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The widespread assumption that the United States can achieve favorable 
outcomes in war with more machines and fewer humans must be subjected 
to rigorous scrutiny. This article challenges that assumption through a 
historical inquiry guided by the catalysts for war identified by Thucydides; 
it argues that the conditions of existential war and technological parity 
provoke reciprocal escalation that only large quantities of humans can 
reconcile. New military capabilities have always conjured illusions of 
control over war’s violent nature and elicited flawed theories of success 
in peacetime. The United States and many of its allies have once again 
embraced this tradition. As Western militaries grow more dependent on 
technological offsets, the United States must come to terms with the 
human face of its future wars.
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In times of peace and prosperity, both cities and in-
dividuals can have lofty ideals because they have not 
fallen before the force of overwhelming necessity.

—Thucydides1

Prior to the American Civil War, the US Mili-
tary Academy at West Point was a school of 
engineering that produced more industrial 
tycoons than generals. The academy’s first 

superintendent, Maj. Jonathan Williams, was a scientist 
and grandnephew to Benjamin Franklin.2 Even under 
President Dwight Eisenhower in 1954, military history 
was “not taught as a separate course in the military 
schools and colleges of the United States Army.”3 A 
conversation in 1970 between journalist Ward Just and 
West Point’s history department chair, Col. Thomas E. 
Griess, might reveal the source of this trend. Griess 
described the army as a “highly technological” organ-

ization, which, to him, explained why there was still no 
required history course at the academy.4 He was and 
still is right. It is therefore no wonder that the United 
States invests so heavily in technological supremacy or 
“offsets” even after two decades of war in Afghanistan 
exposed the limits of that dominance.5 

Since the beginning of that war, there has been no 
shortage of scholarship highlighting the dangers of 
political hubris that extend from technological su-
periority.6 Even so, unmanned systems are flooding 
modern battlefields in staggering quantities, giving 
credence to presentism in Western strategic thinking 
and devaluing the careful study of broader historical 
arcs that underscore the human element in war. 
Britain’s oldest think tank, the Royal United Ser-
vices Institute, estimated in 2023 that Ukraine lost 
approximately 10,000 drones per month as it pushed 
back its Russian invaders.7 President Volodymyr 
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Zelenskyy thus sought to produce one million drones 
for Ukraine in 2024.8 Russia is scrambling to meet 
the challenge by striking billion-dollar deals with 
Iran in an effort to build thousands of unmanned 
weapons domestically.9

As Western militaries clamber for drones and their 
machines grow more numerous and sophisticated, 
their human numbers are plummeting.10 The Unit-
ed States may witness its first true spectator war 
this century, one in which the preponderance of 
resources deployed to achieve military objectives 
cannot empathize with their biological targets—a 
mathematical enterprise devoid of emotion, with 
fewer casualties and less potential for human error, 
or so the world has been led to believe.11

One way of subjecting these predictions to scrutiny 
is by framing them within the historical context of 
what Thucydides describes as the human catalysts for 
war: fear, honor, and interest.12 This ancient passage 
is often quoted but rarely contextualized, namely 
because it is not attributed to Thucydides himself, 
but rather to a delegation of Athenian ambassadors 
speaking before a Spartan assembly prior to the Pe-
loponnesian War (431–404 BC).13 Their words, used to 
justify the Athenian empire’s expansion and to explain 
why they would fight to prevent its contraction, can 
inform discourse on something future war theorist 
Christopher Coker described as post-human warfare.14

This essay does not argue that the pursuit of 
more sophisticated unmanned weapons is fu-
tile—only that the extent to which that pursuit 
should be used to justify the depletion of human 
end strength must be weighed more judiciously to 
avoid unrealistic strategies in peacetime and stick-
er shock when the cost of war becomes apparent. 
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As Jon Lindsay recently noted in this journal, stud-
ies of future warfare generally address “the ways in 
which autonomous machines will behave in familiar 
wars,” but fail to imagine “the ways in which hu-
man societies will behave in unfamiliar futures.”15 
Humankind’s interaction with the uncertainty of 
existential war and its causalities is a good place to 
start searching for answers—or at least evidence that 
leads to asking the right questions. This essay is not 
a study of the characteristics of unmanned systems 
or their neural networks, nor is it an analysis that 
frames the latest conflicts as unique windows into 
future military exigencies. Rather, it is an interdisci-
plinary synthesis of long-form historical analysis and 
realist theory that paints a clearer picture of what 
the next major war may demand from the United 
States. It peers into the stubborn and flawed nature 
of the ghosts that infuse machines with purpose: us.

Below, I advance three main arguments using the 
fear-honor-interest framework:

1. Western nations are overly invested in the belief 
that future wars will be governed by unmanned 
systems, not human mass. This faith reflects 
Western cultural bias more than it does the 
demands of twenty-first-century warfare.

2. The presence of these machines on the battle-
field, coupled with fewer humans, will not create 
a uniquely “modern” war that is cost efficient, 
controllable, or more precise. Instead, human 
passions are likely to make machine wars easier 
to start, harder to finish, and just as messy for 
combatants and civilians.

3. Killing humans will still be the objective in smart 
wars because human suffering has the greatest 
effect on the political will that gives machines 
their raison d’être.
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Despite the prophesied exodus of humans from the 
battlefield to reduce the cost of war and the political 
risk associated with waging one, war has never been 
an efficient enterprise because it springs from human 
passions that the horrors of armed conflict only 
inflame. Efforts to reduce the number of combat-
ants in war are unlikely to make its conditions more 
manageable. The evidence suggests that such trends 
might increase risk to civilian populations, further 
disconnect military actions from political objectives, 
and make wars harder to stop once they have start-
ed—not despite human control of its machines, but 
because of it. These approaches contain the same 
risk identified by Gen. Matthew B. Ridgway when he 
cautioned against relying on air and naval assets to 
achieve military objectives in the 1950s: The allure of 
doing things the “cheap and easy way” can send the 
military situation on the ground spiraling into a void 
of control that only large numbers of foot soldiers 
can fill.16 Indeed, this point may be one of the hard-
est truths for the West to accept in 2025 after three 
years of supporting Ukraine’s fight against Russia 
with every type of aid except ground forces. Amid 
a backdrop of worsening recruitment challenges, 
members of Congress, US national security officials, 
and senior military leaders must come to terms with 
this reality in their budget debates and particularly 
in their conversations with the American people 
about the potential cost of modern war.

The Great Exodus of Humans from 
the Battlefield

Modern technologies can reshape more than con-
duct in war; they can alter the calculus that serves 
as justification for war, especially if they depict con-
flicts as swift, decisive, or cheap in terms of lives 
and treasure—decisions over which leaders seek 
to retain some measure of control.17 This exchange 

16  Ridgway referred here to proposed plans for interventions into Indochina during the spring of 1954 and the Taiwan (Formosa) Strait Crisis 
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17  For further analysis of “robotic Jus in Bello,” see M. Shane Riza, Killing Without Heart: Limits on Robotic Warfare in an Age of Persistent Con-
flict (Potomac Books, 2013), 125–48.
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Echevarria II, Reconsidering the American Way of War: US Military Practice from the Revolution to Afghanistan (Georgetown University Press, 2014); 
Linn, “The American Way of War Revisited,” Journal of Military History 66, no. 2 (April 2002): 501–30.
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20  Paul Scharre, “Debunking the AI Arms Race Theory,” Texas National Security Review 4, no. 3 (2021): 122.

21  Lt. Col. Wayne Phelps recorded the range of these mandates and perspectives. See Phelps, On Killing Remotely: The Psychology of Killing with 
Drones (Little, Brown and Company, 2021), 152–55.

22  Gerasimov’s claim appears much less feasible after the Russian military’s performance in Ukraine. Valery Gerasimov, “The Value of Science Is in 
the Foresight: New Challenges Demand Rethinking the Forms and Methods of Carrying Out Combat Operations,” Military Review 96, no. 1 (January–
February 2016): 26.

23  “US Army General Says Robots Could Replace One-Fourth of Combat Soldiers by 2030,” CBS News, January 23, 2014, https://www.cbsnews.
com/news/robotic-soldiers-by-2030-us-army-general-says-robots-may-replace-combat-soldiers/.

24  John Lockett, “US Military Will Have More Combat Robots than Human Soldiers by 2025,” The Sun, June 15, 2017, https://www.thesun.co.uk/
news/3806242/us-military-will-have-more-robot-soldiers-on-the-battlefield-than-real-ones-by-2025-top-british-expert-claims/.

has been part of the American way of war since the 
early atomic age.18 Cold War military historian Brian 
McAllister Linn explains how this approach became 
especially acute by the end of the twentieth century:

With a rare display of unity, all the armed forces 
shared a single vision of future conflict: techno-
logically empowered specialists executing precise, 
devastating, decisive, but relatively bloodless as-
saults against virtually powerless enemies. This, 
its advocates proclaimed, was a “New American 
Way of War” that would guarantee victory on the 
battlefield, national invulnerability, and global 
supremacy well into the next century.19

That vision, conceived in the 1990s with an eye to 
2010, is alive and well in 2025. But as Paul Scharre has 
argued, the “widespread adoption of military AI” by 
the Department of Defense could decrease human 
control and make war “more challenging in terms of 
being able to manage escalation and bring war to an 
end.”20 The international community is going to great 
lengths to ensure that the concepts of jus ad bellum 
(just declaration of war) and jus in bello (just conduct 
in war) are protected—but with new capabilities comes 
the expectation that they will offset the human cost 
of war by shouldering its heaviest burdens.21

Modern militaries have been captivated by the 
possibilities associated with the mass application 
of unmanned systems. Russian Gen. Valery Ger-
asimov stated that his nation could deploy a “fully 
robotized unit” in the “near future,” but that was 
almost a decade ago.22 Former commander of US 
Army Training and Doctrine Command, Gen. Robert 
Cone, suggested in 2014 that robots could replace 25 
percent of America’s troops by 2030.23 Three years 
later, British intelligence analyst John Bassett pre-
dicted that by 2025 the US military will have “more 
combat robots than it will have human soldiers.”24 
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Sir Nick Carter, who headed the United Kingdom’s 
military, echoed Cone’s assessment in late 2020, 
claiming that a quarter of Britain’s troops could be 
robots in the next decade.25 These robots will not be 
mindless tools. As one US naval officer predicted ten 
years ago, “military necessity” will make full weapon 
autonomy inevitable.26

These forecasts might be anecdotal in isolation, but 
more recent developments concerning end strength 
in Britain and the United States—two heavy hitters 
in NATO’s defense architecture—make their projec-
tions seem more like self-fulfilling prophecies. The 
US military is facing historic recruitment challeng-
es with the smallest active force since Adolf Hitler 
invaded France in 1940.27 At 1.28 million people and 
falling, America’s active-duty population in 2024 is 
roughly the size of the US Army alone in 1955—a 
year in which some were calling for the Army to be 
absorbed into the Air Force because nuclear weap-
ons had made land warfare obsolete.28 To put this 
into perspective: During the “air atomic age” when 
massive retaliation with strategic bombers drove 
US defense policy, the army was three times larger 
than it is now, and army leaders still thought it was 
too small to contend with the Warsaw Pact states.29

25  Dan Sabbagh, “Robot Soldiers Could Make Up Quarter of British Army by 2030s,” The Guardian, November 8, 2020,  
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/nov/08/third-world-war-a-risk-in-wake-of-covid-pandemic-says-uk-defence-chief.

