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Reconnaissance-Strike Tactics, 
Defeat Mechanisms, and the Future 
of Amphibious Warfare

B. A. Friedman

Abstract: Professional discussions of tactics tend to revolve around debates over 
“strategies” of maneuver versus attrition, ongoing discussions of revolutions in 
military affairs, and proposals for new concepts of operation. What these dis-
cussions are really about though is tactics, specifically what kind of tactics are 
appropriate for the modern operating environment. Active-duty practitioners 
have little time to think deeply about tactics due to the intense demands of 
training to execute doctrine, which are codified tactics that have worked in the 
past but may not be sufficient to adapt to changing and uncertain situations in 
combat. Fortunately, with a little focus on tactics we can cut through the hype 
as all of these ideas have been circling around the identification of the modern 
tactical regime: reconnaissance-strike tactics. This article first reviews the cur-
rent debate about maneuver versus attrition tactics and propose that, instead, 
the advent the reconnaissance-strike regime demands a more sophisticated ex-
amination of tactical principles applied against defeat mechanisms. Lastly, it 
examines implications for amphibious warfare and the Marine Corps generally. 
Keywords: tactics, maneuver, attrition, reconnaissance-strike tactics, amphib-
ious warfare

Professional discussions of tactics tend to revolve around debates over 
“strategies” of maneuver versus attrition, ongoing discussions of revo-
lutions in military affairs, and proposals for new concepts of operation. 

The first two have been in vogue to varying degrees since the 1990s and their 
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utility has degraded as there is no clear distinction between maneuver and at-
trition and there is little reason to doubt that a new regime has emerged and 
matured around precision-guided munitions. The latter has produced a cottage 
industry of allegedly new forms of warfare based on technology that may or not 
reach full operational capability and frequent descriptions of “game changers” 
that make extant tactics obsolete. 

What is lost in discussions overly focused on technology is the fundamen-
tals of tactics. Strategy can only ever achieve what tactics can deliver. The Rus-
sian armed forces went into the Russo-Ukrainian War with more sophisticated 
and updated doctrine, more advanced weaponry, a massive materiel advantage, 
and numerical superiority in terms of both personnel and platforms on land, in 
the air, and at sea. But the Ukrainians outmatched it all at every turn by out-
classing the Russians tactically. 

Active-duty practitioners have little time to think deeply about tactics due 
to the intense demands of training to execute doctrine, which are codified tac-
tics that have worked in the past but may not be sufficient to adapt to changing 
and uncertain situations in combat. To understand how amphibious operations 
will evolve, one must first consider the tactical regime under which they will 
be executed. Fortunately, with a little focus on tactics one can cut through 
the hype as all of these ideas have been circling around the identification of 
the modern tactical regime: reconnaissance-strike tactics. This article will first 
review the current debate about maneuver versus attrition tactics and propose 
that, instead, the advent of the reconnaissance-strike regime demands a more 
sophisticated examination of tactical principles applied against defeat mecha-
nisms. Then, it will lay out broad implications for amphibious warfare. 

The False Choice: Attrition versus Maneuver 
Most discussions of tactics will eventually come down to the debate between 
attrition warfare and maneuver warfare, such as that found in Warfighting, Ma-
rine Corps Doctrinal Publication 1.1 This dichotomy, however, has led to a 
great deal of confusion, and theory is only useful if it enables clarity. The word 
maneuver implies that the concept describes the action of maneuver forces such 
as infantry and armor units, which was never the intent of John Boyd’s con-
ception nor of the application of it in Warfighting. Labeling the opposite of 
maneuver warfare “attrition warfare” also implied that maneuver warfare lacks 
attrition or is intended to defeat an opposing force without attrition, which was 
also never the intent. Additionally, it turned attrition into a dirty word. 

Franz-Stefan Gady and Michael Kofman examined the ongoing Russo- 
Ukrainian War through the lenses of attrition and maneuver. However, the tac-
tics they describe as attrition could just as well be described as maneuver. They 
describe Ukraine’s actions like this:
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Broadly in line with the theory of manoeuvre warfare, the Ukrainian 
armed forces did seek to degrade the Russian forces’ physical, mental 
and moral cohesion by targeting critical support systems such as com-
mand-and control nodes and supply depots. In practice, though, this 
was primarily accomplished by attrition and mass fires rather than by 
manoeuvre and precision strike. Ukrainian artillery has often operated 
on its own, and offensive manoeuvre has yielded mixed results against 
a prepared defence with a high density of forces. It is the combination 
of traditional fires and repeated ground assaults that set the stage for 
offensive Ukrainian operations.2 

They stress that the intentional attrition of Russian forces facilitated later 
maneuver by the Ukrainian armed forces.3 So is that attrition or is it maneuver? 
The answer is that it is both. Using traditional fires and ground assaults to cause 
attrition and facilitate maneuver is perfectly in line with maneuver warfare prin-
ciples and can also be considered attrition. Amos Fox has taken on the concept 
of maneuver more directly, arguing in the RUSI Journal that the technology 
of the reconnaissance-strike regime (described below) has rendered it “dead” 
because maneuver forces can be detected and targeted.4 But the “maneuver” in 
maneuver warfare does not exclusively mean the movement of forces in space 
but has a much broader definition. Fox also describes tactics such as flanking 
attacks and penetrations as “non-manoevre tactics,” which does not match with 
other conceptions of what maneuver warfare means. What is maneuver and 
what is attrition are increasingly in the eye of the beholder, rendered useless by 
decades of misconceptions and misuses. 

This is not the fault of these excellent analysts but rather the fault of the 
terms themselves; they are too loose and too intermingled to offer clear insights. 
They are not distinct enough concepts to support rigorous analysis. To be fair, 
there is a disclaimer in Warfighting that styles of warfare are a spectrum and that 
pure attrition and pure maneuver does not exist. While true, these two tactical 
theories of victory have only caused confusion. It is time to move beyond them, 
not just because of this confusion but because the technology and tactics of the 
twenty-first century open up more tactical theories of victory than these. 

The Revolution in Military Affairs 
and Reconnaissance-Strike Tactics
The revolution in military affairs (RMA) was an idea, popular in the 1990s 
and early 2000s, that a major discontinuity in the character of warfare had oc-
curred or was about to occur. This belief grew out of an examination of future 
trends overseen by the Office of Net Assessment (ONA) and written by Andrew 
Krepinevich, an effort begun in 1991. The report was later declassified and pub-
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lished in 2002, just as the Global War on Terrorism pulled the Department of 
Defense into a focus on counterinsurgency. 

