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Preface

The evolving character of war—highlighted by the conflicts in Ukraine and Iran, rising 
tensions in the Indo-Pacific, and renewed global competition—has intensified debate over 
the utility of land power and whether the land forces required to generate and sustain 

that power remain adequately structured and resourced for future conflicts. In response, CSIS 
has embarked on a yearlong Future of Land Power study to examine what lies ahead for U.S. 
land forces in an evolving global security environment and assess implications for the missions, 
structure, and resourcing needed as part of the joint force. The goal of the study is to inform the 
public, senior decisionmakers, military leaders, industry, and allies, and help drive the public 
policy debate about the future of land power and the planning required to sustain it.

The Army defines land power as “the ability—by threat, force, or occupation—to gain, 
sustain, and exploit control over land, resources, and people.”1 The Future of Land 
Power study will explore the utility of land power, its contribution to deterrence and stability across 
key regions, and how U.S. land forces must adapt to remain effective in an era defined by great 
power rivalry, technological change, and all domain warfare. By integrating functional, institutional, 
and policy perspectives, holding public events throughout the year, and publishing two working 
papers and a final report, the study will offer actionable insights for decisionmakers and contribute 
to an informed national debate about the future of U.S. land forces in the joint force and in the 
broader global security architecture.

This first working paper explains why land power remains relevant. It presents the historical and 
policy context and proposes a set of characteristics of U.S. land power to be examined over the 
course of the project. A subsequent working paper will explore how land power institutions can be 
structured and transformed for U.S. interests; the study’s final report will make recommendations 
on the future of U.S. land forces.
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Executive Summary

The roles and missions of U.S. land power are currently under scrutiny as a result of 
conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East and intense competition in the Indo-Pacific 
region. Meanwhile, the global war on terror and its legacy of long and large ground force 

deployments still lingers in the minds of members of the U.S. defense establishment, shaping both 
the actions of policymakers and Americans’ views of their military. The proliferation of information 
technologies in the twenty-first century and the real-time accessibility of current global conflicts 
also provide a disorienting and confusing view of warfare, one that accentuates technology over 
strategy and destruction over success. Superficial impressions from conflict in Iran, Gaza, and 
Ukraine risk overshadowing the enduring characteristics of conflict.

To address these issues, this paper examines the utility and relevance of U.S. land forces as 
part of the joint force in the contemporary global security environment. It is tempting to fall 
back on axioms holding that only land power wins wars—an idea expressed by the historian 
T.R. Fehrenbach, who emphasized the dominance of physical control.2 But land power is 
ultimately a tool of foreign—and sometimes domestic—policy. The employment of land power 
must correspond with the political wherewithal to deploy it and should be shaped in a way that 
supports national objectives. Moreover, the lines between domains of warfare are blurring, 
so land power must adapt and fit into a contemporary battlespace that demands all-domain 
capabilities. As the services face an attention-based political environment, military strategists 
and policymakers must adapt and reassert land power’s raison d’etre.
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U.S. land power has certain inherent characteristics that demonstrate both its advantages and limits:

 	 ▪ Land power, through its presence and persistence, offers durable control, security, and 
deterrence.

 	 ▪ The land domain remains the decisive domain in which to generate enduring results.

 	 ▪ Land power possesses a wide variety of capabilities that demonstrate versatility and 
adaptability to accomplish a range of missions.

 	 ▪ Because land power is predominantly expeditionary, it is reliant on joint force capabilities 
and often allies and partners to meet its objectives.

 	 ▪ Land power is constrained by potential human cost.

This working paper presents a thorough examination of these characteristics. It starts with a 
historical look at the recent use of land power, presents current trends in warfare that most 
prominently affect ground forces, and examines the internal institutional perceptions that guide 
the employment of land power. Ultimately, the aforementioned characteristics underpin how land 
forces should adapt to remain effective amid increased great power rivalry, technological change, 
and evolving trends in warfare.
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In December 2004, U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld held a town hall at Camp 
Buehring in Kuwait. By that time, the war in Iraq was well into its second year, and over 
1,000 U.S. troops had already been killed. At the town hall, a soldier asked Rumsfeld why 

service members were forced to pick through scrap metal and use ballistic glass to reinforce and 
“up-armor” their vehicles. The soldier’s question was met with loud cheers of approval from the 
attending troops. After explaining that the Army had concentrated resources in Kuwait to remediate 
the problem, Secretary Rumsfeld issued one of his now most-famous lines: “You go to war with the 
Army you have, not the Army you might want or wish to have at a later time.”3

While he faced heavy criticism for his perceived dismissal of soldiers’ safety concerns, Rumsfeld was 
correct about the situation. When a need to use the military arises—whether by choice or necessity—
the mission is not delayed by waiting for the military to be ready. The military goes to war in whatever 
condition it is in at that moment. In Iraq, the U.S. Army had to adapt quickly to circumstances on the 
ground to protect the force and accomplish its mission; often, the pace of adaptation did not keep up 
with the pace of the threat. Preparedness is key, and that was the heart of the soldier’s complaint.

The country’s collective land forces, including both the Army and Marine Corps, are ultimately a 
tool to wield U.S. power. Some would say it is the tool of last resort. It must be prepared to defeat 
other militaries, exercise U.S. influence, and constantly adapt to the most current trends in warfare. 
In many ways, U.S. land power is also a latent force, deterring adversaries by its mere presence and 
credibility. The deployment and application of land power offers both risks and rewards and should 
be aligned with strategic objectives and synchronized with the joint force.

The Rationale for 
Examining U.S. Land 
Power
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This paper does not address whether the U.S. mission in Iraq—or any other mission—should have 
been executed; national leadership should weigh the costs, benefits, and risks associated with those 
decisions. Land power is just one tool among many to pursue U.S. interests. Rather, this study 
examines why land forces remain a critical tool of the joint force, as well as how land power could 
execute anticipated missions to remain relevant. In short, this paper assesses the value of land power 
for the United States. U.S. land power must retain its capacity and capability to adhere to its core 
missions to achieve political objectives when summoned to do so. It is therefore important to first 
define these core missions and the current value proposition of land power, given the complexity of 
current warfare and the other means at the United States’ disposal to compel, influence, and defeat.

Some baseline assumptions govern the roles, responsibilities, and character of land power. Land 
forces are ultimately designed to defeat other military forces and exert influence through deliberate 
presence and persistence. But people are at the center of engagements, and the exertion of 
influence—in this case, hostile force—is ultimately a human endeavor. To remain viable, relevant, 
and influential, land power institutions must not only adapt to trends in current warfare but also 
retain best practices from past military campaigns and experience. The utility of land power is not a 
given; land forces must demonstrate how they can support policy—and overall U.S. interests—among 
the panoply of instruments that can be used to exert power. Land power must thus possess a wide 
range of capabilities and must be designed to meet a wide array of challenges.

The alternating use of U.S. land power to address conventional militaries and irregular forces since 
the end of World War II shows that it must be inherently multipurpose. Much has been written 
about land forces’ ability to wage large-scale combined-arms warfare; this role is often viewed as 
their primary function, with counterinsurgency and stability operations portrayed as anomalous. 
Yet this is a false choice: Land power must keep pace with modern conventional warfare while 
retaining an ability to fulfill other missions, even if those other missions are not a priority.4 Land 
power’s range of capabilities must alternate between producing victory over an enemy military 
force and seeking to stabilize or contain irregular threats and formations. U.S. land power 
institutions must retain an ability to apply force across the entire spectrum of conflict, integrating 
with the joint force to produce timely and appropriate effects for the warfighter.

This paper examines why land power remains relevant for the United States. A subsequent working 
paper will examine how land power is structured and adjusted for U.S. interests, including a look at 
force structure, acquisition, and personnel policy. A final report will make recommendations on the 
future of U.S. land forces.

U.S. land power institutions must retain an ability to apply force 
across the entire spectrum of conflict, integrating with the joint 
force to produce timely and appropriate effects for 
the warfighter.
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The Use of U.S. Land 
Power Since World War II

The postwar history of U.S. land power employed abroad reveals a cycle: The United States 
is involved in a large ground-centric conflict; ground forces are subsequently reduced in 
the name of fiscal discipline or strategic reorientation; doctrine stagnates or is allowed 

to atrophy; and finally, a crisis demands the hurried reconstitution of land forces, often with 
significant costs.

The immediate post–World War II period conformed to this template. The Korean War 
demonstrated the need for land power almost immediately: When Chinese forces crossed the Yalu 
River in late 1950, nuclear weapons offered no usable response, and it was U.S. Army and Marine 
Corps formations that halted the advance and stabilized the peninsula.5

Eisenhower’s first offset strategy of the early to mid-1950s was a post-Korea pivot that attempted 
to compensate for the numerical inferiority of U.S. ground forces in Europe relative to the Soviet 
Union. The first offset sought to leverage nuclear weapons to compensate for Soviet conventional 
superiority in Europe, explicitly deemphasizing land power funding in favor of the cheaper 
deterrence promised by massive retaliation.6 The calculus was as much fiscal as strategic: Nuclear 
weapons were an attractive substitute for the manpower-intensive formations that containment 
otherwise demanded.7 The U.S. Army adjusted to the changes by creating pentomic divisions, which 
incorporated tactical nuclear weapons and adopted wider tactical dispersion. Counterinsurgency 
and stability operations were treated as lesser missions that diverted resources and attention from 
preparing for peer adversaries, a doctrinal blind spot whose consequences the U.S. Army would rue 
in Vietnam.8
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The intellectual and doctrinal revolution that followed Vietnam—also known as the second offset—
was embodied in the Air-Land Battle doctrine, codified in 1982, which replaced more defensive 
doctrine and contingency plans for a Soviet invasion of Western Europe with an emphasis on 
seizing the initiative, deep strikes, and joint integration with the aim of blunting Warsaw Pact 
incursions into Central Europe.9  The concept emerged from study of Israeli operations in 1967 
and 1973, as well as from the Blitzkrieg tradition, both of which demonstrated the importance of 
integrating precision fires with ground maneuver.10 Previous doctrine had been widely criticized 
as too passive, focused on stopping Soviet breakthroughs through attrition rather than seizing 
initiative.11 Air-Land Battle prioritized deep incursions to strike Soviet second-echelon forces before 
they could reach the frontline, requiring unprecedented coordination between U.S. Army units and 
U.S. Air Force interdiction assets.12 This coordination made Air-Land Battle an intellectual precursor 
to later combined arms, joint-forces, and multi-domain concepts. The role of U.S. Army Training 
and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) as doctrinal arbiter created institutional capacity for sustained 
reform, but critics argue it also entrenched assumptions about theater infrastructure and extended 
preparation that would prove problematic in post–Cold War counterinsurgency operations.13

