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Abstract 

Strategic Drift and US Army Operational Logic, MAJ Peter C. Vangjel, 85 pages. 

This monograph examines US Army operational thought to identify how it has been shaped by 

the Army’s underlying culture. It suggests that the Army has not undergone a paradigm shift in its 

view of war since at least World War II. Instead of reconceptualizing and transforming, the 

Army’s fundamental beliefs, values, and assumptions have remained consistent over time, simply 

with new expressions and manifestations. This monograph argues that many of the problems the 

US Army faces, whether in theory, practice, or doctrine, are the result of strategic drift - the 

tension between its underlying perspectives and the emerging realities of conflict. The 

monograph suggests that if the US Army is to remain relevant, it will require escaping its current 

paradigm of conflict, warfare, and war.  
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Chapter I: Taking an Exterior View of the Self 

 
There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older fish 

swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, ‘Morning, boys. How’s the water?’ 

And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at 

the other and goes, ‘What the hell is water?’ 

 

—David Foster Wallace, commencement address at Kenyon College, 2005 

 

 

This monograph examines US Army operational thought to identify how it has been 

shaped by the Army’s underlying culture. It suggests that the Army has not undergone a paradigm 

shift in its view of war since at least World War II. Instead of reconceptualizing and transforming, 

the Army’s fundamental beliefs, values, and assumptions have remained consistent over time, 

simply with new expressions and manifestations. This monograph argues that many of the 

problems the US Army faces, whether in theory, practice, or doctrine, are the result of the tension 

between its underlying perspectives and the emerging realities of conflict. If the US Army is to 

remain relevant, it will require escaping its current paradigm of conflict, warfare, and war.  

Meta-learning - Organizations Must Be Able to See Themselves in Order to Transform 

 
Organizations form for a purpose. At birth, the composition, function and context of an 

organization determines how it operates and the beliefs, values, and perspectives of its members 

shape its initial outlook. The purpose for which the organization is formed dictates how it must 

operate and what it must accomplish. The context in which it is formed, the constraints and 

limitations upon an organization and the ecology in which it operates also shape its structure and 

processes. These factors coalesce into a distinct self-referencing system – an organizational 

culture centered on shared underlying assumptions, enduring beliefs and values, and artifacts and 
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icons associated with the organization’s customs, courtesies, and traditions.1 The organization’s 

culture is thus a reflection of a specific set of circumstances that brought it to life.  

An organization, like any system, can only survive as long as it can maintain its internal 

coherence and its relevance to an evolving external environment – or context. As the environment 

and the demands on the organization change, so to must the organization adapt. But to adapt, an 

organization must first be able to learn. The organization must be able to determine what aspects 

of itself must be kept, what aspects must be discarded, and new what aspects must be acquired. 

Bureaucratic organizations, however, have inherent processes that create obstacles to adaptation 

and transformation. These organizations’ cultural foundations influence their norms, practices and 

incentives. These norms and practices tend to become locked-in by the bureaucratic machinery 

that evolved around the specific circumstances and ideas that animated the organization to form 

in the first place.2 As sociologist Karl Weick has observed, “bureaucracies see what they have 

seen before and they link these memories in a sequential train of associations… [They] tend to 

imagine the past and remember the future.”3 Thus an organization’s primary challenge is to create 

a model of learning that enables it to see, and transform, itself.  

Organizations also learn at differing levels of depth and complexity. Chris Argyris and 

Donald Schön categorized and described these differing levels of organizational learning and how 

they function.4 The first level is referred to as single-loop learning. This level is about error-

correction, about “doing things right.” On this level, an organization adjusts its responses to 

environmental inputs based on its existing rules, practices, procedures and structures. A fighting 

 
1 US Department of the Army, Army Doctrine Reference Publication (ADRP) 1, The Army 

Profession (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2015), A-1 - A-2. 

2 David J. Lyle, Email Message to Author (March 9, 2020). 

3 Karl Weick, "The Role of Imagination in the Organizing of Knowledge," European Journal of 

Information Systems 15, no. 5 (2006): 448. 

4 Chris Argyris and Donald Schön, Theory in Practice: Increasing Professional Effectiveness (San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1978), 18-19. 
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formation applying a battle drill against an enemy, or a unit conducting an After-Action Review, 

are examples of this type of learning. Measures of performance are an indicator of this level of 

learning and the question asked is, “How well are we doing what we said we wanted to do?” This 

level of learning in inherently tactical, it is self-referential, and critical. Single-loop learning is 

focused on internal coherence.  

Double-loop learning is a deeper-level of learning. This level is focused on “doing the 

right things.” On this level, an organization questions how to apply its norms and rules toward a 

desired outcome as well as whether its procedures are appropriate for achieving the desired 

outcome. Activities on this level can range from changing the form and composition of a 

formation to changing an entire approach to problem-solving to redefining the organization’s 

goal. Measures of effectiveness can be associated with this level of learning and the key question 

asked is, “To what extent are our actions bringing about our intended goals?” Because this level 

of learning inquires about the changing of rules and constraints, it is more strategic in nature. 

Double-loop learning is focused on external relevance; it is about how to achieve desired effects 

in an environment. But double-loop learning still fails to answer the question of “why” those 

effects are desired.  

Others have expanded on the work of Argyris and Schön by describing an even deeper 

level of learning, triple-loop learning.5 This level is concerned with the question, “why we do 

things in the way we that do?” This level of learning entails stepping outside a system and taking 

an external view of it and one’s relationship to it.. At this meta-level, an organization examines 

how it learns, why it uses the processes it uses, and what perspectives and values inform its 

understanding of itself and its environment. The development of combined doctrine with an 

international partner would necessitate this type of learning; the Professional Military Education 

 
5 Paul Tosey, Max Visser, and Mark Saunders, "The Origins and Conceptualizations of ‘Triple-

Loop’ Learning: A Critical Review," Management Learning 43, no. 3 (2012): 291-307. 
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efforts in developing “how to think” versus “what to think” offer another example; the application 

of second generation military design, where the creation of novel approaches requires new 

starting assumptions, is yet another attempt at triple-loop learning.6 The question asked at this 

level of learning is, “How do we know what we know?” Reframing indicators, or signs which 

show that a new perspective and set of assumptions may be necessary to better comprehend a 

situation, are potential marks of this level of learning. Triple-loop learning is about structuring; it 

is reflective, recursive, transcendent, and transformational. Adaptation is double-loop learning, it 

is about changing our actions in response to stimuli from the environment; transformation is triple 

loop learning, it is about changing our identity. Double-loop learning is essential for survival in 

competitive, rapidly-changing and uncertain environments.7 Triple-loop learning is necessary for 

re-imagining the environment and one’s relation to it.  

Given that culture can become solidified around a certain context, even as the exterior 

world changes, the central challenge of an organization is to identify how to engage in triple-loop 

learning under such conditions. New members of the organization with differing perspectives 

offer a chance to question the ingrained practices and norms, but organizations often eliminate 

alternate perspectives in the process of assimilating new members. When new members are 

introduced to an organization, the process of secondary socialization occurs, whereby they 

embrace and assimilate the values of the institution as their own.8 As with the primary 

socialization of their youth, these members are shaped deeply by their surrounding culture, as 

anthropologist Edward T. Hall has described: 

 
6 Ben Zweibelson, "An Application of Theory: Second Generation Military Design on the 

Horizon," Small Wars Journal (February 20, 2017), accessed February 4, 2020. 

https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/an-application-of-theory-second-generation-military-design-on-the-

horizon. 

7 Mark K. Smith, " Chris Argyris: Theories of Action, Double-Loop Learning and Organizational 

Learning," The Encyclopedia of Informal Education (2013), accessed February 4, 2020, 

http://infed.org/mobi/chris-argyris-theories-of-action-double-loop-learning-and-organizational-learning/. 

8 Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise on the 

Sociology of Knowledge (New York, NY: Anchor Books, 1967), 138-40. 
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Everything man is and does is modified by learning and is therefore malleable. But once 

learned, these behavior patterns, these habitual responses, these ways of interacting 

gradually sink below the surface of the mind and, like the admiral of a submerged 

submarine fleet, control from the depths. The hidden controls are usually experienced as 

though they were innate simply because they are not only ubiquitous but habitual as 

well…9 

 

Generally, the longer one is a member of the institution, the more institutionalized one 

becomes. One of the most significant examples of the process of secondary socialization is the 

impact of Initial Entry Training in the US Army. Young men and women with few of the values 

and biases of the Army institution are transformed over the period of a several months into fully 

fledged members of the organization who truly differently and espouse different values. Roughly 

one quarter of the Army is replaced each year and the consistency of Army culture attests to the 

effectiveness of this acculturation. As Fredrich Nietzsche wrote, “When you look long into an 

abyss, the abyss also looks into you.”10 So it goes with organizational culture.  

Stepping Outside of Systems – An External View is Necessary for Self-Understanding 

 
Theorist and strategist John Boyd had his own “Holy Trinity” to describe his 

understanding of the world. The second Law of Thermodynamics, Heisenberg’s Uncertainty 

Principle, and Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorems were the backbone of his theory of learning.11 

Of particular relevance in discussing organizational culture is Boyd’s observation that, “Gödel’s 

Proof indirectly shows that in order to determine the consistency of any new system we must 

construct or uncover another system beyond it…we cannot—in general—determine the 

consistency, hence the character or nature, of an abstract system within itself.”12 Gödel 

demonstrated that one must step outside the system and take an external view of it in order to 

understand its consistency. 

 
9 Edward T. Hall, Beyond Culture (New York, NY: Anchor Books, 1977), 42. 

10 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future, trans. 

Walter Kaufmann (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1989), 89. 

11 John R. Boyd, Destruction and Creation (1976). 

12 Ibid., 4-6. 
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 Edward T. Hall’s discussion of culture places this same idea in a human context:  

The only time one is aware of the control system is when things don’t follow the hidden 

program. This is most frequent in intercultural encounters. Therefore, the great gift that 

the members of the human race have for each other is not exotic experiences but an 

opportunity to achieve awareness of the structure of their own system, which can be 

accomplished only by interacting with others who do not share that system…13  

 

In his commencement address at Kenyon College in 2005 entitled ‘This is Water,” writer 

David Foster Wallace related a tale of two young fish who, upon being questioned by a passing 

older fish about how the water was, quizzically asked each other, “What the hell is water?” 

Wallace later related that, “the immediate point of the fish story is that the most obvious, 

ubiquitous, important realities are often the ones that are hardest to see and talk about.”14  

The purpose of this monograph is to talk about the water. Organizational culture 

determines how the US Army understands itself, its role, and its relationships with policymakers, 

the citizenry, sister services, its members and most importantly, its adversaries. Culture both 

shapes and is shaped by the language the Army uses. Culture guides how the Army defines and 

thinks about conflict. Culture not only frames how the Army addresses problems, but how it 

determines what constitutes a problem. While the visible aspects of culture – uniforms, language, 

traditions – of reflect the deeper aspects—values, biases, embedded assumptions and thought 

patterns. But rarely are these aspects perceived as they are so ingrained in the minds of those 

operating within a culture that they no longer notice them. As Hall noted, these aspects operate 

subconsciously and determine how we see and understand the world. Our picture of reality is 

always filtered but, because we operate within this system, we are unaware of it even though it is 

present in everything we think, say and do. When there is contradiction between this filtered 

vision of reality, this paradigm, and the external world, it indicates strategic drift. As Gödel, via 

Boyd, suggests, in order to address the drift, we must take an external view of our own system.  

 
13 Hall, 44. 

14 David Foster Wallace, This Is Water: Some Thoughts, Delivered on a Significant Occasion, 

About Living a Compassionate Life (New York, NY: Little, Brown and Company, 2009), 3-4. 
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Paradigms Are How Organizations See and Understand the World 

 
In describing how scientific knowledge advances, scientist and philosopher Thomas 

Kuhn observed that, rather than evolving through the gradual accumulation of knowledge, 

advances instead come in revolutions where the old understanding of the world, referred to as a 

paradigm, is replaced by a model that is fundamentally different and irreconcilable with the 

previous understanding.15 This revolution is called a paradigm shift. Kuhn described the process 

leading to the shift as follows. As knowledge is accrued, unexpected results, or anomalies, appear 

which do not align with the current understanding of the world. As more and more of them 

appear, faith in the current paradigm is undermined. When these anomalies increase to the point 

that the entire paradigm is called into question, a crisis occurs. The crisis can only be reconciled 

by stepping outside of the existing frame of reference/perspective, by discarding the most 

fundamental beliefs and axioms of the previous paradigm and formulating an entirely new 

understanding of the world from a new perspective that explains and contextualizes the 

anomalies. This new paradigm then becomes the dominant and prevailing worldview, until the 

cycle is repeated.  

The experience of a paradigm shift has resultant impacts on human and organizational 

psychology. The first period is one of comfort with the existing paradigm; the second period is 

one of frustration, as there is a growth in events that nullify conventional wisdom—anomalies; 

the third period, crisis, is one of disorientation where contradictions abound and existing mental 

models can no longer provide reliable explanations for events; the fourth period, the shift, is one 

of reconceptualization, where the critical variables are arranged into “a new ensemble with a new 

logic of its own.”16  

 
15 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago, IL: The Univeristy of 

Chicago Press, 1962), 43-90. 

16 Jamshid Gharajedaghi, Systems Thinking: Managing Chaos and Complexity (Burlington, MA: 

Elsevier, 2011), 8. 
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Currently, the US Army is struggling at the edge of a paradigm shift, in the disorientating 

and uncomfortable third period where, “…acceptable ideas are competent no more and competent 

ideas are not yet acceptable.”17 Adversary approaches that exploit the western dichotomy between 

war and peace, the increasing reliance on proxies rather than engaging conventionally, the 

proliferation of nuclear capabilities and the shifting of focus from the battlefield to the 

information space, from the armed force to the population of the opposing states are all impacting 

the relevance of the traditional paradigm. New technologies offer the global reach of cyber 

systems, kamikaze drones, indirect fires that have the precision of direct fires, and the 

democratization of the reconnaissance strike complex in an “Age of Transparency” powered by 

cellphone and the internet.18 This environment has made some of the old tried and true methods 

of warfighting irrelevant. In this realm where powerful threats and opportunities emerge and 

organizations rise and fall, it is tempting to seek false comfort in the nostalgia of victory—with 

World War II uniforms and a return to Desert Storm tactics and equipment—but as Heraclitus 

said, one cannot step in the same river twice.19 We cannot go “back to the future.”  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
17 Gharajedaghi, 8. 

18 David J. Lyle, Email Message to Author (March 9, 2020). 

19 Eva Brann, The Logos of Heraclitus (Philadelphia, PA: Paul Dry Books, 2011); Gharajedaghi, 

8. 
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Chapter II: An External Perspective On US Army Operational Logic  

 
...the only reason Desert Storm worked was because we managed to go up against the 

only jerk on the planet who actually was stupid enough to confront us symmetrically....In 

the high- and top-level war colleges we still fight this type of adversary, so we always 

can win....Worse yet, the end of any conflict often brings into professional circles the 

heartfelt belief that ‘Now that the war is over, we can get back to real soldiering.’ So, we 

merrily backtrack in that direction. Scary, isn't it? Still trying to fight our kind of war—be 

it World War II or Desert Storm—we ignore the real warfighting requirements of today. 