Predictive analysis inevitably gets some things wrong, but the report got 
a lot of things right. One thing it predicted correctly was tactical trends. Few 
paid attention to this success though. ONA is interested in strategy by nature, 
and by framing the conclusions in such a way as to make them seem more 
strategic and revolutionary, the conclusions about where tactics were headed 
were obscured. The more revolutionary promises of the RMA, such as the end 
of “fog of war,” never came to pass, but the more grounded tactical trends did. 
Some of the tactical conclusions presented in that paper that have since turned 
out to be true are: 
	 •	 A greater reliance on rapidly acquiring, processing, and dissemi-

nating information, especially targeting data
	 •	 Proliferation of space-based and unmanned intelligence, surveil-

lance, and reconnaissance (ISR) systems
	 •	 Increasing operational tempo
	 •	 The proliferation of precision-guided munitions with increasing 

range and lethality
	 •	 The “hider-finder” competition and the need for greater signature 

management
	 •	 Increasing growth and proliferation of non-kinetic capabilities 

such as electronic warfare and cyber warfare
	 •	 Simultaneous vice sequential operations
	 •	 A greater emphasis on firepower rather than the acquisition of ter-

ritory5

Some other tactical conclusions, such as the increasing importance of non-
line-of-sight weapons over line-of-sight weapons, are likely to be true as well. 
One major theme that the report emphasized and was subsequently ignored by 
the Department of Defense was that the potential of these tactical trends could 
only be exploited through organizational fusion: military units must be orga-
nized to exploit the potential of information-age technologies.6 Simply pur-
chasing the technology would change little. 

The Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments revisited the topic in 
2010. This yielded another group of conclusions including increased vulnera-
bility for both stealth and naval platforms, the growing importance of space and 
cyberspace, and the vulnerability of large-scale surface forces on land and sea  
to reconnaissance-strike complexes employing pervasive intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance platforms to provide the information requirements of 
precision-strike munitions. These conclusions have come to pass and just as it 
is time to move tactical theory beyond the simplistic maneuver versus attrition 
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dichotomy. It is also time to move beyond debates about the maturation and 
proliferation of an RMA and examine how it can be exploited. 

A maturation of the debate over the RMA is necessary to move discussion 
past the technological aspects of it. As Krepinevich rightly noted in the above 
cited report, tactical regimes are not created by technology but rather new 
forms of military organization that exploit it. The transition from one tactical 
regime to another is never marked merely by the appearance of new weapons 
or new capabilities, but rather by the appearance of new ways of organizing 
forces to exploit new weapons or capabilities. Military history knows these 
organizations by name: the Greek phalanx, the Roman legion, the French che-
vauchee, the Napoleonic corps de armee, the German panzer corps, and the 
Marine Air-Ground Task Force. All of these units were newly organized to 
combine the arms of a specific tactical regime into a singular unit for a wide 
array of mission sets. 

Tactical Regimes
A tactical regime is characterized by the arms available to military forces, the 
ways in which they are combined, and the interaction between those arms and 
the units that employ them. For centuries, combined arms revolved around the 
combination of light infantry, heavy infantry, light cavalry, and heavy cavalry.7 
Which of these arms was dominant changed over time, but the tactical regime 
stayed the same. Siege weaponry was too poorly developed and too logistically 
cumbersome and thus became a thing unto itself. After the gunpowder revolu-
tion, however, more possibilities emerged. 

Line of Battle Tactics
The development of gunpowder weapons caused combined arms to revolve 
around infantry, cavalry, and artillery. Line of battle tactics developed where in-
fantry forces acted in formation as a base to support and be supported by caval-
ry and artillery. Characterized by the need to concentrate infantry with muskets 
and later rifles in massed formations to effectively employ them, making tactics 
a matter of choosing from among a few possible formations with associated ad-
vantages and disadvantages. Infantry was supplemented by cavalry, which was 
best employed as a maneuver force based in the line of battle that it could use 
as protection. Artillery, then only available as a direct-fire weapon system, was 
similarly vulnerable by itself, and therefore better used in concert with infantry. 
Light, dispersed infantry was best employed to support the line of battle. 

Naval tactics also followed the line of battle logic during this tactical re-
gime, except that the destructive power of ships was almost wholly concen-
trated in the cannons a ship was able to mount. The most famous method was 
“crossing the T,” which consisted of maneuvering the line of battle to a position 
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perpendicular to the opponent’s line of battle, enabling the massing of fires on 
one point while preventing the opponent from massing fires at all. 

Armor-Infiltration Tactics
The technology of small arms continually developed until line of battle tactics 
froze in 1914, necessitating the emergence of new tactical regime to overcome 
them. The author has termed this armor-infiltration tactics in line with the de-
velopment of storm or penetration tactics later in World War I.8

The advent of armor on both land and sea was one factor that ended line of 
battle tactics. Infantry, highly vulnerable to armor, indirect-fire artillery, close 
air support, and machine guns, was best used to exploit the actions of armor 
forces, which could more easily contend with those threats. Line of battle tac-
tics only remained relevant in the defense where fortifications could be used as 
protection. In the offense, infantry forces developed infantry infiltration tactics 
to mitigate the effects of machine guns and indirect fire artillery. Aircraft largely 
took over the functions of cavalry: reconnaissance, screening, and striking tar-
gets of opportunity. 

Armored battleships dominated the sea during this regime, although the 
aircraft augmented them in much the same way that cavalry augmented the 
line of battle and aircraft augmented armored forces: through reconnaissance, 
screening, and, where possible, striking. Crossing the T, successfully used by the 
Imperial Japanese Navy to destroy the Russian Black Sea Fleet at the Battle of 
Tsushima in 1905, remained relevant into this regime until the striking power 
of battleships was replaced by aircraft and the torpedo. Once that occurred, 
naval tactics became more about positioning aircraft carriers to more efficiently 
pursue aerial tactics. 

Once air-to-air tactics became possible, tactics in the air resembled infiltra-
tion tactics: bombers attempted to get through air defenses either by themselves 
or escorted by air-to-air fighters performing the exact same reconnaissance and 
screening tasks that cavalry used to perform. The ideas of early airpower theo-
rists such as Guilio Douhet almost entirely revolved on this infiltration dynamic 
between bombers, their escorts, and air defense. 

Reconnaissance-Strike Tactics
The new regime is reconnaissance-strike tactics (RST). This regime developed 
first at sea; naval aviation replaced the naval gun but was quickly augmented 
by precision-guided missiles. Although naval warfare became rare, ships that 
sank due to enemy action in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century 
did so because they were struck by missiles, not gunfire or bombs. Air warfare 
also came to be dominated by the missile, whether air-to-air, air-to-surface, 
or surface-to-air defense systems. The People’s Liberation Army’s antiaccess/
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area-denial (A2/AD) system, for example, is nothing more than the fusion of 
numerous missile-based platforms with intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance (ISR) platforms to supply them with the necessary information. It is 
this fusion of ISR with digital networks to feed information to precision-guided 
lethal and nonlethal platforms such as electronic warfare and cyber systems that 
characterize the reconnaissance-strike regime and warfare for the foreseeable 
future. 