The Cold War–era forward deployment of U.S. land forces in Europe and Asia constituted the de 
facto instrument of deterrence, providing potential adversaries with tangible costs that no offshore 
retaliatory capability could replicate. Army formations positioned along the German and Korean 
borders acted as tripwires that raised the threshold for any assault, reflecting the painful lessons of 
the withdrawal of forward-stationed troops from the approaches to Seoul in 1949.14 Underpinning a 
credible U.S. security guarantee, forward-based land forces permitted key allies to maintain defense 
postures compatible with internal stability and economic growth.15 The forward deployment of 
U.S. forces reflected a tacit agreement: The commercial access and investment opportunities that 
flowed from stable, growing, U.S.-aligned economies substantially offset the fiscal burden of forward 
stationing.16 The broader record suggests that forward presence also suppressed intra-regional 
rivalries that might otherwise have generated costly instability, facilitating a degree of alliance 
management that over-the-horizon air and naval assets alone could not.17

The Soviet collapse removed the organizing logic of the entire Cold War force structure and 
triggered another (fleeting) peace dividend. The 1993 Bottom-Up Review (BUR) established a 
“two-war” force-sizing construct, requiring U.S. forces to be capable of fighting and winning two 
major regional conflicts simultaneously, a standard designed primarily for deterrence.18 The BUR 
also formalized massive post–Cold War drawdowns, especially after victory in the Gulf War. Thus, 
the cycle repeated: The Gulf War created a sense of invulnerability, unleashing a cascade of fiscal 
pressure, structural cuts, and deferred modernization—with doctrine left to catch up as best it 
could. Force XXI, the Army’s 1994 modernization initiative, attempted to envision future warfare 
and prepare the force for expeditionary operations against regional adversaries, yet that ambition 
was ill-timed against strong political pressure to realize a peace dividend.19 At the turn of the twenty-
first century, the Army’s traditional roles were once again challenged by a new technological 
ideology: the notion that precision strikes, network warfare, and rapid expeditionary deployments 
could fully meet the challenges of a unipolar but fragmented global security environment. In the 
months before the September 11, 2001, attacks, serious plans called for cutting two divisions from 
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the Army force structure. The attacks and the subsequent demand for sustained land power in 
Afghanistan and Iraq reflected a renewed appreciation for what land power could provide.

The attacks of September 11 did not immediately produce a doctrinal revolution. The initial 
campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq were prosecuted through the lens of conventional enemy-centric 
doctrine, under the assumption that rapid regime change followed by light stabilization would 
suffice.20 The 2004 National Military Strategy still framed counterinsurgency as a lesser-included 
mission within the broader spectrum of conflict, contributing to slow doctrinal adaptation and 
leaving brigade and division commanders to improvise without updated formal guidance.21 Army 
institutions resisted developing formal counterinsurgency (COIN) doctrine even as operational 
failures mounted, relying instead on Cold War–era manuals and ad hoc adaptations developed by 
individual units in theater.22 

The performance gap became undeniable as security conditions in Iraq deteriorated through 2005 
and 2006, with coalition forces unable to contain the insurgency.23 White House intervention in 
2006 forced the kind of institutional change the Army had resisted for years. The United States 
initiated a strategic shift to population-centric counterinsurgency, where the “clear, hold, build” 
methodology prioritized protecting civilians and engaging local political structures over killing 
insurgents.24 Field Manual (FM) 3-24 Insurgencies and Countering Insurgencies, introduced in 
December 2006, institutionalized the clear, hold, build framework and explicitly rejected purely 
kinetic approaches, drawing on British operations in Malaya, French operations in Algeria and 
Indochina, and U.S. operations in the Philippines and Vietnam to extract shared principles.25 
The 2007 surge provided a real-world test of the new doctrine; security in Baghdad improved 
noticeably, with declining attack rates and civilian deaths, and the COIN community broadly 
interpreted the results as validation of FM 3-24.26

Some would argue that the traditional COIN narrative understated local political and socioeconomic 
dynamics, particularly the Sunni Awakening, which reflected tribal decisions to reassert their 
influence vis-à-vis al Qaeda.27 The cyclical fatigue of stability operations also set in; by 2014, many 
senior Army leaders openly described a force that had become “counterinsurgency-only” and 
lacked proficiency in conventional high-intensity, peer-to-peer warfare.28 Rotational deployments 
optimized for COIN degraded combined-arms skills, and procurement cycles were consumed by 
theater-specific requirements.29 The force that emerged from Iraq and Afghanistan was battle-
hardened but strategically narrow, ill-suited for the coming era of peer competition.

Two events in the mid-2010s closed the post–Cold War strategic interlude. Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea demonstrated sophisticated warfare that combined conventional forces, cyber operations, 

The force that emerged from Iraq and Afghanistan was battle-
hardened but strategically narrow, ill-suited for the coming era of 
peer competition.
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information operations, and proxy forces to achieve objectives below the threshold of declared war 
in a politically weakened state. Simultaneously, Chinese expansion in the South China Sea signaled 
Beijing’s willingness to use coercive action to reshape the regional order.30 The 2018 National Defense 
Strategy formally ratified what these events implied: The central problem of U.S. defense planning 
was no longer defeating terrorist networks and rogue states but deterring and, if necessary, defeating 
sophisticated peer adversaries across all domains.31 This reckoning was badly needed, but it arrived at 
a moment when U.S. land power was structurally and fiscally unprepared to pivot.

U.S. Army Green Berets and an Army National Guard aircrew walk toward a UH-60 Black Hawk for the 
Apollo Nexus training exercise in May 2026.

Photo: Staff Sgt. Liseth Espinel Cuervo via DVIDS

The erosion of the two-war construct accompanied this reorientation, compounding the land power 
readiness deficit. The 2001 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) had already adjusted the standard from 
winning two simultaneous wars to “decisively defeating” one adversary while “denying the objectives 
of” a second.32 The 2006 QDR moved farther away from the two-war construct by incorporating 
irregular warfare as a primary planning scenario and assuming higher contributions from allies, 
reflecting how the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were consuming military capacity ostensibly reserved 
for a second major conflict.33 The formal break from the two-war construct came with President Barack 
Obama’s January 2012 Defense Strategic Guidance, which explicitly stated that U.S. forces would “defeat 
aggression in one theater” while imposing “unacceptable costs” on an aggressor in another (what 
analysts characterized as a “one-plus” standard).34 The 2018 National Defense Strategy completed 
the transition, reorienting force goals toward the objective of prevailing against a single great-power 
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adversary.35 Concurrently, the Marine Corps initiated a dramatic force redesign, cutting tanks and 
artillery to reorient the force structure toward contested littoral environments, particularly the Pacific 
theater. The early to mid-2010s were no less significant for the U.S. Army—dubbed a “lost procurement 
decade,” the period saw a reduction in active divisions, a loss of readiness for large-scale conventional 
operations, and stagnant or declining modernization investment.36

The Obama administration’s pivot to Asia, announced in late 2011 and later rebranded a “rebalance,” 
shifted strategic attention from Europe toward the Indo-Pacific.37 Subsequent statements from 
President Obama also reflected a deep-seated U.S. hesitancy to militarily contest Russia—a hesitancy 
that has persisted to this day, largely underpinned by Russia’s possession of nuclear weapons.38 
Measures epitomizing this shift included the rotational deployment of 2,500 Marines to Darwin, 
Australia; forward stationing of littoral combat ships to Singapore; expanded access agreements 
with the Philippines; and a planned Navy posture rebalance favoring the Pacific.39 For the U.S. Army, 
the pivot initially posed an institutional identity crisis, as a theater dominated by maritime and air 
operations appeared to further marginalize ground forces.40 The service responded by developing 
niches around forward-deployed fires, theater missile defense, and the Multi-Domain Task Force, 
an organizational concept centered on joint cyber and long-range kinetic strike capabilities.41 While 
initially facing headwinds, the strategic logic nonetheless endured across subsequent administrations, 
and the 2025 Army Transformation Initiative’s emphasis on lighter, more mobile formations and long-
range precision fires significantly reflects the deployment demands of the Pacific theater.42

U.S. soldiers fire an AT4 anti-tank weapon during African Lion 26 at Cap Draa, Tan-Tan, Morocco, in 
May 2026.

Photo: Sgt. Christopher Sanchez via DVIDS
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In November 2014, Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel announced the third offset strategy, pledging 
to sustain U.S. military dominance through new technologies and operational concepts.43 Deputy 
Secretary of Defense Robert Work situated the initiative within a historical arc: The first offset 
used nuclear weapons to compensate for Soviet conventional superiority, while the second offset 
leveraged precision-guided munitions, stealth, and advanced command, control, communications, 
computers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (C4ISR) to offset Warsaw Pact numerical 
advantages, culminating in the overmatch demonstrated in 1991.44 The third offset identified five 
technology priorities: (1) AI-enabled learning machines, (2) human-machine collaboration, (3) 
assisted human operations, (4) manned-unmanned combat teaming, and (5) network-enabled 
autonomous weapons.45 The strategic rationale was the erosion of second offset advantages, as 
China and Russia deliberately developed anti-access/area denial systems to counteract the access 
and information dominance U.S. forces had enjoyed since the Gulf War.46 Simultaneously, the U.S. 
Army’s failed Future Combat Systems program served as a cautionary precedent for technology-
centric transformation absent sound operational concepts.47 Core elements of the third offset, 
including AI, autonomous systems, and human-machine teaming, have weathered changes in 
administration and been absorbed into the multi-domain operations (MDO) concept and the 
Replicator initiative from the Department of Defense (DOD).48

Throughout history, U.S. land forces have participated in support of civil authorities for the purpose 
of stabilizing disturbances, providing disaster relief, and, more recently, augmenting border 
security. The National Guard has been present at some of the United States’ defining moments, from 
supporting desegregation in Arkansas to supporting local law enforcement during the Los Angeles 
riots of 1992 to rescuing residents affected by Hurricane Katrina. The creation of the Department of 
Homeland Security in 2002 formalized the parameters of Defense Support of Civil Authorities, in 
which DOD personnel may be employed to assist federal, state, and local authorities in response to 
special events or emergencies.

Since the end of the Korean War, several trends have become evident: an institutional prerogative 
to focus on conventional war, overly ambitious objectives to remake societies absent a full 
understanding of their cultures, and excessive optimism in technology’s ability to simultaneously 
reduce resource needs and secure rapid victory. Land forces themselves gravitated toward 
conventional war, often leveraging the promise of greater effectiveness through technological 
advances, while sometimes being forced to deal with messy “stability” operations requiring lots 
of manpower. Additionally, the threshold for ground force employment remains high; casualties 
suffered in any conflict become a liability for political authorities in power. Thus, there is a 
temptation to fall back on long-range precision strikes that avoid direct contact with the enemy. 
Technological development is slated to enhance militaries’ ability to wield destructive power at a 
distance, but the effects of this shift may be fleeting.