—Gen Anthony C. Zinni, Commander USCENTCOM 

 

 

In 1977, Lieutenant Colonel Donald Vought examined the focus of the post-Vietnam US 

Army and determined that it was “preparing vigorously for the wrong type of war to the near 

exclusion of the more probable form.”20 Just four years removed from a painful, decade-long 

experience in counter-insurgency, Vought saw an Army that viewed this form of conflict as 

illegitimate and, while rhetorically accepting American involvement in such conflicts in the 

future, doing nothing in the realm of implementation to prepare for them.21 Instead, the Army 

revised its doctrine, acquisitions, and training/education, focusing on the kind of war it preferred 

to fight, and was being directed to prepare for by policymakers, conventional conflict with the 

Soviet Union in Europe.22  

The parallels to the Army of today are uncanny. Vought’s Army had recently failed to 

defeat an insurgency in Vietnam after a decade of conflict. The Army of today is still in the midst 

of ongoing insurgencies in Afghanistan and Iraq, despite two decades of combat in these 

locations. Vought’s Army acknowledged the Secretary of Defense’s description of an 

“…uncertain future, changed realities, multipolarity and increasing interdependence.”23 Similarly, 

 
20 Donald B. Vought, "Preparing for the Wrong War?," Military Review 57, no. 5 (1977): 16. 

21 Ibid., 20. 

22 John L. Romjue, From Active Defense to Airland Battle: The Development of Army Doctrine 

1973-1982 (Fort Monroe, VA: United States Army Training and Doctrine Command, 1984), 2; Douglas W. 

Skinner, Airland Battle Doctrine (Alexandria, VA: Hudson Institute, Center for Naval Analyses, 1988), 3-

4. 

23 Vought, 19. 
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current US strategic documents emphasize the uncertainty of the changing global environment, 

the changing character of war, state and non-state rival actors, and interconnectedness.24 Vought’s 

Army reacted to this new strategic environment by “neglecting” low-intensity conflict and 

focusing on conventional war.25 Today, the US Army’s reaction is a similar re-orientation away 

from counterinsurgency and toward Large Scale Ground Combat Operations (LSGCO).26 The 

Army’s attempted future concept of Multi-Domain Operations (MDO), continued this trajectory.  

In light of these similarities, it is imperative to ask the question, as Vought did, whether 

the United States is preparing for the wrong war. And even more importantly, if it is, why, and 

what can be done about it?  

US Military Thought – A 19th Century Paradigm in a 21st Century World  

 The US Army’s history is one of adaptation to the conditions in which it finds 

itself. Often, these adaptations have been forced by initial failures and the accompanying blood 

toll.27 Sometimes, these responses have not been fundamental enough to enable the achievement 

of conditions of continuing advantage, as in Iraq and Afghanistan. The delta between the 

conditions in which the Army finds itself and the conditions for which it has prepared itself is a 

reflection of its capacity to learn and anticipate. Today, on the surface, the Army appears to be 

learning—it appears to be adapting to the strategic environment by re-orienting itself toward 

conventional high-intensity conflict with near-peer/peer competitors like Russia and China. But 

 
24 The White House, National Security Strategy of the United States of America (Washington, DC: 

Government Printing Office, 2017), 1-4; US Department Of Defense, Summary of the 2018 National 

Defense Strategy of the United States of America: Sharpening the American Military's Competetive Edge 

(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2018), 1-4; The Joint Staff US Department of Defense, 

Description of the National Military Strategy (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2018), 2. 

25 Vought, 29-30. 

26 US Department of the Army, Field Manual (FM) 3-0, Operations (Washington, DC: 

Government Printing Office, 2019), 1-1 - 1-12; US Department of the Army, TRADOC Pamphlet 525-3-1, 

The U.S. Army in Multi-Domain Operations 2028 (Fort Eustis, VA: US Army Training and Doctrine 

Command, 2018), ix-xii. 

27 John Shy, "First Battles in Retrospect," in America's First Battles: 1776-1965, ed. Charles E. 

Heller and William A. Stofft (Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas Press, 1986), 327-52. 
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this work suggests that this adaptation is really a reaffirmation of a consistent paradigm. This 

continuity in paradigm will be examined in the following sections via several areas of inquiry: the 

cultural perspective and worldview of the US Army, the US Army’s strategic culture, the 

discourse between policymakers and Army leaders, the reforms in composition (organization and 

equipment), and cultural artifacts, such as education and customs.  

Cultural Worldview – The Modernist Perspective Shapes How the US Army Sees The 

World 

 
The first area of examination focuses on the deepest and broadest aspect of the Army’s 

paradigm – its underlying worldview. The most foundational aspects of a culture lie in its 

epistemological, ontological, and axiological assumptions. Epistemology—what counts as 

knowledge and how we know it, ontology—how reality is defined, and axiology—what is valued, 

each offer insight into the fundamental beliefs that pervade an organization.28 The US Army, and 

the broader military, reflect American society in viewing the world through a mainly modernist 

perspective.  

This perspective has an objectivist ontology that holds that there is an objective reality 

that exists independent of perception; a perspective which often undervalues subjective 

interpretation and social construction as part of reality. The modernist epistemology holds that 

reason and evidence are how we understand the world; the concept of logical positivism is the 

belief that “all causal relationships are knowable and become more context-free in application.”29 

A further aspect of the modernist perspective is empiricism, the idea that that which we can 
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measure is what counts as a source of knowledge.30 This thinking, put into practice is described 

by Donald Schon as technical rationalism.31  

Americans tend to think asystemically. This can be seen in several areas of culture. First, 

American culture has been described as low-context. Americans value “open, dramatic, precise 

and explicit communication.”32 This lack of emphasis on context may explain why the 

components, rather than the ecology of a system, are usually the focus of efforts at 

comprehension—a tendency that has been demonstrated consistently in psychological studies.33 

Second, this a-systemic viewpoint is deeply embedded in the logical-analytical approach to 

human activity.34 The modernist perspective’s approach to understanding is reductionism, the 

idea that understanding is a matter of analysis, that things can be understood by taking them apart, 

reducing each component to its smaller constituents.35 The attempt to understand phenomena 

through their components rather than through their relation to their context, their place within 

their greater system, is a consistent result of this approach.36  

This idea also relates to causality in that the necessary and sufficient cause can be 

deduced from every effect.37 This propensity to seek cause and effect is so strong that it creates a 

host of cognitive biases. Related to this belief is the western view that achievement, change, and 
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64-68. 
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opportunity are the result of taking positive action.38 In western culture in particular, the linear 

process of determining an objective, reverse-engineering a sequence of actions that lead to the 

objective, establishing measurements to track progress toward the objective and then adjusting 

behavior to align with the path laid out is a virtually ubiquitous and unconscious way of 

thinking.39 The focus is on the goal and the objective, as opposed to cultures which focus on the 

environment and the context.40 The relationships of cause-to-effect and of means-to-ends, as well 

as the tendency to understand things in a teleological way, with a view toward their purpose, are 

all deeply embedded in western thinking.41 This idea is best understood comparatively: 

Since, antiquity, western ways of military thinking were aimed at creating an ideal model 

and then visualizing how the real situation differed from that model. Afterward, the 

backward or reverse process is used to construct a sequence of actions as the way to make 

the model happen…In contrast, the Chinese military focuses on identifying the inherent 

potential of a situation and subsequently facilitating the emergence of this potential. 

Expressed differently, instead of forcing one’s will on a situation, one should set the 

conditions to allow things to happen that are already inherent in the perceived situation.42 

 

The American orientation toward time is on the present and immediate future.43 As a 

result, the future is conceived of as the consequences of immediate actions.44 Americans tend to 

be more comfortable in near-term crisis management situations than with long-term strategic 

planning and they tend to prioritize new technology over lessons of the past when it comes to 

solutions to problems.45 The American military, however, also adds an aspect of historicism and 
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40 Joshua Cooper Ramo, The Seventh Sense (New York, NY: Back Bay Books, 2016), 251. 
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thus is consistently backward looking in its search for understanding. Americans see time as 

linear and this leads to a further characteristic, progressivism, which encapsulates the idea that 

knowledge accrues and understanding is uni-directional so that all problems are solvable and 

become more so over time as theories and knowledge accumulate.46 Many of these modernist 

ideas have their roots in the French Enlightenment and the Cartesian doctrine that saw reality as 

derivable from universal laws.47 This same underlying philosophy drives US military thought 

today. 

Americans, and the US Army in particular, tend to be practically oriented. A learn-by-

doing people that values practical application over conceptual abstraction, they value acquired 

skill over theory-construction. Entrepreneurial activity drives innovation and application is valued 

over creation.48 But American culture also displays a propensity for inductive reasoning, the 

practical orientation of American thinkers predisposing a “bottom up” reasoning from the 

particular to the general.49 This is often the form that innovation takes in the military, and why 

innovations in the US Army tend to be tactically-focused.  

When examining organization’s worldviews, epistemology and ontology are regularly 

discussed, but the key to understanding culture, axiology, questions of value, is rarely addressed. 

Such an examination is critical for true transformation as epistemology is about single-loop 

learning, ontology is double-loop learning, and axiology brings one to triple-loop learning. The 

axiological assumptions of the Army are informed by the Judeo-Christian ethics of the broader 

western society but within the profession these assumptions revolve around concepts of altruism, 
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duty, and patriotism—as Carl Builder noted, "the object of worship is the country; and the means 

of worship are service.”50  

The Army’s axiological framework is thus one of virtue ethics, embodied in an almost 

chivalric code called the Army Values - loyalty, duty, respect, selfless service, honor, integrity, 

personal courage, and humility. The Army values, a response to the treatment of basic trainees in 

the 1990s, demonstrate a case of affective learning, where new standards enabled means to shape 

behaviors of the organization.51 The self-professed values of the Army ethic are trust, honorable 

service, military expertise, stewardship, and esprit de corps.52 Loyalty and obedience have been 

described as the highest military values.53  

The value of individualism and independence in American society is reflected in the 

personal values of its citizens, from whom the Army draws its people, which leads to a 

performance and achievement oriented culture that values ambition, assertiveness, 

competitiveness and heroism.54 But militaries as professions tend to emphasize collectivist ideals; 

everything a servicemember does is done in groups and groups of groups, thus Army thinkers 

have a strain of subordination to the organization embedded within them.55 Samuel Huntington 

describes the Army ethic as, “…pessimistic, collectivist, historically-inclined, power-oriented, 

nationalistic, militaristic, pacifist, and instrumentalist in its view of the military profession. It is, 

in brief, realistic and conservative.”56 
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The US Army culture is also highly command-centric—its structure, processes, and 

functions revolve around the commander. In the US Army, “commanders are responsible for 

everything their command does or fails to do,” unlike other systems of command and control 

which disperse authority.57 The commanders’ visualization and understanding are the central axes 

around which their organization revolves, and the staff elements of Army institutions exist to 

support, communicate, and enable these aspects of the commander’s thought.58  

The US Army has also been described as having an anti-intellectual bias, valuing “doing” 

over thinking, and “muddy boots” over intellectual ability.59 While the Army values intelligence, 

it prefers practical intelligence, cleverness and “know-how” over theoretical, conceptual thought; 

the Army values operators over those preoccupied with ideas.60 However, there is also strong 

evidence that cognitive standards of incoming officers have been declining since the Cold War.61 

The anti-intellectual aspect of Army culture may also be captured by failures in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, which were not due to lack of competence, to an inability to execute a cordon-and-

search or to enter and clear a room. Rather, Afghanistan and Iraq represent examples of what 

Eliot Cohen has termed “failure to learn” – failures of operational learning, failures of being 
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unable to step outside the existing paradigm and understand how to see the world differently.62 

These cases will be examined further in subsequent sections. 

The Army’s aesthetic tastes are spartan, traditional, functional and symbolic—de-

commissioned battle trophies from past wars are a common site on Army posts, flags and banners 

are pervasive, and the most common form of decoration are artistic renderings of past battle 

glories. Tradition is the centerpiece around which the Army profession coalesces.  

In summation, the cultural milieu resulting from these perspectives has a scientific 

worldview, is oriented toward practical considerations and problem-solving, and is biased toward 

action. The culture emphasizes seeking solutions/decisions and assumes that, with enough 

knowledge, any obstacle can be overcome.63 This results in a deterministic view that, if the right 

actions are taken, the desired aim can be achieved. Military science is governed by “fundamental” 

and “immutable” eternal laws and principles which, through artful application, can provide 

“victory.”64 The ethical emphasis on duty, service, and the organization’s noble values causes 

Army leaders to be wary and even disdainful of political considerations in war, which contributes 

to the separation of military action as the sphere of military professionals and policy as a concern 

of politicians. These most basic underlying assumptions, values, beliefs, and perspectives 

manifest the United States Army’s distinct strategic culture.  
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Strategic Culture – The Cult of Decisive Battle 

 
The fundamental aspects of worldview discussed in the last section create several 

emergent themes that define the Army’s strategic mindset. This mindset, or culture, however, 

should not be confused with designing, having, or being cognizant of a preference for a particular 

military strategy; it is rather the fundamental patterns of preferences and assumptions that 

influence all US approaches to warfare. Because operational logic seeks to achieve strategic 

objectives, strategic culture is inherently interwoven with, and frames, operational practice and 

thus a discussion of these relevant patterns in American strategic thinking is necessary to set the 

context for American operational logic. Numerous scholars have attempted to identify, or debunk 

the idea of, an American approach to warfare. A summary of the relevant observations follows.  

One of the most authoritative works of the field, Russel Weigley’s study of American 

military history and strategy has come under criticism by later scholars for its simplistic 

dichotomy between wars of annihilation and wars of attrition. But Weigley’s most valuable 

insight remains valid, that American military though, following Clausewitz’s logic, views the 

application of military force as synonymous with the destruction of enemy field forces.65 Thomas 

Schelling echoes this idea in describing a central aim of American strategy: “to seek out and to 

destroy the enemy’s military force, to achieve crushing victory over enemy armies.”66 Schelling 

connects this aim with a view of military action as “an alternative to bargaining, not a process of 

bargaining.”67 Likewise, Antulio Echevarria describes the tendency in US military thought for 

“offensive operations aimed at defeating an opponent’s main force....”68 Echevarria also 

reinforces the idea that Americans view warfare as an alternative to, rather than a part of, the 
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bargaining process. He asserts that this bifurcation leads to military thinking which focuses on 

winning battles and campaigns, leaving to policymakers the struggles before and after conflict.69 

Samuel Huntington’s influential work, The Soldier and the State, even formalizes this model of 

civil-military relations in his theory of objective control.70  

These insights highlight the western interpretation of Clausewitz’s dictum that, “War is 

the continuation of politics by other means.” It views war as armed conflict and sees it as one of 

the options subordinate to policy, as an alternative to diplomacy, a sequel or prequel to it, or a 

partner to it. In 1948 George Kennan observed, “We have been handicapped however by a 

popular attachment to the concept of a basic difference between peace and war, by a tendency to 

view war as a sort of sporting contest outside of all political context.”71 Manifestation of this line 

of thought is best evidenced in the idealized view of war in the Weinberger/Powell doctrine.72 

This doctrine, a list of restrictive prerequisites for the employment of military force, also 

demonstrated, “a clear preference for decisive conventional wars and a caution against using 

military force for more limited, some might say nebulous, ends.”73 Thus, the first trend in 

American strategic thought is its fixation on the Clausewitzian ideal of war—a discrete and 

bounded concept to be embarked upon when diplomacy fails, executed by the military in a 

decisive manner, and followed by a transition in responsibility to politicians who will resolve the 

political issue after the enemy is rendered unable to resist. 
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This first trend also significantly influences the second theme in American strategic 

thought since World War II, a preference for and a competence in conventional or regular warfare 

and corresponding lack of competence and distaste for unconventional warfare. Martin van 

Creveld has highlighted numerous reasons for this lack of competence, from poor tooth-to-tail 

ratios, tall command and control structures and cumbersome procedures, equipment focused on 

fighting conventional forces, over-dependence on electronics, and excessive cost disparity in the 

conduct of warfare between regular and irregular forces.74 Echevarria separates these two forms 

of conflict into war’s “first grammar,” the concepts, principles, and procedures related to 

overthrowing an opponent by armed force, and war’s “second grammar,” insurgency, guerilla 

warfare, or irregular warfare.75 Even within the preference for contests between conventional 

forces, there is an emphasis on symmetrical competition and doctrine(s) that pit “strength against 

strength.”76 Colin Gray identifies four characteristics of the US approach to war directly related to 

its conventional nature. He describes it as profoundly-regular, large scale, aggressive and 

offensive.77 Robert Leonhard’s observations about a focus on attrition, in the context of the 

attrition-maneuver debates, resonate with these claims of conventional mindset. A notable 

exception to this trend would be the investment in and maintenance of special operations forces, 

which their own distinct and unique culture.  

