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Restless Sage, Clouded Crystal
Future War, Institutional Change, 
and the Perils of Impatient Learning
1st Lt. Harrison Manlove, U.S. Army
Wars, like all intense human historical endeavors, are 
windows on both the past and future. Historians pick 
and cull through the events and evidence again and again, 

examining, testing, and questioning. Futurists gaze into the 
conflict’s bloody crystal.

—Austin Bay and James Dunnigan

(AI image by Gerardo A. Mena Jr., Army University Press)
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The Russo-Ukrainian War that began in late 
February 2022 shows no signs of slowing 
down, as the war has shifted back and forth 

between large columns of maneuver elements moving 
through towns and cities, and across the countryside 
in a grinding conflict of attrition.1 Since then, news 
columns, magazines, and national security journals 
have been flooded with articles on lessons from the war 
and what should be learned from the fighting thus far. 
The war merits deep discussion, but it is far too early 
to provide a comprehensive lessons-learned product or 
sweeping conclusion on which warfighting domain is 
now most critical in future war. 

Preliminary lessons and observations are a good 
place to start and should be the focus for analysts as the 
war continues to its unknown conclusion, when more 
concrete lessons may be drawn to change institutional 
behaviors.2 The current lessons offered through vari-
ous outlets are often for a specific perspective. Many 
of these lessons also generalize the environment or 
weapon system upon which many articles make their 
case. For example, fighting in Ukrainian cities has been 
significant thus far and in other recent conflicts like 
Nagorno-Karabakh. The future of war is urban!3 Drones
and loitering munitions have made easy work of ap-
parently poorly trained and poorly disciplined Russian 

armor and infantry units. The future of war is drones 
overhead!4 Antitank weapons continue to make quick
work of Russian tanks maneuvering unsupported by 
infantry. The tank is dead!

Some of these points are a continuation of the 
supposed lessons learned from Nagorno-Karabakh. 
At their best, the dramatics of such writing creates 
engaging discussions during which theories and their 
consequences are tested. At their worst, these argu-
ments proliferate alarmism in military studies for 
seemingly dubious purposes, generalizing observations 
on technological performance on the battlefield. These 
discussions have also collided with the U.S. Marine 
Corps’ Force Design 2030 and the United Kingdom’s 
Integrated Review, where tanks have been eliminat-
ed by the former and reduced by the latter. This has 
complicated force design discussions, placing misguided 
focus on equipment without consideration of larger 
assertions made in both reviews that changes to force 
structure better align with global commitments and 
identified threats.

There are parallels between the period of the 2021 
Afghanistan withdrawal and wars in Nagorno-Karabakh 
and Ukraine, and the period after U.S. involvement 
in Vietnam, when the U.S. Army looked elsewhere to 
find institutional healing after deteriorating for years 

in South Vietnam’s forests, rice paddies, and 
numbered hilltops.5 The 1973 Yom Kippur War 
offered that healing opportunity. The establish-
ment of the U.S. Army’s Training and Doctrine 
Command (TRADOC) at nearly the same time 
created the conditions for a successful and com-
prehensive lessons-learned process that reinvigo-
rated the post-Viet-
nam U.S. Army, 
reviving it as the 
primary force to 
take on the Soviets 
in Central Europe. 
The Yom Kippur 
War had seem-
ingly validated an 
armor-centric com-
bined arms force. 

