Future War: An Assessment of Aerospace Cam​paigns in 2010 by Col Jeffery R. Barnett. Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press, 1996. 

This book offers a peek at the little-explored subject of conflict in the twenty-first century. What will conflict be like? What does it matter? In Future War, Barnett explores the answers to these questions as they apply to aerospace forces in a state-versus-state conflict. Already widely published in newspapers and military journals, he brings a wealth of academic and operational ex​perience to this effort.
Aiming squarely at Air Force officers, he describes an ongoing revolution in military affairs (RMA)-one being underwritten by advances in technology but yet to spawn the doctrinal changes necessary to take advantage of them. He describes the technological advances and then proposes doctrinal changes that must occur if the United States-and the Air Force in particular-are to survive.

The author holds that to be successful in the future, the United States must prosecute "parallel war," the simultaneous attack of enemy centers of gravity across all levels of war, at rates faster than the enemy can repair and adapt. Barnett borrows the term from Col John Warden, with whom he worked in the Checkmate planning cell during the Gulf War. Although he acknowledges that it is not a new theory, he argues that only recently has technology allowed execution.

Four developing areas will forever change the way wars are fought. Advances in information will permit rapid gathering, fusing, and analysis. Advances in command and control will permit near​real-time decision making over a broader scope. Advances in penetration, primarily due to stealth, will make even the most robustly defended targets vulnerable to attack. And advances in precision will permit large-scale attacks on both fixed and mobile targets.

Importantly, the United States will not be the only state using these advances. The author concludes that over the next 10–15 years, two classes of adversaries will take advantage of these technologies and rise to challenge US interests. “Peer competitors,” capable of militarily challenging the United States, would have as their goal capturing a vital interest of the United States and then defeating the US military response. “Niche competitors,” on the other hand, would be incapable of defeating the United States on a broad scale. Instead, their goal would be to make the cost of US involvement prohibitive. The author paints a picture of these adversaries owning thousands of stealthy cruise missiles (which peers could manufacture and niches could purchase). Against that backdrop of what the future will be like, the question "What does it matter?" suddenly becomes clear.

Barnett argues that doctrinal changes must occur to take advantage of this technological revolution, and he makes several proposals in the context of the four technological areas. He warns that these will be hard-fought changes since they will “challenge career paths, hard-won modernization programs, professional military education, and a host of other facets crucial to success in war.”

Because of the book’s focus on the future, it is necessarily light on research and heavy on deduction. Unfortunately, the author stumbles here. For example, technology advances will allow the joint force air component commander QFACC) to operate from the continental United States (CONUS) but apparently will not be sufficient to allow theater-based access to CONUS databases or to enable operations while deploying. He argues for a multitheater JFACC with a consistent concept of operations but does not tackle the sticky problem of what happens when the JFACC is also combined force air component commander (CFACC). His arguments for a JFACC operating closer to planners and targeteers imply that such operations will occur at Headquarters Air Force, and they fly in the face of joint operations mandated by the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act. Further, his arguments for centralized execution of air-defense assets ignore the fact that this is the key vulnerability in an air-defense system, not to mention that it runs counter to Air Force doctrine. Still, these inconsistencies affect only the author's specific recommendations; they do not undercut his basic thesis.

You should read this book. Its real value lies neither in the accuracy of its projections nor in the efficacy of its specific proposals, but in opening the door to serious future debate. Ultimately, USAF leaders must either make doctrinal and organizational changes or procrastinate and risk defeat from a competitor who does not make the same mistake.
Lt Col Kevin E. Curry, USAF
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