Though commentators such as Max Boot point to America’s historical success in 

irregular conflicts as evidence of “another” American way of war, recent history is 
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unambiguous.78 The inability to translate tactical success into strategic gains suggest that either 

the demands and conditions of these previous conflicts were so different from today that this 

earlier American approach is no longer relevant, or that the US culture/mindset that enabled 

success in the previous century is no longer present in American military thought. Boot’s work, 

which attempts to identify lessons that can be gleaned from the past, implicitly assumes the latter 

case, thus reinforcing the lack of favor and expertise in irregular warfare in contemporary 

American military thought. In fairness, however, it must also be noted that the military cannot be 

held responsible in cases where policymakers have set infeasible or impossible goals. 

A third trend, interlinked with the previous two, is the tactical bias of US military 

thought. As the military sees its role as winning battles and campaigns, the thinking typified by 

tactical actions tends to bleed realms where alternative mindsets are more appropriate. Echevarria 

asserts that the most consistent trend in US strategic thought is the belief that an additive series of 

tactical victories will incrementally produce strategic success.79 The US experiences in Vietnam 

and Afghanistan have aptly demonstrated this. Not unique to the U.S., Cathal Nolan details how 

this idea has expanded to a fixation among modern great powers on seeking victory through 

decisive battle.80 Despite this ideal having led Germany to ruin in two World Wars, the Western 

military search for the short, decisive battlefield victory type war has remained the ideal for 

American military employment.81 Echevarria, a Clausewitzian devotee, claims with no sense of 

irony that America does not have a “way of war,” rather it has a “way of battle.”82 This trend 
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manifests itself significantly in US Army operational logic and will be discussed in detail in 

following sections.  

Colin Gray also reinforces the idea of tactical bias when he describes American military 

thinking as apolitical, “paying scant regard to the consequences of its course of operations for the 

character of the peace that will follow,” and astrategic, waging war as a largely autonomous 

activity, leaving worry about peace and its politics to some later day.”83 It is important to note, as 

Echevarria does, that US military practice has certainly been influenced by policy and politics, 

even while military thought tends to shy away from such matters.84 Unfortunately, while the 

military should be subordinate to policymakers, the political context is often necessary to 

understand the military goals prescribed. A continual two-way conversation between 

policymakers and military professionals is necessary so political context and aims and reasonable 

expectations for military action can be communicated and updated.  

Technocentrism has been another consistent theme in discussion of American strategic 

thought. Technology has long offered the promise of mitigating risk to forces and, as such, has 

understandably been embraced. Unlike strategic concepts, technology can more easily be 

described with numbers, and thus tied to the budget shares that often serve as a proxy measure of 

how important one’s own service or branch is seen to be in the eyes of others. Frederick Kagan 

notes this focus on the power of technology, but observes that it is often accompanied by 

unrealistic hopes for what technology can accomplish and unimaginative application of new 

technology onto existing concepts.85 Thomas Mahnken observes the military being “particularly 
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bullish on those systems that comport with existing mission areas.”86 Contributing to this trend 

are the fiscal realities of Congress, which will not fund too many long-term projects.  

Echevarria challenges the claims of technocentrism but his argument makes the faulty 

connection that a focus on technological solutions to problems equates to being a world leader in 

such innovations—an argument that ignores capacity for such innovations. He concedes 

technocentrism as a characteristic of US military theories in the latter half of the 20th century, but 

argues that this is not uniquely American, pointing to the trend in NATO as well.87 That this trend 

is not unique to America does not mean it is not present, and there is reason to believe its 

presence in NATO is a result of its prevalence in US military thought. Colin Gray finds evidence 

for technological dependence in US thought as well.88 The potential seen in technologically 

sophisticated weapon systems only serves to reinforce the deep-rooted belief in the possibility of 

success through quick, clean victories.89 

Firepower has also long been cited as having a special place in US thinking. Weigley and 

Gray both cite the US focus on firepower, the latter describing it as a “traditional, cultural, 

excessive, love affair.”90 Robert Leonhard refers to this penchant as a religion and associates it 

with a resultant neglect of maneuver.91 The astrategic characteristic of the US approach to warfare 

is at least partly informed by the industrial approach to war and the implicit assumption that the 

ability to mass forces and firepower—logistic warfare—could substitute for strategy.92 The 
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interplay between technology and firepower also gives rise to an associated trend of reliance on 

standoff precision weapon systems.93 

Sensitivity to casualties is an additional trend asserted by Gray and this must be viewed 

as the most fluid element in Gray’s categorization.94 This is particularly true since Vietnam and 

the introduction of the All-Volunteer Force. Contrary to this claim, Echevarria states that US 

casualty aversion is a myth and points to research implying that casualty aversion is linked to 

public expectations of success.95 This idea is less myth and more nuance than Echevarria 

presents, however. His argument is valid in terms of public perception, which tends to be more 

accepting of casualties in direct proportion to how accepted the war goals are and how well the 

US is perceived to be achieving those goals. But this idea is inaccurate when looking at political 

and military leaders, who are still very much averse to casualties.96 Thus, for the purposes of 

examining operational thought, Echevarria’s criticisms are not applicable.  

Michael Matheny’s study of US operational art in World War II notes several trends that 

remain today. Like Colin Gray, he sees logistical excellence and a large-scale focus. Matheny 

also highlights the expeditionary nature of US strategy and joins Echevarria in emphasizing the 

Joint nature of US strategy.97 Richard Swain has highlighted the structured incentives and direct 

guidance to the Army from its strategic sponsors to ensure it is nested with the joint and 
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expeditionary focus of the broader military.98 Echevarria and Boot have pointed to the 

Department of Defense Lessons Learned from the 2003 Iraq invasion in highlighting the 

combined/coalition nature of US warfighting and the importance of sophisticated command and 

control systems.99  

Peter Mansoor highlights that many in the US Army, and the broader Joint force, believe 

that superior command and control and intelligence systems could reduce fog and friction, 

allowing information to replace massed firepower.100 In his criticism of the antiquated “Principles 

of War,” Robert Leonhard optimistically asserts this prediction.101 The concept of Network 

Centric warfare provides the most clear demonstration of this thought process. Donald 

Vandergriff has demonstrated that increased information technology has led to a tendency for 

more centralized command and control, which is presumed to enable better synchronization of 

effects, ostensibly leading to tactical success.102 This over-optimism about command and control 

technology have a long history of the opposite result.103 In fact, US Army leaders are now 

advocating looking back to the 19th Century for solutions to command and control in an 

environment where information systems will be disrupted.104 
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The richest and most complex characterization of American military thought, however, is 

Brian Linn’s Echo of Battle. Linn describes three co-existing intellectual traditions whose relative 

influence has varied over time which make up the “army way of war.” The engineer-minded 

Guardians view war as an art and science, subject to laws and principles to be applied by skilled 

practitioners.105 Napoleon could be thought of as their archetype. The Guardians tend to display 

the technocentrism noted by Kagan, Mahnken, Gray, Leonhard and Vandergriff. They also 

display a disdain for unconventional operations and for limited application of military force. The 

romantically-minded Heroes emphasize the human element of war—it is chaotic, violent, and 

emotional, and it is the intangibles such as genius, courage, morale, and discipline that determine 

victory. George S. Patton can be seen as the Heroes’ exemplar.106 The tactical and battle-centric 

focus noted by Cathal, Gray and Echevarria is evident in the Heroes’ ideology. Lastly, the 

organizationally minded Managers see war as a matter of shaping and setting conditions with 

force structure and composition to pre-determine outcomes. The Managers’ ideal can be found in 

George C. Marshall or Dwight D. Eisenhower.107 The Managers continually search for the next 

big structure or organizational concept—even if it is merely “re-arranging the spaghetti.”108 Linn 

predicted the Managers would emphasize a “refocus on large-unit, high-tech conventional 

operations, and raise the specter of an expansionist China or resurgent Russia,” precisely what is 

currently occurring. 

These trends in American military thought create a framework within which ideas for the 

application of military force are generated, solutions to military problems are formulated, and 

decisions about risk are assessed. What emerges from this framework is an approach to warfare 
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that is expeditionary and offensive, focusing on regular/conventional warfare. It is capabilities-

based, seeks technocentric solutions - but an orthodox application of new technologies, and 

displays a preference for firepower, especially for precision fires. It idealizes mass, or 

overwhelming forces/fires to create overmatch, in order to keep combat actions swift and 

casualties low. This form of warfare emphasizes combined arms and joint integration, which it 

synchronizes through exquisite command and control systems, and supports through 

comprehensive logistical systems – an approach that the military uses across the full range of 

military activities, beyond armed conflict. This framework of warfare envisions a rapid, decisive 

campaign of overwhelming force against a symmetrical peer adversary. This framework has 

driven institutional force development decisions, operational thinking, and even cultural customs 

and values. 

Cultural Artifacts – Manifestations of the Army’s Underlying Perspectives 

 
The customs, traditions, and experiences emphasized by the Army offer the most 

palpable example of its beliefs and values. These values center around the conventional state-on-

state large scale wars, of which World War II is the epitome. Carl Builder noted that, “something 

happened to the Army in its passage through World War II that it liked; and it has not been able 

to free itself from the sweet memories of the Army that liberated France and swept victoriously 

into Germany.”109 Nowhere is this more clearly suggested than in the Army’s ongoing transition 

of its service uniform to “Army Greens,” a replication of the World War II era “Pinks and 

Greens.” The Sergeant Major of the Army stated that the uniform “represents our tradition and 

history.”110 The uniform is meant in his words to enhance recognition of the Army’s service to the 

nation and evoke the feelings created by our victory in World War II. This is telling in light of the 
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nation’s recent difficulties in achieving victory against non-state actors. Uniforms are inherently 

symbolic and what they reference indicates our underlying values. The return of the uniform 

suggests to some a desire to leave behind the “grinding and divisive” wars of the past generation 

and harken back to the nation’s last “total victory in a major war.”111 The uniform choice seems 

to give form to an underlying discomfort with limited objectives, conflicts outside major war, and 

open-ended competition and a yearning for simple, unambiguous, straightforward challenges, 

enemies and conflicts, or “real wars.” The time and resources being spent on a new uniform while 

the Army is in the midst of addressing readiness challenges, undergoing modernization, and being 

operationally engaged speaks to the power and pervasiveness of the current paradigm and the 

narrative that accompanies it.112  

Another area where a paradigm’s conceptual undercurrents can be witnessed is in stories 

that an organization tells. Peter Mansoor points out the emphasis on Civil War, World War I and 

World War II campaigns but relatively little on the pacification of the Native Americans, Filipino 

guerillas and military assistance missions to Greece and other countries.113 The 2017 version of 

Field Manual 3-0 where the LSGCO made its first appearance is elucidating in its sub-text—

World War II General Douglas MacArthur and Civil War General William T. Sherman are the 

most frequently referenced, with World War II General George S. Patton following.114 The array 

of vignettes also follows a similar pattern with 15 of 18 vignettes focused on large scale 

conventional combat operations and three on other forms of conflict - with only one reference to 

Russian intervention in Ukraine but four discussions of World War II, three references to Desert 
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Shield and Desert Storm, and two to the 2003 invasion of Iraq. The 2019 version of the doctrine 

removed the explicit references, but the content of the doctrine remained the same, its only 

significant change being its modification to incorporate ideas and language from the Multi-

Domain Operations concept, which shares a similar narrative and thematic thrust.  

The emphasis on World War II is evidenced elsewhere. The Army recently published a 

seven-volume essay collection on large scale combat operations. The most referenced conflicts 

were World War II (24 vignettes), followed by WWI (13 vignettes), the Gulf War (seven 

vignettes), Operation Iraqi Freedom (seven vignettes) and the Korean War (six vignettes). The 

two world wars were referenced more heavily than every other conflict combined. In contrast, 

contemporary Russian operations were mentioned only in three instances, while the 1973 Arab-

Israeli War was discussed four times.115 It is of course logical that literature focusing on large 

scale combat operations would emphasize case studies wherein combat operations by large 

formations were the primary means of conflict; however, the emphasis placed on these operations 

in doctrine and education highlights that this is the means of conflict envisioned today as well, 

despite contemporary operations which may indicate otherwise.  

In his essay examining preparation for combat after Vietnam, Vought discussed the 

imbalance in professional military education in class hours spent on low-intensity conflict versus 

high-intensity conflict and concluded there was a neglect of the former.116 Similarly, the US 

Army currently has no dedicated classes in limited-contingency operations in its education for 

mid-grade leaders at the Command and General Staff College. Within the curriculum, the 

emphasis is on Large Scale Combat Operations (LSCO), both in classwork, readings, and 

exercises.  

The emphasis on LSCO also holds true for the future operational planners attending the 
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Advanced Military Studies Program at the School of Advanced Military Studies (SAMS). Brian 

Linn states that, at its inception, SAMS students’ “entire education was directed at mastering 

modern warfare,” clinging to this vision even in the face of evidence that the Army was “far more 

likely to encounter other ways of war.”117 He notes a student admitting fifteen years after SAMS’ 

inception that, of 11 significant military operations since the course began, only Desert Storm 

resembled what was taught at the school.118 While the Army has emphasized in doctrine a 

requirement to “maintain” its proficiency in limited contingency operations, it appears to be doing 

little, institutionally, to ensure this, if such a proficiency even still exists. 

Policy Discourse – The War For Which The Army’s Strategic Sponsor is Directing It To 

Prepare 

Army culture is not the only influence on its paradigm of conflict. As a subservient 

organization to the state and its political leaders, the Army is very much guided by the directions 

provided by its strategic sponsors. That guidance has been quite clear for the past decade: prepare 

for peer competition with great powers.  

Despite the failure to achieve stated political aims in the current conflicts in Afghanistan 

and Iraq, the application of lessons learned to better prepare for future conflicts of this nature has 

not been a focus. Instead, policymakers have been directing the Army’s attention away from such 

conflicts since the Obama Administration. The 2012 Defense Strategic Guidance and the Army’s 

response to it, the 2014 Strategic Planning Guidance, both emphasized that the Army will no 

longer be structured and sized for large-scale counterinsurgency operations.119 On its first page, 

the Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy (NDS) warns that “Inter-state strategic 
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competition, not terrorism, is now the primary concern in U.S. national security.”120 The 

document characterizes “the reemergence of long-term, strategic competition [emphasis in 

original document]” by the revisionist powers of China and Russia as “the central challenge to 

U.S. prosperity and security.”121 The rogue states of North Korea and Iran are likewise 

emphasized to a far greater extent than either of the current conflicts or potential terrorist threats. 