In a similar way, 
the war in Ukraine 
could provide an 
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Israeli troops move across the Sinai Desert to fight off Egyptian forces in 
October 1973. Egypt and Syria launched a coordinated surprise attack on 
Israel on Yom Kippur, 6 October 1973, the holiest day on the Jewish cal-
endar, also known as the Day of Atonement. (Photo courtesy of the Israel 
Defense Forces and Defense Establishment Archives) 
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opportunity to validate assumptions on the future of 
war, particularly the Army’s Multi-Domain Operations 
(MDO) 2028 doctrine in the aftermath of the 2021
U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan.6 In November 
2001, President George W. Bush explained the decision 
to invade Afghanistan as a mission to “defend not only 
our precious freedoms, but also the freedom of people 
everywhere to live and raise their children free from 
fear.”7 Now, twenty years of war have yet to be pro-
cessed by the institutions and veterans that participat-
ed.8 A host of articles and early postwar lessons-learned 
efforts followed the withdrawal covering a range of top-
ics that only two decades of war could generate.9 These 
publications and others attempted to capture lessons 
for future interventions and stabilization efforts, and as 
a postmortem for America’s longest war. 

The conversation, however, was not sustained after 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine. “Modern” war and 
its latest technologies had again taken center stage, 
with seemingly all available effort poured into the first 
few months of the conflict. Two decades of potential 
lessons have been traded instead for a war that partic-
ipants in Afghanistan could believe in once again. This 
reality was made clear in a speech by President Joseph 
R. Biden on the Russian invasion in February 2022:
“Putin’s actions betray his sinister vision for the future
of our world—one where nations take what they want
by force. But it is a vision that the United States and
freedom-loving nations everywhere will oppose with
every tool of our considerable power.”10

Army leaders must patiently observe the war in 
Ukraine and its various battlefield developments to 
determine their effects from the tactical to the policy 
levels of war while also striving to consider twenty 
years of experience in Afghanistan, lest the latter sit 
neglected in an archive at Carlisle Barracks or Fort 
Leavenworth. It is critical to avoid concept valida-
tion and continue to test multi-domain operations 
(MDO) against battlefield conditions in Ukraine and 
other recent conflicts. Noise generated by sweeping 
discussions on the future of the tank, drone, or other 
new technology must be managed to allow for an 
honest assessment of those platforms without giving 
in to hype.  Now is an opportunity to more carefully 
understand the lessons-learned process and execute 
effective institutional learning as analyses on recent 
conflicts continue. 

Any lessons-learned endeavor should strive for one 
goal: change. Whether change is a result of positive or 
negative lessons learned, learning itself implies some sort 
of behavioral shift to either repeat or avoid a particular 
course of action in the future. If Army leaders are serious 
about learning, they must be serious about change to 
train for and fight future wars more effectively. 

What Are Lessons Learned?
A comprehensive lessons-learned process empha-

sizes observations that are distilled into lessons. Fort
Leavenworth’s Center for Army Lessons Learned 
(CALL) defines an observation as “a statement of the 
conditions experienced or observed.”11 Lessons can be 
positive, as in best practices, or negative to avoid repeat-
ing a certain action in the future. In short, it is something 
that should be learned. CALL defines lessons learned as 
“an implemented corrective action that leads to im-
proved performance or an observed change in behav-
ior.”12 They can affect behavior which, in this context, can 
be defined as doctrinal thinking, training, and acqui-
sition of new or upgraded equipment. A lesson should 
not be a detailed observation of one’s own behavior in 
war—or someone else’s—left to sit in an online archive 
or library shelf with no change instituted.13 

It is critical that lessons learned from any conflict 
start from the bottom up. The smallest echelons at the 
tip of the spear are typically the first to learn lessons. 
Fire teams, squads, sections, platoons, and companies 
are usually the first to make contact and adjust their 
doctrinal knowledge of tactics to the reality of the ene-
my they are engaging. The adjustments that prove most 
effective over time become tactics, techniques, and 
procedures (TTP) to be passed throughout an organi-
zation. TTPs “incorporate the Army’s evolving knowl-
edge and experience. They support and implement 
fundamental principles, linking them with associated 
applications.”14 Additionally, “best practices and lessons 
learned are disseminated along with enduring princi-
ples and TTP identified from historical analysis.”15

When captured and distilled by the appropriate 
higher echelons, battlefield lessons can effectively influ-
ence doctrine, training, battlefield employment of capa-
bilities, acquisition programs, strategy, and even policy 
as part of the learning process. When TTPs fail against 
an opposing force, they are adjusted for a new reality. 
TTPs can indicate a flexible learning organization that 