26  Matthew Hipple, “Autonomy Whether You Like It or Not,” War on the Rocks, April 29, 2015, https://warontherocks.com/2015/04/autonomy-
whether-you-like-it-or-not/.

27  Leo Shane III, “Amid Recruiting Woes, Active Duty End Strength to Drop Again in 2024,” Military Times, December 14, 2023, https://www.
militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2023/12/14/amid-recruiting-woes-active-duty-end-strength-to-drop-again-in-2024/.

28  Lt. Col. Wallace C. Magathan Jr. challenged such proposals in a 1956 article. See Magathan Jr., “In Defense of the Army,” Military Review 36, 
no. 1 (April 1956): 3–12.

29  Edward Kaplan, To Kill Nations: American Strategy in the Air-Atomic Age and the Rise of Mutually Assured Destruction (Cornell University 
Press, 2015). In 1953, the US Army requested 1.5 million authorized positions for fiscal year 1955, which President Eisenhower declined. See Dwight 
D. Eisenhower, The Eisenhower Diaries, ed. Robert H. Ferrell (W. W. Norton & Company, 1981), 257–58.

30  Office of the Under Secretary of Defense, “Defense Budget Overview: Fiscal Year 2024 Budget Request,” US Department of Defense, March 
2023, https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/FY2024/FY2024_Budget_Request_Overview_Book.pdf.

31  Hon. Mike Rogers, “Quality of Life Panel Report,” US House Armed Services Committee, 118th Congress, April 8, 2024, https://www.moaa.org/
uploadedfiles/2024_house_armed_services_report_v12-final.pdf.

32  Katherine L. Kuzminski, “Army Ups Recruiting Goal to 61,000 Soldiers in 2025, an 11% Jump,” Center for a New American Security, October 15, 
2024, https://www.cnas.org/press/in-the-news/army-ups-recruiting-goal-to-61-000-soldiers-in-2025-an-11-jump.

33  Office of the Under Secretary of Defense, “Defense Budget Overview: Fiscal Year 2025 Budget Request,” US Department of Defense, March 
2024, https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/FY2025/FY2025_Budget_Request.pdf.

After the Cold War ended and America withdrew 
from its wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the US military 
shrunk, but its price tag did not. The 2008 base de-
fense budget excluding contingency operations funds 
was roughly $480 billion with 1.5 million active-duty 
members. By 2024, the budget request had nearly 
doubled to $895 billion even after shrinking the force 
by hundreds of thousands of troops.30 The US military 
missed its 2023 recruiting goals by a combined 41,000 
recruits, due in part to well-known quality-of-life 
issues for military families that caught the attention 
of the House Armed Services Committee.31 In 2024, 
the army met its recruitment goal after lowering it 
by roughly 16 percent from 65,000 to 55,000.32

Despite such problems with recruiting and taking 
care of service members, nearly 40 percent of the 
Pentagon’s 2025 budget request was allocated to the 
procurement, research, and development of new 
weapons and equipment ($310 billion).33 This cost 
far exceeds the entire defense budget just twen-
ty-five years ago ($258 billion). As the budget slowly 
expands, the department’s workforce contracts and 
becomes more reliant on new tools to compensate. 
Barring a significant increase to defense appropria-
tions, this trend seems baked into the budget pro-

cess and therefore embedded in Western 
thinking about future warfare. Like troop 
cuts in the 1950s, this decrease in man-
power is not accompanied by reduced 
security demands or fewer threats.

As a result, the Department of Defense 
is experimenting with compensatory 
measures. Under Secretary of Defense 
Kathleen Hicks’s announcement of the 
Pentagon’s Replicator initiative in Sep-
tember 2023 was met with a predictable 

After the Cold War ended  
and America withdrew from  
its wars in Iraq and Afghanistan,  
the US military shrunk, but its  
price tag did not.



Ghost in the Machine: Coming to Terms with the Human Core of Unmanned War

32

cocktail of enthusiasm from futurists and skepticism 
from traditionalists.34 With the aim to achieve mass 
through the employment of tens of thousands of 
drones, the program reflects the logic of offset theory 
borne in President Eisenhower’s reforms that com-
pensated for US-Soviet force imbalances by growing 
America’s nuclear arsenal.35 Then and now, the goal 
is for a technological edge to deter, or, if necessary, 
defeat one’s enemies.

By the time Eisenhower left office in 1961, however, 
it was clear to President John F. Kennedy that the 
country needed a more “flexible” strategy.36 Nuclear 
weapons failed to deter “brushfire wars” or offer 
viable solutions once they had started.37 Eisenhow-
er’s massive investment in nuclear overmatch as a 
technological solution to modern warfare was useful 
in diplomacy but useless on the battlefield. Similar-
ly, it remains to be seen whether the United States 
has the industrial capacity today to manufacture its 
unmanned offset and integrate it at scale, or if its 
adversaries will develop countermeasures that knock 
these swarms out of the sky or sea, rendering them 
ineffective.38 The US Army’s latest reorganization in 
2024 doubled down on this vision of future warfare 
by establishing counter-drone units and growing 
its air and missile defense battalions.39 With fewer 
soldiers on hand, the army aims to achieve its goals 
by cannibalizing other units or eliminating hard-to-
fill authorized positions.40

Despite such challenges, the United Kingdom has 
been experimenting with similar policies as well. 

34  Ryan McCormack, “The Replicator Initiative Is Key to the Army’s Modernization,” Brookings Institution, December 20, 2023, https://www.
brookings.edu/articles/the-replicator-initiative-is-key-to-the-armys-modernization/; Unshin Lee Harpley, “Experts Note Obstacles Facing Pentagon’s 
New Replicator Initiative,” Air & Space Forces Magazine (October 19, 2023), https://www.airandspaceforces.com/experts-obstacles-pentagon- 
replicator/; Michael P. Ferguson, “The Fine Line Between Innovation and Empty Promises,” The Hill, September 15, 2023, https://thehill.com/ 
opinion/national-security/4204851-the-fine-line-between-military-innovation-and-empty-promises/.

35  This policy guidance, later referred to as New Look, emerged from NSC-162/2 in October 1953. Parts of it prioritized nuclear power as a way of 
deterring and winning wars. See “Basic National Security Policy 162/2,” National Security Council, 30 October 1953, Foreign Relations of the United States.

36  See Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor’s proposal for a strategy of “flexible response” in his 1959 book that inspired President Kennedy: Taylor, The Uncer-
tain Trumpet (Harper & Brothers, 1959), 130–64.

37  The US Army had been investing in limited war for much of the 1950s even as it developed nuclear-capable delivery systems, such as the 
Honest John and Corporal weapons. Amid expanding global crises, the army had a foundation in place when President Kennedy raised defense 
budgets and directed the Pentagon to greatly increase its ability to handle guerrilla wars. See Roswell L. Gilpatric, “Address by Roswell L. Gilpatric, 
Deputy Secretary of Defense, Before the Business Council at the Homestead, Hot Springs, Virginia,” October 21, 1961, DNSA Collection: Berlin Crisis, 
2; A. J. Bacevich, The Pentomic Era: The US Army Between Korea and Vietnam (National Defense University Press, 1986), 82–96.

38  Daniel Shats and Peter W. Singer, “China Gears Up to Shoot Down US Drones,” Defense One, February 8, 2023, https://www.defenseone.
com/ideas/2023/02/china-gears-shoot-down-us-drones/382731/.

39  US Army Public Affairs, “Army Changes Force Structure for Future Warfighting Operations,” US Army, February 27, 2024, https://api.army.mil/
e2/c/downloads/2024/02/27/091989c9/army-white-paper-army-force-structure-transformation.pdf.

40  Rachael Riley, “‘It’s No Secret’: 82nd Airborne Division Leader Addresses Army Cuts to Cavalry Squadrons,” The Fayetteville Observer, May 14, 
2024, https://www.fayobserver.com/story/news/military/2024/05/14/what-army-cuts-mean-for-82nd-airborne-division/73289683007.

41  Though not as sharp a drop as the land and air forces, the Royal Navy experienced massive cuts as well (24 percent). See George Allison, 
“British Military Shrinks by Nearly 30% Since 2000,” UK Defence Journal, January 26, 2024, https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/british-military-shrinks-
by-nearly-30-since-2000/.

42  Tim Collins, “Britain No Longer Has a Military,” The Telegraph, February 12, 2024, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/02/12/britain-no-
longer-has-a-military/.

43  David Hambling, “Kalashnikov Unveils ‘Jam-Proof’ Attack Drone,” Forbes, January 3, 2024, https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidham-
bling/2024/01/03/kalashnikov-unveils-jam-proof-attack-drone/.

44  Illia Novikov and Hanna Arhirova, “Russia Launches 122 Missiles, Dozens of Drones in Deadly Ukraine Attack,” Associated Press, December 29, 
2023, https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-war-aerial-attack-missiles-drones-fe3fb596cdea0035573a6a677f17070c.

Along with surging investments in unmanned sys-
tems, since 2000 the British Army and Royal Air 
Force experienced a 30 percent and 41 percent reduc-
tion in end strength, respectively. The army shrank 
from 109,600 to 76,950 soldiers while the air force 
dropped from 54,600 to 31,940—roughly the size of 
a single division—thus placing greater demands on 
its machines to offset risk.41 Such brain drain cannot 
be replenished overnight, especially considering the 
loss of experienced aviators and surface and sub-
surface naval commanders. Retired Col. Tim Collins, 
a veteran of Britain’s elite Special Air Service, went 
so far to declare that “Britain no longer has a mili-
tary.”42 Western defense institutions have therefore 
embraced a similar approach to long-term planning 
based on a single, untested assumption: Allied armies 
comprised of far fewer humans and more machines 
will be able to meet the demands of conventional 
warfare in the twenty-first century.

