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The element of chance, or the “fog” of war, as Clausewitz famously introduced, is one of 

just a few key consistencies in warfare.  In essence, this means that inconsistency can be 

assumed as one of the sole consistencies of conflict. Any army’s commanders will grapple with 

how to best prepare for any contingency. Successful commanders recognize that the one constant 

in coping with inconsistency requires, more than anything, a dynamic approach to the art of 

command. Successful commanders prepare their men not solely for specific operational goals or 

tactics, but rather with a focus on disciplined initiative to allow for rational adaptability in face of 

the unexpected.  Of principal importance is a leader’s ability to skillfully use this art of command 

to ensure military effectiveness at all levels of the subordinate chain of command. No matter the 

war, operational environment, or adversary, the element of uncertainty will always be present. 

The disciplined application of command at all levels is the only effective strategy.  

 The United States Army defines Mission Command as “the exercise of authority and 

direction by the commander using mission orders to enable disciplined initiative within the 

commander’s intent to empower agile and adaptive leaders in the conduct of unified land 

operations.”
1
 Agility and adaptability are thus two central traits for a commander to instill in his 

or her subordinates. In the 21
st
 Century, military leaders, academics, and politicians alike all 

strive to anticipate anything and everything that could go wrong over the course of a war. One 

thing will not change: the vital role “Mission Command” plays. Comparing and contrasting the 

actual operations that took place at Little Round Top in 1863 and in Kandahar in 2010, we see 

recurring themes: creating a shared understanding of the environment and mission, the 

importance of clearly conveying commander’s intent, the encouragement of and ability of lower 

ranking commanders to adapt as needed, and the corresponding ability to deal with continuous 

uncertainty throughout an operation. Prerequisite to this is a chain of command characterized by 
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a high degree of trust between all levels of leadership. The unfolding of events at both Little 

Round Top and Kandahar, despite seeming incomparable in many regards, are reason for 

reflection on the practical application of Mission Command.  

By July 1863, Major General George Meade was the acting commander of the Army of 

the Potomac. Several days earlier, Meade replaced Major General Joseph Hooker, moving up 

from his previous position as Fifth Army Commander.  At the time of the command change, 

Confederate General Robert E Lee’s forces were pressing north through Maryland and into 

Pennsylvania. Lee had just led his forces through a decisive battle at Chancellorsville: a 

precursor to Gettysburg. The Confederate army had maintained its symbolic position halfway 

between Washington, D.C. and its own capital, Richmond. Meanwhile, Lee sought to exploit his 

victory. With the quick consolidation of Confederate forces near Gettysburg, the Army of the 

Potomac was under pressure to defend Washington; however, Union forces struggled to regroup. 

They were at the disadvantage of being both dispersed and under new leadership at the division, 

corps, and army level.
2
 

Meade may have been new to the position but was no stranger to the battlefield. He’d 

served early in his career under Zachary Taylor in Mexico. Later, in 1861, when the US 

government was short on manpower for its command positions, Meade was appointed to lead a 

volunteer brigade. Throughout the first half of the Civil War, Meade established his credibility 

while working under Hooker as a brigade commander. This made him a suitable option for 

Hooker’s position that he later assumed. Meade familiarized himself with both the context of war 

and the enemy throughout 1861-1863. Experiences at the battles of Antietam, Fredericksburg, 

and Chancellorsville, for example, helped not only establish his trustworthy reputation within the 
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ranks, but also helped to provide him with in-depth knowledge of the operational environment.
3
 

This credibility and firsthand experience soon became of paramount importance.  

 Meade had been one of the few successful Union leaders at Chancellorsville. His 

reputation as a competent and trusted leader stood in stark contrast to the reputation General 

Hooker developed. In face of the Confederates’ tactical excellence at Chancellorsville, “Fighting 

Joe” Hooker withdrew his forces eight days into the battle. He displayed a “reluctance to use the 

kind of forceful offensive tactics that had characterized his generalship at the division and corps 

level,” which led to “a large portion of his army never becoming fully engaged.”
4
 Hooker’s 

command of the Army of the Potomac at Chancellorsville can be characterized in retrospect by 

overall inaction and inflexibility. In turn, many senior leaders spoke up about the need to find a 

replacement. Meade’s name was soon added to the discussion.  

