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Jure Erlic: What got you into studying specifically the automation of military AI [artificial 
intelligence]. What was the background? Why did you choose this for your field of study?

Margarita Konaev: For background, I lead the military applications of AI line of research at 
CSET, the Center for Security and Emerging Technology. I started there in the summer of 2019. 
But you wouldn’t necessarily assume that would be my field of study based on my previous 
work, because I wasn’t directly concentrating on technology.

I did my PhD in political science and I’ve written a decent amount on armed 
conflicts, especially urban warfare. Now, urban warfare is very difficult for militaries to fight 
and particularly hard on civilians. Studying it, one thing you learn is that urban terrain and 
the presence of civilians tend to erode the technological advantage of advanced militaries like 
that of the United States or Israel, for example, when they confront committed groups like ISIS 
or Hamas in the Gaza Strip in urban settings. My research on urban warfare made me into a 
technology skeptic, or at least encouraged me to be careful in my own predictions about the 
implications of AI on international security. 

So, when I started at CSET, what I really wanted was to develop a systematic 
understanding of how AI and related technologies connect to specific military capabilities, and 
how these AI-enabled military capabilities could influence developments and interests at the 
strategic level. As a social science PhD, I need structure, a clear organization of relationships 
that shows me how things connect to each other.  And while coming to this world from a more 
skeptical point of view, I have definitely learned a lot about some incredible technological 
advances and powerful and exciting developments. But there’s also a lot of hype and a lot of fear, 
as well as many things we still don’t know about AI and what it can and cannot do. 

Colin Clarke: Can you give us a sense of in your interactions, whether they’re with senior 
leaders or with folks in the Pentagon, to what extent do [colonels] and above understand what 
you’re talking about? Or is it more about going for the shiny object? AI is almost talked about 
like a physical thing, rather than an enabling function or common thread through different 
technologies. My general impression is that senior leaders don’t have a great understanding.

Colin P. Clarke and Jure Erlic, then an assistant teaching professor and graduate student in Carnegie 
Mellon University’s Institute for Politics and Strategy, respectively, interviewed Dr. Margarita 
Konaev on March 2, 2020. Dr. Konaev was visiting CMU’s Pittsburgh campus to give an IPS Policy 
Forum lecture on US military investments in autonomous and AI-enabled weapons and systems. 
John Chin, the journal’s managing editor, lightly edited the interview for concision and flow.

Dr. Konaev is a research fellow at Georgetown University’s Center for Security and Emerging 
Technology, specializing in military applications of artificial intelligence, Russian military 
innovation, and urban warfare in the Middle East and Eurasia. After receiving her PhD from the 
University of Notre Dame, she was a post-doctoral fellow at the University of Pennsylvania’s Perry 
World House and the Center for Strategic Studies at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, as 
well as a Nonresident Fellow with the Modern War Institute at West Point. Dr. Konaev’s research 
has appeared in the Journal of Strategic Studies, Journal of Global Security Studies, and Conflict 
Management and Peace Science, as well as in outlets such as The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 
Lawfare, and War on the Rocks. 

Interview with Dr. Margarita Konaev
COLIN P. CLARKE AND JURE ERLIC



57Volume 5, Issue 3

Margarita Konaev: It varies. The Department of Defense (DoD) takes developing, attracting, 
and retaining AI talent very seriously, since it’s critical for advancing their AI vision. In many of 
the conversations I’ve been a part of, it’s also been encouraging to see the room filled with people 
with a variety of backgrounds – technical experts, engineers, developers, international relations 
and area studies people – from government, private sector, academia, etc. Each bring a different 
perspective on AI, and by interacting with one another and learning from each other, everyone 
gets a more comprehensive understanding of this topic. There are a lot of people within DoD 
working on AI now, whether it’s the JAIC [the Joint Artificial Intelligence Center], the different 
AI tasks forces within the services, OSD, and many other places. My sense is that within these 
circles, there is a pretty clear view of what AI can and cannot do, how it can be employed and 
leveraged to support US military capabilities and interests. 

There is also a lot of interest in AI and emerging technologies among senior political 
leaders, and here the conversation usually turns to China. 

