that might still happen. Whether or not a Star Wars character uses five or more blades in the future is still to be revealed (difficult to see, the future is), but I can comfortably predict that if it happens, it will be done by a villain, not a Jedi.

      Something profound is happening here, an important design principle that has real-world parallels and applications. We see a tight correlation between a tendency toward evil and a preference for complexity. The upright Jedi who follow the light side of the Force are dedicated to the simplicity of a single blade. The evil Sith, in contrast, continue making things more complicated.

      Darth Vader, the most fearsome of the Sith lords, is a notable exception. True to his Jedi heritage (and perhaps foreshadowing his—spoiler alert!—eventual redemption) he wields a simple, single-bladed weapon and does so to great effect. His brief fight scene in Rogue One is a particularly chilling demonstration of his ruthless efficiency and helped to cement his position as one of the greatest movie villains ever.

      The same pattern of virtuous simplicity and evil complexity shows up in virtually every battlefield in the Star Wars universe. The bad guys rely on large, complicated weapons and are defeated by good guys using smaller, simpler tools.

      
        The first Death Star is blown up by a half-trained Jedi flying a tiny X-Wing fighter (Episode IV).

        On Hoth (Episode V) several of the massive All-Terrain Armored Transport (AT-AT) walkers are defeated by much smaller snowspeeders. Then Luke takes one out with a hand grenade (after using his lightsaber to cut open an access hatch).

        The second Death Star is destroyed by a former city administrator flying a used cargo ship (Episode VI).

        In the Battle of Endor (Episode VI again) the technologically advanced Imperial forces, equipped with laser weapons and gravity-defying speeder bikes, are defeated by the adorable little Ewoks using weapons made of wood, stone, and vines.

        Guess what happened to the even-bigger-than-the-Death-Star Starkiller Base in Episode VII. Yup, destroyed by a tiny team of relatively low-tech Rebels.

        In Rogue One the Rebels destroy two massive Imperial battleships and the shield gate all at once, using a modest-sized Hammerhead Corvette like a battering ram.

      

      What is going on here? From a storytelling perspective, there is something appealing about situations where a small, virtuous protagonist beats a big, evil adversary. Everyone loves an underdog story, and we all cheer for the scrappy team of misfits as they bring down an oppressive opponent despite being severely overmatched.

      This concept is as old as the biblical story of David and Goliath and as contemporary as Malcom Gladwell’s 2013 book David and Goliath. But there is something even deeper and more profound happening. The idea that simplicity prevails over complexity is not just a nice romantic notion, suitable for religious history, popular social science case studies, and space operas. It is also a concept that is constantly borne out in real-world battlefields.

      In a widely disseminated 2007 paper titled “Nothing’s Too Good for Our Boys,” military analyst Pierre Sprey famously observed, “Not all simple, low-cost weapons work. However, war-winning weapons are almost always simple.” His paper went on to compare combat performance data for a wide range of weapon systems, from rifles and aircraft, tanks and missiles. In every case, there was a direct relationship between low-cost simplicity and superior performance. Sprey concluded his analysis by dividing weapons into two familiar categories: cheap winners and expensive losers. Jedi clearly prefer the former category, while Sith gravitate toward the latter.

      History provides many similar examples of this dynamic in play. At the Battle of Agincourt in 1415, a numerically superior force of French knights in heavy plate armor was famously defeated by English forces led by Henry V. The muddy terrain was a significant contributor to the outcome, but the English longbow is widely credited with contributing decisively to the victory. The longbow, it should be noted, was considerably cheaper, lighter, and simpler than the crossbow favored by European armies, to say nothing of the cost and complexity of a full suit of armor. The Battle of Endor was basically a reenactment of Agincourt, in which the English were played by Stone Age teddy bears.

      Other analyses, in genres far beyond military technology, have reached identical conclusions about the way complexity reduces system effectiveness. A program management research firm named the Standish Group analyzed hundreds of IT development projects and identified a stark contrast between “Winning Hand” projects (which embraced speed, thrift, and simplicity) and “Losing Hand” projects (which were deliberately slow, expensive, and complicated). They used different category labels than Sprey did, but their conclusion is essentially identical. Spending more time and money does not improve quality or boost performance. Neither does allowing complexity to rise. Instead, as the cost, schedule, and complexity of a system increases, the likelihood of catastrophic failure rises proportionally, resulting in projects that cost more, take longer, and deliver less than promised.

      These data suggest that there are several reasons Star Wars scriptwriters and prop designers give simple weapons to the good guys and complex weapons to the bad guys. In part, this is because they want the bad guys to look imposing (see Goliath). They want to add drama to the story, and they know there is nothing more impressive and dramatic than a moon-sized battle station or a set of four lightsabers being twirled by a cyborg. But there is another, deeper reason.

      The one thing these stories need more than a daunting villain is . . . a victorious protagonist. The Star Wars writers want the good guys to win in the end; and for their triumph to be dramatically satisfying, it must be convincing. Every storyteller knows that the best fiction is built on a foundation of truth; so to ensure that the good guys convincingly come out on top by act 3, the filmmakers decided to give them the most effective weapons and to stick the villains with weapons that were merely intimidating. Thus, the protagonists got single-bladed lightsabers. A bucket-of-bolts, hunk-of-junk cargo ship. Single-seat X-wing fighters. And don’t forget R2-D2, a droid without a face or voice who managed to nevertheless demonstrate a genuine personality and who was once described by George Lucas as “the hero of the whole thing.”

      In film and on the battlefield, in fiction and in real life, the most effective designs express a clear preference for thrift and simplicity. Such weapons and technologies tend to outperform their specifications and do more than they were designed to do. Complicated and expensive designs, in contrast, contribute far less to the fight than their inventors intended. They take longer to build, cost more, and dramatically underperform.

      The lesson for modern military technologists is clear: minimize complexity. Exercise restraint. Rather than trying to solve technology problems by spending more time and money, we are better off using a constrained approach. Short schedules and tight budgets help reduce the expansive growth of complexity. Huge price tags and high levels of complexity? A Jedi craves not these things.

      Also, the Empire should stop building Death Stars. Those things keep getting blown up.

      For all the fantastic elements inherent in science fiction, filmmakers must acknowledge certain realities if they want their stories to work. Star Wars can get away with claiming Han Solo did the Kessel Run in less than twelve parsecs, a dubious bit of braggadocio to be sure, but could never get away with showing highly complex weapons outperforming their simpler alternatives. Audiences would not stand for it, because deep down we know that complexity reduces effectiveness and introduces vulnerabilities that can be exploited by a womp rat–hunting farm boy.

      In other words, the Star Wars films are not just telling a David and Goliath story because it’s dramatic or entertaining. They’re doing so because it is true, a lesson today’s militaries would do well to remember.

    

  
    
      Part 3

      Waging a War

      There are two kinds of warriors: effective and dead.

      And sometimes even the dead were effective, which reveals war’s inherent unfairness.

      The real requirement in battle is not the raw ability to fight but to fight amid the conditions at hand. The question is less how good you are and more how you are good: Are you better than your adversary in a given environment?

      This rule applies to all armies as well as all warriors. The next group of essays cover wartime effectiveness: inevitable shifts in strategy, evaluating and understanding the Battles of Hoth and Endor, preventive versus preemptive military strikes, and what future war reporting and correspondents might look like. At war, these subjects matter, today and in the far-off future.
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      Hybrid Star Wars

      The Battle of Endor

      James Stavridis and Colin Steele

      How do you defeat a Death Star when you cannot possibly afford to make one for yourself?

      That is the challenge facing the Rebel Alliance throughout Return of the Jedi in the lead-up to the climactic Battle of Endor. Thanks to an apparent intelligence coup and a combined battle on the surface of the forest moon of Endor and in the surrounding space, the Rebels are ultimately able to destroy the second Death Star and precipitate the fall of the Galactic Empire.

      That the Rebels accomplish their mission makes for great cinema, but the way in which they do it should give us pause. In the Battle of Endor, the Alliance makes a logical decision for a smaller and weaker force going all in against a much bigger and stronger opponent—they elect a strategy based on hybrid warfare.

      In their respective definitions of the term, both Nadia Schadlow and Frank Hoffman emphasize that, tactically, hybrid warfare is a “blend” (Schadlow) or “tailored mix” (Hoffman) of means ranging from conventional to irregular to terrorism and criminal behavior.1 These kinds of blended operations are perfect for smaller and weaker forces confronting much larger ones, since fighting “fair” would be suicidal. Force or no Force, the Rebels could never hope to win a fleet action in space pitting one- or two-seat fighters against entire squadrons of Star Destroyers.

      Both authors also emphasize that hybrid war—like all war—is ultimately waged for political ends. When Return of the Jedi opens, the Alliance is still licking its wounds from the beatings they took from the Empire on Hoth and in Cloud City in The Empire Strikes Back. Politically, the Alliance’s goal is to wrest control of the galaxy back from the Empire; therefore, their military strategy is to avoid defeat while looking for an opportunity to deal a surprise blow to their much stronger enemy.

      This makes hybrid warfare a natural choice for the Rebels. Given their military objectives, hybrid tactics offer four main benefits: ambiguity, surprise, tempo, and cost efficiency. Economics alone are a strong argument for the Rebels to go hybrid; they cannot build a Death Star of their own nor fight an Imperial fleet head-to-head. Staying small, hidden, and distributed is the Rebels’ best hope to stay viable and, all the while, to attempt to seize the initiative by surprise and tempo.

      These two features—surprise and tempo—are the keys to the Alliance victory at Endor. When their intelligence network hits pay dirt, the Rebels commit to a knockout blow against a supposedly inoperable Death Star. Plans go awry, but the Rebels’ intelligence operations and combat actions in space and on the forest moon of Endor offer rich lessons for U.S. and allied strategists who will likely face Rebel-like hybrid forces in future conflicts.

      Intelligence Preparation of the Battlespace

      Like many hybrid battles, the Battle of Endor begins with intelligence and counterintelligence efforts by both sides. Although they are not filmed, these operations are critical in setting up the battle, and their consequences are shown directly on-screen.

      The Alliance decides to seek battle in the first place on the basis of intelligence about the Death Star’s whereabouts and disposition. The first famous line of the battle is Chancellor Mon Mothma’s, when she tells the Rebel leadership that “many Bothans died to bring us this information.” The Bothans are a race known for their galactic spy networks, and it is through those networks that the Alliance receives the information that convinces them to cast the die with an all-out attack on the unfinished second Death Star.

      Intelligence warfare ultimately boils down to judgment calls, and sometimes very high-stakes ones—as in gambling the Rebel fleet on a knockout blow against the Death Star. The Alliance leadership trusts their Bothan networks and their products enough to order the attack, but the attack force soon learns that the information gleaned by the Bothans is really counterintelligence fed to them by the Emperor. The second famous line of the battle is Admiral Ackbar’s exclamation upon realizing the Death Star’s shield is still up, meaning the Empire is expecting the attack: “It’s a trap!”

      Intelligence and counterintelligence alone do not suffice to make the Battle of Endor unique or hybrid, but they point to the shadowy elements that are frequently part of hybrid warfare, especially when used by a much smaller and weaker force whose very existence might hang on decisions about when and where to seek or avoid battle. Without the (unfilmed) intelligence battle, the space and land battles of Endor would not have happened in the first place.

      Hybrid Battle in Space

      The space battle around Endor, which ends in the destruction of the second Death Star, has some striking parallels with real-world scenarios, both historical and contemporary.

      The first two layers of command look thoroughly conventional, with the decision to attack taken by political leadership (Mon Mothma) and operational planning delegated to military leadership (Admiral Ackbar). One layer down, though, things start to look less regular. At the head of the Rebel attack, as Gold Leader, is self-proclaimed “galactic entrepreneur” General Lando Calrissian, flying his old freighter, the Millennium Falcon. Although Lando is wearing rank and uniform, he is much more like a hastily commissioned privateer than a conventional military leader.

      These expediencies make a lot of sense for the Rebels, and they certainly make for great cinema. Who doesn’t want to stand up and cheer for a team of scrappy underdogs who are able to take down a much larger and stronger opponent? It is tempting to see parallels to the Battle of Midway, where U.S. pilots dealt a massive strategic defeat to the Imperial Japanese Navy by sinking all four of its large carriers.2 There is something heroic in watching a handful of pilots destroy an enormous enemy target against long odds.

      Even if that is the analogy the filmmakers want us to draw, it is not fully paralleled by the Rebels at Endor. The U.S. pilots at Midway were all naval aviators—not hybrid hotshots like General Lando Calrissian, who appeared at the last moment to lead the attack. A much closer analogy would be what the Chinese appear to be doing in the South China Sea, where fishing vessels are crewed with un-uniformed members of the maritime militia and the coast guard may be coordinating or supporting the militia’s actions (with even higher levels possibly involved in the planning process as well).3 Suffice it to say, we might cheer for the on-screen General Calrissian, but hybrid warriors like him are one of the chief concerns for real-world naval officers today, who have to consider whether, for example, fishing ships are simple merchants or maritime militias.

      Hybrid Warfare on Land

      To enable the star fleet to accomplish its objective, the Rebels first have to insert a team onto the surface of the forest moon of Endor to disable the shield protecting the Death Star from attack in space. This attack kicks off in typical hybrid manner, with Luke (taking a turn as Commander Skywalker) piloting Han (General Solo), Leia, and a team of Pathfinders (Alliance special operations forces) to the moon’s surface in a captured Imperial transport.

      That team is also heading into a trap, since the Emperor has deployed “an entire legion of [his] best troops” to meet them. As ever, the Rebels’ plan does not survive contact. The team is allowed to land, but they are promptly discovered by Imperial scouts. And in a truly unexpected twist, Princess Leia is brought into the Ewoks’ village. Han, Luke, and the droids of course cannot abide a missing princess, so they send the Pathfinders on to the shield generator and go off in search of Leia—only to fall into the Ewoks’ clutches themselves. With a little assist from the Force, our heroes win the Ewoks’ hearts and minds, and the Ewoks’ insurgency tips the balance of the battle against the Emperor’s best troops and enables the Rebels to disable the shield, thereby allowing the ultimate attack on the Death Star to proceed and win.

      Even if the ground battle is more insurgency than hybrid warfare, it is nevertheless notable for a few reasons. First, the opening gambit of a special operations insertion by means of a captured enemy shuttle is a classic false-flag operation—and a real no-no for conventional militaries on earth.4 Clandestinely inserting a single special operations team is not out of the realm of possibility, but it is easy to see how these tactics can scale. Those who have read Ghost Fleet will recall that novel opening with an invasion borne by commercial roll-on–roll-off ships, and what could be more ordinary than that?5 Second, the Rebels’ teaming with the Ewoks demonstrates the kind of diplomatic-military-informational blending that Schadlow describes as typical of hybrid warfare. Think of the way in which multiple countries’ special operations forces have partnered with local factions in Syria to advance various agendas in that complex environment.

      Finally, the Alliance’s actions in the Battle of Endor may provide a glimpse of what hybrid warfare might look like in the near- to medium-term future here on Earth. To date, the world has taken notice of hybrid land warfare as practiced by Russia’s “little green men” and maritime hybrid warfare as practiced by Chinese maritime militias (sometimes called “little blue men”). Like Ghost Fleet, the Battle of Endor provides a useful example of how hybrid war can simultaneously blend domains as well as tactics—imagine a country (or non–state actor) employing hybrid tactics simultaneously on land and sea.

      Is Hybrid Warfare a Trap?

      The Battle of Endor provides many potential lessons for the United States in evaluating hybrid-warfare strategies, of which we will highlight three.

      First, there is no significant cyber component to either side’s battle plan at Endor. Despite the elements of disguise and deception, both sides attempt to physically destroy the other. Today, we have to assume that critical infrastructure (like the Death Star’s shield generator) would more likely be hacked than blown up. As we look at hybrid warfare on Earth, we cannot be so distracted by shooting and explosions that we neglect to look for major attacks in the cyber domain.

      Second, we can and should take seriously the idea that the Alliance employed hybrid warfare “a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.” Despite all the focus on hybrid, or gray-zone, warfare in recent years, it is not some newfangled creation, nor is it employed exclusively by U.S. adversaries. As Admiral (Ret.) Stavridis has written elsewhere, “Hybrid warfare is as old as combat itself. There is nothing fundamentally new about incorporating unconventional, and unacknowledged, forces on the battlefield in surprising ways to undermine conventional forces and obscure attribution.”6 Identifying and exploiting asymmetries is the essence of strategy—war is the continuation of policy not by the enemy’s chosen means but by the means most likely to damage the enemy.

      The final, and most sobering, lesson follows: hybrid warfare works. And if the Empire’s experience is any guide, it seems to work particularly well against vastly more powerful forces that are wedded to conventional paradigms. As much as we cheer for the Rebels when we watch Return of the Jedi, we should remember that the United States is much more in the business of building extremely powerful but fundamentally conventional platforms and force structures—and like the Empire, we might not have an answer for a small but scrappy opponent able to concentrate asymmetric advantages and irregular forces against us at a time and place of their choosing.

      In light of all this, the biggest challenge that hybrid warfare poses to the United States is likely that of developing strategies and tactics to counter it without fully embracing the dark side. U.S. force structure and posture frankly look more similar to the Empire’s than to the Alliance’s, but the United States can neither build enough Death Stars to deter the entire planet nor go too far in the direction of hybrid warfare itself. There is a place for black ops in real life, but they are generally best left to video games. Even if all soldiers could be special operators (and they can’t), that would be dangerously destabilizing and would cede the moral high ground the United States claims in its military operations. Remember the global opprobrium that greeted the Russian annexation of Crimea with the help of unmarked “little green men.” The United States and our allies might not have an answer for little green men yet, but we cannot afford to be caught in the position of using them ourselves.

      Like the Empire, the United States has—for logical and understandable reasons—focused on building bigger and more high-tech forces rather than more flexible and less conventional ones. But bigger is not always better. If the Rebels’ strategic challenge was how to defeat a Death Star without being able to build one, the challenge facing the United States—if we do not wish to go the way of the Empire—is learning how to counter forces that we cannot build ourselves and that Death Stars are not designed to see or shoot.

      
      Notes

        
          1. Nadia Schadlow, “The Problem with Hybrid Warfare,” War on the Rocks, April 2, 2015, https://warontherocks.com/2015/04/the-problem-with-hybrid-warfare/; Frank Hoffman, “On Not-So-New Warfare: Political Warfare vs. Hybrid Threats,” War on the Rocks, July 28, 2014, https://warontherocks.com/2014/07/on-not-so-new-warfare-political-warfare-vs-hybrid-threats/.

        

        
          2. Six months after the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Imperial Japanese Navy attempted another knockout blow against the U.S. Navy in the Pacific, this time at Midway Atoll from June 4 through June 7, 1942. The Japanese plan was to trap and destroy the U.S. carriers and take over the U.S. garrison at Midway, but (as in Star Wars) intelligence efforts alerted the U.S. Navy to the Japanese plan and facilitated a countertrap. In the span of about twenty-four hours, U.S. pilots managed to sink all four Japanese carriers at the battle—a loss from which Japanese naval aviation never recovered.

        

        
          3. China’s maritime militia is a seaborne paramilitary force that is formally organized, trained, and equipped but that largely puts to sea in civilian clothes aboard fishing vessels. Their activities range from normal fishing to harassing other countries’ fishermen. For much more detailed information, see the work of Conor M. Kennedy and Andrew S. Erickson, for example, “China’s Third Sea Force, the People’s Armed Forces Maritime Militia: Tethered to the PLA,” China Maritime Report No. 1 (China Maritime Studies Institute at the U.S. Naval War College, Newport RI, March 2017), https://cwp.princeton.edu/news/china%E2%80%99s-third-sea-force-people%E2%80%99s-armed-forces-maritime-militia-tethered-pla-cwp-fellow-alumni.

        

        
          4. A false-flag operation is one in which one military carries out an activity with the intent of making it appear as though it were carried out by another force (a third party or even the same force that is attacked). This has been expressly illegal for over a century, since The Hague Regulations of 1899, and has been consistently reaffirmed in international law since then. The Additional Protocol I (1977) to the Geneva Conventions of August 12, 1949, states that “it is prohibited to make use of the flags or military emblems, insignia or uniforms of adverse Parties while engaging in attacks or in order to shield, favour, protect or impede military operations.” See the ICRC database of customary international humanitarian law at https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v2_rul_rule62.

        

        
          5. P. W. Singer and August Cole, Ghost Fleet (New York: Eamon Dolan, 2015).

        

        
          6. James Stavridis, “Maritime Hybrid Warfare Is Coming,” Proceedings 142, no. 12 (December 2016), https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2016-12-0/maritime-hybrid-warfare-coming.

        

      

    

  
    
      16

      Han, Greedo, and a Strategy of Prevention

      Chuck Bies

      When states and actors try to prevent future or imminent aggression from a potential adversary, it is sometimes desirable to be the one to strike first. This is especially true when the effects of being struck first have fatal or irrecoverable political and military consequences or when the state or actor feels that they’ve been “backed into a corner” and have no other viable options remaining. The strategic dilemma becomes whether to employ a strategy of prevention or preemption. Though they are often used interchangeably, they are not synonymous.

      One of the best ways to illustrate the difference is to examine the shoot-out at the Mos Eisley cantina from Episode IV—A New Hope, one of the Star Wars franchise’s most iconic scenes. Since the mid-1990s, it’s also become one of the most contentious, thanks to the remastering of the shoot-out between Han Solo and a green alien named Greedo.

      In case it’s been a while since you’ve seen the movie, after concluding an agreement with Obi-Wan Kenobi and Luke Skywalker for transport to Alderaan, a jubilant Han is getting up to follow Chewbacca to their ship when he is held up by a blaster-toting Greedo. Greedo, a bounty hunter, threatens to take Han to the local mob boss, Jabba the Hutt, so that he can collect the bounty on Han’s head. Han implores Greedo to let him go so he can finish the job for Obi-Wan; if he does, he’ll have the money needed to repay his debt to Jabba. Greedo rejects Han’s pleas and threatens to take both his life and his ship. What happens next depends on the version of the movie you happen to be watching and spawned the “Han Shot First” meme.

      The Shoot-Out

      The differing versions of the cantina showdown between Han and Greedo all share the same dialogue, but they differ in who pulls the trigger first. One has Greedo shooting first and missing before getting blown away (the 1997 version), another has Greedo only just barely shooting before Han (the 2004 version), and yet another has them shooting essentially simultaneously with Han barely pulling the trigger first (the 2011 version). These versions are all wrong—the one that matters the most is the 1977 original, where Han murders Greedo in cold blood before the green thug has a chance to get off a shot.1 There’s no laser blast directed at Han; he simply gets up and walks away from the alien’s smoking corpse.

      On the surface, this seems to clash with our collective perception of Han as a hero; after all, what kind of hero would just shoot an opponent without warning? The same can be said of governments. Throughout history, we can see numerous examples where nation-states make similar surprise attacks to varying degrees of success; there’s Prussia’s invasion of Silesia in 1740 (successful), Germany’s invasion of France in 1914 (initially successful), Germany’s invasion of Poland in 1939 (successful), Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941 (initially successful—notice a trend yet?), Japan’s air raid on Pearl Harbor in 1941 (tactically successful), and the U.S. invasion of Panama in 1989 (successful), to name just a few. But remember, countries and statesmen position themselves as the “good guys” when they are making historical decisions in real time.

      So what gives? What motivates otherwise “good” people (as they see themselves at the time) to use their instruments of national power to execute what is essentially a sucker punch? What about situations where the attack is a little less surprising, like the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003? How does that fit into all of this?

      It turns out that we’re talking about two things that are distinct but often confused. The former is a preemptive strike; the latter is a preventive strike. It so happens that Han’s “shoot-out” with Greedo illustrates both.

      Han’s Calculus

      Let’s go back to Han and Greedo and put ourselves in Han’s shoes. Han has three things to consider: who his adversary is and what Greedo’s motivations are, what the short- and long-term repercussions of killing Greedo are likely to be, and what the likely cost is if he does nothing.

