
W
E STAND TODAY at the trail-
- head that leads to the twenty-
-first cen tury. The world ahead
ap pears to be full of prom ise
and  por tu nity—and it 

The United States is en gaged around the world 
with mar ket econo mies that are open,
grow ing, and flour ish ing. An ex po nen tial
growth in technol ogy is en hanc ing our lives
and ena bling us to mas ter the art of in ter na -
tional en gage ment. Things have never looked 
bet ter. Or have they?

At the close of World War II, we were the
lone su per power in the world. We pos sessed an
edge in tech nol ogy that made us mili tar ily
without peer. The power in the world, both
mili tary and eco nomic, had been re cently
and greatly re dis trib uted—the equa tion over -
whelm ingly shifted in our fa vor. Gone were
the co lo nial em pires and the he gemons
that briefly suc ceeded them. We were the
only na tion ca pa ble of win ning a war any -
where on the planet. 

But we also saw the re vival of old strug gles,
as em bed ded ha treds and in her ited com -
petitions, once muz zled but now re -
leased, renewed their course of vio lence and
in sta bil ity.  Power vac uums were filled by
ex pan sion ist states. With the ex port of com -
mu nism, much of the de vel op ing world fell
into revo lu tion.  In many cases, op pres sion
was over thrown, only to be re placed by new
forms of op pres sion.

For a time, how ever, Amer ica was free to
chal lenge or ig nore these cir cum stances as it 
chose.  With out a  mi nent
threat, we felt safe in con cen trat ing on do -
mes tic is sues. We felt safe in less en ing our
fi nan cial com mit ment to de fense. The world 
was our oys ter, and our fo cus was on con -
sump tion.

In many ways, our situa tion to day mir -
rors the one in which we found our selves af -
ter World War II. As we were then, we are
now—the sole su per power, domi nant in the
world mar ket place, mili tar ily with out
peer—the only na tion ca pa ble of win ning a
war any where on the planet. Just as we did
then, we now face im por tant de ci sions con -
cern ing the de fense struc ture with which we 
will main tain our place in the world and en -
sure our contin ued se cu rity. In 1945,
with no clear threat, we felt safe in set ting
aside a sig nifi cant amount of our mili tary
ca pa bil ity in order to use the money else -
where. To day, we again have dif fi culty dis -
cern ing our threats and once again pon der
the na tion's needs with re spect to mili tary
forces.  

But in the dec ade af ter World War II, we
came to learn that much in the world
required our use of force. We learned it the 
hard way. When we com mit ted a hol low
force to the Ko rean pen in sula, not only did
we pay an in or di nately high price in blood
but also we al most lost bef ore we could get

59

A Matter of
Strategic
Focus
GEN CHARLES C. KRULAK

COMMANDANT, USMC

op is.

imand clear 

Eavest
DISTRIBUTION A:
Approved for public release; distribution is unlimited.
Airpower Journal - Spring 1997



60 AIRPOWER JOURNAL SPRING 1997 

started. We learned then, as perhaps we are 
learn ing now, that one clear victory—in war or 
in cold war—cannot protect our worldwide 
in ter ests or relieve us of our respon si bil ity 
of vigi lance against the dark forces of this 
world. 

This compara tive analysis neces sar ily leads 
us to the question of our day: how should 
we build and maintain our national secu rity
pos ture for the twenty-- first century? The 
an swer lies in the expec ta tions we have of 
our forces and of the use of those forces. To 
de fine these expec ta tions, we must answer 
three questions: Why will we fight? Where 
will we fight? Whom will we fight? 

Why Will We Fight? 

Our national secu rity strategy spells out 
the answer to the first question for us. 
Gener ally, American military forces will “sup-
port U.S. diplo macy in respond ing to key dan­
gers—those posed by weapons of mass 
de struc tion, re gional aggres sion and threats 
to the stabil ity of states.” More specifi cally, 
“there are three basic catego ries of national 
in ter ests which can merit the use of our 
armed forces. The first involves America's 
vi tal inter ests . . . [those of] overrid ing im­
por tance to the survival, secu rity and vital­
ity of our national entity—the defense of 
U.S. terri tory, citizens, allies and our eco­
nomic well-- being. . . . The sec ond cate­
gory includes cases in which impor tant, 
but not vital, U.S. inter ests are threatened. 
That is, the inter ests at stake do not affect 
our national survival, but they do affect im­
por tantly our national well-- being and the 
char ac ter of the world in which we live.” 
Fi nally, “the third category involves pri­
mar ily humani tar ian inter ests.  Here, our de­
ci sions focus on the resources we can bring 
to bear by using unique capa bili ties of our 
mili tary rather than on the combat power of
mili tary force.”1 

Where Will We Fight? 
Where we will fight, of course, is not 

spelled out for us. For obvi ous reasons, no 
one can predict where America's inter ests will 
be threatened.  Through careful analysis, 
how ever, we can attempt to antici pate the cir­
cumstances most likely to require our use of 
force—or forces. In our efforts to be prepared, 
we can increase our under stand ing of what 
the world will be like in the approach ing cen­
tury so that we can build a force to deal with 
the dangers of that world. Certain dynam ics
tak ing place today are restruc tur ing the 
world. Such changes are largely economic and 
demo graphic in nature.  Together, these two 
fac tors are alter ing the geopo liti cal landscape 
of the world to which we have commit ted 
our selves through our strategy of “en gage­
ment and enlarge ment.”  We must take 
note of this restruc tur ing if we are to be pre-
pared for our role in the world that will re­
sult. We must adjust the way we look at 
the globe. 

