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Preface

The Education of a Defense Analyst

I have now worked in Washington, D.C., for more than three decades. In that time, four earth-shattering geostrategic happenings have taken place: the fall of the Berlin Wall followed by the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact and the Soviet Union, the 9/11 attacks and aftermath, the financial crisis and great recession, and now the Covid-­19 crisis. More gradually, but still fast by historical standards, China returned to a greatness it had not displayed in centuries, and Russia returned to rivalrous and dangerous geopolitics. All these events occurred as the digital revolution transpired. America also elected its first African American to the White House, followed by perhaps its most maverick president ever. The era was supposed to have been characterized by “the end of history,” as Francis Fukuyama wrote in a 1989 article with that title. Instead, it has left many of us breathless at the pace of events.

On the above list of transformative developments since 1989, the coronavirus’s place is not yet clear. My sense is that it may rank as even more important than the financial crisis and 9/11 attacks but perhaps slightly less tectonic in lasting significance than developments with Russia and China. It is far too soon to be sure. In any case, the book’s main arguments, and its origins, do not derive from the recent, and ongoing, pandemic experience—though the world clearly has been substantially changed for the foreseeable future by that experience.

This book is an effort to wrestle with the question of U.S. grand strategy—the country’s overall plan for ensuring its national safety and security—for the decade of 2020s. It does so even before the dust has begun to settle from that huge Covid-19 development as well as four years of President Donald J. Trump. But then again, in modern times at least, the dust never really settles before the next geopolitical transformation. Any U.S. grand strategy requires enough suppleness to adapt to the next big thing when it arrives—without losing sight of the significance of previous events and enduring conditions. Ideally, it will allow us to strengthen the nation’s foundations while keeping powder dry to handle the next major crisis. My proposed grand strategy of “resolute restraint,” as I describe it, is designed to do so. The emphasis is on both words in the title. Resoluteness is required to uphold firmly America’s commitments to allies and its core interests like freedom of the seas. Restraint is just as important, however—in trying to avoid drawing first blood in any great power crisis, by generally avoiding further expansion of alliances even as we doggedly protect those that already exist and by seeking tough-­minded yet realistic compromises on nuclear negotiations with North Korea and Iran. I also advocate complementing the Pentagon’s current 4+1 threat framework (with its focus on Russia, China, North Korea, Iran, and transnational violent extremism or terrorism) with a second 4+1 list: biological, nuclear, climatic, digital, and domestic and economic dangers. This should be done without lessening our commitment to American military excellence and without substantial cuts to the defense budget. That is because these added threats do not now outrank, supersede, or diminish the others. In fact, they are likely to exacerbate and intensify them.

At a personal level, this book also reflects an attempt to start to piece together what I have learned in Washington since 1989—what LBJ’s great aide and my old tennis buddy, Harry McPherson, might have called a political education, once my formal academic education was done. Over those three decades, two lessons stand out. I have on balance become even more wary of the use of force in international politics. And yet, pulling in a somewhat different direction, I have been reminded frequently of how easily the world can veer off course, threatening the amazing progress that humankind has achieved in recent decades. Usually, the origins of the security problems and crises occur between neighbors. Familiarity often breeds contempt, and proximity often whets countries’ strategic appetites. Thus, a distant superpower—even a flawed one—can often be a more effective arbiter and foundation of stability than can regional powers or security relationships. Ultimately, these lessons make me a strong proponent of sustained American leadership and engagement globally but a skeptic on most specific possible uses of force. Hence the oxymoronic title of the book.

My first real Washington job was at a fantastic organization known as the Congressional Budget Office, created by Congress in the aftermath of Watergate and Vietnam and built by the formidable Alice Rivlin as well as her deputy (and later my boss there) Robert Reischauer. They are two of the most remarkable public servants I have ever met. After Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in August 1990, and President George H. W. Bush prepared a military response, a team of us at CBO was charged by Senator James Sasser of the Senate Budget Committee with estimating the cost of Operation Desert Storm before it occurred. Even though the United States had no treaty obligations to Kuwait, Bush courageously concluded that the aggression could not stand in the new world order that he was hoping to help build. But Congress had not yet decided how it felt about a conflict that some believed could resemble World War I—if not in scale or duration, then in style of combat, with trench lines and chemical weapons and intense close-quarters fighting. Our study for Sasser calculated that the cost to the United States might be some $28 billion to $86 billion, in the dollars of the day.1