U.S. land power survived and transformed under the first and second offsets to produce the 
force we largely know today. How current technological trends and geopolitical shifts change the 
structure, doctrine, and relevance of U.S. land forces remains an open question. A realignment 
of U.S. relationships abroad will force hard questions on how to project power absent traditional 
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access, basing, and overflight. Furthermore, amid political polarization, there is weaker consensus 
on what constitutes a legitimate projection of ground forces abroad. The historical record suggests 
that U.S. leaders should have a unified vision on the value proposition of land power before 
dedicating adequate resources to sustain it. The following sections explore this value proposition.

Since the end of the Korean War, several trends have become 
evident: an institutional prerogative to focus on conventional 
war, overly ambitious objectives to remake societies absent a 
full understanding of their cultures, and excessive optimism in 
technology’s ability to simultaneously reduce resource needs 
and secure rapid victory.
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Over the past decade, technological trends and geopolitical realignment have converged to 
produce an increasingly complex and dynamic battlefield. In Europe, Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine both demonstrated the fragility of the previous international order and heralded 

the willingness of regional powers to resort to military force to fulfill political aims. In the Pacific, 
China has employed its forces to push the envelope of aggression just below the threshold of 
armed conflict by making extraterritorial claims in international waters, thus expanding Beijing’s 
operational reach. The advent of autonomous technology, AI, and remotely operated systems 
is driving significant changes in the composition of modern land power. The war in Ukraine has 
ushered in drone and counter-drone warfare, a relatively low-cost but highly effective strategy that 
drives military formations to place a premium on protection, deception, and concealment while 
limiting both sides’ ability to make large offensive advances on land. Networked surveillance has 
become ubiquitous along Russo-Ukrainian front lines, leading many to accept that a “transparent 
battlefield” will force military units to innovate new approaches in order to gain superiority over 
their foes.49 However, as this paper examines later, there are some universal characteristics of land 
power that transcend technological advances and standoff tactics.50

Land power must be adapted to this new environment and not be left to fall back on conventional 
applications. Given the casualties suffered over 20 years in Iraq and Afghanistan, political 
skepticism about the utilization of land power is justified. More often than not, modern war 
involves attempts to persuade, influence, and control adversary behavior short of direct conflict 
and occupation. Consequently, land power must retain a functionally oriented force structure that 
can operate in multiple domains and regions, equipped with capabilities that can complement and 

Contemporary Warfare 
and Its Implications for 
Land Power
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strengthen the joint force. And it will need to encompass units that are ready to act decisively on the 
battlefield against a near peer, as well as units focused on promoting stability.

Trends in Modern Warfare

War begets innovation. There is no better example of contemporary ground combat than the war 
in Ukraine, which has revealed new truths about the character of land power.51 Russian forces 
failed to anticipate the extent of Ukrainian tactical proficiency and political unity, uncovering clear 
intelligence failures. Ukraine proved tactically adept, acting quickly to deny Russian forces control 
of key terrain such as the Hostomel Airfield outside of Kyiv, which would have provided Russia 
with a convenient and close logistical hub from which to project force and seize the capital.52 From 
Kyiv to Kherson, the initial stages of the war were characterized by rapid maneuver until Russia 
curbed its ambitions, pulled its forces back, and escalated its nuclear rhetoric. Kyiv regained limited 
territory and the war began to coalesce along entrenched battle lines. At the same time, advances in 
autonomous technology, pervasive surveillance systems, and a contested airspace have led to a fight 
focused on indirect fires over large-scale maneuvers.

Similarly, U.S. Operation Epic Fury has demonstrated the changing character of land power from 
occupation or conventional attack to long-range fires supporting the destruction of Iranian military 
targets. It is true that traditional ground long-range fires assets, such as High Mobility Artillery 
Rocket Systems (HIMARS), are now being employed in a “shore to sea” configuration, neutralizing 
Iranian naval assets (echoing the Ukrainian Neptune missile strike that took out the Russian cruiser 
Moskva).53 Additionally, the role of air defense assets is more important than ever in protecting U.S. 
and allied bases and populated areas. While these operations are noteworthy, each required staging 
from secured territory, enabled by traditional land power projection, demonstrating its enduring 
relevance for achieving strategic success.

There are a few salient aspects of contemporary warfare that are worth examining to conceptualize 
where future adaptations may lead and highlight how land power is adapting.

Standoff Versus Maneuver Warfare: U.S. air and naval dominance have long given policymakers 
powerful tools to execute at a standoff through long-range fires. However, adversaries have 
increasingly demonstrated the ability to challenge U.S. conventional air dominance while utilizing 
novel unmanned long-range strike systems.54 Such capabilities have eroded the relevance of 

The war in Ukraine has ushered in drone and counter-drone 
warfare, a relatively low-cost but highly effective strategy that 
drives military formations to place a premium on protection, 
deception, and concealment while limiting both sides’ ability to 
make large offensive advances on land. 
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doctrine premised on the ability to achieve total air superiority, requiring ground forces to adapt to 
uniquely hazardous environments. Accelerated target identification—enabled by advances in AI—has 
emerged alongside an expanded arsenal of available shooters, creating a need for new engagement 
procedures. This new reconnaissance-strike complex has fundamentally changed the composition 
of the close fight, due to the proliferation of options now available to strike at a standoff, using 
drones, missiles, and artillery, all connected by faster networks.55 This has resulted in the 
“transparent battlefield,” where movement along the line of contact risks a much higher chance of 
detection and destruction.56 Parallel technologies are converging, affording speed and precision in 
the sensor-target-shooter (i.e., kill chain) process.

Standoff warfare can inflict destruction, but if it is not coupled with maneuver warfare to take and 
exert control over territory, it fails to produce persistent gains. Ukrainian HIMARS strikes on Russian 
ammunition depots in occupied Donbas weakened Russia’s ability to generate offensive strikes, but 
did not displace these forces from Ukrainian lands.57 To this day, neither Russia nor Ukraine possesses 
the operational art to synchronize the proper mix of resources to enable large-scale advances. 
Militaries face the need to develop new strategies for their land forces to retain the ability to maneuver 
amid these challenges since relative power still depends on the physical control of territory. Successful 
maneuver warfare depends on the ability to suppress reconnaissance-strike complex capabilities for 
enough time to allow for infiltration, exploitation, and a defensible gain of territory.58

Air and Missile Defense: The proliferation of longer-range offensive fires executed across domains 
has led to striking asymmetry in protection—and a striking gap in air and missile defense. Simply 
put, it is easier to launch one-way attack drones than to defend against them. Combined with 
ballistic missiles and air-launched threats, these systems drive demand for large inventories of 
countermeasures and interceptors over an extended period. Nowhere has this been felt more 
acutely than in Ukraine, where the proliferation of relatively simple drone technology has forced 
a reckoning with traditional air defense methods and tactics.59 While traditional U.S. air defense 
systems including Patriot and Terminal High Altitude Area Defense have proven effective at 
intercepting unmanned threats in Ukraine and the Middle East, their limited availability and high 
cost have forced Ukraine to develop more economical indigenous air defense systems.60 Before 
recent advancements in weaponized uncrewed airborne threats, many armies, including the 
United States’, were actively divesting their short-range air defense systems to unlock funds for 
tasks deemed more mission critical. The proliferation of unmanned aerial systems (UASs) and their 
commonalities with preexisting airborne threats have highlighted the importance of maintaining 
affordable air and missile defense systems producible at scale.61

Moreover, the massive uptick in aerial strikes increases the chance of indiscriminate and 
widespread damage to the civilian population and infrastructure. The proliferation of drones not 
only impacts units along the front line but also reaches civilians far from the front. Airborne threats 
have contributed to the majority of civilian casualties in Ukraine; even when strikes produce no 
casualties, they “cognitively destabilize” civilian populations.62 In Operation Epic Fury, U.S. Army 
air defense systems proved pivotal to the protection of military assets, service members, and 
civilian infrastructure. While the U.S. Army understands this evolving protection mission and has 
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incorporated defensive tactics, techniques, and procedures into training for service members, it is 
far from fully developing and scaling the production of systems needed to mitigate the threat.

A Patriot Advanced Capability 2 Interceptor missile is fired from an M903 Patriot Launching Station in 
Koror, Palau, during Exercise Tenacious Archer 25 in August 2025.

Photo: Capt. Frank Spatt via DVIDS

Manpower: The wars in Ukraine, Gaza, and Iran have exposed varied approaches to manpower, 
and all offer insights into how demography, culture, and technological innovation affect countries’ 
use of soldiers.63 Today’s conflicts still require human participation if the objectives center on 
control of territory. Russia thought it could achieve its goals quickly with a lightning attack on Kyiv 
to decapitate the Ukrainian government and install its own. This idea involved the use of Russia’s 
existing standing army, a force that saved the most complex tasks for its professional contract 
soldiers. When this strategy failed and Russia had to regroup, the Kremlin ordered a partial 
mobilization of military-age men throughout the country.64 To date, Russia relies on a series of 
monetary and status incentives to entice those with minimal economic prospects, especially in 
poorer regions such as the North Caucasus, the Urals, and Siberia. Despite the increased use of 
UASs, Russia is highly reliant on manpower to achieve its tactical gains in Ukraine. Russia’s tactics 
depend on thrusting low-trained manpower into gaps, because its strategy hinges on occupation, 
even if measured in meters.65

In contrast, Ukrainian strategists cannot rely on manpower alone to defend the country’s territory. 
Out of necessity, Ukraine must offset its demographic disadvantage via technology. Despite an initial 
outpouring of volunteers, Ukraine did not make lasting changes to its conscription system until it 
was arguably too late and resisted lowering the conscription age below 25 despite pressure from 
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Western leaders to do so.66 The Ukrainian government is aware of the need to increase recruitment, 
with some experts claiming that the country must recruit approximately 300,000 new soldiers 
in 2026 to maintain parity.67 Ukrainian leadership continues to stress—at least rhetorically—that 
technological prowess, through UASs and sensors, can effectively make up for the manpower gap.68

There is an enormous human cost to these approaches. Since it invaded Ukraine in February of 
2022, Russia has suffered approximately 1.2 million casualties, with as many as 325,000 killed.69 
Russia has effectively sacrificed significant numbers of troops in an attempt to restore maneuver 
warfare—and in doing so has achieved a rate of advance lower than any combined arms offensive in 
recorded history.70 For Ukraine, the human losses have also been staggering, but lesser in absolute 
terms due to its effectively defensive stance. This is an important reminder for the United States, 
which still has fresh memories of high (but nowhere near comparable) casualties incurred in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.