Dur ing the course of our history as a 
nation, we have tended to have a very 
Eurocen tric view. Our princi pal markets have 
been in Europe, and our vital inter ests in­
cluded ensur ing that western Europe re­
mained free and engaged with us in the 
global marketplace. Although that remains 
true today, other vi tal inter ests are growing 
in propor tion. The peoples and markets of 
the Asia-- Pacific/ Indian Ocean litto rals are 
rap idly becom ing the economic deter mi­
nants of the world's fu ture. China and In­
dia are emerging as powers with wealth 
that will change the face of the global econ­
omy. Both have burgeon ing high-­
technology indus tries and a seemingly lim it-
less pool of inex pen sive labor. A number of 
coun tries on the Pacific Rim—China, the Re-
pub lic of Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, Malay sia, 
and Singa pore—all have projected economic 
growth rates far in excess of the European 
in dus tri al ized nations we tradi tion ally have 
as so ci ated with global economic strength. 
The World Bank forecasts that by the year 
2020, 80 percent of the world's leading 
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econo mies are expected to be in the Asia-­
Pacific re gion.  From America's perspec tive, 
the focus of the world economy is shifting 
from the commu nity of nations across the 
At lan tic to the commu nity of nations bor­
der ing the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 

Demo graph ics is the other great factor in 
de ter min ing the nature of the twenty-- first-­
century geopo liti cal landscape.  By the year 
2010, 58 percent of the world's popula tion 
will hail from the Asia-- Pacific/In dian Ocean 
re gion.  Not even the widespread starva tion 
and poverty expe ri enced prior to the “green
revo lu tion” or the great Chinese famine of 
the 1960s could stop what has become an 
ex po nen tial popula tion explo sion throughout 
the region.  Perhaps more alarming than the 
num bers, however, is the compo si tion. 
Over 71 percent of this popula tion in the 
2010 time frame will be between the ages of 
15 and 64. This age group contains the tra­
di tional war fighters—the war starters. 

As if intense concen tra tion of people of 
mili tary age did not present enough chal­
lenges (or oppor tu ni ties, depend ing on 
one's perspec tive) for the govern ments of 
the region, a quicken ing trend toward ur­
bani za tion is under way. By 2010 over 40
cit ies in this region will have popula tions in 
ex cess of seven million people.  Many of 
these cities, despite a growing per-- capita in-
come, are not keeping up with infra struc ture
de vel op ment.  Water, power, sanita tion, 
medi cal services, road grids, and transpor ta­
tion systems are all becom ing overbur­
dened—all this at the same time that 
com mu ni ca tions, particu larly inter na tional 
tele vi sion, are becom ing almost univer sally 
avail able to all. People living in urban squalor 
can clearly see the greener grass.  This is not a 
rec ipe for content ment. 

If the regional players (state actors and 
non state actors alike) become embroiled in 
cri ses, we will likely find urban ized terrain 
our future battles cape.  As future antago­
nists in creas ingly imbed themselves in cit­
ies, we will need forces with capa bili ties
com men su rate to the tasks of urban warfare. 

So how does this exami na tion of the eco­
nomic and demographic trends of the re­
gion apply to the poten tial use of US forces? 
The an swer lies in the actions of the re­
gional players and in an exami na tion of the 
im pact of those actions on the inter ests of the 
United States of America. 

Given their newfound wealth, the need to 
se cure their access to resources, and fears 
based on numer ous regional and ethnic ha­
treds and mistrusts, many of these nations 
are increas ingly opting for esca lat ing invest­
ments in military power. And weaponry is 
read ily available.  High-- technology weaponry 
and the very latest in sophis ti cated hard­
ware—even weapons of mass destruc­
tion—are all available to countries who desire 
them. We face the poten tial for a possi bly
ex plo sive re gional arms race. Many of the 
ac tions of the regional players are based on 
a common denomi na tor—a compe ti tion for 
scarce resources. No exam ple is more tell­
ing than the regional depend ence on South-
west Asian oil, the vital enabler that fuels 
and sustains contin ued growth. 

Our own national inter ests may very well 
be attached to those of the resource-­
dependent Asia-- Pacific markets that fuel our 
own economy. Ensur ing the free and equi­
ta ble flow of those resources is argua bly al­
ready in our inter est; most assur edly, the 
im por tance of this issue will only increase 
with time. 