My contribution to the effort, working with great analysts, including Lane Pierrot, Fran Lussier, and our immediate boss, Bob Hale, built on methods that outstanding professors Frank von Hippel, Hal Feive­son, Joshua Epstein, Aaron Friedberg, Richard Ullman, Barry Posen, and Steve Walt had just taught me in graduate school at Princeton. We followed a philosophy like that described by the famed defense analysts Alain Enthoven and K. Wayne Smith in their seminal book, How Much Is Enough?2 Enthoven and Smith counseled that it is better, in defense analysis, to be “roughly right” rather than “precisely wrong.” Given the uncertain nature of military matters, they argued, it is always better to make assumptions simple and clear and to use methodologies that are sufficiently straightforward that they can be understood and debated. They also insisted on framing all predictive calculations in defense analysis—for likely casualties in war or costs of weapons or many other things—with a range of values. There should be upper and lower bounds or optimistic and pessimistic estimates, not a single prognostication that implied false precision in the computation. The actual cost of Operation Desert Storm wound up almost exactly in the middle of that range (and was ultimately paid primarily by foreign governments).

The lesson? For that kind of limited war, some degree of credible prognostication is possible, with the right analytical tools and a strong dose of humility about how accurate one can aspire to be. The mission of Desert Storm seemed well defined, circumscribed, and eminently doable. It was not our job at CBO to support or oppose the war. But our ability to estimate credibly the cost of a major military campaign in advance, with “only” a threefold disparity between our lower and upper bounds, derived from the finite quality of the operation. By the standards of prognosticating outcomes in war, we did a good job—but that was possible only because the likely course of the war was fairly foreseeable and because we did not try to be too brilliant or precise.

That kind of war has proven the exception. More often, as Thucydides and Carl von Clausewitz and others wrote about wars in their earlier eras of history, war is highly unpredictable, often expanding well beyond immediate geographic constraints, involving types of fighting not widely anticipated, and lasting far longer than initially foreseen. That is still true today.

Sensing as much, Philip Gordon and I wrote a cautionary article late in 2001 in the Washington Post about the likely difficulties of any campaign to overthrow Saddam. Our op-ed provoked Ken Adelman’s infamous response that the war would be a “cakewalk.”3 Tragically, Ken was wrong, though Phil and I took no joy in being proven right, as Gordon has discussed in a recent and excellent book of his own.4 In 2002, I wrote an article predicting that an Iraq war could lead to three thousand U.S. fatalities during a five-year deployment of 150,000 GIs. Both predictions proved more accurate than I would have preferred (though I did not foresee the nature or scale of the insurgency and civil war that followed Saddam’s overthrow). These concerns are what led me to argue in 2002 that, if we could confirm that Iraq had no weapons of mass destruction through inspections, war should be avoided. The risks of overthrowing the murderous Saddam Hussein were, as I saw it, greater than those of leaving him in power—however tragic that latter outcome would surely be for the people of his own country.5

But I should have been even more skeptical than I was of the case for the 2003 invasion of Iraq, a mission that eventually I begrudgingly supported when the weapons of mass destruction issue could not be definitively resolved through inspections. Certainly, in my writings, I should have pushed even harder for proper preparation for what the Pentagon calls a phase 4 operation to stabilize Iraq after Saddam was deposed (phases 1 and 2 are preparatory, and phase 3 involves major combat operations—at least for this particular type of war). Critics of the decision to go to war have largely been vindicated. That said, it is important to remember that virtually all major intelligence agencies on the globe believed that Saddam had weapons of mass destruction as well as nuclear ambitions and that the sanctions regime in place since Operation Desert Storm was eroding before our eyes.6 German intelligence, for example, thought that Saddam might have a nuclear weapon within three years, at the time Washington’s decision to unseat him was made.7 Those who favored war may have been wrong, but they were generally not foolish (except in cases where they trivialized the likely difficulty of the operation).

I had also been wary about a much smaller operation, NATO’s air war to save Kosovo, in 1999. I correctly warned in the New York Times that, on military and strategic grounds, the alliance’s initial bombing plans were unlikely to cause Slobodan Milosevic to stand down from his ethnic cleansing campaign there and that things could get much worse before getting better.8 Alas, even this limited war went badly for a time, until the United States and allies radically revamped their approach. Ultimately, NATO prevailed. But as Ivo Daalder and I argued in our book of the same title, this was a case of “Winning Ugly.” We were also all lucky that when Milosevic conducted the mass waves of ethnic cleansing after the bombs started to fall, he generally did not have his henchmen kill many people—meaning that the initial damage from the war could later be largely undone. Usually in war one is not so fortunate.

