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As War with China Looms, It 
Is Time to Restart Large-
Scale Military Exercises
Robert Peters

How will new battlefield technologies 
affect a future war? The only way to 
gauge the situation is through large-scale 
military exercises.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Given the very real prospect of war with 
China, the Department of War should 
begin exercises similar to the Louisiana 
Maneuvers of 1941.

The Secretary of War should order the 
Navy to take on a large-scale, fleet-on-
fleet exercise across the Pacific.

The United States faces the potential pros-
pect of war with a great power in the coming 
years, with the most likely prospect being 

the People’s Republic of China. China is increasingly 
confident in its own military capabilities, regularly 
harassing its neighbors and engaging in massive, 
joint military operations in and around Taiwanese 
waters and airspace that look for all the world like a 
full-scale dress rehearsal for invasion.1 Indeed, former 
Indo–Pacific Commander Admiral Phil Davidson said 
that he believes the Chinese military has decided it 
must be ready for an invasion of Taiwan by 2027, even 
if opposed by a U.S.-led coalition.2 

At the same time, the world is witnessing the 
emergence of new military technologies, and old tech-
nologies applied in innovative fashion. In Ukraine, 
small, tactical drones (different from the large Predator 
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and Reaper family of drones employed by the United States in the War on 
Terror) have become ubiquitous on the battlefield.3 As a consequence, drones 
have provided both sides with massive amounts of near-real-time tactical 
surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities unseen before in warfare. 

In addition, Ukraine and the conflicts in the Middle East have seen 
missile campaigns on an unprecedented scale against military targets and 
government facilities, as well as civilian population centers.4 Meanwhile, 
actors in East Asia, such as North Korea and, most worryingly, China, are 
closely watching such developments and have fielded the largest missile 
arsenals in the world.5 

Finally, the rise of cyber operations and the rise of space as a warfight-
ing domain is now a distinct concern, particularly if a conflict between 
two spacefaring nations—such as China and the United States—should 
break out.6 

All of this correctly raises a number of key questions: How will these 
new technologies affect a future war? Will these new technologies replace 
existing platforms or will they be additive? 

These questions have yet to be answered because the world has yet to 
see modern, high-end militaries engage in high-intensity conflict with one 
another. This is a good thing—and the goal is to ensure that conditions do not 
arise where the United States and China engage in a high-intensity conflict 
with one another. But should such a conflict erupt, how the above questions 
are answered will in many ways dictate the outcome. In some ways, the 
current security environment is akin to the interwar period between the 
end of World War I and the beginning of World War II. The United States 
military—along with the other militaries of the world—evolved from reli-
ance on horse-drawn vehicles to combustion engine vehicles.7 Armored 
maneuver warfare replaced the horse with the tank.8 Aviation moved away 
from flimsy, wood and cloth–based airplanes to aluminum-powered turbo-
props. Aircraft carriers entered the service.9 And the world’s democracies 
increasingly faced authoritarians in Asia and Europe determined to over-
throw the status quo. How then did militaries “test-drive” new concepts, 
new platforms, new technologies, and new doctrines—particularly if they 
believed that war is imminent? 

They exercised. 
During the interwar period between the first and second world wars, 

the United States military wargamed, exercised, and experimented at an 
extraordinary scale. 

Not only did the U.S. Navy begin building aircraft carriers during this 
period, but the military writ large brought aviation of all kinds into its own. 
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In 1921, U.S. Army officer Billy Mitchell engaged in a series of experiments 
with the U.S. Navy where he demonstrated the utility of aircraft in destroy-
ing—using live ammunition—captured imperial German warships operating 
off the coast of Virginia, thereby demonstrating the role that modern air-
craft could play in naval operations.10 These exercises played out in real 
time 21 years later at the battle of Midway, when American naval aviation 
decimated the Japanese navy and allowed the United States to roll back and 
eventually defeat the Japanese empire.11 

