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Introduction and Background

T
he current reality of warfare has outstripped our 
ability to describe it. In using words/phrases like 
‘asymmetric’ or ‘fourth-generation’ warfare, 
referring to ‘the three-block war’ or ‘counter-
insurgency operations’ (COINOPS), different 

efforts have been made to describe the changing nature of war 
in the 21st Century.1 Thanks to developments in technology, 
tactical objectives may now be more easily achieved on the 
battlefield, but they are also placed within a strategic mission 
opaquely intended to ‘win the hearts and minds’ of a civilian 
population entwined in the conflict.

Given space-based weapons systems, cyber-warfare, bio-
logical warfare, electronic warfare, economic warfare, and 
whatever else inventive minds can create to harm their antago-
nists, ‘battlefield’ as a concept evokes archaic images of 
British ‘redcoats’ forming square to repel cavalry. There has 
been a growing consensus that the appropriate term should 
instead be ‘battlespace.’2 While there are some advantages to 
the battlespace concept (and I have used it myself),3 it is ulti-
mately inadequate to describe 21st Century warfare, and this is 
for two main reasons. First, battlespace as a concept is dimen-
sionally inadequate.  It has no necessary or identifiable bound-
aries. In its weak form, it is merely an arbitrary extension of 

the battlefield concept to incorporate more (but not all) of the 
additional elements believed to affect some particular engage-
ment. In its strong form, it requires us to consider all aspects 
of society and culture in terms of their potential involvement 
in the conduct of 21st Century warfare.  

To consider the weak form of the concept, extending the 
battlefield into a larger battlespace does have some merit, as it 
involves air, sea, electronic, and space assets able to affect (in 
some fashion) specific combat operations. It means, at least in 
theory, that the commander can weave all these things together 
to create a local tactical advantage, including whatever is 
known about the civilian population in an area. There are, 
however, a wide variety of factors outside a commander’s con-
trol that can have a material effect, not only on the conduct of 
any specific engagement, but also on its aftermath.

Cyber-warfare is often cited as one example – what might 
happen if a delivery guidance system could be hijacked by the 
enemy, or if GPS navigation could be skewed or shut down – 
but there are many far less dramatic ways to disrupt techno-
logically complex and therefore fragile combat systems. 
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German soldiers specializing in nuclear, biological, and chemical warfare detection and decontamination on exercise near Kuwait City, 2003.
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Outside the firefight, ‘just-in-time’ logistical systems also 
illustrate the vulnerability of the high-technology modern 
military. An entire system can be rendered combat ineffective 
merely by delaying the arrival of one of the essential compo-
nents required for its operation. 

Similarly, if the objective is to take a hill, it can be 
accomplished more effectively, more rapidly, and with fewer 
‘friendly’ (blue) casualties and less collateral 
damage than ever before. Yet, maintaining 
control of that hill by gaining the trust of the 
local population is much more difficult, and 
it requires an entirely different set of skills. 
In fact, it may be argued that the weak ver-
sion of the battlespace concept only works at 
all because it limits arbitrarily what factors 
may be seen to apply in theatre to the con-
duct and aftermath of a specific mission. The 
battlespace includes what we want it to include, for the pur-
poses we choose – and the lethal assumption is that the enemy 
will concur with the choices we make as to its elements and its 
boundaries. While the so-called ‘CNN Effect’ might be a con-
cern when combat occurs in view of the media, there is noth-
ing vague about the firefight itself. Abstract discussions about 
the indefinite character and indistinct boundaries of the con-
temporary battlespace are quickly rendered into real problems, 
in real-time, on the battlefield.

At a tactical level, therefore, problems may only escalate 
when operational doctrine embraces ‘the battlespace.’ 
Assisting the local commander with expertise from afar may 
neither be helpful nor effective. Efforts to relocate ‘fire’ deci-
sions to some command centre a long distance away, where 
data can be analyzed and other legal or political dimensions of 
the threat considered, only add a level of complexity to any 
firefight that may well jeopardize the outcome.