The West is not alone. During the first week of 
2024, Russian manufacturer Kalashnikov unveiled 
a supposedly jam-proof autonomous attack drone 
called Item-55. The Russian Federation claimed to 
be training thousands of drone operators even as it 
struggled to conscript enough soldiers to support its 
war on Ukraine.43 Within days of that announcement, 
Moscow launched a devastating rocket and drone 
attack on Ukrainian cities, killing dozens of civilians, 
damaging a maternity hospital and several schools, 
and revealing an indiscriminate application of drone 
warfare.44 Russian military doctrine has long been 



The Scholar

33

partial to fires, but Vladimir Putin’s dependence on 
such modern measures only increased after he chose 
to invade the second largest European country with a 
paltry 150,000 troops. (Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev 
used four times that many soldiers just to put down 
the 1968 rebellion in Czechoslovakia, a nation roughly 
five times smaller than Ukraine.45)

Increased reliance on unmanned capabilities to 
achieve war’s political objectives is thereby forcing 
nations into a deeply dependent relation-
ship with unproven and often experimen-
tal systems and concepts—concepts that 
demand levels of technological synthesis 
that may be questionable in a multi-front 
war involving dozens of allied militaries 
with dissimilar capabilities.46 The sophisti-
cated platforms on which these concepts 
are predicated must be deployed in ev-
er-greater numbers to compensate for 
decreased human presence, which in turn 
places additional burdens on an already 
strained defense industrial base and the 
military’s contested logistics plans.47

Despite favorable outlooks on the convergence of 
artificial intelligence (AI) and autonomous systems, 
some experts are less sanguine about the benefits 
for humanity.48 In The Diffusion of Military Power, 
Michael C. Horowitz details how the proliferation 
of new weapons technologies can shift the balance 
of power toward smaller and potentially less stable 
states, thus increasing the likelihood of conflict.49 
Despite the spread of unmanned platforms, Chris-
topher Coker believed that combat can “only remain 

45  Estimates placed that combined invasion force around 600,000 strong. See Tad Szulc, “Prague Aides Say German Red Units Left by Third 
Day,” The New York Times, September 3, 1968, https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1968/09/03/77179752.html?pageNumber=1.

46  Phil Claire, “The Answer Is Multi Domain Operations—Now What’s the Question?” Wavell Room, February 13, 2020, https://wavellroom.
com/2020/02/13/the-answer-is-multi-domain-operations-now-whats-the-question/; Amos C. Fox, Getting Multi-Domain Operations Right: Two Crit-
ical Flaws in the US Army’s Multi-Domain Operations Concept (Association of the US Army, 2020); Jose Diaz de Leon, “Understanding Multi-Domain 
Operations in NATO,” Joint Warfare Center: The Three Swords Magazine 37 (2021): 91–94; John Koszewnik et al., eds., “System-Wide Communica-
tion Issues in Support of Multi-Domain Operations,” in Powering the US Army of the Future (National Academies Press, 2021), 55–58.

47  Bryan J. Quinn, “The Logistical Challenge Facing the Army’s Operating Concept,” Military Review (Mar–Apr 2023): 128–38.

48  Joseph Chapa, for instance, poses an intriguing question in his addition to the literature: see Chapa, Is Remote Warfare Moral? Weighing 
Issues of Life and Death from 7,000 Miles (Public Affairs, 2022). Michael Kanaan describes AI bias and the role that authoritarian powers have in 
exploiting the technology: see Kanaan, T-Minus AI: Humanity’s Countdown to Artificial Intelligence and the New Pursuit of Global Power (BenBella, 
2020): 135–42, 175–93. For a discussion on the strategic veracity of autonomous weapons, see Michael P. Ferguson, “The Digital Maginot Line: 
Autonomous Warfare and Strategic Incoherence,” PRISM 8, no. 2 (2019): 132–44.

49  Michael Horowitz frames his argument within what he calls “adoption-capacity theory,” which suggests that innovations spread based on the 
group’s organizational capacity to adopt and sustain them economically, doctrinally, and culturally. See Horowitz, The Diffusion of Power: Causes 
and Consequences for International Politics (Princeton University Press, 2010), 3–7.

50  Christopher Coker, Warrior Geeks: How 21st Century Technology Is Changing the Way We Fight and Think About War (Oxford University 
Press, 2013), xviii.

51  Historian and theorist Yuval Noah Harari, for instance, speaks often about AI potentially wiping out humanity. See “Yuval Noah Harari 
 Argues that AI Has Hacked the Operating System of Human Civilization,” The Economist, 28 April 2023, https://www.economist.com/by- 
invitation/2023/04/28/yuval-noah-harari-argues-that-ai-has-hacked-the-operating-system-of-human-civilisation; Scharre, “Debunking the AI Arms 
Race Theory,” 126–129. See also Frank Hoffman’s review of two relevant books (Four Battlegrounds: Power in the Age of Artificial Intelligence by 
Paul Scharre; and I, Warbot: The Dawn of Artificially Intelligent Conflict by Kenneth Payne) in Joint Force Quarterly 110, no. 3 (2023): 131–32. As a 
practitioner, Kanaan also offers a balanced take on AI’s potential: See Kanaan, T-Minus AI.

52  Gen. Sherman continued by writing: “. . . and those who brought war on our country deserve all the curses and maledictions a people can pour 
out.” See “Letter of William T. Sherman to James M. Calhoun, E. E. Rawson, and S. C. Wells,” September 12, 1864, Civil War Era NC, https://cwnc.
omeka.chass.ncsu.edu/items/show/23.

humane if war’s ‘human space’ is not hollowed out 
completely.”50 As the increased mechanization of 
armed conflict suggests, however, this space seems 
to be attenuating rapidly. Some futurist commentary 
borders on hyperbole, but even scholars such as Ken-
neth Payne, who takes a more cautionary approach 
to the transformational potential of new weapons, 
have expressed concern over this deemphasis on 
the role of humans in war.51

Governments are understandably eager to defy 
Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman’s maxim: “War 
is cruelty, and you cannot refine it.”52 But this great 
exodus of humans from the battlefield presents to 
the United States several ethical and strategic chal-
lenges as it incorporates more unmanned platforms 
into its theories of success. Even if humans become 
mere ghosts in future wars, the machines fighting in 
their stead will, to some extent, always reflect the 
fear, honor, and interest that motivate their masters.
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Fear: The Real Killing Machine

The debate over AI-driven weapons is riddled with 
fears of sentient machines destroying the world with-
out the wise chaperone of human ethics as their 
guide. A long history of popular science-fiction books 
and cinema fuels the fear, ranging from Isaac Asimov’s 
I, Robot to James Cameron’s Terminator films, in 
which an AI becomes self-aware and aims to extin-
guish humanity. The legacy of mankind’s wartime 
decision-making, however, testifies repeatedly to the 
ability of technological advances to make matters 
worse. After all, it was humans in liberal democracies 
who made the controversial decisions to firebomb 
Tokyo and deploy the Enola Gay over Hiroshima in 
1945. Hundreds of thousands of Japanese civilians 

53  A rich literature has emerged around the decision to drop the bombs and whether it was made out of military necessity, scientific curiosity, or 
as a deterrent to future aggression. One of the first and most substantial analyses of this controversy is P. M. S. Blackett, Military and Political Con-
sequences of Atomic Energy (Turnstile Press, 1948), 116–30. More recently, Scott Sagan has argued that the dropping of the bombs would be illegal 
today, but their use is more likely to be determined “by the moral compass of individual political leaders” than public opinion: see Scott D. Sagan 
and Gina Sinclair, “What Do Americans Really Think About the Bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki?” The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, August 
5, 2024, https://thebulletin.org/2024/08/what-do-americans-really-think-about-the-bombing-of-hiroshima-and-nagasaki/.

54  Kai Bird and Martin J. Sherwin, American Prometheus: The Triumph and Tragedy of J. Robert Oppenheimer (Random House, 2005), 287–89, 292.

55  Vanessa Romo, “Who Is ‘Fat Leonard’ and How Did He End Up as Part of the Venezuelan Prisoner Swap?” NPR, December 20, 2023, https://
www.npr.org/2023/12/20/1220816420/who-is-fat-leonard-and-how-did-he-end-up-as-part-of-the-venezuelan-prisoner-swap; Chad Garland, “Armed 
Service Didn’t Implement Dozens of Measures to Help Stop Sexual Assault, GAO Finds,” Stars and Stripes, March 30, 2022, https://www.stripes.
com/theaters/us/2022-03-30/gao-dod-failed-dozens-sexual-assault-prevention-measures-5525876.html.

56  “Statement by Press Secretary Jen Psaki on the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act,” The White House, December 14, 2021, https://bid-
enwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/12/14/statement-by-press-secretary-jen-psaki-on-the-uyghur-forced-labor-
prevention-act/; Steve Scherer, “Canada’s Parliament Passes Motion Saying China’s Treatment of Uighurs Is Genocide,” Reuters, February 23, 2021, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSKBN2AM2L3/; “Ukraine War: Biden Accuses Russian Troops of Committing Genocide in Ukraine,” BBC, April 
13, 2022, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-61093300.

died out of a rational fear that more Americans would 
be killed in the Pacific if President Harry Truman 
failed to act.53 Once the strikes were deemed nec-
essary, it is unlikely that international law or moral 
algorithms could have prevented them.

Nuclear physicist and “father” of the bomb J. Rob-
ert Oppenheimer believed that science or scientists 
cannot make these decisions, which he insisted must 
be left to elected officials, even though he referred to 
his own creation as a weapon with no military use.54 
Modern leaders and the governments they control 
are still plagued by moral compromise, war crimes, 
and corruption that are in some instances worsening 
even as the world’s militaries expand their modern-
ization strategies.55 Canada and the United States 
recently accused the People’s Republic of China and 
the Russian Federation of genocide.56 Such accusations 
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against members of the UN Human Rights Council 
undermine the legitimacy of international institutions, 
as do allegations that hundreds of UN employees 
supported Hamas’s October 2023 pogrom in Israel.57

Despite the role of NATO as a moral compass for 
modern warfare, enduring questions such as those 
surrounding the legitimacy of the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq prove that democracies are not immune to en-
tertaining legal and moral ambiguities amid fear of a 
potentially nuclear adversary.58 Throughout history, 
fear has trumped notions of morality or even logic, 
particularly when existential threats became part of 
the equation. The assumption that war can be made 
ethical by keeping humans “in the loop” of an AI’s 
decision cycle is a puzzling leap of faith that fails to 
acknowledge the human role in previous unethical 
wartime decisions, even after careful consideration 
of their implications.59 In human minds, cruelty to-
ward one’s enemy can quickly become the lesser evil.

