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The 2018
National
Defense
Strategy calls
to downgrade
terrorism as

a national
security prior-
ity in favor of
“inter-state strategic competition.”
Many interpreted the statement as
signifying a return to “conventional
combat,” yet a closer reading sug-
gests that even state-based competi-
tion is likely to be “irregular.” The
effort to understand this approach
has generated new jargon—*“hybrid
war,” “the gray zone”—yet the
United States and the West in
general struggle to overcome their
entrenched presumptions about
war. Such confusion constitutes an
upstream source of analytical fric-
tion with implications for how strat-
egy is conceived and implemented.
This paper presents an analytical
framework to assess and respond

to irregular threats. Though termi-
nological precision and analytical
frameworks are no panacea for the
malaise facing Western strategy, it is
an indispensable starting point for
all that must follow.
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