Due to Meade’s recent track record and continually strengthening reputation, President 

Lincoln ordered him to take over command of the Army of the Potomac not long after 

Chancellorsville. This took effect June 28, 1863, as Lee was simultaneously launching his 

invasion of the North.
5
 Meade was forced to draw on his experiences and knowledge of the 

enemy to quickly develop a plan of action. He also needed to ensure his new subordinates were 

aware of this plan of action, without the benefit of any formal training exercises. Having 

experienced combat that required agility and adaptability on his behalf before, Meade again 

faced the challenge of using the art of command. This time, it was the art of command at a higher 

level than he’d previously experienced. His command strategy would soon prove invaluable not 

just for the well being of his own men, but also for the Union’s entire strategy at Gettysburg and 

beyond.  
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Crossroads like this are not unique to Meade’s aforementioned situation in the Civil War. 

Nearly a century and a half later, a lower ranking officer’s use of the “Mission Command” 

philosophy proved, yet again, that the effective grasp of the art of command is imperative when 

determining a larger mission’s chances of success. Moving forward to July 2010, US Army 

Colonel Arthur Kandarian was commanding the 101
st
 Airborne Division under the International 

Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan. He was charged with planning a series of 

operations, collectively coined Operation DRAGON STRIKE. This mission was targeted 

towards the Kandahar Province’s Zhari District: the birthplace of the Taliban and an area that 

had been under the Taliban’s rigid and oppressive control.
6
 

The situation here is vastly different than theater of operations in which Meade found 

himself 150 years prior. Instead of fighting on somewhat familiar territory, Kandarian was 

assigned to lead in an insurgent-held, foreign setting. Here, he faced the challenges of 

asymmetric war. The enemy was not at all, on the surface, comparable to the mass army that Lee 

employed at Gettysburg. Furthermore, rather than acting on the defensive, Kandarian and his 

subordinate chain of command were primarily on the offensive. They had to break the 

insurgency’s “iron grip” on Highway 1: the main transportation route.
7
  Highway 1 was the 

primary thoroughfare that connected the western Helmand Province to the city of Kandahar in 

the east. Besides setting up illegal toll checkpoints, the Taliban insurgents had also dug a 

network of trench-like ditches along the route South of this main route. The Taliban insurgency 

effectively created an “IED belt” stretching along routes adjacent to Highway 1, forming a 

“tangled maze of minefields and ambush sites” that impeded civilian and military mobility 

throughout the entire Zhari district.
8
 Central to the mission was Kandarian’s ability to open up 

this vital route.  
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This setting, enemy, and set of tactical challenges seem hardly reminiscent of those 

Meade confronted. Yet, the necessity of agile leadership and skillful mission command in both of 

these cases trumps the many dissimilarities that could be brought up when comparing and 

contrasting these two demonstrations of the “mission command” philosophy. In order to analyze 

the similarities and differences between the applications of command techniques at Little Round 

Top versus Kandahar, one must consider the commanders’ ability to apply scientific control 

while still allowing his subordinates the flexibility to maneuver unforeseen obstacles and adapt 

throughout the warfare’s uncertainty.  

When considering the commanders’ experience in their positions at the start of the battles 

they faced, Kandarian had been in command far longer than Meade had been. Rather than being 

thrown into the role several days prior to the operation’s climax, Kandarian had trained with his 

subordinate leaders and their lower echelons for months before. Thanks to contemporary training 

standards, Kandarian had the benefit of leading his brigade through a “rigorous pre-deployment 

training regimen,” with the units under his command began training specifically for their mission 

in Afghanistan starting in 2009.
9
 This allowed for tactical training; but, more importantly, it 

allowed Kandarian to develop a deeply rooted trust with the subordinate commanders he would 

go on to lead in Operation NASHVILLE. In face of a highly fluid operational environment, this 

trust became the key to mission success. While Meade relied had on his reputation as a source of 

credibility, Kandarian was able to share tangible pre-battle experience with his subordinates as 

an added source of trust. The nature of fighting in Kandahar, which necessitated disciplined 

initiative and decentralized planning, made this pre-established trust essential. Meade’s 

experiences provide an account more of how the natural trust between a commander and 
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subordinate commanders, and the corresponding lower units, impact the unity of decision-

making in large-scale combat.  

The situations in which both of these commanders found themselves in, while unable to 

prepare for every twist of fate or chance encounter, were those that necessitated a strong handle 

on one imperative philosophy: mission command. Can decentralization of command, hinging on 

pre-established trust, be effective in different operational contexts? Under which conditions can 

decentralization of command prove to be a successful command strategy? And, what are the 

prerequisites for a commander to be able to rely on this? To begin answering these questions, we 

must reflect back on both leaders’ experiences throughout their respective operations, not solely 

on pre-battle conditions and planning.  

