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The Pentagon just proved that human commanders can’t keep up with AI warfare—and
they’re deploying it anyway.

The Moment Human Military Decision-Making Became a
Bottleneck

In December 2025, something happened in a military exercise that should have triggered
emergency sessions in every defense ministry on the planet. During Air Force DASH-2,
artificial intelligence tools generated 10 complete courses of action in approximately 8
seconds. Human staff officers, working the same problem, produced 3 courses of action in

https://defensescoop.com/2025/08/29/air-force-wargame-dash-2-artificial-intelligence-battle-management/
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16 minutes.

That’s not a marginal improvement. That’s a 120x speed differential.

To put this in perspective: in the time it took experienced military planners to develop
three potential battle plans, the AI had already produced ten, been evaluated, and could
have been re-run multiple times. The machine wasn’t just faster—it operated on an entirely
different temporal plane.

And this wasn’t some laboratory curiosity. DASH-2 tested AI across air, land, maritime,
cyber, and space assets in multi-domain scenarios. The kind of complex, interconnected
battlespace that modern warfare actually presents. The kind that demands synthesis of
thousands of variables, assessment of adversary responses, and coordination across
domains that human cognition struggles to hold simultaneously.

The Air Force didn’t bury this result. They published it. And then everyone went back to
discussing how we’ll maintain “meaningful human control” over autonomous systems.

The uncomfortable truth nobody in defense circles wants to articulate: we’ve
built an operational paradigm where the strategic advantage comes specifically
from moving faster than human judgment can function.

The Decision Compression Problem Nobody Wants to
Solve

Let’s be precise about what’s actually happening here, because the implications cascade in
ways that current policy frameworks cannot address.

Decision compression refers to the shrinking window between sensor input, analysis, option
generation, and execution in modern warfare. For decades, this window has been narrowing.
Precision-guided munitions reduced the gap between targeting and strike. Network-
centric warfare accelerated information flow. Satellite surveillance enabled near-real-time
situational awareness.
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But AI represents a phase transition, not an incremental improvement. When courses of
action generate in 8 seconds, you’re no longer in the realm of “faster planning.” You’re in a
domain where the human cognitive loop—observe, orient, decide, act—physically cannot
keep pace with the operational tempo the technology enables.

Consider the Joint Fires Network (JFN), which transitions from R&D to acquisition program
in October 2025. This system automates “who should shoot who”—target-weapon pairing
across entire theaters. We’re talking hundreds of targets and hundreds of weapon systems,
matched and prioritized at machine speed.

The Mathematics of Human Irrelevance

Here’s the math that defense officials don’t want to confront publicly:

Process AI Speed Human Speed Speed
Differential

Course of Action
Generation ~0.8 seconds per COA ~320 seconds per COA 400x per unit

Theater-Scale Target
Pairing Seconds to minutes Hours to days 100x-1000x

Multi-Domain
Coordination Near-instantaneous Requires staff

synchronization Effectively infinite

When JFN handles target-weapon assignment at theater scale—potentially hundreds of
simultaneous pairings—what does “human approval” even mean? A commander cannot
meaningfully evaluate 200 target-weapon matches in the time available. They can approve
a batch. They can trust the algorithm. They can rubber-stamp.

But they cannot exercise judgment in any philosophically meaningful sense.

The Doctrine-Reality Gap

DoD Directive 3000.09 is the foundational document governing autonomous weapons
systems in American military doctrine. It mandates “appropriate levels of human judgment”
for autonomous systems. The phrase appears throughout the directive like an
incantation—as if repeating it enough times will make it technologically achievable.

https://breakingdefense.com/2025/12/artifical-intelligence-is-everywhere-2025-review/
https://breakingdefense.com/2025/12/artifical-intelligence-is-everywhere-2025-review/
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But 3000.09 provides no technical guidance on how to preserve judgment when AI
operates at machine speed. It doesn’t define what “appropriate” means when the
operational advantage comes precisely from removing human latency. It doesn’t address
what happens when adversaries field systems without such constraints, creating a
competitive dynamic that punishes deliberation.

Legal scholars at Perry World House have been wrestling with this problem, attempting to
design frameworks for lawful military AI. Their technical and legal reflections on decision-
support and autonomous weapon systems reveal the fundamental tension: the features
that make AI militarily valuable are precisely the features that undermine meaningful human
oversight.