Logistics: There is an old cliché that amateurs speak of strategy and experts talk logistics. 
But whether strategy drives logistics or resources constrain strategy is a false choice. The two 
must be developed in tandem. In February 2022, many expected Ukraine to fall within days or 
weeks. Virtually no one expected a protracted, high-intensity fight involving the expenditure of 
thousands of artillery munitions a day; unfortunately, the U.S. industrial base was ill-equipped to 
meet that need. The wars in Ukraine and Gaza have offered lessons in how militaries must adapt 
their sustainment approaches to a contemporary fight on land. The intensity of both conflicts has 
greatly impacted the ability of logistical chains to provide enough materiel and has increased the 
vulnerability of supply chain infrastructure, putting reliable throughput of all classes of supply at 
risk. The advancement of standoff warfare has increased the number of long-range strikes deep 
into adversaries’ rear areas—strikes capable of damaging supply depots (on both the Ukrainian and 
Russian sides) and forcing such depots to move further from the front as the adversaries’ strike 
capabilities improve, increasing the time between resupplies. Locating supply and maintenance 
facilities further away from the front lines also inhibits readiness, as equipment in need of depot-
level repair takes longer to reenter the fight. Emphasis has thus shifted to quick fixes on the front 
to maintain unit readiness. Contested logistics will only be magnified during large-scale combat 
operations, particularly in a potential Indo-Pacific theater conflict, given the tyranny of distance and 
global supply chain disruptions.

Ukrainian medical professionals have also adapted their triage and Level 1 treatment approaches 
to reflect the risk of drones striking medevac teams in transport.71 Similar airspace constraints 
may render existing U.S. aerial evacuation procedures infeasible. Even in air- and naval-dominant 
actions such as Epic Fury, mission success hinges on land-based allied logistical nodes in Bahrain, 
Kuwait, and Qatar.

Artificial Intelligence: Contemporary discussions of warfare increasingly fixate on AI and its 
effects on warfighting. The advent of generative AI is accelerating demand for computing power 
across many combat functions on the front line to aid target identification and acquisition, process 
raw intelligence, and streamline logistical processes. AI accelerates the decision cycle across 
warfighting functions, but it is not a solution on its own. Any large bureaucracy faces an imperative 
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to increase efficiency. In the military, efficiency can lead to combat effectiveness and superiority on 
the battlefield. Advances in AI are revolutionizing the intelligence community as well. Whereas 10 
years ago the focus was on producing intelligence, the enormity of information collected today now 
puts the onus on data processing and making sense of the noise. Information flow has never been 
the military’s strong point, since its ability to collect information traditionally outstripped its ability 
to disseminate said information to where it was most needed. Artificial intelligence now accelerates 
the processing of such data and provides a means of outpacing the adversary’s decision cycle. Given 
land power’s continued importance for the joint fight, such capabilities could prove a powerful 
combat multiplier. But raw data must be correctly identified when uploaded and tagged in the first 
place, and databases must be regularly updated. While AI can “optimize the kill chain,” it may not 
supplant basic human intuition and situational awareness.72

U.S. Army soldiers from the 4th Infantry Division train with UASs during training exercise Ivy Mass at 
Piñon Canyon on May 15, 2026.

Photo: Pvt. Philip Banaszak via DVIDS

Institutional Perceptions

This working paper has thus far examined external trends in warfare that continue to guide and 
shape the application of land power. But how policymakers see institutions—and how institutions 
see themselves—says just as much, if not more, about their value and application. This section 
briefly examines the process of doctrinal development within land power–related institutions, the 
ability of these institutions to adapt to shifting external circumstances, and aspects of the civil-
military relationship that guides such adaptation.
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Increased geopolitical competition, as well as a political culture that demands quick and visible 
results, has raised the stakes for U.S. ground forces. Since the wind-down of counterinsurgency 
and stability operations in the Middle East, U.S. leadership has struggled to articulate and sustain a 
unifying vision that addresses the convergence of worldwide threats and stipulates how the United 
States should deal with them. The broader diffusion of power among regional powers and nonstate 
actors has created more friction points that spark conflicts from time to time, generating demand 
signals for the intervention of U.S. ground forces. Usage of U.S. land power usually falls into one of 
three general categories: deterrence (and assurance), combat action, and stabilization. Often, one 
type of intervention transforms into another. But the decision to intervene in the first place—and 
how to do so—remains extremely idiosyncratic, resting with national leaders who have fixed ideas 
and are influenced by reinforcing decision circles. The military is just one tool (the others being 
diplomatic, economic, and informational) that is available to national decisionmakers. Traditionally, 
U.S. land power has provided a deterrent value and has been projected abroad to protect territory 
or seize strategic terrain. 

The Soldier and the State

Even if it is assumed that warfare is not fundamentally changing, there have been changes in how 
the costs of warfare are viewed. This section will examine some of the ways that the U.S. Army 
and the U.S. Marine Corps are attempting to transform themselves in response to evolving trends 
in warfare.

Domestic and political considerations exert constant pressure on the structure and missions of 
land power. A consensus emerged at the end of World War II that the United States should preserve 
the new order it helped create; different camps, however, disagreed on how this should be done, 
resulting in a shifting force structure. Policymakers have often declined to challenge this status quo 
due to the risks any such move would bring. With some exceptions, an examination of budgets 
and national defense strategies of both the Republican and Democratic parties since World War II 
suggests a mostly incremental and consistent approach to national defense priorities. Congress and 
the U.S. policymaking process as a whole are inclined to mitigate risk rather than place bets on a 
decisive trajectory of change.73

The biggest driver of change and adaptability often comes from within the Army and Marine Corps 
services themselves, as current warfare trends are examined and change is pushed for with varying 
degrees of success. But the Army and Marine Corps are both institutionally predisposed to advance 
their own interests and relevance, which must be balanced with warfighter requirements and 
political considerations. This forces a necessary conversation about the relative value of land power 
to national security—a constant back and forth with policymakers.

Viewing land power as its own entity is a somewhat artificial distinction, as combatant commanders 
must choreograph all warfighting functions as a coherent joint force. Healthy modernization flows 
from a symbiotic relationship between warfighters who understand today’s requirements and 
the service bureaucracy that fulfills these needs. Moreover, effective modernization rests on a 
common understanding of how to apply land power capabilities amid a panoply of tools—including 
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diplomatic, informational, and economic measures—available to national leaders to produce 
desired policy effects. When and how to deploy each tool is an ongoing conversation consistently 
reinvigorated by external events.

Notably, the application of land power incurs political risk. Recent employment of ground 
forces does not evoke memories of success. The “forever wars” in Iraq and Afghanistan incurred 
thousands of casualties and undermined confidence in the United States’ ability to project land 
power and pursue interests abroad. Furthermore, U.S. foreign policy often frames its approach in 
moralistic terms, creating expectations that interventions be “just,” and implicitly setting a high bar 
for the employment of U.S. ground forces.74 National leadership must define national interests and 
outline a strategic vision to fulfill those interests without taking for granted the costs incurred.

Land power’s traditional reliance on manpower, territorial control, and the close fight also means 
that it is the messiest of all instruments of force. Land power is likely to rely on humans for the 
foreseeable future, especially if control is prioritized. The future roles of land power should be 
aligned closely with broad-based national interests to retain legitimacy. But this does not preclude 
land power from offering other advantages short of direct conflict and control.

How the U.S. Army and Marine Corps See Themselves

Over the past decade, both the Marine Corps and the Army have attempted to refine their roles in 
order to remain useful. The Marine Corps has chosen to return to littoral-expeditionary operations 
in contested environments. The Army’s vision focuses on synchronizing networks to improve 
decisionmaking and command and control required for competitive ground combat.

U.S. military doctrine represents official instruction on how military commanders should think 
about warfighting concepts, while also allowing them a degree of flexibility to tailor operations 
as they see fit.  Military doctrine addresses land power in both joint and service documents. Joint 
doctrine is the highest doctrine level, superseding service doctrine; in reality, however, the services 
always see their own doctrines as paramount.

According to Field Manual 3-0, the Army breaks operations into offensive, defensive, and 
stability operations, which can occur in either conventional or irregular warfare.75 Army doctrine 
concentrates on enemy ground forces, seeing those as the fulcrum of an enemy’s ability to 
persevere. At the strategic level, the Army seeks to shape environments through presence, counter 
aggression during crises, and prevail in large-scale combat.

Effective modernization rests on a common understanding of 
how to apply land power capabilities amid a panoply of tools—
including diplomatic, informational, and economic measures—
available to national leaders to produce desired policy effects.
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The Army sees itself as the dominant ground force working within joint, interagency, multinational, 
conventional, and special forces operations. Notably, the Army envisions itself as being globally 
engaged to help combatant commanders set the theater and improve regional security through 
cooperation, resulting in improved regional access. The Army adapts its response according to three 
operational contexts: competition below armed conflict, crisis, and armed conflict. Multi-domain 
operations doctrine centers its operational thesis on the ability to disrupt and defeat threats by 
projecting power through multiple domains, especially when joint capabilities are not available.

While the Army has sought to elevate its reach into other domains, the Marine Corps has focused 
on amplifying its existing joint capabilities in a specific expeditionary context. The Marine Corps 
plans and executes its ground operations integrated with air, logistics, and sustainment. It views 
ground combat through an offensive lens. Marine Corps doctrine emphasizes speed, momentum, 
flexibility, exploitation of gaps and success, and control of key terrain. While conducting offensive 
operations, Marines execute defensive, amphibious, and stability operations. Defense is viewed 
as a temporary measure, done while seeking to regain the offensive. Marine doctrine notes that 
forces may execute stability operations to support the transition to civil authority. This warfighting 
concept has not been altered since 2018, although ongoing modernization initiatives have driven 
structural changes across the Marine Corps centered on maintaining the advantage in littoral 
operating environments.76

Current doctrine for both services offers useful glimpses into service culture and can help 
policymakers understand how the services prefer to fight. But service doctrines also rely on 
unspoken assumptions, since they are fundamentally oriented toward their own units and 
commanders. Reading these documents alone, it would be difficult for policymakers to understand 
the value of land power when arrayed against other military options and weighed against current 
domestic imperatives and political risks. Established doctrine also highlights the blind spots 
underpinning some assumptions about expeditionary reach against the backdrop of potential 
increases in unilateral U.S. action.

Current Transformation Efforts

In times of relative peace, tempted by promises of what long-range precision strike capabilities 
can achieve, proponents of U.S. land power must emphasize its continued relevance amid mixed 
political demand signals. Drawn-out deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan have not faded from 
political memory, creating a brake on U.S. interventionism. Yet political considerations and effects 
are often unpredictable and idiosyncratic. In the past five years, several security demands have 
intermittently required U.S. attention, resulting in varied demand signals on the country’s military 
forces. These demands include Russian aggression in Europe, Chinese extraterritorial claims in 
the South China Sea, instability in Latin America, and U.S. border security. U.S. land power must 
remain prepared to fulfill ill-defined expectations and stay competitive alongside emerging threats 
and trends. The United States has experienced false lulls before. With the help of advocacy outside 
of the DOD, the Army and Marine Corps must continue to demonstrate their distinct value to 
policymakers in defending U.S. interests.
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Land power institutions are currently modifying their structure and posture to adapt to future 
warfare. Institutional reforms such as the introduction of multi-domain warfighting concepts—
expressed in the Army Transformation Initiative and Marine Corps Force Design—have ushered in a 
mentality of innovation across U.S. land power institutions that is driving force structure to adapt.