First, we will draw on the events that unfolded in July 1863, when Meade, in face of a 

major disadvantage at Little Round Top, led Federal troops in holding off the Confederates’ 

offensive. As the events at Gettysburg unfolded, it became clear that the military advantage lie in 

defending the high ground at Little Round Top: a hill south of town that provided both an 

extensive lookout as well as a strategic location to launch a counteroffensive against Lee’s 

swiftly advancing forces.
10

 At this time, Meade had only been in command for several days. His 

early grasp of the climate and encroaching enemy displays strong situational awareness on his 

part. Where he may have fallen short, though, was his shortcoming in creating a shared 

understanding of this operational climate with all of his subordinates. As highlighted in 16 Cases 

of Mission Command, Meade’s position as the new commander led him to “issue general 

directives” and appoint subordinates whom he considered to have enough disciplined initiative to 

respond quickly in face of a highly dynamic battle. Luckily, most of the smaller units Meade led 

had previously worked together, allowing for a higher degree of cohesion than one might expect 
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in an army operating under new command. Most of his appointees proved effective; however, his 

entire mission was nearly compromised by one major hole in disciplined initiative.  

 The gap in initial effectiveness ended up being Major General Daniel Sickles’ failure to 

follow orders. This can partially be attributed to a lapse in trust between him and his 

commanding officer.  Sickles drew on his own recent experience at the Battle of 

Chancellorsville, where he had been ordered to “retreat from a strong position…and forced to 

fight on less favorable ground.”
11

 Consequently at Little Round Top, he decided to advance his 

troops from their ordered position based on his own initiative. In addition to exercising 

undisciplined initiative, he also failed to communicate or coordinate with other units. Meade 

intended to form a unified line of defense, without any gaps, extending between two high points. 

Meade’s strategy would have likely been effective; however, the gap Sickles’ left in this line of 

defense meant that the advancing Confederates nearly had the opportunity to flank at the gap and 

overrun Little Round Top. Such a victory would have been game changing. Lee’s army would 

have gained the advantage. Prior to this battle, Sickles had already been cited as a potential cause 

for concern, with one fellow officer noting that “his lack of independent experience was 

showing,” and that he was often plagued by indecision.
12

  

Sickles’ actions at Little Round Top are therefore not surprising but rather indicative of a 

dangerous pattern of insubordination. Meade could have emphasized his intent more clearly to 

Sickles so that he understood what, in practice, seemed counterintuitive to him; however, Sickles 

was ultimately at fault for disobeying orders and nearly costing Federal forces the entire 

operation. Both inexperienced and disobedient, he nearly cost the entire Army of the Potomac 

their position. His actions epitomize a key reality in warfare: repercussions for taking 



 Bly 9 

undisciplined initiative, especially during broadly coordinated exercises, spread far beyond the 

person or unit where problems originate.   

While Sickles’ disastrous decision almost cost Meade’s entire forces their survival at 

Little Round Top, the strong disciplined initiative of other Union leaders proved effective in 

preventing total failure. Brigadier General Gouvernor Warren, for example, worked closely with 

Meade when scouting out danger in the vicinity. In this regard, Meade certainly shared his 

understanding of the operational environment. While Warren essentially shadowed Meade, 

Meade also enabled adaptive action, as necessary. Meade and Warren’s relationship can thus be 

characterized as trust-filled. For example, Meade gave this order: “I wish that you would ride 

over and if anything serious is going on…attend to it.”
13

 To some, this order may seem vague. 

Given that Meade was new and therefore entrusted a high degree of adaptability to his 

subordinate commanders, though, this order allowed Warren to “translate his intent into action” 

by ordering last-minute changes in face of unexpected operational weakness.
14

 Later on, due to 

close coordination and a high degree of involvement in decision-making, Warren was able to 

step up to fix the problem of defense that Sickles had caused.
15

  

Even more demonstrative of the skillful use of disciplined initiative were Colonel Strong 

Vincent’s decisive actions. As commander of the lead brigade, he reacted without hesitation 

when he realized that Little Round Top needed to be covered. Vincent immediately moved his 

brigade directly to Little Round Top: preventing the Confederacy’s exploitation of this strategic 

location. While not specifically assigned to him, this move singlehandedly changed the tide of 

what began to be a disastrous operation for Meade’s army, as a whole. Ultimately, Vincent was 

mortally wounded after leading his brigade through several continuous rounds of Confederate 

advancement.
16

 He recognized his commander’s intent; he displayed consequential disciplined 
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initiative; he took the bullet for Sickles’ lack of disciplined initiative; and, he reasonably 

estimated, and ultimately realized, the risk involved, paying with his own life. Colonel Patrick 

O’Rorke’s regiment soon stepped in and was later reinforced by Brigadier General Stephen 

