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he balance of power and geopolitical shape of the world are only occa-

sionally determined — although they are sometimes influenced — by 

military conflict. They are more often shaped by preparation for military 

conflict — in other words, by deterrence and strategic maneuver — rather than 

conflict itself.     

Conventional warfare — formal military conflict — however, is at a pivotal point 

of transformation as to its nature, reflecting the transformation of societies into ur-

ban-dominated groupings which are totally dependent on energy consumption for 

every facet of survival in the delivery of food, water, mobility, communications, 

and economic endeavor. The nature of warfare, then, will reflect the change of 

human social shaping. That is not to deny that conflict often serves to clear sclero-

sis in societies.   

The post-World War II rise of Germany, Japan, Italy, and France — which all suf-

fered military defeat at some time during World War II — was determined by non-

conflict means. The post-Cold War regeneration of Russia, the surge of the 

People’s Republic of China, and the post-Korean War rise of the Republic of Ko-

rea, all were products of non-conflict-determined factors. In order for these socie-
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ties to be capable of their regeneration, then, it may have been necessary for them 

to have endured the catharsis of defeat. Indeed, the United States of America began 

its rise to global power on the ashes of its Civil War of 1860-65.   

It does not follow axiomatically, however, that economic-strategic rise can only 

occur as a result of cathartic and national-level loss. The world’s scientific and in-

dustrial baselines grew substantially as a direct result of World Wars I and II. The 

global dominance which the US came to achieve for a period after World War II 

was, as a particular example, directly the result of the challenges which caused a 

whole-of-nation response. There can be no doubt that the great and balanced stra-

tegic depth of the US — a balance of its resources, agriculture, industry, economic 

posture, and social cohesion and identity (as it then had) — going into World War 

II was what enabled the US to then achieve a half-century of further strategic do-

minance.   

So it does follow — almost axiomatically — that a balanced fighting force is, in 

periods of sustained pressure, meaningless without a balanced economy (which is 

strategic depth in more than geographic terms) to provide the real shape and sub-

stance of strategic power. In other words, a successful fighting force can only be 

sustained by profound strategic depth. Modern urban-dominated society has trans-

formed what that means, and while we have seen that urban (and therefore, almost 

by definition, neo- or pseudo-post-industrial) nations have great capabilities in cap-

ital formation, they also have great vulnerabilities, largely due to their dependence 

on resources which are not generated by their urbanization. And the delivery me-

chanisms for those resources and their use within urban society are totally energy-

integrated. Therein lies the new vulnerability.    



T h e  F u t u r e  o f  W a r   P a g e  | 3 
© Gregory R. Copley UNCLASSIFIED April 28, 2010 

 

Let us not oversimplify, however, and think in 20th Century terms that this energy 

dependence merely reflects the digging, transportation, and burning of fossil fuels. 

It is far more complex, now, than that.   

Despite this reality that it is the comprehensive shape, architecture, and cohe-

sion/productivity (in all, depth) of an entire society — and certainly not forgetting 

its defense capabilities — which gives it true strategic strength, it is worth asking 

what the future shape of warfare holds for us. And we should do this before we 

embark, once again, on a new generation of military spending, so that funds are not 

squandered where they are not most useful.     

We have seen on the horizon of military conflict the mortality, for example, of the 

viability in total war situations of naval carrier battle groups. This mortality has 

been developing because of the transforming nature and proliferation of subma-

rine-launched nuclear torpedoes, supersonic (and soon hypersonic) long-range anti-

ship missiles, the advent of precisely-targetable and maneuverable anti-fleet ballis-

tic nuclear missiles, and so on. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) has worked 

assiduously to develop these offensive capabilities, and yet it persists in working 

toward its own (by definition, seemingly vulnerable) carrier battle group develop-

ment.   

This is not incongruous. It highlights the reality that some power projection sys-

tems, which may be vulnerable in total war, are massively impressive in shaping 

situations in times of peace, or in limited war scenarios. The battleship endured 

successfully into the late 20th Century under such conditions, albeit with gradually 

declining cost-effectiveness.     
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We have seen the transformation of the fortunes of modern societies — some for 

ill, some for prospering fortune — during the first decade of the 21st Century. Ar-

guably, those “modern” neo/pseudo-post-industrial societies which saw decline 

during this period lost their relative strategic strength because of failures of diplo-

macy, arrogance of leadership, and failure to heed the historical need for balance in 

society. This “balance” includes the need for social identity and common purpose 

— including linguistic commonality — which can only be achieved through con-

scious and persistent reinforcement. It also includes the need for a high degree of 

balanced self-sustainment in terms of the production and consumption of vital 

goods and services. How this “balanced self-sustainment” is achieved has been 

transformed by the urbanization of these societies.   