This emergent practice is sometimes referred to as the precision-strike re-
gime, but reconnaissance-strike better captures the dynamics. Precision-strike 
weapons platforms are fueling these new tactics, but the ability of these weap-
ons to strike precisely is entirely dependent on the reconnaissance and counter- 
reconnaissance capabilities of the combatants. A precise weapon is useless  
without the information and processed intelligence that enables them. A focus 
on the lethality of weapon systems ignores the necessary ISR infrastructure that 
enables their employment.9 

None of this is to say that any staple of one tactical regime does not re-
main relevant and present in future regimes: even massed rifle fire could still be 
lethally effective in certain circumstances today. These tactical regimes merely 
describe the primary tactics that military and naval forces sought to exploit on 
the battlefield. However, just because some of the tactics of one regime remain 
in the next does not mean a military force wedded only to those tactics can 
survive: an opponent exploiting the latest regime will easily outmatch a force 
wedded solely to the old. In 1939, France had a large professional army still 
built around line of battle tactics, but it was destroyed by the Wehrmacht using 
armor-infiltration tactics. In 1991, the armor-infiltration equipped Iraqi Army 
was largely dismantled by U.S. Navy and Air Force aerial reconnaissance-strike 
tactics before anything else happened. The ongoing Russo-Ukrainian War is an-
other example. The Ukrainian Army is exploiting reconnaissance-strike tactics 
to maul a Russian Army that might have conceptualized newer doctrine, but 
clearly remained unable to execute it. 

There is thus no strict line in terms of when a tactical regime is created. 
For example, U.S. Army lieutenant general George S. Patton created not one 
but two nondoctrinal staff organs to manage information in the Third Army 
in 1944. While they coordinated with the G-2, they were not part of it, there-
fore serving as an information warfighting function alongside the intelligence 
warfighting function to drive the Third Army’s tactics.10 Military innovation is 
never a straight line progressing from established practice to new ideas, but a 
process that ebbs and flows and even regresses as warfare changes. Moreover, 
Carl von Clausewitz tells us that every war will have its own character because 
political, geographic, technological, social, cultural, and a myriad other fac-
tors—although primarily politics—will determine the best mix of tactics for a 



61Friedman

Vol. 15, No. 2

given conflict, writing that “each period has its own peculiar forms of war, its 
own restrictive conditions, its own prejudices.”11 Occasionally, however, inno-
vations and new technology emerge and trigger widescale changes in practice, 
producing discontinuities between traditional and innovative methods. 

All these tactical regimes are forms of combined arms: ways that militaries 
combine and coordinate different tactics made possible by the technology of 
the time. New innovations do not sweep away legacy tactics, instead they are 
additive. There are no true revolutions in military affairs in the sense of the 
word that means a complete replacement of an existing system. Emergent forms 
of combined arms evolve as an extension of the previous system rather than 
replacement of it. 

The Modern System
One such emergent phenomenon is the modern system. The armor-infiltration 
regime and the reconnaissance-strike regime comprise what Stephen Biddle 
calls the modern system. The modern system is defined by the key offensive 
elements of “cover, concealment, dispersion, small-unit independent maneu-
ver, suppression, and combined arms integration.”12 In terms of defense, the 
modern system privileges “the same exposure-reduction tactics of cover, con-
cealment, dispersion, suppression, combined arms, and independent small unit 
maneuver that modern system attackers require, albeit adapted to the particu-
lar problems of the defense.”13 Biddle’s analysis confirms many of the tactical 
predictions made by the RMA advocates who examined the potential of the 
reconnaissance-strike regime. 

Moreover, this system applies equally to conventional and irregular forces 
—another distinction that is increasingly meaningless—as the technologies that 
enable the modern system to proliferate to every strategic actor. The modern 
system will drive actors toward what Biddle calls “midspectrum warfare”: a style 
of warfare midway between Napoleonic style strategies of annihilation and their 
opposite—strategies of exhaustion. Midspectrum warfare emphasizes mobility, 
concealment, dispersion, and depth to mitigate the effects of the reconnais-
sance-strike regime and is highly dependent on the “complex interaction among 
mutually dependent specialists.”14 These are simply two different terms for the 
same emergent phenomenon, which will create identical demands for both 
“conventional” and “irregular” combatants. Given the parity in technology and 
weaponry, advantage will increasingly come from people instead. Military forc-
es must be able to effectively train the personnel and staffs that can execute 
more effective concepts of operation that exploit the modern system better than 
their opponents, or they will fail. 

The armor-infiltration regime and the reconnaissance-strike regime should 
be treated together, as the latter has not yet made the former obsolete. Yet, they 
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have made analytical distinctions between both maneuver and attrition and be-
tween conventional and irregular largely moot. This is a fact aptly captured by 
Biddle’s modern system and midspectrum warfare. The use of reconnaissance- 
strike systems by both sides in the Russo-Ukrainian War has not invalidated 
the need for armored maneuver and unguided artillery, the latter of which has 
caused around 80 percent of the casualties in the conflict by some reports.15 Nor 
has either side strictly employed maneuver or attrition tactics nor conventional 
and unconventional tactics. The emergent reconnaissance-strike regime there-
fore is additive and has not swept away all the components of previous regimes 
even as it has swept away meaningful distinctions between legacy terms. 

That validation also allows the tactical regime identified by Krepinevich 38 
years ago to be defined with greater precision. Reconnaissance-strike tactics are 
defined as the use of advanced intelligence, reconnaissance, and surveillance 
assets fused with precision-strike munitions and information-related capabili-
ties to identify and create opportunities for maneuver forces. Intelligence, re-
connaissance, and surveillance complexes “pull” lethal and nonlethal fires, the 
effects of which are subsequently exploited by maneuver forces. This is similar 
to the concentration of artillery and maneuver forces at one or few points for 
armor-infiltration tactics, but because of the potency of modern munitions, 
must be performed without that concentration in space. The proliferation of 
the necessary platforms and their pervasive use by state and nonstate actors 
demands that all forces adopt the cover, concealment, dispersion, suppression, 
combined arms, and independent small unit maneuver methods identified by 
Biddle and also achieve concentration in time.

