
Since the early 1990s, there has been much
debate in the military and defence policy liter-
ature as to whether the world is undergoing a
‘Revolution in Military Affairs,’ or RMA.

Most would agree that there have been dra-
matic developments in military technologies.
Advances in sensor technology on board satellites,
unmanned aerial vehicles and manned aircraft are
enhancing the surveillance and reconnaissance capa-
bilities of military forces, allowing commanders the
possibility for complete knowledge of the location of
enemy and friendly forces on the battlefield.  New
computing technologies are enhancing command and
control capabilities, giving commanders the potential
to control events on the battlefield from one moment
to the next.  And advances in precision technology are
dramatically increasing the range and accuracy of pre-
cision-guided munitions, allowing for the increased
utility of precision force. 

But there is some question as to whether these
technologies are being translated into the doctrinal
and organizational changes that are necessary for an
RMA to take hold.  The nature of the international
security environment has changed such that the
requirement is for lighter, more rapidly deployable,
yet still highly lethal ground forces.  Air forces must
also be more rapidly deployable and, in the absence of

access to overseas bases, able to conduct operations
from long standoff ranges.  In contrast to their previ-
ous ‘blue-water’ role, naval forces are required to
project power from the sea onto land, in support of
army and marine forces.  Organizationally, units must
become smaller, more mobile and more capable of
being tailored to the specific task at hand.  Overall,
forces need to be able to increasingly operate in a
joint and combined environment.1

So is there a revolution?  The Oxford Dictionary
defines a revolution as a “complete change, turning
upside down, great reversal of conditions.”  Critics of
the RMA often point out that the fairly short time frame
implied by this definition has not been met.  They note,
for example, that precision munitions first made their
debut during the Vietnam War, some three decades ago.
But this fact does not obviate the potential for revolu-
tion.  Indeed, it is possible to look at the RMA is as an
evolutionary process of transformation towards a revo-
lutionary end state.  Since the United States is at the
forefront of changes associated with the RMA, the ques-
tion of whether or not an RMA is at hand may best be

by Dr. Elinor Sloan

TERRORISM AND THE TRANSFORMATION
OF US MILITARY FORCES

U
S

 N
a

v
y

Dr. Elinor Sloan, until recently a defence analyst at National
Defence Headquarters, is Assistant Professor of International
Security Studies at Carleton University and author of The
Revolution in Military Affairs.

Summer 2002  ● Canadian Military Journal 19

P
O

L
IC

Y

Artist’s concept of a US Navy version of the Joint Strike Fighter.

S



answered by examining the degree to which the United
States can be expected to transform its military over the
next two to three decades. 

This article begins by looking at the extent to
which key RMA tenets are reflected in current US
defence policy.  It then moves on to examine, in practi-

cal terms, the concrete steps the Pentagon is taking to
exploit the RMA, and highlights possible barriers to
force transformation.  Finally, it examines the likely
impact of the terrorist attacks on US force transforma-
tion and, in this context, concludes with an assessment
of whether or not a revolution in military affairs will
actually occur. 

US DEFENCE POLICY AND SERVICE VISIONS

One does not need to look far to find references to the
RMA and force transformation in official US

defence policy.  The Quadrennial Defense Review
(QDR) of 1997 committed the US Department of
Defense (DoD) to “harnessing new technologies to give
US forces greater military capabilities through advanced
concepts, doctrine and organizations” — the exact
recipe for achieving an RMA force.  The QDR of 1997
also directly linked the RMA to the ongoing transforma-
tion of US military capabilities. 

The QDR that was released at the end of September
2001 places the RMA first on its list of key military-
technical trends.  It states that “transforming defense” is
at the heart of America’s strategic approach to achieving
its defence policy goals.  At the same time, all of the
current vision statements by the US military services
provide conceptual templates for force transformation
that are closely linked to the RMA.  In addition, the
Navy, Army, Air Force and Marine Corps, as well as
Joint Forces Command, have established concept devel-
opment and experimentation processes to help make
their visions reality. 

CONCRETE STEPS

And yet, an examination in practical terms of the
concrete steps the US military services are taking to

transform their forces reveals a mixed picture.  The US
Navy has elements of a strategy in place — for exam-
ple, its ‘network centric warfare’ concept and its shift
in focus to the littoral battlefield — but these concepts
have not yet been expanded into a complete roadmap
for transformation.  As a result, some of the Navy’s
planned acquisitions may be inconsistent with the new
security environment.  It continues to centre its fleet
on the aircraft carrier, even though these large plat-
forms are likely to be increasingly at risk from land-
based anti-ship missiles.  It is also purchasing a signif-
icant number of new carrier-based fighters, such as the
Joint Strike Fighter, which would be similarly at risk.
In this context, it may make more sense for the Navy to
focus on a force projection platform such as the
Arsenal ship, a semi-submersible, stealthy barge armed
with hundreds of missiles, few sailors and no (manned)
tactical aircraft.