RESTLESS SAGE

MILITARY REVIEW ONLINE EXCLUSIVE · APRIL 2024
4

changes with battlefield conditions. Failure to do so 
can result in attrition and defeat. Even still, there is a 
balance that must be struck between applying learned 
TTPs and avoiding the pitfalls of applying the lessons 
an organization wishes to implement, regardless of 
relevance. More importantly, though, how can an 
organization know it is making the “right” changes? 
There is a risk that organizations observe and attempt 
to learn the most convenient lessons to the detriment 
of its personnel, equipment, and political objectives. It 
is not enough to simply change one’s approach on the 
battlefield. Political expectations and objectives must be 
managed as conditions change. Disconnection between 
battlefield learning and policy can be disastrous, putting 
lives in danger and wasting badly needed equipment. 
This is on display in Ukraine, as Moscow has shifted its 
approach from the attempted speedy capture of Kyiv 
and other major cities to a grinding war of attrition 
over the summer in the long-contested eastern regions 

of Ukraine and a hardening of lines with local coun-
terattacks as the cold returns.16 That change came 
months after Russian tempo had slowed at the cost of 
thousands of lives and hundreds of helicopters, tanks, 
trucks, and other vehicles.17 The surprise Ukrainian 
offensive at the end of August 2022 broke the deadlock 
and pushed Russian forces to the east in a near rout, 
further changing political and battlefield conditions 
and forcing President Vladimir Putin to call up thou-
sands of Russian reserves, setting off protests and an 
exodus of reservists from the country.18 

Battlefield learning and its influence on changing 
military objectives indicate the dynamic nature of 
lessons learned, particularly as lessons spread across 
the oft-stratified levels of war. The U.S. Army has 
already begun implementing tactical observations from 
Ukraine into scenarios at the National Training Center 
(NTC), while other propositions for learning prelim-
inary lessons continue to be published.19 Preliminary 

Material from the Center for Army Lessons Learned (CALL) is made available to soldiers from 3rd Armored Brigade Combat Team, 1st 
Cavalry Division 27-29 March 2018 during Umbrella Week. CALL, along with other agencies including the U.S. Army Training and Doctrine 
Command and the Consumer Research Team, provided an opportunity for agencies to meet with soldiers following a recent deployment. 
(Photo by Capt. Scott Kuhn, U.S. Army)
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lessons are, essentially, observations that should drive
future behavioral or institutional change and can be 
tested in places like NTC, regardless of a conflict’s 
outcome, because of their critical battlefield effect. In 
this case, disinformation and the importance of social 
media played a role at a recent NTC rotation in April 
2022. Both have played outsized roles in the fighting in 
Ukraine’s east since 2014, and in the months since the 
Russian invasion began in February 2022. Ukraine’s 
Ministry of Defense and a large community of social 
media users have proven adept at using memes to 
ridicule Russian tactical failures and turn broad public 
opinion in Ukraine’s favor.20 

It is difficult to determine the point at which a 
comprehensive lessons-learned process should begin. 
The end of a conflict appears ideal, as the military 
effects on the conclusion of a conflict can be ana-
lyzed, though studying the long-term consequences of 
such a conclusion never ends. Such a process should 
be informed by careful observation throughout 

the duration of a conflict. As reported by Breaking 
Defense in May 2022, Marine Corps Commandant 
Gen. David H. Berger said that “he’s learned to be pa-
tient when trying to draw conclusions about ongoing 
wars because he, and others, have gotten things wrong 
in the past when they made significant decisions or 
policy changes too early in the fight. But that isn’t to 
say he’s not taking notes.”21

Those who see parallels between the lessons-learned 
opportunities in Ukraine and the post-Vietnam U.S. 
Army often cite the comprehensive process undertak-
en by TRADOC in the immediate aftermath of the 
1973 Yom Kippur War.22 While this seems like an ideal 
example, it would be difficult to apply to a war that has 
not yet ended, not to mention the pitfall of TRADOC’s 
endeavor: confirmation bias. This is a danger to any ob-
servation and learning process focused on Ukraine, as 
the war will likely serve to confirm a service’s doctrinal 
development process, new acquisitions in technology or 
equipment, and a preferred regional focus. 

