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FROM THE EDITORS

Enough time has passed since the 2003 coalition invasion of Iraq that descrip-
tions and analyses have been published about most aspects of the run-up to, and 
prosecution and results of, that conflict. However, for the sake of our overall 
understanding of that campaign and for the benefit of those who may find them-
selves in similar situations in the future, more attention needs to be paid to the 
planning process that preceded those other efforts. In “OPLAN 1003V: Opera-
tion IRAQI FREEDOM from a Planner’s Perspective,” Don Thieme, who served as 
a planner for Marine Corps Forces, Pacific, has performed that function. Publi-
cation of this personal, ground-level narrative describing and analyzing his own 
and other individuals’ experiences provides a “capture” that is sure to become a 
valuable resource down the road. Don Thieme is an associate professor in the 
Maritime Advanced Warfighting School at the Naval War College.

The planning and calculation that went into the Allied island-hopping cam-
paign that by the end of the Pacific War closed in on the Japanese home islands 
have somewhat of a mirror image in the planning and calculation currently going 
into the People’s Republic of China’s intention to island-hop its way out of any 
Western attempts to frustrate its expansionist tendencies as they radiate out from 
the Chinese mainland. In “Island-Hopping with Chinese Characteristics: What 
the PRC Is Doing in the Pacific Islands, Why It Matters, and Why the Time Has 
Come to ‘Block and Build,’” Cleo Paskal explains the Chinese regime’s concept of 
“comprehensive national power” and how it applies that concept to the circum-
stances of China’s particular geopolitical situation. China’s approach to amassing 
resources—physical, intellectual, financial, naval, social, and other—bit by bit, 
one small Pacific island nation at a time, should be a matter of concern and be 
subject to political, diplomatic, financial, naval, and other efforts at countering it. 
Cleo Paskal is a nonresident senior fellow for the Indo-Pacific at the Foundation 
for Defense of Democracies.

Such a serious response will be that much more difficult to carry off given the 
overall situation described by Robert S. Ross in “Reluctant Retrenchment: America’s 
Response to the Rise of China.” The “easy” ascendancy that America and the rest of 
the West carried out of World War II and through the Cold War is now not so easy 
to maintain against a rising China and amid hedging allies, partners, and neighbors. 
Every advance China makes in its creeping expansionist efforts, as described in the 
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Paskal article, further shrinks the field for U.S. responses. Ross’s analysis ranges 
“across the waterfront”—covering security relationships, war-fighting capability, 
antiaccess/area-denial coverage, naval fleet force structure, and more—but its most 
telling commentary may be about how difficult it is for a great power to come to 
grips with the necessity for it to retrench (to some degree, in some areas, for some 
period) if it is to be capable of meeting future challenges with the necessary capa-
bilities. Robert S. Ross is a professor of political science at Boston College and an 
associate at the Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies, Harvard University.

This issue’s final article—“Laying the Groundwork for Sims: Albert P. Niblack 
as the First USN Inspector of Target Practice, and the Gunnery Revolution of 
the U.S. Navy,” by Andrew K. Blackley—is a historical study covering a period 
when the United States, by way of contrast with those covered in the analyses in 
the earlier articles in this issue, was a victorious and rising power in the Pacific 
and the world. His special focus is on the U.S. Navy’s efforts to turn its ships, and 
especially their gunnery, into a fitting capability to match that ascendancy. As is 
usual in the Navy and other bureaucratic, sometimes hidebound, institutions, 
wrenching a better future out of the past and the present can be a bruising experi-
ence for all concerned. Sometimes progress comes from those who charge in and 
break things; sometimes it comes from those who work patiently from within; 
and sometimes it takes both types, working either together or in sequence. In the 
application of those models to the case of the Navy and its gunnery early in the 
twentieth century, Albert P. Niblack makes a useful comparison with the more-
famous William S. Sims. Andrew K. Blackley is an independent scholar.
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