The Marine Corps is well advanced in implementing
a concept of operations that is relevant to the RMA.
This is probably because it was already an expeditionary
force.  Its new concept involves lifting relatively small
teams to the vicinity of a target, which may be hundreds
of miles inland, and relying on the Navy to provide pre-
cision fire support.  Nonetheless, the Marine Corps still
plans to purchase its own version of the Joint Strike
Fighter, and it continues to operate some 400 Abrams
tanks.  This 70-ton vehicle is likely to be increasingly ill
suited to a future security environment that demands
lighter and more deployable forces. 

The US Army has embarked on a three-pronged
transformation process to significantly overhaul its
force structure.  It is modernizing its heavy ‘legacy
force’ to better carry out current missions, creating an
‘interim force’ to bridge the gap between its heavy and
light forces, and pursuing its ‘objective force’ — one
that will combine the war-fighting lethality of mecha-
nized forces with the strategic responsiveness of light
forces — for the period beyond 2015.  To this end, the
Army is ‘digitizing’ its divisions, converting some com-
bat brigades into interim brigade combat teams, and
developing a radically lighter, more agile and more
deployable Future Combat System.  The Army has
already scaled back or cancelled many equipment pro-
grammes that are suited to a heavier force structure.
However, the Army still plans to buy almost 500 of the
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heavy Crusader self-propelled howitzers.  It also intends
to devote significant funds to upgrading its heavy tanks,
even though these platforms are far from rapidly
mobile.  Critics also argue that the Army has not suffi-
ciently addressed the requirement to be able to project
substantial land power rapidly in the absence of access
to forward bases. 

The US Air Force has recently undergone signifi-
cant organizational change.  To create a “lighter, leaner
and more lethal force,” it has divided its units into 10
Aerospace Expeditionary Forces, each representing a
complete aerospace capability.  But experts have ques-
tioned its planned acquisitions, particularly the stealthy
F-22 and its version of the Joint Strike Fighter.  This is
because tactical aircraft are unlikely to be well suited to
the nature of the new security environment.  Their rela-
tively short ranges make them dependent on overseas
bases that may not be available during wartime.  US Air
Force tactical fighters were all but shut out of the war
on terrorism in Afghanistan because of the lack of US
basing rights in Central Asia.  America’s growing con-
cern with limiting casualties also dictates that political
leaders may be hesitant to use their fighters for risky
operations.  This combination of factors means that it
may make more sense for the Air Force to focus on
developing a range of capabilities, including
stealthy unmanned combat aerial vehicles, which
may better be able to carry out missions currently
performed by tactical air forces. 

WHY THE SLOW PACE OF TRANSFOR-
MATION?

T hus, an examination of the US military servic-
es’ concrete transformation efforts leads one to

question whether the RMA will come to fruition in
the next two to three decades.  While today’s
American military is smaller and more technologi-
cally advanced than the one that fought the Gulf
War, it is marked by essential continuities in force
structure, equipment and doctrine.  Moreover,
despite the transformation rhetoric in the
Quadrennial Defense Reviews of 1997 and 2001,
and in recent vision statements by the military serv-
ices, tomorrow’s American military is projected to
look much the same as today’s. 

Why is this the case?  One factor explaining
the slow pace of transformation is that the 1997
review did not provide a framework for rapid
change.  Although it espoused RMA elements, it
also explicitly decided not to pursue these goals
too quickly.  This was partly for budgetary reasons,
since taking a more cautionary course of action
was less costly.  However, vested interests proba-
bly also played a role.  The path the review chose
to follow included keeping in place the Pentagon’s
two-war strategy and this, in turn, justified the
maintenance of a somewhat smaller, yet essentially
unchanged military.  Nor was Congress overly enthusi-
astic to make the hard choices that were necessary; to
do so would have meant closing military bases and can-
celling weapons programmes that provide jobs.  As a
result, even as it accepted the RMA hypothesis, the

Pentagon made few plans to reorganize its main combat
units, alter weapon acquisition priorities, or divest
itself of unneeded infrastructure. 