      So what does Han know about Greedo? Well, he’s a bounty hunter who works for a gigantic gangster (Jabba the Hutt) and lives in Mos Eisley, a “wretched hive of scum and villainy.” Mos Eisley’s a rough town, and its cantina is even rougher. Case in point, moments before the Han-Greedo conversation, Obi-Wan cut off an alien’s arm, and nobody batted an eye. The only thing anybody seemed to care about was not having any droids in the establishment, which kind of makes sense (because, hey, droids don’t drink). You’ve got to be pretty tough to be a bounty hunter in that kind of environment, and Han’s been around long enough to know that Greedo is dangerous just by being willing to set foot in the cantina.

      But wait, why not negotiate with Greedo? Try to talk him out of taking Han back to Jabba? First, we know that Greedo can’t be compelled to change his mind. We know this because of a deleted scene from The Phantom Menace where we see a young Anakin beating up a young Greedo because Greedo accused him of cheating.2 Qui-Gon breaks up the fight, Greedo flatly refuses to take back his accusation, and Qui-Gon tells Anakin, “You’ll have to tolerate his opinion; fighting will not change it.” Greedo’s probably been like that his whole life; and knowing Greedo, Han would recognize that he has no chance of verbally or physically coercing Greedo into letting him go, even if he was not witness to the Greedo-Anakin altercation. Han has dealt with Greedo and his ilk before, so he would intuitively know the character traits that we had to see in a deleted scene from a prequel.3

      Second, Han knows that Greedo, being a bounty hunter, is not trustworthy. So when Greedo suggests that he “might forget he saw him” and not tell Jabba if Han pays him, there are two big problems with that claim. One, there’s nothing to stop Greedo from taking the money and turning him in to Jabba anyway. Two, it doesn’t solve Han’s bigger problem, which is that he’d still owe Jabba a lot of money.

      As far as Greedo’s motivations, Han can surmise for several reasons that Greedo wants to take him in alive. First, Greedo doesn’t have strength above and beyond what a human has (remember, young Anakin kicked his ass); if he kills Han at the cantina, then he’ll have to carry Han’s corpse out of the cantina and down a few alleys until he can get to a speeder—no easy task, especially with the added prospect of other bounty hunters potentially murdering Greedo along the way so that they can easily collect Han’s corpse and bounty after Greedo just did the hard work. So why not just shoot Han in the back and take his severed head back to Jabba? This goes to the second point: The Empire Strikes Back and Return of the Jedi both demonstrate that Jabba the Hutt is vindictive and cruel and revels in the torture of his enemies.4 Han would have dealt with Jabba enough by this point to know this, and it is probably why Greedo didn’t just shoot him on sight.

      Next, Han weighs what the repercussions would be if he were to shoot Greedo in the bar. The short-term consequences are negligible. There’s no real law and order in Mos Eisley, with no local police or government other than the occasional Imperial patrol. Even the stormtroopers are more concerned with trying to find R2-D2 and C-3PO than with local crime; they actually were in the cantina moments before the shoot-out, where a brutal dismemberment by lightsaber had just taken place, about which their give-a-crap level was zero. Similarly, the bartender was more concerned about droids in his establishment than he was about a strange old guy busting out his laser sword and hacking off limbs. If anything, the bartender would be most concerned about cleaning up the mess, but that’s from the perspective of freeing up a table for additional patrons, because local sanitation inspections appear to be nonexistent.

      What about long-term consequences? It’s not like Han can get into more trouble with Jabba by shooting Greedo than he already has by owing Jabba money. Jabba isn’t the kind of boss who particularly cares about his employees’ welfare. Heck, he fed one of his dancing girls to a rancor just for kicks. No, Jabba only cares about his bottom line; so when Han jettisoned his cargo at the sight of an Imperial cruiser, he committed an unforgivable crime. Killing Greedo won’t affect the price on his head either way. Han will still end up owing money to Jabba, but his prospects of being able to pay it back improve substantially.

      At this point for Han, there isn’t a whole lot of downside to simply offing Greedo. So what’s the cost of doing nothing? If Han doesn’t shoot Greedo, there are a few ways that the scenario could play out. First, Greedo walks Han at gunpoint to Jabba’s palace, where he will be condemned to a torturously slow, agonizing death. This is the most likely outcome and is pretty bad for Han. Second, Greedo kills Han where he sits. As previously discussed, it’s not Greedo’s preferred choice, but it’s still a possible outcome and is also unfavorable from Han’s standpoint. Third, he sits in the cantina and keeps Greedo talking . . . at least for a while, but then he’s looking at either outcome one or two. Fourth and most unlikely, Greedo walks him to Jabba’s palace, where he is miraculously able to convince Jabba to give him more time to pay off his debt. But the delay means he loses his transport contract with Kenobi, so he’s out the money he needs and is back where he started. The upside to these outcomes? Han most likely gets to spend the rest of his short and excruciatingly painful life with the satisfaction that he did the “right thing.” And that’s what smugglers and rogues really aspire to, right?

      So to recap, Han’s life is on the line with a dangerous and violent criminal whom he has almost no anticipated hope of negotiating with. If Han shoots Greedo, there are no negative consequences other than his own internal guilt (the cantina’s morality-free ambiance suggests nobody will judge him), and not shooting Greedo can only result in bad things happening. The real question here isn’t why Han shot Greedo; it’s why he waited so long to do it.

      Prevention versus Preemption

      When Han shot Greedo, he conducted a preventive strike.5 It is so-called because Han looked at his situation and though he wasn’t sure what Greedo would do, he was sure that he didn’t like the threat that Greedo posed. He needed to take action to prevent Greedo from injuring or killing him or from utterly derailing his interests.

      From a nation-state standpoint, this preventive strike looks like Japan bombing Pearl Harbor or the United States invading Iraq in 2003 or Israel’s bombing of Iraq’s Osirak nuclear plant in 1981. Though the other nation-state in question is not likely to conduct an imminent attack, the concern is that the other nation-state will eventually pose a mortal threat if not dealt with, and the cost of allowing the other side to strike first in that situation would be intolerable. This future aggression must be prevented, hence the term preventive strike.

      So then what is a preemptive strike? To answer that we need to look at the 2011 version of the cantina scene. Like the other remastered scenes since 1997, it still has the absurd digitally enhanced head bob, where Han dodges Greedo’s missed blaster shot (which is preposterous not only because Greedo missed but because it would indicate that Han has reflexes fast enough to dodge a laser beam); but unlike the 1997 and 2004 versions that have Greedo shooting first, in the 2011 version Han just barely gets his shot off before Greedo, which does a better job of explaining Greedo’s laughably awful aim.

      What we see in the 2011 version is a preemptive strike on Han’s part. His calculus prior to pulling the trigger remains the same with one critical difference: he sees Greedo about to pull the trigger and understands that his enemy’s attack is imminent. Han just needed to be quicker on the draw than his enemy. This is where preemption differs from prevention; the preventive strike aims to prevent future strategic threats from manifesting, where a preemptive strike aims to be quicker on the draw than a tactical threat that has already manifested itself.

      The quintessential historical example of the preemptive strike is the Schlieffen Plan of 1914. In this case, an invasion by France was imminent, and Germany was able to strike first by virtue of being able to mobilize more rapidly than its adversaries. The Germans correctly concluded that they would lose a protracted war, so their strategy depended on being able to individually force adversaries out of the conflict as quickly as possible. A lesser-known example of the preemptive strike is Napoleon’s Jena-Auerstadt campaign, in which Prussia declared war on France. Napoleon was able to mobilize his Grande Armeé faster than the Prussians could, and he was able to bring the campaign onto Prussian soil. By making the first operational move, Napoleon was able to dictate the tempo and location of the war.

      So remember, if a nation-state takes action akin to Han shooting Greedo outright, like in the 1977 version of the film, then that nation is executing a preventive strike. If the situation looks more like the version of the film where Greedo is able to get a shot off, then that nation is executing a preemptive strike. Nations and actors employ these types of strikes and strategies when they feel that they are threatened and that the cost of not taking action is intolerable.

      And for the record, Han shot first.

      
      Notes
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      The Logic of Strategy in Space

      Steve Metz

      One of the most challenging aspects of strategy is knowing when to change it. Edward Luttwak, in his masterful Strategy: The Logic of War and Peace, explained that because strategy pits two or more thinking, scheming adversaries against one another, each attempting to impose its will and prevent the others from doing the same, it has a paradoxical, nonlinear logic.1 Actions that appear to be best often are not, and what works today often will not tomorrow. A strategy, in other words, has a finite life span. When young, it competes with other strategies. Those that emerge from this competition and grow to maturity are effective for a while; then they begin to age, becoming increasingly ineffective, until they die altogether. This makes it vital to understand when to abandon a strategy on its final legs—when, in other words, to undertake a strategic shift.

      Like the paradoxical logic that imbues strategy, the need for periodic strategic shifts appears obvious, yet they are devilishly difficult to do. Strategy’s intricacies and complexities are camouflaged, only revealing themselves during the design and implementation of a shift. History—even mythical history like Star Wars—can provide illustrations, even guideposts. But ultimately a strategic shift, like the creation of strategy itself, is more art than science, demanding psychological acuity; cross-cultural perceptiveness; an ability to peer through the fog of the future; and, most of all, the boldness to abandon something that had been working and strike out into the unknown with only a blurry, prediction-dependent map.

      A number of things can inspire an empire, state, or protostate to consider a strategic shift. None is more powerful than a defeat or disaster that proves that the old strategy was bankrupt and compels the boldness and risk tolerance that strategic shifts demand. Think Britain after Dunkirk or the United States after Pearl Harbor and the loss of the Philippines.2 Samuel Johnson once said that the prospect of being hanged concentrates the mind wonderfully. So does defeat or disaster.

      Even short of this, though, major change in the security situation can inspire or compel a strategic shift. Take the emergence of a new enemy. In The Empire Strikes Back Emperor Palpatine, recognizing that Luke Skywalker had become a Jedi under Yoda’s tutelage, told Darth Vader, “We have a new enemy.” He then adjusted his strategy for defeating the Rebels, adding a high-priority new objective: bringing Skywalker to the dark side. This action—encouraging part of an adversary coalition to switch sides—is a time-tested technique in strategy that has the dual benefit of both strengthening one’s own side and weakening the enemy. After the defeat of the Galactic Empire, the former Rebels themselves were forced to shift their strategy to deal with the emergence of a new enemy from the dark side—the First Order, which appears in The Force Awakens.

      Strategic shifts can also be in response to something that makes existing enemies more dangerous, such as a new capability or technology or a change in the enemy’s behavior or strategy. The best example in Star Wars is, of course, the Death Stars—the first in A New Hope and the second in Return of the Jedi. Both force the Rebels to adopt a more aggressive strategy and take the operational offensive. Another example is when Yoda takes command of the Clone Army created by the Kaminoans in Attack of the Clones, thus allowing the Republic to shift toward a more aggressive and military-based strategy.

      New adversary alliances can also signal a fundamental change in a conflict and compel a strategic shift, as when Count Dooku, the leader of the Confederacy of Independent Systems, built a coalition with the Corporate Alliance, the Trade Federation, the Commerce Guild, the InterGalactic Banking Clan, and the Techno Union in Attack of the Clones. Shifting alliances often drive strategy in classic works on statecraft, like Thucydides’s The History of the Peloponnesian War, and remain important today, as in Richard Nixon’s opening to China during the 1970s or, more recently, Russia’s alliance with Iran to prop up Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad.3 At times, greater clarity through a better understanding of the situation can drive a strategic shift. Take, for instance, the scene in The Force Awakens when the leader of the First Order concluded that the Resistance would find the map leading to Luke Skywalker and potentially reconstitute the Jedi and determined that “our strategy must now change.”

      Often a strategic shift is shaped by altered expectations about the future, particularly the belief that some sort of window of opportunity was closing, forcing a state to seize the initiative or become more aggressive while it still had a chance to do so. Scholars have concluded that Germany escalated what could have been a controllable crisis in the summer of 1914 to major war because Berlin believed that Russian industrial growth would eventually take the chance of a quick victory off the table. For the Kaiser, it was now or never.4 The United States invaded Iraq in 2003 in part because the George W. Bush administration knew that the post–September 11 political window of opportunity when the American public would support armed intervention was finite. There was no dramatic increase in the danger Saddam Hussein posed, but there was a limited time to address the existing threat. In Return of the Jedi the Rebels believed that they had to shift from defensive to offensive strategy before the new Death Star was operational, since once it was, they would have no chance of survival, much less of overthrowing the Empire and restoring the Republic. This illustrates an important point: for Rebels, separatists, and weaker nations, strategic shifts are always higher-risk ventures, since their aggregate power inferiority means that they have less of a cushion if the shift turns out to be unwise, undertaken too soon, or undertaken too late. Weaker parties must have a greater risk tolerance than stronger ones, but this makes them more susceptible to disaster.

      Unsurprisingly, though, the Star Wars metaphor is incomplete when it comes to understanding strategic shifts. Its mythological universe is missing some of the things that can drive strategic shifts, such as the ascension to power of a new leadership cadre with different priorities, objectives, value systems, and risk-tolerance levels and domestic factors like deep social, demographic, and political change or altered economic conditions. In the real world, economics always affects politics and hence strategy, while in Star Wars economics are nearly irrelevant, with ideological value structures—freedom versus oppression—being all that really matter.

      Star Wars also underplays the difficulty of undertaking a strategic shift. In reality, strategic shifts are like turning a large ship or, in the days of linear ground combat, reorienting a brigade or division of infantry. For even more complex strategic actors, like great powers or coalitions, shifts can be as hard as redirecting an entire fleet or army, requiring many component organizations and the public to abandon the old consensus with its constituent priorities, values, perceptions, and beliefs and adopt new ones. Like most mythological universes, the Star Wars one is much simpler than reality. A leader decides on a new strategy, and it happens. All subordinates immediately accept the change, and it is put in place. In reality, leaders who see the need for strategic shifts first must convince their allies, superiors, subordinates, and constituents. This can be even harder than seeing what needs to be done. And the more dispersed strategy-making authority is, the harder it is to undertake a strategic shift. For instance, Richard Nixon’s bold opening to China and the beginning of detente with the Soviet Union were only possible because he had concentrated strategy-making power in his own hands and those of Henry Kissinger.

      The inertia inherent in large organizations like states or empires is always an impediment to strategic shifts, at least in the absence of a major disaster or defeat. Luttwak’s dictum that “what works today may not tomorrow” is difficult for political leaders and security strategists to grasp. The larger and more complex a state—the bigger the ship or fleet to redirect—the greater the tendency to stick with an existing strategy until it collapses into disaster. Hesitancy to expend resources even when evidence suggests it is necessary—simple cheapness—can also constrain and even prevent needed strategic shifts. Often, a modest shift at the right time can forestall the need for a bigger one later, but the foresight this requires is rare.

      At other times, political leaders may resist a needed strategic shift out of fear that it will have unintended consequences or provoke an adversary. In Attack of the Clones, for instance, Senator Amidala, even though she was concerned about the growth of the Confederacy of Independent Systems, said, “If the Senate votes to create an army, I’m sure it’s going to push us into a civil war.” A negotiated solution would be impossible, Amidala contended, if the separatists “feel threatened.” Forgoing a strategic shift, in this case, was a form of appeasement. But this may not always be a bad thing. As political scientist George Liska pointed out in his 1982 book, Russia and the Road to Appeasement, appeasement is a time-tested and sometimes-useful tool of statecraft discredited by Neville Chamberlin, the British prime minister, caving in to Hitler in the 1930s.5 But it can be misguided if the adversary is committed to victory rather than seeking a negotiated settlement. This was true both of Hitler and of the Confederacy of Independent Systems. By hesitating to move to a war footing, the Republic—like Chamberlain’s Britain—gave the separatists time to grow stronger and thus put itself in greater danger.

      A strategic shift that requires a change in basic values or ethics is particularly difficult. Facing the growing power of the Confederacy of Independent Systems and knowing that it had a huge Clone Army available (even though by accident), the Republic resisted using this new capability until compelled to do so, even though an earlier deployment of it might have deterred or prevented the rising threat from the separatists. Major change is always difficult, and the deeper and more far-reaching it is, the harder it is.

      Missing or inadequate information—intelligence shortfalls—can also impede a strategic shift. In Attack of the Clones the Jedi Council did not want to notify the Senate of the diminished power of the Force and the rise in the dark side, even though knowing this might have led the political leaders to consider a strategic shift, possibly preempting the conflict with the Confederacy of Independent Systems that eventually forced the Republic to use the Clone Army. Misperception is a particular risk when adversaries do not share a culture. The ethical asymmetry between the forces of good and the forces of evil caused the Republic and the Rebels to underestimate their enemies. This problem of cross-cultural understanding hinders the United States today, since each of its likely adversaries has a very different strategic culture than the American one. Since strategy seeks both psychological and physical effects, messaging is always important. Doing this across cultural boundaries is particularly difficult.

      As much as anything, though, the Star Wars canon, like astute studies of war from Homer to today, shows that hubris by political leaders and strategists can impede strategic shifts, or at least delay them to the point that they become more difficult or less effective. After all, a strategic shift demands that leaders admit that what they are doing is no longer effective, even wrong. It takes an intensely self-aware and confident leader or a very desperate one to do this. That war is inextricably linked to honor and fear makes the shackles of hubris even more powerful.

      Even so, there are times when leaders do undertake successful strategic shifts despite all the constraints and obstacles. To do so requires a collective leadership who can grasp strategy’s paradoxical logic, even if they do not articulate it with Luttwak’s elegance; who can anticipate second- and third-order effects, understanding that while not everything is connected to everything else, many things are; who can comprehend their adversaries; who can build a consensus for change despite the risk; who can understand the importance of timing in strategy, knowing that even doing the right thing at the wrong time is an error; and who can institutionalize change, rather than simply design and articulate it.

      Star Wars was designed explicitly to show that good triumphs over evil. Hence the strategic shifts of the Republic and the Rebels encountered initial difficulties but eventually succeeded, while those of the Empire and the First Order seemed headed toward success but ultimately failed. But at this point the Star Wars analogy runs out. In the real world, the aspiration is for good to triumph over evil, but it is never certain. At times, the forces of evil win, at least temporarily. In the real world, leaders sometimes undertake strategic shifts too late or not at all, whether out of fear, ignorance, or hubris. Sometimes they undertake strategic shifts that are thwarted by the enemy or are simply ineffective, often leaving their nation or organization in greater danger than it was before. Ultimately Star Wars shows how strategic shifts should be done; but lamentably, in the real world, nothing compels them to be done or to be done correctly.

      
      Notes
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      Darth Vader and Mission Command

      Jonathan Bratten

      Darth Vader is known to be many things; he is a Sith lord, a masterful warrior, a man with complicated family issues, a skilled pilot, and a vindictive adversary. Together with the Emperor, he wielded an incredible amount of power over the galaxy. But what these descriptions miss—and what represents his greatest failure—is his role as a joint commander of Galactic Imperial operations. And his overall failure in this capacity can be attributed to his misuse of mission command.

      As a commander, Vader had to oversee strategic and operational issues across the two components of the Galactic Empire’s military force: the army and the navy. The Imperial Navy’s fleet of ships provided transport and firepower capabilities and ranged from small TIE fighters used for pursuit and close air support all the way up to capital ships like the Imperial Star Destroyers. The navy also managed the Empire’s massive Death Star battle stations. The Imperial Army was the land component, which, in part, provided security for the navy’s ships, with detachments from the stormtrooper corps. The army also possessed all air-defense artillery capabilities.

      The relationship between the army and the navy was rocky, to say the least, with each component vying for a greater piece of the Imperial mission. As Emperor Palpatine’s emissary, Darth Vader provided—in theory—mission and direction to the army and navy commanders and was responsible for ensuring that their service squabbles did not interrupt the efficiency of galactic operations. Acting as a joint commander, Vader needed to communicate clearly, effectively, and concisely to the fleet and ground forces to coordinate their efforts to destroy the Rebellion. He needed, in short, to ably apply the tenets of mission command.

      Throughout the history of warfare, commanders have sought ways to balance the need to keep track of their units in combat—what military doctrine calls “control”—with that of giving their subordinates the freedom of initiative needed to take advantage of opportunities that present themselves. The U.S. Army uses the philosophy of mission command to do this. This philosophy’s central ideas were first developed by the Prussian army in the nineteenth century. Prussian strategist Helmuth von Moltke the Elder reasoned that because “victory or defeat in battle changes the situation to such a degree that no human acumen is able to see beyond the first battle,” plans built on an initial situation will quickly become irrelevant.1 In essence, no plan survives beyond the first contact with the enemy. Therefore, von Moltke concluded, “the advantage of the situation will never be fully utilized if subordinate commanders wait for orders.” They should instead be given the requisite latitude to exercise initiative as opportunities emerge. This is the essence of mission command, which the U.S. Army defines as “the exercise of authority and direction by the commander using mission orders to enable disciplined initiative within the commander’s intent to empower agile and adaptive leaders” in and out of combat.2 Laborious as this doctrinal definition might be, the ideas are vital to battlefield success.

      Mission command includes six key principles: build cohesive teams through mutual trust; create shared understanding; provide a clear commander’s intent; exercise disciplined initiative; use mission orders; and accept prudent risk. In theory, mission command keeps commanders from micromanaging their subordinates while also developing an accurate picture of what is taking place on the battlefield. This, however, is precisely where Darth Vader failed.

      Overlooking Vader’s questionable formative background—it’s far from clear whether he ever received training in field and staff operations as a Republic general—he comes to the fight with a host of assets common in successful senior military officers; he is aggressive and tenacious, requires excellence in his subordinates, and has a surplus of personal courage. That said, he exhibits faults that can be fatal in a joint commander.

      Vader is completely unable to develop cohesive and winning teams; his method of exercising quality control over his subordinates is to Force choke those who are unable to accomplish their missions to standard. While the consequent terror he engenders ensures unwavering compliance, the fear that infects the fleet and ground forces is a poor substitute for trust. Fear also ultimately contributes to a regimented mindset among the Imperial armed forces, which reduces their initiative and fosters an unhealthy degree of risk aversion among subordinate commanders. What officer would be eager to take initiative absent direct order after witnessing Vader strangle Admiral Ozzel to death as punishment for a tactical error—bringing the Imperial fleet out of hyperspace directly above Hoth in The Empire Strikes Back? Why exercise independent judgment and risk suffering the fate of Captain Needa, whom Vader also killed after Needa failed to capture the Millennium Falcon? Officers on capital ships in the fleet naturally refused to take any initiative, choosing instead to wait for orders from Vader. The fear that grips the Imperial officer corps is made apparent when Vader intimidates the commander of the second Death Star into near paralysis. Vader responds to the commander’s assurance regarding the superweapon’s progress toward completion with a threat: “I hope so, Commander, for your sake. The Emperor is not as forgiving as I am.” This absolute intolerance of initiative is what dooms fighting organizations facing a more mentally agile adversary, such as the Rebel Alliance.

      As the joint commander of the Imperial Army and Navy, Vader has been empowered by the Emperor to oversee the destruction of the Rebel Alliance. However, as a Sith lord, he is also tasked with finding and neutralizing all remaining Jedi within the galaxy. These two competing requirements ultimately conflict with each other. By the Battle of Endor, Vader has almost lost sight of his objective of crushing the Alliance because he is so focused on Luke Skywalker. Divided between the two missions and distracted from his command role by his pursuit of Luke, Vader fails to provide a clear commander’s intent or fashion a unity of purpose among those he commands.

      Central to the idea of mission command is the concept not just of initiative but of disciplined initiative. That means pursuing opportunities as they appear but avoiding any overextension of a military force’s capabilities. Vader, of course, understands his own capabilities well but fails to keep his command on track, operating effectively and within the limits of its capacity while still pursuing moments of advantage when they present themselves. During Return of the Jedi the Emperor orders Vader to “send the fleet to the far side of Endor. There it will stay until called for.” Vader gently pushes back, citing intelligence reports of the Rebel fleet massing nearby. The Emperor brushes him off, telling him that his work here is done. Mission command would have left room for Vader to exercise judgment within a clear intent from his superior—in this case, destruction of the Rebel fleet—and should have allowed him to trust his own intelligence sources and his greater awareness of the situation in this matter. That he was neither given this latitude nor willing to take it leaves little wonder that his own subordinates would themselves act only in accordance with precise orders.