Most famously, the U.S. Army conducted the Louisiana Maneuvers from 
August to September 1941 on the eve of America’s entry into World War II, 
in which 400,000 men arranged in two opposing armies operating across 
thousands of square miles in Louisiana fought with everything except live 
ammunition.12 The Louisiana Maneuvers was a real-world exercise, with 
winners and losers, commanded by ambitious commanders who were not 
rehearsing doctrine or plans, but coming up with concepts and ideas to 
defeat the opposing army.13 These maneuvers directly tested not only Amer-
ica’s generals and provided test beds for new, innovative technologies—but 
it also identified—with great accuracy, in some cases—how future combat 
operations would play out in the real world. These maneuvers gave rise to 
some of America’s most outstanding generals, such as Eisenhower, Patton, 
Bradley, and just as important, the dismissal or retirement of interwar 
general officers who were deemed unfit to command in the coming war.14

The military does some exercises today—but they are just that—exercises. 
The National Training Center at Fort Irwin has units commanded by officers 
trying to defeat their opponent—but these exercises are rarely conducted at 
large scale.15 At most, a single brigade commanded by a colonel will engage 
an “enemy” brigade. The Air Force’s Red Flag and Navy’s Top Gun schools 
teach tactics—and rarely get involved in testing new doctrine or capabilities 
in large operations against thinking opponents. Large-scale U.S. exercises, 
such as U.S. Indo–Pacific Command’s Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC), Talis-
man Sabre (with Australia), Ulchi Freedom Guardian (with South Korea), 
or U.S. Strategic Command’s Global Thunder, generally exercise procedures 
or operations during a scripted conflict or humanitarian or disaster relief 
operations.16 Actual employment of new capabilities against thinking adver-
saries who are trying to defeat their opponent is by and large not done.

Given the rise of drones, large-scale missile salvos, missile defenses, and 
the increasing likelihood that the space and cyber domains will be contested 
in future high-intensity conflicts, coupled with the very real prospect that 
the United States could be in a large-scale war with China, the Department 
of War should undertake something similar to the Louisiana Maneuvers 
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today. Indeed, the Secretary of War should order the Navy to take on a large-
scale, fleet-on-fleet exercise across the Pacific.

Such an exercise would unfold over thousands of square miles of open 
ocean and be comprised of two “enemy” fleets, commanded by vice admi-
rals. This exercise would incorporate multiple carrier strike groups and 
submarine squadrons and test the role of drones, cyber operations, fires, 
long-range strikes, missile defenses, and naval tactics—all to experiment 
in an environment that simulates a possible conflict with China. The fleets 
could be supported by shore-based elements. Each fleet commander should 
be ambitious and out to win the exercise.  

Fundamentally, such a 21st-century maritime version of the Louisiana 
Maneuvers would examine whether an aircraft carrier is, in fact, obsolete, 
or whether drones should be additive to, as opposed to a replacement for, 
the carrier. It should explore various first mover advantages in space and 
cyberspace and reward officers who achieve mission objectives and demon-
strate initiative. 

War with China is a real possibility. The United States must recognize 
that the prospect of a high-intensity, great power war is just as possible 
today as it was in 1937 or 1938. The U.S. military must take the steps nec-
essary to prepare for such a war now. The military must understand how 
unmanned systems, cyber systems, traditional carrier operations, shore-
based aircraft, and both legacy and new capabilities can work together to 
achieve success—or America will likely fail in a future war, whether with 
China or another great power.

Robert Peters is Senior Research Fellow for Strategic Deterrence in the Douglas and 

Sarah Allison Center for National Security at The Heritage Foundation.



﻿ February 13, 2026 | 5ISSUE BRIEF | No. 5404
heritage.org

Endnotes

1.	 Dzirhan Mahadzir, “China Launches Blockade Drills Around Taiwan in Protest of U.S. Arms Sales,” USNI News, December 29, 2025, https://news.usni.
org/2025/12/29/china-launches-blockade-drills-around-taiwan-in-protest-of-u-s-arms-sales (accessed January 5, 2026).

2.	 Isabel Reynolds, “Davidson: China Could Try to Take Control of Taiwan in Next Six Years,” USNI News, March 9, 2021, https://news.usni.org/2021/03/09/
davidson-china-could-try-to-take-control-of-taiwan-in-next-six-years (accessed June 9, 2025).