Modernization strategy for the Marine Corps has focused on a distinct challenge: the rising threat 
posed by China in the Indo-Pacific. In 2020, the Marine Corps released Force Design 2030, an 
ambitious plan to make its force structure lighter and more competitive in the contested littoral 
space, enabling its core mission of amphibious forcible entry as well as improved Expeditionary 
Advanced Base Operations. The Marine Corps supported this restructuring by cutting towed 
artillery, tanks, and other heavy ground elements, and creating bespoke units focused on littoral 
operations, equipped with long-range fires and air defense.77

U.S. Marines exit an Amphibious Combat Vehicle to secure the beach at Hwajin-ri, South Korea, during a 
simulated amphibious assault as part of exercise Ssang Yong 24 in September 2024.

Photo: Cpl. Amelia Kang via DVIDS

The Marine Corps has centered its modernization efforts on III Marine Expeditionary Force, 
headquartered in Okinawa, Japan. While the Marine Corps initially designed its modernization to 
deny sea-based access by China, it has adapted its approach over the years, addressing education, 
logistics, and reconnaissance formations.78 These changes have been met with resistance, 
principally from retired senior Marine Corps officers, who have questioned the speed of the 
transition and highlighted the risks divesting certain armored capabilities posed to the Marine 
Corps’ survivability in a protracted ground conflict.79

The Army introduced the multi-domain operations concept in 2018 and initiated unit-based 
transformation efforts in 2024, which were intended to reexamine networks, command and control 
systems, and the implications of increased transparency on the battlefield.

The Army Transformation Initiative (ATI), introduced in 2025, has three lines of effort: delivering 
critical warfighting capabilities, optimizing force structure, and eliminating obsolete programs.80 
The rapidly evolving nature of the battlefield—namely the advent of autonomous systems—has 
catalyzed the Army to align the demands of modern warfare with readiness levels through a leaner, 
more agile, and more lethal force. ATI outlines a series of objectives, including the following:

 	 ▪ introducing long-range missiles and modernized UASs into formations;

 	 ▪ closing the counter–small UASs capability gap;

 	 ▪ integrating command and control nodes with AI to accelerate decisionmaking; and
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 	 ▪ canceling procurement of outdated systems such as crewed attack aircraft, excess ground 
vehicles, and obsolete UASs.

ATI is an ambitious restructuring effort that touches nearly every dimension of the force— headquarters 
structure, unit formations, aviation fleet, acquisition processes, and technological priorities.

Notably, part of the initiative tackles the Army’s antiquated process of fielding new systems. ATI’s 
Transformation in Contact program—which integrates experimental technologies directly into 
operational units during training rotations rather than sequencing development, testing, and fielding 
linearly—enables feedback loops between operators and developers comparable to the informal 
adaptation networks that produced both Air-Land Battle and COIN. Accelerating the “observe, 
orient, decide, act” loop around the acquisition process is promising, but its success hinges on the 
responsiveness of industry, as well as adaptive architectures that allow for evolving technology.
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“You may not be interested in war, but war is interested in you,” the aphorism goes. 
The demand signal to employ land power—in whatever form—remains unpredictable. 
Despite having an enterprise dedicated to the analysis of geopolitical trends and 

forecasting, the United States often cannot predict threats and conflict. The country often does not 
see what is coming around the corner; as such, it would be foolish to abandon the competencies 
that modern land power offers.

Taking into account institutional perceptions and trends in contemporary conflict, this study asserts 
that U.S. land power possesses inherent characteristics, and that these represent advantages that 
are balanced with limits and constraints. This working paper puts these characteristics forward 
before making judgments about land power’s structure, disposition, and discrete responsibilities. 
Since geographic and socioeconomic factors guide the makeup and disposition of every country’s 
ground forces, there are some qualities that are unique to U.S. land power.

Inherent Characteristics 
of U.S. Land Power

The country often does not see what is coming around 
the corner; as such, it would be foolish to abandon the 
competencies that modern land power offers.
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 	 ▪ Land power, through its presence and persistence, exercises control and security, 
usually over a long period of time. This control and security is ultimately determined by 
humans, directly enabled by a situational awareness that only humans can provide. Given its 
ability to neutralize enemy land forces, U.S. land power can exercise more complete control 
over a defined territory than either air or maritime power. The potential deployment of 
land power creates deterrence by denial rather than punishment. It changes the calculus for 
adversaries via a more visible linkage to territory, threatening higher costs.

 	 ▪ Political power ultimately depends on territory, and warfare in other domains 
depends on critical infrastructure and nodes on land. Because of this, the land 
domain remains the decisive domain for warfare. The land domain contains 
infrastructure—such as ports, fiber-optic cables, satellite uplink stations, airfields, and 
energy networks—on which other domains depend, elevating the importance of key terrain.81 
Control of this infrastructure leads to success. Waging war in other domains can also offer a 
degree of control and affect outcomes, but as long as political power remains rooted on land, 
militaries must invest in ground forces.

 	 ▪ Land power confers a rich array of capabilities that make it both versatile and 
adaptable. It is versatile in the sense that formations or units must be able to fulfill several 
different uses and missions; it is adaptable in that it must make widespread changes 
to doctrine and structure when exogenous factors force it to do so. For example, the 
modularity of brigade combat teams and battalion task forces has proven effective over 
time, giving commanders the ability to modify form to match function. This versatility also 
permits U.S. land power to be used in support of civil functions, such as border security or 
disaster response.

 	 ▪ Outside of an invasion from an armed foreign adversary (or one of a few limited 
domestic scenarios), U.S. land forces principally play away games. The disposition 
and employment of U.S. land power have traditionally relied on force projection, giving 
such power an inherent expeditionary nature. All force projections of U.S. land power rest 
on discussions of access, basing, and overflight provided by allies and partners. Absent this 
access, land power must rely on forcible entry operations in a contested environment to 
enter a zone of conflict. On one hand, these geographic realities present a limitation to U.S. 
land forces; but all of this could be quickly leveraged as an advantage if an ally or partner 
provides access and resources to enable force projection.

 	 ▪ Finally, the use of land power has greater potential for casualties and therefore 
carries a higher political risk. The loss of human life—or the threat of it—constrains the 
deployment of ground forces by policymakers. Current conflicts, including Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine, illustrate the high potential for casualties involved in land warfare.
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U.S. Army soldiers calibrate the sighting system on their M1 Abrams tank during gunnery training at 
Novo Selo Training Area, Bulgaria, in May 2026.

Photo: Spc. Thomas Madrzak via DVIDS
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U.S. land power will remain valuable to the country and to policymakers as long as its 
utility in addressing national interests is clear. Historical examples since the end of 
World War II demonstrate the centrality of land power in warfare, as well as the ability of 

land power to adapt to contemporary threats. But land power is more than just a tool for winning 
battles—it can also shape adversary actions and prevent war when postured and employed with 
the right mix of capabilities. 

Recent events and political trends have challenged traditional conceptions of land power. The 
U.S. population is increasingly sequestered from military service, yet the country’s political 
system increasingly demands quick, visible results without a full appreciation of the costs.82 
Popular memory of Iraq and Afghanistan—which involved large land forces— discourages future 
deployments, despite the fact that those missions were more failures of national strategy than 
of the land forces that executed them. U.S. land power institutions exist under dual pressures to 
modernize and simultaneously prove their inherent value among other tools of power.

Battlefield trends reinforce the need for land power services to lean into their advantages while 
acknowledging their limitations. Standoff warfare achieves limited gains on the battlefield, arguably 
perpetuating conflict rather than ending it. Conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East demonstrate 
the need for increased capacity and leadership to protect civilians and critical infrastructure from 
airborne threats. These same conflicts rely on expeditionary U.S. logistical supply chains situated 
on territorial nodes in allied and partner countries. Although technology and AI have both sped up 

Conclusion
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the processing of information and expanded visibility, wars are still won by thoughtful leaders who 
deliberate on the application of manpower and focus on the big picture.

Land power’s advantages matter because the United States will remain a global power. Land forces 
offer an inherent ability to provide security, control, and situational awareness. U.S. land power 
has shown remarkable adaptability and resilience. Yet U.S. leaders need to actively shape land 
power’s capabilities so that it remains relevant as a practical tool of foreign policy, able to project 
power globally and employed in service of national interests and clear-cut objectives. Modern U.S. 
land power organizations must find new means to achieve superiority over enemy forces while 
producing sustainable gains that prove decisive in conflict. Ultimately, U.S. land forces cannot rely 
on nostalgia to prove their worth; rather, they must show policymakers that land power is best used 
to prevent wars—but will also fight and win them when necessary.

Yet U.S. leaders need to actively shape land power’s capabilities 
so that it remains relevant as a practical tool of foreign policy, 
able to project power globally and employed in service of 
national interests and clear-cut objectives.



Jerry McGinn, J.P. Gresh, and Alek Jovovic  |  28

Dr. Jerry McGinn is the director of the Center for the Industrial Base and a senior fellow with the 
Defense and Security Department at CSIS. He is one of the nation’s leading experts on industrial 
base, acquisition, government contracting, and security policy issues. Prior to joining CSIS, Jerry 
served as executive director of the Greg and Camille Baroni Center for Government Contracting 
at George Mason University (GMU), publishing over 70 influential reports, white papers, and 
commentaries. Prior to GMU, Jerry served as the senior career official in the Office of Manufacturing 
and Industrial Base Policy in the Department of Defense (DOD), leading efforts to analyze the 
capabilities of the defense industrial base. He also directed hundreds of reviews of high-profile 
mergers and acquisitions as well as transactions before the Committee on Foreign Investment in the 
United States. Before his service in the DOD, Dr. McGinn spent a decade in senior defense industry 
roles at Northrop Grumman, Deloitte Consulting LLP, and QinetiQ North America. Prior to industry, 
Dr. McGinn served as special assistant to the principal deputy undersecretary for policy in the 
DOD and as a political scientist at RAND. Dr. McGinn is also a widely acclaimed thought leader and 
has testified numerous times before the U.S. Congress and the UK House of Commons. Dr. McGinn  
served with distinction as an infantry officer and is a graduate of Ranger and Airborne Schools. 
He earned a PhD, MS, and MA from Georgetown University as well as a BS from the United States 
Military Academy.

Jason P. ( JP) Gresh is a senior associate (non-resident) for the Europe, Russia, and Eurasia Program 
at CSIS. He is a retired U.S. Army colonel and foreign area officer focused on Eastern Europe and 
transatlantic cooperation. Gresh served as a military attaché in Ukraine and Russia, the security 
cooperation chief in Estonia, and most recently as military adviser to the deputy assistant secretary 

About the Authors



The Value of U.S. Land Power  |  29

of defense for Russia, Eurasia, and Ukraine at the Pentagon. His experiences working with allies and 
partners have made him an astute observer of military culture and its impact on military operations 
and plans. He has written on manpower issues, conscription, and the evolution of Russian military 
operations and capabilities, alongside NATO and U.S. military posture and readiness in Europe. He 
started his Army career as an armor officer, serving with the 3rd Cavalry Regiment at Fort Carson, 
Colorado, as well as with the 1st Infantry Division in Germany and Iraq. Gresh previously served as 
a senior military fellow at CSIS and spent time as a fellow with the Kennan Institute. He has written 
professionally on security issues for the Eurasia region and contributed to several professional 
publications. Gresh speaks both Ukrainian and Russian and serves on the board of the Foreign Area 
Officer Association.