      Mission orders—those that include a task and its purpose but not a micromanaged plan to fulfill the task—rarely appear in the Star Wars universe. When seen, they most often appear in the form of flight briefings for Rebel pilots. Throughout the series of films, Vader never once gives a mission order. He communicates only through in-person sessions, holograms, or video teleconference. This absence of written orders means that it takes time for his intent to be conveyed throughout the fleet. It also means that opportunities to inflict grave damage on the Rebel Alliance pass because subordinates have not yet received the requisite direct orders. For example, after Admiral Ozzel brings the fleet out of hyperspace directly above Hoth (and Vader disciplines him to death), Vader’s instructions for the entire operation are, “Make ready to land our troops beyond their energy field, and deploy the fleet, so that nothing gets off the system.” Concise? Yes. Clear? Sort of. Comprehensive? Not at all.

      Probably the most important aspect of mission command is the need to accept prudent risk. High-payoff targets have a corresponding amount of risk associated with them. And Vader was indeed a risk taker; it was, in part, how he advanced to such a vaunted role by the time of A New Hope. It is in that film that we see Vader take one enormous risk, allowing Luke, Leia, Han, Chewbacca, and the droids to make their escape from the Death Star via the Millennium Falcon:

      
        Governor Tarkin: Are they away?

        Darth Vader: They’ve just made the jump into hyperspace.

        Governor Tarkin: You’re sure the homing beacon is secure aboard their ship? I’m taking an awful risk, Vader. This had better work.

      

      It turned out that Vader’s risk paid off—the Empire was able to track the Falcon to the Rebel base at Yavin 4. However, the Death Star’s attempt to destroy their base was foiled by a group willing to take an even higher degree of risk: the Rebel pilots. Vader himself only escaped the destruction of the Death Star because he assumed the imprudent risk of flying attack missions against the Rebel pilots—a single well-placed shot aimed at him would have left a paralyzed officer corps without the command’s only decision maker.

      Vader was less successful in his pursuit of the Millennium Falcon in The Empire Strikes Back:

      
        Admiral Piett: Our ships have sighted the Millennium Falcon, Lord. But it has entered an asteroid field, and we cannot risk . . .

        Darth Vader: [interrupting] Asteroids do not concern me, Admiral! I want that ship, not excuses!

      

      The foray into the asteroid field did not end well. They lost sight of their quarry, and the fleet sustained damage from the asteroids. Repeatedly, Vader’s risk taking placed his mission in danger, because he failed to ever demonstrate a capacity to weigh the prudence of his risks.

      While Vader’s personal courage was never lacking, his obsession with being on the front end of nearly every attack left other elements of the Imperial armed forces without guidance. Whether on the Rebel shuttle over Tatooine or inside Echo Base on Hoth, Vader routinely placed himself too close to the battlefield to be able to see the big picture with the clarity a commander with his overall responsibilities requires. And this is perhaps his gravest error: in his monomaniacal fixation on capturing Luke Skywalker, Vader lost sight of the entire battlefield. He allowed personal issues to cloud his judgment. This mistake—and a bit of luck—allowed the Alliance to mount a raid on Endor and an attack on the second Death Star, simultaneously. With Vader and the Emperor distracted by Luke’s diversionary presence, the Rebel Alliance gained freedom of movement without having to contend with Vader’s aggressiveness. And with Vader out of the fight, Imperial flag and junior officers were hesitant to act decisively for fear of fatal reprimand later. They thus lost the initiative and thereby the battle.

      In the end, Vader was undone by a series of failures, all of which likely would have been avoided if he had properly executed mission command. Instead of doing so, he leaned too heavily on his own force of personality, his personal courage, and a finely developed aura of fear. And these proved to be not enough to fight and win a war on multiple fronts against a savvy, adaptive enemy.

      
      Notes
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      The Battle of Hoth

      A Critical Analysis

      Andrew Liptak

      With the destruction of the Imperial Death Star during the Battle of Yavin, the Rebel Alliance established itself as a formidable opponent against the Empire. However, despite their victory, the Alliance found itself facing two major problems: a new, serious effort by the Empire to track down and eliminate the threat that the Alliance posed and an inability to stand toe-to-toe against the Empire.

      The Battle of Hoth provides an excellent case from which to examine the mindset of Alliance leaders during this critical time. By examining the assault on a newly established headquarters and the reaction from Rebellion commanders, it’s clear that the leadership from the Alliance commanders and the dedication of the soldiers on the battlefield are what helped keep their movement from collapsing, while they were aided by critical military errors on the part of the Empire’s armed forces.

      Setting the Stage

      Forced to abandon its central headquarters on Yavin 4, the Rebel Alliance now had to locate a suitable home base from which to plan their operations while broadly withdrawing from the center of the galaxy. With Imperial forces redoubling their efforts to locate the Alliance command structure, Rebellion commanders had to contend with inhospitable choices.

      Alliance commanders selected a planet in the Anoat sector, Hoth. Because of the planet’s inhospitably cold temperatures and massive asteroid belt, they believed that the largely uninhabited planet would likely be overlooked by Imperial surveillance.

      
        With all the meteor activity in this system, it’s going to be difficult to spot approaching ships.

        General Rieekan

      

      The Rebellion tasked the construction of their new headquarters to General Rieekan. Under his watch, soldiers used native tauntauns to patrol the surrounding areas and to set up a sensor system to detect Imperial equipment. To further bolster the base’s defenses, they also installed a costly V-150 Planet Defender surface-to-orbit ion cannon, which would allow the base to defend itself from direct orbital attacks. To complement their defenses, a small squadron of modified T-47 airspeeders was assigned to the base.

      As the Rebel Alliance worked to reestablish their headquarters, Darth Vader and the Imperial forces under his command began a massive search to locate the Rebellion’s core leadership. The task force was commanded from Vader’s own Super Star Destroyer by Admiral Kendal Ozzel. To aid their search, they began deploying thousands of Viper probe droids, which would autonomously search planets and report back their findings to Vader’s task force. One such probe was deployed to the Hoth system, where it began to seek out any signs of the Alliance.

      Prior to the Battle of Hoth, a key figure in the Rebellion, Luke Skywalker, went missing, attacked by a native life-form. The disappearance forced Rebellion technicians to accelerate the efforts to adapt the T-47s for flight, allowing them to join the search-and-rescue operations the next morning and giving the pilots a chance to test out the aircraft.

      Echo Base’s control crew picked up movement on the new sensor system and quickly ruled out native life-forms and Rebellion personnel before identifying it as an Imperial probe droid, which then self-destructed.

      The information was received aboard the Executor and reviewed by Captain Firmus Piett and General Maximillian Veers, each of whom believed the information was a solid lead in their search.

      
        We have thousands of probe droids searching the galaxy. I want proof, not leads.

        Admiral Kendal Ozzel

      

      Piett noted that the Hoth system was supposed to be devoid of human life. Vader, upon seeing the information, ordered the task force to deploy to the Hoth system and ordered Veers to begin preparing his units for an assault.

      This appears to be a critical moment for the failure of the Imperial forces to ultimately stop the Rebellion at this point in the war. With the self-destruction of their probe—the Empire’s only intelligence asset on the planet—the Empire was now limited in the amount of information that they had from the planet. Rather than deploy further intelligence assets to the planet, Vader ordered an immediate deployment of the task force to Hoth.

      Following the discovery of Echo Base, the Rebel Alliance began their evacuation, anticipating the imminent arrival of the Empire’s forces. The base had a small fleet of GR-75 medium transports at their disposal for transporting equipment and personnel, along with a squadron of Incom T-65B X-wing starfighters for escort duty. Due to the short amount of time available to evacuate, the Alliance had to come to terms with abandoning much of the heavy equipment installed on the base.

      Rieekan’s decision to abandon the newly established base was met with some skepticism—the base had only just been completed, with a considerable amount of equipment installed. Ultimately, his caution proved to be the deciding factor in the survival of the Alliance.

      The Battle

      With the arrival of the Imperial task force, Rieekan ordered the activation of the base’s energy shield. With the forces arrayed overhead unable to bombard the base, he was able to effectively dictate the course of the battle by forcing the Imperial Military to fight on the ground, without air support from TIE fighters or bombers. This not only allowed him to task his X-wing fighters for escort duty but also bought him time to continue the evacuation.

      The Imperial task force (which included the Executor, the Tyrant, the Devastator, and the Avenger) dropped out of hyperspace in close orbit over the planet Hoth. As Vader had ordered an immediate redeployment, Ozzel followed his orders, assuming that the Rebel forces would be quick targets from orbit.

      However, the lack of information about the disposition of the Rebels foiled these plans. Echo Base had already anticipated the arrival of the Imperial task force and prevented them from carrying out a routine orbital bombardment. It was at this point that the Empire lost the ability to effectively end the Rebellion. Ozzel was executed for his error, thus depriving the task force of its most senior flag officer.

      Despite the setback, Vader’s task force had been designed specifically for the actions that followed in orbit. The smaller Imperial II–class destroyers’ maneuverability would allow the Imperial forces not only to capture escaping vessels but to contend with any additional armed threat that the Alliance might field.

      As it turns out, Rebel forces were woefully understaffed for such an escape; troop transports would be escorted by a single pair of X-wing fighters tasked with running interference with Imperial fighters.

      Despite the disparity in force projection on the battlefield, the Alliance base did have an asset that they could use to aid their escape: the V-150 ground-to-orbit ion canon. Due to the Empire’s rush to arrive at Hoth, their knowledge of Rebellion assets was next to nothing, and they arrived at the battlefield not knowing the state and disposition of Rebellion fighters. Their lack of knowledge about the Alliance’s ground-to-orbit assets became a critical weakness for the task force.

      The first transport lifted off from the planet’s surface, followed by a pair of salvos from the V-150. The blasts targeted the Tyrant, the Star Destroyer covering the ship’s escape vector, disabling it and leaving a hole in the Imperial blockade. Rebel troopers cheered as they learned of their comrades’ escape, which provided a major morale boost to the soldiers on the ground.

      The lack of knowledge about the Alliance forces on the ground likewise led General Veers to certain tactical decisions. His primary target was to destroy the base’s power generators, which in turn would eliminate the shield protecting the base. To this end, he landed a squadron of All-Terrain Attack Transports, along with an All-Terrain Scout Transport, beyond the shield. With the shield up, it is clear that he only anticipated meeting resistance from ground troopers, as fighter assets would be utilized for escort duty. Additionally, the planet’s climate made fielding aircraft difficult—something that the Rebellion had only accomplished in the rush to locate a missing pilot.

      Rieekan had already identified the power generators as a primary target and deployed his forces accordingly: Rebel soldiers from the 61st Mobile Infantry’s Twilight Company manned hastily prepared trenches, backed by heavy stationary weapons.

      On the ground, Veers’s armored forces attacked Rieekan’s ground troopers, targeting the heavy guns between them and the power generator. As they approached, Rieekan scrambled his T-47 squadron to provide air support for the 61st Mobile Infantry. Despite the heavy armor protecting the AT-AT walkers, Rogue Squadron was able to exploit a critical weakness; using tow cables, they undermined the legs of at least one walker, while another was destroyed by a pilot who had been shot down. Despite their innovative use of equipment, the squadron was quickly depleted.

      
        Yes, Lord Vader, I’ve reached the main power generators. The shield will be down in moments. You may start your landing.

        General Veers

      

      The Rebels’ combined use of ground and air power, coupled with the lack of battlefield intelligence, was not enough to stop Veers from advancing and ultimately destroying Echo Base’s power station, but that wasn’t their primary objective.

      What the members of Rogue Squadron and the 61st Mobile Infantry were able to accomplish was to slow the incoming armored forces enough to allow the rest of the Rebellion forces to escape into orbit. As Veers deployed his snowtroopers, Organa issued the order for the remaining ground forces and base personnel to board the last transport.

      Aftermath

      While Veers was ultimately able to destroy the power generator and occupy the base, he did so at great cost; he lost several of his heavy walkers before reaching the Rebellion’s lines and took further casualties as he entered the base. Furthermore, the task force itself suffered from major losses in orbit; the loss of one Star Destroyer at the onset of the battle demonstrated the cost of Imperial confidence in their tactics, while another Destroyer was heavily damaged in the pursuit of the remaining Rebel commanders in the asteroid belt.

      Despite the high cost to the Imperial forces, the cost to the Alliance was equally high, but not catastrophic; while they took numerous casualties on the battlefield (in both personnel and equipment), they were able to escape with their command structure largely intact. What could have been a major blow to the Rebellion became a mere battlefield loss.

      The loss of a permanent headquarters meant a setback in the Alliance’s ability to command their forces on the battlefield and to plan a larger strategy for winning their fight against the Empire. Additionally, the loss of critical weapons, equipment, and personnel would further impact the ability of the Rebellion to continue its military operations in the short and long terms.

      It was the work of the commanders on the ground on Hoth, as well as errors by Imperial commanders, that prevented the loss from ending the Rebellion completely. Rieekan’s prudent measures to abandon the newly completed base saved numerous lives and preserved what equipment could be evacuated from the base. Admiral Ozzel’s decision to drop his task force near the planet within sensor range allowed the Rebellion not only to push forward their evacuation plans but to devise a quick defensive plan that helped hold off Imperial ground forces to evacuate the remaining personnel from the planet and regroup with the rest of the Alliance fleet, where they began to plan their next moves.
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      Why Military Forces Adapt, Even in a Galaxy Far, Far Away

      Chuck Bies

      If you don’t like change, you’ll like irrelevance even less. This applies to tactical warfare as well; except, when it comes to fighting, being irrelevant usually means that you’ll soon be dead. With stakes so high, it doesn’t seem like changing would be all that difficult, especially when your own survival is on the line. And yet, time and again, the sides that failed to adapt at the tactical level in the Clone Wars, the Galactic Civil War, and the First Order’s Uprising ended up being relegated to the dustbin of history in a galaxy far, far away.

      So why do soldiers, commanders, and armies fail to adapt in the face of death? This chapter will explain why some sides do or don’t adapt, using four Star Wars conflicts, big and small: a skirmish between the Trade Federation droids and the Gungans during the Naboo Blockade Crisis; the titanic battles between the Republic Clone Army and the secessionists’ droid armies during the Clone Wars; the battles fought between Imperial stormtroopers and Rebellion soldiers; and the First Order stormtroopers’ raids against pretty much everybody. In the end, an army’s willingness and capacity to embrace tactical adaptation is rooted in troop scarcity and time available to change.

      The Naboo Blockade Crisis

      The two major sides that were still standing by the end of the Naboo Blockade Crisis consisted of the Gungans, a race of failed comic-relief CGI rabbits with subtly racist Caribbean overtones, and the Trade Federation, an interstellar conglomerate run by a race of overtly racist Asian caricatures called the Neimoidians in an equally overt jab against Star Trek. The Naboo defensive force was all but wiped out by the Trade Federation’s massive droid army, and the Gungans, the sentient race native to Naboo (but, curiously enough, not called “Nabooians”), avoided conflict until the Federation threatened to destroy their native habitat. If this seems stupid, it is, because Phantom Menace.

      The Federation’s droid army consisted of two main types of battle droid. The standard battle droid was humanoid, said “Roger, Roger,” and carried a blaster rifle. It was also a multipurpose droid and laborer. It did not have an integral weapon system, so it was able to use its hands to manipulate tools, control panels, and armored vehicles. It didn’t have shields or armor, and its joints were unprotected and visible. One blaster hit could take them down. It received its controls and orders from a centralized Federation control ship, because it did not have its own artificial intelligence. It communicated to other battle droids verbally, which is kind of impractical when you consider that a droid could have transmitted volumes of dense and complex data to another droid in the same amount of time it took to say, “Roger, Roger,” but hey, Phantom Menace. They were cheap to produce in huge numbers and easy to replace.

      The second type of droid was the droideka, or destroyer droid. It made its appearance early on in Phantom Menace after Obi-Wan and Qui-Gon escaped from the ambush in the meeting room and attempted to force their way into the ship’s control bridge. Unlike the standard droid, it was more insectoid than humanoid and moved by rolling up into a fast-moving ball. When it deployed out of the ball, it used its two autocannon arms to lay down a heavy base of fire and employ a deflector shield to protect its front from blaster fire. It had a very rudimentary AI that boiled down to, “Face toward enemy, deploy shield, and don’t stop shooting until it’s dead.” It was fast when moving in ball form, but it was immobile and highly vulnerable to attack from the rear once it deployed out of its ball. It was an impractical method of locomotion and an unnecessary trade-off in capabilities, because Phantom Menace. Where the standard battle droid could be considered multipurpose, the droideka’s design and blaster arms reduced its utility to being a marginally mobile pillbox. The droideka’s cost per unit to manufacture was higher than that of the standard droid. While replaceable, because they cost more to replace, they weren’t seen in the same numbers as the standard droids.

      Unsurprisingly, the Gungan army consisted of Gungans. They employed active protection measures in the form of individually carried energy shields, as well as energy shields that could be deployed to cover a larger area. Despite this incredible technology and being able to build submersibles capable of traveling through the planet’s watery core, they didn’t have vehicles or lasers; instead they rode animals, carried spears, and hurled blue energy balls with slings and catapults, because Phantom Menace. They existed in large numbers (unfortunately), but they couldn’t quickly replenish their numbers, because they had to procreate and grow to adulthood and because they were only found on Naboo (thankfully).

      There are a few points to note about the Battle for Naboo. The battle took place on an open plain with no natural cover or concealment, nor was there any key terrain for either side to rally toward. The Gungan army approached Naboo City, compelling the droids to sally forth and deploy against the Gungans. Initial bombardments failed against the Gungan shields, so the droids were forced to take the tactical offensive. The droids suffered heavy losses but succeeded in forcing the Gungans to surrender, and they would have won it for good if Anakin Skywalker hadn’t destroyed the orbital droid control ship, a deus ex machina that had nothing to do with the Gungan battle performance, because Phantom Menace. Though the droids sustained heavy losses, the Gungans did not, and Gungan resolve broke before their numbers did. Few Gungan bodies lay on the battlefield as the droids began rounding up Gungan prisoners of war, though the ground was littered with the shattered and broken remnants of countless droids.

      So which side really won? Because the Gungans certainly didn’t defeat the droids; if anything, the droid-Gungan battle didn’t really matter. From the standpoint of adaptation, neither side was adaptive. The droids didn’t try anything particularly new: go find the enemy, start shooting at them, and keep shooting until they either are dead or give up. What the Gungans did, as the underdog, was pretty stupid. They were riding animals and hurling blue balls. The droids had friggin’ tanks! So faced with an enemy that outnumbered them; outgunned them; and, thanks to its command and control network, was capable of perfect coordination, the Gungans, armed with spears, chose to meet them in battle on a plain with nothing resembling cover. They could have drawn the droids into a forest or into a narrow pass to negate their numbers and firepower—as was done at Thermopylae.1 Instead they stuck with what they’d always done, and it nearly cost them everything.

      The Clone Wars

      The Clone Wars were fought between the Galactic Republic and the secessionist star systems, sometimes referred to as the Confederacy of Independent Systems (CIS). The CIS, which included the Trade Federation, fought primarily with droid armies, while the Galactic Republic fought primarily with armies made of “human” clones.

      The droids used by the CIS were essentially the same as those seen during the Naboo Blockade Crisis, with two key differences. The first difference was that the standard battle droids were no longer dependent on an orbital control ship; the Geonosian manufacturers realized the folly of not building each droid with its own control AI and added AI into their droids. The second was the introduction of a third type of droid, the super battle droid. Larger than the standard droid but still humanoid, the super battle droid had a laser blaster built into the tops of its hands, allowing it to manipulate vehicles and control panels while still having an internal weapon system. They didn’t have shields, but they had more armor (not that it mattered against lightsabers or lasers), so they were more expensive to produce. But because they were new, they were not fielded in nearly the numbers that standard droids were.

      The Republican clones were people in the sense that they could think for themselves and required food, air, and other essentials to life. However, they were raised from birth in isolation from other nonclones on Kamino and had their physical growth accelerated, and as a result of the cloners reducing their source material’s propensity for independence, they didn’t have their own personalities. If they were people, they were disposable people. Like the stormtroopers that followed, their armor let them survive in different environments but offered no protection from lasers or blunt impact. Usually their armor was white, though on occasion they camouflaged their armor with paint, as they did during the Kashyyyk campaign—but then they sort of just stood in the open while Wookiees got behind cover. Because they had been created on Kamino over the course of many years and their growth was sped up, there was a substantial stock of clone troopers ready for combat, with more in the pipeline.2 Replacing battalions in large numbers would require time—not as much time as a human battalion would have taken but still more time than it took to roll a droid off a production line.

      In battle, both sides suffered astronomical casualties, but man-for-man the clones killed droids at a higher rate. The clones won the Battle of Geonosis, but they suffered heavy casualties in the process.3 They lost multiple transport aircraft but didn’t seem to really pay much attention to those losses as they happened. Similarly, during General Grievous’s raid on Coruscant, the Republic fleet lost dozens of capital ships and countless starfighters, but no priority was ever given to assist individual clone pilots in distress.4 Though the clones were people, they seemed to mind their own losses as much as the droids did, which is not at all.

      In the end, the clones won most of their battles. However, the war was won not on the battlefield but in Anakin’s murder of the CIS leadership on the Mustafar system. Neither side was particularly adaptive during the war. When either was on the attack, they massed their numbers, advanced in lines, and poured on as much laser fire as they could. When either was on the defensive, they massed their numbers, stood in lines, and poured on as much laser fire as they could. Both sides were set on employing an attritional strategy against an opponent that had limitless manpower.

      The Galactic Civil War

      In this true David-versus-Goliath matchup, the Rebel Alliance fought for both victory and survival against the evil Galactic Empire. The Rebel Alliance consisted mostly of human systems with the support of a few alien races, but Rebel soldiers were human.5 The Empire also fought with mostly human troops and leaders, but it is widely believed that a significant portion of the rank-and-file stormtroopers were leftovers of the Republic’s Clone Army. This is attributed to the stormtroopers across all three movies in the original trilogy having similar-sounding voices, being of the same height and build (prompting Leia to ask Luke, “Aren’t you a little short for a stormtrooper?”), and displaying similar levels of precision with their weapons and to the near certainty that the Empire had nothing even remotely resembling a Department of Veterans Affairs or a jobs program for billions of laboratory-grown people who were created and trained from birth for the sole purpose of combat.6 The Empire’s officer corps was almost completely human, and apparently “British accent” was the only real requirement for becoming an officer.

      Pitched battles between the Empire and the Rebels were a rarity, and the few that did occur were dwarfed in scale by the titanic battles of the Clone Wars. At the strategic and operational levels of interstellar warfare, the Rebels sought to avoid contact with strong Imperial forces whenever possible; they did this by keeping their bases hidden, as they did on Yavin 4, or by evacuating their strongholds upon discovery by the Empire, as we saw during the Battle of Hoth. When the Rebels did fight, they attempted to do so either as a delaying action to buy time for their forces to withdraw, as part of a surprise attack such as at Endor, or when the Empire forced them into a situation where retreat was not practicable and fighting meant survival, as seen during the raids on each of the Death Stars.

      Tactically and on the ground, Rebel forces took pains to increase their survivability. Knowing that all the available body armor was pretty much worthless against lasers, even military-grade stormtrooper body armor, they discarded body armor completely so that their individual mobility was maximized; the only armor typically worn was helmets to protect against blunt-force impacts. They wore camouflage suited to their environment, from woodland on Endor to snow-white on Hoth. As we saw on Hoth, they dug trenches to increase their survivability, and they used vehicles and beasts of burden suitable to the climates they operated in.