During the years leading up to the Peloponnesian 
War, for instance, the most ruthless citizens fared 
best because the intellectuals who refused to take 
by force “what it was possible to achieve by policy, 
were often caught off guard and slaughtered.”60 As 
Thucydides advised, “War is a harsh teacher.”61 The 
lesson in fear to which the Athenian general alluded 
did not concern physical harm as much as the fear 
of losing status and reputation. It was this type of 
fear that underpinned Graham Allison’s hotly debated 

57  The Russian Federation was removed from the UN Human Rights Council in 2023, but China remains until at least 2025. See Dan Williams and 
Gabrielle Tétrault-Farber, “Israel Accuses 190 UN Staff of Being ‘Hardened’ Militants,” Reuters, January 29, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/world/
middle-east/israeli-intelligence-accuses-190-gaza-un-staff-hamas-islamic-jihad-roles-2024-01-29/.

58  A recent study concluded the following: “Although the US faced security challenges and arguably had fathomable reasons, the invasion of 
Iraq was conducted without UN authorization, and hence in defiance of the UN Charter rules.” See Nsama Jonathan Simuziya, “The (Il)Legality of 
the Iraq War of 2003: An Analytical Review of the Causes and Justification for the US-Led Invasion,” Cogent Social Sciences 9, no. 1 (2023): 1–2, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2022.2163066. For a causal analysis behind the intelligence driving policy, see Michael P. Ferguson, “Misinformed: 
Implications of Foreign Influence on the Information Environment that Launched Operation Iraqi Freedom,” Expeditions with Marine Corps University 
Press, August 14, 2023, https://doi.org/10.36304/ExpwMCUP.2023.07.

59  Ross W. Bellaby, “Can AI Weapons Make Ethical Decisions?” Criminal Justice Ethics 40, no. 2 (2021): 86–107, https://doi.org/10.1080/073112
9X.2021.1951459.

60  Circa 427 BCE. Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 3:83.

61  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 3:82.

62  Allison may have popularized the term “Thucydides trap,” but he cannot claim it as his. Donald Kagan, for instance, produced a four-volume 
history of the Peloponnesian Wars that disputed this alleged trap decades before Allison’s work was published. Chapters 19 and 20 in Kagan’s first 
book address “The Causes of the War” and “Thucydides and the Inevitability of War.” Kagan also denounces the “bipolar” framework that historians 
seized on as a lens to understand the outbreak of war. See Kagan, The Outbreak of the Peloponnesian War (Cornell University Press, 1969), 350–51; 
Kagan, Thucydides: The Reinvention of History (Viking Press, 2009). The line used by Allison to support the trap argument appears in the first 
volume. Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 1:23.

63  James R. Holmes, “Beware the ‘Thucydides Trap’ Trap,” The Diplomat, June 13, 2013, https://thediplomat.com/2013/06/beware-the- 
thucydides-trap-trap/; Alan Greeley Misenheimer, Thucydides’ Other “Traps”: The United States, China, and the Prospect of “Inevitable” War (Na-
tional Defense University Press, 2019), 13–15; Richard Hanania, “Graham Allison and the Thucydides Trap Myth,” Strategic Studies Quarterly 15, no. 4 
(Winter 2021): 13–24.

64  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 1:139 (summary of terms), 1:145 (on Athens declining).

65  James E. Fanell, “Another Historic Year for the PLA Navy,” Proceedings 150, no. 5 (May 2024), https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceed-
ings/2024/may/another-historic-year-pla-navy; Peter Robertson and Wilson Beaver, “China’s Defense Budget Is Much Bigger than It Looks,” Foreign 
Policy, September 19, 2023, https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/09/19/china-defense-budget-military-weapons-purchasing-power/.

66  Michael P. Ferguson, “Welcome to the Disinformation Game—You’re Late,” The Strategy Bridge, August 29, 2018, https://thestrategybridge.
org/the-bridge/2018/8/29/welcome-to-the-disinformation-gameyoure-late.

2017 thesis in Destined for War. Allison used a line 
from Thucydides to make a structural argument for 
the inevitability of conflict when a rising power (then 
Athens, now China) challenges a status quo power 
(then Sparta, now the United States), and, out of 
fear, the latter is forced to wage war to uphold the 
existing power structure.62

There is also, however, another type of fear—the 
kind that some scholars argue may explain the origins 
of the Peloponnesian War more astutely. Failure to 
check the hubris of a rising power can lead it down 
a path of belligerent military escalation, especially 
if it fears losing the progress it has already made.63 
Indeed, Spartan delegations offered peaceful terms 
to Athens on numerous occasions, but the Athenians, 
fearful of the decrease in power that would accompa-
ny relinquishing Potidaea or granting independence 
to Aegina, declined.64

Since the end of the Cold War in 1991, the United 
States has steadily reduced the size of its military 
while watching China’s expand astronomically.65 
Russia also went relatively unchecked for its brutal 
assaults into Chechnya (in 1994 and 2000), Georgia 
(2008), and Ukraine (in 2014 and 2022), even as the 
Kremlin intensified its malign influence campaigns.66 
Over the last twenty years, Iran’s leaders faced min-
imal backlash for stoking violence with their proxies 
throughout the Middle East, attacking US interests 
in Iraq and the United States, and financing chaos 
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around the world.67 The leaders of these nations, like 
those in Athens, have been emboldened. Although 
it was not yet necessary in the eyes of America’s 
leaders to respond strongly to these developments, 
fear of what comes next may change that.

Human fear, with its capacity to cause leaders to 
lash out in the name of self-interest, remains the 
greatest threat to the idea of universal human rights 
birthed in the Magna Carta, expanded on by the 
constitutionalists of the eighteenth century, and cod-
ified in the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights on December 10, 1948. A nation’s fear of war, 
now blunted by promises of standoff and robotic 
sacrifice, may be the very factor that makes the use 
of force irresistible. Calls for militaries to innovate 
faster and win the ill-defined but omnipresent tech-
nology race neglect this inconvenient truth and fail 
to sufficiently consider the second- and third-order 
effects of post-human warfare.68

No Honor Among UAVs?

One of the most significant changes in the character 
of war since antiquity is the notion of honor and its 
relationship to the legitimate application of military 
force. No person or nation enjoys being shamed on 
the world stage.69 Gen. Curtis E. LeMay, who led US 
Strategic Air Command from 1948 to 1957 and later 
served as Air Force chief of staff under Presidents 
Kennedy and Johnson, described how he came to 
terms with killing so many: “I had blood upon my 
hands as I did this, but not because I preferred to 
bathe in blood. It was because I was part of a primitive 
world where men still had to kill in order to avoid 
being killed, or in order to avoid having their loved 
Nation stricken and emasculated.”70

Feelings of collective dishonor have justified war 
throughout history, from Adolf Hitler’s exploitation 
of the shame imposed on Germany by the Versailles 
Treaty to Vladimir Putin’s use of narratives designed 
to wash Russia clean of its Soviet failures and return 
it to a place of prominence on the world stage. These 

67  Tehran’s Shadow Army: Addressing Iran’s Proxy Network in the Middle East, Hearings Before the Foreign Relations Committee of the US Sen-
ate, 118th Cong. 1 (February 28, 2024) (statement of Dr. Suzanne Maloney, Vice President and Director of Foreign Policy, The Brookings Institution), 
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/0217a85a-ae50-89b2-e9d2-a20d47ffabbc/022824_Maloney_Testimony.pdf.

68  Coker spent much of his illustrious career dissecting the implications and potential of post-human war. See, for example, Christopher Coker, 
“Still ‘The Human Thing’? Technology, Human Agency and the Future of War,” International Relations 32, no. 1 (March 2018): 23–38.

69  Norman F. Dixon explains why militaries are particularly vulnerable to this feeling of dishonor: Dixon, On the Psychology of Military Incompe-
tence (Basic Books, 1976), 196–207.

70  Curtis LeMay and Mackinlay Kantor, Mission with LeMay: My Story (Doubleday & Company, 1965), 570.

71  This dialogue between Athenian ambassadors and a Melian audience was a plea from the former for the latter to surrender. See Thucydides, 
Peloponnesian War, 5:84–113.

72  Donald Kagan, The Fall of the Athenian Empire (Cornell University Press, 1987), 424.

73  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 1:6.

74  For more on technology’s influence on culture, see Linda Slapakova et al., How Can Emerging Technologies Shape Culture? (RAND Institute, 
2024), https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/RBA2662-1.html.

types of jus ad bellum resemble the honor in the 
Thucydidean trinity most aptly—an idea articulated 
in the Melian dialogue that inspired the theory of 
realism.71 Honor, then, can shape not only a nation’s 
claims to national grievances, but it can also inform 
the perceived legitimacy of a nation’s chosen strategy. 
Donald Kagan’s description of the Athenian way of 
war deserves attention here:

[Athens] had come to think of itself as an invul-
nerable island since its acquisition of a fleet, a vast 
treasury, and defensible walls. It had developed a 
unique and enviable way of fighting that used these 
advantages and avoided much of the danger and 
unpleasantness of ordinary warfare . . . It permit-
ted them to strike others without danger to their 
own city and population. Success in this style of 
warfare . . . made it seem the only one necessary.72

Kagan’s use of the word “enviable” warrants fur-
ther inspection. This way of war was envied because 
others did not have access to it, but envy must not be 
confused with admiration. Athens’ techniques brewed 
resentment among its neighbors who had to fight the 
old-fashioned way. The ability to win wars without 
suffering greatly from them also caused Athenians 
to become so comfortable that they failed to imagine 
why any other way of war would be necessary. The 
citizens of Athens eventually became the first in Greece 
to stop carrying arms in daily life.73 The Athenian way 
of war thus transformed more than the battlefield—it 
altered civil tradition for its citizens at home.

A similar type of cultural evolution is taking place 
in the twenty-first century, as smaller armies wielding 
innovative technologies disconnect Western popu-
lations ever further from the consequences of their 
wars. Like Athens before it, America’s modern way 
of war is so appealing to the psyche of its people and 
their increasingly technocratic culture that no other 
form of warfare seems necessary.74 Military strategy 
thus begins to reflect this cultural bias. Indeed, killing 
without assuming risk is now considered honorable, 
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and even culturally superior, which further depreci-
ates the gravity of the decision to take life.

Although the honor to which Thucydides referred 
was a collective sense of reputation (or in Gen. Le-
May’s words, the need to avoid national emascula-
tion), the role of individual honor in war has also 
evolved.75 For thousands of years, some Europeans 
viewed ambushes and killing from a distance unfa-
vorably, in contrast, for example, to far Eastern cul-
tures' long-held view of the bow as a weapon of high 
esteem.76 America’s independence came about in part 
from exploiting this dichotomy by challenging tradi-
tional notions of honor and integrating ambush tac-
tics into colonial military patrols against 
the British Imperial Army.77 Some recent 
studies suggest that “soldierly virtues” 
such as honor may even be unhelpful to 
the modern remote warrior.78 The ability 
to cast aside customary notions of honor 
can be useful, but this approach may also 
be the surest path to winning the war 
and losing the peace if victory appears 
ill-gained, or if dishonorable conduct goes 
too far. A victory secured in the gray area 
of international law or through the abuse 
of power can sow deeper seeds of resentment among 
the defeated population and rob the victor of its 
political legitimacy as a member of the rules-based 
democratic order.