Jure Erlic: Shifting on towards China, is their technological rise all hype or actually is Beijing 
a real threat to the US when it comes to military organization and the use of AI for military 
purposes? Or would you say Russia is actually a bigger or more capable threat?

Colin Clarke: Let me put this question in context. I remember many years ago now being at a 
talk at Rand [Corporation] and the title of the talk was something like “A Tsunami of Engineers.” 
And this guy came in. He was basically talking in terms of quantity, how many engineers China 
was producing, and someone raised their hand. And they’re like, yeah, but who counts as an 
engineer in China? Is it the guy that fixes the Pepsi machine? Are these numbers inflated and 
does quantity signal quality in and of itself? So, we’re trying to get a sense of, you know, is the 
threat driving the hype? Or what underlies a lot of that?

Margarita Konaev: CSET has a few reports that estimate Chinese investment in AI, not just 
military but across different industries. While getting an accurate assessment is difficult, what a 
closer reading of Chinese language sources shows is that the oft-mentioned figures are inaccurate, 
exaggerated, or provided without the relevant time frame. So, when you hear a bombastic figure 
like $70 billion, you have to ask if it’s referring to public or private spending, to AI specifically 
or to research and development in many other emerging technologies, and if this is an overall 
projection that covers many years ahead under the best-case (i.e. very unlikely) scenario. On 
the other hand, some believe that much of what China has accomplished technologically 
happened through reverse engineering and stealing from other nations; that there is no original, 
home-driven, domestic innovation and there’s only replication. And that is also not a correct 
assessment.  So, I think, like most things, the truth is somewhere in the middle. Moreover, 
assessments of technological developments, at least in my opinion, should be contextualized 
within broader strategic questions, and integrated with broader threat assessments. 

Colin Clarke: I remember in the late 1990s and early 2000s, China hawks basically screamed 
that China is modernizing their military. Ergo, they’re a threat. But when you looked at what 
some of the modernizations were, what country with that economic progress would not do that? 
Paying salaries or for all the things that come with training a soldier. We were led to believe by 
the click bait that they are building aircraft carriers by the day. Then you look at it and a lot of it 
was personnel, resources, and things that every nation would do, including us. 

Margarita Konaev: It’s interesting that you mentioned Russia earlier because in discussions of 
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technology and national security, Russia usually comes up as an afterthought to China, and even 
then, mostly from the people that focus on the security side of things; the people that focus on 
the technology side of things don’t really think about Russia. 

Colin Clarke: Really? Can you explain?

Margarita Konaev: I’m exaggerating somewhat for effect, here. Of course, there is good work 
out there on Russian military innovation, including in new technologies such as autonomous 
systems and AI, as well as cyber warfare and information operations. But most conversations 
related to AI and national security are definitely about China, not Russia, as the main competitor 
to the United States. And to a great extent, it makes sense because China is investing so heavily 
in these technologies and has been showcasing extremely innovative and sophisticated AI tools 
and applications in recent years. 

Here, the idea of different cultures of innovation is important. The American culture of 
innovation has a very high level of tech optimism, and a tendency to see cutting edge technologies 
as a solution to many different problems. I’m simplifying here, of course, but Americans view 
tech innovation as full of glitz and glamour. It always has to be 
the fastest, the most exquisite technology. Russia’s approach 
is very different. It’s not exquisite. It’s practical. It’s pragmatic. 
It doesn’t need to be revolutionary; it just needs to work, to 
be good enough. This approach, to some extent, is fed by the 
Soviet legacy. But it’s also a reflection of how Russia sees its 
strategic position, how it sees itself as part of an asymmetric 
competition with more powerful great powers, and of course, 
budgetary constraints.

Jure Erlic: Social constraints as well?

Margarita Konaev: Yeah. In the same way that there are constraints here, there are constraints 
there. But I think what is missing from the technology-centric analyses of the strategic 
competition that overlook Russia is a clearer understanding that a technology doesn’t have to 
be shiny, exquisite, or incredibly expensive to be dangerous and detrimental to US interests. 
The Russians are also testing their new military tech and semi-autonomous and autonomous 
systems in operational environments in Syria and to a lesser degree Ukraine, because unlike 
China, they’re involved in theaters of war. And that operational experience is not a joke.