The Description of the National Military Strategy (NMS) follows suit, only mentioning two 

adversaries directly—China and Russia—but doing so twice in its six pages.122  

The Army has responded to this guidance with enthusiasm. In the 2019 Army Posture 

Statement, the Secretary of the Army and Chief of Staff of the Army assure the political 

leadership that the Army is “Aligned with the National Defense Strategy,” and “pursuing a path 

to ensure we stay ahead of our competitors and remain ready and lethal into the future.”123 The 

Army leadership envisions doing this through three priority areas:  

…building readiness for high-intensity conflict against strategic competitors; 

modernizing our doctrine, equipment, and formations to conduct multi-domain 

operations; and reforming our personnel system, business processes, and fiscal 

management to ensure our resources are put towards the highest priority activities 

[emphasis added].124 

 

The 2018 Army Vision explicitly describes the character of war it is preparing for and its 

response. The senior leaders of the Army emphasize the organization’s focus on what is being 

termed “the Big War” in writing that, “the Army of 2028 will be ready to deploy, fight, and win 

decisively against any adversary, anytime, and anywhere, in a joint, multi-domain, high intensity 

conflict, while simultaneously deterring others and maintaining its ability to conduct irregular 
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warfare.”125 The priority here is clear.  

The Army Vision then goes on to demonstrate its capabilities-based approach in stating 

that “The Army will do this through the employment of modern manned and unmanned ground 

combat vehicles, aircraft, sustainment systems, and weapons, coupled with robust combined arms 

formations and tactics based on a modern warfighting doctrine…”126 The Vision details not only 

a growth of the Army, but a reorganization of the force. This reorganization consists of increased 

combat arms in formations to include armor, artillery, engineers and air defense assets, an 

emphasis on Brigade through Corps intelligence surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR), 

electronic warfare (EW) and cyber capability, availability of aviation, combat support and 

logistics units. While military tools can be applied in many ways, the scheme of reorganization 

here is clearly nested with the large-scale ground combat operations against a near-peer 

competitor.  

There are exceptions to this focus, the Security Force Assistance Brigades offer an 

example, but the existence of these brigades serves a two-fold purpose which supports the LSCO 

construct: first they free up Brigade Combat Teams to focus on training for LSCO and second 

they create a cadre force that can easily be filled with soldiers and become a combat brigade. 

Another exception is the special operations enterprise, which continues to be funded well, has 

expanded significantly, and will continue to have roles across the spectrum of conflict. But these 

cases offer the exceptions that demonstrate the rule.  

Thus, the discourse between policymakers and Army leadership and the Army’s 

statements about itself clearly reflect a consensus. The strategic focus of the nation and the Army 

is shifting to peer/near-peer competitors and the expectations about the character of conflict are 

that it will revolve around large-scale, high-intensity, conventional combat operations. While 
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declaratory policy is one form of evidence for the Army’s understanding of conflict, it is also 

important to “follow the money” to see where real investments are being made.  

Acquisitions – The War the Army is Being Equipped to Fight 

 
What the military is being funded for and what it is requesting funds for offers a concrete 

insight into how it is expected and expects to operate. How the Army is organized and equipped 

indicates the character of the conflict it is preparing to fight—but in a certain amount of self-

fulfilling prophesy, how the Army is organized, equipped, and develops leaders provides the tools 

that frame its approach to solving problems and, to a degree, places constraints on what it can and 

cannot do. As the saying goes, when one only has a hammer, all one sees are nails.  

The FY 2020 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) makes the policy discourse’s 

focus on strategic competitors even more apparent. The document echoes the National Security 

Strategy (NSS) in identifying “long-term, strategic competition with China and Russia as the 

central challenge presently facing U.S. security and prosperity.”127 The NDAA then goes on to 

emphasize capabilities explicitly or implicitly tied directly to “the high-end fight” with China and 

Russia.128 The document discusses maximizing cruise missile production and increasing research 

for hypersonic and directed energy weapons.129 The NDAA allocates funding for increased 

numbers of F-35 Joint Strike Fighters and directs the Air Force to finalize an optimal number of 

these fighters and B-21 strategic bombers, “in regards to the strategic threat from peer 

competitors like China and Russia.”130 Modernization of Virginia-class attack submarines and 

twelve additional ships for the Navy are also funded. For the Army, 48 additional AH-64 attack 

helicopters, Paladin self-propelled howitzers, counter-fire radars, and the Stryker 30mm cannon 
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upgrade are all addressed.131 Assessments of Russian and Chinese nuclear capabilities are 

directed, limitations on bilateral-cooperation with Russia are extended, and increased mil-to-mil 

cooperation across the Indo-Pacific are expanded by eight additional nations.132 Support for the 

Army Multi-domain Task Force is highlighted as well as funding to transition to smaller, more-

dispersed basing across the Pacific.133 While capabilities for high-end combat are mostly 

applicable to lesser-included requirements, from peacekeeping to counter-insurgency, the 

overwhelming emphasis of the document in equipping the military for the conventional high-

intensity threats from Russia and China highlights the focus policymakers are providing to the 

Army.  

The Army modernization priorities, published by the Chief of Staff of the Army and the 

Secretary of the Army in 2017, further emphasize the capabilities-based approach to warfare 

characterized in the NDAA and strategic guidance.134 Army leadership states, “Today, our Army 

is not institutionally organized to deliver modern critical capabilities to Soldiers and combat 

formations quickly,” and lists priority systems to address the Army’s “eroding” advantages 

against peer adversaries and “regain out competitive advantage.”135 The priorities listed are, for 

the most part, capabilities most relevant to high-intensity conflict and all the capacities are 

described in the language of providing capability against near-peer threats: Long Range Precision 

Fires capability, a Next Generation Combat Vehicle, Future of Vertical Lift platforms, an Army 

Network, Air and Missile Defense, and Soldier Lethality.136 The focus on these “Big Six” 

capabilities implies a conception of warfare that has remained constant since the “Big Five” of 
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the 1970s, which included two ground combat vehicles (the Abrams and the Bradley), vertical lift 

(the Blackhawk), Air and Missile Defense (Patriot), and a fires system (in the form of attack 

aviation in the Apache). One could add a sixth system under the long-range precision fires 

category with the Multiple Launch Rocket System, also conceived and developed in this 

period.137 However, unlike the process in the 1980s, where a doctrine was developed and the 

technology already in development was mated to it, the opposite approach appears to be being 

pursued today. The current approach seems to envision technological capability and then doctrine 

is being written to accommodate it, even if that technology or its feasibility has yet to be 

demonstrated.  

The impetus for the focus on acquiring these systems is their existence in peer competitor 

inventories.138 In some cases, capabilities are assumed necessary a priori rather than emerging 

after a deliberate and rigorous gap-analysis. To remedy this, Army Futures Command is 

developing its Top-Down Futures Development Process to address acquisitions issues.139 After 

understanding national strategic guidance as encapsulated in the NSS, NDS, and NMS, baseline 

scenario assessment would occur, providing evidence-based assessments of current forces against 

threats identified in the strategic documents to see where capability gaps occur.140 The process is 

repeated with more distant time frames to take into account planned changes. This then drives 

development of solutions, testing of those solutions and finally adjustments to DOTMLPF-P 

(doctrine, organization, training, materiel, leadership and education, personnel, facilities, and 
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policy).141 But this process is currently being developed and is not what led to the Army’s 

modernization priorities. Rather, these were inspired by the same logic prevalent in the post-

Vietnam era, namely the specter of adversaries who had taken advantage of America’s 

involvement fighting insurgency to modernize for conventional war, threatening American 

dominance.  

This line of thought is clearly evident in the current assessment by the US Army 

Combined Arms Center which has identified what it calls “17 Large Scale Combat Operations 

Gaps.”142 These capabilities all revolve around intelligence gathering and targeting, survivability, 

mobility, firepower and sustainment of Theater and Field Armies, Corps, and Divisions. Air and 

Missile Defense at echelon, long-range fires, deep-seeing sensors, and means to command and 

control large formations all figure prominently, nesting with the Army’s stated priorities. Further, 

they nest with the Army future concept of MDO which will be discussed later.143 As with policy 

discussion, the manner in which the Army is being equipped and the way it is asking to be 

equipped makes it clear that it is focused on capabilities to conduct large-scale ground combat 

operations against near-peer/peer competitors, namely China and Russia. Thus in terms of culture 

and education, strategic outlook, policy direction and arming itself, there is a coherence in the 

Army’s approach to warfare. But internal coherence is only one aspect of an organization’s 

efficacy; external validity of its actions, their applicability to reality, is also necessary for 

relevance.  
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The Changing Character of Conflict - The War the Army is Likely to Fight 

 
Having assessed the Army’s underlying assumptions about and responses to its view of 

war, warfare and competition in the previous sections, it must be asked whether the nature and 

character of contemporary conflict accord with these assumptions. As many have noted, defeating 

an attack by a peer adversary is not the most likely scenario the Army will encounter.144 Interstate 

wars between great powers have been trending downwards for 500 years.145 Interstate wars have 

declined over the past sixty years; civil wars have increased, though they too have dropped in the 

last thirty years; and deaths within wars have declined since World War II.146 The character of 

conflict continues to evolve , while conventional warfare will certainly not go away, other forms 

are becoming increasingly more common. The U.S. has evidence of this in its own experience. In 

the last sixty years, the US Army has spent fewer than six months engaged in high-intensity 

conventional combat operations while spending more than twenty-seven years engaged in major 

unconventional operations. And this calculation even excludes numerous humanitarian assistance 

and peacekeeping operations. In other words, over the past sixty years, the U.S. has spent more 

time fighting irregular conflicts than conventional warfare by a factor of 50. Martin van Creveld 

has pointed out that, if war is about achieving policy goals, then low-intensity conflicts have been 

the most politically significant form of war waged since 1945, being the dominant instrument of 
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bringing about political change across the Third World and having consequences recognized by 

the international community to a much greater extent than conventional wars.147  

Further, an age-old lesson of warfare is that the wise do not seek to challenge their 

adversaries in a manner in which they are weak and their adversary is strong. Rather, they seek to 

marginalize adversary strengths and exploit weaknesses. World War II and Desert Storm, upon 

which the US Army has a special attachment, are the exceptions, not the rule. Military 

commentators in Russia and China, the U.S.’s acknowledged peer competitors, have explicitly 

stated that these nations do not intend to play to US strengths and engage in conventional conflict 

but will resort to other means of competition.148 The Army’s Multi-Domain Operations Concept, 

which is now being replaced by the Joint concept of All Domain Operations (ADO), 

acknowledges that peer adversaries, explicitly naming China and Russia, will primarily attempt to 

achieve their political objectives below the threshold of armed conflict.149 Readiness for large-

scale combat operations seems unlikely to deter adversary actions below that threshold, but rather 

forces them to act below that threshold. Lastly, considering Russia and China are both nuclear-

armed powers, the incentive to avoid open conventional conflict, which has the potential to 

escalate to the existential threat of nuclear exchange, is significant. It is much more likely that the 

Army will find itself in conflicts that seek precisely to marginalize its preferred methods of war.  

One could argue that conventional war with a peer competitor presents the most 

dangerous threat that the US Army must face, the only true existential threat, short of nuclear 

conflict, and that it must prepare for these types of challenges and then can scale down from 

there. But even if this is so, such a singularly approach may be detrimental, especially considering 
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Army statements that our capacity to fight unconventional wars must be maintained.150 The force 

buildup of China and Russia seems on the surface to indicate a desire to engage in large scale 

combat operations, but the purpose behind these efforts could range from deterring US 

intervention in the region, to an economic project, to coercing the United States into costly arms 

races. Further, a symmetrical response is not always the best option, especially given that one 

rarely fights the war they choose.151 More importantly, even without sacrificing capability to 

wage large scale conventional warfare, the U.S. can still examine its underlying operational logic 

and understanding of war and warfare. 

So, what best explains the Army’s fixation on preparing and structuring itself for high-

intensity conventional conflict? Justification and competition for budgets is always a 

consideration, but there is a historical aspect that is likely more significant. Carl Builder argued 

that the Army’s concept of war is that which is least dissonant with its institutional view of 

itself.152 Large Scale Combat Operations call for a large army. A war against a near-peer 

adversary calls for the mix of forces that the Army prefers and around which its culture and 

function are created—the combat arms: infantry, armor, artillery, aviation. Finally, high-intensity 

conventional ground combat is the type of war in which the Army remembers itself most 

positively.153 This view is compelling in that it explains external explicit behaviors with 

underlying self-image. The evidence for this argument of “behavior as manifestation of implicit 

worldview” will be explored in detail in the following sections.  
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The US Army’s Operational Paradigm – Tactics with Bigger Arrows 

 
With an understanding of the tensions between the Army’s understanding of 

contemporary conflict and the trends of the current environment, it is now possible to discuss the 

Army’s operational thought to see how this contradiction manifests. The Army’s operational 

logic, its operational character, and its operational concepts – past, present, and future – paint a 

clear picture of the Army’s operational thinking and its increasing irrelevance.  

The Logic of Tactics 

 
The defining characteristic of the Army’s operational thought is that it is not operational 

at all, but rather is characterized by tactical logic. As several theorists have noted, “This tactical 

inclination is so persistent as to constitute an institutional learning impediment or disability.”154 

This conception is rooted the Army’s understanding of conflict. As described previously, the 

Army’s view of war is as an alternative to diplomacy; it occurs when diplomacy has failed. War, 

rightly fought in the US mindset, is a crusade against evil by society.155 To the US Army, its 

nature is inherently physical, it is about destruction, force-against-force, and overpowering the 

enemy, destroying his capability to resist and imposing one’s will upon an opponent defeated by 

the loss of his mechanisms of violence. The mental and moral domains of war are often ancillary 

considerations or other means to enhance the physical action. This is the vision in mind when 

Army personnel describe the Army’s role as “fighting and winning the nation’s wars,” even 

though the Army’s legal requirements are broader and more nuanced than this.156  

Army planning methodologies further reinforce facets of the Army’s tactical paradigm. 

Planning is inherently tactical in its logic; planning is about convergence and problem solving, it 
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is the “how” that flows from the “why” of the operational function. In accordance with the 

Army’s modernist outlook, Carl Builder noted its “implicit faith in analysis.”157 But as theorist 

John Boyd used to joke, to be an analyst was to be a half-wit, as analysis without synthesis was 

only half of the game.158 Yet, Army planning methodologies, Troop Leading Procedures (TLPs) 

and Military Decision-Making Process (MDMP), are profoundly analytical processes. They are 

linear, rigorous, rational, repeatable, reductionist, problem-solving approaches that grew out of 

Agrarian and Industrial Age military contexts.159 These processes are suitable, and necessary, for 

tactical problems, which have already been framed and where the mission has already been 

formulated.160 But imposing a tactical problem-solving process onto operational and strategic 

thought risks the possibility that, “strategy can become tactics writ large.”161  

Ostensibly, the Army Design Methodology (ADM) was created to prevent precisely this 

issue and provide an appropriate tool for understanding complex, ill-structured operational 

problems. As the Army’s counterinsurgency manual points out, “Planning applies established 

procedures to solve a largely understood problem within an accepted framework. Design inquires 

into the nature of a problem to conceive a framework for solving that problem.”162 But, in 

practice, ADM’s approach derives from the same perspectives as planning and is subordinated to 

 
157 Builder, 38. 

158 John R. Boyd, Lecture: Discourse on Winning and Losing (Quantico, VA: USMC Command 

and Staff College, Marine Corps University, 1989), 2. 

159 William T. Sorrells et al., “Systemic Operational Design: An Introduction” (United States 

Army School of Advanced Military Studies, 2005), 10-11; US Department of the Army, Art of Design: 

Student Text Version 2.0 (Fort Leavenworth, KS: School of Advanced Military Studies, 2009), 11-12. 