Aleksandar (Alek) Jovovic is deputy director at the Center for the Industrial Base and a senior 
fellow in the Defense and Security Department at CSIS. Jovovic has over two decades of expertise 
in business strategy, military technology, defense industrial issues, and international partnerships. 
Prior to CSIS, Jovovic was an aerospace and defense consultant at Avascent and Oliver Wyman, 
advising leading industry and public sector stakeholders worldwide. He has also advised the U.S. 
and allied governments on defense acquisition policy, industrial development, and international 
cooperation. Alongside his consulting work, Jovovic has published on business, policy, and 
technology trends in the aerospace and defense sectors. Earlier in his career, Jovovic advised firms 
in the commercial sector on supplier and customer management at Vantage Partners. Mr. Jovovic 
was also an analyst at CENTRA Technology, where he served U.S. government clients on national 
security issues including Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States review. At the start 
of his professional career, Jovovic conducted foreign affairs and national security research in the 
foreign policy division at the Brookings Institution and Georgetown University’s Institute for the 
Study of Diplomacy. He earned his BA from Wesleyan University and holds an MA from the Johns 
Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies.



Jerry McGinn, J.P. Gresh, and Alek Jovovic  |  30

About CSIS

The Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) is a bipartisan, nonprofit policy research 
organization dedicated to advancing practical ideas to address the world’s greatest challenges.  

Founded in 1962, CSIS is led by General Joseph F. Dunford, who was appointed chief executive 
officer in 2026, succeeding John J. Hamre. The CSIS Board of Trustees is chaired by Thomas J. 
Pritzker, who has held the position since 2015. 

CSIS brings together more than 275 full-time staff and a global network of affiliated scholars 
working across four core areas of public policy: defense and security, geopolitics and foreign policy, 
economic security and technology, and global development. Our scholars are regularly called upon 
by Congress, the executive branch, the media, and others to explain the day’s events and offer 
recommendations to improve U.S. strategy. 

CSIS’s purpose is to define the future of national security. We are guided by a distinct set of values—
non-partisanship, independent thought, innovative thinking, cross-disciplinary scholarship, 
integrity and professionalism, and talent development. CSIS’s values work in concert toward the 
goal of making real-world impact. 

What sets CSIS apart is not only the quality of its research but how that research is conveyed: 
through original data and open-source analysis; through multimedia and data visualization; and 
through connecting relevant analysis with key audiences at the moments that matter most. This 
combination of rigor, independence, and reach has made CSIS a driving force in the policy debates 
shaping American security and prosperity. 



The Value of U.S. Land Power  |  31

Endnotes

1	 Department of the Army, FM 3-0: Operations (Department of the Army, March 2025), 9–10, https://army-
pubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN43326-FM_3-0-000-WEB-1.pdf.

2	 T. R. Fehrenbach, This Kind of War: A Study in Unpreparedness (New York: Macmillan, 1963).

3	 “Disgruntled soldier complains to Rumsfeld,” YouTube video, posted by AP Archive, 2004, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=t5uBgLtY6ec.

4	 Mike Anderson, “Two Armies: Balancing America’s Land Power for Competition and National Securi-
ty,” Journal of Strategic Security 12, no. 3 (2019), https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/jss/vol12/iss3/1/?utm_
source=scholarcommons.usf.edu%2Fjss%2Fvol12%2Fiss3%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PD-
FCoverPages; and Matthew Lane et al., Forecasting Demand for U.S Ground Forces (Santa Monica: RAND 
Corporation, July 2022), https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2995.html.

5	 “Korean War, ” Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/event/Korean-War.

6	 Benjamin Jensen, Forging the Sword: Doctrinal Change in the U.S. Army (Palo Alto: Stanford University 
Press, 2016).

7	 Max Meinert, “The Right Division for the Fight: Force Design and Force Structure Lessons from the Cold 
War,” Modern War Institute at West Point, July 4, 2025, https://mwi.westpoint.edu/the-right-division-for-
the-fight-force-design-and-force-structure-lessons-from-the-cold-war/.

8	 Jensen, Forging the Sword.

9	 Gen. Donn Starry, “Extending the Battlefield,” Military Review, March 1981, https://www.armyupress.
army.mil/Portals/7/online-publications/documents/1981-mr-donn-starry-extending-the-battlefield.pdf.

https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN43326-FM_3-0-000-WEB-1.pdf
https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN43326-FM_3-0-000-WEB-1.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5uBgLtY6ec
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5uBgLtY6ec
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/jss/vol12/iss3/1/?utm_source=scholarcommons.usf.edu%2Fjss%2Fvol12%2Fiss3%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/jss/vol12/iss3/1/?utm_source=scholarcommons.usf.edu%2Fjss%2Fvol12%2Fiss3%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/jss/vol12/iss3/1/?utm_source=scholarcommons.usf.edu%2Fjss%2Fvol12%2Fiss3%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2995.html
https://www.britannica.com/event/Korean-War
https://mwi.westpoint.edu/the-right-division-for-the-fight-force-design-and-force-structure-lessons-from-the-cold-war/
https://mwi.westpoint.edu/the-right-division-for-the-fight-force-design-and-force-structure-lessons-from-the-cold-war/
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/online-publications/documents/1981-mr-donn-starry-extending-the-battlefield.pdf
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/online-publications/documents/1981-mr-donn-starry-extending-the-battlefield.pdf


The Value of U.S. Land Power  |  32

10	 David Johnson and Zach Alessi-Friedlander, “An Alternative History of AirLand Battle,” War on the 
Rocks, August 4, 2022, https://warontherocks.com/2022/08/an-alternative-history-of-airland-bat-
tle-part-i/.

11	 Jensen, Forging the Sword.

12	 Frank Jones, “War on the 21st Century Battlefield: Revisiting General Starry’s Conceptual Framework,” 
U.S. Army War College, War Room (blog), May 16, 2024, https://warroom.armywarcollege.edu/articles/
conceptual-framework/.

13	 Johnson and Alessi-Friedlander, “An Alternative History.”

14	 Col. Dave Shunk et al., “The Role of Forward Presence in U.S. Military Strategy,” Military Review, July–
August 2017, https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/
July-August-2017/Shunk-Forward-Presence/; and Robert F. Williams, “Integrating Army Capabilities into 
Deterrence: The Early Cold War,” Parameters 53, no. 4 (Winter 2023), https://press.armywarcollege.edu/
parameters/vol53/iss4/12/.

15	 Kimberly Field and Stephan Pikner, “The Role of U.S. Land Forces in the Asia-Pacific,” Joint Force Quar-
terly 74 (Third Quarter 2014); Shunk et al., “The Role of Forward Presence,” https://ndupress.ndu.edu/
Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-74/jfq-74_30-37_Field-Pikner.pdf

16	 Bryan Rooney, Grant Johnson, Tobias Sytsma, and Miranda Priebe, Does the U.S. Economy Benefit from 
U.S. Alliances and Forward Military Presence? (Santa Monica: RAND, September 2022), https://www.rand.
org/pubs/research_reports/RRA739-5.html; and Field and Pikner, “The Role of U.S. Land Forces.”

17	 Williams, “Integrating Army Capabilities”; and Field and Pikner, “The Role of U.S. Land Forces in the 
Asia-Pacific.”

18	 Les Aspin, Report on the Bottom-Up Review (Washington, DC: Department of Defense, October 1993), 
https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/dod_reforms/Bottom-upReview.pdf.

19	 “Force XXI, America’s Army of the 21st Century, 15 January 1995,” DTIC, https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/cita-
tions/ADA402570.

20	 “U.S. Army Counterinsurgency and Contingency Operations Doctrine Series,” U.S. Army Center of 
Military History, https://history.army.mil/Publications/Publications-Catalog/US-Army-Counterinsurgen-
cy-and-Contingency-Operations-Doctrine-Series/.

21	 Department of Defense, The National Military Strategy of the United States of America (Washington, DC: 
Department of Defense, 2004), https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/tr/pdf/ADA431216.pdf. 

22	 Johnson and Alessi-Friedlander, “An Alternative History”; and TRADOC Military History and Heritage 
Office, “TRADOC and the Release of FM 3-24, Counterinsurgency,” US Army, July 7, 2023, https://www.
army.mil/article/268197/tradoc_and_the_release_of_fm_3_24_counterinsurgency.

23	 Michael O’Hanlon and Jason Campbell, Iraq Index: Tracking Variables of Reconstruction & Security in 
Post-Saddam Iraq (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, March 2007), https://www.brookings.edu/
wp-content/uploads/2017/11/index20070329.pdf.

24	 The White House Office of the Press Secretary, “President Discusses War on Terror and Operation Iraqi 
Freedom,” press release, March 20, 2006, https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releas-
es/2006/03/20060320-7.html.

25	 David H. Petraeus and James F. Amos, FM 3-24 MCWP 3-33.5: Insurgencies and Countering Insurgencies 
(Washington, DC: Department of the Army, December 2006), https://iccforum.com/media/background/
sanctions/2006-12-15-US_Army_Field_Manual-Counterinsurgency.pdf; and Jensen, Forging the Sword.	

https://warontherocks.com/2022/08/an-alternative-history-of-airland-battle-part-i/
https://warontherocks.com/2022/08/an-alternative-history-of-airland-battle-part-i/
https://warroom.armywarcollege.edu/articles/conceptual-framework/
https://warroom.armywarcollege.edu/articles/conceptual-framework/
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/July-August-2017/Shunk-Forward-Presence/
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/July-August-2017/Shunk-Forward-Presence/
https://press.armywarcollege.edu/parameters/vol53/iss4/12/
https://press.armywarcollege.edu/parameters/vol53/iss4/12/
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-74/jfq-74_30-37_Field-Pikner.pdf
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-74/jfq-74_30-37_Field-Pikner.pdf
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-74/jfq-74_30-37_Field-Pikner.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA739-5.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA739-5.html
https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/dod_reforms/Bottom-upReview.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA402570
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA402570
https://history.army.mil/Publications/Publications-Catalog/US-Army-Counterinsurgency-and-Contingency-Operations-Doctrine-Series/
https://history.army.mil/Publications/Publications-Catalog/US-Army-Counterinsurgency-and-Contingency-Operations-Doctrine-Series/
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/tr/pdf/ADA431216.pdf
https://www.army.mil/article/268197/tradoc_and_the_release_of_fm_3_24_counterinsurgency
https://www.army.mil/article/268197/tradoc_and_the_release_of_fm_3_24_counterinsurgency
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/index20070329.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/index20070329.pdf
https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2006/03/20060320-7.html
https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2006/03/20060320-7.html
https://iccforum.com/media/background/sanctions/2006-12-15-US_Army_Field_Manual-Counterinsurgency.pdf
https://iccforum.com/media/background/sanctions/2006-12-15-US_Army_Field_Manual-Counterinsurgency.pdf


Jerry McGinn, J.P. Gresh, and Alek Jovovic  |  33

26	 Col. Joel D. Rayburn and Col. Frank K. Sobchak, The U.S. Army in the Iraq War, Volume 2: Surge and With-
drawal, 2007-2011 (Carlisle, PA: United States Army War College Press, 2019), https://press.armywarcol-
lege.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1515&context=articles_editorials.