      The Empire, on the other hand, didn’t care much for individual survivability. The stormtroopers tended to stand in the open and in large clusters, even though cover was readily available nearby. They wore armor that didn’t protect against laser blasts or against blunt force (as we saw on Endor); and regardless of the environment, that armor came in one color: white. The opening scene of A New Hope is particularly informative as to how the stormtroopers fought: they simply flooded the area in question with troops, put up a wall of blaster fire, and maintained forward pressure against their enemy until one side or the other was dead. For every stormtrooper who died, two more would come forward, step over the corpse, and maintain the advance, until the side that actually cared about casualties broke. We saw similar tactics on Hoth and on Endor; they made no attempt to seek cover and ignored their own casualties as they pressed the attack. Yes, they took losses, but those losses were easily replaced.

      In the end, the Empire lost, but not because its pool of stormtroopers was exhausted. The Empire was defeated because its head was decapitated, not because its back was broken. Though the Imperial Army paid heavily in blood for its victories, it was still winning victories, and given its nearly inexhaustible resources, there was no compelling reason to change how it fought. The Rebels, on the other hand, constantly shifted their tactics, uniforms, and equipment to suit the environments that they fought in to compensate for the Empire’s numbers. The Rebel strategy was to survive and inflict heavy damage with precision strikes, and the Rebels were continually victorious in their engagements against the Empire. These small battlefield victories—even Hoth, since the Rebels escaped annihilation on that planet—made little difference. Until the Rebellion was able to assassinate Palpatine and destroy the second Death Star, the Empire had enough stormtroopers to keep fighting and winning as it had been.

      The First Order Uprising

      Out of the ashes of the Galactic Empire, the First Order rose to power. Its main adversary was the Resistance, which was the military force that fought for but did not belong to the newly constituted New Republic. It’s a bizarre arrangement of forces and structures, so stay with me on this.

      The First Order was essentially the remnants of the old Galactic Empire. They had starships similar to Star Destroyers, their starfighters were basically TIE fighters with a few cosmetic and technical upgrades, and their soldiers still wore white stormtrooper armor. Though the First Order had considerable resources, enough to convert a planet into a world-destroying battle station, its resources were still dwarfed in comparison to the Galactic Empire’s. Being a rogue government, they didn’t have countless recruiting worlds at their disposal, their manufacturing base was limited, and their resources were not disposable. Decades after the events of Return of the Jedi, the First Order had no clones in its formations. Instead, the First Order stole its soldiers as children and raised child soldiers to become stormtroopers.

      As a result, we see very different behaviors in First Order stormtroopers than we did in Imperial stormtroopers. Despite the white armor, individual soldiers moved to and from positions of cover against incoming blaster fire. Stormtroopers maneuvered in teams instead of advancing as a human wave. When their comrades were killed, they noticed, and First Order commanders had to monitor discipline and retrain noncompliant soldiers in a way that Imperial commanders did not. If Imperial stormtroopers fought in a 1914 World War I style, First Order stormtroopers fought in a style more akin to 2004 Operation Enduring Freedom. The trade-off, though, is that it takes more training to achieve this level of performance, which means it takes longer to field new troops.7

      What of the Resistance? Though they fought for the New Republic and received tacit support, the Resistance was a private military force headed by General Leia Organa for the express purpose of resisting (see what they did there?) the power and threat of the First Order. Any financial or materiel support received from the Republic was done under the table. This meant that, like the First Order, though they were able to field a capable force, it was small. But unlike the First Order, the Resistance did not exploit child soldiers or consider the use of clones, so its losses were even less readily replaceable. The Resistance relied on quality over quantity.

      As a result of this and the fact that the plot to The Force Awakens is almost a complete mirror of A New Hope, the Resistance fights in a manner similar to the Rebel Alliance of old; they are sensitive to casualties, avoid ground engagements whenever possible, and engage in starship combat only when the situation is dire enough to demand it.

      Time will tell how or whether the Resistance prevails over the First Order, because this is the first war where both sides displayed a capacity for tactical adaptation. In the previous wars, only the Rebel Alliance demonstrated any willingness or ability to adapt to the enemy. This means that any First Order or Resistance victory will be hard-won.

      What Drives Tactical Adaptation?

      So what’s so special about the Resistance, the First Order, and the Rebellion that they were able to adapt? Adaptability comes down to two key factors: sensitivity to casualties and availability of time.

      The armies of the Federation, the Republic, and the Empire didn’t adapt because they didn’t have to. Lose a battalion of clones? Order up another from Kamino—there’s more in the hopper. Lose a legion because your Death Star got blown up? Increase recruiting quotas and shift a few Star Destroyers full of stormtroopers to the sector. Lose entire armies of droids to a Republic offensive? Have the manufacturer fire up another production line and send in some more droids faster than Amazon Prime.

      They weren’t asking their troops to do anything particularly difficult either. How long does it take to install a droid’s AI chip or train a trooper to walk straight ahead while shooting nonstop? Not very long. If your soldiers are literally disposable or you don’t care about them on an individual level or there’s no limit to your ability to replace them, there’s really no incentive to adapt to anything your opponent does as long as you can grind the other side down until they quit.

      Consider the Rebellion, the Resistance, and the First Order. Every soldier they lose is a significant cost in time and resources, both to produce in the first place and to replace. They can’t just order up more battalions, which means they have to train individual soldiers to take independent action to survive. Every soldier lost also creates a public relations problem that makes it more difficult for them to attract willing recruits. Their combat power isn’t a one-time purchase; it’s an investment.

      “Wait a minute,” you say, “what about the Gungans? They didn’t have limitless numbers that required minimal training!” You’d be right, which leads to the second key factor: time to adapt. The Gungans didn’t have time to study their enemy, figure out how to adapt, and behave accordingly. The Naboo defense forces got beaten and rounded up into camps so quickly that the Gungans couldn’t get out from under their lake to see what had happened. Further, they only faced the Federation in battle once, before someone else took care of their droid problem for them.

      The other wars we’ve looked at were slow burning in comparison. The Clone Wars lasted long enough for Anakin to grow his hair out, the Galactic Civil War began immediately afterward and carried on for about eighteen years, and the conflict between the Resistance and First Order had been going on for the seventeen years or so after the Galactic Civil War ended. We’re talking about thirty-plus years of open conflict here, which is why the First Order, the Resistance, and the Rebellion have had plenty of time to analyze and adapt.

      Armies are generally conservative organizations, even armies made up of CGI rabbits. They don’t change unless they have to, and even then they won’t turn on a dime. An army’s capacity for tactical adaptation can be predicted based on its sensitivity to casualties and the time available for it to change.8

      
       Notes

        
          1. At the Battle of Thermopylae, the Greeks were heavily outnumbered by an invading Persian army. The Greeks chose to make their stand at Thermopylae, a narrow defile that offered the Persians no bypasses and forced them to reduce their frontage to fit into the defile. Instead of being confronted with a larger Persian front that would have been able to flank and ultimately envelop the Greek defenders, the constricting terrain allowed the front ranks of the Greeks to meet the front ranks of the Persians on equal terms, partially nullifying the Persian numerical superiority.

        

        
          2. At the beginning of the Clone Wars, two hundred thousand were ready, with one million more nearing completion. These estimates are based on Obi-Wan’s conversation with the cloners in Episode II, though there is some debate over whether the cloners were referring to “units” as individual soldiers or battle formations. For the purposes of this essay, the aforementioned figures work.

        

        
          3. See Star Wars: Episode II—Attack of the Clones.

        

        
          4. These events took place following the opening crawl of Star Wars: Episode III—Revenge of the Sith.

        

        
          5. This term loosely applies to anything not resembling a human. This all took place in a galaxy far, far away; so strictly speaking, all the characters are alien.

        

        
          6. Of note, none of the original trilogy films show Clone War veterans as being amputees, despite the colossal scale of those battles. This suggests that very few clone troopers survived their wounds, making the toll on life even more appalling.

        

        
          7. As wars became more technical, the demands placed on soldiers and commanders by their states grew commensurately. Consider an army from 1714 or 1814; soldiers needed to know how to march in formation, load their muskets correctly, and fire three rounds a minute without breaking. The technical-training portion of marching, loading, and firing was relatively brief and compliance focused since troops could not stray from their formations. Without getting into too many details, commanders needed to know how to best position their lines of troops on terrain to gain a position of advantage and keep their troops, horses, and guns provisioned. Battlefields were relatively small and constrained. By 1914, muskets had given way to rifles with cartridge ammunition. Soldiers were expected to move with more initiative in smaller teams and groups, using the terrain for cover as they saw necessary, and dig individual fighting positions and trenches for protection from artillery. The sheer mass of troops required made it difficult for these more independently operating soldiers to be truly autonomous. Artillerists began to shift from aiming their cannons directly at troop formations to firing indirectly by adjusting azimuth and elevation given map coordinates. Battlefields grew to the point where they spanned the continent of Europe, requiring field commanders to communicate via telegraph. Coal-powered ships and trains allowed commanders to plan around more-predictable logistics. Increased complexity required more time in training. By 2014 the common infantry soldier was expected not only to control more-powerful individual weapons, advanced optics and goggles, and unmanned aerial vehicles but also to drive utility vehicles; call for strikes, not just from artillery but from helicopters and aircraft; be able to hand out textbooks to schoolchildren; and communicate with foreign people, using pocket reference guides. Commanders were expected to maintain fleets of vehicles, move supplies across oceans and continents, and translate vague government policy into military action. As the scope of global engagement and individual lethality grew, formations and overall troop levels decreased. Training demanded not just compliance but understanding and internalization, so that soldiers were intrinsically motivated to stand and fight as opposed to extrinsically motivated as in previous generations. As war “progressed,” so did the expectations of performance placed on the soldiers who fought in them, creating a necessary increase in the time required to train and prepare soldiers for battle.

        

        
          8. For more reading on adaptation and change in military formations, three books must be recommended. First is a historiographical collection of readings edited by Clifford J. Rogers on whether or not so-called military revolutions actually exist given the context of military change in early modern Europe, titled The Military Revolution Debate: Readings on the Military Transformation of Early Modern Europe (Boulder CO: Westview Press, 1995). The next book, MacGregor Knox and Williamson Murray’s The Dynamics of Military Revolution, 1300–2050 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), concedes that military revolution took place and expands the aperture to the twentieth century. Finally, for a discussion of the expansion of battlefield sizes and the burdens placed on soldiers and commanders over time, see John Keegan’s The Face of Battle: A Study of Agincourt, Waterloo, and the Somme (New York: Viking Press, 1976).
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      Dispatch from Hoth

      When the Blood Runs Cold

      August Cole

      The following dispatch is from C3U2, an Industrial Automaton anthrocomm droid, writing as Wilt Nassaug, who regularly chronicled exploits for readers and holoviewers on Alliance-affiliated worlds. This column was received via latent burst transmission from the sixth planet of the Hoth system to the final Alliance transport ship to flee the Imperial forces following the surprise takeover of that frozen body. A veteran correspondent of armed engagements over nearly two centuries, C3U2 possessed a unique understanding of the nature of warfare and the importance of narrative in the contest between the Alliance and Imperial powers. Because of that, it was unsparing in its vivid and often-grim accounting of war, knowing that to offer anything less than the uncomfortable truth would ultimately harm the Alliance’s bid to thwart tyranny. After the retreat, C3U2 remained behind on the planet surface in anticipation of the return of Rebel scouts; however, the droid has yet to be recovered.

      SIXTH PLANET, HOTH SYSTEM—The tauntaun ran screaming across the crevasses and zigzag trenches dug into the Nev Ice Flow, its fur singed black and gold and slathered in crimson. A tauntaun doesn’t bleed red though. Rebel infantry does.

      Unlike the rest of the 61st Mobile Infantry, the crazed, riderless creature charged brazenly toward the approaching Imperial armor and occasionally tripped on its entrails before a direct shot from a chin gun finally killed the beast. Was that mercy? Or luck?

      On this day, the last that the Alliance forces would ever spend on the sixth planet of the Hoth system, the Rebels lacked both.

      It’s funny how fast we can get into a fight. Lightspeed drops, right under the enemy’s nose, can put the galaxy’s deadliest fighters almost within a blade’s reach of their targets. Retreating, though, is another matter. An attack is plans and vigor; a retreat is chaos and smoke and desperation.

      At Echo Base there was plenty of all that to go around.

      I watched the final Alliance vessel lift off from the planet’s unforgiving surface in a halo of vaporized snow and ice. It was just one of the many troop ships jammed into precious gaps in the Rebel shield defenses, holding out for the chance that nothing more than a pair of fighter escorts and some danger-close ion cannon fire might be enough to cheat the odds for an escape. How many of them ultimately made it free I could not tell from my perch planet-side.

      Going back to the beginning of the rout, there was a moment when it was clear what needed to be done. Two years of work to construct Echo Base, the heart of the Rebellion hidden inside a forgotten frozen body. Another year of construction could have given the base the defenses it—and the Alliance—deserved, but when has time favored a just cause? In victory and loss we see our true nature, and this time was no different in revealing the pulse of the Rebellion. Once again the movement owes its survival to the galaxy’s mystics and outlaws. It is ironic that the cover for Echo Base and its outsized shield generator was as a smuggler’s redoubt and fitting that it was the legendary Han Solo who first confirmed the presence of Imperial probe droids on the planet surface. The black-painted forms of the Vipers stood out against the snow, better for the entire galaxy to see the Empire’s unrelenting hunt for the Rebel leadership.

      The retreat began in an orderly manner. I saw the order given in the low-ceilinged operations center by a gloved commander whose urgent breath gathered in clouds with each directive he gave to the evacuating units. There was an accommodation for stay-behind forces who would sneak off the planet at the last moment. But it was all too orderly, building only in urgency and intensity when the Rebel corpses began to stack up on the fighting trench floors.

      The Imperial forces emerged from hyperspace with little care for stealth or concealment. The unimaginable darkness masquerading as order again marshaled its forces in full view to brazenly attempt to snuff out the light of the rebellion. Would it succeed? Yes, of course. The Imperial officer cadre knew it. Even I knew it. But I had to see for myself, not to wonder from the comfort of a transport’s hold, safe in the beautiful fold of lightspeed, whether the ember of the Rebellion would burn on. That would be revealed not in the earnest faces of those leaders who fled but by standing alongside those soldiers who stayed to die.

      Beneath a sky of that special blue an ice planet often sees before battle, steady hands gripped cold metal carbines. Stocks tucked tightly into padded shoulders as the 61st Mobile Infantry held their weapons close to keep them warm and better conserve their power charges. Against Imperial armor, what defenses could Echo Base’s northern approach offer? Its best hope against a ground assault was that the treacherous crevasses and ice caves would take a toll on an approaching adversary until they got into range of the dug-in fighting positions. Yet a defensive trench network dug only weeks before, just after the completion of Echo Base, would be shown to be little more than theater. The heaviest weapons were tower laser cannons jutted at regular intervals, manned by the bravest Rebel gunners of all. These weapons—which the Alliance knew to be ineffective against AT-AT armor—would be the first targeted.

      “We will hold our fire, until the last minute, to ensure maximum effect for the tower cannon,” said Gigg Rathkins, a sergeant in the 61st and a veteran of the Yavin campaign. Rathkins led a weapons squad, Tango. Tango Squad was made up of a good-humored, two-person tower cannon crew who seemed to cherish the thermal benefit of manning the imposing weapons system; three surly heavy-weapons gunners; and four carbine-armed brothers from Tatooine whose teeth chattered so fiercely it was impossible to understand their names.

      When the first AT-AT crested the switchbacks from the Kerane Valley, it was Rathkins who spotted it. We counted down the moments until it was in range, studying crystals in the frozen snow, using the frozen trench as a latrine one last time before the onslaught. Some soldiers pestered comrades to see if anybody had any extra water to cope with the profound thirst caused by the dry air and the coming combat.

      There was silence; then, in an instant, death. The battle’s first blast killed Rathkins, a direct hit on Tango’s tower cannon. I had watched Rathkins take his men sledding three days earlier. They used man-sized pieces of spare orbital thermal shielding, with the underside coated with X-wing actuator lubricant stolen from the mech bay. They spent over an hour racing up and down the valley’s steep walls like children. It was on one of those improvised sleds that the brothers from Tatooine lay Rathkins’s unconscious and battered body when two of them sprinted off, dragging him into the north entrance’s still-open shield doors. That was the kind of combat leader he was, teaching them how to improvise under fire without them even realizing it.

      The fusillade of returning fire lacked power but made up for it in ferocity. The Rebels, cornered, fought with no expectation of survival. They were to buy time for a retreat. If they were lucky, it would succeed, and the Alliance would know of their sacrifice. One by one the approaching AT-ATs shot their way closer and closer to and then through the Rebel lines, with AT-STs skittering alongside to mop up survivors and the wounded.

      Still, the snowspeeder pilots flew as if they expected to survive, at least at first. In my experience, that is often the conceit of those in the cockpit. But once these brave pilots realized how ineffective their weapons were against the AT-ATs, apparently a new up-armored variant, they boldly changed tactics after one pilot used his craft’s tow hook to trip up one of the four-legged monsters the way you lasso a shaak on Naboo. This put the snowspeeders perilously close to the AT-ATs close-range weapons, which chewed through the Rebels’ two-seaters—but not all of them. Two of the AT-ATs fell heavily, leading to a hoarse cheer from the bloodied defenders. Nobody talked of the cold once the fighting began, warmed by steaming barrels and pounding pulses.

      For all the rush of this small success, few of the infantry charged directly at that moment. To do so was to invite a quicker death. But the changing snowspeeder tactics emboldened a half-dozen Rebels riding tauntauns. Their heaviest weapons? Bandoliers of grappling hooks and breaching charges. They tried a flanking maneuver, following a shallow depression, but were cut down by an AT-ST hidden by a small ridge. The fusillade thrashed rider and beast, leaving only one tauntaun, which dragged its headless rider toward the Imperial armor.

      Moments later the blast wave from Echo Base’s blown generator rocked the valley, shaking loose seracs and sending the remaining infantry in full flight toward the north entrance. No retreat order was needed. The concussion of orbital covering fire from the base’s ion cannon on the other side of the ridge could be heard in the distance, a drumlike sound that resonated in the heaving lungs of the retreating Rebels.

      Inside Echo Base, in the icy tunnels that once echoed with jocular laughter, floors were slick with blood, and the air thick with vaporized water from blaster fire. The dreaded Imperial 501st Legion advanced on foot from the Rebel trenches to the tunnel entrance far faster than seemed possible. They deployed from the remaining AT-ATs to the battle fresh, and it showed. One moment they were clambering up the icy slope to the base’s hangar doors, and the next they were clearing the living quarters as though they had done it a hundred times before. Or maybe it was the presence of the Sith lord Darth Vader.

      My own path took me to the lower levels, to avoid a detachment of four legionnaires sweeping toward me. They caught up with me as I entered the medical bay. The med droids were gone; valuable as they were, I was sure they would already be aboard a transport. Unarmed, as is my code, I accepted that I could stand and die at the hands of the Imperial forces or lie down amid the bloody bandages and amputated limbs now frozen to the ice floor. Mercifully, the lights failed at the very moment the Imperial troops ran by without a word, clearly unconcerned by yet another motionless form on the ground. I know precisely how long I waited before moving, but the amount of time does not matter, because I marked it in blasts, not minutes. It was an eternity, for me and for the Alliance, which had spirited its high command to safety by the time the last Rebel was executed.

      When I got to my feet, the base was dark; the room was mostly quiet, except for the burbling of a bacta tank. I activated my light to scan my surroundings, unsure if I would be able to find a clear route back to the surface. I turned toward the sound of the tank. There, suspended in the fluid and still attached to the tank’s healing apparatus, was the lifeless body of Gigg Rathkins, the forgotten hero of the Battle of Hoth. Rathkins. The one Rebel whose blood never ran cold.

    

  
    
      Part 4

      Assessment of War

      Strategic reflection. Critical analysis. Monday-morning quarterbacking.

      It’s all pretty much the same—a search for the broadest explanation of strategic success versus failure, a task best accomplished while gazing backward. Often painful, this process asks, Did we do the right things? Did we do these things better than the enemy? In what ways can we improve for the next conflict?

      These are the lessons of “big strategy,” an attempt to get beyond “specialized and self-contained” segments of analysis to grasp strategy “as a whole.”1 This matters most in multigenerational wars, because today’s tactical defeat can sow the seeds of tomorrow’s strategic victory.

      
      Notes

        
          1. See “Big History Project,” a web-based effort to broaden the study of history with a more “multi-disciplinary approach” (https://www.bighistoryproject.com/home).
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      Darth Vader’s Failed Counterinsurgency Strategy

      Liam Collins

      Sitting around a conference table on board the second Death Star, orbiting the forest moon of Endor, a number of Darth Vader’s senior officers are discussing the Empire’s current strategy to defeat the Rebel Alliance. Admiral Piett, the commander of the Super Star Destroyer the Executor, is leading the discussion.

      “How can our strategy possibly fail?” Piett asks. “In major engagements, like the battle on Hoth, Rebel casualties outnumber ours by more than ten to one. And each time, they lose valuable leaders and equipment that cannot be replaced. With the exception of Yavin, we have never lost a battle. While the unfortunate loss of the Death Star was significant, that was due to a deliberately designed engineering flaw by the traitor Galen Erso, combined with a lucky shot. Without that weakness, this Death Star will be unstoppable, and we can systematically hunt down and destroy the Rebel Alliance. For worlds that resist, we will use the power of this battle station to intimidate and, if necessary, eliminate.”

      “Sir,” answers Captain Foley, an Imperial Navy strategist assigned to the Death Star, “I’ve been studying counterinsurgency theory, and I believe that if we continue to follow an enemy-centric strategy, we may lose this fight. We can’t just focus solely on hunting down and destroying the Rebel fleet. We must address some of the underlying grievances that are driving people to join the Rebellion. We must adopt a population-centric strategy to win their ‘hearts and minds.’ If not, I fear no matter how many Rebels we kill, the Rebellion will reconstitute itself and only grow stronger.”1

      “Admiral,” counters Commander Gherant, a bridge officer on the Executor, “we need to cut the head from the snake. If we can eliminate Skywalker and Leia, the Rebellion will crumble. Intelligence indicated that the Rebellion nearly disintegrated prior to the Battle of Scarif and would have, had it not be for an emotional plea by Jyn Erso. After seeing the Death Star destroy Despayre, the various Rebel factions had decided to break apart, but somehow held together when Admiral Raddus brought the Rebel fleet to Scarif to destroy the shield gate. If we eliminate its leaders, the Rebellion will surely disintegrate this time.”2

      “Commander Gherant,” counters Captain Foley, “of course some rebellions are fueled by the strong cult of personality of their leaders, but that isn’t the case here. We must understand the social and political drivers of the conflict to develop an appropriate strategy. Our sponsorship of unpopular economic and social programs; repression, exclusion, and a lack of an adequate voice in government following the disillusion of the Senate; and our indiscriminate use of violence against these groups—look what we did to Alderaan and Despayre—this is what drives the Rebellion. It’s not some charismatic leader. If Skywalker and Leia are killed, someone else will merely take their place, because these structural conditions remain. Remember, the Rebellion started long before Skywalker and Leia took the helm.”3

      “Structural conditions didn’t create the Rebellion—people and ideas did,” argues Commander Gherant. “Captain Foley would have you believe that ‘revolutions are not made; they come’ due to our policies that establish conditions that drive people to rebel, and it’s not a matter of if, but when, the rebellion will start. As usual, Captain Foley is wrong. Thus, we need to focus on—”4

      “Wrong!” Captain Foley interrupts. “I was one of the few officers who believed the Rebels had the ability to destroy the Death Star and was smart enough to depart before it was destroyed. I was right then, and I’m right now.”

      “‘Fleeing’ would be more appropriate to describe your actions,” retorts Commander Gherant. “As I was saying, revolutions do not come; they are made. It’s not the structural conditions that drives the revolution—it’s political entrepreneurs. Structural conditions do not dictate what people will do, they only limit options. These political entrepreneurs must organize the population and articulate a vision for them to rally around. This leadership, or agency, combined with cultures that have histories and compelling stories that drive people to act and risk certain death, is what drives the Rebellion. How else can you explain why the Rebellion takes hold in some areas but not others? Eliminate these charismatic leaders, and there is no one to organize it and keep it going.”5

      “I’m not concerned with the cause of the Rebellion,” quips Admiral Piett. “I only care about how we can end it.”