160 Stephen J. Gerras, Thinking Critically About Critical Thinking: A Fundamental Guide for 

Strategic Leaders (Carlisle, PA: US Army War College, 2006), 12-13. 

161 Sorrells et al., 11. 

162 US Department of the Army, Field Manual (FM) 3-24, Counterinsurgency (2006) 

(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2006), 4-2. 



 42 

an overarching traditional planning approach.163 Further, its language is replaced by familiar 

terms that attempt to approximate but fails to adequately capture the necessary philosophical 

meanings.164 The efforts to reduce design to something familiar and non-threatening had the 

effect of neutering it, of negating its true utility as a means of providing a holistic understanding 

of self in relation to context and a means to learn and transform.165 

The devolution of design theory in the Army can be witnessed in the transition from the 

rescinded 2008 Commander’s Appreciation and Campaign Design, to the unpublished 2009 FMI 

5-2, to ATP 5-0.1 Army Design Methodology.166 The very publication of design manuals has 

been referred to as reduction ad absurdum of the concept.167 The result of this conceptual erosion 

is a simplified, watered-down version of design, which actually mimics the perspectives, 

worldview, and approach of traditional planning—the trappings of a new paradigm exist, but 

underneath the same perspectives and processes continue. The originator of military design has 

even acknowledged that, “The U.S. military says…Design, but it is a hologram of the promised 

land rather than the real thing. It is not founded on operational art and systems thinking.”168 The 

Army is thus creating a false sense of confidence in ability to perform design, for those who have 

been trained in and practice ADM. 
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The current emphasis on practical, doctrinal planning skills in the Army’s premier 

operational planning course, the Advanced Military Studies Program, only exacerbates the lack of 

proficiency in design thinking and the ability to see outside the prevailing system to generate 

creative and innovative ideas. Further, the utilization tours of the graduates of this program often 

offer very little operational experience and much of the limited operational education they do 

receive atrophies as they focus on tactical missions at the division echelon. The feedback fto the 

course from the Army organizations that receive these graduates is highly focused on tactical 

planning, further elucidating the mindset of the operational force, and reinforcing the current 

emphases of the course in positive feedback loop, offering little hope for rectification. 

The problem of strategy becoming tactics writ large is also readily seen in the way the 

Army defines the very concept of strategy. The simplistic and formulaic Lykke model, first 

published in 1989, has become Joint and Army dogma.169 This model discusses strategy 

development as combining ways and means to achieve ends, while assessing risk.170 The model 

does not produce strategy, but rather an uncreative resource-goal alignment calculation, nothing 

could be less strategic.171  

The first issue with this model is that formulae, algorithms, best practices, standard 

operating procedures and doctrine (all examples of looking at the past to distill a template for 

future application) are appropriate for the realm of tactics, but not for strategy.172 As Francois 

Jullien has highlighted, “The defining characteristic of warfare is the inevitable distance that 

separates the reality of it from its model. In short, to think about warfare is to think about the 

 
169 Arthur F. Lykke, "Defining Military Strategy," Military Review 69, no. 5 (1989): 2-8. 

170 US Department of Defense, The Joint Staff . Joint Publication (JP) 1, Change 1, Doctrine for 

the Armed Forces of the United States (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2017), II-1 - II-11. 

171 Jeffrey W. Meiser, "Ends + Ways + Means = (Bad) Strategy," Parameters 46, no. 4 (2017). 

172 Everett Dolman, Pure Strategy: Power and Principle in the Space and Information Age (New 

York, NY: Frank Cass, 2005), 3. 



 44 

extent to which it is bound to betray the ideal concept of it.”173 Strategy is a product of 

imagination, it is inherently creative, it is about change, and requires novel and specific 

approaches.174 The reduction of strategy to a formula is antithetical to its very nature.  

A second problem with the US military conception of strategy is its tactical language. 

The words we use shape how we think.175 “If you use ‘victory’ in any other context than that of 

battles and engagements, you are degrading a coherent understanding of the term.”176 Tactics 

seeks culmination, strategy seeks continuation.177 The use of the term ends/endstates in defining 

strategy both reveals and prompts a discrete and bounded perspective, rather than an 

understanding of continuing advantage.178 Victory, culmination, and winning are tactical concepts 

that have their place in the “grammar and logic of battle, but not so patently of war, and most 

certainly not in the realm of strategy.”179  

A third issue with the US doctrinal formulation of strategy is that strategy is less 

concerned with accommodating boundaries than it is with manipulating them; strategy is less 

about aligning the ways and means that exist than it is about creating, re-envisioning, and 

transforming them. 180 Tactics is about acting, strategy is about manipulating the structure within 
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which actions take place.181 This understanding has been analogized with the chess masters, who 

excel by operating within the rules of the game, and the game designers, “who find better games 

to play, rewriting the rules, and forcing the enemy to play games that favor our strengths and 

advantages more than theirs.”182 Chess masters are tacticians; game designers are strategists. 

Finally, it is also important to note not just what the Army discusses, but what it does not. Carl 

Builder has observed that, unlike the Navy and the Air Force, the Army does not have a service 

strategy, in terms of a theory of land power; instead it has operational concepts.183 

In turning to operational art, we find the same problematic conceptualization of strategy 

in the Army’s even more problematic definition of operational art: “The cognitive approach by 

commanders and staffs—supported by their skill, knowledge, experience, creativity, and 

judgment—to develop strategies, campaigns, and operations to organize and employ military 

forces by integrating ends, ways, and means.”184 Operational art is further described as 

encompassing “all levels, from strategic direction to tactical actions.”185 There are several 

significant problems with this construction.  

First, the idea that the cognitive processes of tactical, operational, and strategic thinking 

are analogous is deeply flawed. As demonstrated by the growing literature on the need for 

strategic thinking in the Army, the creation of a separate career field specifically for strategists, 
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increasing Army efforts to identify, and quantify, field grade leaders’ potential for strategic 

leadership, as well as the creation of schools to teach operational art, tactical, operational and 

strategic thinking all differ in context, structure, function and process [See Figure 1]. One 

operational theorist has offered a simple analogy with architecture to capture this difference.186 

The higher commander/strategist and the entrepreneur envision the project and set the aims; the 

tactical commander and the craftsman are the agents of action, they perform the mechanical 

work; the architect or operational artist understands, defines, and interprets the problem, creating 

the bridge that links the concrete/mechanical actions of the tactician and the craftsman to the 

abstract/conceptual aims of the strategist/entrepreneur. These roles require very different skill 

sets, perform very different functions, and operate through very different cognitive processes, 

which is why describing all of them as operational art is incoherent.  
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Figure 1 Relating Tactical, Operational, and Strategic Thought, table created by author. 

 

Second, applying the technical rationality-based ends-ways-means formula beyond its 

appropriate jurisdiction (tactics) to operational art is misguided in the same manner as in applying 

it to strategy, which has already been addressed above.187 Lastly, the definition simply includes 

far too much extraneous information—discussing the agents who should/do practice operational 

art (commanders and staffs) and the supposed aids to the process (skill, knowledge, experience, 

creativity and judgment). In short, the definition is so cumbersome, expansive, and unclear that it 
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becomes meaningless. A far better approach would be to define a broad “military art” and then 

have useful distinctions between tactical, operational, and strategic thinking based on function 

and process. For practical and immediate value, the original formulation of operational art, from 

the 1986 manual, is far superior: “Operational art is the employment of military forces to attain 

strategic goals, in a theater of war or theater of operations, through the design, organization, and 

conduct of campaigns and major operations.”188  

Beyond the definition, however, Army operational design tools have long been 

acknowledged to incapable of providing commanders and planners with means of designing 

appropriate, effective, coherent campaigns across the spectrum of conflict.189 The Elements of 

Operational Art, for example, offer clear demonstration of the Army’s understanding of 

operational art as merely “tactics with bigger arrows.”190 Decisive points, lines of operation, 

operational reach, and basing are Jominian concepts regarding movement in physical space.191 

These concepts, as well as tempo, culmination, phasing and transition, and risk, do not capture the 

unique aspects of operational thought but instead are merely the same scaled-up considerations 

that characterize tactical thought. Center of Gravity is a Newtonian 18th century concept with so 

many competing definitions that it provides more confusion than utility. It is purported to be 

systems-based but is anti-systemic in its nature, making implications contrary to the very 

definition of complex adaptive systems.192 The concept thus creates a danger for those utilizing it 

of generating anti-systemic conclusions masquerading as products of systems thinking. Though 
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somewhat a semantic issue, the concept of endstates has already been discussed as tactical in its 

finite nature. The elements of operational art are confused, incoherent extrapolations of tactical 

ideas outside their appropriate level of abstraction. 

Operational art should instead be defined by what makes it distinct from tactics and from 

strategy, by what allows it to connect with and align to each, and by how it is able to reconcile the 

two. The Army’s definitions, frameworks, and discussions fail to address these aspects to any 

significant degree. Instead, the Army’s definition and descriptions have much less to do with 

connecting tactical aims to strategic ends and much more to do with the deployment and 

maneuver of large formations, which ultimately ends up being the practical understanding of 

operational art in the US Army.193 The result is an unsurprising dearth of operational 

understanding and a pervasive tactical bias across US Army thought. 

In his introduction to the writings of G.S. Isserson, one of the exponents of operational 

art, Dr. James Schnieder has highlighted four areas of cognition where tactical bias can be found. 

First, he notes that the way we structure the world becomes the core of our thinking, leading often 

to the fallacy of genetic composition, “a false belief that what is true of our tactical past will hold 

true of our expanded operational and even strategic future.”194 We assume that, “What is true of 

the tree is true of the forest; what is true of the platoon is true of the army, etc.”195 But this 

thinking ignores emergences that exist at scale. The lessons of tactics cannot be extrapolated to 

the very different operational and strategic environments.  

Schneider also notes that while the levels of war are “distinct and coherent” modes of 

thought and levels of abstraction, the Army trains almost exclusively to the tactical level of 
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abstraction.196 Milan Vego reinforces this point writing, “Although operational thinking is one of 

the most critical factors for success, whether in peacetime or time of war, many operational 

commanders have remained essentially captives of their narrow tactical perspective.”197 It is 

instructive that the Army’s highest echelon training program, for Corps and Divisions, the 

Mission Command Training Program, does not include the design or conduct of the campaign but 

is only focused on the actual battle.198  

This focus on the tactical level of abstraction often results in leaders who are quite 

intelligent, but are “wised-up” tacticians, schooled in the practical, problem-solving mindset of 

the engineer, but not trained in theory construction, analysis-synthesis, discernment, appreciation 

or judgment, which are required for operational and strategic thinking.199 Instead, where Army 

leaders display these qualities it is in spite of, not because of, the Army’s education and selection 

systems. This phenomenon is not new. Writing in 1866, General Sir Edward Bruce Hamley 

described the shortcomings of the archetype of the “wised-up” tactician: the valiant, devoted, 

practiced and successful field commander cannot be successful in higher command if he has not 

developed a mind capable of comprehensive views, deep study, and knowledge of great 

combinations—for him strategy would be a sealed book.200  

The third area Schneider highlights is the Army’s emphasis on the “heroic” model of 

leadership which remains the tactical ideal. This is the same model of leadership that inspires 

Linn’s school of military thought of the same name. This style of leadership is that of the Fire 

Team Leader; it is an up front, personal, direct and centered on emotionally-derived motivation; it 
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is the form of leadership that is critical for fighting battles. But as has been noted, “Generals do 

not fight. They fight through others, they command people who command operations. They are 

operators of the system - not of operations…”201 Operational art requires a different form of 

leadership, it requires intellectual, organizational and visionary leadership, it requires more 

Odysseus than Achilles.202 The operational leader is less the motivational speaker or popular 

football coach and more the insightful designer. Operational leadership requires strategic 

understanding, systemic thinking, critical and creative thought, and intellectual curiosity; it 

requires me’tis – that combination of modesty, heresy, skepticism and idealism.203 Most 

importantly, it requires an institution that educates, develops and selects for operational 

leadership rather than heroic leadership. This, however, is not the US Army way.  

COL(Ret) Lloyd J. Matthews has described how the Army has institutionalized 

Schneider’s last two areas of thought in education and advancement approaches that extrapolate 

the skills of lower-level command to higher-level command functions, regardless of 

discontinuities in the demands at differing command echelons.204 MG(Ret) Robert Scales has also 

emphasized the lack of strategic education and development in the Army, the inappropriate 

employment of officers who are trained in strategy, and the Army’s emphasis on tactical 

leadership.205  

Schneider’s last area of emphasis is how conservatism serves as a contributing factor to 
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tactical bias. Soviet theorists of the 1930s, in constructing the concept of operational art, had to 

overcome trends of conservatism and intellectual bias.206 Both of these themes have already 

discussed as being part of the US Army cultural milieu.  

Unfortunately, the US Army culture and institutional practices particularly predispose the 

organization to the types of risks Hamley, Schneider, Vego, Matthews and Scales discuss. A 

recent examination of US Army three and four-star Generals highlights that these senior officers 

typically spent 70% of their careers in tactical assignments prior to promotion to General Officer 

and at, 23 years of service, 50% were serving in tactical assignments.207 It is possible, and in 

some cases common, for officers in the US Army to gain the rank of Colonel where they will 

have a large impact on the actual operation of the Army institution without ever serving in 

operational assignments. Exacerbating this environment is the current reality that most Army 

leaders’ formative experiences have been two decades of conflict where the focus was on the 

platoon.  

Recently, a US Army General, evincing Brian Linn’s Heroes school of military thought, 

pointed to the truth in a viral meme that asserted, “Majors talk about grand strategy, Generals talk 

about squads.” The senior Army leader was making the valid point that ground combat is won at 

the squad and platoon echelons. The reality, however, is a bit more nuanced as battles may be 

won at the squad and platoon echelons…but wars are not. This has been amply demonstrated in 

the US experience in Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq, where the US military has been generally 

superior at the tactical level.208 The battle-centric paradigm of the US Army has resulted in an 
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organization which has been consistently successful at echelons of brigade and below but has 

often struggled to translate tactical success into strategic gain—which is the purview of those 

practicing the operational art, the senior general officer ranks.  

Without an adequate conception of strategy or operational art it is only natural that 

tactical perspective and thinking would come to dominate US military culture. Recent analyses 

have posed the question: If everyone is focusing on winning the battle, who is focusing on 

winning the war?209 

US Army Operational Character – Industrial Maneuver & AirLand Battle 

 
The operational paradigm that emerges from the Army’s worldview, strategic culture, 

and tactical logic is best described by as “industrial maneuver,” a term that captures the modernist 

perspectives and structures (thinking, Taylorism/scientific management, mass mobilization, etc.) 

of the industrial age. This paradigm displays several key characteristics: discourse banalization, 

strategic idealism, Newtonian ecology, geometric simplification, operational binary, autocratic 

command, technocratic direction, and engineer organization.210  

Examining warfare from a broad perspective, Discourse banalization describes that the 

lack of novelty in the similar principles and approaches applied over the past 200 years.211 The 

continued emphasis in doctrine and in professional military education on theorists such as 

Clausewitz and Jomini as well as the focus on the campaigns of Napoleon and the American Civil 

War, World War I and World War II in US Army Professional Military Education offer examples 

of a military mindset that looks for similarities over time and sees war and operational art 

embodied in timeless, static principles.  

Strategic idealism refers to the platonic idea that by looking at history we can create 
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idealized forms which can then be applied in almost every case—a predominant example is the 

pursuit of victory through destruction and decision.212 This idea is about inductive learning from 

the past, to ascertain laws of warfare that will create a template for success. It is a reflection of the 

cultural disposition to, “imagine the past, and remember the future.”213 Doctrine itself is a 

manifestation of this approach, as are the various schools of military thought, such as maneuver 

warfare. The way in which the study of great captains is approached often follows this logic as 

well.  