If we consider the strong version of battlespace, the situ-
ation just gets worse. War is potentially everywhere, involving 
everyone, at every moment. Peace is never an option. When 
you think you are at peace, it is merely the lull before you 
become aware of the next clever attack from some as-yet 
unidentified direction, or the danger posed by some as-yet 
unrecognized threat. In addition to being highly pessimistic 
about any long-term prospects for a peaceful global society, 

the strong version actually contributes to 
social paranoia in ways that might, in fact, 
increase the potential for conflict. There is 
no act that might not be hostile; no person 
who might not be an enemy; no circum-
stance in which one’s vigilance may be 
relaxed. Apart from its value in describing 
perpetual total war undertaken by an utterly 
totalitarian state, it is a blunt analytical tool.

Practically speaking, in both its weak and strong forms, 
battlespace as a concept is dimensionally inadequate. Where 
does the battlespace begin and end? How does one either 
defend against potential enemies, or successfully attack them 
if the location of the conflict is only vaguely described? How 
does one undertake a threat assessment, when neither the 
direction nor form of the threat can be more than vaguely 
identified? How does one maintain constant combat readiness, 
everywhere, and at all times? On top of all these problems, if 

we factor in the role of the 
media, of public opinion, of 
domestic political concerns – 
all of which affect the conduct 
of military operations in the 21st 
Century -- what had been ‘com-
plexity squared’ to begin with 
is easily cubed or quadrupled.4

This leads to the second 
main reason for the inadequacy 
of the battlespace concept in 
depicting 21st Century warfare, 
namely, that it is also function-
ally inadequate. It does not lead 
to effective doctrine, to appro-
priate threat assessment, or to 
efficient procurement decisions. 
At a strategic level, especially, 
the vague and indistinct bound-
aries of ‘the battlespace’ make 
it literally impossible to develop 
a coherent doctrine, accompa-
nied by adequate resources to 
implement it, when the bound-
aries of any real or potential 

conflict are simultaneously so extensive and so diffuse.  

Practically speaking, relying upon the concept of the bat-
tlespace to drive doctrinal development, in effect, takes doc-
trine ‘off the table’ when it comes both to threat assessment 
and to making procurement decisions. If we are unsure of 
whom the enemy might be, or from what direction we might 
be attacked; if we are uncertain whether there might even be 

“At a tactical level, 
therefore, problems 
may only escalate 

when operational doc-
trine embraces ‘the 

battlespace.’”
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Analysts work in the watch and warning centre of a cyber security defence lab at the Idaho National 
Laboratory, September 2011.
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an attack; if we do not know what form any attack might take; 
specific threat assessment also becomes impossible. Without 
such an assessment, it is equally impossible to define opera-
tional requirements in ways able to overcome the inevitable 
organizational and political pressures involved in the procure-
ment process. Without a definable threat, and without a clear 
requirement for the means to counter that threat, procurement 
decisions are instead likely to be made in the moment accord-
ing to the whim of the leaders (military, political, or eco-
nomic), whose individual interests are thus given priority by 
default. The military may end up with the right tools, in the 
right place, at the right time – but dangerously more by acci-
dent than by design.

While all these criticisms undermine the validity of 
replacing ‘battlefield’ with ‘battlespace,’ the dilemma remains 
that a ‘strategic corporal’ actually may make choices in com-
bat that have global consequences.  In 21st Century warfare, 
poor decisions by one unit, one commander, even one soldier, 
might dramatically shift the balance of force in such a way as 
to undermine the intentions, efforts and sacrifices of many 
others. This is because war is no longer confined to the battle-
field, nor are the efforts of those engaged in combat necessar-
ily what determine the outcome of any conflict. 

The wealth of literature emerging on non-combat dimen-
sions of warfare in the 21st Century continues to increase. 
Ranging from theory pieces with examples drawn from specific 
conflicts, to analysis of specific conflicts that lead to observa-
tions on the theory of war,5 such wealth demonstrates the prob-
lem more than it proposes any unifying, broad-spectrum 
response.   A conceptual framework is missing. If there are les-
sons to be learned from the experience of Iraq and Afghanistan, 
they need to include the development and application of doc-
trine to create such a conceptual framework. ‘Battlespace’ might 
depict more dimensions of 21st Century warfare than ‘battle-
field,’ but it creates as many new problems as it solves.