Colin Clarke: You were talking about the number of people focusing on China versus focusing 
on Russia. If you were to give advice to an undergraduate or graduate student really interested 
in this space, but looking to get into an area that’s not oversaturated, what areas in your opinion 
are ripe for study that are maybe undervalued right now? Where you say, look, you can get into 
this area and really make a difference, whether it’s a specific country, a specific technology, or 
any kind of combination in there.

Margarita Konaev: Interesting. I think there is space to try to understand what some of the 
smaller, wealthier, security-oriented countries are doing. Like Israel, Singapore, Estonia. These 
countries – because of geography, politics, and their strategic realities – have developed quite 
competitive technology sectors and innovation industries with very strong security aspects. I 
think they would make for good case studies. 
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 Not a small country, but a country that will inevitably matter because of its size and 
its potential, is India. It could be interesting to explore India’s possible competitive advantages 
in things like data labeling and data cleaning, which are critical for the development of ML 
[machine learning] systems, but also issues such as AI talent, immigration, and ties to the 
United States. 
 I would add that its especially useful to have people who study other countries but also 
understand policy and politics in the United States. If as a country expert, a China or a Russia 
specialist, you also have an interest in influencing US foreign policy you need to understand 
American priorities when it comes to the strategic competition. You need to have some sort of 
a basic knowledge of how institutions work here, how the military works here, the American 
innovation ecosystem if it’s about technology. So being able to explain how Chinese or Russian 
or any other international developments may impact US interests, and what can be done from 
a policy standpoint – realistically, within the institutional, political, and other constraints – can 
be a very compelling set of skills and a competitive advantage.

Colin Clarke: I spent 10 years at Rand [Corporation], and I went there thinking I’m going to 
study terrorism and insurgency. Once you actually got down to it, there were very few projects on 
those topics. There were a lot of projects – because they were well-funded – on what I considered 
at the time to be non-sexy topics like security cooperation, building partner capacity, logistics. 
These topics seemed so boring. But they were crucial to the way I understand counterterrorism 
now because I read some papers and you get to the policy prescriptions section that say do X, Y 
or Z. And if you don’t have a good understanding of the way security cooperation works or what 
Leahy vetting is, or all these other kind of constraints on the broader US military ecosystem, it’s 
laughable. I think that part is understudied and is less understood.

Margarita Konaev: Moving from academia into the think-tank world, I am definitely still 
learning about the best ways to cover policy implications and package policy recommendations. 
You know a decent amount about a certain topic, and you want to make that knowledge useful, 
but it can be difficult to figure out who you need to speak to, and what you need to tell them 
exactly to make them hear you. International relations students who have an interest in shaping 
policy should really be learning about how American institutions work, how policy is made and 
implemented, budgets, different interest groups, etc. All of these domestic issues are essential. 

Jure Erlic: Circling back, you noted earlier that we have been really focused on the US and its 
adversaries such as Russia and China in regards to their AI-enabled capabilities. But has there 
been any focus on our own allies’ capabilities within NATO, Canada, South Korea, Australia, 
and New Zealand with their own AI and automation programs for the military?

Margarita Konaev: That’s a good question. CSET has a number of reports on working with 
US allies on research and development, AI standards, defense collaboration, and ensuring that 
AI technologies reflect shared democratic values and principles. There is a strong push for 
collaboration in AI, for working closely with US allies and partners. But it is also important 
to understand that different countries have different priorities. In Europe, the conversation 
about AI is not as securitized as here. It’s more focused on industrial and service applications, 
transportation, finance, health care, medicine. And these defense budgets of most of our allies 
are much smaller than that of the United States, so there are constrains there as well. 

At the same time, there are interesting advances. France and Germany, for example, 
have AI strategies that talk about leveraging greater autonomy and AI for intelligence collection, 
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logistics automation, and their personnel management systems. I would say that if we want our 
alliances to remain healthy over the long run and if we want to talk about interoperability with 
our allies, working closely together on AI is going to be fundamentally important. 