3.	 C. J. Chivers, “In Ukraine, an Arsenal of Killer AI Drones Is Being Born in War Against Russia,” The New York Times Magazine, December 31, 2025, 
updated, January 5, 2026, https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/31/magazine/ukraine-ai-drones-war-russia.html (accessed January 5, 2026).

4.	 David Gritten, Matt Murphy, and Patrick Jackson, “What We Know About Iran’s Missile Attack on Israel,” BBC News, October 3, 2024, https://www.bbc.
com/news/articles/c70w1j0l488o (accessed January 5, 2026). 

5.	 Ankit Panda, “Indo–Pacific Missile Arsenals: Avoiding Spirals and Mitigating Escalation Risks,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2023, 
https://carnegie-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/static/files/Panda_Indo-Pacific_Missiles_final_1.pdf (accessed January 5, 2026).

6.	 John J. Klein, “Space and Cyber Warfare as One,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, October 31, 2024, https://www.csis.org/analysis/space-
and-cyber-warfare-one (accessed January 5, 2026).

7.	 Mark Struve, “The Army in the Interwar: Training a Professional Army in a Turbulent Era,” U.S. Army, July 9, 2025, https://www.army.mil/
article/286894/the_army_in_the_interwar_training_a_professional_army_in_a_turbulent_era (accessed January 5, 2026). 

8.	 David Shunk, “The Failure to Adapt and Innovate After a Drawdown: The U.S. Army in the Interwar Years 1919–1939,” Small Wars Journal, June 14, 
2013, https://archive.smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/the-failure-to-adapt-and-innovate-after-a-drawdown-the-us-army-in-the-interwar-years-1919-1 
(accessed January 5, 2026).

9.	 Philip D. Mayer, “Incubate Innovation: Aviation Lessons from the Interwar Period,” Naval History, Vol. 33, No. 6 (December 2019), https://www.usni.org/
magazines/naval-history-magazine/2019/december/incubate-innovation-aviation-lessons-interwar-period (accessed January 5, 2026). 

10.	 Kyle Mizokami, “In 1921, a Controversial U.S. Military Experiment ‘Sunk’ the Era of the Battleship,” The National Interest, December 14, 2016, https://
nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/1921-controversial-us-military-experiment-sunk-the-era-the-18736 (accessed January 5, 2026). 

11.	 Robert Kane, “‘Billy Mitchell’ and the Rise of Naval Airpower,” Maxwell Air Force Base Commentaries, June 2, 2017, https://www.maxwell.af.mil/News/
Commentaries/Display/Article/1201405/billy-mitchell-and-the-rise-of-naval-airpower/ (accessed January 5, 2026). 

12.	 Dwight Zimmerman, “The Last and Largest Wargame Before World War II: The Louisiana Maneuvers,” DefenseMediaNetwork, August 15, 2011, https://
www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-last-and-largest-wargame-before-world-war-ii-the-louisiana-maneuvers/ (accessed January 5, 2026). 

13.	 Richard Moran, “The Louisiana Maneuvers 1940–41: The Anvil on Which the United States Army Was Shaped,” American Association for State and 
Local History, Military History, Vol. 5 (December 2012), http://www.mynewsletterbuilder.com/email/newsletter/1411564457 (accessed January 5, 2026). 

14.	 Jennifer McArdle, “Simulating War: Three Enduring Lessons from the Louisiana Maneuvers,” War on the Rocks, March 17, 2021, https://warontherocks.
com/2021/03/simulating-war-three-enduring-lessons-from-the-louisiana-maneuvers/ (accessed January 5, 2026). 