Therefore, I propose, as an alternative, the idea of ‘the 
battlesphere.’ It provides us with the conceptual and analytical 
tools required for the development of doctrine and tactics 
appropriate to the changing conditions of 21st Century warfare.

The Battlesphere

To begin with a definition, the battlesphere is the dynamic 
operational sphere surrounding a particular conflict 

which is bounded in all directions by its causal effects.  
Included within that sphere are the dynamic relationships of 
the geographical, logistical, tactical, strategic, and human ele-
ments involved. The battlesphere is not the only sphere that 
needs to be defined, however.  Two other spheres – the eco-
sphere and the ethnosphere – are interrelated with the battle-
sphere in the manner of a dynamically intersecting three-
dimensional Venn diagram.

Thus, what I am proposing is a theoretical model with 
three main constituent elements. The primary advantage of 
using the sphere is the external boundary that it entails; there 
is a definable limit to our consideration, unlike the indistinct 
limits of the battlespace.  A dynamic sphere allows those 
boundaries to grow and shrink, depending upon what goes on 

within that sphere to 
make this happen. 
Spheres are also not lin-
ear or hierarchical; every 
point on its surface is 
equidistant from the cen-
tre, regardless of direc-
tion. It is a graphic 
reminder of the need to 
consider all dimensions 
of our actions, not the 
ones that present them-
selves to us most strongly 
at the time because of 
our own biases or inter-
ests. Understanding 21st 
Century warfare in terms 
of spheres is one way to 
counter tendencies to 
oversimplify our options 
and their effects because 
it requires us to consider 
whole systems, not 
merely linear, causal 
event chains.

Within each of the three spheres, there exists a multiplic-
ity of sub-systems and smaller spheres.  Depending upon our 
interests and abilities, we are able to focus on any of them, 
either in isolation or in combination, provided there is an 
awareness of the overall sphere within which they fit.  Spheres 
also may be understood as varying in intensity the further 
from the central point or event one moves – like concentric, 
spherical waves moving out from the source equally in all 
directions. Such a model also incorporates the passage of 
time, with the initiating event being what creates the sphere 
of ensuing effects.
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The Echosphere

It will help to begin with the most material of the spheres, 
the ecosphere. It was the term coined to capture the dynamic 

relational sphere within which all organic and inorganic sys-
tems are to be found on earth. The ecosphere thus includes the 
geosphere (earth beneath our feet), the hydrosphere (the water 
all around us), the atmosphere (the envelope of air we breathe) 
and the biosphere (the so-called web of life comprised of all 
living things). While each sphere has distinct characteristics, it 
is obvious that none exists without the others if we are consid-
ering the Earth itself as a whole. Within the hydrosphere, for 
example, it is possible to identify and analyze all the hydro-
logical processes involved in a local system. Given that 
hydrology is affected by geology, the interactions between 
hydrosphere and geosphere can also be mapped in terms of the 
intensity of their relation – the more the overlap and for lon-
ger, the greater the intensity. Given that hydrosphere and 
atmosphere also intersect, what happens closest to the surface 
of the split between air and water will have the greatest inten-
sity in terms of their relation – what happens deep in the 
ocean or high in the atmosphere may have some bearing on 
the interface, but it will not be as significant as a wind blow-
ing over a lake.

It is therefore not difficult to conceptualize the intersec-
tion of the battlesphere and the ecosphere.  Warfare of what-
ever sort takes place in a physical context. Everything from its 
munitions or means is a product of the ecosphere. The fighting 
takes place in the ecosphere, and everything from the effects 
on animals and vegetation, to the rearrangement or destruction 
of the physical surroundings, to the contamination of air or 
water, are easily seen as interactions with the ecosphere. So 
also are the people affected by or involved in the fighting. 
Afterwards, the effects may linger in the form of contamina-
tion – dioxins in Vietnamese water systems, unexploded muni-
tions in the fields of France, radioactive soil from nuclear test 
sites, anthrax in the soil of a 
Scottish island, anti-personnel 
mines scattered across the fields 
of Afghanistan, or bones in the 
fields of Stalingrad – all these 
are the aftermath of war.  