A related factor is so-called ‘roadblock’ pro-
grammes.  The two-war strategy generated and perpetu-
ated weapons systems that continue to eat up large
chunks of scarce funds, thereby posing a barrier to force
transformation.  These systems include the tri-service
Joint Strike Fighter, the Navy’s new carriers and the
Army’s self-propelled Crusader howitzer.  Beyond this,
increased operational tempo created budgetary pres-
sures against force transformation.  The dramatic rise in
the rate at which forces were deployed overseas in the
post-Cold War era forced the Pentagon to devote a
growing share of its funds to current activities instead
of modernization. 

THE TRANSFORMATION IMPERATIVE

S o what?  Why does it matter whether or not the
United States transforms its military?  It matters in

the broadest sense because, if the US military does not
transform, it may lack the capabilities that are needed to
meet the challenges of the future and sustain peace in

the long-term.  The September 2001 terrorist attacks
concentrated minds on the likely requirements of the
future.  First, the US military needs to have homeland
security capabilities.  For several years, experts have
been arguing that potential adversaries are likely to
develop ‘asymmetric’ counters to US conventional dom-
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inance and, especially, to use such tactics to exploit the
relative vulnerability of the US homeland.  Asymmetric
warfare refers generally to the use of weapons of mass
destruction, ballistic missiles, cyber warfare, or terror-
ism to exploit US weaknesses or vulnerabilities.

In the wake of the attacks, America’s defence strat-
egy formally restored the emphasis once placed on
defending the United States and its land, sea, air and
space approaches.  The QDR of 2001 states plainly:

“The highest priority of the US military is to defend the
nation from all enemies,” and that “The United States
will maintain sufficient forces to protect the US domes-
tic population.”  What exactly these capabilities are to
be, and what effect preparing forces for increased
homeland security roles will have on force structure
and organization, is still in the process of being deter-
mined — although certainly a key element will be
America’s new Northern Command, to begin operations
in October 2002. 

Second, the United States needs to maintain some
sort of ability to respond to two major regional conflicts
in overlapping time frames, since moving to a ‘one war’
strategy would likely increase regional competition.

The QDR of 2001 accommodates this requirement by
dropping the two major theatres of war force-sizing
framework in favour of generating forces that can win
one major war decisively while repelling aggression in
another theatre, in overlapping time frames.

Third, military planners need to account for the
likely absence of access to forward bases and to large,
fixed logistics centres during a major conflict, and also
for the increased vulnerability of aircraft carriers to

land-based anti-ship missiles.  Several RMA
technologies and doctrines are relevant here,
including more mobile and deployable ground
forces, the need to find less risky ways to operate
along/off the littorals, and the ability to carry out
precision strikes at extended ranges.

This latter point is doubly relevant consider-
ing many experts expect America’s next major
regional war, should there be one, to be with
China over Taiwan.  Notwithstanding the slight
thaw in Sino-US relations following the terrorist
attacks, the Bush administration still views China
as more of a ‘strategic competitor’ than a ‘strate-
gic partner.’ The feeling is no doubt mutual.  As
with the war on terrorism in Afghanistan, the
capabilities required for the vast East Asian the-
atre point away from tactical fighters and main
battle tanks, and towards RMA systems like the
stealthy B-2 bomber and unmanned combat aerial
vehicles.  Moreover, although aircraft carriers
and their manned fighters proved useful for rout-
ing the Taliban, this may be less so the case in a
conflict with China, which is developing the sorts
of anti-ship missiles which could threaten aircraft
carriers.  This strengthens the argument for RMA
systems like the Arsenal ship.

Finally, the US military experience of the
1990s indicates that transformation efforts should
account for so-called ‘peace operations.’ In a
notable departure from previous reviews, the
QDR of 2001 accommodates such missions by
requiring that the United States maintain and pre-
pare its forces for a limited number of smaller
scale contingencies in peacetime, preferably in
concert with allies.  Many elements of the RMA
are relevant to peace operations, including
ground forces that are smaller and more mobile
on the ‘battlefield’, and platforms like long-

endurance unmanned aircraft to conduct ground surveil-
lance operations. 