Referring to this regime as precision-strike fails to convey the importance 
of the information processing function that drives this regime as it focus-
es solely on the characteristics of munitions. Precision munitions are useless 
without the information necessary to target them. The critical component of 
reconnaissance-strike combined arms is the digital architecture, unit organi-
zations, and staff processes that facilitate the rapid acquisition, analysis, dis-
semination, and exploitation of accurate information between ISR platforms, 
precision strike platforms, and information-related capabilities like electronic 
and cyber warfare. To perform these tactics well, military forces must master 
the planning, preparation, synchronization, and sustainment of those tactics 
through operational art.16 The core of this regime is not the physical parame-
ters of weapon systems, but the nonphysical processing of information through 
platforms, networks, and staffs of the combatants. 

Combined arms in the reconnaissance-strike regime will thus be less de-
pendent on the individual characteristics of platforms. A platform-centric force 
with superior technology in terms of munitions, range, and rate of fire may well 
be handily defeated by a more network-centric force with inferior platforms 
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that are fused together in such a way to facilitate the rapid acquisition, analysis, 
dissemination, and exploitation of information better than the opponent. The 
U.S. military flirted with choosing a more network-centric doctrine in the early 
twenty-first century. That shift is no longer a choice but an imperative. 

This is playing out in Ukraine as this article is written. The Russian Army, 
well-equipped and numerically superior but wedded to traditional hierarchi-
cal command and control networks and armor-infiltration doctrine is being 
mauled by a much smaller Ukrainian Army that is not. The right mix of re-
connaissance-strike tactics and operational art trumped the technological and 
numerical superiority of the Russian armed forces. At least initially, Ukraine is 
benefiting from the donations of superior Western platforms. Notably, when 
Ukraine attempted a more traditional armor-infiltration style offensive in the 
summer of 2023, it was not as successful as its earlier reconnaissance-strike style 
tactics, although many other factors contributed.17 

Combined arms will change under the reconnaissance-strike regime as well. 
While the traditional combination of maneuver, fires, and armor will remain, 
the relationship between them will change, as noted above. Additionally, more 
arms will join the fray. The legacy lethal platforms will be augmented by non-
lethal information-related capabilities like electronic and cyber warfare, which 
will provide battlefield effects in addition to information and reconnaissance 
functions. 

Forms of Reconnaissance-Strike Tactics
Despite their eventual failure in Ukraine, it was the Russians that first con-
ceptualized this regime. Their conception gives the idea its name and led 
to the analysis performed by the Office of Net Assessment cited above. The 
Russians developed reconnaissance-strike and reconnaissance-fires complex-
es. The reconnaissance-strike complexes integrate and employ long-range, 
high-precision fires, and the reconnaissance-fires complex integrate and guide 
surface-to-surface artillery fires from Russian artillery units.18 In Russian ter-
minology, a complex is akin to a task force of different platforms, units, and 
personnel designed around a certain function. In this case, fires. They com-
bine various sensors and observation platforms—the reconnaissance part— 
networked together that directly feed data to fires platforms (the strike part). 

In 2008, Russia began reforming its military to take advantage of these con-
cepts. These reforms included streamlining command hierarchies, employing 
fewer but better trained units, and increasing the professionalization of Russian 
servicemembers.19 In terms of maneuver forces, the Russian Army reformed 
around the battalion tactical group with more fires and armor than previous 
structures.20 These concepts and the updated force design initially performed 
well in Syria and the initial invasion of Ukraine in 2014, but since the larg-
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er-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, they have largely collapsed as the Russian 
military could not employ or sustain them at scale. While they may have gotten 
the initial form and reorganization correct, the Russian armed forces lack the 
human capital—especially in the form of highly trained and empowered non-
commissioned and company grade officers—necessary to execute such complex 
tactics well. 

The People’s Liberation Army and Reconnaissance-Strike Tactics
The PLA’s concept for how it will organize itself to fight as an informatized force 
is systems confrontation warfare, sometimes called system-of-systems warfare. 
The central tenet of this concept is that warfare is “no longer a contest of anni-
hilation/attrition between opposing military forces, but rather a clash between 
opposing operational systems . . . an enemy can be defeated if its operational 
system can be rendered ineffective or outright unable to function through the 
destruction or degradation of key capabilities, weapons, or units that compose 
the system.”21 Much like maneuver warfare, the PLA will not seek to just destroy 
the opposing force but instead will target capabilities that tie that force together 
and enable it to operate as a cooperative system (hence systems confrontation 
warfare). For this to work, the PLA believes it has to achieve information “supe-
riority” or “dominance” so it can ascertain how an opposing force is arrayed and 
which key components can be attacked to disassemble or disaggregate it. Once 
a system is so disordered, the now individual noncooperative components can 
be attacked and overwhelmed at will. Hence, information warfare is central to 
the PLA’s entire operating concept, and its main effort for its own force design 
efforts. 

The PLA has designed joint staffs around this concept. Rather than orga-
nizing them by service component or by the traditional functions of S-1, S-2, 
S-3, etc., the PLA has broken all those stovepipes and organized high-level staffs 
around reconnaissance-strike tactics. The five “component systems” of these 
staffs are: 1) the reconnaissance-intelligence system that collects information, 
prevents the adversary from collecting information, and provides situational 
awareness to the entire force; 2) the information confrontation system that em-
ploys electronic and cyber capabilities to both collect on and disrupt the adver-
sary’s systems; 3) the command systems, which provides command and control 
and decision assistance to PLA commanders; 4) the firepower strike system, 
which is the units that act based on intelligence gained by the other components 
including long-range precision fires but also maneuver forces from across the 
PLA services and domains; and 5) the support system, which provides enabling 
functions like logistics, sustainment, medical support, and maintenance to the 
whole. This “operational system” will reside at the equivalent of Joint task force 
level but is clearly organized around winning the information warfare fight and 
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executing reconnaissance-strike tactics. Lastly, these component systems may 
be task organized. Once stood up, a headquarters may have only some of these 
component systems in combination depending on the task. 

Of note, these component systems roughly correspond to the four steps of 
the OODA loop—observe, orient, decide, and act—with the exception of the 
support system. The reconnaissance-intelligence system observes information, 
the information confrontation system orients that information within the sys-
tem (and tries to disorient the adversary system), the command system decides, 
and the firepower-strike system acts. It is far too early to say whether this cyber-
netic way of organizing for reconnaissance-strike tactics is effective or not given 
that it has not been tested in combat, but it is clearly an attempt to achieve a 
new network-centric organizational construct adapted to the modern system. 