The preparations for war 
are equally evidence of this 
interaction between battlesphere 
and ecosphere, for things made 
into the materiel of war are not 
made into something else.  
Societies that opt for war spend 
their resources on it, rather than 
on other things, and the eco-
sphere is affected as a result. 
Seeing the battlesphere expand-
ing out from its starting point, 
we are able to visualize and 
conceptualize the extent to 
which it engages the ecosphere 
through its physical overlap. 
Distance from the centre point 

is a measure of declining intensity, either in terms of geogra-
phy or chronology (the passage of time). The most extreme 
and extensive forms of warfare involve a larger interaction 
with the ecosphere. For example, global thermo-nuclear war 
would obviously be represented as a total over-lapping of eco-
sphere and battlesphere.  

At the other end of the scale, the same action can have 
larger or smaller consequences in terms of the size of the bat-
tlesphere it creates. Killing a soldier with a knife might be an 
action with immediate and small-scale effects; killing a sentry 
quietly to allow for an invasion to take place that precipitates 
a war – or ends one – is a sphere of effects much larger than 
the first, even if the initial action is identical. The ‘old saw’ 
about how a kingdom was lost for the want of a horse-shoe 
nail is an example of how larger scale systems effects can fol-
low from causes that might otherwise be seen as insignificant.

In every situation, we need to consider the system effects 
of the alternatives presented.  Such consequentialist decision-
making is obviously not a new idea. What is needed, however, 
is a conceptual model that allows for the three-dimensional 
mapping of potential outcomes, so that effects-based analysis 
comes closer to accurately representing the dynamic systems 
involved.   We cannot afford the history of 21st Century war-
fare to become the same narrative of unintended consequences 
we find characteristic of earlier times. Considering the 
dynamic range of possible interactions included within the 
concept of the battlesphere enables a more coherent and con-
sistent appreciation of the options involved. Thus, in terms of 
choices among alternatives, whether a battle takes place, using 
what tools, involving what personnel, all affects the size of the 
battlesphere and the intensity of its overlapping interaction 
with the ecosphere. Collateral damage, as well as intentional 
damage, needs to be assessed, not only in terms of human 
casualties, but also in terms of its physical and environmental 
consequences, both short-and-long-term.

A Royal Marine with the Unmanned Vehicle Robot Testudo, at the launch of the Defence Technology Plan 
in London, February 2009.
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For example, the tactical objective may be to stop an 
armored vehicle. The choice could be between an attack heli-
copter armed with depleted uranium ammunition; a precision 
guided munition that would also damage the roadway; some 
means of disabling the electrical system that renders the vehi-
cle into an inert lump of metal; or sugar in the gas tank. The 
sphere of effects of each action is of a different size, even 
though the objective remains the same and 
is accomplished by all three possible tac-
tics. Bounding the effects with a sphere 
that progresses chronologically, we could 
see the effects at D+10 minutes, D+10hours, 
and D+10 years. We could also create a 
sphere relating the relative cost of the ini-
tiative, or its stealth, or its long-term con-
sequences for the attitudes of the locals 
toward our intervention. In any of these 
instances, we can choose the parameters or 
boundaries of the effects, ascertain them, 
and then decide among alternatives which (for strategic as 
well as tactical reasons) have the most preferable outcome. 

From the perspective of sustainability, war-planners and 
warriors alike need to consider, not only the immediate envi-
ronmental impact of their choices, but also the long-term 
ecospheric implications. There is little point to ‘winning’ a 
conflict at a cost that is unacceptable in terms of its effects on 
the ecosphere. Ecospheric costs should be part of any calcula-
tion as to the means of achieving an objective. In 21st Century 
warfare, Pyrrhic victories should be avoided in ecospheric as 
well as in human terms.