15.	 U.S. Army, “The National Training Center and Fort Irwin,” https://home.army.mil/irwin/ (accessed January 27, 2026). 

16.	 U.S. 3rd Fleet Public Affairs, “RIMPAC 2026 Initial Planning Conference Kicks Off, Laying Foundation for World’s Premiere Maritime Exercise,” U.S. 
Pacific Fleet, June 28, 2025, https://www.cpf.navy.mil/Newsroom/News/Article/4230539/rimpac-2026-initial-planning-conference-kicks-off-laying-
foundation-for-worlds/ (accessed January 5, 2026); U.S. Department of War, “Talisman Sabre,” https://www.war.gov/Multimedia/Experience/Exercise-
Talisman-Sabre/ (accessed January 27, 2026); and news release, “The Republic of Korea and United States Kick Off Ulchi Freedom Shield 25,” United 
States Forces Korea, August 7, 2025, https://www.usfk.mil/Media/Press-Products/Press-Releases/Article/4268084/the-republic-of-korea-and-united-
states-kick-off-ulchi-freedom-shield-25/ (accessed January 5, 2026). 

https://news.usni.org/2025/12/29/china-launches-blockade-drills-around-taiwan-in-protest-of-u-s-arms-sales
https://news.usni.org/2025/12/29/china-launches-blockade-drills-around-taiwan-in-protest-of-u-s-arms-sales
https://news.usni.org/2021/03/09/davidson-china-could-try-to-take-control-of-taiwan-in-next-six-years 
https://news.usni.org/2021/03/09/davidson-china-could-try-to-take-control-of-taiwan-in-next-six-years 
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/31/magazine/ukraine-ai-drones-war-russia.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c70w1j0l488o%20
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c70w1j0l488o%20
https://carnegie-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/static/files/Panda_Indo-Pacific_Missiles_final_1.pdf%20
https://www.csis.org/analysis/space-and-cyber-warfare-one%20
https://www.csis.org/analysis/space-and-cyber-warfare-one%20
https://www.army.mil/article/286894/the_army_in_the_interwar_training_a_professional_army_in_a_turbulent_era%20
https://www.army.mil/article/286894/the_army_in_the_interwar_training_a_professional_army_in_a_turbulent_era%20
https://archive.smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/the-failure-to-adapt-and-innovate-after-a-drawdown-the-us-army-in-the-interwar-years-1919-1
https://www.usni.org/magazines/naval-history-magazine/2019/december/incubate-innovation-aviation-lessons-interwar-period
https://www.usni.org/magazines/naval-history-magazine/2019/december/incubate-innovation-aviation-lessons-interwar-period
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/1921-controversial-us-military-experiment-sunk-the-era-the-18736%20
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/1921-controversial-us-military-experiment-sunk-the-era-the-18736%20
https://www.maxwell.af.mil/News/Commentaries/Display/Article/1201405/billy-mitchell-and-the-rise-of-naval-airpower/
https://www.maxwell.af.mil/News/Commentaries/Display/Article/1201405/billy-mitchell-and-the-rise-of-naval-airpower/
https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-last-and-largest-wargame-before-world-war-ii-the-louisiana-maneuvers/%20
https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-last-and-largest-wargame-before-world-war-ii-the-louisiana-maneuvers/%20
http://www.mynewsletterbuilder.com/email/newsletter/1411564457
https://warontherocks.com/2021/03/simulating-war-three-enduring-lessons-from-the-louisiana-maneuvers/%20
https://warontherocks.com/2021/03/simulating-war-three-enduring-lessons-from-the-louisiana-maneuvers/%20
https://home.army.mil/irwin/
https://www.cpf.navy.mil/Newsroom/News/Article/4230539/rimpac-2026-initial-planning-conference-kicks-off-laying-foundation-for-worlds/
https://www.cpf.navy.mil/Newsroom/News/Article/4230539/rimpac-2026-initial-planning-conference-kicks-off-laying-foundation-for-worlds/
https://www.war.gov/Multimedia/Experience/Exercise-Talisman-Sabre/
https://www.war.gov/Multimedia/Experience/Exercise-Talisman-Sabre/
https://www.usfk.mil/Media/Press-Products/Press-Releases/Article/4268084/the-republic-of-korea-and-united-states-kick-off-ulchi-freedom-shield-25/
https://www.usfk.mil/Media/Press-Products/Press-Releases/Article/4268084/the-republic-of-korea-and-united-states-kick-off-ulchi-freedom-shield-25/

