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America’s Defense Meltdown

Pentagon Reform for President Obama and the New Congress,
Winslow T. Wheeler, ed.

Center for Defense Information, 2008; 271 pgs

HOW DO YOU CHANGE THE WORLD’S LARGEST ORGANIZATION TO MATCH
CURRENT REALITY? You analyze the theory that made the organiza-
tion what it is. You figure out a theory that represents current reality.
And you lay out the transformation path for the obsolete organization
to regain effectiveness. Bear in mind you have to do that while the
obsolete organization is being described to Congress and the American

public as “the most powerful military force in the world” even as actual

war conduct shows it is the most incompetent military force in the

world.

ey lly organi
5 can plug directly into joint command and con
e levels, the Army and Marine Corps could
groups (manned at 6,000 men) for close com

This critique of the U.S. military comes from 13 insiders—exasper-

ated insiders. James Fallows, journalist for The Atlantic and a long-time

Je naval rotational readiness model for expedit
of effort and ratonalize the trainin

GBN friend, says of them, “The talent, judgment, and insight collected

d
able combat force of 60,000 soldiers and Marines including 35,000 tr0ops, trai
and

in this book are phenomenal. Over the last generation, the authors have

been more right, more often, about more issues of crucial importance

to American security than any other group I can think of.” INSIDE THE BOOK

In the book’s theoretical framework, there have been four genera- : Whenever ideology defines the military objec-
tions of warfare. The First Generation was made of state-controlled tive, the result is usually a demand for military
forces of uniformed soldiers operating in tightly drilled formations on  :  action that defies strategic logic. Justifying
the battlefield. The Second Generation (operative since 1890) responded  :  the ideology locks the orientations of senior
to industrially machined weapons with a doctrine of overwhelming leaders so that lack of success is interpreted not
force and close hierarchical control. The Meltdown authors say the U.S. :  as evidence of poor strategy but as failure to try
military is largely stuck in this mode. Third Generation warfare, devel- hard enough or long enough.

oped by the German Army for World Wars I and II, is also known as
“maneuver warfare”—you overcome a stronger force by sheer agility

on the battlefield, using decentralized control. Colonel John Boyd : Fourth Generation war is what fills the power
famously codified the maneuver mode known as OODA-loop: observe, vacuum after the state loses its monopoly on
orient, decide, act. Fourth Generation warfare is the current “asym- . violence. It is a reversion to the pre-1648 past.
metric” reality—loosely organized guerrillas and insurgents with no Non-states are fighting wars again and they are
desire to become a state; all they want is to make the state they are @ beating their state-based opponents far more
fighting inoperable. often than not.

The book spells out what a state military must do to become effec-
tive in a Fourth Generation warfare world. The answer is not tech-

nology. It is focusing on people and ideas—on building an empowering :  Without nuclear weapons, large-scale conven-
organization, redirecting training and promotion, and constant inno- :  tional war between major powers becomes not
vation at every level. . only possible again but inevitable.
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Chosen Soldier
The Making of a Special Forces Warrior, Dick Couch
Three Rivers Press, 2007 (paperback); 416 pgs

THE GREEN BERETS ARE THE ONLY ELEMENT OF THE CURRENT
U.S. MILITARY COMPLETELY ATTUNED TO FOURTH GENERA-
TION WARFARE. They were the heart of our early success in
Afghanistan and played a major role in the “Anbar Awakening”
in Iraq that turned the tide of that war.

Former Navy SEAL captain Couch has written the defini-
tive books on SEAL training. In this book he chronicles the
quite different kind of training employed for Special Forces
soldiers. The intense focus on physical fitness and indepen-
dent-unit combat capability is the same, but the Green Berets
are primarily trained to be teachers. Their job is to increase the
effectiveness of insurgents or to train locals in counterinsur-
gency skills. They have to be able to build trust while oper-
ating across language and culture barriers. They have to blend
in with rather than dominate the local people, and they have to
do whatever it takes not to leave a mess behind them.

Finesse, it turns out, can be trained.