In the days when the mission was to take and control ter-
ritory, there was little point to destroying it first. The neutron 
bomb remains (theoretically) the ultimate capitalist weapon, 
presumed to be able to 
kill the people and leave 
their coffee shops intact. 
If the objective is to 
control a population, 
however, the conflict 
must also not kill or 
injure so many that an 
eventual peace is impos-
sible or render unlikely 
their return to a normal 
existence. Thus, the 
desire to deny a resource 
to the enemy may lead 
to its destruction if there 
is no other way, but (in 
the longer term) this is 
c o u n t e r - p r o d u c t ive . 
Certainly, the scorched 
earth approach denies 
resources  to  an 
approaching enemy, but 
in the days when such 
tactics involved burning 
crops in the field, the 
following year the fields 

could still be replanted.  The use of chemical or biological 
agents to accomplish the same thing today may have much 
longer-term consequences – and the effects of nuclear weap-
ons may linger for thousands of years.  

When the consequences are local, however catastrophic 
they might be, there is the chance for the ecosphere to recover 

as a whole from whatever took place. 
When the battlesphere expands to include 
a larger portion of the ecosphere, the resil-
ience of the system is compromised, and 
recovery will take longer, or (potentially) 
might not happen at all.

The effects of military activities 
around the world upon climate change, and 
especially, upon global warming, from the 
manufacture to the use in practice and 
operations of military equipment, are 

therefore significant. If, in a global context, we are reaching a 
critical point in terms of greenhouse gas emissions, a large-
scale conflict that involved a spike in combustion (everything 
from the inevitable fires, to the increase in aircraft sorties) 
could tip the ecosystem into an unrecoverable position. Nor is 
scale necessarily the only consideration, as a smaller but more 
intense conflagration might have the same global conse-
quences. If we recall the oil fields of Kuwait, set on fire by the 
forces of Saddam Hussein in 1991, imagine the ecosystem 
effects of a nuclear explosion in a similar place, or a serious 
conflict fought elsewhere in a major urban area. In each 
instance, the core elements and the expanding dimension of a 
discernible boundary – in terms of its relevance to practice or 
event – can be identified. The key element is doing some-
thing—the battlesphere only interacts/intersects with the eco-
sphere when something measurable is actually done.

“When the consequenc-
es are local, however 

catastrophic they might 
be, there is the chance 

for the ecosphere to 
recover as a whole from 

whatever took place.”
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The ecosphere has been observed to contain a series of 
interrelating spheres. As the current multiplication of mili-
tary acronyms indicates, so also does the battlesphere. The 
‘command and control’ (C2) structures developed (and tar-
geted) during the 1991 Gulf War have become ‘command, 
control, communications, computers, intelligence, surveil-
lance and reconnaissance” capabilities (C4ISR). This reflects 
the changing face of 21st Century war, just as A-10 Warthogs 
have been replaced by remote-controlled Predator drones, 
and government press 
releases are supple-
mented by Tweets from 
combat or Facebook 
from the front lines.

Subsumed within 
the battlesphere, there-
fore, are the technologi-
cal, doctrinal, cultural 
and social spheres relat-
ing to each of the antag-
onists.  If we consider 
these elements as inca-
pable of existing without 
the others and interrelat-
ing with each other in an 
ongoing and dynamic 
fashion, such an analyti-
cal approach gives us a 
better idea of the ele-
ments that are contained 
within this particular 
system.  Unlike the 
indefinite concept of the 
battlespace, however, the battlesphere provides a boundary to 
the consideration of how these elements are interrelated 
(chronological or geographical) and with what intensity.

In a 21st century conflict, one side might use weapons 
systems requiring enhanced, high-technology munitions, with 
all the expensive design, manufacturing, delivery and deploy-
ment systems that are involved. The other side might use 
local, low-technology, renewable and simple weapons easily 
found at hand – Predators and thermal imaging versus rocks 
and birdcalls. How those systems are used and to what end 
creates other systems, each with their own means of develop-
ment and delivery. Yet, the two cultures themselves – one 
focused upon minimizing risk and casualties, while the other 
one focused on glorifying risks and heroic death – create other 
opportunities for articulating the subsystems of the battle-
sphere in very different ways. We need to find a way to 
accommodate these elements as well.  