As former US Air Force Weapons School instruc-
tor M. Shane Riza observes, ultimate accountability 
for the actions of machines will lay squarely with 
human operators (and, it should be noted, their gov-
ernments).79 Rather than simplifying decision-mak-

75  In the Melian dialogue, the Athenians argued that a sense of individual honor is a silly thing to die for when faced with a powerful adversary 
who all but guarantees your defeat. Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 5:111.

76  The Song Dynasty used volley fire with crossbows to defend against Jin invasions during the 1130s, for instance. See Tonio Andrade, The 
Gunpowder Age: China, Military Innovation, and the Rise of the West in World History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 153–54. 
In his preface to Sun Tzu’s tome, Ralph D. Sawyer explains how the Shang Dynasty (1766–1045 BC) gifted King Wen a bow and arrows upon his 
designation as Lord of the West. See Sawyer in Sun Tzu, Art of War, trans. Ralph D. Sawyer (Westview Press, 1994), 42; see also Martin Van Creveld, 
Technology and War: From 2000 BC to the Present (The Free Press, 1989), 73.

77  For a sobering look into the roots of these tactics, see Stephen Brumwell’s history of Maj. Robert Rogers’s brutal reprisals during the French 
and Indian War: Brumwell, White Devil: A True Story of War, Savagery, and Vengeance in Colonial America (Da Capo Press, 2005).

78  Peter Olsthoorn, “Ethics for Drone Operators: Rules Versus Virtues,” in Ethics of Drone Strikes: Restraining Remote-Control Killing, ed. Chris-
tian Enemark (Edinburgh University Press, 2020), 115–16.

79  Riza, Killing Without Heart, 141–44.

80  Wendy Anderson and August Cole, “The Secretary of Hyper War,” Proceedings 145, no. 8 (August 2019); Amir Husain et al., Hyper War: Con-
flict and Competition in the AI Century (Spark Cognition Press, 2018). More recently, President Biden and President Xi Jinping of China agreed that 
nuclear weapons would not be placed under any kind of AI control system, thus ensuring that any potential launch decision would be made by their 
nations’ leaders. Jarrett Renshaw and Trevor Hunnicutt, “Biden, Xi Agree that Humans, Not AI, Should Control Nuclear Arms,” Reuters, November 16, 
2024, https://www.reuters.com/world/biden-xi-agreed-that-humans-not-ai-should-control-nuclear-weapons-white-house-2024-11-16/.

81  As one example, a 2023 drone strike killed a 56-year-old Syrian man while he herded his sheep. The Biden administration originally announced 
the strike as the killing of a high-level terrorist leader. See Alex Horton and Meg Kelly, “US Forces Thought They Killed a Terrorist. They Got the Wrong 
Man,” The Washington Post, May 2, 2024, https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2024/05/02/syria-drone-strike-military-investigation/.

82  Amnesty International disputes this claim and argues that many persons labeled terrorists were in fact civilians. See “How Many Civilians 
Does America Kill in Air Strikes?” The Economist, April 6, 2019, https://www.economist.com/united-states/2019/04/04/how-many-civilians-does-
america-kill-in-air-strikes.

83  Helene Coopers, “Trump Orders All American Troops Out of Somalia,” The New York Times, December 16, 2020.

ing, the ramifications of human judgment in “hyper 
war” could multiply by triggering a cascade of events 
through automated decision networks that magnify 
the consequences of flawed assumptions.80 Given 
the number of complications and collateral effects 
the United States has experienced in conducting 
drone strikes on civilians—even while exercising 
air supremacy in undeclared theaters of war—these 
challenges are likely to be amplified in a more con-
tested environment.81 Even under the most favorable 
circumstances, foreign civilians might suffer the most 
in wars from which the United States chooses to 
distance its human representatives.

Between 2017 and 2019, the United States launched 
at least 108 air strikes in Somalia alone, killing some 
800 members of the terrorist group al-Shabaab.82 
As the security situation deteriorated in late 2020, 
President Donald Trump ordered US troops out of 
Somalia and sent them elsewhere on the Horn of 
Africa.83 This repositioning received little discussion 
in the United States; the US military has influenced 
Africa’s affairs for decades without so much as a 
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mention of these policies in presidential debates or 
cable news roundtables.84

Participation in conflicts is easier when the faces 
of dead soldiers no longer grace one’s newspapers, 
but death still comes to America’s enemies by drone 
strike, as does collateral damage.85 Data compiled by 
legal expert Mitt Regan shows that between 2002 and 
2020, civilians accounted for between 1 percent and 
36 percent of casualties inflicted by US drone strikes, 
many in undeclared theaters of war.86

Even in the absence of such tragedy there is risk. 
Throughout the war on terror, NATO troops encoun-
tered hidden improvised explosive devices (IEDs) in 
Iraq and Afghanistan.87 Thousands of service mem-
bers were killed by an enemy they could not see or 
confront on the battlefield. Some channeled their 
anger elsewhere, at times resulting in unprofessional 
or even illegal conduct, such as the 2005 Haditha 
Massacre.88 This reaction to an elusive enemy fol-
lows a pattern. In March 1968, US troops assigned 
to Charlie Company, 20th Infantry Regiment, killed 
between 350 and 500 Vietnamese civilians in the My 
Lai Massacre. Historian and Vietnam veteran Claude 
Cookman recalls that within Charlie Company’s first 
three months in Vietnam, four of its men had been 
killed and thirty-eight wounded “by mines, booby 
traps, or snipers.”89 As Cookman writes, “They were 
frustrated because the enemy avoided open battle, 
denying them a chance to retaliate.”90 War crimes 
are the product of many factors, including poor lead-

84  For instance, US presidential candidates did not field a single question about US foreign policy toward Africa during the 2016 or 2020 
debates, even after events such as the 2017 Niger incident, in which four Special Forces soldiers lost their lives, and the January 2020 attack on US 
forces in Manda Bay, Kenya, that killed three Americans. See also Walter Haynes, “The Hidden Cost of Strategy by Special Operations,” War on the 
Rocks, April 17, 2019, https://warontherocks.com/2019/04/the-hidden-costs-of-strategy-by-special-operations/.

85  One errant strike at the end of 2023 killed nearly one hundred people at a religious gathering in Nigeria, a partner with which the Unit-
ed States cooperated closely on military affairs. See Felix Onuah and Garba Muhammad, “Nigeria’s President Orders Investigation After Drone 
Strike Kills 85,” Reuters, December 5, 2023, https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/nigerias-president-calls-investigation-after-drone-at-
tack-kills-85-2023-12-05/; “Mali Drone Strikes Kill Civilians in Town of Kidal, Officials and Rebels Say,” Reuters, November 7, 2023, https://www.
reuters.com/world/africa/mali-drone-strikes-kill-civilians-town-kidal-officials-rebels-say-2023-11-07/.

86  Mitt Regan, “Drone Strikes: Analyzing the Impacts of Targeted Killing,” Journal of National Security Law & Policy 13, no. 1 (2023): 246.

87  By 2007, IEDs accounted for 1,509 American deaths out of 3,707, an increase of 600 percent since 2003. Reports throughout the war record-
ed increasing frustrations among coalition forces. “US Struggles to Defeat Explosive Devices in Iraq,” NBC News, August 20, 2007, https://www.
nbcnews.com/id/wbna20361919.

88  The Marines who carried out the Haditha Massacre, for instance, did so after an IED attack killed one of their friends. See Charlie Savage and 
Elisabeth Bumiller, “An Iraqi Massacre, a Light Sentence and a Question of Military Justice,” The New York Times, January 27, 2012, https://www.
nytimes.com/2012/01/28/us/an-iraqi-massacre-a-light-sentence-and-a-question-of-military-justice.html.

89  Claude Cookman, “An American Atrocity: The My Lai Massacre Concretized in a Victim’s Face,” The Journal of American History 94, no. 1 (June 
2007): 155.

90  Cookman, “An American Atrocity,” 155.

91  Anouar Boukhars, “Trajectories of Violence Against Civilians by Africa’s Militant Islamist Groups,” Africa Center for Strategic Studies, February 
8, 2022, https://africacenter.org/spotlight/trajectories-of-violence-against-civilians-by-africas-militant-islamist-groups/.

92  Zak Kallenborn, “In a Robot War, Kill the Humans,” Defense One, August 27, 2020, https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2020/08/robot-war-
kill-humans/168038/.

93  Laura A. Dickinson, “Over-the-Horizon Drone Strikes in an Ongoing Global War: Afghanistan and Beyond,” Journal of National Security Law & 
Policy 13, no. 2 (2023): 286; Tore Hamming and Colin P. Clarke, “Over-the-Horizon Is Far Below Standard,” Foreign Policy, January 5, 2022, https://
foreignpolicy.com/2022/01/05/over-the-horizon-biden-afghanistan-counter-terrorism/.

94  Andrew E. Kramer and Maria Varenikova, “Russian Attacks Crush Factories and Way of Life in Ukrainian Villages,” The New York Times, April 
24, 2024; Samya Kullab, “Russia Renews Big Attacks on Ukrainian Power Grid Using Better Intelligence and New Tactics,” Associated Press, April 5, 
2024, https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-war-power-plant-missiles-drones-94692e19900f60c2c3641c9352a416ed.

ership, discipline, and oversight, none of which US 
policy should rely on to restrain its enemies in the 
next war. It stands to reason, then, that removing 
soldiers from the battlefield while still killing humans 
with machines can redirect an enemy’s aggression 
onto civilians as a means of imposing will on an 
otherwise inaccessible opponent.