INSIDE THE BOOK

This unique ability to work “by, with, and through”
another culture in the conduct of counterinsur-
gency operations is what makes the Green Beret
the most essential warrior in our military today....
The difficult business of rooting out a well-orga-
nized and well-financed insurgency cannot be
done without the help of the local population.
Orchestrating this help is the stock in trade of
Special Forces.

While you and your [guerrillas] are working toward
a common goal, be thinking about what their
future agenda might be after the hostilities are
over. Think downstream. Understand the second-
and third-order consequences of what you do.

CHOSEN SOLDIER
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» Plows, Plagues & Petroleum
How Humans Took Control of Climate, William F. Ruddiman
Princeton University Press, 2007 (paperback); 224 pgs

RUDDIMAN IS A PALEOCLIMATOLOGIST, A RESEARCHER : INSIDE THE BOOK

OF ANCIENT CLIMATES. His radical interpretation of Farming is not nature, but rather the largest alteration of
the record of atmospheric gases revealed in ice cores is :  Earth’s surface from its natural state that humans have yet
that humans have been a major influence on climate for achieved.

8,000 years.

An anomalous jump in carbon dioxide in the atmo-
sphere 8,000 years ago coincides with the clearing of

forests worldwide for agriculture. A similar jump in : Climate scientists have long viewed the last 8,000 years as a
methane 5,000 years ago matches the beginnings of irri- time of naturally stable climate, a brief interlude between the
gated rice farming and increase in livestock. Then there @  previous glaciation and the next one. But the story presented
are strange drops in CO2 between 200 and 600 CE, 1300 :  here suggests this warm and stable climate of the last 8,000
and 1400 CE, and 1500 and 1750 CE. Each of them matches years may have been an accident. It may actually reflect a
a major die-off of humans from pandemics and resultant  :  coincidental near-balance between a natural cooling that
forest regrowth. should have begun and an offsetting warming effect caused
In other words, climate is much more sensitive to : by humans. If this new view is correct, the very climate in
human behavior than we thought. That’s good news which human civilizations formed was in part determined by
and bad news. The bad news is that we easily throw the :  human farming activities.

system out of kilter without realizing we’re doing it. The
good news is that once we do know what we’re doing,
influencing the climate in a benign direction is within
our power. A glaciation is now overdue, and we are the reason.
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1491

New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus, Charles C. Mann

Vintage, 2006 (paperback); 541 pgs

THIS IS ONE OF THOSE EVERYTHING-YOU-KNOW-ABOUT-X-1S-
WRONG BOOKS. Before Europeans arrived in the Americas, the
continent was packed with people who had crafted most of the
land to their purposes. Highly sophisticated cultures abounded,
and even the modest tribes lived in such an agreeable manner
that the Europeans were brutish in contrast. Whites who were
captured by Indians stayed with the Indians by preference when
they were given the choice to return.

The native peoples of the Americas invented not only corn—
the world’s most productive and popular food—they invented the
milpa method of growing it in concert with a variety of other
plants that made a wholesome diet and perpetually sustainable
form of agriculture. They terraformed the Amazon soil with
an additive now called “biochar” (which is seen as one of the
hopes of sequestering carbon at planet scale). They slaughtered
9o percent of the megafauna of the Americas when they arrived,
and in turn 9o percent of Native Americans were slaughtered by
germs when the Europeans arrived. Those two massive dyings

defined the American world.

NEW REVELATIONS OF THE

AMERICAS BEFORE COLUMBUS

INSIDE THE BOOK

Until Columbus, Indians were a keystone species in
most of the hemisphere. Annually burning under-
growth, clearing and replanting forests, building
canals and raising fields, hunting bison and netting
salmon, growing maize, manioc, and the Eastern
Agricultural Complex, Native Americans had

been managing their environment for thousands
of years. As Cahokia shows, they made mistakes.
But by and large they modified their landscapes

in stable, supple, resilient ways. Some milpa areas
have been farmed for thousands of years—time in
which farmers in Mesopotamia and North Africa and
parts of India ruined their land. Even the whole-
sale transformation seen in places like Peru, where
irrigated terraces cover huge areas, were excep-
tionally well done. But all of these efforts required
close, continual oversight. In the sixteenth century,
epidemics removed the boss.