Weed’s unit. Ultimately, the Union forces were able to maintain their defense of Little Round 

Top. It came at a cost, but would have been far worse without several displays of disciplined 

initiative.  Weed’s shared understanding of the changing context and Vincent’s willingness to 

adapt, along with O’Rorke, serve as testaments to Meade’s overall strategic application of the art 

of command. All three of these men were mortally wounded.
17

 Their sacrifices, however, were 

not in vain. The defense of Little Round Top, in spite of numerous challenges and almost-certain 

defeat at one point, can be attributed to the agility and decisiveness they displayed. A high-

ranking leader, Meade recognized the importance of enabling disciplined initiative above all else. 

He was able to delegate important decisions due to his overall confidence in his subordinates’ 

ability to use this disciplined initiative. While there were shortcomings in the scientific 

coordination between units, the mission was ultimately successful due to subordinate 

commanders’ agility. Leaders at the higher level therefore must ensure a combination of 

competence and comprehension of orders among lower levels of leadership.  

 Shifting to a more recent focus, Operation NASHVILLE and the larger Operation 

DRAGON STRIKE epitomize the continuing need for a leader’s strong grasp of the “Mission 

Command” philosophy. Rather than leading multiple brigades, as Meade had done, Kandarian 

focused on enabling the members of one specific brigade to carry out the difficult task of 

breaking the Taliban insurgency’s grip on Highway 1, as outlined earlier. Kandarian quickly 

established a general policy that provided for “subordinate commanders to design schemes of 

maneuver tailored to their tactical environments and unforeseen contingencies.”
18

 This presented 
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a set of tactical and operational challenges different from those Meade faced. Yet, as the course 

of events in this operation unfolded, we see a similar reliance on command techniques that 

balance coordination with the delegation of battle management.  

 With the advantage of strong communication and advanced training, Kandarian was sure 

to make his intent known: “defeat the insurgency…secure the people, ensure Afghan FOM 

(freedom of movement) on Highway 1, and improve governance and development.”
19

 Unlike 

Meade, who only had a few dozen hours to disperse his intent and ensure comprehension, 

Kandarian knew his subordinates shared an understanding of the context and mission. It’s 

important to also note the role of operational environment on Kandarian’s command decisions. 

The Taliban maintained control over the central thoroughfare, Highway 1. Much of the 

surrounding area comprised of terrain favorable to the insurgency: poppy fields, tall grape rows, 

orchards, and mud housing interspersed, among other obstacles.
20

 The climate meant that 

Kandarian’s brigade was both navigating unfamiliar territory and also maintaining agility 

necessary to respond to unforeseen conflicts with highly active insurgents.  

As a result, Kandarian’s decision to decentralize planning and operational guidance 

allowed subordinate commanders the high degree of control and maneuverability needed to 

simultaneously be successful and still adhere to the commander’s intent. Kandarian noted a 

loose, but highly important, operational framework ahead of time. This, according to a lower 

level commander who served under him, was the following: “to live, train, and fight side by 

side” with the Afghan army and the local population.
21

 In other words, this mission had an added 

layer of complexity: interacting with the civilian sector as part of the counterinsurgency. This 

certainly brought a new front to the commander’s attention and added a layer of complication in 

contrast with the operations seen in conventional warfare seen in Meade’s case. To deal with this 
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while simultaneously enabling subordinate commanders’ disciplined initiative added new 

considerations for “mission command” practices. Kandarian and the members of his command 

rose to the challenge successfully.  

This official stated intent allowed subordinate commanders to act in accordance with a 

more concrete set of guidelines than Meade’s commanders had. In this regard, modern 

technology has drastically enhanced pre-battle coordination and comprehension of orders. 

Kandarian’s subordinate commanders relied heavily on this. One such subordinate, Lieutenant 

Colonel Peter Benchoff and his battalion, had a jurisdiction situated in the “most volatile and 

kinetic area in southern Afghanistan.”
22

 Here, success necessitated both an understanding of 

Kandarian’s intent and the permission to improvise as needed. The battalion received both, 

which was crucial for being able to exploit sudden opportunities throughout the dynamic 

operation.  