While systems confrontation warfare describes how the PLA intends to 
organize their high-level staffs for modern warfare, systems destruction warfare 
lays out how the PLA intends to attack another modern force. Systems destruc-
tion warfare “seeks to paralyze the function of the enemy’s operational system.”22 
It is intended to create the same kind of operational paralysis as described in 
Warfighting by disaggregating the enemy’s ability to work as a cooperative  
system-of-systems. It does so by targeting four prioritized types of targets 
through both kinetic and nonkinetic means. The highest priority targets are 
those that will disrupt the ability of the adversary to transmit information. 
These include anything from communications to sensors to servers and com-
mand and control nodes. If successful, the adversary is “information isolated.”23 
The second priority is “essential elements.”24 An essential element will most 
likely be defined by the type of enemy the PLA is facing. The essential element 
of an artillery unit is its cannons, for example, so those targets would be struck 
next. The third set of targets is “operational architecture.”25 This term is also 
unclear, but it might be referring to the logistics and mobility infrastructure 
required to move and support forces around the battlespace such as heavy ve-
hicles, airfields, connectors, and ports. Lastly, PLA writings refer to attacking 
the adversary’s “reconnaissance-control-attack-evaluation” process.26 This could 
mean attacking any remaining C4ISR capability or directly attacking the oppo-
nent’s OODA loop, or even the destruction of headquarters staffs. 

In this way, the PLA intends to employ reconnaissance-strike tactics against 
a prioritized set of targets to render an opponent deaf, blind, mute, and par-
alyzed. It is about attacking vulnerabilities, which creates opportunities that 
enable the attack of more vulnerabilities. Both systems confrontation warfare 
and systems destruction warfare are built around the core idea that warfare in 
the information age will be information-centric, making information process-
ing both a strength and a potential vulnerability. Systems confrontation warfare 
exploits that fact by organizing PLA forces to foster fast, accurate, and reliable 
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information acquisition, analysis, and dissemination while systems destruction 
warfare turns the necessity for information into a vulnerability for the enemy by 
directly attacking their ability to use it. While U.S. forces tend to have separate 
processes for ISR, targeting, and fires run by separate cells in separate staff sec-
tions, which are—in theory—fused later, the PLA designed a fused process for 
reconnaissance-strike tactics and then built an integrated staff around it. 

These concepts can also shed light on the PLA’s A2/AD system. In reality, the 
system is nothing more than a coastal defense system capable of reconnaissance- 
strike tactics. The PLA repurposed older coastal defense concepts, married  
them to reconnaissance-strike tactics, and applied it to their maritime operating 
area.

A closely connected concept for PLA recon-strike tactics is integrated net-
work and electronic warfare (INEW). This concept fuses cyber and electronic 
warfare capabilities to identify and target enemy forces. The PLA’s strategic sup-
port force (SSF) centralized these two capabilities and is meant to provide that 
information to PLA operational forces, although since this article was written 
the PLA has reorganized again and disbanded the SSF, splitting it into an aero-
space force, a cyberwarfare force, and an information support force. 

Moreover, the PLA’s doctrine is a combination of principles from both 
maneuver warfare and attrition warfare. It can be summarized as a maneuver 
warfare like focus on asymmetries and critical vulnerabilities married to an at-
trition warfare style centralized command and control philosophy. It is further 
evidence that these terms have largely become meaningless. 

These concepts reflect a PLA-wide focus on reconnaissance-strike tactics, 
recently termed multidomain precision warfare, for roughly the last 15 years.27 
The PLA is thus significantly ahead of the United States when it comes to con-
ceptualizing, integrating, and institutionalizing reconnaissance-strike tactics. 
The PLA’s A2/AD system is already operational and threatens the ability of 
U.S. forces as currently designed to project force in the Western Pacific. This 
is not to say the United States cannot catch up. Each of the Services is tackling 
the problem in its own way. 

U.S. Army multidomain task forces (MDTF) most closely resemble a So-
viet reconnaissance-strike/fires complex. Like the Russian version, the MDTF 
marries an artillery brigade to electronic and cyber warfare platforms for sens-
ing and targeting. However, it is unclear which if any U.S. partners would 
be willing to host such a large organization or if they can be sustained in a 
contested environment.28 The intended platforms that the MDTF will employ 
are also significantly outranged by PLA rocket force assets that, in a conflict, 
will have far less of a logistics burden as they will be operating from their home 
bases.29 

The components of combined Joint all-domain command and control 
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(CJADC2) may in effect produce the necessary network connectivity to en-
able RST across the Joint force. The Navy’s component, Project Overmatch, 
promises a networked battle capable of the fusion of capabilities through rapid 
information acquisition, analysis, dissemination, and exploitation necessary to 
execute RST.30 However, the Navy will need to organize task forces far more 
around the missile than the carrier air wing to provide precision strike at rel-
evant ranges.31 The Air Force’s Advanced Battle Management System and the 
Army’s Project Convergence seek to achieve similar sensor-to-shooter fusion. 
Additionally, the Air Force concept agile combat employment (ACE) may en-
hance the Air Force’s ability to complicate adversary force efforts to target its 
airframes and infrastructure, slowing down adversary RST while simultaneously 
retaining the ability to prosecute them. Bombers, especially the new Northrop 
Grumman B-21 Raider, and Navy ships equipped with vertical launching 
systems (VLS), will be a primary kinetic component of the joint force’s total  
reconnaissance-strike complex. 

These efforts are mostly in the conceptual or experimental phase and so far 
do not add up to true integration or institutionalization of recon-strike tactics. 
Efforts will be held back by the conceptualization of these tactics as “kill chains” 
and “kill webs.” These concepts are inherently platform-centric, they are fo-
cused on depicting the systems and platforms necessary to detect, track, prose-
cute, and evaluate a singular target. Kill chains are stripped of the all-important 
context in the form of doctrine, organizations, and the humans that must actu-
ally perform all the steps of the chain in combat. They are highly reductionist 
attempts to impose linearity on the inherently nonlinear phenomenon of war-
fare. In essence, kill chains fail to depict the reality of U.S. forces as a complex 
adaptive social system facing an opposing complex adaptive social system, not 
just a wire diagram of connected technology. The PLA’s conceptualization and 
integration of reconnaissance-strike tactics through its system-of-systems doc-
trine, which organizes high-level PLA staffs around the information require-
ments of modern tactics, is therefore more sophisticated and is driving all their 
modernization efforts. 

While the efforts of advanced militaries to create forces capable of RST 
get the most attention, nonstate actors are also capable of employing them. 
Unlike armor-infiltration tactics, which required a large and modern economy 
to support them, the proliferation of precision-guided munitions and digital 
communication devices around the world, the necessary hardware for RST, 
is widely available. If married with effective “software” in the form of tactical 
employment, a nonstate actor can compete at least at a limited scale with a 
more advanced state actor. Hezbollah in Lebanon and the Houthis in Yemen at 
least have the necessary capabilities to prosecute a form of RST. Hezbollah sty-
mied the Israeli military in Lebanon in 2006 with distributed teams employing  
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precision-guided munitions and the Houthis have attempted to strike U.S. 
Navy ships offshore but were unable to penetrate the ship’s defenses. 