A human “in the loop” who cannot understand the trade-offs, evaluate the
alternatives, or predict the consequences isn’t exercising oversight. They’re
providing legal cover.

The International Committee of the Red Cross and the UN Secretary-General have jointly
called for legally binding restrictions on autonomous weapons systems. Their warning is
stark: AI in targeting can render weapons indiscriminate if humans cannot reliably predict
and control their effects.

This isn’t pacifist idealism. It’s a recognition that the legal framework governing armed
conflict—international humanitarian law—assumes human decision-makers with sufficient
time, information, and cognitive capacity to apply principles of distinction and
proportionality. Remove those conditions, and the legal architecture collapses.

The Institutionalization of AI Warfare

While ethicists debate and lawyers draft position papers, the U.S. military is
institutionalizing AI warfare at a remarkable pace.

On December 30, 2025, the Army established a new 49B AI/ML officer career field. This
isn’t a training program or a temporary initiative. It’s a permanent career path, with
applications open January 5 through February 6, 2026 via the Volunteer Transfer Incentive

https://perryworldhouse.upenn.edu/news-and-insight/designing-lawful-military-ai-technical-and-legal-reflections-on-decision-support-and-autonomous-weapon-systems/
https://www.icrc.org/en/statement/we-cannot-let-AI-be-deployed-on-battlefield-without-oversight-and-regulation
https://www.icrc.org/en/statement/we-cannot-let-AI-be-deployed-on-battlefield-without-oversight-and-regulation
https://www.army.mil/article/289843/army_establishes_new_ai_machine_learning_career_path_for_officers
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Program (VTIP). The first transfers will occur in January 2026.

The creation of a dedicated military occupational specialty for AI represents a fundamental
shift in how the Army conceptualizes warfare. AI is no longer a tool that specialists support.
It’s a core competency that warfighting officers will build careers around.

The Institutional Momentum Problem

Once you create a career field, you create institutional momentum. Officers will need
billets. Programs will need advocates. Budgets will need justification. The 49B community
will have professional incentives to expand AI integration, to demonstrate operational value,
to secure resources and promotions.

This isn’t cynicism—it’s how military bureaucracies function. And it means that the window
for fundamental debate about human control over military AI is closing rapidly. Not
because anyone is making a conscious decision to close it, but because institutional
structures are calcifying around the assumption that AI-integrated warfare is inevitable
and desirable.

The Army’s move follows the broader trend across all service branches. As Military.com’s
2025 review documented, the U.S. military has systematically expanded AI integration
across domains—from logistics optimization to predictive maintenance to battle
management. Each application individually seems reasonable. Collectively, they represent a
transformation that no single policy decision authorized.

The Marine Corps Dissent (Sort Of)

Not every service is sprinting toward full AI integration. The Marine Corps issued NAVMC
5239.1 in December 2024, establishing what they call a “distrust and verify” approach to
generative AI.

The guidance requires AI task forces to evaluate implementations and mandates
compliance with the NIST AI Risk Management Framework. It’s a notably cautious approach
compared to the Army’s enthusiasm or the Air Force’s DASH-2 acceleration.

But here’s the catch: caution in one service doesn’t change the competitive dynamics. If

https://www.military.com/feature/2025/12/27/2025-review-how-us-military-put-ai-work.html
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the Air Force demonstrates that AI battle management provides decisive advantages, the
Marine Corps faces pressure to match that capability or accept operational inferiority. If
adversaries field systems without human oversight constraints, “distrust and verify”
becomes a luxury that combat may not afford.

The Marine guidance acknowledges the risks of AI integration. It doesn’t solve the
fundamental problem that machine-speed warfare and meaningful human judgment may
be structurally incompatible.

The Legal Void at the Center

Legal experts at the Lieber Institute have been mapping the uncertainty surrounding
autonomous weapons systems. Their analysis reveals a landscape where existing legal
frameworks don’t clearly apply and new frameworks don’t exist.

The core problem: “human-in-the-loop” becomes rubber-stamping when complexity and
tempo exceed human capacity to understand trade-offs in available time. This isn’t a
hypothetical concern. DASH-2 demonstrated it empirically.