POTENTIAL FOR CHANGE

W hether or not transformation actually takes place
over the next two to three decades will depend on

the balance that is ultimately struck between ongoing
institutional barriers to change, and a growing political
will for change.  Institutional barriers centre primarily
on the QDR process and whether or not it is capable of
producing real innovation.  Some experts have argued
that substantial change cannot come from the excruciat-
ing bureaucratic process of the QDR, which must almost
inevitably devolve into a turf battle over future roles,
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missions and money.  Rather, a new strategy requires a
small civilian and military staff working directly for the
Secretary of Defense, protected from bureaucratic pres-
sures and willing to make some hard calls.2

Such a boost seemed to be exactly what the United
States was getting from US President George W. Bush
when he entered office.  During the election campaign,
Bush strongly backed the idea of a Revolution in
Military Affairs, indicating that his administration would
“skip a generation of technology” to transform the armed
forces.  By this he meant cancelling or scaling back some
major weapons systems in development in favour of
devoting these funds to more futuristic systems.  Early in
his term, the president tasked Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld to carry out, in short order, a far-
reaching strategic review of America’s likely adver-
saries, the nature of future wars, the number of conflicts
the United States should be prepared to fight, and what
sorts of forces it would require.  Bush explicitly gave
Rumsfeld a “broad mandate to challenge the status quo.”
He also pledged new spending for advanced military
technologies, and promised to “transform the tradition-
conscious military to deal with 21st century threats.” 

Taken together, these statements and actions gave
strong evidence that the Bush administration was mov-
ing towards the long-promised transformation of the
American defence system from a Cold War fighting
force to the high-tech army of the future.  But this zeal
for change could not help but come up against the same
bureaucratic, political and financial restrictions that
were faced by the previous administration.  The review,
which was initially slated for completion by the end of
March 2001, took longer than expected and was eventu-
ally folded into the QDR that was released at the end of
September 2001.  As the months wore on, it became
clear that Rumsfeld faced an uphill battle with
Congress, civilian secretaries and uniformed officers
alike to carry out even modest cuts in troops and tradi-
tional weapons systems.  At the same time, the admin-
istration’s $1.3 trillion tax cut, combined with the eco-
nomic slowdown, served to reduce the funds that were
available and necessary for force transformation. 

THE 2001 QUADRENNIAL DEFENSE REVIEW

T he upshot is that the strategic review, as represent-
ed by the QDR of 2001, was less far-reaching than

originally anticipated.  The QDR retains current force
levels, with no cuts in the number of Navy aircraft car-
riers, Army divisions or Air Force fighter wings.  It
does not discuss specific weapons systems — either in
terms of scaling back or cancelling ‘roadblock’ pro-
grams — or promoting platforms considered part of the
Revolution in Military Affairs.  Tellingly, the Joint
Strike Fighter programme went ahead as scheduled, with
the contract being awarded at the end of October 2001.

In addition, the overall transformational path that
the QDR outlines for the US military is one that strikes
a balance “between the need to meet current threats
while transforming the force over time.”  This is simi-
lar to the path that was chosen in the QDR of 1997.  As
was the case with its predecessor, the Pentagon’s most

recent defence review could not escape the present-day
reality of needing to re-capitalize some of today’s lega-
cy forces and provide for near-term readiness.  Rather
than skipping a generation of technology, transforma-
tion is to proceed by infusing weapons that are current-
ly being developed with newer technologies.

That said, the review does contain some important
elements that are likely to promote force transforma-
tion.  Most significantly, the new force-sizing frame-
work for major theatre wars should allow the US mili-
tary to scale back its traditional forces and channel the
savings into transformation activities.  Second, the pro-
vision that the US military must maintain and prepare
forces for a limited number of smaller scale contingen-
cies may alleviate some of the budgetary pressures
related to increased operational tempo.  Third, the
review includes an increased focus on the East Asian
theatre of operations, stating pointedly that “Asia is
gradually emerging as a region susceptible to large-
scale military competition.”  Finally, it adopts a ‘capa-
bilities-based approach’ to force sizing,  including sev-
eral RMA-related technologies and doctrines.

TERRORISM AND FORCE TRANSFORMATION

M ore so than America’s most recent QDR, the trag-
ic events of 11 September 2001 are likely to speed

the US military’s transformation.  Military historians
have noted that there is no common time frame for rev-
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olutionary change in military affairs.  Rather, the rate
of transition is typically a function of the level of com-
petition in the international system.  The ten years fol-
lowing the collapse of the Soviet Union were defined
only by the vague and increasingly antiquated phrase
“post-Cold War era.”  It was a period devoid of a glob-
al organizing principle, or international paradigm,
around which the United States could centre its foreign
and defence policy. 