Other groups have reacted similarly by attacking 
soft targets and civilians if they cannot defeat the 
remote weapons targeting them. Militant Islamist 
violence against African civilians more than doubled 
between 2018 and 2021, and quadrupled in the Sahel 
region alone.91 Drone warfare analyst Zak Kallenborn 
recognized this tradeoff several years ago when he 
wrote that even if military robots reduce the number 
of humans in war, “the fight will increasingly focus on 
those [humans] that remain.”92 “Over-the-horizon” 
strategies thereby unburden American military forces 
of risk by reassigning some of it to foreign civilians.93

This reassignment cuts both ways. If an enemy can-
not eliminate the remote weapons hunting him, then 
support chains upstream from that weapon become 
more attractive targets. Civilian factory workers and 
engineers who develop the systems, or operators and 
logisticians responsible for their employment and 
maintenance, can become more appealing military 
targets.94 Russia has already adopted this approach in 
what it views as a proxy war against Ukraine’s NATO 
backers. In July 2024, US and German intelligence 
agencies foiled a Russian plot to assassinate Armin 
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Papperger, the CEO of a German arms manufactur-
er supplying Kyiv with weapons.95 Suddenly, the 
battlefield’s contours become less distinct. This is 
the “hollowed out” war Christopher Coker feared.96

The United States has reached a pinnacle of risk 
aversion, in which its forces can kill with 
impunity while remaining largely insulat-
ed from public pressure or even policy 
debate.97 Taken to its logical conclusion, 
the aim of post-human warfare is to make 
these conditions a permanent fixture of 
modern conflict, even as America’s dwin-
dling all-volunteer force trims the unruly 
edges of an imperiled free world.98 But if 
the notion of honor is excised from wars in 
which death is ever cheaper for its deliv-
erer, little remains to restrain adversaries 
who seek to depart from legal restrictions 
in order to reduce the comfort from which 
their enemies wage war. When paired with 
the global proliferation of smart devices 
and an Internet drenched with anti-West-
ern disinformation, the process of reconciling inter-
national law with national interest could come under 
significant strain in the coming years.99

National Interest and 
International Law

Much of the literature on ethics in remote warfare 
examines the relationship between drone operators 
and their targets, while other treatments explore 
potential legal restraints on the use of autonomous 
military systems.100 Fewer scholars have considered 
the implications of swarms of autonomous drones 
executing target packages in an existential war under 

95  Julian E. Barnes, Lara Jakes, and Christopher F. Scheutze, “US Uncovers Russian Plot to Assassinate CEO of German Arms Maker,” The New 
York Times, July 11, 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/07/11/us/politics/russia-assassination-plot-germany.html.

96  Coker, Warrior Geeks, xviii.

97  One analyst described this as a problem of “impunity.” See Riza, Killing Without Heart, 83–108; see also Phelps, On Killing Remotely. The 
implication is not that fair fights are preferable, but rather that remote warfare cannot win wars, and might in fact make escalation, or an increase 
in harm to civilian populations, more likely.

98  According to some analysts, the all-volunteer force has “never seen a greater challenge” than the one it faces today. See Ensuring Force 
Readiness: Examining Progressivism’s Impact on an All-Volunteer Military, Hearings Before the Subcommittee on National Security, the Border, and 
Foreign Affairs, 118th Cong. 1 (March 28, 2023) (statement of Lt. General David J. Barno, USA [Ret.], Visiting Professor of Strategic Studies, Johns 
Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies), 2–3, https://oversight.house.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Barno-Testimony.pdf; Katie 
Crombe and John A. Nagl, “A Call to Action: Lessons from Ukraine for the Future Force,” Parameters 53, no. 3 (2023): 26.

99  A 2018 Massachusetts Institute of Technology study of Twitter (now named X) found that false news stories were 70 percent more likely to 
be retweeted than true ones, and not by bots, but by people. See Peter Dizikes, “Study: On Twitter, False News Travels Faster than True Stories,” 
MIT News, March 8, 2018, https://news.mit.edu/2018/study-twitter-false-news-travels-faster-true-stories-0308.

100  See, for instance, Christian Enemark, ed., Ethics of Drone Strikes: Restraining Remote-Control Killing (Edinburgh University Press, 2020); Jai 
Galliott, Duncan MacIntosh, and Jens David Ohlin, eds., Lethal Autonomous Weapons: Re-Examining the Laws and Ethics of Robotic Warfare (Ox-
ford University Press, 2020); James Kraska and Raul Pedrozo, “Lethal Autonomous Weapons” in Disruptive Technology and the Law of Naval Warfare 
(Oxford University Press, 2022), 107–36; Tim McFarland, “Minimum Levels of Human Intervention in Autonomous Attacks,” Journal of Conflict and 
Security Law 27, no. 3 (Winter 2022): 387–409.

101  US Department of Defense directive 3000.09 restricts lethal autonomous weapons systems (LAWS) from making the decision to kill. Humans 
must remain “in the loop” as opposed to simply “on the loop” where machines can authorize lethal force unless stopped by a human operator.

102  Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1966), 290–91.

conditions that discourage restraint, such as national 
survival. In other words, studies typically focus on the 
imperative of human control over the machine rather 
than on the implications of the machine’s subordi-
nation to human interest in wars that must be won.

Policies and public declarations related to the po-
tential use of strategic AI suggest that world leaders 
are determined to maintain control over war’s most 
consequential decisions, such as when wars start, 
how they are waged, and when and how they end.101 
Each of these decisions involves bringing the national 
interest into harmony with international law. The 
idea of human rights, written into constitutions since 
the eighteenth century, was only necessary because 
those rights needed a lawful means of protection 
against what Hannah Arendt characterized as “the 
new sovereignty of the state and the new arbitrar-
iness of society.”102 The international community 
wanted checks on the realist notion of “might makes 
right” that Thucydides describes in his account of 
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the Melian dialogue. But if legal documents were 
enough to quell humanity’s interest in self-preser-
vation, then the drafting of the Magna Carta would 
have solved these problems centuries before the 
constitutionalists emerged.103 Hard times have a way 
of stoking dissonance between national interest and 
international expectations.

In 1861, for instance, President Abraham Lincoln’s 
secretary of state William H. Seward, and even some 
of his Democratic colleagues, believed that the Civil 
War was about more than Confederate dissension. In 
their eyes, the Union was engaged in a political battle 
on multiple fronts against those seeking to undermine 
the legitimacy of free republics everywhere, which 
gave their national interest global implications.104 
This sense of desperation in an existential struggle 
to save the Union justified violations of international 
law, such as the seizing of passengers aboard British 
sea vessels during the Trent Affair in 1861, and the 
imposition of incredible human costs on Confederate 
society in Gen. Sherman’s destructive march to the 
sea through Atlanta in 1864.105 Necessity altered the 
acceptable parameters of war; Sherman resorted to 
targeting civilian property only after years of restraint 
against his fellow countrymen.106

In the following century, the international commu-
nity responded to the horrors of industrial warfare by 
establishing mechanisms of protection against war 
crimes, such as the International Criminal Court at 
The Hague, the International Court of Justice and 
Human Rights, and the Geneva Convention. These 
institutions have produced mixed results in deter-
ring war crimes and even in bringing war criminals 
to justice, and instead serve more as expressions 
of ethical norms agreed upon by friendly nations.107 
Some of the worst massacres of that century occurred 
with support or indifference from the Western world, 

103  Dan Jones, Magna Carta: The Birth of Liberty (Viking Press, 2015), 206–10.

104  August Belmont, “Letter from August Belmont to William Henry Seward, 17 January 1861,” in Letters, Speeches, and Addresses of August 
Belmont (privately published, 1890), 25–26. This source can be accessed at https://www.gale.com/primary-sources (paywall).

105  The two Confederate agents seized aboard British ships were eventually returned without further incident; see “The Trent Affair Settled: Mason 
and Slidell to Be Given Up,” The Saturday Evening Post, 4 January 1862, 3. This source can be accessed at https://www.gale.com/primary-sources (pay-
wall). Sherman’s march to the sea was shocking for its focus on the destruction of crops, railroads, and factories, which led to starvation and exposure; 
see Richard M. McMurry, Atlanta 1864: Last Chance for the Confederacy (University of Nebraska Press, 2000).

106  Wayne E. Lee, Barbarians & Brothers: Anglo-American Warfare, 1500–1865 (Oxford University Press, 2011), 233–39.

107  Gary Jonathan Bass, for instance, recognizes the moral value of war crimes tribunals, but concludes that some victims “count more than oth-
ers” because “liberal states have mostly pursued international justice when their citizens had been the victims of war crimes.” Instead of stopping 
the crimes, Bass writes, “the West has now put its faith in weak international institutions to restore the world community’s good name.” See Bass, 
Stay the Hand of Vengeance: The Politics of War Crimes Tribunals (Princeton University Press, 2000), 278, 283.

108  Bass, Stay the Hand of Vengeance, 276; Robert Payne, Massacre: The Tragedy at Bangla Desh and the Phenomenon of Mass Slaughter 
Throughout History (The Macmillan Company, 1973), 2.

109  This agreement is one of many examples of Russia’s disregard for international law and the Western world’s inability to hold the Kremlin ac-
countable. Moscow’s noncompliance with the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe Treaty and Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty are other 
examples. See David S. Yost, “The Budapest Memorandum and Russia’s Intervention in Ukraine,” International Affairs 91, no. 3 (May 2015): 505–38. 
Some US officials had little faith in the agreement, with one allegedly calling it “a worthless piece of paper.” See M. E. Sarotte, Not One Inch: Ameri-
ca, Russia, and the Making of the Post–Cold War Stalemate (Yale University Press, 2021), 203.

such as the Ottoman Empire’s genocide of roughly 
1.5 million Armenians between 1915 and 1916 or the 
killing of nearly three million Bengalese Pakistanis 
(roughly 3 percent of that nation's population) in 
1971 during Pakistani President Yahya Khan’s term.108

The integrity of international agreements have been 
further corrupted by more recent developments such 
as the 1994 Budapest Memorandum that compelled 
Ukraine to relinquish its nuclear arsenal to Moscow 
in exchange for security guarantees from the United 
States, United Kingdom, and Russia.109 Vladimir Putin’s 
repeated invasions of Ukraine since that time might 
give pause to potential signatories of treaties that ask 
states to sacrifice national interest for global order, 
such as those treaties that seek to impose severe 
restrictions on military AI and autonomous weapons.

Decisions in war are still governed by national inter-
est, and machines have no interest beyond that which 
is given to them by their human masters. The record 
of these decisions is imperfect at best and unlikely 
to be perfected through international law. Smarter 
machines will not sterilize or simplify war as long as 
war remains governed by humans and wed to human 
perceptions of necessity rooted in fear, honor, and 
interest. International institutions, even those that 
exist to protect human rights, may therefore continue 
to uphold concepts of just war in peace, but must also 
recognize that war has a way of changing a nation’s 
calculus toward risk acceptance; unmanned weapons 
are simply the latest variable in that math.