      “But if we don’t know the cause of the conflict, how do we know our strategy isn’t counterproductive?” replies Captain Foley. “It would be like trying to hit a target with a blaster while wearing a helmet with the blast shield down. Basically shooting blind.”

      “I said, Enough!” barks Admiral Piett. “Let’s get back to the discussion of our current strategy.”

      “Admiral,” replies Captain Sarkli, an Imperial spy and nephew of Admiral Piett, “the strategy is simple. We need to continue with our enemy-centric strategy to hunt down the Rebel Alliance and destroy its fleet. Once we get this Death Star operational, we simply destroy any space station, moon, or planet that puts up even minimal resistance. Soon it will be clear that resistance is futile. No one will join, and there will be nothing left to join. Given our superior technological advantage, our Imperial probe droids will eventually find every vehicle in the Rebel fleet. Just as you found the Rebel base on Hoth, our technology will allow us to find their remaining bases. All we need to do is double down on our current strategy.”

      “Admiral,” counters Commander Gherant. “Captain Sarkli is correct. We should continue our current strategy of hunting the enemy—but not the Rebel fleet. We need to focus our human and technical intelligence on finding its leaders. If we can kill them, the Rebellion will crumble. Rebels will flee, and those who remain will be in pockets that are so small, they can be easily destroyed. We need to increase the price on their heads so Dengar, Bossk, IG-88, 4-LOM, Zuckuss, and every other bounty hunter goes back to hunting them. A decapitation strategy is the only way.”

      “Admiral, as I’ve already argued, neither of these strategies gets at the root cause of the conflict. We need to develop a counterinsurgency strategy to destroy the Rebellion,” argues Captain Foley.

      “All right, Captain Foley,” replies Admiral Piett. “Humor us and tell us what this counterinsurgency strategy would look like.”

      “What we must do is separate the Rebels from the population,” answers Foley. “The population provides support and intelligence that is critical to the Rebellion’s survival. We must break this link. If we can separate the active Rebels from the population, the Rebellion will wither.”6

      “I agree with Captain Foley,” replies Colonel Dyer, an officer in the Imperial Army who is responsible for the defense of the shield generator on Endor. “But I would also add that we must create a specific force to deal with this insurgency. Our force is made to defeat Rebel fleets and more conventional militaries. It is ill suited for dealing with location populations. Our stormtroopers are effective at what they do, but their random searches and other restrictive measures only aggravate the population and make the situation worse.”7

      “Are you serious?” questions Captain Sarkli. “Do you really believe our stormtroopers can’t handle a few Rebels and some poorly behaved civilians? Our troops are the most effective fighting force in the galaxy. If they’re able to fight in high-intensity conflict, they can easily handle a ragtag bunch of insurgents. But if we start designing units for low-intensity conflicts, what happens when a real war comes? They’ll be entirely ill equipped for the fights that pose the real threat to the Empire.”

      “Captain Sarkli, you are mistaken,” replies Captain Foley. “Counterinsurgencies are much more complicated—not some sort of ‘lesser’ mission as you say. And they pose just as much of a risk—maybe more—to the Empire than any conventional force. Our stormtroopers currently lack the ability to conduct counterinsurgency operations, at least without adequate doctrine. They give the appearance of maintaining law and order, but their presence throughout the galaxy only seems to grow underground resistance that will eventually explode.”

      “Admiral Piett,” states Colonel Dyer, “I agree with Captain Foley. Direct action against the Rebel fleet is only one part of a larger strategy, and right now that is the Empire’s only strategy. In addition to targeting the Rebel Alliance, we must increase our own legitimacy and control of the local population where the Rebel Alliance resides to cut off its support, and do the same on planets and systems where the Rebels aren’t present to keep them from gaining support there. There should be five parts to our strategy: increase our control, disrupt Rebel support, directly attack the Rebel fleet, disrupt external support for the Rebellion, and gain external support for the Empire.”8

      “Admiral Piett,” replies Captain Sarkli, “once again Captain Foley and his lackeys would have you believe that we should divert our forces against the main threat, which is the Rebel fleet. As I have argued, me must double down and commit our forces to destroying the fleet, not waste time worrying about legitimacy. How long would they have this war continue? And they talk of control, but we control the galaxy!”

      “We only have the appearance of control, Captain Sarkli,” remarks Lieutenant Grond, an aide to Colonel Dyer. “Think about the Rebellion as a system. There are inputs—the fighters, food, material, information, and intelligence. And there are outputs—things like attacks by the Rebel Alliance against the Empire. And there are conversion mechanisms that turn these inputs into the outputs—like training, which turns a moisture farmer into a pilot, or Rebel bases, which turn raw materials into starships. Right now, we are solely focused on the output—the Rebel fleet itself. We need to think more broadly. We should focus more on reducing their resources and impeding their conversion mechanisms. Isn’t it better to stop people from supporting and joining the Rebel Alliance than fighting them after they are trained and armed?”9

      “Enough!” Admiral Piett interjects. “You keep telling me that we must stop the support for the Rebellion, but you don’t offer any real solutions on how to do this. I still say fear of this battle station is enough to keep local systems in line. What does your counterinsurgency strategy have to say, Captain Foley?”

      Before Captain Foley can answer, the door slides open, and Darth Vader enters the conference room. “The Rebellion will soon be eliminated,” states Darth Vader. “We destroyed the remnants of the Rebel base on Yavin 4 and their base on the desolate planet of Hoth. Between my power with the Force and the Empire’s technological dominance, there is nowhere they can hide that we cannot find them. The loss of the first Death Star was a setback. The destruction of Alderaan eliminated nearly all support for the Rebel Alliance, but support has increased following the Death Star’s destruction. However, it was only a minor setback. Once this Death Star is operational, all support will cease. Without the support of the population, the Rebellion will soon fall, and we can easily root out the remnants. We must continue to hunt down and destroy the Rebel Alliance.

      “My power with the Force tells me the Battle for Endor will soon be at hand,” continues Darth Vader. “Skywalker is on his way here now, and I’m sure the rest of the Rebel fleet is not far behind. Admiral Piett, return to your ship. Commander Sarkli, you return to Endor to guard the shield bunker. Now, if any of you still have doubts about our current strategy, speak.”

      “Lord Vader,” answers Captain Foley, “if we continue to execute this strategy, we are doomed to fail. Our repressive policies have created structural conditions that almost guarantee rebellion. If we destroy the current Rebel force, another will simply replace it. We need to address some of these underlying grievances and develop a counterinsurgency doctrine, or this war will never end. In addition to targeting the Rebel fleet, we must—”

      Captain Foley’s words are interrupted by his gasps for air. “I find your lack of faith disturbing,” Vader tells him as he applies his Force choke.

      “Who else thinks we need to change our strategy?” asks Vader. Only silence follows, and with the decision made, the Empire’s destiny is sealed. Soon, Darth Vader will be mortally wounded by the Emperor on the second Death Star. Admiral Piett and Commander Gherant will be killed when an A-wing crashes into the Executor’s bridge. Commander Sarkli will meet his fate in a blaster duel with Han Solo at the shield bunker on Endor, where Colonel Dyer and Lieutenant Grond will also be killed. Their deaths will inevitably be followed by that of the Empire.
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      Why the Jedi Won Fights, Not Wars

      John Spencer

      The term “Jedi” is loaded with connotations of reverence and respect. Seen as the greatest warriors in the galaxy, even the mention of a Jedi knight put fear in the hearts of the rank and file of the Empire’s forces. The Jedi Knights of a galaxy far, far away sit in a timeless, intergalactic pantheon of esteemed warriors, alongside the medieval knights, samurais, and Spartans of our own planet’s history. But while the Jedi are worthy of such praise—for their superiority in individual combat and their clandestine capabilities, for example—they arguably fall short in key areas that define true martial prowess. In fact, they lacked the training, skills, and critical abilities necessary to represent mastery of the military profession.

      At the height of their power, the Jedi Knights served as the guardians of peace and justice in the galaxy. One of the earliest missions viewers see the Jedi execute is during Episode I—The Phantom Menace. Jedi Master Qui-Gon Jinn and his padawan, Obi-Wan Kenobi, are sent as ambassadors of the Galactic Senate to mediate a dispute arising from Trade Federation ships’ practice of stopping all shipments to the planet Naboo in an outlying sector of the Galactic Republic. This diplomatic mission—on a different scale than, but remarkably similar to, tasks undertaken by even junior officers on real-world battlefields—is of critical importance. But the two Jedi fail and are forced to flee after facing two destroyer droids.

      Later in the same film, the Jedi turn from diplomacy to a range of other operations. First, they conduct a clandestine mission similar to those conducted by U.S. Army Special Forces today, linking up with a local guerrilla force on Naboo, the Gungans, in an attempt to gain the Gungans’ support in resisting the Trade Federation’s invasion of the planet. Next, they mount a successful search-and-rescue mission to free Queen Amidala from her captors. Finally, the Jedi are assigned by the Jedi Council to serve as a Personal Security Detachment, tasked with escorting Queen Amidala back to Naboo, where they subsequently find themselves engaged in hand-to-hand combat against the Sith lord Darth Maul.

      Each of these missions showed off the individual skills emphasized by the Jedi Knights. Jedi are trained in the ability to move silently, employ visual and mental deception, and eventually become masters of individual combat using their primary weapon—the lightsaber. These missions are what they prepared for and why they were successful after failing at the initial diplomatic tasks for which they were unprepared. But whether for Jedi or for soldiers on the contemporary battlefield, it is a fatal mistake to assume that the skills of an individual warrior are transferable to the wider range of capabilities intrinsic to warfighting and military leadership.

      In Episode II—Attack of the Clones we see the errors inherent in seeking to utilize Jedi—unmatched in individual combat—as leaders of a military campaign. Ten years after the Battle of Naboo, what started as a Trade Federation disagreement had evolved into a full-scale rebellion that brought the galaxy to the brink of civil war, as thousands of systems sought to break away from the Republic. The separatist movement, with a droid army as its warfighting organization, was led by Jedi Master Count Dooku. After seizing power through political means—disguising his machinations as an attempt to save the Republic—Sheev Palpatine, as the newly elected supreme chancellor, ordered the Grand Army of the Republic, made up of clones, to deploy into combat to destroy the separatists’ droid army. He commissioned the Jedi as generals in command of the Clone Army units.

      Put as simply as possible, the Jedi Knights lacked the skills necessary to be effective commanders in an army at war. Today, the U.S. Army requires military officers to develop expert knowledge in four fields: military-technical, moral-ethical, political-cultural, and leader–human development.1 Assessing the newly minted Jedi generals against these fields of expertise reveals their shortcomings as leaders of warfighters.

      The military-technical field represented their largest deficiency. This category includes the knowledge and application of military formations, force generation, and the effective use of ground forces. It also includes the integration of technology and weapons in the conduct of military operations.

      The Jedi Knights, however, did not receive the military education or training necessary to develop this knowledge, much less to serve as leaders of combat formations in battle. They were not educated in either the theory or practice of military science. Jedi students were schooled in individual combat skills during their training at the Jedi academy. When they were later paired with Jedi masters, becoming padawans, they learned the ways of the Force and the Jedi Code. Throughout their training, they focused on mastering the Force, honing precision skills with their lightsabers, and readying themselves for solo or two-man missions that often culminated in intense, one-on-one close combat. And the result was impressive—but wholly insufficient to prepare them to lead others in battle.

      Jedi lacked knowledge of even the simplest warfighting tactics. This failing was made manifest during the Battle of Geonosis, when the Jedi Knights led the Clone Army in frontal assaults. These attacks are historically among the worst tactics to employ, unless the force conducting them enjoys overwhelming numerical superiority (which the Clone Army did not), because they typically result in massive casualties. The more preferred attack tactic would have included one formation establishing a base of fire while another maneuvered to the enemy’s flank. The heavy fire from the frontal unit allows the maneuvering unit to move with less danger of receiving effective incoming fire from the defender and creates a vulnerable flank for the enemy forces, who must return fire to their front. This is one of the most basic but fundamental tactics of warfare.

      One of the greatest military theorists of all time, Carl von Clausewitz, wrote, “Tactics teaches the use of armed forces in the engagement; strategy, the use of engagements for the object of the war.”2 Clausewitz believed military officers needed extensive firsthand experience to truly gain an understanding of the tactical waging of war. In the training of Jedi padawans, Clausewitz would have told the Jedi High Council to include years of critical analysis of historical battles and campaigns through which he believed a synthetic experience could be achieved. These experiences arm warfighters with a deep appreciation of the patterns, principles, and fundamentals of warfare, which can then be applied to future wars, in which the weapons and environments may change but the enduring character of war—along with many of the most successful tactics—remains the same. This critical analysis also provides professional military leaders with the mental flexibility to adapt to the specifics of the war they encounter. This has been the proven path of successful military commanders, from Sun Tzu and Caesar through Napoleon and Eisenhower.

      The integration of technology is also included in the military-technical field of expertise, because the science of warfighting relies heavily on incorporating the most advanced weaponry and equipment. The pursuit of the next game-changing weapon, revolutionary armor, or innovative vehicle has historically been as important to the evolution of warfighting as tactics. The development of new weapons and equipment—black powder, machine guns, tanks, and airplanes, among other innovations—has provided armies with marked advantage over enemies that persisted in clinging to older tools of warfare.

      Jedi, however, resist technology. They stubbornly adhere to their ascetic lifestyle and a single, simple weapon, while the weapons of the galaxy evolve around them. They are easily neutralized with the very technologies they reject. They run from destroyer droids and get captured by force field traps. Armed with advanced technologies and not powers of the Force, the bounty hunter Jango Fett nearly defeats Jedi Master Obi-Wan Kenobi. A formation of droids comes within minutes of eliminating a large group of Jedi who are only saved by reinforcements at the Battle of Geonosis.

      The moral-ethical field of military expertise frames the application of lethal power within the expectations and values of the society the military professionals represent. It reflects a set of shared beliefs, rules, and standards that guide soldiers in the conduct of military operations and their performance of duty and are passed along from generation to generation as the accepted norms of the professional warfighter.3

      The Jedi Knights, though, lacked a strong moral or ethical system, and to the extent they did have such a system, it was not one shared by the society they served. Their behavior was guided by the Jedi Code, but there is little evidence that adherence to the code actually fostered an internalized value system, shared by all Jedi, to govern moral and ethical considerations in the execution of lethal force. This was evident in the repeated deaths of unarmed people at the hands of Anakin Skywalker, along with several other Jedi who turned to the dark side. He beheaded Count Dooku after first cutting off his hands and massacred an entire group of Tusken Raiders—men, women, and children—on the planet of Tatooine after learning that his mother had been tortured. The emotionally traumatized Anakin eventually turned to the dark side. Count Dooku leaves the Jedi Order himself, actively plotting against the Republic. In neither case did the code enable them to overcome emotion and resist the dark side, nor did it equip them with an ethical guidance system that ensured their actions in combat matched the values of the society they, as Jedi, ostensibly represented.

      In military formations, commanders serve as the moral compass for those they lead. They provide the backbone ensuring that the implementation of force is in accordance with a recognized code and that the rules of engagement align with that code, despite the fog, friction, emotions, and ethical dilemmas that always arise in battle. The ability to serve as this moral compass in combat is not an inborn gift. It takes learning and the internalization of a taught value system. The Jedi’s individually focused training produced superior combatants, but not ones equipped to be moral leaders of other men and women warriors.

      Expertise in the political-cultural field requires an understanding of how military professionals and their organizations interact with external actors—partner government organizations and civilian populations, both foreign and domestic.4 It also includes practical knowledge about the military’s role within the civil-military relationship; in the United States this means subordination of the military to civilian leadership and the military’s execution of missions given to it by these civilian leaders in order to support and defend national interests. In the first of these two components, the Jedi Knights measured up well. They demonstrated an adeptness in interacting with external organizations—fighting alongside Wookiee, Ewok, and Gungan tribes, for instance. But they struggled to act appropriately within the bounds of effective civil-military relationships.

      Officers in the U.S. Army today receive a professional military education that emphasizes the concept of civilian oversight and the civilian authority’s ultimate responsibility for national strategy and policy.5 They learn the unique and limited role of general officers: to provide expert military advice to civilian decision makers without attempting to influence, shape, or make national policy. Without a similar education, Jedi struggled to maintain an apolitical identity as military commanders. In Episode III—Revenge of the Sith Jedi Master Obi-Wan told Jedi-in-training Anakin Skywalker that the Jedi Council wanted him to report on the actions of Chancellor Palpatine after he was given special emergency powers by the Senate. The Jedi Council may have had altruistic reasons for their concerns about the Senate, but spying on a senior civilian authority represented an incredible breach of norms within an appropriate civil-military balance of powers.

      Finally, leader–human development expertise informs a range of interactions between a military force and others, including both the citizenry it serves (e.g., how the military profession inspires citizens to accept a calling to honorable service) and adversarial forces (e.g., how military professionals understand the enemy).6 In this regard, the power of the Force gave the Jedi Knights a distinct advantage—namely, the ability to essentially search the thoughts of others. A military commander’s requirement to assess subordinate troops’ morale and foster maximum unit cohesion would naturally be greatly enhanced by the Force.

      Similarly, applying the Force in order to understand the enemy also lent Jedi a considerable advantage in the leader–human development field. Clausewitz famously wrote that “war is an act of force to compel our enemy to do our will.”7 By understanding the thoughts, feelings, and vulnerabilities of their adversaries, Jedi were in an immensely advantageous position to do just this.

      Taken as a whole, though, the Jedi’s expertise in the field of leader–human development was not nearly enough to surmount their shortcomings in the previous three fields or to equip these supremely skilled combatants to lead others with nearly the same degree of effectiveness.

      At the end of Episode II, Chancellor Palpatine issued the infamous Order 66, directing the Clone Army soldiers to assassinate their Jedi commanders. The loyal clones implemented Order 66 without hesitation. The Jedi were eliminated by the very soldiers they had commanded. It may have always been Chancellor Palpatine’s master plan to put the Jedi in charge of the Clone Army solely for this reason, so that he could eliminate the only threat to his growing power. But the Senate’s agreement to the proposal that the Jedi should command the army that would protect the Republic was also a mistake. It reflected an erroneous impression that the unique skills of the Jedi would translate naturally to military leadership. This mistake would prove to have disastrous consequences.

      The Jedi were in fact the greatest warriors the galaxy had ever seen. But they were ill equipped to succeed as combat leaders.
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      Why the Galactic Republic Fell

      An Imperial-Network Perspective

      Van Jackson

      The emergence of the Galactic Empire from the rubble of the millennia-old Republic represents the most dramatic political transition in the Star Wars universe and perhaps in all of science fiction. But how did it happen? The obvious answer—the plotting and opportunism of Darth Sidious—is also the least insightful. Pointing to the misdeeds of a conspirator and his minions tells us little about how the collapse of the Galactic Republic might have been prevented; nor does it help us identify what aspects of the Republic-to-Empire transition process might be generalized across space and time. Can a deeper examination yield lessons for our real world? Could a fate comparable to that of the Republic await today’s liberal democracies?

      The Galactic Republic’s inadvertent facilitation of the rise of the dark side can largely be attributed to the structure of relationships within the Republic. Three particular features of Republic political relations converged to create a window for dark-side opportunism: deep antagonism between a “Galactic Core” and a “Galactic Periphery”; highly differentiated rights and obligations for different political actors throughout the Republic; and a sparse, forward-stationed military presence in the Periphery.1

      The Republic, in other words, consisted of contradictory characteristics and impulses. On the one hand, it was made up of colonies, patterns of deep inequality, and an inconsistency in the application of the rule of law across polities that is typical of empires; on the other hand, the Republic had a military and rule-enforcement system wholly inadequate to the problems of empire. The tension between these practices made it vulnerable to well-positioned demagogues like Darth Sidious. The irony is that the Republic might have been more resilient had it recognized its own imperial tendencies and either curbed them or taken the military requirements of political stability within an empire more seriously.

      The Puzzle

      The popular narrative of how the Galactic Empire arose focuses on the actions of several well-known bad actors. Count Dooku lent charismatic voice to the grievances of the Periphery and helped broker the political connections across planetary systems that would become the galactic separatist movement. The Trade Federation invaded Naboo, precipitating the Galactic Senate’s political crisis that led to the ouster of Supreme Chancellor Finis Valorum and to his replacement by Senator Palpatine.2 The Separatist Council, which included the Trade Federation, provided the financial backing necessary to convert the loose separatist movement into the formal Confederacy of Independent Systems, which would wage war against the Republic. Anakin Skywalker prevented Jedi Master Mace Windu from arresting Palpatine when it was discovered Palpatine was secretly a Sith lord. And the Sith secretly programmed the Grand Army of the Republic with Order 66, which, when activated, would nearly exterminate the Jedi. All these actions were orchestrated by Darth Sidious and were crucial steps for him to take power and establish the Galactic Empire.

      This may be an accurate description of events, but politics is always full of schemers and demagogues. So why was Darth Sidious so successful? What factors were most decisive in bringing about the Galactic Republic’s death? And what might Star Wars historiography tell us about the ability for a real-world Darth Sidious to pull off a similar feat of regime change? For those answers, we must transcend situation-specific accounts.

      International-relations scholars have written extensively on the unique “network structure” of empires—that is, the durable patterns of political interaction that make up empires.3 In contrast with other types of political arrangements, empires usually consist of relationships between a privileged core and an only weakly connected periphery.4 In such an arrangement, peripheral actors have much stronger, closer ties to the core than they do to others in the periphery. This relative isolation makes the periphery vulnerable to dependency on the core and leads to distinct patterns of interaction that advantage the core and disadvantage the periphery.5

      Viewing the Galactic Republic through this lens of an imperial network—relating different parts of the Republic to one another—helps explain how it was more than possible for the dark side to bring an end to democracy in the Star Wars galaxy. The Republic was not an empire, but greater self-awareness about the markers of empire within the Republic might have made it either more sensitive to systemic injustices or more willing to embrace the general best practices of political stability within empires. In either case, the Republic would have been less vulnerable to overthrow.

      Galactic Core versus Galactic Periphery

      The most significant background condition contributing to the Republic’s vulnerability was the de facto system of differences perpetuated between “Core Worlds” and “Peripheral Worlds.”6 At the time of the Republic’s founding, more than a thousand years prior to the Clone Wars, the natural astrography of the galaxy favored a spatial division between Core and Periphery planetary systems, but the distinctions compounded over time to produce a social rift and antagonistic identities between them.

      Some of the advantages of Core over Periphery were formal determinations, like the center of the Core becoming the capital of the Galactic Republic—based on the planet Coruscant—as well as home to the Senate, the Supreme Court, and the Jedi Council. On galaxy maps, the coordinates for Coruscant were 0-0-0, symbolically reinforcing that the Core was really the uncontested center of the universe.7 In general the Periphery also suffered from a “resource curse,” allowing the exports of natural resources to Core Worlds to become the basis of political dependencies on the Core.8

      Still other distinctions were informal but undeniable. Because the Republic’s governmental functions were densely collocated within the Core, and largely on Coruscant, proximity and access translated into unique opportunities for political influence that continued to favor Core prerogatives. Proximity as political advantage would probably be true of any social or political system, but it was especially so in the Galactic Republic, because most political issues were discussed and settled outside the Senate Chamber.9 Following the Trade Federation’s invasion of Naboo, for instance, Palpatine, who was then a senator, was able to persuade other senators to elect him supreme chancellor behind closed doors prior to meeting in the Senate Chamber, and he did the same in convincing Queen Amidala to ultimately cast the vote of no confidence against Supreme Chancellor Valorum that allowed Palpatine to be voted in as replacement.