The “where” we most likely will have to 
fight (or commit our forces) tomor row is being 
de ter mined today by the economic and 
demographic forces of the world—particu­
larly by those in the Asia-- Pacific/In dian 
Ocean region. 

Whom Will We Fight? 
Clearly, the tradi tional major regional con­

tingen cies we face today have the poten tial 
of linger ing for a while. Over time, others 
may replace them. Increas ingly, however, 
we see the threats to our inter ests springing 
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not from direct challenges from another 
nation- - state but from a disin te gra tion of 
tra di tional state actors or from challenges to 
those actors by nonstate actors.  Since the 
breakup of the bi po lar world, we have been 
re minded over and over again that the earth 
is liter ally seething with ethnic, relig ious, 
and tribal hatreds and suspi cions.  The 
grow ing Asia-- Pacific/ In dian Ocean mar­
ket place is no excep tion. We can antici pate 
that crises will occur.  We can antici pate that 
we will have inter ests affected by these cri­
ses. 

But threats to our inter ests are devel op­
ing a new dimen sion.  Whereas crises gener­
ally de velop between easily recog niz able and 
structured power bases such as state actors, 
we are begin ning to see the devel op ment of 
chaos throughout the world. There is a dis­
tinc tion be tween crisis and chaos. Chaos, a 
by- - product of uncer tainty, involves unstruc­
tured power and ulti mately casts aside the 
tra di tional ways in which antago nists deal 
with each other and deal with the popula­
tion at large. Soma lia and Rwanda, as well 
as the disintegra tion of the former Yugosla via 
and the genocide of Kampu chea, all provide 
ex am ples of cha otic scenar ios.  In these cha­
otic scenar ios, we must be prepared to coun­
ter an enemy who is unlikely to take on our 
strengths but who would seize upon the op­
por tu nity to attack us asymmet ri cally.  We 
must expect that many of our poten tial ene­
mies were paying atten tion during the Gulf 
War and have learned appro pri ate lessons. 
These adver saries, so enlight ened, are un­
likely to take us on—toe-- to- - toe and 
strength- - to- - strength.  Our dependence on 
ports and airfields, our depend ence on infor­
ma tion systems, and our doctrine of massed 
forces and massed logis tics all present tar-
gets of oppor tu nity to the asymmet ri cally
think ing oppo nent, armed with even a lim­
ited supply of technologi cally sophis ti cated 
weap onry. 

What Will We Need? 
The answers to the three questions of 

why, where, and whom we will fight brings 
us to a fourth question: what do we really 
need in order to be prepared?  The answer 
lies in a force of capa bili ties appro pri ate to 
the antici pated threat. We need to procure, 
struc ture, and train a force of utility—not only 
against armor forma tions and other forms of 
con ven tional military power but also 
against the foment ers of crisis and chaos. 
We will always have a need for preci sion 
strike. We will always need a heavy land 
army to be the mailed fist of American will. 
As a maritime nation, depend ent on the seas 
for commerce and to serve as the inter con­
nect ing highways for our engage ment, we 
cer tainly will need a ro bust sea-- control 
force as well. Although the need for all 
these capa bili ties will remain as we progress 
into the next century, there is an esca lat ing 
need for a greater ratio of forces that can 
en gage with the ill-- defined and asymmet­
ric threats of tomor row's crises and chaos. 
Smart muni tions have limited utility, and 
in for ma tion dominance becomes an unre al­
is tic expec ta tion in situations of urban ized 
lit to ral chaos. 

Our challenge lies in ensur ing that the 
mili tary we build is capa ble of provid ing op­
tions. We must be able to project a credible 
for ward presence—one that is able to in-
crease or decrease visibil ity as required. 
We will need a force that can deploy to a 
re gion without reli ance on exten sive, land-­
based infra struc ture.  Our capa bili ties 
must include the ability to oper ate in the cit­
ies of tomor row and deal with several mis­
sions from oppo site ends of the spectrum 
si mul ta ne ously in the same opera tion—and 
they must provide options other than just
over whelm ing or preci sion firepower.  The 
force we build must oper ate in envi ron­
ments where the dangers from asymmet-
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ric threat are high. Ultimately, the force that 
yields the most utility is one that provides 
an adjust able rheostat of ca pa bili ties to the 
Na tional Command Authori ties—one that can 
shift from forward presence  to humani tar ian
as sis tance, noncom bat ant evacua tion opera­
tions, peacekeeping, forcible entry, and sus­
tained combat opera tions. 

The world is changing.  So too are the 
threats that bode for possi ble US commit ment 
of forces. The truth is, business as usual may 
not provide the capa bili ties we need to deal 

with the reali ties of the coming world. If we 
are to provide for the defense needs of this 
na tion in the twenty-- first century, we must 
be honest about what we see ahead. Having 
looked ahead, we must step off on the trail 
that truly leads to a prosper ous and secure 
fu ture for our great nation. 

Note 
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