CHARLES C.

i

MANN

\’IHT.I.uE
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» Shantaram
A novel by Gregory David Roberts » Buy this book on Amazon
St. Martin's Griffin, 2005 (paperback); 944 pgs

IMAGINE VICTOR HUGO IN . INSIDE THE BOOK
MUMBAI, AND YOU’LL HAVE IT. : The first thing | noticed about Bombay, on that first day, was the smell
Roberts is passionate, romantic, . of the different air. | could smell it before | saw or heard anything of
devotedly journalistic, and in i India, even as | walked along the umbilical corridor that connected
league with the poor. Unlike :  the plane to the airport. | was excited and delighted by it, in that first
Hugo, he really was an escaped :  Bombay minute, escaped from prison and new to the wide world,
criminal and really did live in but | didn't and couldn’t recognize it. | know now that it's the sweet,
the depths of society. The talehe ~ :  sweating smell of hope, which is the opposite of hate; and it's the sour,
tells is (in Ezra Pound’s phrase) :  stifled smell of greed, which is the opposite of love. It's the smell of
“news that stays news.” gods, demons, empires, and civilizations in resurrection and decay.
I recommend this book : It's the blue skin-smell of the sea, no matter where you are in the Island
to everyone I know because City, and the blood-metal smell of machines. It smells of the stir and
Mumbai’s underworld is the best i sleep and waste of 60 million animals, more than half of them humans
window we have into the deep : and rats. It smells of heartbreak, and the struggle to live, and of the
health of today’s urban planet. A :  crucial failures and loves that produce our courage. It smells of 10,000
working slum is a mess, a melo- . restaurants, 5,000 temples, shrines, churches, and mosques, and of a
drama, a crime, and a model of hundred bazaars devoted exclusively to perfumes, spices, incense, and
resourcefulness. freshly cut flowers.
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BIG QUESTION

Every year, John Brockman—editor, publisher of Edge, and a GBN Network
member—poses an ambitious question to leading scientists, writers, and futurists.
A flood of brilliance, insight, and provocation follows. This year’s question is about
as big as it gets: What will change everything?

Here are snippets of the responses posted by a few GBN Network members

(and two cofounders).

Kevin Kelly Wired editor at large
“Cheap, powerful, ubiquitous artificial intelligence—the kind of
synthetic mind that learns and improves itself.... We could apply

mindfulness wherever we now apply electricity....”

Bill Calvin neuroscientist and author of Global Fever
“Climate will change our ways of doing science, making some
areas more like medicine with its combination of science and
interventional activism, where delay to resolve uncertainties is

often not an option...."

Freeman Dyson physicist

“The practice of 'radiotelepathy,’ the direct communication of
feelings and thoughts from brain to brain. The ancient myth of
telepathy, induced by occult and spooky action-at-a-distance,
would be replaced by a prosaic kind of telepathy induced by
physical tools....”

Joel Garreau author of Radical Evolution

“We are turning environmentalism into an elaborate moral narra-
tive. We are doing the same for neurology. And possibly global-
ism. This makes me wonder whether we are creating the greatest

eruption of religion in centuries, if not millennia....”
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Peter Schwartz GBN chairman
“Neural control of devices. We are not far from being able to
‘jack in” to the Web....”

Brian Eno artist and composer

“Human development thus far has been fueled and guided by
the feeling that things could be, and are probably going to be,
better.... What if this feeling changes? What if it comes to feel like

”

there isn’t a long term—or not one to look forward to?...

Sherry Turkle psychologist

“The development of robots that people will want to spend time
with... enough time and with enough interactivity that the robots
will be experienced as companions, each closer to a someone than

a something....”

Stewart Brand GBN cofounder

“To take mastery of climate as we once took mastery of fire....
So far we lack the math to represent climate dynamics with the
requisite variety to control it. Acquiring that math will change
everything....”
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