In this regard, dependence for vital goods and services on a separate sovereign ent-

ity (ie: another nation), possibly a strategic competitor, becomes a point of vulne-

rability and distortion. Hence, globalization of goods and services must be seen for 

what it is: a holiday from the historical pattern of competitive societies. Sun-tzu, 

the author of The Art of War, highlighted the reality that the waging of war showed 

that all other forms of policy had failed. I reinforced this in The Art of Victory, and 

said that the “Age of Globalization” was transformative — like the earlier such age 

under Genghis Khan —  in that it would lead to vulnerabilities in societies which 

had deliberately forsaken a whole-of-society approach to their own interests, secu-

rity, and identity. Yet, as Chinese writer Huai-nan Tzu noted before his death in 

122 BCE: “When sovereign and ministers show perversity of mind, it is impossible 

even for a Sun-tzu to encounter [ie: defeat] the foe.”     

We are driven, in our modern societies (but not in traditional societies) into believ-

ing that security issues are the province of uniformed — and uniform — armed 
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services (from police to the military), and that economic issues are the province of 

non-uniformed sectors of the society. As a result, when “security” threats become 

visible (a sign, in fact, of failed intelligence or failed governance and deterrence), 

the response is to place all faith and authority in the hands of the military. As the 

US maxim goes: “When you are a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”     

The hammer is now becoming more complex and expensive. And everywhere nails 

proliferate, while coffers run dry.    

Yet still the strategic tide and balance of power turns against the neo/pseudo-post-

industrial societies (but not against the more-balanced industrial societies). At the 

same time, in most Western states, in which populist approaches to democracy 

prevail, there is a persistent stubbornness — Huai-nan Tzu’s “perversity” — which 

disengages the security and strategic relative positioning of the state and society 

from the challenges. There are attempts to engage in diplomacy without supportive 

power. There are, equally, attempts to sustain military power without supportive 

political-economic-diplomatic power.     

The future of conflict must be viewed, then, as something far broader than military 

warfare, and yet something which neither can be won by diplomacy nor economic 

power alone. This is not a new concept, but it has been deliberately forgotten, as 

politicians continue their quest for power without responsibility. Deterrence — the 

creation of a viable, war-capable and feared military force — is critical to sustain-

ing influence. But the resort to actual use of that force in combat — even assum-

ing it has been well-crafted and given the systems, training, prestige and visibility 

it requires — represents the failure of political and diplomatic management, and of 
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society as a whole. The deterrent power of a great military force from a strong so-

ciety should have done the job.   

The PRC may build its carrier battle fleets to demonstrate that it is indeed a great 

world power. Indeed, it cannot fail to do so. It knows, however, that it must prevail 

through other means. If it must engage in “war”, then it should be indirect and, 

ideally, deceptive. Cyber war, used so well by the PRC and its allies tactically of 

late in support of domestic and international operations, could easily close down 

the economies and viability of the US and other advanced societies. Cyber capabil-

ities hold the key to the survival — literally on a day-to-day basis — of modern, 

urban populations.     

Cyber defenses are well beyond the domain of the uniformed military (although 

the military must be part of this). Thus the investment of governments in cyber de-

fenses, and offensive capabilities, cannot be neglected. Like intelligence capabili-

ties, they must operate discreetly, but require a fluidity of thought and operation 

which defy formal, uniformed service logic in many instances.     

But to achieve comprehensive strategic progress — achieving the security and 

economic and social strengths of our societies — we must look to grand strategies 

which re-think how we achieve military deterrence and power projection, while 

giving real teeth to societies through assuring their cohesion, and a balance of their 

production and consumption which guarantees a high degree of self-control over 

one’s own fortunes and fate.     

For Western societies to overwhelmingly pump the vastness of their fortunes into 

two low-production sectors — military spending and “entitlement” benefits — is 

the path to defeat within the emerging global balance of power.  
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