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The US National Defense Strategy of 2018 was an inflection point. The United States reoriented its defense
enterprise on great power competition and the conventional challenges that Russia and China pose. US is steering
away from the focus on counter-terrorism operations that have preoccupied the US for the past 19 years." The
impetus for this reorientation stems from a combination of factors:

A desire to turn away from unpopular unconventional conflicts that seem to drag on interminably;

® Theveryreal strides China in particular has made (and Russia has claimed to have made) toward fielding
conventional military forces that could challenge or even defeat those of the US in some scenarios;

® The aging and wearing-out of major American weapons systems based mostly on technologies of the

1970s and 1980s; and

® The advent of a new generation of advanced weapons systems including hypersonic missiles, drones,
and other unmanned systems, augmented by artificial intelligence, machine learning, and other
information technologies.

These concerns have concentrated the minds of America’s national security leaders in a good way—change is needed.
But they have also tended to focus the national security debate on a particular set of challenges related primarily to

high-end conventional maneuver war.

That focus is excessive. The US must certainly prepare far better for such conflicts than it is currently on track to
do, but it must also recognize that almost any future war will incorporate many features observed in the post-9/11
wars as well as in the hybrid war and gray zone approaches that Russia and China have been pioneering.

It errs as well in framing the Chinese and Russian threats as more similar than they are, lumping both into the
category of “great power competition” with a focus on conventional military capability. The Russian and Chinese
approaches to war and preparation for it, however, diverge in important ways. Preparing for one does not
automatically ensure adequate preparation for the other.

The US is in a learning race as much as a technology race. Russia and China are aggressively working to understand
current conflicts, develop coherent theories about possible future conflicts, test those theories in their own and
others’ conflicts, and then refine them and repeat the cycle.

The US is falling behind in this intellectual race perhaps even more than in the technological race. Military thinkers
envisioning future conflict typically imagine returning to the large-scale wars of the past with new technologies.?
They struggle to imagine new modes of warfare and the systems, organizations, and doctrine to use them well -
particularly before the full revolutionary capabilities of new technology have come to fruition in ways that permit
large-scale experimentation.® They remain excessively focused on the challenges of high-end conventional conflict
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without taking adequate account of the transformation, particularly in Russian military thinking around the concept
of hybrid war, in which military operations are subordinated to informational objectives.

Experimentation can occur before technologies are fielded and major wars erupt. Historically, interwar periods are
rarely periods of peace, but rather periods of smaller conflicts. Small wars are catalysts for change that drive the
best innovators and executors to imagine and prepare for future conflict.* The 1973 War partly inspired the
development of US Air-Land Battle Doctrine.’ Peacetime sometimes produces new, challenging, and innovative
modes of warfare; even states that lack the resources for widescale modernization can use interwar periods to

experiment and learn. 6

Our adversaries, and particularly Russia (and Iran), are now aggressively experimenting with new concepts and
techniques in small wars, overseas engagements, and domestic crises. The Russians are conducting extensive
lessons-learned activities based on their experiences fighting in Syria and Ukraine and are constantly updating their
theory, doctrine, organization, and practice based on those lessons. The Chinese are learning lessons from their
historical and current pandemic and disaster relief operations, their special operations, wargaming, and observing
other actors such as Russia overseas.

American military thinkers are suffering from these problems less than has been historically common. They are
alive to the threats of weapons systems still in their infancy such as hypersonics and autonomous systems. They are
also thinking deeply about potential cyber attack scenarios far beyond anything the world has yet seen. Part of the
driving force behind the urgency of the 2018 National Defense Strategy, which the Congressionally-mandated
commission to review the NDS itself found not urgent enough, is precisely the concern that recent American
defense budgets have not allocated sufficient resources to meet these coming challenges.

But the American discourse is falling into its traditional historical pattern in one sense. The desire to turn away
from “endless wars” and focus on fighting the kinds of wars Americans think they prefer seriously undermines
efforts to learn lessons from the last two decades of conflict or even from ongoing small-scale conflicts in which the
US may or may not be participating. Americans are thus more inclined to theorize about how war might evolve
given changes in technology than to observe how it is evolving. The US is also focusing on a future operating
environment shaped more by technology than geopolitics. The US is therefore at risk of losing the military learning
race and finding at the start of the next major conflict that, despite having imagined some important developments
in conventional war, it is still intellectually, doctrinally, and organizationally unprepared for the war it is in.

The Institute for the Study of War is therefore launching a series of papers that explores the ways the United States,
its competitors including Russia and China, and other potential adversaries are learning from ongoing geopolitical
competition and military engagements. The series explores the ways these evolutions in the operating environment
provide opportunities for experimentation and testing of new technologies, capabilities, and approaches to war.
The papers explore organizational adaptations to incorporate new capabilities, doctrinal changes to harness them,
and the ability to institutionalize these changes in ways that will shape the future of war.

You can find this series here on ISW's website.
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