Another challenge in promoting multinational collaboration around AI issues is that it 
can be difficult to talk about military applications of autonomy and AI without getting into the 
“killer robots” conversation. There are of course important moral, ethical, and legal concerns 
about the integration of AI into military systems and missions which deserve our attention. 
But there is a spectrum of AI applications that militaries can make use of, many of them are 
relatively benign and have no lethal uses. Discussions about AI in safety-critical systems and 
where life and death questions are involved also need to be more precise when it comes to 
the capabilities and limitations of new technologies, the constraints of working inside military 
organizations that have rules of engagement, that have command and control structures, that 
already have systems for the production and the deployment of new weapons. Of course, there’s 
serious, legitimate concerns about AI safety, about assurance. These are fragile, brittle new 
systems that we have to be very conscientious with how we advance with them. But I think 
its counterproductive to create public panic around Hollywood-type scenarios of Terminator, 
Skynet, and autonomous drone swarms that can select and kill any target they choose without 
any human oversight. 

Colin Clarke: Interoperability sometimes is more something countries pay lip service to than 
actually focus on.

Margarita Konaev: Yes, it’s aspirational, to a degree. But insofar as we are paying lip service to it, 
there’s an opportunity in certain areas to make relatively non-controversial decisions that could 
enable our allies to operate better logistics, for example. That only helps us. If they are more 
prepared, if we are more prepared, then everybody is ready to go when they need to.

Jure Erlic: In regard to this issue of interoperability between allies, what has stalled these kinds 
of more mundane issues like logistics. Is it just the political structure, the data?

Margarita Konaev: The data is definitely a big issue – lack of data, poor data, siloed data, etc. It’s 
certainly one of the biggest challenges to scaling AI across DoD, and an area where there is a lot 
to be done – overcoming the fact that data is siloed, different levels of data classification, dealing 
with the legacy systems that store it, and even the fact that not everything is even digitized. 
Before you do anything that is related to introducing models and algorithms into the equation, 
you need to deal with the data challenges.

Colin Clarke: That could be cultural, right? This is my rice bowl. I’ve seen it firsthand way 
too many times, just in DoD. That says nothing about doing it interagency. That’s just another 
phrase that gets parroted around. So, you know, there’s politics involved.

Margarita Konaev: There’s a lot of barriers I think even just to the integration and scaling 
of AI within DoD, technical, political, bureaucratic, organizational, you name it. Even on 
things that are considered low hanging fruit technologically because they already exist in 
the commercial sphere, you would think you can just import, say, a commercial system for 
predictive maintenance, into the Air Force. No. There are a lot of barriers there. The point that 
I was hoping to make later today is that nobody really likes talking about logistics because it’s 
boring, extremely complicated, and not sexy. But the thing is that logistics is readiness, logistics 
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is endurance, and logistics is survivability. So I would really urge for a rhetorical and almost an 
emotional shift of what logistics means and why it’s so important.

Jure Erlic: Talking about the structure of the existing systems in place, you mentioned it’s hard 
to import from private companies. I think a lot of people who aren’t familiar with this field have 
a tendency to think that a lot of the innovation for AI and to an extent automation is coming 
from private endeavors like Google, Amazon, Microsoft. How true is that? 

Margarita Konaev: It’s true, for a number of reasons. First, AI is a dual use technology. AI is not 
a weapon. If AI was a weapon, DoD would be leading on it. But AI is different, it’s an enabling 
technology, which has a range of uses in civilian commercial applications where it can be very 
profitable. So private companies and especially tech giants spend a lot money on AI research and 
development, while the DoD budget goes to legacy weapons systems, US military operations 
and presence around the world, and even the research and development budget mostly goes 
to major weapons programs like the F-35 and much less to science and technology  and new 
tech like AI. Then there is the question of attracting talent, and the Pentagon cannot compete 

with the salaries that data scientists and AI/ML developers and 
engineers make in the private sector. 
 That said, I don’t think that innovation has to be exclusively 
in-house for DoD on something like AI. Although it’s not always 
easy, DoD can work effectively with the private sector and 
leverage the innovation that comes from there. 

Colin Clarke: Although we have seen some instances where 
students or Silicon Valley tech workers refuse to work with 
Google or for a company that does something with Project 
Maven, right. There’s this cultural pushback. 