In an undated photo, a Ukrainian soldier is shown with a commercial quadcopter unmanned aircraft. Unmanned aircraft system (UAS) uti-
lization in Ukraine is not just about military-specification systems. Ukraine will create strike companies using commercial and military UAS 
for surveillance and attack missions. (Photo courtesy of the Ukrainian Joint Forces Command)
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Missing from this comparison are the lessons es-
chewed by the U.S. Army following the Vietnam War 
and the speed at which the war in Afghanistan has fall-
en out of topic. The lessons-learned articles and analy-
ses from Afghanistan remain at a trickle nearly eigh-
teen months after the U.S. withdrawal, compared to 
the proverbial firehose of lessons from Ukraine. While 
Berger noted the importance of patience in drawing 
early conclusions in Ukraine, he also observed that in 
Ukraine, “the more distributed nature of combat that 
the Navy and Marine Corps have been discussing for 
several years now is looking like the right way to go.”23

antitank guided missiles (ATGM) until their tanks 
received infantry support that attacked Egyptian 
antitank positions. Air support to the embattled tank 
formations was initially scarce because of sophisti-
cated Egyptian air defenses, complicating the overall 
Israeli response to the expanding Egyptian presence 
flowing across the Suez. Eventually, the Israelis gained 
momentum through a combined arms approach that 
saw infantry directly participating in the armor fight 
to protect their tanks against ATGMs, while the tanks 
were focused on Egyptian armor.24 

In July 1973, the U.S. Army established TRADOC, 
headed by Gen. William E. DePuy, to write and publish 
new doctrine and manage soldier training. The war 
in Israel became one of TRADOC’s first new focuses 
in a post-Vietnam world. DePuy was ordered to start 
on a lessons-learned report, and he sent his deputy, 
career armor officer Gen. Donn A. Starry, to Israel 
to begin the process.25 The war became an important 
vehicle for the Army, and both DePuy and Starry, to 
transition from infantry-centric search-and-destroy 
air assault missions to an armored defense of central 
Europe. Soviet ATGMs had proven their worth against 
unsupported armor in the Sinai and would surely be 
important in any war between NATO and Warsaw 
Pact forces.26 This necessitated an emphasis on com-
bined arms training and doctrine within the Army and 
the addition of layered air defense to protect ground 
forces, the latter having been vital in delaying Israeli air 
support to ground troops. 

In Israel, observations and experiences were drawn 
from commanders at the corps to the battalion levels. 
Starry made several visits to Israel on orders from 
DePuy. Starry had a specific request from then Army 
Chief of Staff Gen. Creighton W. Abrams, also a career 
armor officer, to understand and learn the broad 
lessons of the war as a way to gauge “the war’s potential 
impact on tank procurement decisions at senior levels 
in Washington, D.C.”27

While these were collected, assessed, and applied to 
Army force structure, security cooperation programs 
with the West German Bundeswehr were the next stage
of the lessons-learned process for the post-Vietnam 
Army. American and German ideas for the defense of 
central Europe were similar in that both recognized the 
likelihood of defending against far superior numbers 
of Warsaw Pact tanks.28 Thus, the West German and 

Gen. William E. DePuy’s command portrait, taken while he served 
as commanding general of the U.S. Army Training and Doctrine 
Command. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons).