      Differences like these reflect the widespread perception that the Periphery was deprived of advantages and opportunities offered in the Core and that while the Core viewed the Periphery as fundamentally inferior, the Periphery viewed the Core as fundamentally elitist. In short, the social, political, and economic practices that distinguished the Core from the Periphery were perceived as rampantly unjust and the cause of growing political grievances—the very grievances that Count Dooku exploited to foment collective resistance against the Republic by bridging together Peripheral Worlds previously only weakly connected to one another. Thus, the only common denominator across the separatist movement was shared identification as a Periphery receiving unfair treatment from the Republic; without that binding sentiment, there would have been no unified basis for the Clone Wars.

      Political Unrepresentation

      The hostility between Core and Periphery could have been ameliorated through political processes that preserved the Republic’s legitimacy outside the Core. Preventing the creation of the Confederacy of Independent Systems required that aggrieved planets and social groups in the Periphery believed their stake in the Republic gave them the means to actually redress their grievances, not just express them.10 A properly representative Galactic Senate and judiciary could have served as a kind of social pressure valve that made voice in existing institutions more appealing to the aggrieved than the option of exit from the Republic altogether.11 In practice, by contrast, rights and obligations across the Republic—especially in the Senate—were inegalitarian and highly unrepresentative in numerous ways.

      First, the Republic routinely granted Core “pioneers” rights to “procure and settle new territories, either by cutting deals with indigenous populations or simply by overrunning them, and finally to establish trading colonies capable of furnishing the Core with much needed resources.”12 The Galactic Senate repeatedly made decisions to not simply tolerate the widespread practice of colonization but to endorse and enable it. Second, membership in the Senate was essential to having a planet’s interests represented in Republic decision making, but Core World senators deliberately stalled, and often rejected, entry from applicants located outside the Core World. This despite the claim that the scope of the Republic’s laws spanned the galaxy, which meant a planet could be subject to Republic rules even if it had no say in establishing them.

      Third, while being a planetary system was no guarantee of representation in the Senate, neither was it necessary. Over time, corporations, guilds, and various moneyed interests—including the Trade Federation—had direct, formal representation in the Senate, while many planets and territories still did not. Finally, judicials—the Republic’s law enforcement officers—“were often withheld from intervening in [Periphery] disputes . . . as punishment for refusing to provide the Core Worlds with profitable deals.”13 In practice, this meant that territories subject to Republic taxation could not even depend on the Republic for their security. As an alternative, many planetary systems formed local security forces that sometimes grew into largely autonomous military powers, like the Outland Regions Security Force created to counter the organized piracy that was rampant in the Outer Rim.14

      Political rights and obligations were highly unrepresentative in the various ways specified above. Consequently, the Republic was unable to adequately address the problems that arose from the Core-Periphery divide; the Republic’s institutions and rule-making and rule-enforcement mechanisms not only deprived the Periphery of adequate voice in the existing system but also inflamed rather than dampened long-standing feelings of injustice. Although the Republic did not seem to acknowledge it, these practices—of leveraging superior position with individual Peripheral actors to strike lopsided bargains favoring the Core (even to the point of outright exploitation)—are common in empires generally.15 Keeping such an uneven system running without challenge depended on keeping the Periphery fractured, which in turn required political and bureaucratic institutions that the Periphery viewed as legitimate.

      Sparse, Forward Military Presence

      To safeguard political stability from challengers like Darth Sidious and Count Dooku, the Republic would have ideally sought to shrink the Core-Periphery divide by constructing inclusive political processes representative of constituent interests. Absent that, the Republic needed the ability to detect mounting political opposition in the Periphery, put down localized rebellions before they grew, and respond quickly and decisively when major challenges to the political order did emerge.

      A sustained, forward military presence in the Periphery could have accomplished each of these essential tasks for preserving the Republic. But because the Republic lacked a forward-deployed military (or a military at all), it lacked the means to cope with a classical threat to empires throughout history: collective resistance of the Periphery against the Core.16

      The Republic had little capacity to enforce order across the galaxy. The Jedi numbered only around ten thousand at the start of the Clone Wars, which is a pittance for a galaxy that included thousands of solar systems.17 And even though the Jedi were highly skilled warriors, neither they nor the judicials had training or experience in military campaigns. A Republic military presence in the Periphery would have helped rectify the warfighting imbalance between the Republic and the Confederacy; it also would have afforded the Republic other advantages in service of political stability.

      The Sith, for example, were only able to implant Order 66 in the clone troopers being clandestinely built on Kamino because they were being clandestinely built, in a hidden location far away from the prying eyes of government accountability. If transparent budgeting and authorization processes were used to build the Grand Army of the Republic, the Sith would have struggled to infiltrate and turn the clones against the Jedi. The absence of a military, and the seeming taboo against fielding one prior to the Clone Wars, indirectly facilitated the Jedi-extermination part of Darth Sidious’s plan.

      Maintaining a local military presence in the Periphery would have also helped bolster friendly Periphery governments and proactively counter misinformation campaigns. Count Dooku successfully rallied the Periphery to a common cause by more than charismatic speeches alone. He also conspired with local groups to overthrow status quo governments outside the Core, “backing coups on Ryloth, meddling in the affairs of Kashyyyk, Sullust, Onderon, and many other worlds,” all for the purpose of installing Periphery governments more likely to secede from the Republic.18 Peripheral governments could have been girded against Dooku’s attempts at destabilization if they had support from Republic forces to maintain order, especially because one of the chief complaints from secessionists was the failure of Republic-aligned governments to provide security against marauding space pirates and criminal gangs.19

      Finally, the lack of a forward military meant the Republic was unable to respond to military challenges quickly enough to prevent small threats from becoming major ones. In essence, the Republic maintained its Jedi and judicials in an “offshore-balancing” posture, keeping its limited capacity in reserve, in the Core, deploying it to the Periphery only as the pressing need arose.20 But as scholars of grand strategy have often identified, offshore-balancing postures are based on a dangerous assumption—namely, that time and distance will not undermine the relevance of your power.21 The Republic’s implicit offshore-balancing posture meant it could not build and deploy forces quickly enough to contain threats from the Periphery. The Separatist Crisis snowballed into attacks against Core Worlds and eventually the Clone Wars, precisely because the Republic was ill prepared to defend forward positions and strategic locations.22 The best of many examples of this is the Republic’s inability to defend the Nexus Route that provided the most direct transport link from Core to Periphery, which the latter used to repeatedly assault Coruscant and other Core Worlds.23 This onslaught of Confederacy attacks on the Core brought the Republic to the edge of defeat, helping justify emergency powers and the imperial ascension of Darth Sidious.

      Learning from the Galactic Republic’s Fall

      The deeds of Darth Sidious and his various agents were central to the plot of Star Wars, but we should not succumb to the science fiction equivalent of historical determinism—that the rise of the Galactic Empire and the fall of the Republic was somehow inevitable. It was not. Only through a convergence of several unfavorable circumstances was it possible for Darth Sidious to pull off regime change: a long-standing rift between the Galactic Core and Galactic Periphery; recurring practices of unfair and inconsistent political representation throughout the galaxy; and an approach to Republic security that was woefully unprepared for any serious challenge to the existing political order. Remedying just one of these factors might have been sufficient to frustrate Darth Sidious’s schemes.

      What lessons, then, does science fiction’s greatest political transition hold for the real world? First, the duration of time that a democracy has existed is not itself a reliable indicator of its durability. Democratic institutions in the Star Wars galaxy seemed durable—until their legitimacy was challenged. Too often Core World politicians, and even the Jedi, spoke of the thousand-year reign of democracy in the galaxy as if they had achieved the best of all possible worlds. This hubris blinded them to the extreme degree to which the Republic served elite interests and was perceived as disenfranchising the Periphery.

      Second, operating a political system with imperial traits creates the need to be attentive to the vulnerabilities that empires face—especially if you claim to be something other than an empire. Different types of political arrangements have different types of strengths and weaknesses; an accurate perception of the kind of polity you are in practice is essential to managing your vulnerabilities.

      Third, and related to the second lesson, idealist political rhetoric should not blind policy makers to the requirements of security, which often has a logic all its own. There is nothing wrong with lofty national security rhetoric that seeks to inspire a world built on something more enlightened than the will of the strong. But it is foolhardy to allow your aspirations to substitute for defense planning based on logic and evidence. As Niccolo Machiavelli observed in The Prince, “any one who would act up to a perfect standard of goodness in everything, must be ruined among so many who are not good.”24 Failure to make military preparations for plausible threats because it would be inconsistent with your ideals is a smooth path to destruction.

      The Galactic Republic was founded on democratic principles, and the rhetoric of the Republic venerated high-minded democratic traditions. But Core Worlds had overwhelming control of the institutions of government, and their relations with the Peripheral Worlds were quasi-imperial in practice, meaning that it courted some of the governance and security challenges of empires. Seeing the Republic for what it was and either amending it or embracing it would have been its best protection from the dark side. Hopefully, real-world republics can learn to preserve what the Star Wars galaxy failed to.
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      Why the Empire Failed

      Theresa Hitchens

      The central theme of the Star Wars saga posits war on a galactic scale and casts the conflict in a morality tale that when viewed strategically, pits centralized control against that of distributed power. The Empire seeks order through a top-down hierarchy, whereas the Rebellion functions as a bottom-up organization. The Empire has an overwhelming edge in both technology and force size, yet it is repeatedly defeated by the Rebel forces and continues to fail in its end goal of an ordered Galactic system.

      The Empire’s failure to quell the Rebellion can be largely attributed to three elements of the Empire’s leadership structure and strategy:

      
        1. Its top-down decision-making process and leadership structure, where power is concentrated in a handful of insulated, micromanaging, and competitive elite;

        2. Its failure to see the value of diplomacy as a strategic tool;

        3. Its reliance on technology, especially legacy technology, as a central pillar of its warfighting strategy.

      

      Thus, Star Wars provides a fictional example of how a larger, more sophisticated military force can lose in an asymmetric war due to internal dysfunction.

      Toxic Leadership, Micromanagement, and Misjudgment

      The U.S. Army’s 2012 leadership manual, Army Doctrine Publication 6-22, gives the following definition of toxic leadership:

      
        Toxic leadership is a combination of self-centered attitudes, motivations, and behaviors that have adverse effects on subordinates, the organization, and mission performance. This leader lacks concern for others and the climate of the organization, which leads to short- and long-term negative effects. The toxic leader operates with an inflated sense of self-worth and from acute self-interest. Toxic leaders consistently use dysfunctional behaviors to deceive, intimidate, coerce, or unfairly punish others to get what they want for themselves. The negative leader completes short-term requirements by operating at the bottom of the continuum of commitment, where followers respond to the positional power of their leader to fulfill requests. This may achieve results in the short term, but ignores the other leader competency categories of leads and develops. Prolonged use of negative leadership to influence followers undermines the followers’ will, initiative, and potential and destroys unit morale.1

      

      One can see the outlines of the leadership problem early in the saga, beginning with Star Wars: Episode II—Attack of the Clones, the second prequel film in the story’s time line and the fifth episode released in theaters. The film presages the Empire’s leadership style, as based on the strict top-down organization of the Sith. The concentration of power to one man—Palpatine, the former senator who takes control of the Senate as supreme chancellor in Attack of the Clones and who is secretly a Sith lord—is finalized when Palpatine declares himself Emperor in Star Wars: Episode III—Revenge of the Sith.

      Of course, Darth Vader could be said to be the cinematic embodiment of toxic leadership, micromanagement and fanatic devotion to the Empire and the Force, which he sees as the foundation of the Empire’s power. This is demonstrated in his original appearance in A New Hope, where he uses the Force to choke an Imperial commander for his overenthusiasm in technology and lack of faith in the Force.2 In the subsequent film, The Empire Strikes Back, Vader kills a senior admiral for his incompetence when undertaking a surprise attack on the Rebels on the planet Hoth that backfires by serving to warn the Rebels of the incoming assault. It is interesting to note that Vader punishes the admiral at the word of the general in charge of ground forces, who obviously does not want to take the blame for the failure of the assault. This move, which Vader also broadcasts, reinforces to other Imperial military leaders that making individual decisions without specific orders from above is a life-threatening mistake. Vader also inexplicably decides to land on Hoth, rather than letting the general in charge of the ground forces conduct the battle. Just as inexplicably, that commanding general ends up on the ground leading a team of walkers, rather than directing the overall battle. This dual bit of micromanagement makes little sense. In particular, it would have been strategically prudent for Vader to stay in orbit around the planet in case some Rebels managed to escape (as the key protagonists, Han Solo, Princess Leia Organa, and Luke Skywalker do).

      Throughout the film series, the Empire’s style of top-down leadership, which brooks no questioning or innovation from below, results in a number of problems that ultimately lead to failure in achieving its mission. At the top of the military command are officers who, often guilty of micromanagement, compete fiercely for the Emperor’s favor and position in the inner circle. Even those who have demonstrated their competence continually find themselves required to prove their worth and loyalty to their commanding officers. Subordinates are motivated chiefly by fear and thus often respond with tactical hesitation when the chain of command is slow to respond in the heat of battle. Thus, the culture of the Empire’s military as a whole has become dysfunctional and prone to strategic and tactical errors.

      Military strategists may want to ponder the differences between this model and the largely successful command style of the U.S. Marine Corps, which is often emulated in the civilian world and fosters individual decision making, innovation, and responsibility at the earliest stages in training. In addition, the U.S. Marines make it a practice that even senior leaders are required to step away from their career billets to serve as trainers to both officers and enlisted personnel.3 In addition, enlisted personnel also serve as trainers to young officers—something that also happens in the U.S. Army but not in the U.S. Air Force.4 It can be argued that leadership philosophy is more integrated in the Marine Corps than in the other services, perhaps by necessity given the smaller force size and the structure of Marine Corps units.

      The Downfalls of Ignoring Diplomacy

      One of the other striking strategic errors evident in the Star Wars saga is a complete failure on the part of the Empire’s leadership to appreciate the benefits of diplomacy in gaining their stated goal of peace, security, and order in the galaxy. Perhaps this is due to the fact that the saga is essentially a morality tale, where strategic nuance is relatively less important to the story. Nonetheless, the Empire misses out early in its ascension to command diplomatic tools for establishing the order they seek and ensuring against the strengthening of the Rebellion. Instead, the overreliance on military power—and the belief that rule by fear is sufficient—lends fuel to the Rebel Alliance’s growth.

      The first example of this disregard for diplomacy appears in The Phantom Menace, which centers on the trade dispute between the Galactic Republic and the Trade Federation, one of the many business cartels in the Republic. The Trade Federation has blockaded the planet Naboo, seeking to establish a trade accord with better terms. This raises the question of why the Trade Federation, which is secretly being advised by the Sith lord Darth Sidious (later revealed as Palpatine), did not simply go to the Senate, the Republic’s governing body, to resolve the issues, rather than instigating a blockade. Darth Sidious’s instructions to the Trade Federation to kill the two Jedi knights deployed by the Republic to help negotiate and ease tensions presages disdain by the future leadership of the Empire for diplomatic solutions. Indeed, the Emperor is secretly pushing the parties toward war, which the Trade Federation loses in the subsequent prequel, Attack of the Clones. But diplomacy could have resolved the Trade Federation’s problem and, if played correctly by Palpatine, could have forwarded his own ambitions as a strong and wise leader who could bring order to a fractious system.

      That said, the war does lead to Palpatine’s personal goal of becoming supreme chancellor, effective ruler of the Senate, and eventually Emperor. An interesting aside at this juncture is that neither the other Sith nor the Galactic Senate have cottoned on to the fact that Palpatine is playing both sides in order to gain ultimate control. One could make the conclusion that the Sith are blinded by their hierarchical structure, whereas the Galactic Senate is too fractured to share information that might have led to Palpatine’s outing as a Sith lord.

      The Empire’s imperviousness to diplomacy also leads the leadership to renounce even the trappings of the Republic. Palpatine declares the Jedi Order (the peacekeeping and negotiating force of the Republic) an enemy of the Empire when they discover his treachery and later turns the Senate into a rubber stamp for his diktats rather than a representative body that functions through diplomacy (and sometimes corrupt political maneuvering, to be fair) among the various planetary and business blocs. He eventually dismantles it entirely. Grand Moff Tarkin, in A New Hope, announces this dissolvement of what is then the Imperial Senate, saying that power will be reallocated to regional governors and the people will be controlled by fear. But it is precisely the Empire’s heavy hand and refusal to work with, rather than simply dominate, local governments that lead to the growth in support for the Rebel Alliance and to the Empire’s eventual fall. In A New Hope, rather than contact the local government on Tatooine and offer a reward for the capture of R2-D2 and C-3PO, Darth Vader sends a swarm of stormtroopers to execute a scorched-earth search for the droids. With this decision, which leads directly to the killing of Luke Skywalker’s aunt and uncle, Vader inadvertently creates his worst enemy and ensures his own downfall.

      Classic military strategy, dating from the time of Sun Tzu, puts a value on diplomatic tools. After all, the first goal of strategy is to avoid war if at all possible—but also to be prepared to win. To quote Sun Tzu, “To subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill.”5 Deterrence, as well as it can be described, is an outgrowth of both diplomacy and military strength. Diplomacy can also avoid war by bringing parties together to find modus vivendi (i.e., an ability to live and let live) status and mutual interests that can keep both the national and international peace and stability required for economic success. The Star Wars universe should give pause to any in leadership positions who are tempted to forget or downplay diplomatic approaches to security problems.

      Legacy Technology and Fighting the Last War

      Many Star Wars fans have certainly asked themselves two questions about the Empire’s reliance on the Death Star:

      
        1. Why, if the Empire’s leadership knew, or even just suspected, that the Death Star plans captured by the Rebels revealed a security flaw, did they continue with their all-out assault against the Rebels by relying on the weapon rather than pulling back to assess any defensive weaknesses and rectify them?

        2. Why would the Empire rebuild the Death Star, which must have been an enormous economic burden, rather than seek other ways, perhaps through more distributed assets, to counter the insurgency?6

      

      While the first question is somewhat vexing, the apparent answer is that the small opening in the ventilation shaft that could allow penetration of the reactor core by a missile was considered too inconsequential to be taken seriously. A Rebel assault that resulted in such a lucky shot would be a black swan (i.e., a highly unlikely event, but one with a highly negative impact) of epic proportions; therefore, the possibility was written off. This is understandable. Governments and militaries generally find it difficult to appreciate black swan risks and to prepare adequately against them. One reason is budget constraints—not, however, that such constraints seem to have been an issue for the Empire in this instance. Weighing the potential for black swan events, however, is increasingly seen as necessary for both military strategists and economists, as technological innovation continues to outpace humankind’s ability to understand it. For example, one could argue that the U.S. military’s decades-long and successful efforts to integrate space capabilities into warfighting operations and power projection has resulted in unforeseen vulnerabilities as technology has proliferated, especially to the civil sector, and become less expensive. The interconnectivity of today’s world also plays a part in the growing necessity to identify potential black swan events and assess their potential impacts. There is also a question of why the Empire leadership did not consider the possibility of sabotage by Rebel special operations forces infiltrating the gigantic Death Star or by a disaffected insider.7 Perhaps these potential scenarios were also considered as easily dismissed black swans. Of course, Rogue One shows what damage one rogue Imperial scientist (as well as one rogue pilot) could do—that is, successfully incorporating the Death Star’s fatal flaw into its design and subsequently providing the blueprints to the Rebels.

      In Return of the Jedi Darth Vader and Emperor Palpatine command the construction of a new, improved Death Star with a more powerful laser that could fire more often and destroy several targets at once—think MIRV (multiple independently targeted reentry vehicle) nuclear missiles. They also decide to lure the Rebels into a trap by broadcasting false information that the new Death Star, under construction in orbit around the second moon of the planet Endor, has not yet reached operational capability. This leads to the Rebels sending a force led by Han Solo to the forest moon of Endor, home of the Ewoks, who help destroy the Death Star’s ground station, which provides power for the Death Star’s shielding.8 This, in turn, leads to Rebel pilots (including loveable rogue Lando Calrissian) successfully targeting the Death Star’s reactor core and blowing it up (again).

      The second question of why the Empire decided to redesign and rebuild the Death Star—which even in its more powerful version still seems to have a problem with an exposed reactor core—is more complicated. At its heart, the answer involves a two-pronged, and common, weakness for national security leaders: the tendency to rely on evolutionary development of legacy technology and to fight the last war. While it is important that military commanders learn from the past, “fighting the last war” means applying a strategy that worked in the past but is no longer appropriate in the current situation. A historical example often cited is the French building of the Maginot Line before World War II. Weapons systems that made sense in the past don’t necessarily make sense for the future. But given the long lead times for weapons development and internal and external pressures to upgrade legacy systems—from costs to turf to institutional pride to the interests of big defense contractors and congressional representatives with jobs to protect—this is a mistake that is easy to make and hard to avoid.

      Indeed, in A New Hope Darth Vader quite forcefully (pun fully intended) makes a point about the dangers of overreliance on technological prowess. But by Return of the Jedi he seems to have forgotten his own warning. Vader and the Empire’s leadership seem to be irresistibly drawn to the awesome power represented by the Death Star and its potential to hold the galaxy at risk. They also seem to be unable to realistically rethink their tactics in fighting the Rebellion—perhaps a result of insular and hierarchical leadership where subordinates are actively, and sometimes viciously, discouraged from innovating or even proposing alternative paths.

      The tendency to fall back on updating weapons systems, rather than spending effort and money on development of radically new or innovative ones, stems from familiar bureaucratic and economic drivers. Fighter jets are an example; for many years, the single-minded devotion of the U.S. Air Force to development of ever more sophisticated, but also ever more expensive, manned airplanes actually impeded the development of cheaper, similarly capable unmanned drones. Putting fighter pilots out of jobs, especially given that U.S. Air Force leadership has been controlled by the oft-noted “fighter mafia,” was simply not a good career move for either innovative U.S. Air Force officers or defense contractors seeking U.S. Air Force funding. And the temptation to fight the last war can be seen in the difficulties the U.S. military has faced over the past few decades in redesigning its force structure, weapons systems, and doctrine for urban warfare and fighting terrorist insurgencies. Again, the Star Wars saga can provide a cautionary tale to future military thinkers on these strategic traps.

      Conclusion

      Star Wars is of course fictional. But fiction can elucidate modern problems and potential solutions. Indeed, science fiction has always been a vector for consideration of human concerns unfettered from the constraints of everyday thinking and even current politics—whether these be concerns about human nature, societal problems, or even military strategy. Studying the Empire’s strategic failings does have lessons to teach military strategists, policy makers, and leaders. Besides, it’s fun.

      
      Notes

        
          1. Department of the Army, Army Doctrine Paper 6-22: Army Leadership (Washington DC: Department of the Army, 2012), 3, http://cape.army.mil/repository/doctrine/adp6-22.pdf.

        

        
          2. This is the scene in which Darth Vader utters perhaps the most famous quote from the Star Wars saga: “Don’t be too proud of this technological terror you’ve constructed. The ability to destroy a planet is insignificant next to the power of the Force. . . . I find your lack of faith disturbing.”

        

        
          3. Patrick Lefler, “Leadership Lessons from the Marine Corps,” Academy Leadership, May 2011, http://www.academyleadership.com/news%5C201105.asp.

        

        
          4. George R. Mastroianni, “Occupations, Cultures, and Leadership in the Army and Air Force,” Parameters, Winter 2005–6, 80, www.dtic.mil/get-tr-doc/pdf?AD=ADA485668.

        

        
          5. Sun Tzu, The Art of War, trans. Samuel B. Griffith (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971), 77.

        

        
          6. For a slightly tongue-in-cheek look at the costs of the original Death Star, see Carol Pinchefsky, “How Much Would It Cost to Build the Death Star from Star Wars?,” Forbes, February 21, 2012, http://www.forbes.com/sites/carolpinchefsky/2012/02/21/how-much-would-it-cost-to-build-the-death-star-from-star-wars/#38cd29c8779f; David Z. Morris, “The Death Star Would Cost $7.8 Octillion a Day to Run,” Fortune, December 3, 2016, http://fortune.com/2016/12/03/death-star-operating-costs/.