27	 Col. Gian Gentile, Wrong Turn: America’s Deadly Embrace of Counterinsurgency (New York: The New 
Press, 2013), https://thenewpress.org/books/wrong-turn/.

28	 John T. Cornell, “The Counter-Revolution in Military Affairs,” Air & Space Forces Magazine, July 1, 2019, 
https://www.airandspaceforces.com/article/the-counter-revolution-in-military-affairs/.

29	 Ibid.

30	 John M. McHugh and Raymond T. Odierno, Army Posture Statement 2015 (Washington, DC: U.S. Army, 
2015), https://www.army.mil/e2/downloads/rv7/aps/aps_2015.pdf.

31	 Jim Mattis, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy (Washington, DC: Department of Defense, 
2018), https://media.defense.gov/2020/May/18/2002302061/-1/-1/1/2018-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATE-
GY-SUMMARY.PDF.

32	 Department of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report (Washington, DC: Department of Defense, 
September 2001), https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/quadrennial/QDR2001.pdf; and 
Hal Brands and Evan Branden Montgomery, “One War Is Not Enough: Strategy and Force Planning for 
Great-Power Competition,” Texas National Security Review 3, no. 2 (Spring 2020): 80–92, https://tnsr.
org/2020/03/one-war-is-not-enough-strategy-and-force-planning-for-great-power-competition/.

33	 Department of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report (Washington, DC: Department of Defense, 
February 2006), https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/quadrennial/QDR2006.pd-
f?ver=2014-06-25-111017-150.

34	 Department of Defense Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense (Washington, 
DC: Department of Defense, December 2011), https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA554328; and Lisa 
Aronsson, “New US Defence Strategy: Why Obama Is Abandoning America’s Commitment to Fight Two 
Major Wars,” Royal United Services Institute, February 25, 2026, https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-re-
search/publications/commentary/new-us-defence-strategy-why-obama-abandoning-americas-commit-
ment-fight-two-major-wars.

35	 Ionut C. Popescu, “Adapting US Defense Strategy to Great-Power Competition,” Parameters 55, no. 4 
(March 2025), https://publications.armywarcollege.edu/News/Display/Article/4129357/adapting-us-de-
fense-strategy-to-great-power-competition/; and Mattis, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy.

36	 David J. Trachtenberg, “The Demise of the ‘Two-War Strategy’ and Its Impact on Extended Deterrence 
and Assurance,” National Institute for Public Policy 4, no. 6 (2024), https://www.nipp.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2024/06/Vol.-4-No.-6.pdf; Andrew Philip Hunter and Rhys McCormick, The Army Modernization 
Imperative (Washington, DC: CSIS, May 2017), https://www.csis.org/analysis/army-modernization-imper-
ative.

37	 White House Office of the Press Secretary, “Remarks by President Obama to the Australian Parliament,” 
press release, November 17, 2011, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2011/11/17/re-
marks-president-obama-australian-parliament; and “Asia Rebalance,” Obama Presidency Oral History, 
Columbia University, https://obamaoralhistory.columbia.edu/topics/asia-rebalance.

38	 Steven Pifer and John Herbst, “The Obama Doctrine and Ukraine,” Brookings Institution, Commentary, 
March 18, 2016, https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-obama-doctrine-and-ukraine/.D.C.

https://press.armywarcollege.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1515&context=articles_editorials
https://press.armywarcollege.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1515&context=articles_editorials
https://thenewpress.org/books/wrong-turn/
https://www.airandspaceforces.com/article/the-counter-revolution-in-military-affairs/
https://www.army.mil/e2/downloads/rv7/aps/aps_2015.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2020/May/18/2002302061/-1/-1/1/2018-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-SUMMARY.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2020/May/18/2002302061/-1/-1/1/2018-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-SUMMARY.PDF
https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/quadrennial/QDR2001.pdf
https://tnsr.org/2020/03/one-war-is-not-enough-strategy-and-force-planning-for-great-power-competition/
https://tnsr.org/2020/03/one-war-is-not-enough-strategy-and-force-planning-for-great-power-competition/
https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/quadrennial/QDR2006.pdf?ver=2014-06-25-111017-150
https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/quadrennial/QDR2006.pdf?ver=2014-06-25-111017-150
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA554328
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/new-us-defence-strategy-why-obama-abandoning-americas-commitment-fight-two-major-wars
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/new-us-defence-strategy-why-obama-abandoning-americas-commitment-fight-two-major-wars
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/new-us-defence-strategy-why-obama-abandoning-americas-commitment-fight-two-major-wars
https://publications.armywarcollege.edu/News/Display/Article/4129357/adapting-us-defense-strategy-to-great-power-competition/
https://publications.armywarcollege.edu/News/Display/Article/4129357/adapting-us-defense-strategy-to-great-power-competition/
https://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Vol.-4-No.-6.pdf
https://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Vol.-4-No.-6.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/army-modernization-imperative
https://www.csis.org/analysis/army-modernization-imperative
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2011/11/17/remarks-president-obama-australian-parliament
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2011/11/17/remarks-president-obama-australian-parliament
https://obamaoralhistory.columbia.edu/topics/asia-rebalance
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-obama-doctrine-and-ukraine/.D.C


The Value of U.S. Land Power  |  34

39	 Robert G. Sutter et al., Balancing Acts: The U.S. Rebalance and Asia-Pacific Stability, (Washington, DC: The 
Elliot School of International Affairs, George Washington University, August 2013), https://www2.gwu.
edu/~sigur/assets/docs/BalancingActs_Compiled1.pdf; and Kenneth G. Lieberthal, “The American Pivot 
to Asia,” Brookings Institute, December 21, 2011, https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-american-pivot-
to-asia/.

40	 Mark A. Milley and Stephen J. Townsend, The U.S. Army in Multi-Domain Operations 2028, nos. TP525-3–1 
(2018), https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2021/02/26/b45372c1/20181206-tp525-3-1-the-us-army-in-
mdo-2028-final.pdf.

41	 Ibid; Andrew Feickert, “Defense Primer: The Army’s Multi-Domain Task Force (MDTF),” Congressional 
Research Service, In Focus, May 18, 2025, https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF11797; and Jen Judson, 
“US Army Tailoring Pacific Commands for Multi-Domain Force,” Defense News, June 27, 2025, https://
www.defensenews.com/land/2025/06/27/us-army-tailoring-pacific-commands-for-multi-domain-force/.

42	 Ryan Evans et al., “The Army’s Upcoming Transformation, with Secretary Driscoll and Gen. George,” 
War on the Rocks, May 6, 2025, https://warontherocks.com/2025/05/the-armys-upcoming-transforma-
tion-with-secretary-driscoll-and-gen-george/.

43	 Chuck Hagel, “Reagan National Defense Forum Keynote,” U.S. Department of Defense, November 15, 
2014, https://www.war.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/606635/reagan-national-defense-forum-key-
note/.

44	 James Hasik, “Beyond the Third Offset: Matching Plans for Innovation to a Theory of Victory,” Joint Forc-
es Quarterly 91, no. 4 (Fourth Quarter 2018), https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-91/
jfq-91_14-21_Hasik.pdf; and Peter Dombrowski, America’s Third Offset Strategy: New Military Technologies 
and Implications for the Asia Pacific, (Singapore: S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, June 
2015), https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/PR150608_Americas-Third-Offset-Strategy.
pdf.

45	 Eric P. Hillner, The Third Offset Strategy and the Army Modernization Priorities (Leavenworth, KS: Cen-
ter for Army Lessons Learned, May 2019), https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2023/01/31/15d7ef42/
the-third-offset-strategy-and-the-army-modernization-priorities-may-19-public.pdf.

46	 Dombrowski, America’s Third Offset Strategy; and Hillner, The Third Offset Strategy.

47	 Christopher G. Pernin et al., Lessons from the Army’s Future Combat Systems Program (Santa Monica: 
RAND Corporation, December 2012), https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG1206.html.

48	 Hillner, The Third Offset Strategy.

49	 Jack Watling, Arms of the Future: Technology and Close Combat in the Twenty-First Century (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2024).

50	 Seth G. Jones et al., War and the Modern Battlefield: Insights from Ukraine and the Middle East (Washing-
ton, DC: CSIS, 2025), 211, https://features.csis.org/war-modern-battlefield/.

51	 Jones et al., War and the Modern Battlefield.

52	 Liam Collins, Michael Kofman, and John Spencer, “The Battle of Hostomel Airport: A Key Moment in 
Russia’s Defeat in Kyiv,” War on the Rocks, August 10, 2023, https://warontherocks.com/the-battle-of-
hostomel-airport-a-key-moment-in-russias-defeat-in-kyiv/.

53	 Joseph Trevithick and Howard Altman, “U.S. Striking Iranian Navy Ships With Ballistic Missiles,” The War 
Zone, March 10, 2026, https://www.twz.com/land/u-s-striking-iranian-navy-ships-with-ballistic-missiles.

https://www2.gwu.edu/~sigur/assets/docs/BalancingActs_Compiled1.pdf
https://www2.gwu.edu/~sigur/assets/docs/BalancingActs_Compiled1.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-american-pivot-to-asia/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-american-pivot-to-asia/
https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2021/02/26/b45372c1/20181206-tp525-3-1-the-us-army-in-mdo-2028-final.pdf
https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2021/02/26/b45372c1/20181206-tp525-3-1-the-us-army-in-mdo-2028-final.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF11797
https://www.defensenews.com/land/2025/06/27/us-army-tailoring-pacific-commands-for-multi-domain-force/
https://www.defensenews.com/land/2025/06/27/us-army-tailoring-pacific-commands-for-multi-domain-force/
https://warontherocks.com/2025/05/the-armys-upcoming-transformation-with-secretary-driscoll-and-gen-george/
https://warontherocks.com/2025/05/the-armys-upcoming-transformation-with-secretary-driscoll-and-gen-george/
https://www.war.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/606635/reagan-national-defense-forum-keynote/
https://www.war.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/606635/reagan-national-defense-forum-keynote/
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-91/jfq-91_14-21_Hasik.pdf
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-91/jfq-91_14-21_Hasik.pdf
https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/PR150608_Americas-Third-Offset-Strategy.pdf
https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/PR150608_Americas-Third-Offset-Strategy.pdf
https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2023/01/31/15d7ef42/the-third-offset-strategy-and-the-army-modernization-priorities-may-19-public.pdf
https://api.army.mil/e2/c/downloads/2023/01/31/15d7ef42/the-third-offset-strategy-and-the-army-modernization-priorities-may-19-public.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG1206.html
https://features.csis.org/war-modern-battlefield/
https://warontherocks.com/the-battle-of-hostomel-airport-a-key-moment-in-russias-defeat-in-kyiv/
https://warontherocks.com/the-battle-of-hostomel-airport-a-key-moment-in-russias-defeat-in-kyiv/
https://www.twz.com/land/u-s-striking-iranian-navy-ships-with-ballistic-missiles


Jerry McGinn, J.P. Gresh, and Alek Jovovic  |  35

54	 Mark F. Cancian and Chris Park, “Last Rounds? Status of Key Munitions at the Iran War Ceasefire,” CSIS, 
April 21, 2026, https://www.csis.org/analysis/last-rounds-status-key-munitions-iran-war-ceasefire.