Successful Lessons Learned?
In October 1973, a coordinated offensive against 

Israel was launched by the Egyptian and Syrian mili-
taries. Pitched battles featuring tank-on-tank combat 
initially surprised and drove the Israelis back. The 
Israelis counterattacked the Egyptian crossing of the 
Suez Canal armor-heavy formations, but the Egyptians 
were waiting with antitank weapons able to engage at 
long range. The Israelis stalled in the face of accurate 
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American defense would essentially rely on forward 
defense of armor-heavy formations that could ambush 
the Soviet tank hordes with supporting mechanized 
infantry using ATGMs.29 Where the Yom Kippur War 
had given the newly created TRADOC an example to 
argue for an armor-centric future war concept, security 
cooperation with the Bundeswehr created a doctrinal 
space in which to pursue this idea. 

Just three years after the end of the Yom Kippur 
War, TRADOC released Field Manual (FM) 100-5, 
Operations, which espoused a doctrinal concept known 
as “Active Defense.”30 Materiel acquisition became an 
essential part of this doctrinal development process, 
with new equipment, including a new main battle tank, 
a mechanized infantry carrier, an attack helicopter, a 
troop transport helicopter, and a missile defense sys-
tem. Together these became known as the Big Five.31 

The 1976 version of FM 100-5 was much criticized 
and debated upon publication. Though, this led to a 
new manual in 1982 whose doctrinal concept became 
known as “AirLand Battle.”32 The development of 
Active Defense is often seen as a model for successful 
implementation of a comprehensive lessons-learned 
process that affects key change in an organization. 
Observations blossomed into lessons that altered 
doctrinal thinking. This altered thinking then created 
space for changed institutional behavior through train-
ing, materiel acquisition, and deployment. 

However, the war the Army prepared for never 
came. Operation Desert Storm is often characterized 
as the best example for what AirLand Battle might 
have looked like, though the Army was used instead 
for a variety of contingency and humanitarian missions 
throughout the 1980s and 1990s. The Army was largely 
unprepared for these missions, as it fell outside what 
was traditionally considered to be the service’s “true” 
mission of fighting and winning the Nation’s large-scale 
conventional wars. 

While certainly a positive that the Army was not 
needed in a world-ending thermonuclear war against 
the Soviets, the Army that DePuy had helped to build 
after Vietnam was designed for a narrow purpose, 
despite global commitments and a variety of security 
challenges. The lessons-learned process that had forged 
this new Army was based largely on assumptions 
about the future based on a very recent past with the 
Yom Kippur War. Seeing an opportunity to retool the 
Army for the “right” war, DePuy placed an emphasis on 
training and doctrine that reflected the tank-on-tank 
fight supported by ATGM-wielding infantrymen seen 
in 1973. Acquisition programs also reflected these as-
sumptions, with immediate concern from Gen. Abrams 
on the impact of the Yom Kippur War on procuring 
the new XM1 tank then under development. Strategic 
attention had shifted to the defense of central Europe, 
yet by the twilight of the decade and the next two, U.S. 

(Composite graphic by Beth A. Warrington, Military Review)
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soldiers would be involved in contingency operations 
in Iran, Grenada, Panama, Nicaragua, El Salvador, 
Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, and others. 

Misguided Characterizations
The proliferation of cheap drones on battlefields 

worldwide has called into question more traditional 
methods of combat and exposed the consequences 
of poor training. In Yemen, Houthi insurgents used a 
drone to assassinate a top government official during a 
military parade.33 Drones used by the so-called Islamic 
State in Syria to drop small amounts of ordnance 
presented the coalition to counter the Islamic State the 
immediate problem of protecting their forces against 
a technology in which Western militaries once held a 
monopoly.34 Regardless of payload, the ability to loiter 
above an enemy position for surveillance and target-
ing created a worrying precedent that has extended to 
more conventional force-on-force conflicts in Nagorno-
Karabakh and Ukraine. 