        

        
          7. Although there are a number of different estimates of crew size, with the highest showing some 2.5 million personnel, the star base is clearly large enough for Rebel infiltrators to be able to maneuver inside. See Claudia Gray, Lost Stars (Los Angeles CA: Disney–Lucasfilm Press, 2015); Adam Bray et al., Star Wars: Absolutely Everything You Need to Know (London: Dorling Kindersley, 2015); Pablo Hidalgo, Star Wars: Rogue One; The Ultimate Visual Guide (London: Dorling Kindersley, 2016).

        

        
          8. The Ewoks are cuddly, teddy-bear-like creatures that many hard-core Star Wars fans love to hate.

        

      

    

  
    
      26

      Star Wars, Cyclical History, and Implications for Strategy

      Kathleen J. McInnis

      Mark Twain once supposedly said that “history doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes.” It is a sentiment that has gained particular resonance since the end of the Cold War and the prosecution of the U.S.-led global war on terror. Any number of strategic and tactical-level practitioners have sought to decipher the pasts of the peoples in whose countries we have intervened, trying to find ways to move beyond those pasts in order to settle grievances, build stability, and improve global security. Beginning at least with the interventions in the Balkans and continuing into Iraq and Afghanistan, helping these peoples escape their histories has for better or worse become a key objective of successive U.S. administrations. As the logic goes, winning hearts and minds, reducing the possibility of ethnic cleansing, or building the capacity of other states means, at an abstract level, breaking history’s rhymes and replacing them with a different narrative largely based on humanist values and individual liberties.

      Yet our track record on being able to actually break these narratives is mixed. Tensions still seethe in the Balkans, and the interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan have failed to deliver conclusive, stable results. Indeed, the U.S.-led coalition’s performance in Afghanistan triggered significant concerns as to whether the United States was repeating Russian missteps in that country, while ethnic tensions have begun to rise once again in Kosovo. And despite the fact that the collapse of the USSR marked for many a decisive “end of history,” post-Soviet Russia has had its own back-to-the-future moment in an effort to position itself for competition with the United States in Europe and beyond. As Yogi Berra put it, “It’s déjà vu all over again.”

      Charles Hill reminds us that great fiction and literature provides a creative, methodologically unbound way to contemplate our circumstances, including statecraft.1 Star Wars is no exception. Many, of course, maintain that the Star Wars movies are merely a lengthy space opera with the occasional camp line thrown in for good measure. This is true, but they are also so much more. The movies represent a way to reflect on history as a series of cycles to find individual agency within those cycles. In other words, the Star Wars movies are an elegant, if somewhat lengthy, exploration of history’s inherent rhymes—and what can be done about them.

      Philosophies of History

      Although today it is a dominant assumption in Western philosophy and culture, the notion that history is a linear chronology that points us inexorably toward a future end is a relatively new one. As Europe progressed from the Middle Ages, through the Renaissance, and into the Enlightenment, scholars became increasingly aware of the centrality of the individual to the ordering of society. The fates of men were no longer necessarily dependent on the whims of the divine; rather, through reason and learning, men could chart their own paths and build their own societies. It was a radical notion that found its expression in a variety of places and manners. In the Americas, for example, the constitutional convention to design the government of the new United States sought to learn from prior historical examples and mitigate the risk of its becoming a tyrannical dictatorship. Past became prologue rather than a guide to repeat itself.

      Georg Wilhelm Fredreich Hegel brought form and intellectual coherence to this idea of historical progress.2 Roughly speaking, history, according to Hegel, is a series of struggles between a thesis and its antithesis; the outcome of the resulting clash (or dialectic) propels the spirit of history (or “geist”) toward a better understanding of itself and its freedom. Geist, in the form of humanity, moves forward to new heights as a result of improved learning. Numerous other scholars detail Hegel’s philosophy in more detail, but for our purposes it is enough to note that in part because of Hegel’s writings, the notion of history as linear became a core component of Western thought and statecraft. It is also a philosophical and conceptual underpinning of much contemporary literature, art, and movies.

      By contrast, the ancients long held the view that human experience is better conceived of as a cycle. Birth is followed by growth, which is followed by death, and the cycle repeats. Golden ages are followed by dark ones, over and over again. Aristotle, applying this concept to his philosophies on politics, argued that forms of governance evolve through stages comprising a cycle: monarchy becomes perverted and turns into tyranny and is eventually replaced by aristocracy—the rule of a few wise, privileged individuals.3 Yet aristocracy eventually becomes corrupted and turns into the rule by the few rich and powerful—an oligarchy—which is itself overthrown and replaced by a polity, the rule of the people. Yet even polities become corrupted and are replaced by democracy. Democracy is eventually replaced when a demagogue begins to control the masses, and in this way, the cycle begins to repeat itself.4 Polybius, building on his Greek intellectual forebears and reflecting on the Roman Empire, gave further form to this notion of political cycles in The Histories.5 Islamic scholar Ibn Khaldun echoed this concept; he wrote about political cycles in terms of dynasties, which typically last around three generations.6 As decadence sets in and unity among followers erodes, the dynasty becomes vulnerable and is eventually overthrown by another regime that is less corrupt and more ideologically unified. Rinse, repeat.

      In an essay titled, “The Return of Marco Polo’s World,” Robert Kaplan reminds us that cyclical history is very much alive in eastern Europe and central Asia. Even as our present cultural and societal norms fade in the normal ebb and flow of ethnic and social cross-pollination, the legacies of national imperial pasts still loom large for some. Turkey, he argues, is remembering—and trying to reinvent—aspects of its Ottoman Empire; the same could arguably be said of Russia and China. Their form and reach will likely differ from their historical antecedents, but their respective impulses and ambitions, heavily influenced by geopolitics, are quite similar.7

      Critically, this notion of history as a cycle was reflected in early epic mythical and religious narratives around the world. Mary Douglas eloquently demonstrates how these stories with a ring construction can be found in texts around the world and across centuries, from ancient China to the biblical Old Testament to the work of the famed thirteenth-century poet Rumi.8 The basic notion is that such texts parallel and mirror each other, as the story evolves in a manner where the end meets the beginning. To those unacquainted with this type of story structure, the results can seem repetitive and disjointed—if not downright frustrating. Yet, properly understood, it is also a form of storytelling that reflects on, and helps make sense of, the repeating patterns of individual and historical experience.

      Star Wars and Ring Narratives

      Interestingly, Star Wars, and the prequel trilogy in particular, has also been derided as frustrating, repetitive, and at times disjointed. Some even go so far as to argue that The Phantom Menace is a fairly pointless waste of audience time and cinematic energy. Yet there is a compelling case, made well by Mike Klimo, that the Star Wars cycle is actually an example of ring composition, hearkening back to cyclical conceptions of history.9 Scenes and events and struggles parallel each other across the episodes, all creating an interlocking and circular narrative whole.10 According to ring-narrative designs, the end has to meet the beginning, and the real crux of the cycle is its middle components. Applied to the Star Wars trilogies, this means that fully understanding the narrative’s synchronicity requires comparing the movies in like pairs:

      
        Episode I and Episode VI (beginning/end)

        Episode II and Episode V (middle builds)

        Episode III and Episode IV (central story climax)

      

      Events in each movie refer to and reflect the other. Thus, as we follow the Skywalkers across generations, we begin to see symbols hinting that a part of the Star Wars story design is the notion of history repeating. Episodes I and VI both end with father figures—one light, one dark—burning on a funeral pyre. Both explore duality. In Episode I it is between the populations of Naboo as Palpatine conspires to become emperor. In Episode VI the duality is represented most clearly at the final battle, as both Luke and Anakin Skywalker struggle between the light and the dark and eventually cause the Emperor’s demise.

      Episodes II and V feature chases involving bounty hunters; both Anakin and Luke lose their hands toward the end of each. But while Anakin is ruled by his feelings and succumbs to the dark side by slaughtering the Sand People, Luke finds a way to control his emotions while in the swamps of Dagobah. And of course, Episode III and Episode IV are the key points around which the entire cycle turns. Both feature battles between Obi-Wan Kenobi and Darth Vader. Anakin takes the final steps to the dark side, becoming Darth Vader; Luke begins his quest to understand the light.

      Beyond the ring-narrative structure, the parallels in the stories of both Luke and Anakin are also unmistakable. Both start as innocents living on Tatooine that happen to be excellent mechanics and pilots. Both take down massive enemy ships on their first adventures. Both have to confront the possibility of losing the ones they love most. And while Anakin loses his mother and his wife, which drives him to the dark side, Luke ends up saving his sister, friends, and eventually his father.

      And this leads us to one of the important points Star Wars raises. Namely, in spite of the cyclical, rhyming nature of history, humans do have agency over their circumstances. Indeed, despite the overwhelming similarities between Luke and his father and despite the structurally cyclical nature of the circumstances in which Luke finds himself, the younger Skywalker manages to choose a path different from that of Anakin. He follows neither the advice of Obi-Wan nor that of the Emperor, both of whom advise Luke to kill his father. Instead, through an act of self-sacrifice, he manages to destroy the Emperor once and for all. This suggests that moments of agency—escaping the cycles of history—are ones that also involve extreme tests of principles and values. And they are fleeting moments that are perhaps fewer and further between than we might hope. Applied to statecraft, this suggests that leaders must be careful to discern, and take advantage of, those rare moments when a new course of action can have meaningful, positive impact on the global system and the ability to advance national interests.

      The American democratic experiment itself may be one such instance. Indeed, George Washington’s repeated insistence on adhering to the rule of law during his tenure as president and his refusal to allow himself to become a king-like ruler of the United States were two key demonstrations of agency in the face of history in the early days of the American Republic.

      It is interesting to note that this sense of agency—charting a truly new path—was only realized by Anakin’s successor generation. Their father’s example underscores to both Luke and Leia that the dark side, and the empire that it has given rise to, was an oppressive order they could not support. In the final battle, Luke becomes truly conscious of the costs of killing Vader and instead chooses to trust that there is something good in his father that is worth respecting rather than exterminating. In terms of parallels with the real world, this calls to mind post–World War II Europe. Rather than once again repressing Germany as a penalty for its wartime aggression and atrocities, the United States and Europe determined it would be better instead to rebuild and reintegrate Germany into a broader project of European integration. This, of course, had the added benefit of creating a bulwark against the Soviet Union. Since the end of the Cold War, however, it is not clear that the United States has had such a unity of purpose. Along these lines, it is interesting to contemplate whether the post-9/11 interventions—all in the name of eliminating terrorist safe havens and keeping U.S. and allied homelands safe—may have represented a moment of historical agency that has been squandered. Are U.S. missteps in these far-flung places around the globe a historical reflection of similar missteps by the British empire? Or the Dutch before them?

      Strategic Incoherence and Insufficient Intelligence

      Indeed, the first three episodes of Star Wars can also be construed as a meditation on the consequences of an inability to forge deeper purpose against a looming enemy. The movies are plagued by character missteps and betrayals of the values that undergird the peaceful and democratic Galactic Republic. During the first three episodes, all the characters of Anakin’s generation blindly charge into Palpatine’s traps, often sacrificing their values and principles in the process. Queen Amidala, at first a pacifist, eventually decides to wage a war against the Trade Federation in order to take back her planet. Master Windu, a high-level Jedi, at first claims that Jedi are not soldiers yet subsequently brings himself and a number of other Jedi to the front lines of the first battle in the Clone Wars. Anakin becomes convinced by Palpatine’s interpretation of the Force, surrendering himself to the greed he was innocent of when we met him in The Phantom Menace.

      And all the while, they were ultimately ignorant of the true enemy: Palpatine, an actual Sith lord who manages to become the ruler of the galaxy, largely with our protagonists’ endorsements along the way. They are so focused on winning the close fight that they unwittingly lose the game in the first act of the saga when Palpatine is elected chancellor (at Queen Amidala’s suggestion). At an abstract level, it is a situation that recalls the “tyranny of the inbox” in contemporary policy making—a Washington euphemistic slogan for how the urgent becomes prioritized over the important. Key policy makers are often inundated by small details as the bureaucratic stovepipe in which they work increasingly narrows the scope of their perspective, making it even more difficult to orchestrate interagency and multilateral operations. The upshot is that, much like our tragic heroes in the Star Wars saga, their actions are tactical, uncoordinated, and often amount to less than the sum of their parts.

      The strategic consequences of the protagonists’ blind action and insufficient intelligence are catastrophic. Due to their missteps—their own narrow conception of interests and how to advance them—the democratic Galactic Republic dies and is replaced by a tyrannical imperial order. And this brings us to the ancients’ conceptions of cyclical political orders. Echoing the ancient Greeks, George Lucas himself notes,

      
        All democracies turn into dictatorships—but not by coup. The people give their democracy to a dictator, whether it’s Julius Caesar or Napoleon or Adolf Hitler. Ultimately, the general population goes along with the idea. . . . What kinds of things push people and institutions into this direction? . . . That’s the issue that I’ve been exploring: How did the Republic turn into the Empire? That’s paralleled with: How did Anakin turn into Darth Vader? How does a good person go bad, and how does a democracy become a dictatorship? It isn’t that the Empire conquered the Republic, it’s that the Empire is the Republic.11

      

      It is the task of Anakin’s children to reverse their parents’ misdeeds. And it is a task, we see at the outset of Episode VII, that they have only partially accomplished. The Emperor is dead, but others have filled the vacuum—in this case, the First Order.

      The Implications of Cyclical History for Strategy

      The first six episodes of Star Wars invite us to consider whether history itself rhymes. Through an almost cartoonish degree of parallels and mirrors across the cycle—and across generations of Skywalkers—the audience is invited to contemplate a nonlinear conception of human evolution and history itself.

      This is an extremely important point for students of international relations and strategy for two reasons. First, many of the countries in which we intervene have conceptions of history that are more likely cyclical rather than linear. The Kosovo war in the 1990s, for example, had at its core a historical grievance dating from the thirteenth century.12 Many observers at the time concluded that this was mere populist posturing. Star Wars helps us understand that the truth of that old grievance—and its implications—is probably more complex than mere populism. As such, rather than history being something to surmount or dismiss, history informs and shapes present options as the cycle repeats.

      This is a concept that is probably easier to abstractly appreciate than apply to contemporary operations. The American people, at least, tend to have a linear conception of history and an anything-is-possible attitude to learning from and surmounting past challenges. We define end states for our military campaigns and measure progress with milestones. But in the parts of the world where history is a more cyclical concept, and therefore always in danger of repetition, people may not always be receptive to our attempts to move them out of their history. How can we better tailor our strategies and policies—not to mention our public diplomacy efforts—to better account for these fundamental differences in perspective? What does it mean to analyze policy options and develop strategies in areas where history isn’t always linear?

      This leads to the second reason that Star Wars is an important tool for scholars and practitioners of strategy. What are the analytic and strategic implications of a world in which the cycle of history may once again be turning? Any number of Washington think tank gatherings consider the future of warfare. Often these turn into conversations on emerging technologies, climate change, resource scarcity, and likely future battlespaces. These are, of course, important discussions. But perhaps we need to consider the extent to which historical experiences and legacies can inform what the likely future strategic environment might look like. What can the rise and fall of the Ottoman Empire tell us about dynamics in the Middle East? What elements might the current Turkish government be able to resurrect? Might the Hanseatic League tell us something about the future of relations between major European cities? These are but a few questions to which no fully satisfying answer has emerged. But it seems like they are worth exploring, if only to discover the uses and limits of historical analogies.

      And indeed, there are limitations. Ultimately, Star Wars tells us that there are some problems that cannot be solved, and there are others that, in the “solving,” make things much worse. It is our characters blindly charging forward, trying to do what is right without a true appreciation for the real dangers in their midst, that eventually leads to the collapse of the Republic. And screwups as big as those in Episodes I–III require generations—as we see in Episodes IV–VI—to repair and resolve. But Star Wars also tells us, through the similarities and differences between Anakin’s and Luke’s choices, that while history doesn’t repeat itself, it sure does rhyme.
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      Suffer, the Weak Must

      A History of the Galactic Civil War

      Craig Whiteside

      [Archive note: Amity Document NRGMD-23-614405 is a series of selections culled from journals written by former Imperial Staff Colonel Norunda between 19 BBY and 5 ABY (GSC).1 Colonel Norunda is currently under quarters quarantine as part of the New Republic’s “Phuk Ayn” Inquiry into the development of the Empire’s illegal weapons program. While investigators compiled this Amity Document for the purposes of prosecuting the former Imperial officer for war crimes, it also lends insight into the strategic failures of Imperial generalship, as they relentlessly pursued a technological solution to a largely political problem.]
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      Book 1

      Introduction

      This is the history of the war fought between the Empire and the Rebels, written by Norunda of Eriadu.

      I knew from the very beginning, from the first skirmish, that it would be the most momentous of any conflict that I had seen or studied. At first, I thought that the Rebels could not withstand the growing power of the Empire, but my firsthand observations of the spread of Rebel power prompted me to revise this opinion. In the end, the powerful were brought down by the weak. Simply put, nothing like this war has ever happened in this galaxy.

      The story of the Galactic Civil War, as some people call it, has already been told many times. As a participant, though, I can tell you that many of the accounts are wrong about the details—both large and small. I am not a poet intending to glorify this war, nor am I some kind of popular writer looking for sat-blast views. I am simply telling the true story of it, as best I can, and I do not exaggerate when I say that the war between the Alliance and the Empire is the greatest of them all.

      You might ask how I arrived at such a perspective. I was a dedicated staff aide to both of the Tarkin brothers over a long period of time that included service in the wars of the Republic and later the Empire and, as such, have not only seen many events myself but also heard about them from eyewitnesses on both sides. My time spent interviewing Rebel prisoners was also an important way for me to clarify—and even dispute—accounts that I believed previously. The goal has always been to establish the truth and to write something that is lasting in importance about this cataclysmic conflict that affected so many lives.

      The war started slowly, with acts of resistance (or terrorism, depending on your perspective) against the New Order, which Emperor Palpatine formed after the vote to dissolve the allegedly corrupt Galactic Republic. Although each side had its own story about how and why the insurgency started, these details would confuse us and disguise the truth. What made the war possible was the growth of the Emperor’s power and the fear this caused the members of the Rebel Alliance.

      [Page 230]

      We now come to the actual outbreak of war between the Rebels and the Empire of the New Order, which happened in the seventeenth year of the Empire. The Empire’s continual efforts to suppress a wide range of dissidents gave the impression of steady progress, with leaders of the Rebellion being killed or captured in ever-increasing numbers. Nonetheless, due to either insufficient intelligence or an underestimation of the actual size of the Rebels, not only were Rebel attacks increasing, but Imperial intelligence reports documented a steady uniting of disparate opposition groups into a larger Alliance. According to galactic media polling, people’s feelings were generally very much on the side of the Alliance, especially as they proclaimed that their aim was the liberation of the galaxy. In an effort to deter groups from joining the budding resistance movement, Grand Moff Tarkin, an Imperial admiral, had long advocated employing a doctrine of overwhelming force—one that would be enforced by the final development of a superweapon first called the Expeditionary Battle Planetoid and later the Death Star.2 While this view—called the Third Offset Strategy—was supported by a minority among the Imperial staff, it was one growing in popularity due to the demonstrated lack of success in extirpating the Rebellion.3

      After years of cost overruns, failed trials, labor unrest, even sabotage, Tarkin was beginning to fear that the weapon so critical to the culmination of his well-traveled doctrine might not work. According to his notes, what was needed was a proof of concept. In briefing the Emperor on the force planning considerations needed to develop such a capability, Tarkin made the following comment: “The average citizen deals in symbols, not rational analysis. If we present the citizen with a weapon so powerful, so immense as to defy all conceivable attack against it, a weapon invulnerable and invincible in battle, that shall become the symbol for the Empire. We may need only a handful, perhaps only one of these weapons to subjugate thousands upon thousands of worlds containing millions upon millions of beings.”4

      After listening to this short speech, the Emperor asked his military commander Vader to visit with Tarkin and tour the construction site. Upon arrival with other members of the Emperor’s military council, Lord Darth Vader and Grand Moff Tarkin led a formal discussion of the merits of the weapons program and its impact on the Empire’s strategy to defeat the long-running Rebellion, now in its second decade.

      This discussion is of such importance that I quote liberally from the meeting, in the manner that I have throughout this history. At the outset of the assembly, the council listened with great patience to what Grand Moff Tarkin had to say. While the report was encouraging as to the progress of the weapon system, much of it was untrue, particularly on the cost details and production schedule. Based on this mistaken belief, there was a general consensus among the officers present to continue with the program and associated investments from the treasury. Grand Moff Tarkin asked if Lord Vader wanted to be more involved and possibly help with the human resource problems that seemed to plague this particular project. The normally taciturn Vader spoke, for the first time in the meeting, about his reservations:

      
        It is true that this assembly was called to deal with the preparations of the Death Star, as it is called by some. Yet I still think this is a question that requires further thought. What I say is this: in continuing this program, we are focusing great resources on a weapon that is not developed to destroy our enemies but to make new ones in different places of the Galaxy. It will not stop our enemies from attacking us, and this considerable investment prevents us from going on the offensive or strengthening our defenses in places the enemy is sure to attack next. Every day the Rebellion gets stronger, and new enemies join the Alliance. Our efforts to keep this program a secret are not as good as we think. Soon, people that normally avoid dealing with the Rebels could decide that this development is significant enough to make war on the Empire. All these points are to be considered; we have not yet come safely into harbor, and this is no time for running risks or for grasping at a new empire before we have secured the one we have already. These Rebels, once crushed, could be kept down. This weapon system, if successfully developed, would create more enemies than we already have.5

      

      Grand Moff Tarkin thought about this for a bit, as the other committee members began, after a short pause, to again speak in favor of the project, having already committed to this position. They were not about to look foolish in changing their minds in such a short period of time, despite the logic in Vader’s remarks or his reputation. While no one liked opposing Vader in these matters, he was, in reality, an outsider with a tenuous spot in the hierarchy. After a short period of listening, the eyes of the committee drifted toward Tarkin, known to be a carefully calculating character. His reputation had long been tied to this project, one that had the Emperor’s interest. Finally, he spoke:

      
        Since Lord Vader makes a valid criticism of the project, let me respond. I have developed a doctrine that has become very popular among members of this council and certainly among the members of the Imperial Senate. I am telling you, from my vast personal experience in fighting—first in the Clone Wars and now in this iterant, never-ending battle against the so-called Rebels—that this program is essential to the execution of what some people are calling the Tarkin Doctrine. Do not change your minds about this project. The people that join the Rebellion are opportunists and criminals, not Imperial citizens that we should be concerned with wooing or entertaining. Their numbers are frequently embellished by their own partisans and our more timid staff intelligence officers, who often see monsters inside every asteroid. This weapon system is a game changer. The power of it cannot be rivaled, and in our hands it will force the systems across the galaxy to finally recognize the impossibility of resisting the Empire and its enlightened leadership. There seems to be, therefore, no reasonable argument to induce us to hold back ourselves or to justify any excuse for not developing this weapon. We cannot remain at rest and simply deal with the annoyances that come with Rebel attacks. It is in our nature for action.6

      

      Vader sat quietly, as he often did. He seemed to sense that Tarkin would not back down, nor would the officers around him. He changed tack. Standing and pacing quietly behind the chairs of the members seated near him, he slowly turned and spoke:

      
        I see that you are quite determined to continue with his project, and I hope it turns out as we all wish. I have little use for doctrine and even less for the type of technology that is so attractive to my colleagues. We are dealing with a stubborn group of people, ones who are not persuaded much by promises or appeals to good governance. I found in my interrogations of their prisoners that they are very unlikely, in fact, to give up their cause, in order to be ruled by us. To deal with an enemy of this kind, we will need these special weapons and more stormtrooper armies, but also people . . . the very type of people we killed as part of the Emperor’s Order 66. These types of people will be very hard to find but can match the strength of our adversaries. I can find them, and I can train them to be our special weapon against the Rebels. At the minimum, it can augment the power of this special weapon you are determined to proceed with.7

      

      When the committee heard this, they immediately agreed that Grand Moff Tarkin should be allocated more resources for the plan, with fewer restrictions than before, and to authorize him to act as he saw fit for this project. After this, preparations were made, instructions for the increase of the armies were sent out, and Lord Vader was entrusted with the mission of recruiting the few remaining (and possibly future) Jedi for the New Sith. This force, although small, would be entrusted with penetrating the resistance and forcing it to collapse from within. So the meeting ended, in the seventeenth year of the war recorded by Norunda.