Newtonian ecology is about the embrace of simple physical concepts: the idealization of 

speed, the emphasis on mass as the main instrument of efficacy, and space and time as absolute 

arenas rather than part of the system.214 Closely related, Geometric simplification refers to the 

reduction of operations to simple geometric forms, a Jominian obsession with lines, columns, 

flanks, that are appropriate tactically but lose relevance at the operational level.215 Virtually the 

whole of US Army tactical and operational doctrine is embodied in this approach.216  

Operational binary refers to the previously discussed Clausewitzian model of war and 

peace and the tension between our model and how the real world is actually unfolding.217 In 2016, 

the US Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. Joe Dunford, highlighted the continuing 

prevalence of this model of thinking stating, “Our traditional approach where we are either at 

peace or at war is insufficient to deal with that dynamic…an adversarial competition with a 

military dimension short of armed conflict…I personally don’t believe the current planning and 
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organizational construct or command and control are optimized for the current fight.”218 

Autocratic command refers to the prevalence and preference for hierarchical command 

structures and the previously discussed centrality of the commander.219 While hierarchy is 

virtually universal in military organizations to some extent, increasing interaction with non-state 

actors has resulted in the realization of the power of networks and different organizing structures. 

The Army has attempted to transition toward a culture based more on mission command, but 

from a cultural still struggles to practice what it preaches.220  

Technocratic direction highlights the problem-solving/scientific approach to operational 

planning and the growth of massive staffs to execute it and educational staffs to teach it.221 The 

growth of Army bureaucracy and the growth of staff sizes in fighting formations, the creation of 

technical and scientific functional area careers, and the planning methodologies employed by the 

Army all demonstrate this trend. The institutionalization of the Operations Research and Systems 

Analysis (ORSA) in the Department of Defense discussed by Chris Paparone offers an excellent 

example of the co-evolution of structure and process predicated on a modernist, scientific 

approach to management.222  

Finally, Engineer organization is a description of the problem-solving mentality 

previously highlighted and the treatment of war as an engineering problem to be addressed 

through the process of observe-calculate-test. Security issues are viewed as mechanical in nature 

and thus could be resolved by man-made machines.223 The Army predilection for principles and 
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checklists also demonstrates this Taylorist mentality.224 This operational learning system of the 

Army, which is focused on internal coherence and efficiency, is also defined by the engineer 

mindset. The origins and the curriculum of the United States Military Academy, which were 

focused on producing engineers, highlight the consistency of this mindset.  

 The form of maneuver this paradigm takes in its application has been called 

“Strategic Domination by Air-Mechanization” or “Aerospace Blitzkrieg.”225 These titles 

accurately characterize the model, as a full 80 percent of NATO’s combat power is delivered 

through airpower.226 However, it is probably best understood through its US doctrinal 

embodiment in AirLand Battle (ALB).227 This doctrine was the result of a problem-solving 

approach for the specific challenges of conventional conflict with the Soviet Union in Europe. Its 

essence is the close coordination of ground forces engaged in aggressive maneuver and air forces 

attacking deeper in operational depth. It mated the appealing ideas about the Wehrmacht’s 

maneuver warfare with the synchronized joint capabilities of the U.S. Also borrowing from 

Soviet theorists of the 1930s, it introduced the operational level of war and the concept of depth 

into US doctrine. But it also replaced the language of the previous doctrine, Active Defense, with 

more traditional and offensively related taxonomy of operations.228 ALB had nine principles of 

war, four tenets, three levels of war, four elements of combat power, seven combat imperatives, 
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etc. The rapid technological advancement provided capabilities (command and control systems, 

precision munitions, and higher quality armaments) that would enable the doctrine to offset 

enemy mass in ways that were previously thought to require nuclear weapons. It was constructed 

around the capabilities offered by technological advancement, and at core it was inherently 

physical, emphasizing that, “The object of all operations is to destroy the opposing force.”229  

ALB captured several other aspects of US strategic culture, from its offensive nature, its 

emphasis on power projection over long distances, its emphasis on joint operations, and superior 

command and control.230 AirLand Battle was the appropriate tool for the threat the U.S. faced, 

and its efficacy was demonstrated, in operations in Panama and the Persian Gulf. But this same 

efficacy would be precisely what drove competitors away from the type of conflicts for which 

ALB was designed.  

As the concept evolved over time, ALB maintained its focus on, “…rapid, decisive 

operations that would quickly collapse an opposing armed force at its center of gravity. 

Information, superiority, speed, and guided munitions would enable smaller more high-tech 

forces to prevail against larger, less nimble enemy forces.”231 The current doctrine of Large Scale 

Combat Operations and the future Doctrine of Multi-Domain Operations, discussed in the next 

sections, reflect the current and future manifestations of the same operational logic. 

US Army Current Doctrine: LSCO/LSGCO – The War the Army Expects to Fight 

 
The logic and character of the Army’s operational paradigm drive its application. That 

application is described by doctrine. Doctrine is critical to understanding the underlying values 

and assumptions that determine an organization’s actions. It is not only the language with which a 

military force describes itself, how it thinks, and how it expects to act but it is also an 
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interpretation of what has occurred, why it has occurred, and how those who produce it see 

themselves and the world. As the Army’s Operations manuals, FM 100-5 and FM 3-0, are the 

keystone documents around which the remainder of Army doctrine is produced, they and the 

future Operating Concepts that inform and precede them are important in understanding how the 

Army envisions itself acting.  

In 2019, the US Army initiated a whole-scale revision of its doctrine along the same lines 

as it is revising its acquisitions, with a focus toward Large Scale Ground Combat Operations 

(LSGCO). This attempt at cultural shift is based on the understanding that many aspects of Army 

culture have been defined by “over 20 years of persistent limited contingency operations.”232 The 

environment of limited contingency operations was characterized by the US operating from a 

position of advantage (in theater, established infrastructure, etc.), US superiority in all domains, 

sporadic tempo of small-scale operations, platoon echelon as the fighting unit of focus, with 

limited lethality, where divisions and corps acted as joint operational/strategic headquarters. The 

Army anticipates the new operational environment to be one where the US must gain entry into 

theater while being contested, where all domains will be contested by adversaries who can place 

battalions and brigades at risk, where divisions and corps will act as tactical formations, and the 

pace of operations will be greatly accelerated.233  

The Army’s response to this environment is the revision of its operational concept, 

Unified Land Operations, with a focus on Large Scale Ground Combat Operations (LSGCO).234 

The terms Large Scale Combat Operations (LSCO) and LSGCO, not to be confused, entered 

doctrine in the 2017 version of FM 3-0, which was further refined in a 2019 update. LSCO is 

defined as, “extensive joint combat operations in terms of scope and size of forces committed, 
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conducted as a campaign aimed at achieving operational and strategic objectives.”235 The ground 

combat component of these operations—LSGCO—is described as, “sustained operations 

involving multiple corps and divisions…limited by laws of war and political objectives,” to 

“focus on the defeat and destruction of enemy ground forces as part of the joint team.”236  

The doctrine describes how the current force and capabilities can be applied across all 

domains, over a battlespace extended physically, temporally, virtually and cognitively in the face 

of peer threats with capability advantages.237 While the previous doctrine for large scale 

operations, AirLand Battle, predicated large forces forward deployed at the advent of hostilities, 

these conditions do not exist under LSCO and a critical gap in the application of the concept is 

the reliance of the Army on other services to move its forces into theater. This is especially 

relevant considering the current degraded state of the US military’s strategic lift capability.238  

Under this operational concept, the Army expects to be employed in four roles/categories 

of operations across the spectrum of conflict: Operations to Shape, Operations to Prevent, Large 

Scale Ground Combat Operations, and Operations to Consolidate gains. It is important to note 

that these roles are all described in how they relate to the core competency of executing 

LSGCO.239  

Shaping Operations are intended to maintain status quo and set conditions for future 

large-scale ground combat operations. These shaping operations include “military engagement, 

security cooperation, intelligence, Counter Weapons of Mass Destruction (CWMD), humanitarian 
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efforts, information operations, and combined training and exercises.”240 The contribution of 

these operations below the threshold of war amount to potential increases in interoperability in 

LSGCO and potential for deterrence through demonstrating the ability to conduct LSGCO.  

Operations to Prevent remain focused on deterrence and are envisioned to set the 

conditions for execution of LSGCO. The Army sees sustainment preparation, activation of 

tactical headquarters, and theater setting and force projection options as its tools to conduct these 

operations.241 Below the threshold of armed conflict, this paradigm only offers the presentation of 

credible coercive force.  

Large Scale Ground Combat Operations are the crux of the operational model and 

LSGCO defines success as the achievement of tactical and operational objectives through the 

destruction of enemy forces in the field.242 As in AirLand Battle, forward Army forces are 

expected to fight outnumbered. LSGCO emphasizes synchronization and high tempo, focuses on 

the four defeat mechanisms (destroy, dislocate, dis-integrate, and isolate) and is comprised of 

traditional offensive and defensive tasks associated with conventional combat operations.243  

Operations to Consolidate Gains are intended to exploit the success of LSGCO and deny 

enemy ability to engage in protracted resistance, much in the style of the limited contingency 

operations of the past two decades. These operations emphasize the stability mechanisms and are 

envisioned as being conducted in a limited manner behind the main battle area during LSGCO 

operations, transitioning to the focus following the conventional offensive.244 Despite the novel 

language, in practical terms, the Army Strategic Roles map directly onto the Joint phases 
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construction.245 

Unsurprisingly, LSCO is essentially a re-issue of the AirLand Battle concept, updated to 

incorporate the expansion of domains occurring with advancements in space, cyber, and 

electromagnetic warfare capabilities. LSGCO is primarily about the tactical employment of 

divisions, corps (and potentially field armies) in a contested environment against peer rivals, 

across multiple domains. That the original introduction of LSGCO in the 2017 Operations manual 

came in a chapter headed with a quote by General Don Starry, the force behind AirLand Battle 

and the post-Vietnam re-orientation on conventional conflict in Europe, further exemplifies the 

parallel thought processes occurring today.246 As in AirLand Battle, the fighting echelon of focus 

is the corps.247 The operational framework prescribed for LSGCO (Deep, Close, Support, 

Consolidation) is essentially the framework devised in AirLand Battle (Deep, Close, Rear) with 

an additional subdivision.248 The AirLand Battle 72-hour targeting cycle has remained unchanged 

throughout the Global War on Terror (GWOT), to today.249 Even the Tenets of Unified Land 

Operations—simultaneity, depth, synchronization, and flexibility—have remained consistent in 

doctrine since AirLand Battle introduced them with depth and synchronization being duplicates, 

agility being re-phrased as flexibility, and simultaneity added, as the means of gaining and 

maintaining initiative.250  
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Given this, it is unsurprising that the 2017 doctrine highlights the Return of Forces to 

Germany (REFORGER) exercises of the Cold War, which were designed to rehearse the AirLand 

Battle concepts application on the terrain where conflict would occur.251 Nor is it surprising that 

the Army, in conjunction with NATO forces from across Europe, attempted to execute the third 

largest military exercise in Europe since the Cold War, Defender Europe 2020 before the Covid-

19 pandemic caused reductions. That exercise was to be very much fashioned on deploying large-

scale forces into Europe from the United States for conventional conflict with Russia.252  

As language shapes thought and culture, military doctrine both shapes and reveals the 

patterns of institutional and individual thinking. The language, symbols, and references of 

LSGCO frame the perspectives of its practitioners and disclose the assumptions of its writers. The 

Army engages in “decisive action.”253 Its operational concept is a “theory of victory.”254 These 

are loaded terms with tactical implication that downplay the nuance and complexity that the 

Army describes as characteristic of its operating environment. The Army has acknowledged that 

it must act under conditions of competition across the spectrum of conflict and that threats will be 

conventional, unconventional, and hybrid.255 Yet its language and doctrine are focused on 

symmetrical, capabilities-based, conventional operations of large scale.  

US Army Future Doctrine: Multi-Domain Operations – Old Wine in New Skins? 

 
While doctrine is how the Army operates in the present, with its existing structure and 

capabilities, future concepts are how the Army desires to operate in the near future. Concepts are 
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not possible in the present as they require organizational change to be feasible. Large Scale 

Ground Combat is the Army’s current doctrinal lens but, for the past several years, the Army has 

been developing and advertising a future concept, Multi-Domain Operations, which was 

anticipated to be implemented between 2028 and 2035. While the concept is being 

subsumed/superseded by the Joint concept of All Domain Operations (ADO), it offers examples 

of continuities in Army thinking, even when looking into admittedly different future 

environments.256  

Multi-Domain Operations was the Army’s response to the changing character of war. It is 

important to note from the start that MDO was specifically designed to address Russian and 

Chinese capabilities—Russia was directly cited as the pacing threat for the concept as it 

evolved.257 In its current form, MDO is premised on the Joint Operating Concept 2035’s four 

characterizations of the future operating environment: the US will no longer enjoy the supremacy 

it has typically held across all domains (land, sea, air, space, cyber, electromagnetic, 

informational); the battlefield will be expanded (in time/phases, in space/geographically, in 

domains, and in actors/means) and will be much more lethal; the environment is increasingly 

complex (politically, culturally, technologically, and strategically); deterrence will be challenged 

(peer adversaries will compete below the threshold of conflict).258  

The problem MDO sought to solve was that of layered standoff.259 Layered standoff is 

the result of the political, physical, and functional separation that adversaries are able to generate 

against US forces.260 In essence, MDO extrapolated the tactical anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) 
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problem to its central operational and strategic problem.  

MDO purported to provide additional options for the use of force to policymakers. The 

concept claimed that the current military options available to US policymakers in the face of 

aggression by a peer competitor were either to accept adversary actions by doing nothing, 

because of the accepted idea of challenged deterrence, or to engage in protracted war owing to an 

inability to prevent a fait accompli. 261 MDO was thus envisioned to provide two additional 

options: the ability to engage in and win a short conflict, and a regained deterrence through that 

ability.262 MDO does adequately acknowledge the complexity and wider spectrum of conflict, in 

contrast to FM 3-0. However, as an operational concept, MDO is firmly focused on the ability to 

prevail in conventional military conflict under the increased lethality of modern conditions. It 

envisions this capability as its deterrent to actions below the threshold of war, to attempts at a fait 

accompli, and to the initiation of conflicts that could be protracted. Thus, the belief that a short 

decisive conflict will provide an alternative to other forms of war remains consistent in US Army 

doctrine.  

The application of MDO was expressed via its five phases: Compete, Penetrate, Dis-

Integrate, Exploit, Re-Compete. These phases map seamlessly onto the existing Army strategic 

roles, with Competition and Re-Compete associating with Operations to Prevent and Operations 

to Shape and Penetrate, Dis-Integrate, and Exploit associate with Prevail in Large Scale Ground 

Combat Operations.263 In the competition phases, the Army sees itself in a largely singular role: 

deterring escalation through presenting a credible ability to deny enemy objectives.264 The 

Penetrate, Dis-Integrate, and Exploit phases associated with armed conflict are the core focus of 
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MDO. These phases are essentially the sequential neutralization and defeat of long, mid, and 

short-range A2/AD systems leading to the ultimate defeat of enemy land forces.265 Thus, to 

borrow a phrase, while the words may be different, the grammar and logic of MDO and of Large 

Scale Combat Operations remain the same.  