Despite this effort at conceptualization, it is not clear that any military 
force has reached true doctrinal and organizational institutionalization. Each 
can perform RST in limited scale or in certain favorable situations, but as of yet 
they dominate no specific force. Instead, military forces remain in conceptual 
and experimental phases. Practice in actual combat remains limited enough to 
prevent a full revolutionary transition. A survey of recent conflicts indicates that 
military forces are beginning to execute reconnaissance-strike tactics, but are 
not sure how best to exploit them at scale. 

Perhaps the most creative application of reconnaissance-strike tactics thus 
far was the Taliban’s lightning campaign to seize Afghanistan in the spring of 
2021 as U.S. forces withdrew. Lacking the technological components of the 
reconnaissance-strike regime, the Taliban instead focused on a yearslong influ-
ence operations campaign to turn Afghan Army commanders and leadership. 
This provided the reconnaissance component by evaluating which Afghan units 
would resist and which would not. This also included the “strike” component 
by turning those commanders that were willing to defect or adopt nonresis-
tance. This enabled the Taliban to focus “maneuver” forces on units that might 
or would resist. The campaign was an example of focusing reconnaissance-strike 
tactics on the decapitation defeat mechanism, further discussed below.32 

The Nagorno-Karabakh War demonstrated the potency of reconnais-
sance-strike tactics in the defense through the application of unmanned aerial 
vehicles and long-range fires against the destruction defeat mechanism. Both 
Azeri and Armenian forces attempted repeated concentrations and offensives, 
most of which were ineffective. The Armenians lacked unmanned aerial vehicles 
and their air defense was extremely poor, enabling the Azeri to wreak havoc 
with long-range fires. However, at the Battle of Shusha, an outnumbered force 
of most light infantry Azeri troops was able to defeat a numerically superior 
Armenian force employing armored vehicles with antitank weapons and long-
range fires spotted by unmanned aerial vehicles.33 

Lastly, Russia tested its reconnaissance-fires complex in Syria but, when 
Russian forces attempted to employ it in Ukraine at large scale, they failed to 
make the system work against a determined and well-equipped enemy. As of the 
time of this writing, Russian forces capable of the concept are largely gone and 
the battalion tactical groups no longer exist.34 

In sum, the technology that drives reconnaissance-strike tactics is fully pro-
liferated and increasingly democratized and thus available to any actor. Howev-
er, there has yet to emerge proven models for how to employ them at scale and 
how they can provide a reliable defeat mechanism. 
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Reconnaissance-Strike Tactics 
and Defeat Mechanisms
In an article for Parameters, Dr. Frank Hoffman tried to cut through the noise 
of constant debates over maneuver and attrition by refocusing the debate on 
defeat mechanisms. Hoffman laid out four defeat mechanisms. These defeat 
mechanisms are dislocation, destruction, disorientation, and degradation.35 

This conception is superior to the simplistic maneuver versus attrition construct 
and provides the tactician with a conceptual goal toward which to apply tactical 
tenets such as mass, maneuver, and firepower. 

In the context of the reconnaissance-strike regime, the defeat mechanism 
provides a way to prioritize targets for reconnaissance-strike tactics depending 
on the effect the commander seeks to achieve. To seek dislocation, for example, 
RST can be applied to fix and immobilize enemy forces to render them vulnera-
ble to positional maneuver, achieving dislocation. One side may use RST to tar-
get adversary command and control nodes with precision fires while employing 
electronic warfare to disrupt maneuver unit communications to prevent them 
from immediately reforming connections, achieving degradation. To these four, 
however, we must add two more.

Degeneration is a defeat mechanism that can be achieved by targeting the 
opponent’s logistics and sustainment capabilities. The reconnaissance-strike re-
gime has magnified the ability of actors who employ such platforms to contest 
the lines of communication of an opposing force and to target supply and am-
munition magazines that were once easily kept out of the fray. The Ukrainian 
armed forces have employed this schema to great effect, targeting the supplies 
and lines of communication of an already shaky and overstretched Russian lo-
gistics pipeline.36

Decapitation, which a number of authors have written about before, can 
be achieved by targeting the opponent’s leadership. Some adversary forces may 
heavily depend on high-level and/or centralized leadership to operate. Ukraine 
has also employed this defeat mechanism, taking advantage of the poor company- 
grade officer and noncommissioned officer leadership of the Russian military by 
targeting high level command posts for destruction. 

These defeat mechanisms are tactical theories of victory, just like attrition 
warfare and maneuver warfare are two different tactical theories of victory. 
However, reconnaissance-strike tactics enable more targeted and tailored the-
ories of victory than just maneuver or attrition. Tacticians and staffs should 
instead evaluate an enemy force against which defeat mechanisms are the most 
appropriate for them. Multiple defeat mechanisms can be employed at a time 
but conceptualizing them in this way will assist commanders in weighing and 
supporting certain defeat mechanisms over others, depending on the threat.
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Exploitation
Yet, calling these concepts tactical theories of victory or defeat mechanisms is 
a bit of a misnomer; nothing can guarantee victory or defeat, nor will their 
application always produce these effects. Rather, what they will produce is an 
opportunity for exploitation. Almost any opposing military force, rocked by 
an effective attack, will recover if given the time and space to do so. Clausewitz 
stressed that an engagement, as a means to an end, must be followed up by a 
pursuit—or exploitation—to achieve a decisive effect.37 As ever, the key to a 
victory is the exploitation actions that will prevent the time and space necessary 
for an adversary to recover from the engagement. 

The effects achieved by the defeat mechanisms are all ephemeral: most 
warfighting organizations will be able to adapt to them, some in short order. 
Therefore, an opponent can only be truly defeated if the effects achieved by 
reconnaissance-strike tactics employed against defeat mechanisms are exploited. 
This exploitation will take on different forms according to domain.