Morality in Existential War

Italian political philosopher Niccolò Machiavelli 
(1469–1527), another realist in the vein of the Athenian 
delegation, is famous for inspiring the theory that ends 
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justify means.110 He believed personal ethics were in-
compatible with public policy because the former can 
obstruct a clear-eyed approach to the latter. As one 
of the first authors to give political power to civilian 
populations in his theories, he influenced Western 
strategic thought in ways that shape philosophical 
approaches to warfare even today. Although Gen. 
Ridgway and British strategist B. H. Liddell Hart were 
wise to see that victory by any means can sow the 
seeds of another war, solace in their wisdom is much 
easier to find during times of limited sacrifice.111

The strategic guidance in the United States, how-
ever, directs security institutions to prepare for a 
kind of war that would demand levels of industri-
al and societal mobilization from which the pub-
lic could not be entirely shielded.112 According to 
the 2022 National Security Strategy of the United 
States, the “risk of conflict between major powers 
is increasing,” but many analyses couch that risk 
within the nation’s “technologically sophisticated 
military capabilities” rather than its end strength 
or capacity to reconstitute forces.113 Political analyst 
Iskander Rehman provides a somewhat optimistic 
take on America’s readiness for protracted conflict, 
but in any event, such high-end conventional wars 
cannot last forever, nor can the United States end 
them unilaterally on terms of its own choosing.114 
America must compel a human opponent to accept 
such terms, and destruction of military equipment 
alone has rarely achieved this end.

Existential wars—that is, wars in which the exist-
ence of one or all participating nations is at risk—lead 

110  Among Machiavelli's beliefs were his admiration for Cesare Borgia’s ruthlessness, his theory that it is better for rulers to be feared than loved 
because they have more control over the people’s fear, his stance on cruelty used “well,” and his insistence that self-governing states (republics), 
once conquered, must be destroyed to stabilize the region because their inhabitants are inclined to revolt. See Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, 
trans. Tim Parks (Penguin, 2009), 26 (on destroying republics), 34–35 (on Borgia), 47 (on cruelty), 91 (on fear over love).

111  B. H. Liddell Hart, Strategy (Praeger, 1954), 353; Ridgway and Martin, Soldier, 275.

112  Ed Arnold, “NATO Societies Must Be Ready for War,” RUSI, January 26, 2024, https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commen-
tary/nato-societies-must-be-ready-war; Daniel Michaels, “The West Again Learns that War Needs Industry,” The Wall Street Journal, July 6, 2023, 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-west-again-learns-that-war-needs-industry-33c8ca88.

113  Ronald O’Rourke, “Great Power Competition: Implications for Defense—Issues for Congress,” Congressional Research Service Report, Febru-
ary 28, 2024, 2, 27–31, https://sgp.fas.org/crs/natsec/R43838.pdf.

114  Rehman’s analysis of Washington and Beijing’s readiness for protracted war concludes that America “seems quite well positioned to ultimate-
ly prevail, contrary to what some vocal declinists may believe.” Like any predictive analysis, this statement is also a belief, and the Western propen-
sity to enter conflicts with inflated confidence based on prewar studies must also be considered. See Iskander Rehman, Planning for Protraction: A 
Historically Informed Approach to Great-Power War and Sino-US Competition (Routledge, 2023), 135.

115  Bird and Sherwin, American Prometheus, 291.

116  Bird and Sherwin, American Prometheus, 291.

117  LeMay insisted that this would have stopped the fighting “very quickly” and prevented an “attenuated war dragged out over several years,” 
but his suggestion elicited “screams of horror.” He mentioned specifically the masses of enemy tanks lined up on the far side of the Yalu River 
during the war’s early days that could have “been burned up in one breath.” See LeMay and Kantor, Mission with LeMay, 458–59, 464.

118  Indeed, LeMay wrote that air raids “scorched and boiled and baked to death more people in Tokyo on that night of March 9–10 than went 
up in vapor at Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined.” See LeMay and Kantor, Mission with LeMay, 350–52 (on justification of mass bombings), 387 
(scorched quote), 565 (on military force).

119  Osgood believed that the United States “incurred some serious liabilities” by leaving the Communists in control. He assessed the following: “Stra-
tegically, politically, and in terms of our prestige, it is difficult to deny that we would be in a much better position now if we had soundly defeated Chinese 
Communists and made a general settlement on the basis of the UN’s objective of unification.” Osgood conceded that this approach would have come at 
considerable cost. See Robert Endicott Osgood, Limited War: The Challenge to American Strategy (University of Chicago Press, 1957), 179.

to moral dilemmas like those surrounding the atomic 
bombs dropped on Japan in August 1945. Yet five 
months before President Harry Truman gave that 
order to Lt. Gen. Nathan F. Twining, commander of 
the 20th Air Force in the Pacific, 334 American B-29s 
released 1,500 tons of napalm and magnesium bombs 
at low altitude over Tokyo, killing over 100,000 people, 
most of them civilians.115 The bombings continued, 
and Robert Oppenheimer recalled that the secretary 
of war at that time, Henry L. Stimson, was shocked 
by the lack of public interest in the air raids and the 
damage they were inflicting on Japan.116

Gen. LeMay, one of the commanders responsible 
for the Tokyo air raids, defended them in his mem-
oirs. In fact, he insisted that if the United States had 
treated Pyongyang in 1950 as it had Tokyo in 1945, 
Washington could have “terminated” the Korean War 
“almost as soon as it began.”117 LeMay was part of 
the cult of the offensive. He, like Tecumseh Sherman 
before him, believed that all war is cruelty, and the 
crueler it is the sooner it will be over.118 This approach 
typically involved killing as many humans as pos-
sible, not just destroying their equipment. (Better 
yet to kill those few humans who build, maintain, 
or employ the most critical systems in an enemy’s 
arsenal.) One of America’s original strategic theo-
rists, Robert Osgood, believed that US policy in the 
Korean War was generally successful, but seemed 
to endorse LeMay’s theory, at least indirectly, in his 
1957 book, Limited War.119

The professional literature on future war theory is 
right to discuss the importance of morality, includ-
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ing how machines might free humans to dedicate 
more effort to fighting ethically.120 Conversations 
are scarce, however, on the role that morality will 
play as desperate governments struggle for survival, 
perhaps because few living persons have experienced 
such a struggle. This conundrum brings to mind 
Thucydides’ point that nations and their citizens 
can have “lofty ideals” when sheltered from “the 
force of overwhelming necessity.”121

Since 2014, Russia’s occupation of Ukraine brought 
the force of such necessity to Kyiv’s doorstep, which 
prompted Ukrainian agents to carry out 
assassinations of Russian leaders in re-
sponse.122 Israel has directed a similar cam-
paign of assassinations against its enemies 
for some time, with limited outcry from 
the West until recently—not because of 
the moral clarity of the acts, but because 
of the assertions of righteous intentions 
by those carrying them out.123 The Trump 
administration’s targeted killing of Irani-
an Gen. Qasem Soleimani in 2020 became 
the subject of rigorous legal debate, as did 
the Obama’s administration’s extrajudicial 
killing of American citizen and al-Qaeda 
member Anwar al-Awlaki in 2011.124 Perceptions of 
morality thus became relative to the presumed col-
lective ethics of the actor, not necessarily the act—a 
state of affairs that revealed the human ghost inside 
of war, and its complicated relationship with ethics. 
States known for fighting virtuously are more likely 
to be forgiven for resorting to questionable acts.125

A strategy of post-human war—in which unmanned 
weapons lay waste to entire cities while the people 
controlling them go to “the mall”—might change this 
dynamic in ways that do not favor the United States.126 
If any quality can be admired about war in the twen-

120  Gen. James Rainey, commander of US Army Futures Command, believes that freeing humans to perform the task of ethical decision-making is 
one of the primary outputs of human-machine teaming. See Jen Judson, “US Army Developing Integrated Formation of Robots and Humans,” Defense 
News, October 9, 2023, https://www.defensenews.com/unmanned/2023/10/09/us-army-developing-integrated-formations-of-robots-and-humans/. 
Christian Brose is also fond of the idea: Brose, “The New Revolution in Military Affairs,” Foreign Affairs 98, no. 3 (May–June 2019): 122–24.

121  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 3:82.

122  Martin Fornusek, “Washington Post: Ukraine Conducts ‘High-Value’ Assassinations Inside Russia,” The Kyiv Independent, October 23, 2023, 
https://news.yahoo.com/washington-post-ukraine-conducts-high-153035673.html.

123  Bryan C. Price, Targeting Top Terrorists: Understanding Leadership Removal in Counterterrorism Strategy (Columbia University Press, 2019), 
23, 169, 177; Ronen Bergman and Farnaz Fassihi, “The Scientist and the AI-Assisted Remote-Control Killing Machine,” The New York Times, October 
26, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/18/world/middleeast/iran-nuclear-fakhrizadeh-assassination-israel.html.

124  Martin S. Flaherty, “The Constitution Follows the Drone: Targeted Killings, Legal Constraints, and Judicial Safeguards,” Harvard Journal of 
Law and Public Policy 38, no. 1 (2015): 21–42; Bence Kis Kelemen and Mátyás Kiss, “The Targeted Killing of Qasem Soleimani: A Case Study Through 
the Lens of Jus ad Bellum,” Hungarian Journal of Legal Studies 63, no. 3 (2022): 177–205.

125  This philosophy might also be characterized as Machiavellian, considering his belief that personal morality cannot coexist with public policy. 
For instance, see his views on cruelty “used well”: Machiavelli, The Prince, 47.

126  Gregg Kandra, “We’re at War; America’s at the Mall,” CBS News, September 8, 2006, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/were-at-war-americas-
at-the-mall/.

127  Richard Overy argued that the morale and fighting spirit of the Allies, rooted in a common cause and backed by a dogged national will to 
win, were the deciding factors of World War II. If a cause is not “worth dying for,” how long can a nation consider that cause worth fighting for? See 
Overy, Why the Allies Won (Jonathan Cape, 1995), 324–25.

128  Some scholars have argued that nuclear weapons have made decisive victory in war elusive. See Edward Kaplan, The End of Victory: Prevail-
ing in the Thermonuclear Age (Cornell University Press, 2022).

tieth century, it is not so much that the American 
government decided to intervene but rather that so 
many Americans were willing to sacrifice alongside 
their allies and partners for a mutual cause. The leg-
acy of that shared sacrifice, not simply America’s 
industrial donation to victory, was what carried so 
much weight in the post-WWII era.127 The dwindling 
number of human faces that give international legit-
imacy to the application of US military force abroad 
is a problem that cannot be solved with stronger or 
smarter weapons.