 Benchoff played a vital role in continuing mission efficacy at the level down from 

Kandarian’s brigade level leadership. Benchoff’s battalion was in charge of clearing Objective 

NASHVILLE. This involved restoring commerce that had been disrupted, as well as occupying 

“the violence-plagued villages of Baluchan and Pulchakan,” to allow for freedom of movement 

(FOM).
23

 It should be noted that prior to the operation, Benchoff had full confidence in his 

company commanders and non-commissioned officers, thereby perpetuating the cycle of trust so 

vital to mission success in these decentralized command situations. As previously mentioned, 

these teams and their leaders had gone through extensive training in prior months. Colonel 

Kandarian had emphasized decentralization. Benchoff further passed this along to his 

subordinates by following a “standard operating procedure…called ‘How We Fight’…focused 

on empowering fire team leaders, squad leaders.”
24

 When analyzing the six principles of 
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“Mission Command” even from a lower level of command, their impact remains similarly 

influential. Both Kandarian and Benchoff avoided micromanagement, encouraged agility, and 

above all, trusted their subordinates. The emphasis is simply on a microcosm of the corps or 

division level seen in Meade’s experience at Little Round Top. In this situation, though, the trust 

proved more warranted, as there were no leaders like Sickles who created a drastic extra 

obstacle. Effective command at all levels once again proves imperative.  

 As the operation unfolded, subordinate leaders molded their approach quickly and 

decisively to produce results in line with Kandarian’s broader intent. Ambiguity inevitably 

hindered commanders at the small unit level. The original plan Benchoff had in mind involved 

diverting insurgents away from the villages by isolating them with a new road: Route 

TENNESSEE.  Based on the knowledge he’d gained of the operational environment and 

enemy’s prerogative to gather in certain key areas south of the route, Benchoff advised his staff 

accordingly. When closer combat began, though, there were several changes from the projected 

course. His staff, however, proved competent in dealing with obstacles ranging from IEDs to 

unexpectedly stubborn and direct enemy resistance along the thoroughfare.
25

  

While heavy fighting had certainly been anticipated at higher levels of command, the 

location threw a curve ball to the mission. Forces were concentrated near Captain Price’s team, 

forcing a sudden realignment of troops. Not only did Benchoff adapt, but Price did as well. Price 

immediately briefed the reinforcements upon arrival. He, operating with delegated freedom from 

Benchoff, came to a difficult, bold, and forcedly quick command decision: conduct a fast-paced 

assault down Route TENNESSEE, in face of active and well-concealed insurgents along the 

road.
26

 Price evaluated and accepted the risk in face of uncertainty. In the end, it paid off. The 

two MGS crews he led went on to successfully attack the insurgent-ridden compounds. This 



 Bly 14 

action, seemingly small in consideration of the overarching Operation DRAGON STRIKE, 

proved pivotal. In consequence, the battalion was able to establish the foothold it had been 

pursuing. South of Highway 1, where insurgents had previously maintained a stronghold, 

Kandarian’s brigade took control that it maintained throughout the rest of the deployment.
27

 This 

meant the mission was accomplished. In the larger picture, it led to a plunge in violence and 

dealt a symbolic blow to the Taliban, which had its roots there.  

A key distinction should be noted here between “Mission Command” applied at Little 

Round Top and “Mission Command” applied in 2010 Kandahar. As Benchoff explains, “Mission 

command is great, but it can’t be a bumper sticker. It’s got to be deeply embedded in the culture 

of a unit—otherwise it doesn’t work.”
28

 Contrasting the outcomes of the two operations, the 

main difference is the amount of collateral damage and casualties. Recalling the events at Little 

Round Top, a handful of mid-level leaders lost their lives throughout the operation, as well as a 

sizeable percentage of the involved Union troops. During Operation NASHVILLE, the forces 

encountered no comparable blow to their staff. In fact, due to the higher degree of mutual trust 

and adherence to commander’s intent in the latter case, they were able to act in a way that 

accomplished the mission, entirely avoided any civilian casualties, and had minimal overall army 

loss.
29

   

 The skillful art of command is a timeless necessity in warfare of all conditions. It is one 

of the few constants. While command is often studied as a science, it also requires commanders 

to grant a certain degree of autonomy and flexibility to subordinate commanders. 

Micromanagement ineffective. Excessive freedom is, as well. Commanders at each level, from 

the highest to lowest, must share a sense of common understanding of the intent of the mission. 

For this, mutual trust must be established. Meade and Kandarian, although acting at two different 
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command levels, epitomize the way to strike a balance between planning and an allowance of 

disciplined initiative.  They faced different enemies; yet, upon reflection, both ultimately struck 

this balance. The post-Cold War era has sparked a recent spike in asymmetric, insurgency-based 

warfare. The enemy is different; the operational environment is different; the leaders are 

different; the composition of American fighting forces is different. In face of the ever changing 

nature of warfare, then, the key to success will continue to be found in one of warfare’s few 

constants: the reliance on strategic use of mission command at all levels.  
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