Land forces are suited to dislocation, destruction, and disorientation. Once 
one or more of these effects are achieved and the opposing ground forces are un-
able to act in concert, maneuver forces can then exploit that disability through 
more traditional attacks against vulnerable weak points, flanks, gaps, degraded, 
or retreating opposing forces. This is an inversion of the previous tactical re-
gime where planning focused on projected decision points for maneuver forces, 
which were in turn supported by fires. Under the reconnaissance-strike regime, 
reconnaissance-strike tactics will be focused on acquiring targets for long-range 

Figure 1. Defeat mechanisms and how reconnaissance-strike tactics can be em-

ployed to achieve them

Source: courtesy of author, adapted by MCUP.
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precision fires platforms. Maneuver forces will then advance based on the effects 
of those fires. In some cases, “pushing” exploitation forces against preplanned 
axes of advance may give way to battle damage assessments that “pull” ma-
neuver forces against points made weak by the effects of reconnaissance-strike 
tactics. The Ukrainian armed forces are already adapting to these changes in 
just this way, attacking Russian defensive lines on multiple axes to threaten lines 
of communication via long-range precision fires, a clear example of maneuver 
supporting fires.38 

Naval forces are suited to act in much the same way, although the means 
of reconnaissance-strike tactics will be greater since subsurface forces can ably 
perform this mission. Naval reconnaissance-strike tactics will also focus on 
dislocation, destruction, and degradation to reduce and degrade both oppos-
ing surface and subsurface forces as well as shore-based antiacces/area-denial 
systems covering key maritime terrain such as lines of communication, ports, 
straits, etc. This is aptly described by the late Captain Wayne Hughes as achiev-
ing the ability to “attack effectively first.”39 Once sea control is achieved, naval 
forces will have additional defeat mechanisms available such as degradation of 
the opponent’s society through commercial blockades, although degradation 
of the opponent’s naval logistics through blockades or other means is always a 
possibility for naval forces. 

Air forces will have the most options for exploitation. Air forces will use re-
connaissance-strike tactics for disorientation and degradation of air defense and 
air-to-air platforms to achieve localized and temporary air superiority. Once 
that is achieved, air forces are extremely suited to enable and perform recon-
naissance-strike on behalf of naval and land forces, contributing to even more 
defeat mechanisms or enabling follow on exploitation. Lastly, the air superiority 
achieved can further be exploited through destruction of not just enemy forc-
es but infrastructure and industrial networks to achieve degradation at a wide 
scale. Air forces can also exploit their inherent range and precision to pursue 
decapitation mechanisms against opposing forces and opposing political lead-
ership. 

Space forces are relatively nascent but may someday involve space-to-space 
reconnaissance-strike tactics with an aim toward space control. For now, space 
forces are perhaps the most potent enabler of reconnaissance-strike tactics 
conducted by air, naval, and land forces. Surveillance satellites are one of the  
prime innovations that are driving the transition from armor-infiltration to  
reconnaissance-strike tactics as they are so critical to driving the acquisition of 
targets and the guidance of precision-guided munitions. 

Airborne and amphibious forces, as inherently cross-domain forces with 
limited capacity for sustainment, will have more limited capacity for RST at 
scale but will be uniquely suited to conduct reconnaissance-strike tactics to 
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enable other forces and exploit the effects of other forces. The Marine Corps 
is already leaning into this development through the reconnaissance-counter 
reconnaissance mission of stand-in forces. Given the ability of peer compo-
nents to exploit reconnaissance-strike tactics themselves to achieve degradation 
against follow-on forces and their logistics, the ability of airborne and amphib-
ious forces to rapidly project force across domains will make them extremely 
valuable, especially when employed to exploit defeat mechanisms achieved by 
air and naval forces. 

While cyber and electromagnetic warfare are usually broken out in their 
own domains, the fact is that all the forces above will have to use both cyber and 
electronic warfare to acquire the information necessary for reconnaissance-strike 
tactics, deny it to the opponent, and employ them as strike mechanisms. Break-
ing them out into their own discrete domains will prevent this necessary inte-
gration across all forces. 

Of course, these are just generalities. Different opponents will have differ-
ent strengths and weaknesses and therefore will present different threats and op-
portunities for reconnaissance-strike forces applied against defeat mechanisms. 

The key to implementing RST is not buying better or more platforms. It 
is not even conceptualizing how the required systems can be used in the fu-
ture. The key is organizing military forces to efficiently and effectively integrate 
them into a combined arms concept. The important part of any combined-arms 
system is not the arms part but the combined part and combination comes 
through effective organization. 

Staffs at every echelon will likely need to be organized around the targeting 
process as their primary function, instead of treating it as a bolt-on or ad hoc 
board as they do now. The fusion of intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance data, information-processing, and kinetic and nonkinetic strike systems is 
too complex, dynamic, and important to continue treating as an afterthought. 
The U.S. military will have to organize units that marry intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance platforms, long-range precision fires and effects, and 
the authority to employ them in one unit. They must be organic, not distant 
enablers or even attachments. These methods of employing low density capabil-
ities were sufficient for the armor-infiltration regime but will not remain so for 
the reconnaissance-strike regime.

Implications for Amphibious Warfare: 
The Next Force Design
The advent of the reconnaissance-strike regime creates a number of vulnera-
bilities for amphibious forces. First, the sea and air control necessary to exe-
cute large-scale amphibious assaults from offshore will be disrupted at best and 
completely negated at worst. Amphibious forces will have to operate further 
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offshore and move faster than ever before, necessitating a focus on amphibi-
ous raids rather than assaults.40 Second, once amphibious forces are engaged in 
an amphibious operation, the necessary naval assets will likely not be able to 
stay in place and support them during execution, unless amphibious raids can 
first disrupt adversary control of the shore and the seaward space first. Third, 
the traditional amphibious assault method of massing amphibious forces at a 
single point and then expanding outward will be extremely risky, necessitating 
smaller-scale and more distributed operations first to enable a window of op-
portunity for one to occur. 

Fortunately, the Marine Corps has already addressed many of the vulnera-
bilities created by the advent of the reconnaissance-strike regime through Force 
Design 2030. First, amphibious warships are more vulnerable to precision fires 
than they have ever been, necessitating the diversification of amphibious plat-
forms, namely the landing ship medium acquisition. Second, shedding the 
logistics intensive M1A1 Abrams tanks and converting some cannon artillery 
units to rocket artillery reduces the Marine Corps dependencies on theater sus-
tainment, which will be impossible in the early stages of a Pacific war. The 
M1A1 has also become vulnerable to the exact types of RST weapons that have 
proliferated around the world. Third, a renewed focus on distributed operations 
in doctrine and through the expeditionary advanced base operations and stand-
in forces concepts will mitigate the vulnerabilities of traditional approaches to 
amphibious warfare. Fourth, it enhanced its ability to assist the Navy by ac-
quiring systems and munitions that can contribute to sea control in a variety 
of theaters. 

These efforts were all well-founded, based on years of analysis and devel-
opment, and vital for the Marine Corps to remain capable of meeting its re-
sponsibilities to the Navy and the rest of the Joint Force. While mitigating the 
vulnerabilities of the reconnaissance-strike regime was necessary, the Marine 
Corps must now turn to exploiting the potential of the reconnaissance-strike 
regime during the late 2030s and 2040s time frame. 

The top priority of that effort is already being addressed: the Marine Corps 
is pursuing strike technologies to enhance the firepower of Marine infantry. 
However, this does not just mean getting newer weapons into the hands of 
Marines. It means a bottom-up driven effort to experiment with such weapons 
and equipment like drones and then feed the resulting tactical insights into 
doctrine. This should be fast-tracked by creating a temporary office tasked with 
interviewing Marines as they experiment with new weapons and then providing 
the resulting analysis directly to Marine Corps Combat Development Com-
mand for implementation in doctrine. 