By now, the additional dimension of the problem in terms 
of both ecosphere and battlesphere should be apparent: how 
do we understand the ideas, beliefs, even the feelings that may 
not directly and immediately cause us to do things, but which 
develop the background, context, and motivations for what we 
choose to do? How do we incorporate into our analysis the 
way in which events are interpreted and given meaning by the 
individuals and the communities which are affected?

We need a set of metrics that allows for more than merely 
the mapping of physical effects.We also need an analytical 
tool that does this in a way that avoids the vague and ominous 
observations too often associated with the battlespace.

While wary of the Ptolemaic trap of adding more epicy-
cles until the model of interrelating spheres finally matches 
observations, there is a third such sphere to include – the 
ethnosphere.

The Ethnosphere

The ethnosphere is what the Canadian anthropologist, 
ethno botanist, explorer, and photographer Wade Davis 

called web of cultural and social interactions that make us 
‘human.’ It is “… the sum total of all thoughts and intuitions, 
myths and beliefs, ideas and inspirations brought into being by 
the human imagination since the dawn of consciousness.”6 
Extend that definition, in terms of the sociology of knowledge 
that would regard this consciousness as impossible without 
being embodied in some form of communication or practice, 
and the ethnosphere becomes the totality of human motiva-
tions toward personal, social and cultural activities and the 
practical expression of what they mean.

If the ecosphere defines where we live and the battlesphere 
what happens when we fight, the ethnosphere defines not only 
who we are, but how we answer that question, especially in our 
interactions with each other and with the planet. From the 
start, I should observe that the ethnosphere does not necessar-
ily exist, any more than does the battlesphere or the ecosphere.  
The issue is not whether any of these three exist, but whether 
– individually as concepts, and collectively as a framework – 
they make sense of what we know and are therefore useful for 
guiding wise decisions. It is their operational value, not their 
existential character, which should concern us.

A US Air Force Predator drone.
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Apply method to the 
analysis of the planet on 
which we live, and the web 
of interrelations is helpfully 
labeled the ecosphere. Apply 
method to the analysis of all 
the material elements of 21st 
Century warfare, and these 
may just as helpfully be 
labeled the battlesphere.  But 
within both of these spheres, 
there are non-material ele-
ments that have real and evi-
dent influence upon what 
humans choose to do. 

Analyze what is meant 
by the ecosphere and you 
very quickly come up against 
what people understand about 
‘nature’ and the human rela-
tion to the planet. When 
sound reasoning about chang-
ing behavior to combat cli-
mate change encounters religious perspectives that say God 
gave us the planet to do with as we please, reason too often 
beats a hasty retreat. Forced to choose between preserving the 
last animal of an endangered species and providing food for a 
human who can ‘pay the tab,’ with little hesitation, you will 
find that dinner is served.

Analyze what is meant by the battlesphere, and you will 
come up against ideas about race, ethnicity, religion, history, 
prejudice, fear, security, honour, vengeance, and a host of other 
feelings that lie behind why violence takes place. When sound 
reasoning about a peaceful settlement comes up against igno-
rance and fear, peace is a ‘tough sell.’ Forced to choose between 
co-existing with an old enemy or taking a chance on annihila-
tion, you will find people with little hesitation ‘rolling the dice’ 
with their lives. If barriers to sustainability are social and cul-
tural rather than scientific or technological, 
as I would argue is the case, then the strug-
gle for a sustainable future takes place in 
the ethnosphere, not the ecosphere. If the 
barriers to world peace are at least as much 
social and cultural as they are political or 
economic, ‘winning hearts and minds’ is 
therefore also a struggle that takes place 
primarily in the ethnosphere, not in the battlesphere.