Beyond the logic of current doctrine, MDO displays other aspects of the current Army 

paradigm. We see Brian Linn’s Managers’ desire for reorganization and restructuring in the 

Calibrated Force Posture and Multi-Domain Formation and we hear their echoes in MDOs 

emphasis on the Russian and Chinese threats. Linn’s Guardians find embodiment in the concept 

of Convergence, the new intellectual tool that will enable victory, and in the emphasis on 

technological capabilities as solutions to operational problems. The Heroes too find 

representation in MDO’s acknowledgement that war is a human endeavor and in themes such as 

“maximizing human potential.”  

The concept of integrating and synchronizing capabilities across domains is an 

expression of the same themes captured in the concept of Jointness that has been a consistent 

aspect of US operational practice. MDO’s emphasis on more rapid and continuous 

synchronization should be seen as a continuing progression and, as such, it was less like the 

revolutionary impact of the introduction of the iPhone, as a senior Army leader has described, and 

much more like the evolution of the iPhone over its subsequent generations.266 MDO is consistent 

with US Army doctrine in that it remains capabilities-based and symmetrical. Its inspiration was 

the identification of threat capabilities that put US forces and objectives at risk and its response is 

to develop these same capabilities, simply to a greater degree than its adversaries.267 Not only 
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would US systems have greater range, volume of fire, and lethality, but the Joint force would be 

able to integrate them faster than rivals. MDO was largely about conventional combat and large 

formation forces competing against peer adversaries. In the competition phase, its emphasis was 

on the theater army and field armies and, in the conflict phases, the emphasis expanded to include 

the corps and division echelons.268 It is instructive that the concept’s original title was Multi-

Domain Battle, which was intended to serve as a message to the Army to prepare for high-

intensity conflict.269 Also instructive is that the options MDO provides policymakers were based 

on the ability to prevail in the short conflict whether, as in the case of armed conflict, or 

potentially, as in the case of deterrence.  

The elements of MDO that become part of the Joint ADO concept will likely be 

successful in addressing what inspired them—penetrating A2/AD systems at the operational and 

tactical environments. But the conceptual separation of competition below the threshold of 

conflict from conflict itself, as well as the division in responsibility between implements of 

national power in terms of those definitional boundaries, reaffirms the adherence to the 

Clausewitzian paradigm of war as a discrete military activity, even as the Army acknowledges its 

stated rivals’ alternative perspectives. As much as MDO accurately described the future operating 

environment, it did not adequately describe a framework for how to address competition below 

the threshold of war, presumably leaving that to agencies and departments outside the military, 

reinforcing the traditional understanding of the military’s role as armed conflict against the forces 

of the enemy state.  

The consistency of the operational paradigm in current and future doctrine suggest that it 

has predated such concepts and should be present in history as well. Indeed, given the American 

disposition toward history as a source of lessons to be used in creating doctrine, it would be 
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surprising if the current operational paradigm was a recent, or theoretical, development. The next 

section examines recent military campaigns to highlight the continuity of the Army’s operational 

paradigm. 

Past Conflicts Demonstrate the Continuity of the LSGCO Paradigm 

 
An extensive analysis of campaigns is beyond the scope of this monograph, however, a 

few concise observations of the Army’s conduct in past campaigns can provide concrete 

examples of the impact of its culture and beliefs on operational practice. The 1991 Persian Gulf 

War, Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom all demonstrate the continuity of 

US Army operational thought, in one case of success and two cases of failure.  

The 1991 Persian Gulf war was tailor-made for the US operational paradigm. At the level 

of policy, the Weinberger-Powell criteria were met in every case. First, securing Middle Eastern 

oil reserves was a critical interest to the nation. Second, troops were committed with the intent of 

winning. As President Bush noted, “I instructed our military commanders to take every necessary 

step to prevail as quickly as possible…this will not be another Vietnam…our troops…will not be 

asked to fight with one hand tied behind their back.”270 Third, political goals were clearly defined: 

unconditional and complete withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait, restoration of the legitimate 

Kuwaiti government, security and stability of the Persian Gulf, and protection of American 

citizens abroad.271 Fourth, the resources to accomplish the goals were adequate—almost a million 

personnel formed the coalition forces in the war and, in the Kuwait Theater of Operations, the 

ground forces amounted to 575,000 troops, 3,700 tanks, and 1,500 artillery pieces, all of better 

quality than the Iraqi forces opposed to them.272 Fifth, the war was presented as a last resort after 
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the failure of sanctions and diplomacy. In the words of President Bush, the U.S. and United 

Nations had “exhausted every means at our disposal to bring this crisis to a peaceful end.”273 

Finally, the war had the support of Congress, the United Nations, and a coalition of forty 

nations.274  

In terms of the threat, the U.S. could not have found more favorable conditions. It faced 

an Army equipped by and trained in the manner of the enemy it had spent the past 45 years 

preparing to fight. Saddam spoke of, “the Mother of All Battles” telegraphing that his forces 

intended to fight in the symmetrical, large-scale, conventional mechanized fight that has become 

the hallmark of the US way of warfare.275 Aerospace blitzkrieg was a critical component of the 

war. Coalition forces achieved air superiority the first night and, after a six-week air campaign, 

had depleted Iraqi manpower by 50 percent, destroyed 1,700 tanks and 1,000 artillery pieces, and 

severed Iraqi command and control and logistical systems. The US leveraged its technological 

advantages true to form, as in the example of the F-117 stealth aircraft which, while flying only 2 

percent of the attack sorties of the war, struck 40 percent of the strategic targets.276 The most 

iconic imagery of the war is the black and white video feed, marked by a crosshair, of smart 

bombs striking their targets. In six weeks the coalition dropped more than double the number of 

laser-guided bombs than had been released over North Vietnam in nine months.277 In the Gulf 

War, the Big Five had come of age—the M1 and Bradley Fighting Vehicles completely 

outclassed Iraqi counterparts, while the Blackhawk facilitated the largest air assault in history, 

and the Patriot missile system saw first combat use, though to mixed results.278 Thermal imaging 
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allowed US forces on the ground and in the air to destroy targets that could not even see them. 

The Gulf War was the first “Space War” where space-based systems provided 

position/navigation, weather information, communications, imagery and tactical early missile 

attack warning.279 GPS systems in particular enabled maneuver in areas that the Iraqis thought 

impossible to move through, most notably manifested in the ”left-hook” through Iraq’s western 

desert that was hailed as the pinnacle of maneuver warfare.  

The most significant challenges and achievements of the Gulf war were strategic and 

operational. The building of a coalition of 35 nations to fight together to liberate Kuwait 

represents an unparalleled diplomatic and military accomplishment. Moreover, the Army ability 

to transition from preparing to fight in a woodland environment on the defense to fighting in a 

desert environment on the offense deserves significant credit. But the Persian Gulf War, more 

than any other demonstrated the incredible expeditionary capacity of the Joint force – moving 

formations, equipment, logistics into theater and sustaining the coalition over the course of the 

campaign highlight the more significant achievements of the war. 

The Army’s operational concept, AirLand Battle, was hailed as the “blueprint for victory 

in the Persian Gulf War.”280 Large formations of largely mechanized and otherwise mobile forces, 

under complete air superiority and with greater situational awareness, penetrated, enveloped and 

annihilated Iraqi forces in 100 hours. The essence of the ground war was embodied in the tank 

battle, if it can be called a battle, of 73 Easting. Here, a US Army troop of less than 100 men 

surprised, then obliterated a reinforced Iraqi armor battalion in 23 minutes, with no casualties.281 

Moving from Vietnam to Desert Storm, the US Army focused on maneuver, firepower and 
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protection as the elements that it needed to maintain; it discarded the draft and older models of 

training, incorporating the Combat Training Centers; and the Army identified the need to add 

precision fires and C4ISR capability. 

The US Army had become unparalleled in its preferred method of warfare. The Gulf War 

served as a validation and reaffirmation of the American logic of war, as a powerful vindication 

of the US Army and its Cold War paradigm. But as is often the case, within victory lay the seeds 

of defeat. Iraqis learned two lessons that would change the game in their next conflict with the 

U.S. The first lesson (strategic) was that it is willpower, not tallying up destruction, that decides 

wars, and the second lesson (operational) was that propaganda trumps reality.282 Meanwhile, for 

the U.S., the success of Desert Storm only served to reinforce the belief in, “decisive battles at the 

expense of a more holistic view of war.”283 After the war, the consensus among military thinkers 

was that a revolution in military affairs was ongoing, with Desert Storm as the initial 

manifestation of it; superior command and control and intelligence would reduce fog and friction 

to allow information to replace mass; rapid and decisive operations would overwhelm the enemy 

and lead to quick victory. The Army had arrived in the era of precision. George Bush’s comment 

that, “By God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam Syndrome once and for all,” would turn out to be 

premature, as the United States would soon find itself losing another war that would be much 

compared to, and eventually supersede Vietnam as America’s longest war.284 

That war would be imposed upon the United States by a violent non-state actor, Osama 

bin Laden’s Al Qaeda organization, through an act of terrorism on September 11, 2001. The U.S. 

response was swift. The political objectives of military action in Afghanistan were initially a 

punitive expedition against Al Qaeda and the Taliban that had harbored them. This mission was 

overwhelmingly supported by the public, clearly related to U.S. security and straightforward in 
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guidance. By the end of 2001, these objectives had been achieved or were within reach.285 The 

objectives, however, rapidly evolved into creating a peaceful and stable—and some might argue 

democratic and liberal—Afghanistan. But, “the West always lacked the knowledge, power, or 

legitimacy to fundamentally transform Afghanistan.” So, the U.S. and NATO have consistently 

struggled with trying to create a strategy to achieve these ends.286 

The initial invasion of Afghanistan appears to represent a departure from American 

traditions but the military components of which were executed by Special Operations Forces—a 

unique community within the US military with its own sub-culture, often at odds with the larger 

military culture.287 The campaign that followed was not, however, a counterinsurgency campaign. 

The United States has not conducted counterinsurgency since the 19th century, but rather every 

low-intensity conflict conducted since World War II has been large scale, violent, Foreign 

Internal Defense. This was evident in Afghanistan as the war progressed. Operationally, the U.S. 

found itself in a new environment where battlefields were fragmented, opposition was multi-polar 

and variable, tactical action was highly politicized, coercive options were much broader in scope 

than simply kinetic force, conflicts were more open-ended, and victory as a goal tended to be 

replaced by stability.288 Even as the U.S. recognized this, an attritional approach to 

killing/capturing enemy combatants and an emphasis on controlling terrain framed campaign 

plans. Information superiority was sought as the key to combat asymmetric actions.  

The iconic imagery of the war in Afghanistan is of course the Predator feed—the black 
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and white video transmitted by unmanned drones hovering over a target or area of interest. This 

feed is an inherently tactical product, but pumped into headquarters across the theater it provided 

the impression of consequential knowledge.289 The inborn capabilities-based mindset of the US 

military led to innovations in electronic warfare, armor for troops and vehicles, Intelligence, 

reconnaissance and surveillance and communications capabilities. But these developments only 

enhanced the Army’s already formidable tactical performance without altering the operational 

and strategic morass in which it found itself. If there is a second iconic image of the war in 

Afghanistan it is of the young Army leader sitting down in a village shura conducting a key 

leader engagement. Both of these images could not be more dissonant with the concept of 

LSGCO. 

Yet, US Army still approached problems by trying to do more of the same, “if a ‘surge’ 

seemed to work in Iraq in 2007, why not in Afghanistan in 2010,” or so the thought process 

seemed to go.290 At core, the operational learning model that led to AirLand Battle was ill-suited 

for the wicked problem of stability in Afghanistan. This model of learning is about error 

correction—it is internally focused and self-referential. It asks whether things are being done 

right rather than whether the right things are being done. As such, it fails to allow for relevant 

operational learning.  

In 2003, the US Army invaded Iraq a second time. Just as before it faced, “an inferior 

opposing force established according to a modern, Western model; terrain that allowed for precise 

targeting; and incompetent enemy leadership.”291 And just as before, it proved unmatched in 

conventional conflict. Invasion forces in March 2003 were almost a third of the size of those in 

1991, against an Iraqi Army with half as many tanks and armored vehicles, more artillery pieces, 
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and a third of the troops it was able to field in 1991.292 This time air and ground operations 

commenced simultaneously instead of sequentially. The rapid drive on Baghdad, which was 

captured by mid-April, further supported the idea that speed, precision, knowledge and jointness 

would enable smaller forces to accomplish quicker victories.293  

But then Kuhnian anomalies began to appear. Some Iraqi units surrendered, and some 

fought, as predicted, but what was not appreciated fully was the fanatical Saddam Fedayeen 

paramilitary forces that began attacking US units.294 Events like the ambush of the ill-trained 

507th Maintenance Company, where eleven soldiers were killed, seven captured and nine 

wounded, demonstrated the new reality. LTG Wallace, commanding the Corps moving up the 

Euphrates, admitted, “The enemy we’re fighting is different from the one we war-gamed 

against.”295 Similarly, the complete failure of a deep attack by the 11th Aviation Brigade caused 

the Corps commander to call off all such operations for the remainder of the conflict. The brigade 

lost one aircraft and had over a dozen damaged while its target, the Republican Guards Medina 

Division, remained unscathed.296 Yet, in spite of advances in air defense capabilities of likely 

enemies, the deep attack concept remains a key aspect of how US Army divisions anticipate 

waging war. These key events caused an operational pause in the campaign. Ambushes, roadside 

bombings and mortar attacks increased dramatically as did sectarian violence, criminal activities 

and uprisings by militia leaders and warlords.297 As in Afghanistan, the search for technological 

solutions was often counterproductive—insurgents reacted to up-armored vehicles with bigger 

and more explosive bombs and “the balance between protection and raw explosive power greatly 
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favored the latter.”298 Likewise, technological solutions often promoted separation from the 

population, counterproductive in combating an insurgency, and such short-term solutions often 

come at the expense of less-obvious and more enduring ones.299  

As in Afghanistan, a culture that emphasized tactical excellence and operational concepts 

over strategic understanding failed to produce the means to handle the “post-war” period. 

Commanders were encouraged to do what they did best, hunt down and kill or capture terrorists 

and insurgents, and unit after unit rotated through the theater fighting not a coherent sixteen-year 

war, but a series of separate, local one-year wars sixteen times. As an unstable Iraq currently 

demonstrates, the maligned claim by some Army leaders that stabilizing Iraq would require as 

many soldiers as invading it ultimately proved correct—the rapid, decisive military phase 

transitioning into the political phase simply did not materialize. In 1991 the policy, strategy, and 

operational approach pursued were relevant to reality; in Afghanistan and Iraq over the first two 

decades of the 21st century, none of them were.  

Concluding Observations of US Operational Thought 

 
The ways in which the Army is envisioning warfare, equipping itself, educating and 

training itself, and the manner in which it has conducted itself in past conflicts elucidate its 

underlying preferences, assumptions, and views of war, warfare, and operational thought, which 

have remained generally consistent. The central problem that the Army faces is a culture that is 

focused on tactics over operational art and strategy, on a technical rationalist approach to 

addressing challenges, and on warfighting over war. It is worth revisiting Carl Builder’s 

observation that, “…something happened to the Army in its passage through World War II that it 

liked; and it has not been able to free itself from the sweet memories of the Army that liberated 
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France and swept victoriously into Germany.”300 

An inadequate learning system has resulted in the US pursuing concepts that essentially 

offer few new insights about the strategic lessons we have failed to grasp. What is required is a 

comprehensive framework of learning that will address the organizational, strategic and 

operational domains. Only then, can the Army transform itself and its paradigm in the manner 

necessary to correct its strategic drift.  