To confront these challenges lucidly, Washington 
must not flatter itself with euphemistic theories of 
bloodless wars but should instead address honestly 
the history of America’s contributions to victory. 
When not in possession of tremendous tactical and 
technical advantage—such as in the Gulf War—victo-
ry for the United States has been secured by the very 
means it now deems reprehensible: overwhelming 
force and the largest human footprint possible.128 
America must not be surprised if its competitors take 
a similar approach to war in the twenty-first century.
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The Lies We Tell

If war is a harsh teacher, then one of its hardest 
lessons is that human necessity in war provokes re-
ciprocal escalation beyond the control of its individual 
actors or their machines. Modern weapons may in-
troduce new ways to escalate, but these tools cannot 
untether governments or their people from the bur-
dens of war forever. In his assessment of the Korean 
War’s harmful psychological impact on the United 
States, Robert Osgood argued that the “aftermath was 
partly a result of the way in which the government 
represented the Korean War to the American people 
in order to elicit a united national effort.”129

The idea of war on the cheap has always been an 
intoxicating fantasy. In 1954, as President Eisenhower 
considered limited military intervention in support 
of besieged French forces at Dien Bien Phu, Gen. 
Ridgway marveled at the selective amnesia sweeping 
over Washington:

In Korea, we had learned that air and naval pow-
er alone cannot win a war and that inadequate 
ground forces cannot win one either. It was in-
credible to me that we had forgotten that bitter 
lesson so soon—that we were on the verge of 
making that same tragic error.130

The siren song of post-human war is dragging the 
world into similar territory in more spectacular ways.131 
Even if machines make it easier to kill on our behalf, 
telling them to stop could become harder, because 
fewer friendly human casualties can reduce societal 
pressure for war termination. On the other hand, this 
great exodus of humans from the battlefield might 
fail to produce acceptable outcomes and lead to a 
technological stalemate or a prolonged war of attrition 
deemed unacceptable to the American people.

129  Osgood, Limited War, 189.

130  Gen. Ridgway sent a team of experts to assess the feasibility of supporting miliary operations in Indochina. The final report outlining the dis-
mal cost of such a mission reached President Eisenhower’s desk before France withdrew officially on July 1, 1954. According to Ridgway, the report 
played a part in persuading the administration against intervention. See Ridgway and Martin, Soldier, 277.

131  Andrew Metrick, “The Siren Song: Technology, JADC2, and the Future of War,” Breaking Defense, January 19, 2023, https://breakingdefense.
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Under such conditions, the United States could be 
forced to reassess its dominant assumptions about 
modern war as it is thrown haphazardly into the kind 
of fight it is least prepared to win.132 If this challenge 
were to occur, America would not be the first powerful 
democracy to have its way of war tested fundamentally. 
Donald Kagan had this to say about the fall of Athens:

Years of success at little cost to human life had 
made [the Athenians] reluctant to accept the risk 
and the cost demanded by a new situation in which 
the traditional strategy was not appropriate. . . . 
Perhaps that is what Thucydides had in mind when 
he connected the Athenian defeat with the death 
of Pericles, who alone among Athenian politicians 
could persuade the people to fight in a way contrary 
to their prejudices and experiences.133

Like Athens, the US military’s experiences have 
backed it into a corner, not through a reliance on 
naval power, but by a crippling dependence on un-
impeded technological supremacy to fight its wars 
with ever fewer humans. Ironically, the Global War 
on Terrorism reinforced this dependence instead 
of weakening it. As the cost, volume, and prestige 
of new weapons increases, institutional pressure 
within the Department of Defense to invest less in 
its human core and more in its unmanned exterior 
will intensify. And although the United States has 
the most well-trained and experienced military in 
the world, the military is also the smallest it has 
been in nearly one hundred years and, according to 
numerous reports, its technological and industrial 
edge may be fading.134 The first step in overcoming 
this problem is for Congress and the Department of 
Defense to recognize that they cannot “buy victory” 
in Silicon Valley.135 Victory must be purchased the 
old-fashioned way: by putting large, highly disciplined 
armies in the mud.
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Conclusion

America’s prejudices toward war are under strain. 
Theories driven by leaner, tech-laden formations, de-
picted in concepts such as multi-domain operations, 
have become extensions of the Western world’s cul-
tural preference for wars that require fewer humans 
and better technology.136 Those biases have yet to be 
vindicated in practice. The assumption that techno-
logical breakthroughs can offset the risk imposed by 
personnel shortages and deter or win a conventional 
war on the cheap does not withstand scrutiny. Also 
unsubstantiated is the theory that committing fewer 
humans to war can make it less costly in life or treas-
ure by controlling the passions of its human arbiters.

The recent history of human conflict in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, Ukraine, and Gaza reinforces that war 
is still “the human thing.”137 Nations tend to escalate 
out of fear, honor, and interest, often with a dis-
regard for traditional notions of morality and law. 
Unmanned weapons can reduce the presumed cost 
of escalation, and thereby make such escalation more 
likely. In other instances, fear of the blowback from 
using one’s strongest weapons can lead nations to 
rely on human mass even when other options are 
available. Once countermeasures or technological 
parity amend prewar assumptions about the effi-
cacy of new weapons, nations require vast reserves 
of humans to occupy defenses or wage offensives.

From a historical perspective, America’s tendency 
to exaggerate the efficacy of its newest military ca-
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(DNSA) Collection: Vietnam War, 1954–1968, 3–4. This source is available at https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/digital-national-security-archive (paywall).
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142  US Central Command’s Joint Task Force IV, for example, suggested an invasion force of 470,000, while CENTCOM’s commander, Gen. Antho-
ny Zinni, proposed a force of 350,000. The number of US troops in Iraq peaked at roughly 160,000 in 2008. See Ricks, Fiasco, 34, 79.

143  Andrea Kendall-Taylor and Richard Fontaine, “The Axis of Upheaval: How America’s Adversaries are Uniting to Overturn the Global Order,” 
Foreign Affairs 103, no. 3 (May–June 2024), 50–63.

pabilities is extraordinary. Between 1945 and 1950, 
news coverage of nuclear weapons often contained 
the term “push-button warfare,” a phrase used to 
describe the alleged rapid, remote character of future 
war.138 A 1952 political cartoon took this term to task: 
The drawing depicted a soldier knee-deep in a snowy 
Korean foxhole yelling out, “Button, button, who’s got 
the button?”139 By the end of 1964, Pentagon annexes 
describing potential courses of action in Vietnam 
still painted an unrealistic picture of the Johnson 
administration’s control over escalation with modern 
bombing practices. The Department of Defense’s 
assessment that “the military program would be 
conducted rather swiftly, but the tempo could be 
adjusted as needed to contribute to achieving our 

objectives” was shortly disproved by the 
North Vietnamese Army.140 As the United 
States looked toward Iraq in 2002, the 
head of US Central Command, Gen. Tom-
my Franks, envisioned a new way of war 
fought with technologies considered “sci-
ence fiction” ten years prior.141 A decade 
later, though many hoped these devices 
would eliminate the need for large occu-

pation forces in Iraq and Afghanistan, each theater 
had more than 100,000 US troops on the ground—far 
fewer than some recommended in 2002, and fewer 
still than others later suggested were needed.142 As 
of this writing, Western militaries are once again 
paving shiny new paths to the same muddy foxholes, 
unencumbered by the nuisance of their history.

Since 1945, America has eluded the dilemma of 
absolute necessity in its foreign wars. The nation’s 
limited conflicts, characterized by restraint, techno-
logical superiority, and proportionality, have allowed 
the United States to defend its interests abroad with 
minimal sacrifice at home. But America’s options are 
narrowing as its competitors assemble and its allies 
face threats not seen in generations.143 The age of 
autonomous warfare has the potential to arouse the 

From a historical perspective, 
America’s tendency to exaggerate 
the efficacy of its newest military 
capabilities is extraordinary.
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most undesirable aspects of the human condition 
because unmanned weapons reduce the perceived risk 
associated with first contact between states, creating 
an illusion of control over the human passions that 
govern war.144 Civilians often pay the heaviest price 
and will continue to do so if Western nations embrace 
the great exodus of humans from the battlefield.

Leaders in Congress, the White House, and the 
Department of Defense should approach these chal-
lenges along two lines of effort. First, they must 
address the misalignment of human resources and 
human requirements before the next war forces the 
decision upon them. According to the 2022 National 
Defense Strategy, the United States is navigating a 
“decisive decade” of “growing threats to vital US 
national security interests” with the smallest mil-
itary in eighty-five years and a defense industrial 
base entangled with the very “pacing challenge” it 
is charged with deterring or defeating.145 Although 
Curtis LeMay was a leading advocate of exploiting 
new weapons, he still put this gamble into context 
bluntly: “No weapon is really a weapon until it is 
battle-tested. When the firing starts, that popgun 
may not be as good as you thought it was.”146

The gamble in 2025 is that America’s latest popguns 
will not only meet expectations in the next war but also 
exceed them—to the point that humans are scarcely 
needed, even as the human cost of war mounts ever 
higher in Ukraine, for example. Assuming the non-
necessity of humans is a risk that, once incurred, 
will have no quick fix. Army Chief of Staff Gen. Ray-
mond Odierno, who commissioned a study of the Iraq 
War in 2013, wrote in the foreword of that study that 
“ground forces were overtaxed by the commitments 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the decision to limit our 
troop levels in both theaters had severe operational 
consequences.”147 These consequences would prove 
far greater in a large-scale conventional war against a 
state enemy or enemies with similar capabilities, but 
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that is the situation that faith in unmanned warfare 
may be creating for America’s soldiers, sailors, airmen, 
marines—and citizens.

Despite talk of a “new Cold War,” the US mili-
tary has one million fewer active members than it 
did in 1989 and nearly 250,000 fewer than it did in 
2006, when the military was spread thin in a war 
on terror that spanned Central Asia and the Middle 
East.148 In the next major conflict, the fear, honor, 
and interest that govern war’s conduct could force 
the United States to contend with a perennial real-
ity—that machines are incapable of reconciling the 
contradictions between the size of its military and 
its strategic ambitions.

The second line of effort to consider is that wars 
are won by nations, not militaries.149 America’s mod-
ern way of war implies the opposite, and many have 
fed into this narrative amid the cultural bend toward 
a revolution in unmanned warfare. Public officials 
must begin pushing back against this narrative, lest 
the American people become convinced that the 
next war will be something like a video game.150 In 
President Trump’s first interview after returning to 
office in 2025, cable news host Sean Hannity issued a 
statement seventy-five years in the making: “I don’t 
believe we’re going to fight future wars on battle-
fields; they’re going to be fought in air-conditioned 
offices.”151 To Mr. Trump’s credit, he disagreed, but 
admitted that drones are important. Mr. Hannity is 
no strategist, yet his statement reflects a mode of 
“push-button” thinking that is as dangerous as it is 
popular in US history. Such theories promote soci-
etal disengagement from conversations on national 
security and impede the type of whole-of-nation 
investment needed to deter or win wars.

Like the Athenians who believed that their great 
navy could deliver them from the horrors of the bat-
tlefield, it is tempting to hope that flying or floating 
machines will do the same for America today. Athens 
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learned its lesson the hard way. The United States 
does not have to. America is overdue for hard con-
versations that come to terms with the human core 
of its unmanned wars and challenge its assumptions 
about the characteristics of modern warfare. Doing 
so in the current state of competition, rather than 
in the heat of any future conflict, is the bitter pill 
that Washington must swallow if it is serious about 
securing its interests, and those of its allies, in the 
twenty-first century. 
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