The Marine Corps should resist any temptation to get sidetracked into 
an effort to standardize a new infantry squad, platoon, company, or battalion. 
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As Marine veteran H. John Poole pointed out in his recent book Advanced 
Tactics in America, standardization of infantry combat units and drills disables 
the creativity and innovation necessary to develop tactics as new problem sets 
emerge.41 Marine Corps infantry units should be task-organized depending on 
their assigned mission, area of responsibility, and role within the MAGTF, al-
lowing their commanders to design and equip to task rather than to a standard 
institutional model. 

The exploitation of robotics should be another high priority. The Marine 
Corps should pursue an “augment the Marine, don’t replace the Marine” phi-
losophy when it comes to the exploitation of robotics, but it must do so to 
the greatest extent possible at the greatest speed possible. Peer adversaries and 
friendly partners like Ukraine are already outpacing the Marine Corps in terms 
of exploiting robotics. The Marine Corps should partner with the Navy to de-
velop the platforms and tactics to turn amphibious warships—when not em-
barking Marines—into robotic systems motherships. 

Third, in the 2040s the Marine Corps must invest in a long-range, fast- 
attack landing vessel like the Swedish Navy’s Stridsbat 90 HS that depends 
on speed and range for protection. The M variant of this vessel would allow 
20 Marines to be landed on an opposing shore. A vessel of this type is neces-
sary to increase the Marine Corps’ ability to execute amphibious raids to de-
stroy and disrupt shore-based anti-ship missiles and sensors, clearing the way 
for follow-on forces in medium landing ships or launching from amphibious 
warships. 

Fourth, the Marine Corps must develop the MAGTF information group 
into a full-fledged information combat element. Information is the lifeblood 
of precision-strike weapons and reconnaissance-strike tactics. Without accurate 
data, none of it works. Therefore, it is incumbent on the Marine Corps to devel-
op an information combat element tasked with attacking adversary command 
and control and kill chains while feeding and protecting those of the MAGTF 
itself. As the reconnaissance portion of the reconnaissance-strike regime be-
comes as much about signals, electronic, and cyber as physical reconnaissance, 
the MAGTF needs a subordinate element tasked with and empowered to fight 
the reconnaissance-counterreconnaissance fight. This would enhance the Ma-
rine Corps’ ability to employ the degradation defeat mechanism, among others. 

Last, the strongest asymmetric advantage the United States has against any 
adversary is its ability to form and sustain coalitions. For the Marine Corps, 
this means more security cooperation than ever before and, as a stand-in force, 
it means combined irregular warfare. The Marine Corps used to be the leader 
among U.S. Service branches when it comes to combined irregular warfare. 
From the Banana Wars to the combined action platoons of Vietnam, the Ma-
rine Corps has a long history in executing this mission and executing this mis-
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sion well. But, it has largely abandoned that tradition except for the air-naval 
gunfire liaison company community. The Marine Corps can recapture this tra-
dition by codifying the experience of military transition teams in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan and writing a new Small Wars Manual, built on lessons old and new. 
A new Small Wars Manual would serve as the guide for Marines participating in 
combined irregular warfare, whether forward as a stand-in force and elsewhere 
in training or the limited wars likely to occur during great power competition. 

Conclusion
Leaders should be wary of the tyranny of the present when it comes to ex-
amining the lessons of the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian War. However, the war 
has also validated many long-standing predictions. It should be viewed not as 
the beginning of something new but rather the culmination of a number of 
trends, all of which have been examined extensively. Viewed in that light, the 
lessons may indeed be more reliable than most conflicts. T. X. Hammes has 
noted that the Russo-Ukrainian War has demonstrated both continuity and 
change in warfare. The “game-changers” he described are the Ukrainian use of 
integrated command and control, pervasive surveillance and reconnaissance, 
and massed precision fires.42 In other words, Ukraine has managed to execute 
reconnaissance-strike tactics and Russia has not. Older tactics and the tradi-
tional platforms of the armor-infiltration regime are not obsolete, but the re-
connaissance-strike regime offers additional tactical possibilities that effective 
military forces will exploit. This conclusion matches the prescient analyses by 
Krepinevich and Biddle mentioned above. 

What is obsolete are simplistic depictions of tactics as either “maneuver” 
or “attrition.” So, too, is the definition of tactics as either “conventional” or 
“irregular.” Recognition that the proliferation of emergent technology does not 
obviate but instead interacts with more traditional platforms and produces a 
more complex regime of new tactical possibilities, which calls for a more sophis-
ticated theoretical framework. 

The above framework linking the component parts of reconnaissance-strike 
tactics with Hoffman’s concept of defeat mechanisms offers a critical framework 
for thinking about tactics on the modern battlefield that can help tactical com-
manders and operational staffs bridge the gap between codified doctrine and the 
dynamics of a rapidly changing battlefield. The emergence of reconnaissance- 
strike tactics is ongoing but advanced enough to conclude that its emergence 
will continue. This does not mean that the platforms, tactics, and concepts of 
the previous regime are obsolete. Rather, it means that the interactions between 
these platforms and tactics must be reevaluated in the context of the reconnais-
sance-strike regime. 

Services must design their forces for the tactical regime they are in. For am-
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phibious forces, this means the use of longer-range fires to protect ship-to-shore 
movement, the use of longer-range and faster connectors, and a more diverse 
array of surface platforms able to disperse combat power at sea and concentrate 
only for the assault phase of an amphibious operation. It means a greater focus 
on amphibious raids over amphibious assaults.43 

Finally, just as tactical thought should not focus solely on technology, nei-
ther should force design efforts. Success in the modern system is more about 
the organization of highly trained staffs and teams that in turn coordinate the 
tactics made possible by emergent technology in a combined arms manner. 
EABO and SIF are examples of applications of this concept for specific forces 
and situations, but the Marine Corps lacks a capstone concept that governs how 
these concepts and forces will work in concert with traditional ones.44 Some 
have called for a revision of Warfighting, but as a philosophy it is still the core 
ethos of the organization and that should not change. Rather, this indicates that 
it is Marine Corps Operations, MCDP 1-0, which should be revised to serve as 
a doctrinal forcing function to tie emergent and legacy tactics together. Such a 
revision would describe new tactics made possible by the reconnaissance-strike 
regime and Force Design 2030, which capabilities and tactics from legacy re-
gimes should be maintained, and how to use them to serve as defeat mecha-
nisms against adversaries, moving beyond traditional discussions of attrition 
versus maneuver. 
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