The Azeri use of drones during its war against 
Armenia helped accelerate a two-pronged debate: the 
future of tanks and the future of war itself as defined 
by loitering munitions. Soon after the conclusion of 
the 44-Day War (Second Nagorno-Karabakh War), 
commentary with titles like “Drone Wars: In Nagorno-
Karabakh, The Future of Warfare Is Now” and “How 
Azerbaijan’s Drones Show what the Future War Looks 
Like” swept online discussions.35 Effective concealment 
was now revealed to be extremely limited by drones 
and ground sensors that can detect military formations 
several kilometers from a defensive position or obser-
vation post. Observers noted that maneuvering across 
open terrain in a sensor-swept environment is some-
thing Western militaries will have to contend with in 
any future engagement with a near-peer or peer adver-
sary or perhaps even a nonstate actor.36 Azeri sensors 
and affordable drones exploited this gap in protection 
for armored vehicles, particularly tanks, which has been 
a key discussion point on the war in Ukraine.37 

Numerous videos on social media showed drones 
striking Armenian forces maneuvering across open 
ground or while maintaining a concealed defensive 
position, all of which could be easily observed and 
exploited by Azeri drones. Some of this was at-
tributed to poor training, as were many of the early 
Russian military failures in Ukraine, while armored 

vehicles—specifically the tank—came under renewed 
scrutiny for having potentially outlived their useful-
ness on future battlefields.38 While frontal and side 
armor are the strongest points on a tank, the top of 
the turret is one of the most vulnerable. This has also 
been exploited in Ukraine repeatedly by the very same 
drones used by the Azeris in 2020.39 Further demon-
strating this point, antitank munitions like the Next-
Generation Light Antitank Weapon and Javelin have 
continued the social media spectacle from Nagorno-
Karabakh when, after a warhead struck a Russian-
made T-series tank, the turret flew into the air with the 
help of an exploding ammunition rack within the tank. 
For some, this reality has exemplified why militaries 
should reduce or get rid of tanks altogether, a point 
made even more clear by a British and U.S. Marine 
Corps reduction of tanks.

The British armed forces and U.S. Marine Corps 
have nearly simultaneously worked to revise their 
respective force postures to focus more narrowly on a 
specific military threat: China.40 This is a drastic move 
away from the counterinsurgency operations that 
both have participated in since 2001. Both redesigns 
have collided with ongoing discussions to determine 
the next dominant piece of battlefield technology and 
what should be left behind. These redesigns warrant 
deep discussion on the assumptions surrounding their 
respective visions, but the noise of debates on drone 
supremacy and tankless future battlefields have instead 
had more pull on some military forums.41 These debates 
are necessary in pushing for adaptation to emerging 
technologies that threaten tanks and can defeat drones. 
However, they miss larger questions about operating 
concepts and force design, focusing criticism on specific 
technologies and platforms. 

For the UK, the Integrated Review focused on 
reshaping the British armed forces around a “Global 
Britain,” essentially a new vision for the UK’s role in 
the world. A summary of the UK’s defense command 
paper—the detailed modernization plan to implement 
the vision from the Integrated Review—notes expand-
ed shipbuilding and naval deployments, new F-35 
aircraft acquisitions, and troop cuts for the Army.42 
The debate over the future of British tanks after the 
Integrated Review has vacillated between getting rid of 
armor altogether or maintaining the fleet, though nu-
anced arguments have attempted to bridge this gap by 
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offering infantry fighting vehicles as a more cost-effec-
tive way forward.43 In any case, much of the Challenger 
tank fleet will be retired while a select number will be 
retrofitted, seemingly satisfying both camps.44 Even 
still, the debate has taken away from larger discussions 
on the Integrated Review, with a misguided focus on 
turretless hulls than the merits or drawbacks of the 
Review. This has affected the Marine Corps Force 
Design 2030 in a similar way.