It is, first of all, what we think and believe that shapes 
what tools we have to hand in the ethnosphere, tools that are 
analytical, evaluative, predictive, or explanatory, and that 
incorporate whatever we understand about ourselves and the 
universe in which we live. Acting upon what we think or 
believe brings the ethnosphere into contact with both the eco-
sphere and the battlesphere.  How strongly we believe or think 
something increases the overlap between the ethnosphere and 
the other two spheres, because the intensity of our feeling 
leads to the motivation and persistence with which we act on 
it or fight because of it.7

By itself, any idea we have exists first in our personal 
sphere within the larger ethnosphere; it is only when we talk 
about it to others, or act upon that idea by ourselves or in a 
group, that it has currency in the world and creates its own 
sphere of effects. The boundary of those effects may be identi-
fied and measured just as surely as anything more material 
that is part of either the ecosphere or the battlesphere. Yet, it is 
only when our own ideas intersect with those of other people 
-- what happens when we communicate them to others, what 
happens when we try to enact them in the world around us -- 
that there is also any kind of feedback that enables us to judge 
their ultimate validity.   

If the ecosphere is comprised of a variety of spheres 
within its bounds, so also the ethnosphere is comprised of 
those smaller spheres that constitute all of us thinking, as 

individuals, and as groups. A group made 
up of people who share an equivalent set 
of values, words, and ideas will overlap 
each other’s ethnosphere almost totally. 
This creates a more intense relation 
between people, but in the absence of 
external validation from other people, or 
confirmation of the validity of ideas from 

interaction with the ecosphere, the relation may be entirely 
misguided, and the ideas incorrect. They still persist, how-
ever, in the ethnosphere. The ethnosphere, as an operational 
concept, explains the persistence of ideas that should other-
wise be eliminated from our life together because of their 
absurdity in real terms. All evidence to the contrary, there 
were still cavalry enthusiasts after the Great War of 1914-
1918, just as there are still people today who plan for a ‘win-
nable’ nuclear war. All evidence to the contrary, there are still 
intelligent and responsible people who believe climate change 
is not taking place, and there will continue to be water and 
food for a global population rapidly approaching any reason-
able measure of global limits.
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“By itself, any idea we 
have exists first in our 
personal sphere within 

the larger ethnosphere…”
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Intersect the personal ethnospheres of two people with 
different ideas, and the result may either be understanding, as 
the areas of overlap are identified, or conflict, as each tries to 
persuade the other to abandon the ideas ini-
tially held. Similarly, the practical validity of 
ideas is tested by intersection with the eco-
sphere, not by refusing to use or to share 
them, as knowledge is measured against 
experience. It is the ideas and beliefs that are 
not intersected which create or perpetuate the 
conditions for a conflict. They persist, not 
because they have been validated, but only 
because they have not been challenged, either by intersection 
with the ideas of others, or by intersection with the practical 
world of the ecosphere. Existing only in the mind – or in the 
shared mind of those who agree not to allow such an intersec-
tion either with competing ideas, or with the physical world – 
such ideas may be both heritage and hazard.

The ethnosphere may be a well of past accumulated wis-
dom, whose relevance appears in the history of a community 
only occasionally, and is drawn upon as needed. But such 
dissociation from the practical requirements of daily life is 
also a hazard, because humans need to live ‘in the flesh,’ as 
well as ‘in the mind,’ and therefore, the ethnosphere inevita-
bly intersects with the ecosphere as we act in some way upon 
what we believe.

Thus, while the battlesphere is descriptive of conflicting 
relations, it does not generate them. It is the result of the 
inability to resolve differences, not the reason for them.  It 
allows us to understand the consequences of our actions, to 
see the range of effects among the choices involved in 21st 

Century warfare, but it does not 
enable us to find a way of avoid-
ing or resolving conflicts. The 
battlesphere results from our 
inability to resolve the issues 
generated by and located within 
the ethnosphere.