When an AI generates 10 courses of action in 8 seconds, a commander cannot meaningfully
evaluate each one. They can review the AI’s top recommendation. They can spot-check
assumptions. They can apply intuition about whether the output “feels” right. But they
cannot perform the independent judgment that legal accountability assumes.

The Accountability Gap

International humanitarian law assigns responsibility to individuals. War crimes are
committed by people, prosecuted against people, punished by incarceration of people. But
when an AI-generated course of action leads to unlawful targeting, the accountability
becomes murky:

The commander approved the action but couldn’t meaningfully evaluate it
The AI system generated the recommendation but has no legal personhood
The developers created the system but didn’t choose this specific target
The operators implemented the system but didn’t understand its reasoning

https://lieber.westpoint.edu/addressing-uncertainty-use-autonomous-weapons-systems/
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This isn’t a failure of existing law—it’s a category mismatch. The legal architecture assumes
human decision-making as the locus of moral responsibility. AI warfare distributes
decision-making across systems, institutions, and temporal scales in ways that dissolve
individual accountability.

The 2026 Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons review of the Autonomous
Weapons Systems Group of Governmental Experts mandate is expected to be pivotal for
future AWS regulation. But the diplomatic timeline operates in years while military
technology advances in months. By the time international consensus emerges—if it ever
does—operational realities may have foreclosed meaningful restrictions.

The Adversary Dimension

Every discussion of AI warfare restraint confronts an uncomfortable strategic reality:
unilateral restraint concedes advantage.

If the United States limits AI autonomy to preserve human judgment, but adversaries
deploy fully autonomous systems, American forces would face opponents who can cycle
through observe-orient-decide-act loops 100 times faster. In many scenarios, that speed
differential is decisive.

This creates a classic security dilemma. Each nation’s defensive rationale for AI
acceleration appears threatening to adversaries, triggering counter-acceleration. The result
is an arms race dynamic that punishes restraint and rewards whoever is willing to remove
human oversight first.

Some argue that maintaining human judgment provides defensive advantages—that AI
systems can be spoofed, hacked, or manipulated in ways that human operators would
recognize. This is plausible. But it’s also speculative, and it assumes defensive benefits that
may not materialize.

The honest assessment: we don’t know whether human-in-the-loop systems perform
better or worse in actual combat against adversary AI. DASH-2 demonstrated AI superiority
in course of action generation under exercise conditions. Whether that translates to
combat effectiveness remains untested—and the testing may happen in circumstances
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where we’d rather not learn the answer empirically.

The Decision Space Nobody Acknowledges

Here’s what military and civilian leadership are not saying publicly:

Option 1: Accept speed-limited human judgment. Maintain genuine human control over
targeting decisions, accepting that this creates operational disadvantages against
adversaries who don’t. This is a legitimate strategic choice, but it requires acknowledging
the tradeoff honestly.

Option 2: Accept rubber-stamp “oversight.” Deploy AI systems at machine speed with
nominal human approval, knowing that approval cannot constitute meaningful judgment.
Maintain the legal and rhetorical framework of human control while functionally delegating
decisions to algorithms.

Option 3: Accept fully autonomous operations. Acknowledge that certain scenarios
require machine-speed decision-making without human intervention. Develop legal and
ethical frameworks appropriate to that reality rather than retrofitting frameworks designed
for human-paced warfare.

Current policy occupies an incoherent middle ground: asserting that human judgment
remains meaningful while deploying systems that operate faster than human cognition
allows. This isn’t a sustainable position. It’s a political convenience that defers hard choices
until battlefield reality forces them.

What DASH-2 Actually Demonstrated

Let’s return to those 8 seconds.

The DASH-2 exercise didn’t just show that AI is faster. It demonstrated that AI operates at
a tempo where human judgment becomes structurally impossible. Not difficult. Not
challenging. Impossible.

When the decision cycle compresses to seconds, the human role necessarily changes:
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From decision-maker to parameter-setter: Humans define the constraints within
which AI operates, but don’t evaluate individual outputs
From judgment to oversight: Humans monitor for gross failures rather than
evaluating quality of specific decisions
From accountability to responsibility: Humans bear responsibility for AI behavior
they cannot meaningfully control

These role changes aren’t inherently wrong. Organizations routinely delegate decisions to
subordinates, automated systems, and institutional processes. The question is whether
we’re honest about what’s happening.