      [Page 460]

      The Battle of Yavin was the greatest we know of in history—to the victors the most brilliant of successes, to the vanquished the most calamitous of defeats. The Empire was utterly defeated; their sufferings were enormous; their losses were, as they say, total; army, navy, everything destroyed, and out of many, few returned. So ended the events in Yavin.8

      When the news of the destruction of the expedition to Yavin reached Coruscant, many thought it was a new propaganda ploy by the increasingly active Rebels.9 When reality set in, the blame was placed squarely on those who had advocated for the Death Star as the primary element of the Imperial strategy to defeat the Rebel Alliance. Tarkin was dead, and the thought of all the dead officers, pilots, and workers was hard to accept for the people, who had forgotten that they were once for this effort.

      The chaos that spread through the ranks was short lived, especially since the Emperor, with Lord Vader’s considerable assistance, was able to stabilize the political situation on Coruscant while new commanders consolidated the Imperial fleet for future action. Despite the Empire’s now-obvious weakness, it still had its large bureaucracy to support it in regenerating the structure needed to fight on.

      Because of my long service and association with both Tarkins (now deceased), I was appointed to be a member of the investigation team that followed the loss of the first Death Star. Specifically, the Emperor tasked us with identifying the intelligence failures that led to the loss of the plans for the weapon, as well as a strategy review for a new effort to defeat the Rebellion. The investigation has never been publicly released, but I distinctly remember this speech by Staff Colonel Monru, the chief of the team based in Coruscant. He said these words at the official close of the investigation, to the Emperor himself:

      
        In analyzing the long and costly Imperial entanglement with the Rebel Alliance, with its many consequences, some of them tragic, it is important to look at performance as well as policy. Whatever the wisdom of putting the majority of our resources into the Death Star, the immense disparity in strength and resources between the antagonists would have suggested a more favorable and conclusive outcome. Yet why has a cumulatively enormous Imperial contribution had such a limited impact for so long? Why, almost regardless of the ultimate outcome, have Imperial efforts entailed such disproportionate costs and side effects? The reasons are many, complex, and interrelated. They include the unique and unfamiliar conflict environment in which we became enmeshed. Particularly constraining has been the sharp contrast between the adversary we combat and the allies we back—a motivated ideological insurgency led by former Republican patricians and various half-formed and seriously flawed regimes in many parts of the galaxy. Another constraint was implicit in the incremental nature of our response, for the most part doing only what we believed was minimally necessary at each stage.

        But even these reasons are insufficient to explain why we did so poorly. The record shows that we thought we recognized the nature of the operational problems we confronted in fighting the Rebels and that our policy was designed to overcome them. And whatever the gradualism of our response, we ended up making a cumulatively massive investment of blood and treasure in the attempt to achieve a satisfactory outcome. Yet the Empire grossly misjudged what it could actually accomplish with the effort it eventually made. In this sense, at least, the Empire did stumble into a quagmire at Yavin and other places.

        What must be added is how another set of real-life constraints—largely inherent in the typical behavior patterns of Imperial institutions involved in the conflict—made it difficult to cope with an unfamiliar conflict environment and greatly influenced what we could and could not, or would and would not, do to win the war against the Rebel Alliance.10

      

      This investigation did not alter the war effort, even though Colonel Monru argued convincingly that the Imperial staff and its associated institutions had overseen the evolution of a flawed strategy and seemed powerless to change it in any remarkable way. What he meant by that was that the key actors simply did what they were always going to do. The scientists built powerful weapons; the Sith sought out more Sith to improve their numbers for some independent, cosmic war none of us can comprehend; and the stormtrooper legions occupied with efficiency and lethality. In fact, I thought it was clear from the very beginning of the war that Tarkin had a mistaken idea of how to defeat the Rebels, but he was given the preponderance of the resources despite the significant vulnerabilities of the associated levels of risk of the Death Star project. Vader had a better idea of how to defeat the Rebels but never could produce anywhere near the means necessary to achieve anything of value—itself a path with significant risk of mission failure. Finally, the bureaucracy supported these parallel efforts in an almost admirable manner, despite their strategic shortcomings. In the end, any attempt to get these factions to do otherwise, to follow a coherent and integrated strategy that achieved the defeat of the Rebel Alliance, was probably always a fruitless endeavor.

      The end of the war did not come swiftly enough for those of us watching, with the exception, of course, for those of us who did the dying.
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      A Strategist, Yoda Was Not

      ML Cavanaugh

      Yoda wasn’t a strategist. Wise sage? Yes. Fierce warrior? Sure. But undoubtedly, Yoda was an inferior strategist whose actions led directly to the Jedi’s catastrophic loss and the collapse of the Republic he was sworn to defend.

      Yet the popular view of Yoda remains reverential. The U.S. Army School for Advanced Military Studies, an elite military graduate school that conveys institutional gravitas, lovingly refers to graduates as Jedi Knights, evoking the luster gained by having trained under Yoda’s learned tutelage.1 The U.S. Department of Defense’s internal, long-look strategic think tank, the Office of Net Assessment, was run for nearly four decades by a man, Andrew Marshall, so esteemed that he was honored with a special nickname: Yoda.2 Indeed, the Yoda label has become synonymous with strategic acumen, strategic excellence, and strategic vision. The perception is clear—Yoda was a great strategic oracle that never failed to point the way to victory.

      But fail he did. The myth of Yoda has departed from the reality of Yoda. His track record during the first three Star Wars films (Episodes I, II, and III) sharply contrasts from the public conception of the little green warrior. B. H. Liddell Hart once noted that broad audiences are apt to confuse military genius with fame, and perhaps through all the movie hoopla, many have missed just how flawed a strategist Yoda really was.3 It’s easy to get carried away by Yoda’s celebrity, as he trained several exceptional Jedi, and he himself was tactically brilliant in a way that was truly breathtaking—evident in his brave, gymnastic fights against powerful opponents like Count Dooku in Episode II and Darth Sidious in Episode III. Whatever the reason, there can be little doubt that it’s time to puncture this hot air–filled fable. Allowing it to persist would enable a flawed understanding of the strategist’s craft and doom budding padawan strategists not to the dark side or the light side but to the wrong side.

      Let’s start with the basics. Eminent strategic thinker Colin Gray considers a strategist the individual with responsibility for a community’s protection plan and the authority to determine “how the enemy is to be defeated” through a “theory of military victory.”4 Yoda was the Jedi Council’s leader, and the Jedi proclaimed themselves in Episode III the “guardians of peace and justice in the galaxy” as the sworn servant-defenders of the Republic. So Yoda was a strategist. As such, his standard was to be “good enough” to engage and defeat rivals as a “dueling competitor.”5 Strategy’s one-on-one nature means that measurement is always relative to the opponent and that superiority, therefore, matters more than simple objective calculations like “good” or “bad.”6 And as we all know, Yoda had one opponent: Sheev Palpatine (later revealed as Darth Sidious in hiding, later still to become the Emperor).

      The arc of Yoda’s strategic competition with Palpatine went badly. At the beginning of Episode I—The Phantom Menace, the Republic ruled the galaxy, and the Jedi secured this position. Yet by the end of Episode III—Revenge of the Sith, the Republic had fallen and was replaced by the First Galactic Empire. Perhaps most important, nearly all the Jedi were eliminated. Only Yoda and Obi-Wan Kenobi survived the Jedi extermination, which might as well have been complete annihilation, as both went into extended periods of exile on planets as remote and inconsequential as Napoleon’s final island prison on Saint Helena. This hermitic exile lasted until Episode IV—A New Hope for Obi-Wan Kenobi and until Episode V—The Empire Strikes Back for Yoda. Yoda’s situation on Dagobah might also be compared with the distant strategic leadership of Osama bin Laden. Both were confined to austere, remote locations. Both were religiously inspired and guided distant proxies with strategic consequences. Both suffered long periods of obscurity. And yet bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organization survived conflict somewhat intact, while the Jedi were almost entirely eviscerated.

      How did this come to pass? How did the Republic and Jedi fall so steeply, so sharply, and so suddenly? In investigating this disaster, it’s impossible to avoid the role Yoda played as a strategist, invested with the judgment authority and responsibility to protect both the Republic and the Jedi.

      Clausewitz arms us with the means of critical analysis.7 As we’ve established the final facts of the case—the Republic and Jedi were wiped out, with Yoda bearing blame as senior strategist for the state’s security—we can now assess a cause for this result. The hypothesis is that if Yoda had performed relatively better than Palpatine as a strategist, then the Jedi and Republic would have at least survived and not fallen to the Empire.

      To evaluate Yoda’s strategic performance, we’ll appraise Yoda according to the strategist’s core competencies, which are to anticipate, design, and facilitate security decisions.8 These are the things strategists actually do. Each core competency provides a way of explaining how and why events turned out as they did.

      Because strategy is concerned with constraint and choice, strategists aid in making important decisions at war. Strategists anticipate, employ foresight, see ahead, and visualize the problems that are most likely to fill the bleakest and blankest sheets of paper. And when strategists define disparate problems and design responses to complex challenges, they create intellectual order from physical chaos, sizing up dynamic, multifaceted sets of facts and assumptions to impose some necessary structure to enable decisions or solutions. Strategists also facilitate judgments by using interpersonal skills, leading and supporting diverse, multidisciplinary groups and staffs and leveraging broad networks of people and information to bring out the best available option. Typically, that’s where the strategist’s decision support ends and senior leaders’ decision making begins. However, senior as Yoda was, he actually was the decision maker for the Jedi Council—so, additionally, we must scrutinize his judgment.

      What was it about Yoda’s actions as a strategist that led to the downfall of the Republic and the Jedi? How did Yoda perform at these core competencies?

      False Anticipation

      Even armed with his powerful Jedi sense, Yoda failed to foresee the emerging threat to the Republic. While there had not been a single war since the Republic was founded, this is hardly an excuse for total military unpreparedness. The planet Naboo, for example, in Episode I—The Phantom Menace, was revealed to be an entirely disarmed society guarded by “security volunteers.” When the Trade Federation blockaded and assaulted Naboo, they easily cordoned off the planet and landed wholly unopposed. This left Naboo’s Queen Amidala no choice but to negotiate under duress, because her society was entirely at the Trade Federation’s mercy, and she was unable to “support [any] action that would lead to war.” Granted, this failure may have been abetted by a populace reluctant to pay the sometimes high cost of military insurance (perhaps their social conventions were antiwar)—but even that is no reason to abdicate responsibility to take at least some minimally credible advance security preparations. As G. K. Chesterton wrote, “War is not the best way of settling differences; it is the only way of preventing their being settled for you.”9 Toward the end of Episode I the Naboo relied on the frog-like Gungan warrior nation to make an amphibious assault to reclaim their capital, but this alliance was not formed until the damage had been done—the capital having already been lost and the entire population held hostage. It was too late. Yoda should have anticipated such a potentially calamitous weak point.

      Yoda’s crisis response also demonstrates his lack of readiness. When Naboo was attacked, Yoda dispatched two Jedi knights, Qui-Gon Jinn and Obi-Wan Kenobi, a choice that revealed the stunning inadequacy of the Jedi as an intergalactic Task Force Smith barely able to protect a few high-value assets and fundamentally too few in number to fight a war for Naboo.10 So limited was Yoda’s foresight that the Jedi he sent were quickly outnumbered.

      Embarrassing as this incident was on Naboo, Yoda then had roughly a decade to prepare his defenses and avoid another surprise in the next engagement—yet he did not. When this next threat emerged in Episode II, it catalyzed the still-defenseless Queen Amidala to support the Military Creation Act in the Galactic Republic’s Senate to rapidly build a clone army. This was necessary because the Jedi were losing everywhere. Even Palpatine’s henchman, Count Dooku, assessed that the Jedi were so “overwhelmed” that the Republic “must agree to [the Emperor’s] demands.” These significant force shortages also propelled Jar Jar Binks, as Naboo’s Senate representative, to vote to extend emergency powers to Chancellor Palpatine (again, the hidden Darth Sidious) to create a clone Grand Army of the Republic to counter the droid threat. This parliamentary move supercharged Palpatine’s viselike grip on the Republic by putting an enormous clone army at his disposal. Disastrous as this vote’s impact was, it must also be seen as a vote of no confidence in the Jedi.

      Yoda’s bloodiest cardinal sin just might be that his espoused Jedi philosophy actively shunned and minimized the value of concentrated thought on the future.11 As a result, Yoda failed to foresee the threat and take appropriate measures against the Trade Federation’s droid fighters even after many years, which ultimately forced the Republic into a hasty buildup of a clone army of dubious loyalty that gave Palpatine overwhelming military power. One of the strategist’s “most important duties” is to “think clearly about the problem of future armed conflict.”12 Yoda did not fulfill this duty, leaving his numerically inferior Jedi and the entire Republic to the mercy of a much larger (and eviler) force. Yoda’s mistake gave Palpatine a quantitative advantage, which made the difference in the long run. And the qualitative story isn’t any better.

      Flawed Design

      Yoda’s Jedi force design contributed mightily to the ultimate outcome. The stated mission of the Jedi was to “settle conflict” in the galaxy for the Republic. With such an expansive requirement, one would expect a set of resources equal to the task.

      Yet Yoda kept the Jedi vanishingly small. New recruits were only taken in according to an individual’s genetic makeup, based on a count of midi-chlorians in the blood, purported to be as rare as a virgin birth. So small in number were the Jedi that after they made it past the equivalent of elementary school, the training relied entirely on one-on-one mentorship, a system that fundamentally limited growth. The Jedi also styled themselves as “peacekeepers, not soldiers,” which further restricted what they could do at war and therefore influenced their ability and willingness to take on critical missions (a common criticism of today’s United Nations military efforts). Also, like certain religious orders, the Jedi could not marry. “Attachment and possession [were] forbidden,” because, as Yoda counseled, “attachment leads to fear” (and bad things follow fear). Yoda’s leadership of the Jedi promulgated rules governing force design that severely restricted Jedi numbers—he ought to have either allowed the Jedi to marry and grow the Force’s fighters organically or created a second tier of well-trained but genetically less rare defenders of the Republic. He did neither.

      This design constrained the Jedi so much that they were destined to be useful only in niche scenarios. Like small-unit special operations teams, Jedi were great for hard-to-reach places at must-arrive-now times with failure-is-not-an-option diplomatic consequences. This sounds cool, and lightsabers are neat, but it left the Republic vulnerable to its opponent’s exponential numerical advantage. As Joseph Stalin is said to have quipped, quantity has a quality all its own. Yoda learned Uncle Joe’s lesson the hard way.

      Flubbed Facilitation

      Yoda failed to facilitate important strategic judgments in concert with his lone constituency, the Galactic Senate. The Jedi served the Republic, and the Republic’s leadership was the Senate. Yoda owed a duty to this institution and had a standing requirement to coordinate with the Senate. The first three films provide ample and compelling evidence of Yoda’s principal charges disparaging the Senate in all manner of speech, which cut a wide trench between political masters and military servants just when coordination was most vulnerable and important. Obi-Wan Kenobi remarked casually in Episode II, “politicians are not to be trusted,” and then continued this corrosive talk with Anakin Skywalker, his subordinate padawan learner. Eventually, this loose talk carried consequences—Anakin, convinced that all politicians were rotten and untrustworthy, directly stated his preference for dictatorship over democracy. While Palpatine may have been the one to infect Anakin, Yoda enabled the conditions that allowed the disease to grow and fester. This is where coups are born, and the downstream result of Yoda’s leadership failure to maintain a nonpartisan, apolitical Jedi ethic was a slow-motion amputation of the Republic’s security arm from its political body. Yoda bears culpability in this tragedy.

      Failed Judgment

      As a strategist, Yoda’s mistakes in anticipation, design, and facilitation led to inferior judgments. Yoda made his tiny bed and had to lie in it, much the same way that General Robert E. Lee of the Confederate army described his own situation in the American Civil War on August 23, 1864: “Without some [change], I cannot see how we are to escape the natural military consequences of the enemy’s numerical superiority.”13 The weight of Yoda’s previous mistakes had consequences from which he never could, or did, recover.

      Toward the end of Episode II Yoda decided to bring the bulk of the Jedi forces to the planet Geonosis for a two-pronged mission: to rescue Anakin, Queen Amidala, and Obi-Wan Kenobi and to capture Count Dooku.14 Yoda’s Jedi sustained heavy losses, and while the rescue was successful, Count Dooku escaped. During the fighting, Yoda faced a choice: save Anakin and Obi-Wan Kenobi or capture Dooku. Yoda chose to save his Jedi, a highly questionable decision considering that he had already safeguarded Queen Amidala and that Dooku was so obviously the linchpin to Palpatine’s continued efforts. The rescue on Geonosis was anything but a victory; in fact, it was just the opposite, as Yoda himself admitted when he said, “Begun, the Clone War has.”

      Yoda’s most controversial oversight in judgment must be the enormous Jedi losses sustained when Palpatine directed Order 66 and the clones turned on the Jedi. In these clashes, the Jedi were simply overwhelmed because they were deployed in such small numbers relative to their two-timing, murderous clone “comrades” when the vicious Order 66 was executed. In the end, the Jedi were two heartbeats from extinction.

      Future Looking, the Strategist Must Be

      He was a great fighter and may have been an even greater teacher. Yet Yoda was, nonetheless, an inferior strategist. For military schools and thought leaders to adopt his moniker is a demonstrable misappreciation of the strategist’s craft, because, ultimately, Yoda was marginalized, the Jedi were unimportant, and the Republic was in flames. Having praised Yoda for what he did well and censured him for what he did poorly, it is important to secure lessons from this wreckage. Himself an educator, Yoda might seek solace in imparting a last lecture of sorts.

      Yoda’s message is that the strategist’s first priority is to look to the future—to see over the horizon, recognize the requirements to come, and build the resources to ensure that surprise does not turn to regret. Though Yoda was subpar at each step on the strategist’s competency ladder, the first rung was where he hit hardest. If Yoda had thought more about the future and seen the threat more clearly, or even hedged against what might come to pass, then maybe he would not have designed such a miniscule, inadequate force that was ripped apart when war came. Perhaps if that had happened, a strategist, Yoda might have been.
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      Epilogue

      The Lessons of Star Wars

      ML Cavanaugh

      Even among the stars, war demands death.

      The Star Wars list of the lost is long and lamentable: Master Qui-Gon Jinn, Shmi Skywalker, Master Mace Windu, Queen Padme Amidala, Captain Cassian Andor, Jyn Erso, Master Obi-Wan Kenobi, the nameless tauntauns and unknown soldiers of Hoth, Master Yoda, Anakin Skywalker, and Han Solo. And others we knew not: noncombatant civilians, combatant stormtroopers, and collateral wreckage strewn across the galaxy. Death’s registry could go on (and on).

      Perhaps the most meaningful, if overlooked, lesson of Star Wars is the essential loss of life in the conduct of war. This often gets missed in a big conflict filled with clones, droids, and Jedi who don’t really seem to mind death.

      But Jedi or not, they’re still gone.

      Awareness of war’s casualties instills dread in those who remain, as seen in the only line that’s been used in all the films: “I’ve got a bad feeling about this”—a sick-stomach sentiment felt by anyone who has experienced war death and continues to face the sobering choices that come with conflict.

      So war is for the highest stakes. This knowledge wards off hubris; war’s costs and consequences should humble us to our core. We’re only human.

      And even with fancy computers and extra droids, strategy is still essentially a human endeavor. Clausewitz correctly dismissed numbers-driven, dispassionate “war by algebra,” just as Harry Summers once ridiculed the notion that war could be predicted by computer calculation.1 We can see why, vividly, on the Star Wars screen—those with hope and “a sharp stick,” as Jyn Erso says in Rogue One, can outlast technically and numerically superior forces.

      This book has tried to make strategic studies relatable and interesting; and while we don’t take our films seriously (except The Big Lebowski), we do take strategy very seriously. Unless and until political violence goes extinct, our society’s solemn duty is to ensure that when such violence happens, it is undertaken with care and thought and only as a last resort.

      So with a sense of gravity and modesty, this book has attempted to collect and harmonize some lessons for real-world use. With so many chapters, containing such big ideas, this epilogue won’t rehash them all but instead distill them and propose some broad maxims that might apply as sound advice from each of the four sections.

      The first section, “Society and War,” suggests aiming for balance. Societies must have security, but this security must always be weighed against other vital, societal considerations. Neither militarism nor naked disarmament is the answer. Also, though slightly tilted, Eliot Cohen’s “unequal dialogue” formulation describing the appropriate balance in senior-subordinate relations between civilian leaders and military commanders is a useful rule of thumb.2

      “Preparation for War,” the second section, urges aiming for careful prudence. The future is unknowable, but this should never prevent the preparation that propels a society to achieve “minimum regrets.”3

      In “Waging a War,” the third section, the aim of strategy should always be sustainable, relative advantage. With limited resources, in harsh environments, and against sharp adversaries, there is no “perfect”—there is only better than the opponent. The goal is to be the “good enough strategist,” because, in the end, all war is relative.4

      In the last section, “Evaluating a War,” the aim is empathy. First gather facts; then mentally reenact key moments at war to “approximate, if not replicate,” actual strategic decisions made under challenging conditions.5 Empathy serves two purposes: fairness to those being criticized and self-improvement for future endeavors.

      Even armed with these maxims, what makes strategy so complex is that the challenges compound, layering atop one another. With endless permutations, the world at war is difficult to predict. So what can this book, as a whole, tell us about future conflict?

      Not as much as we’d like but more than we need. We’ll always wish we knew more about a war to come. But if you look closely, there’s enough to go on. Consider the statement often attributed to author William Gibson: “The future is already here. It’s just not evenly distributed yet.”6 Many of this book’s concepts will impact different warfighting groups differently. Today, there are three general categories in the practice of war. There’s the top shelf, with the greatest resources and the most destructive power: the United States, Russia, and China. Next are many in the middle, several punch-above-our-weight countries possessing some expeditionary capability, including the United Kingdom, France, Australia, South Korea, New Zealand, and Israel, among others. And then there’s the bargain basement, the smallest states and the stateless—mostly guys with trucks and guns.

      The future will impact these three groups unevenly. Toward the top, the technophiles will invest in technology—advanced artificial intelligence, brainy bullets, and smarter weapons that further remove practitioners from harm. The bottom, out of necessity, will become more human than human—they’ll use humanity itself as weapons and shields, apply simple tools not far removed from days long past, and fight inspired by other means (faith and pharmaceutical).7 The middle will split the difference.

      Some will trend toward tech and “human-machine collaborative combat networks.”8 Others will advance to a higher human plane of fighting. Sound like anything you’ve seen (or read) lately? Are we on a real-world path to Darth Vader and the Death Star versus Jedi Knights with lightsabers?

      It’s easy enough to spot this trajectory, but we cannot see the net result of the dynamic interactions between the two. Will sophisticated weapons platforms succeed or backfire? What’s the right balance between man and machine? Luke Skywalker shut down his targeting system in favor of his own superior senses, which enabled a successful strike. Should we do the same with our smartphones?

      Tough to predict. But despite Yoda’s advice to the contrary—try, we must. And we must do so with balance, care, and empathy, to achieve the strategic advantage we need. Because someday, as it was for those in the Star Wars universe, it may just be for everything we hold dear.

      George Lucas, creator of these films, in an unguarded moment, described “the secret, the bottom line” to Star Wars. He said, “There are two kinds of people in the world: compassionate people and selfish people. Selfish people live on the dark side, and compassionate people live on the light side.”9

      So use this book and these lessons for others and for the right reasons. Nothing could be nobler.

      If you do, your own story might prove to be the moment—when things are at their worst and the dark side closes in—that strategy strikes back.
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