Consider two groups, each of 
which requires a resource (such 
as water) to survive. Who they 
are, as a group, involves an over-
lap between their identity and the 
ecosphere. The spheres generated 
by the two groups are overlapped 
at the source of the water both of 
them require. They might negoti-
ate an answer, because the ethno-
spheres of each group values 
peace, co-existence, and generos-
ity. Or, as too often is the case, if 
violence and power are valued, or 
fear is the dominant emotion, one 
side initiates a fight, and a battle-
sphere is generated as a result, 
the results of which are likely 
catastrophic for all.

Sustainability in the 21st Century requires us to find other 
ways to resolve the overlapping of interests and needs, rather 
than through fighting. It pushes us to look for other means of 

avoiding conflict that resolve differences or 
emerging conflicts, other than by going to 
war when all sides, in the end, will lose. It 
also means that the most dangerous antago-
nists are those with literally no future to lose 
– considering the esteemed French political 
scientist Dominic Moïsi’s analysis of the 
geography of emotion, if people have no hope 
and no future, and they think ‘the enemy’ has 

both, then this is a recipe for disaster for everyone.8  

Thus, I suggest the three-sphere dynamic is more than a 
better way to understand and manage the inevitable conflicts 
of the 21st Century. It points to where our work most needs to 
be done, in understanding and managing the ethnosphere 
toward a sustainable future for everyone, not in some competi-
tion to be the last culture, the last group, or the last individual 
still standing at the end of it all.

Total war is the overlap of ecosphere and battlesphere – a 
world-wide conflict. Yet, in an operational context, it will only 
involve an intersection with the ethnosphere in terms of those 
values and beliefs that have created or will perpetuate the war. 
If one is fighting a total war, values apart from doing whatever 
it takes to win become irrelevant. But, if the ethnosphere and 
the ecosphere were overlapped, instead – if values and beliefs 
were shared across the planet in the absence of competition 
and conflict – this would also constitute the conditions for 
total peace. It would also engage all our resources, intellectual 
and spiritual, in relating to and grappling with the problems 
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“Total War is the 
overlap of ecosphere 

and battlesphere –  
a world – wide  

conflict.”

Charge of Flowerdew’s Squadron, Lord Strathcona’s Horse (Royal Canadians), Moreuil Wood, 30 March 
1918, by Sir Alfred Munnings.
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NOTES

the ecosphere presents for a sus-
tainable future.

There will always be differ-
ence, but if that is seen as variety 
and diversity, and not as threat, 
then shared values of working 
toward a sustainable future for 
everyone would minimize the 
resulting conflict -- and any bat-
tlesphere would be minimal in 
size, in response.

Conclusion

The ecosphere has definite, dis-
cernible parameters, and it 

enables us to understand what sus-
tainability requires for life on 
earth. The battlesphere, in terms 
of identifying the parameters of 
conflict and its effects, enables us 
to identify and understand the 
consequences of 21st Century war-
fare in all its dimensions – physi-
cal, social, cultural, environmental 
and psychological.  Intersect these 
two spheres, and we can measure 
the effects of conflict upon 
whether there will be a sustainable 
future for anyone, winner or loser. 
Yet, ultimately, the problems we 
face and whatever solutions there 
might be are to be found in the 
ethnosphere. After all, we are 
human. Understanding what that 
means is at the heart of whatever 
future we choose to create, just as 
it has always been. 

Future soldier in advanced armour.

ID
 9

2
8

1
2

3
6

 w
w

w
.1

2
3

rf
.c

o
m

/J
e

s
s

e
-l

e
e

 L
a

n
g


	30853_CMJ.Vol12.4.DDE_WEB 26
	30853_CMJ.Vol12.4.DDE_WEB 27
	30853_CMJ.Vol12.4.DDE_WEB 28
	30853_CMJ.Vol12.4.DDE_WEB 29
	30853_CMJ.Vol12.4.DDE_WEB 30
	30853_CMJ.Vol12.4.DDE_WEB 31
	30853_CMJ.Vol12.4.DDE_WEB 32
	30853_CMJ.Vol12.4.DDE_WEB 33
	30853_CMJ.Vol12.4.DDE_WEB 34