55	 Amos Fox, “The Russia-Ukraine War; It Takes a Land Force to Defeat a Land Force,” Military Review, 
March 2025, https://www.armyupress.army.mil/journals/military-review/online-exclusive/2025-ole/rus-
sia-ukraine-war/.

56	 Watling, Arms of the Future, 23.

57	 Paul Schwartz et al., Russian Military Logistics in the Ukraine War (Arlington, VA: Center for Naval Anal-
ysis, September 2023), https://www.cna.org/reports/2023/10/Russian-Military-Logistics-in-the-Ukraine-
War.pdf.

58	 Frederick Kagan and Kimberly Kagan, Ukraine and the Problem of Restoring Maneuver in Contemporary 
War (Washington, DC: Institute for the Study of War, August 2024), 47, https://understandingwar.org/
research/future-of-war/ukraine-and-the-problem-of-restoring-maneuver-in-contemporary-war/.

59	 Yasir Atalan and Benjamin Jensen, “Breaking Down Russian Missile Salvos: What Drives Neutralization?,” 
CSIS, Commentary, February 24, 2025, https://www.csis.org/analysis/breaking-down-russian-missile-sal-
vos-what-drives-neutralization. Additionally, it is worth noting that Ukraine possesses a very small air 
force and rotary wing assets that could help mitigate the effect of UASs and other airborne threats.  

60	 Mark F. Cancian and Chris H. Park, “Rebuilding U.S. Missile Inventory: A Multiyear Project,” CSIS, Com-
mentary, May 27, 2026, https://www.csis.org/analysis/rebuilding-us-missile-inventory-multiyear-project.

61	 Jones et al., War and the Modern Battlefield; and Tom Karako and Hannah Freeman, “The Enduring Role 
of Fires on the Modern Battlefield,” CSIS, Commentary, September 16, 2025, https://www.csis.org/analy-
sis/chapter-6-enduring-role-fires.

62	 UN Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict: February 
2026 Update (Ukraine: UN Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, May 2026), https://ukraine.
ohchr.org/en/reports/protection-of-civilians; and Tsiporah Fried, The Impact of Drones on the Battlefield: 
Lessons of the Russia-Ukraine War from a French Perspective (Washington, DC: Hudson Institute, Novem-
ber 2025), https://www.hudson.org/missile-defense/impact-drones-battlefield-lessons-russian-ukraine-
war-french-perspective-tsiporah-fried.

63	 “Manpower” is a term of art denoting how people, not just men, lead and populate military formations 
and entities.  

64	 Yana Dlugy, “Putin Raises the Stakes,” The New York Times, September 21, 2022, https://www.nytimes.
com/2022/09/21/briefing/russia-ukraine-war-putin-nuclear.html.

65	 Seth G. Jones and Riley McCabe, “Russia’s Grinding War in Ukraine,” CSIS, CSIS Brief, January 27, 2026, 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/russias-grinding-war-ukraine.

66	 Viktor Kevliuk, Olesya Favorska, and Andriy Zagorodnyuk, “Rethinking Ukraine’s Manpower Chal-
lenge,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, March 17, 2026, https://carnegieendowment.org/
research/2026/03/ukraine-military-russia-war-manpower-recruitment.

67	 Yauhen Lehalau, “With Desertions, Low Recruitment, Ukraine’s Infantry Crisis Deepens,” RadioF-
reeEurope RadioLiberty, August 10, 2025, https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-infantry-crisis-military-ar-
my-war/33497989.html.

68	 Kateryna Bondar, Ukraine’s Future Vision and Current Capabilities for Waging AI-Enabled Autono-
mous Warfare (Washington, DC: CSIS, March 2025), https://www.csis.org/analysis/ukraines-future-vi-
sion-and-current-capabilities-waging-ai-enabled-autonomous-warfare.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/last-rounds-status-key-munitions-iran-war-ceasefire
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/journals/military-review/online-exclusive/2025-ole/russia-ukraine-war/
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/journals/military-review/online-exclusive/2025-ole/russia-ukraine-war/
https://www.cna.org/reports/2023/10/Russian-Military-Logistics-in-the-Ukraine-War.pdf
https://www.cna.org/reports/2023/10/Russian-Military-Logistics-in-the-Ukraine-War.pdf
https://understandingwar.org/research/future-of-war/ukraine-and-the-problem-of-restoring-maneuver-in-contemporary-war/
https://understandingwar.org/research/future-of-war/ukraine-and-the-problem-of-restoring-maneuver-in-contemporary-war/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/breaking-down-russian-missile-salvos-what-drives-neutralization
https://www.csis.org/analysis/breaking-down-russian-missile-salvos-what-drives-neutralization
https://www.csis.org/analysis/rebuilding-us-missile-inventory-multiyear-project
https://www.csis.org/analysis/chapter-6-enduring-role-fires
https://www.csis.org/analysis/chapter-6-enduring-role-fires
https://ukraine.ohchr.org/en/reports/protection-of-civilians
https://ukraine.ohchr.org/en/reports/protection-of-civilians
https://www.hudson.org/missile-defense/impact-drones-battlefield-lessons-russian-ukraine-war-french-perspective-tsiporah-fried
https://www.hudson.org/missile-defense/impact-drones-battlefield-lessons-russian-ukraine-war-french-perspective-tsiporah-fried
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/21/briefing/russia-ukraine-war-putin-nuclear.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/21/briefing/russia-ukraine-war-putin-nuclear.html
https://www.csis.org/analysis/russias-grinding-war-ukraine
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/03/ukraine-military-russia-war-manpower-recruitment
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/03/ukraine-military-russia-war-manpower-recruitment
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-infantry-crisis-military-army-war/33497989.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-infantry-crisis-military-army-war/33497989.html
https://www.csis.org/analysis/ukraines-future-vision-and-current-capabilities-waging-ai-enabled-autonomous-warfare
https://www.csis.org/analysis/ukraines-future-vision-and-current-capabilities-waging-ai-enabled-autonomous-warfare


The Value of U.S. Land Power  |  36

69	 Seth G. Jones and Riley McCabe, Russia’s Grinding War in Ukraine: Massive Losses and Tiny Gains for a 
Declining Power (Washington, DC: CSIS, January 2026), https://www.csis.org/analysis/russias-grinding-
war-ukraine.

70	 Ibid.

71	 “Ukraine Medical Lessons Learned Report,” Pulse of Army Medicine, June 2025, https://www.lineofdepar-
ture.army.mil/Portals/144/PDF/Journals/Pulse-of-Army-Medicine/June%202025/Ukraine.pdf.

72	 Shyam Sankar, interview with Ross Douthat, host, Interesting Times podcast, “What Palantir Sees,” New 
York Times, October 30, 2025, https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/30/opinion/palantir-shyam-sankar-mil-
itary.html.

73	 Raphael S. Cohen, “The More Things Change: Explaining Continuity in Defense Strategy,” War on the 
Rocks, April 25, 2018, https://warontherocks.com/2018/04/the-more-things-change-explaining-continui-
ty-in-defense-strategy/.

74	 “President Biden Delivers Remarks on Russia’s Unprovoked and Unjustified Attack on Ukraine” YouTube 
video, posted by The Biden White House, February 24, 2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7IIZN-
vhJqEc.

75	 Department of the Army, FM 3-0: Operations, 9–10.

76	 Andrew Feickert, U.S. Marine Corps Force Design Initiative: Background and Issues for Congress, CRS Re-
portR47614 (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, November 2025), https://www.congress.
gov/crs-product/R47614.

77	 Ibid.

78	 Ibid.

79	 Michelle Macander and Grace Hwang, “Marine Corps Force Design 2030: Examining the Capabilities and 
Critiques,” CSIS, Critical Questions, July 22, 2022, https://www.csis.org/analysis/marine-corps-force-de-
sign-2030-examining-capabilities-and-critiques.

80	 Andrew Feickert and Ebrima M’Bai , 2025 Army Transformation Initiative (ATI) Force Structure and Orga-
nizational Proposals: Background and Issues for Congress, CRS Report R48606 (Washington, DC: Congres-
sional Research Service, May 2026), https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R48606.

81	 Jones et al., War and the Modern Battlefield.

82	 Katherine Schaeffer, “The Changing Face of America’s Veteran Population,” Pew Research, November 8, 
2023, https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/11/08/the-changing-face-of-americas-veteran-pop-
ulation/. In 2022, only about 6 percent of Americans were either in the military or a veteran of military 
service.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/russias-grinding-war-ukraine
https://www.csis.org/analysis/russias-grinding-war-ukraine
https://www.lineofdeparture.army.mil/Portals/144/PDF/Journals/Pulse-of-Army-Medicine/June%202025/Ukraine.pdf
https://www.lineofdeparture.army.mil/Portals/144/PDF/Journals/Pulse-of-Army-Medicine/June%202025/Ukraine.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/30/opinion/palantir-shyam-sankar-military.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/30/opinion/palantir-shyam-sankar-military.html
https://warontherocks.com/2018/04/the-more-things-change-explaining-continuity-in-defense-strategy/
https://warontherocks.com/2018/04/the-more-things-change-explaining-continuity-in-defense-strategy/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7IIZNvhJqEc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7IIZNvhJqEc
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R47614
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R47614
https://www.csis.org/analysis/marine-corps-force-design-2030-examining-capabilities-and-critiques
https://www.csis.org/analysis/marine-corps-force-design-2030-examining-capabilities-and-critiques
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R48606
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/11/08/the-changing-face-of-americas-veteran-population/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/11/08/the-changing-face-of-americas-veteran-population/


Jerry McGinn, J.P. Gresh, and Alek Jovovic  |  37

1616 Rhode Island Avenue NW, Washington, DC 20036

202.887.0200  |  www.csis.org

FOLLOW CSIS