Margarita Konaev: I think that varies. We talk about the private sector or even Silicon Valley as 
a blanket term, but even within those areas you have massive variation. My sense is that many if 
not most AI engineers and developers and other AI practitioners who work in the commercial 
space don’t necessarily know a lot about what the Department of Defense does or wants to do 
with AI, and the different types of projects DoD is funding. The JAIC, for example, is doing 
some very interesting work on AI for humanitarian aid and disaster relief in areas affected by 
wildfires which we know are getting worse because of climate change. So if you care about 
climate change, who do you think is going to be at the forefront of putting out those fires? That’s 
a federal and state effort. You’re not going to have Google or Facebook deploying to put out 
fires, or dealing with disaster relief in Puerto Rico. I think that the DoD needs to understand the 
private sector better, but the private sector also needs to do its homework. People, individuals, 
smart kids with AI skills have a whole range of opportunities to do a lot of good in public service 
of some kind, including national security. 

Jure Erlic: Regarding this DoD versus private initiative, have we seen this on our adversary side 
as well? Or has it been mostly state driven for the Chinese and for the Russians? 

Margarita Konaev:  In China, the relationship between the public and private sectors is obviously 
very different than in the United States because of the nature of the regime and military-civil 
fusion. Some observers believe this gives China an advantage in the technological competition, 
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and some even wish to replicate aspects of the Chinese model to ensure that the US government 
can benefit fully from the advances made by private US companies. But again, different cultures 
of innovation, and even more so, the United States is a democratic society, so people are entitled 
to their own opinions and the way that they choose to live their lives. That is a strength; that is 
not a weakness. It’s also useful to remember that innovation isn’t linear. If your expectation is 
that every project that you fund is going to yield the next incredible innovation and technology, 
you’d be disappointed because that’s not how research works.  

Jure Erlic: Given your time and experience in this field, have you noticed any major changes 
in the trends like the technology that’s being focused on? Has there been any consolidation of 
thought surrounding doctrinal developments like on how this is going to be used?

Margarita Konaev: I think it’s still very early. On the one hand, there’s been research on things 
that used to be broadly defined as AI that we might now not count as AI. For example, I came 
across a paper about AI for logistics for the DoD from 1989. If you read its executive summary, 
it reads like it was written yesterday, except that AI in this paper refers to expert systems, which 
is more a statistical maximization technique that is no longer really defined as AI, or least not a 
machine learning approach which is where much of the recent innovation in AI has come from. 
So this paper is from 1989, then the 1990s came and then the war on terror came, and priorities 
changed. Now with this resurgence of great power competition, there’s a lot of hype around 
different emerging technologies. I can have this exact conversation about direct energy. There’s 
a whole different community that’s been around for many years and probably has a budget as 
big, if not bigger, than AI and autonomy. It’s also a complicated area where the advancements 
are unclear and the trajectory of the science itself remains to be seen.
 So I can’t say that I’ve seen anything get consolidated. I could say that there are 
interesting technological advances and developments that are being stymied or hindered due to 
bureaucratic and organizational challenges. I could also say that there is not enough being done 
to understand the drivers of trust in human-machine interactions, which is funny when you 
think about the fact that one way or another human-machine interactions are the future of war. 
It’s not just machines. 

Jure Erlic: Thinking of the future, if you had to place money on a development coming out 
of these different emerging technologies, what would you think is the most important for the 
military to focus on? Is it AI? Is it the logistical aspect of it? Or is it too hard to pick?

Margarita Konaev: Because I’m practical, I would focus on cleaning up their data, infrastructure, 
and architecture. Before you can run, you have to learn how to walk. 

Jure Erlic: You think that’s ever going to happen in our lifetime? 

Margarita Konaev: Who knows what’s going to happen tomorrow? I can’t say anything with 
certainty. I think what it needs is strong advocates from as high up as possible. I think it needs 
a secretary of defense who has three priorities and the same priorities, and he keeps repeating 
them. And in order to enable those priorities, he makes the internal changes that need to be 
made. It can’t be 15 different priorities, where February is AI month, March is direct energy 
month, and April is hypersonics. The people who get things done are people who have very clear 
priorities they stick to, then they move people around and move money around to make sure 
these priorities can in fact be implemented.
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