The September 2001 terrorist attacks brought this
‘interwar’ period abruptly to an end and significantly
increased the level of competition in the international
system.  Just as the four-decade struggle against com-
munism provided a clear-cut means for identifying
political friends and foes, so too does the new and —
many anticipate — long war against terrorism.  And just
as the Soviet threat provided a concrete focus for mili-
tary force planning, so too will terrorism and the nature
of the international terrorist threat.

Simply put, the United States can be expected to
speed up those elements of the US military’s force
transformation programme that fit with or advance
America’s ability to combat terrorism. Several elements
come immediately to mind.  They include, above all,
developing the smaller, more rapidly mobile, deployable
and lethal ground forces that have figured centrally in
RMA doctrine from the outset.  In Afghanistan, a partic-
ular emphasis is being placed on special operations
forces.  However, in future conflicts the force transfor-
mation efforts begun by the US Army will also be essen-
tial.  Not surprisingly, the QDR of 2001 calls on the
Army Secretary to accelerate the introduction of its for-
ward-stationed interim brigade combat teams.  In addi-
tion, the Army is exploring ways it can speed up the
development of its future combat systems.  Heavy plat-
forms, like main battle tanks, are likely to become even
more outdated in the new strategic environment. 

Combating international terrorism will also depend
to a significant degree on advanced intelligence, sur-
veillance, reconnaissance and command and control
capabilities.  In Afghanistan, unmanned aerial vehicles
played a particularly important role.  Geared towards
monitoring troop movements, the Predator adapted eas-
ily to the task of tracking terrorists and was used both
for determining air strike targets and guiding and pro-
tecting US ground forces.  The Global Hawk strategic
unmanned aerial vehicle, with its cloud-penetrating sen-
sors, was also used extensively for surveillance and
reconnaissance.

The war against terrorism in Afghanistan has high-
lighted the utility of long-range precision strike capabili-
ties.  Some 60 percent of the munitions dropped were pre-
cision-guided, as compared to about 6 percent in the Gulf
War and 35 percent during the Kosovo air campaign.  Key
platforms and weapons included the stealthy B-2 bomber

equipped with satellite-guided precision munitions, and
submarines and ships equipped with satellite-guided
cruise missiles.  Their accuracy enabled the United States
military to do much of the work of combating interna-
tional terrorism from safe standoff distances. 

By extension, the campaign reinforced the naval
trend towards littoral warfare and projecting power from
the sea onto land.  US Navy surface ships and sub-
marines launched Tomahawk cruise missiles against
Afghan targets, while carrier-based fighter aircraft
dropped precision-guided bombs.  

Finally, the war put into practice for the first time
the revolutionary doctrine of unmanned combat using
unmanned combat aerial vehicles.  Predator drones
armed with precision-guided missiles carried out dozens
of strikes in Afghanistan with a reportedly impressive
rate of accuracy, prompting predictions that some 90
percent of combat aircraft will be unmanned by 2025.3

In the future, short-range tactical aircraft are likely to
become less and less a platform of choice for military
planners and political leaders. 

CONCLUSION

T hus an assessment of US efforts at force transfor-
mation gives a mixed review as to whether or not a

revolution in military affairs will come to fruition over
the next two or three decades.  Certainly, key tenets of
the RMA can be easily found in official US defence pol-
icy and in service vision statements.  Moreover, the
services are taking some concrete steps to transform
themselves. 

But current equipment trends indicate that
America’s military is not so much transforming its
forces as pursuing a more technologically advanced
means of ‘fighting the last war’.  The strategic review
commissioned by President Bush soon after he took
office offered early promise that the US military would
be compelled to address and overcome ongoing institu-
tional barriers to change.  But the review came up
against bureaucratic, political and financial restrictions.
Ultimately the review, as expressed in the recent QDR,
was less far reaching than originally anticipated. 

That said, the QDR of 2001 does contain some sig-
nificant departures from the past that are likely to pro-
mote the transformation of US forces.  Moreover, the
tragic events of 11 September 2001 are likely to speed
the development of several RMA elements.  In this con-
text, the evolutionary force transformation process that
was begun in the relatively nebulous post-Cold War
period has, in this new era of international competition,
real potential to culminate in revolutionary change.
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NOTES

1. ‘Joint’ refers to two or more military serv-
ices of one country; ‘combined’ refers to the
armed services of two or more countries.

2. See Eliot A. Cohen, “Defending America
in the Twenty-First Century,” Foreign Affairs
(November-December 2000).

3. “Send in the Drones,” Economist, 10
November 2001.