The debate around Force Design 2030 has gener-
ated numerous editorials by former Marine general 
officers using the online forum Task and Purpose to 
express their dismay at the changing Corps, seemingly 
adrift from its “true” mission.45 The critique has been 
harsh toward Berger’s arguments that the mission 
and future of the Corps will be focused primarily on 
China and light, stand-in forces in the Indo-Pacific.46 

One of the most roundly criticized decisions was the 
divestiture of Marine tanks.47 The argument against 
this decision is twofold: (1) tanks are a core element 
to the legacy of the Marine Corps, and (2) they are 
essential to a “true” combined arms team. Like the 
downsizing of British armor, this has brought Berger’s 
decision into the wider discussion on whether tanks 
are still viable in future conflicts. 

Army leaders must not be distracted by sensational 
videos of catastrophic tank kills at the hands of an-
titank weapons, or the comments of former Marine 
generals. Force Design 2030 has, in the event of large-
scale combat operations in the Indo-Pacific, placed 
the burden of providing mobile protected firepower 
through armor on the Army. Modernization programs 
have long been underway to outfit M1A2 SEPv2 and 
v3 Abrams with active protection systems to mitigate 

Marines with the Maritime Raid Force, 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU) provide security during a simulated visit, board, search, and 
seizure (VBSS) mission aboard dock landing ship USS Germantown, 6 September 2020. VBSS is a part of maritime interception operations 
that aim to delay, disrupt, or destroy enemy forces or supplies in the maritime domain. Germantown, part of the America Amphibious 
Ready Group (ARG), 31st MEU team, is operating in the U.S. 7th Fleet area of operations to enhance interoperability with allies and part-
ners, and serve as a ready response force to defend peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific region. (Photo by Sgt. Danny Gonzalez, U.S. 
Marine Corps) 
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the proliferation of ATGMs and similar munitions.48 
However, this modernization is not without increased 
challenges and risk, as the weight of the Abrams has 
increased to a point in which many transports cannot 
carry them.49 Discussions will no doubt continue on the 
use of heavy tanks on modern battlefields given the me-
chanical and logistical mountains that must be moved 
to deploy, sustain, and protect them in a range of climes 
against an array of threats.

The tank discussion also misses larger questions: 
Are the British armed forces and the U.S. Marine 
Corps restructuring for all the “right” threats at the 
“right” scale? And, are both initiatives an outgrowth of 
assumptions on future warfighting, namely the region 
and the pacing threat? Tanks are merely a small part of 
these much larger processes. Key to these questions is 
whether British and Marine Corps force planners rec-
ognize their assumptions within the redesign process. 
Army planners face the same questions as they contin-
ue to watch the war in Ukraine and apply observations 
toward MDO on future battlefields. These planners 
and leaders must work to mitigate confirmation bias 
throughout the observation process, instead looking 
for gaps within MDO potentially exposed during the 
fighting in Ukraine and other recent conflicts.50

The nature of the tank debate has given in to mis-
guided and generalized lessons learned that make for 
splashy article titles but less meaningful points of dis-
cussion. The character of armored warfare is changing 
but to conclude the end of tanks as a lesson of recent 
wars is giving in to hysterics. Perhaps a more nuanced 
observation from recent conflicts indicates a need for 
smaller, faster tanks and armored vehicles rather than 
the heavy main battle tanks that have been the subject 
of so many ATGM and drone strike videos. 

Where similarities are drawn among the conditions 
for a “doctrinal renaissance” in MDO, Force Design 
2030, and the post-Vietnam Army, similarities too 
must be drawn regarding their narrow focus on one 
region and one threat. The Yom Kippur War gave 
Army leaders the necessary opportunity to refocus on 
a Soviet invasion of central Europe, which these leaders 
already thought was the Army’s primary threat. For 
DePuy, the lesson pulled from Vietnam was clear: a 
dismissal of the value of terrain and a constant reliance 
on overwhelming firepower had spoiled a generation of 
soldiers and commanders on the skills required for the 

next war. Instead, the Army needed to expect a short, 
sharp, high-intensity war of combined arms formations 
maneuvering against each other to control key terrain, 
destroy the enemy main body, and secure rear areas.51 