The Honesty Problem

Current doctrine insists that humans remain “in the loop” and exercise “meaningful control”
over targeting decisions. DASH-2 demonstrated that this is not achievable at machine
speed.

One or the other has to give. Either we slow AI systems to human-compatible tempo
(accepting competitive disadvantage), or we acknowledge that “human control” is an
aspiration rather than an operational reality.

What we cannot do indefinitely is maintain the pretense that 8-second decision cycles are
compatible with meaningful human judgment. The numbers don’t work. The cognitive
science doesn’t support it. The operational reality contradicts it.

The Path Forward (Such As It Exists)

If you’ve read this far expecting a tidy resolution, I must disappoint you. The decision
compression problem doesn’t have a clean solution. But there are approaches that might
help navigate it:

1. Honest doctrine

Stop pretending that human-in-the-loop and machine-speed warfare are compatible.
Develop doctrine that acknowledges the tradeoffs explicitly. Define categories of decisions
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suitable for different levels of autonomy rather than applying one-size-fits-all rhetoric
about human control.

2. Pre-commitment frameworks

If humans cannot evaluate individual AI decisions in real-time, they can potentially
constrain the decision space in advance. Define rules of engagement, prohibited target
categories, proportionality thresholds, and escalation limits before engagement. The AI
operates within pre-approved parameters rather than seeking approval for each action.

This isn’t a perfect solution—it shifts judgment from execution to design—but it may be
more honest than pretending real-time oversight is possible.

3. Competitive analysis of restraint

Conduct serious analysis of whether human oversight provides operational advantages, not
just moral ones. If human judgment catches AI errors that would prove costly in combat,
that’s a competitive argument for maintaining it. If human latency costs more than AI
errors, that’s information we need to know.

4. International frameworks before it’s too late

The 2026 CCW review represents perhaps the last opportunity for international consensus
before AI warfare becomes fully normalized. The window for restrictions is closing—not
because nations are refusing, but because operational deployment is creating facts on the
ground faster than diplomacy can address.

The Question We’re Not Asking

Everyone involved in military AI development asks: “How do we maintain human control
over autonomous systems?”

Almost nobody asks: “Should we deploy systems that operate faster than human control
allows?”

The first question assumes the answer to the second. It presumes that machine-speed
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warfare is inevitable and desirable, and our task is merely to retrofit human oversight onto
systems designed to operate without it.

But the second question is actually prior. Before engineering solutions for human-machine
teaming at machine tempo, we should ask whether that tempo is strategically wise,
ethically acceptable, and legally sustainable.

DASH-2 didn’t just demonstrate AI capability. It demonstrated a future where military
decisions happen faster than human comprehension. Whether that future is desirable is a
question we’re deploying systems to answer before we’ve actually asked it.

The 8-Second Reckoning

Eight seconds.

That’s how long it took AI to generate 10 battle plans integrating air, land, maritime, cyber,
and space assets. In that time, a human planner hadn’t finished reading the scenario brief.

This isn’t about whether AI is good or bad. It’s not about technophobia or technophilia. It’s
about mathematical incompatibility between machine-speed operations and human-
paced judgment.

The Air Force has demonstrated that AI can accelerate military decision-making by two
orders of magnitude. The Army has created a career field institutionalizing AI integration.
The Joint Fires Network is automating theater-scale target-weapon pairing. The
infrastructure for machine-speed warfare is being built, tested, and deployed.

And nobody in official circles is saying what DASH-2 actually proved: that “human-in-the-
loop” and “machine-speed warfare” are contradictory requirements. You can have one or
the other. You cannot have both.

Every policy document asserting otherwise is either confused or dishonest. Every
assurance about “meaningful human control” over 8-second decision cycles is either
aspirational or deceptive.

The commanders of tomorrow won’t be making decisions. They’ll be ratifying them. Unless
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we’re honest about that transformation, we’ll sleepwalk into a form of warfare where human
judgment exists only as a legal fiction—invoked to satisfy international humanitarian law,
but functionally absent from the kill chain.

Eight seconds isn’t enough time to read this sentence carefully. It’s definitely not enough
time to evaluate a battle plan.

The Pentagon just demonstrated that human oversight of AI warfare is mathematically
impossible at operational tempo—and the only honest path forward is acknowledging
that we must choose between competitive advantage and meaningful human control,
because we cannot have both.
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