The Difference Between Reformation and Transformation  

While there is no end to commentary on how the Army should change, is changing, and 

has changed to meet the demands of contemporary conflict, these changes are for the most part 

single and double-loop learning efforts at best because they all take place within the prevailing 

system, informed by the existing perspective and worldviews. Triple-loop learning requires an 

external perspective; it requires stepping outside of the culture, values, assumptions and core 

beliefs of the system in question. It requires asking questions like, “If we had to recreate the US 

military from scratch today, would it look at all like it does now?”301 It requires the axiological 

question of, “what do we need to value going forward?” Only with this external view can a new 

paradigm be formulated, a new way of envisioning warfare that will reconcile the anomalies 

being observed today. Only with a new paradigm can genuine transformation occur.  
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Figure 2. Reformation vs Transformation, created by author. 

 

What has actually been occurring within the US Army is reformation, not transformation. 

Rather than a re-orientation or the establishment of a new paradigm of warfare, the US Army 

emphasis on Large Scale Ground Combat Operations represents a continuity. The mindset, ends, 

ways, and means of US combat forces have remained consistent. Instead of going through a 

number of Kuhnian paradigm shifts, Echevarria asserts that US operational thought better 

represents a “tiering,” where, as with increasing layers of sediment, new ideas, terms, and 

metaphors are layered over the same underlying paradigm.302 Linn contends that US strategic 

thought resembles differing schools of thought, more akin to Thomas Kuhn’s pre-science period, 
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all of which contribute to shifting influence to American operational practice.303 In neither 

representation is there reconceptualization of a new paradigm, in neither representation is there 

transformation. 

The Army must not just learn but unlearn. And herein lies its primary challenge for, as 

Basil Liddell-Hart once wrote, “The only thing harder than getting a new idea into a military 

mind is to get an old one out.”304 Most organizations operate in the single-loop learning mode, 

struggle to achieve double-loop learning and far fewer are able to engage in triple-loop learning, 

especially systematically. Militaries are exceptionally prone to an inability to conduct double and 

triple-loop learning due to their rigid organizations and hierarchies, tradition-heavy culture, and to 

a value-system that prioritizes conformity, obedience, discipline, and standards. Further, 

militaries regularly demonstrate another characteristic that Chris Argyris points out as a hindrance 

to higher-level learning, the conflicting cultural norms which demand both uncovering and hiding 

errors.305  

The US Army is no exception to any of these trends. A 2015 study by two Army War 

College professors, titled “Lying to Ourselves: Dishonesty in the Army Profession,” highlights a 

recent example of Argyris’ conflict of norms in the US Army.306 Throughout two decades of 

conflict, the Army adapted to battlefield conditions primarily by trying to do what it traditionally 

did—only better, to apply more of the same tried and true methods and practices of the American 

way of battle. Its responses reflected a conventional mindset fixated on controlling territory and 

defeating enemy combatants; it focused on trying to fight and win battles and on limiting 

casualties by increasing firepower; it relied on technological solutions to battlefield problems; it 
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neglected the political aspects of the conflict as concerns for politicians; it grudgingly waged a 

war in a manner it was neither practiced in nor favorable to. Most significantly, it has yet to 

develop and apply new methods of learning, of understanding, so as to better redesign itself to 

address the problems it faces.  
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Chapter III: Toward A New Paradigm 

[The emerging paradigm of warfare] is not about decision, it is about pursuing 

potential…it is not about imposing plans on reality but about integrating into the 

ecology…it regards hybrid realities…breaks away from banal differentiation between 

war and peace; we will live in a perpetual gray ecology, in which peace and war are 

synthesized or integrated…the traditional definitions of start and termination are a bit 

irrelevant…action doesn’t necessarily involve killing but can imply different modes of 

injecting energy: economical, human, etc…no border, no fronts, no rears…no beginning, 

no end…the military is becoming more civilian and civilian societies are becoming more 

militarized…the special forces will be conventionalized and the conventional force will 

be specialized…an army without soldiers…it will be an organ without a body and 

soldiers without uniforms. 

— Dr. Shimon Naveh, Rhizomic Maneuver 

 

 

To return to David Foster Wallace’s analogy, this monograph has been about the water – 

it has been about the way the paradigm in which we swim shapes our language, doctrine, training, 

education, uniforms, procurement, and our operational thought. For the young fish to be able to 

understand the water, for the members of the Army organization to be able to understand the 

paradigm that characterizes their understanding of war and warfare, they must be able to learn 

differently than they are currently. They must be able to achieve triple-loop learning.  

The U.S. has a very static paradigm of war, increasingly in sharp contrast with the non-

state and state actors with which it is engaged in competition. This paradigm of war, warfare, and 

competition is so ingrained that commentators regularly discuss the changing character of war but 

in operation they merely project modern terminology onto the same old way of thinking. This 

tendency has resulted more and more in a mismatch between what is expected and what is 

occurring, resulting in strategic drift.  

The outcome of strategic drift is surprise, which is rarely beneficial for military 

organizations. Zvi Lanir describes two forms of surprise: situational surprise and fundamental 

surprise. Situational surprise occurs due to failures in “gathering, analyzing or distributing 
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information,” it is a failure of insufficient information.307 Fundamental surprise occurs when 

there is a gap between one’s mindset and reality, it is the result an irrelevant self and world 

view.308 Each type of surprise requires different forms of learning to comprehend the 

unanticipated event’s significance. Situational surprise can be addressed by “problem-solving” 

type of learning, single-loop and double-loop learning, but recovering from and preventing 

fundamental surprise requires a different approach which is rare, elusive, and non-

experimental.309 Learning in order to address fundamental surprise requires a holistic 

reexamination of self-perceptions in relation to one’s environment.310 This fundamental thinking 

is merely another term for triple-loop learning.  

The challenge is not to try to prevent the drift but to accept it - to be positioned for it 

in such a way we can explain what is happening and why (in relation to our working 

frame or governing paradigm of the hour) and to do it faster than our opponents. Only 

then could we appreciate potential of the new emergence and form a new, alternative 

coupling of strategy-operation.311 

 

The US failures in Vietnam, in Afghanistan, and in Iraq reflect fundamental surprise, a 

mindset that is irrelevant to reality, but they are treated as if they were the result of situational 

surprise. The situational logic is that gathering, synchronizing, and disseminating tactical 

information will prevent the events we are unable to respond to, events which our inability to deal 

with result in operational and strategic shortcomings. But, “no amount of situational learning can 

evoke self-consciousness and no amount of information can help find a new context for self-

definition.”312 We have not asked ourselves how we are part of the problem, how we contribute to 

our surprise and our shortcomings. We have not asked how our worldview and our self-view must 
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change in order to better anticipate and adapt to the current conditions of conflict. We have not 

demonstrated fundamental thinking, triple-loop learning. A new paradigm is required to achieve 

this.  

It is well beyond the scope of this work to attempt to define a new paradigm for 

understanding war. Such an effort will require a significantly more expansive treatment than 

possible here. This monograph’s purpose has been to reveal that such an effort is necessary if the 

US Army to remain relevant. However, this monograph implies several requisite characteristics 

of future paradigm and several directions for further research.  

Characteristics of a Relevant Paradigm 

 
As suggested by this work, the US Army’s challenges revolve around understanding 

itself and its opponents, understanding change and moving time, and understanding a place we 

have not been before. Thus, any new paradigm must address these areas challenges.  

First and foremost, the new paradigm must acknoweldge change as an inherent aspect of 

its nature, it must provide a view of moving time. To return to Francois Jullien’s observation, 

“The defining characteristic of warfare is the inevitable distance that separates the reality of it 

from its model. In short, to think about warfare is to think about the extent to which it is bound to 

betray the ideal concept of it.”313 Any new paradigm that is not doomed to eventual irrelevance 

must accommodate this law. Our current perspectives see past, present, and future as snapshots 

rather than movement.314 This has resulted in an operational paradigm that dates back to the 

1980s, and some may argue the 1940s, and a paradigm of warfare that is nearly 200 years old.  

Second, a new paradigm must help us contend with places we have not been before. Our 

current paradigm looks to history and by analogy conceptualizes the future. This has resulted in a 
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situation where, “We are always one war behind.”315 Robert Leonhard, in noting the bloody toll 

of World War I where military leaders failed to appreciate the changed character of war, 

dismisses the notion that these leaders could be excused for the tragedy they oversaw.316 Being 

products of the time, of their education, and of their experiences does not acquit them of their 

failure of imagination.317  

LTG (Ret) Daniel Bolger expresses a similar belief in his assessment of the wars in Iraq 

and Afghanistan, stating that, “Time after time, despite the fact that I and my fellow generals saw 

it wasn’t working, we failed to reconsider our basic assumptions. We failed to question our 

flawed understanding of our foe and ourselves…I got it wrong. And I did so in the company of 

my peers.”318 The US Army risks the same outcomes unless it is able to develop a paradigm that 

can allow it to ask the right questions about what the future will look like and how the Army must 

transform to succeed in that future. Doing so requires a paradigm that is centered on theory 

creation. This new paradigm must generate imaginative, creative approaches to understanding our 

environment and focus more on probing-stimulating-responding/adapting rather than modeling-

implementing-testing-revising. This approach is best captured through the process of design and 

design thinking, envisioning things that have not existed before. 

Lastly, the new paradigm must enable the organization to step outside itself and take an 

exterior view; it must allow the organization to see the world through its rival’s perception; it 

must allow the organization to see how it relates to its broader context and how the organization 

itself contributes to the problems it faces. Thus, the new paradigm must be built around a 

systemic view and incorporate systems thinking as a central methodology. It must be inherently 
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self-referential and capable of meta-cognition. It must be self-skeptical and heretical in 

orientation in order to allow for transformation.319 It must have built in mechanisms and processes 

to allow for deconstructing and reimagining itself. A starting point for developing such a 

paradigm should emerge from the work of John Boyd, particularly “Destruction and Creation,” 

which provides a theoretical foundation for such a paradigm.  

A new paradigm along these lines should be the priority of US Army intellectual thought, 

as it will enable the US Army see movement and change and thus prevent ossified views and 

obsolete assumptions. It will allow the Army to see itself from the outside, see itself in terms of 

the broader system in which it lives, and see how it contributes to the problems it faces. Most 

importantly a paradigm along these lines will enable the Army to change itself in response to the 

movement and change it identifies as the environment changes. 

Avenues for Further Exploration  

 
The new paradigm must be focused on learning and developing cultural, institutional, and 

operational learning systems is the most critical effort the US Army currently faces. A cultural 

learning framework would perform the function attempted by this work, to examine the current 

culture from an exterior perspective and identify aspects that contribute to a mismatch with 

current realities. The institutional learning framework would examine the formal organizational, 

structural and policy systems for relevance and identify and enable transformation of these 

aspects. The operational learning framework would first acknowledge that unique learning 

mechanisms must be designed and implemented for every operation and its primary focus would 

educate to enable the designing of such approaches. The paradigm must be a self-innovating 

mechanism that disrupts modes of thinking, understandings, and organizations.320 
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But in order to effect learning, there must be a proponent, with authority, to drive the 

learning process. This would be one of the primary functions of a true General Staff system, 

modeled on the original German conception, which is also worth investigating. “The General 

Staff’s primary concern is to generate learning and constitute strategic inquiries.”321 Aside from 

acting as the central learning catalyst, such a system has other merits. First, such a system will 

create a proponent for operational and strategic theoretical development, an area with little 

current focus but of vital importance to the operation of the aforementioned learning systems. 

Second, such an organization can act as a reservoir for operational and strategic expertise and 

serve as a developmental path to such expertise, providing the experience in operational and 

strategic environments that is necessary for future leaders in those echelons. Third, such an 

organization reduces vertical stovepipes and creates shared understanding across the broader 

organization through a body of officers at critical positions who understand how their subculture 

thinks and operates.”322 Fourth, it would reduce the fragility of the Army’s command-centric 

system wherein the commander’s vision and intent can become a single point of failure; it also 

provides an additive means, adjacent to command channels, for communication from the senior 

leadership to the force.  

Likewise, research into how assessment, selection, training and education systems must 

be revised is a necessary area of focus. The Army must seek to abandon its anti-intellectual bias, 

and prioritize critical and creative thinking and intellectual rigor in greater proportion as the rank 

and scope of missions increase. The Army must develop and populate itself with “intellectual 

practitioners” instead of separating operators/doers and intellectuals/thinkers, as its cultural norms 

predispose it to doing. This will be difficult but that is not a reason to shy away from it. Example 

 
321 Naveh, ""Beware of the Power of the Dark Side" - the Inevitable Coupling of Doctrine and 

Design," 34. 

322 Trevor N. Dupuy, A Genius for War: The German Army and the General Staff, 1807-1945 

(Virginia Beach, VA: NOVA Publications, 1984), 34; John R. Boyd, Patterns of Conflict (Atlanta, GA: 

Defense and the National Interest, 1986), 74. 
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can be taken from efforts in the Israel Defense Forces in introducing operational design:  

I read a comment made by an analyst that it was very hard to learn. You know, wars are 

very hard to fight and yet we go and fight them. If indeed this is crucial and important, it 

is not an option. We should go and do it. I think, from what I’ve learned from both in my 

home country and here, is that you don’t need to be a genius to be able to study. All you 

need is some intellectual stamina, some energy. If you’re serious about your profession, 

then you’ll go through it.323 

 

Testing of knowledge, intelligence, and reasoning skills must be a part of all promotion 

selection and Professional Military Education entry requirements (PME) and PME standards 

should be made more rigorous. The entire scheme of military education and training must be 

revisited. How to conduct learning from exploiting difference, rather than recycling past lessons, 

should be an area of investigation.324 Inculcating systems thinking, operational thinking, design 

thinking, and theory construction must be prioritized, and especially for those serving in roles 

focused on operational and strategic matters.  

Beyond the changes to broader PME, the identification and cultivation of leaders with 

operational and strategic potential must begin much earlier in career timelines and be supported 

by special developmental tracks. As has been noted, “The commander’s ability to think 

operationally…is usually not an innate trait but is acquired and nurtured for many years prior to 

assuming a position of responsibility at the operational level.”325 Efforts at reconceptualizing 

strategy and operational art offer an important area of research, as does the approach to educating 

in these fields.  

A paradigm centered on change requires a fundamental shift in perspectives on warfare. 

This requires theorists; it requires an emphasis on intellectual and theoretical thinking to balance 

out the tactical, practical and operative thinking preferred and incentivized by the Army. In terms 

 
323 Shimon Naveh, Interview with Bg(Ret.) Shimon Naveh (Fort Leavenworth, KS: US Army 

Combat Studies Institute, 2007), 4. 

324 Naveh, "'Beware of the Power of the Dark Side' - the Inevitable Coupling of Doctrine and 

Design," 36. 

325 Vego, "Systems Versus Classical Approach to Warfare," 44. 
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of doctrine, the outdated doctrinal principles, tenets, characteristics and elements upon which 

many assumptions are made must be revisited and revised. More importantly, mechanisms must 

be put in place to ensure this happens as needed based on changes to the operational environment, 

capabilities, threats and context. Structure, organization, roles and responsibilities should be 

reassessed. Examination of how the Army culture can be made more flexible and adaptable in 

virtually all respects would provide benefit.  

In addition to the question of determining what changes need to be made, the more 

challenging question of how to implement these changes is also an area in need of examination. 

Implementing such significant and wide-ranging changes in the DOTMLPF-P will be difficult 

politically, culturally, and fiscally. But ultimately, answering such questions will be necessary, if 

only because it is far less costly to transform now and be at the fore end of the emerging 

paradigm, than having it imposed upon us through failure. For this is the very mandate of a 

leader: “It is, after all, the responsibility of the expert to operate the familiar and that of the leader 

to transcend it.”326  

 
326  Henry Kissinger, Years of Upheaval (Boston, MA: Little Brown, 1982), 445. 
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