The Army seems to face a similar reality in the wake 
of the war in Afghanistan and discussions on force 
design. Skills required for the next perceived war have 
atrophied during twenty years of counterinsurgency in 
Afghanistan and elsewhere, leaving America’s com-
petitors to fill the gap with a focus on emerging tech-
nologies integrated into maneuver formations.52 And 
yet, there seems to be little interest in the lessons of 
Afghanistan except to learn that opportunities lie else-
where for the service’s purpose in future warfighting.53 

The lessons-learned process led by DePuy and 
Starry was successful in its technical application of 
changing behavior down to the tactical level, though 
the process itself was centered on a major assumption 
of both threat and region. Essentially, the Army pre-
pared for the war it wanted to fight, which remains a 
distinct possibility for the post-Afghanistan U.S. Army. 
The Yom Kippur War also allowed Army leaders to 
move on from Vietnam, relegating that war to some 
aberration of American warfighting.54 

What Can We Observe?
A war does not need to come to its military or 

political conclusion for the lessons-learned process 
to begin. TTPs are borne from frontline experiences 
to provide quick changes on the battlefield to better 
prepare for future engagements with an enemy. 
These battlefield changes can influence the trajec-
tory of a conflict, altering preconceived notions and 
assumptions about its likely result. To this end, it is 
important that, as battlefield lessons continue to be 
learned during a conflict, those lessons become insti-
tutionalized by higher echelons upon some tangible 
effect or proof of concept borne out of preliminary 
lessons learned and observations.

Rapidly turning observations to lessons and 
then to actionable change, particularly in times of 
war, can have the effect of watering down a prod-
uct through generalizations instead of distilling it 
into something of value. Though, observations and 
lessons developed over a significant amount of time 
may also sit dusty on a shelf, if any are developed 
at all, rather than be used for effective change. This 
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stems, in part, from the confirmation bias attained 
when applying a particular lens to a conflict, val-
idating one’s own concept for future war. Lessons 
learned from a long, painful conflict may instead be 
ignored because it is not the type of war a service or 
military’s leaders wish to fight in the future. 

It is important for Army leaders to break from 
the historical comparison between the post-Vietnam 
U.S. Army and post-Afghanistan U.S. Army and 
apply as much attention to learning from the war in 
Afghanistan as is currently being spent on Ukraine.  
The character of the fighting in Afghanistan and 
Ukraine are different, but this should not incentivize 
Army leadership to sweep the former aside so that 
the service might be ready for a future very different 
from the last twenty years of conflict. Two decades 
of experience in counterinsurgency and stability 
operations lie in wait, ripe for the same analytical 
energy given to the “special military operation” in 
Ukraine. As Jason Fritz wrote in a 2014 War on the 
Rocks article, “As we continue the debates over what 

our forces look like, how they are equipped, and how 
they are trained, it seems that we should assess the 
lessons we have observed from these wars and others 
and ensure that we set our forces up for success in 
the future. We greatly wasted the 20 years between 
Vietnam and our contemporary wars and we cannot 
afford to do so again.”55 Ten years later, this observa-
tion rings true. Ukraine cannot be the only war from 
which lessons are drawn and applied to U.S. military 
structure, training, and equipment.

The lessons-learned process can and should begin 
before conflict termination through observations. 
Upon the war’s end in Ukraine, leaders must then 
strive to learn beyond their own assumptions drawn 
from these observations. Taken together, the condi-
tions that bring the war to an end, patient observa-
tions from throughout the fighting, and an iterative 
assumptions-check process will aid enormously on 
the road to a comprehensive lessons-learned pro-
cess and changed institutional behavior for future 
conflicts.   

A soldier from the 2nd Battalion, 327th Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division, points toward incoming fire during a firefight with the 
Taliban 29 March 2011 in the valley of Barawala Kalet, Kunar Province, Afghanistan. (Photo by Pfc. Cameron Boyd, U.S. Army) 
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