The list of educational experiences goes on. While honored to have written with my colleague Ken Pollack, after our trip to Iraq in the summer of 2007, that the U.S.-led surge there was working, I wish I had anticipated how quickly Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki could throw away much of the progress through misgoverning in the following years.9 The surge did work, and brilliantly so, by most realistic measures—that is, it dramatically improved the security environment so as to give politics an opportunity to heal wounds and begin to bring the country together.10 What General David Petraeus, Ambassador Ryan Crocker, General Raymond Odierno, General Lloyd Austin, and many other Americans as well as Iraqis themselves accomplished was remarkable. However, the surge did so only at very large costs in blood and treasure. Tragically, the opportunity for greater stability that it provided was later largely jettisoned by the way Maliki then governed. Whether Iraq can recover in a way that truly redeems, from a historical perspective, the sacrifices made, by Americans and Iraqis, in the surge remains to be seen.

The same goes for Afghanistan, a place I visited even more frequently than Iraq in my research—with gratitude to all the men and women of the U.S. armed forces, the diplomats and development specialists, and organizations like the International Republican Institute as well as the many Afghans who made my trips so informative. That war is not lost as of this writing, but my hopes for what might realistically be achieved there were too optimistic.

Again, this career trajectory has made me even more cognizant of the uncertainties of war—and more wary of its use as an instrument of American national security policy—than I had been before. It is amazing how long the Iraq and Afghanistan efforts have lasted. The Afghan conflict in some ways spans my entire adult life; I can remember watching President Jimmy Carter order us all to register for the draft, after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, when a sophomore at Hamilton College in 1980. The various Iraq wars and operations have spanned my entire thirty-plus years in Washington. Even by a conservative reckoning, these two missions together have incurred well over $3.5 trillion in costs to the United States, and taken roughly seven thousand American lives, with major sacrifices by a number of American allies as well. Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands of Iraqis and Afghans have died.

These recent experiences have profound lessons for today. If fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan has been remarkably slow and difficult, what would combat be like against Russia or China? The danger of any such lethal military engagements is even greater, I believe, than most realize. Our efforts to find ways short of war to oppose limited acts of aggression by either should be taken far more seriously than they have been to date.

Yet the United States cannot do so by pulling back from the world, given the absence of any other credible country or bloc or organization to play the same role of strategic backstop. It strikes me that humankind’s potential for evil is as great today as ever before. When I first learned about the world wars, it was in history class in the 1970s. They seemed very distant to a young boy of that era. Now, they seem closer in time, not further away, than they did back then. I continue to be astounded that human beings as ruthless and evil as Hitler and Stalin could seize power, dominate and decimate their own countries, and launch massive wars of aggression that killed tens of millions of people … and do so in the lifetimes of my parents. It is all unimaginable. Yet it all happened. And not so long ago, in fact.

Of course, trouble did not end with the world wars. I was a Peace Corps volunteer in the former Zaire, now the Democratic Republic of the Congo, in the early 1980s. It was the experience of a lifetime. The Congolese are amazing people, fun-loving and kind to foreigners. Yet one of their own, Mobutu Sese Seko, oppressed them and stole blatantly from the state throughout his three decades in power. Genocides occurred shortly before and after my Peace Corps service in neighboring Rwanda, Burundi, and Uganda. Tragedies continue in various places today. France, Britain, and Germany seem to have permanently buried the hatchet, but not so Japan, Korea, and China, or Russia and its neighbors, or most countries in the broader Middle East and South Asia.

It is good that the incomparable Steven Pinker at Harvard Uni­versity has written pathbreaking works reminding us of all the progress humanity has achieved over the centuries, as well as the generally favorable trajectory of civilization by almost any imaginable metric. We need that encouragement in a world of tragic wars, ongoing poverty and crime, opioid crises and other deaths of despair in our own land, heartbreaking pandemics, and other catastrophes. Yet there is still something slightly too deterministic about such optimism—given how close we still are in time to the world wars, which were not predestined to be won by the world’s democracies; given the dangers of nuclear weapons and other advanced technologies in today’s world; given the continued prevalence of poverty and suffering around the globe even today. Even if Pinker is right that humankind continues to “eke out victories against the forces that grind us down, not least the darker parts of our own nature,” it is questionable whether we are doing so fast enough to overcome the dangers of a world headed toward holding ten billion humans who are competing for scarce resources, warming the planet, and wielding more lethal weapons than ever seen before in an era in which competitive geopolitics has returned.11

The world is becoming more dangerous again today. As I argue in this book, I believe it is in much better shape than during the Cold War or any previous time. Pinker is right about that. Yet the trendlines are moving in the wrong direction, and relations among the nuclear powers have again become dangerous. We do need to change the direction of the geostrategic tide—lest Pinker’s positive prognosis ultimately be proven wrong, as it still could be.

For security specialists, it is always tempting to close an argument by genuflecting at the altar of the great Prussian military thinker Carl von Clausewitz, who famously said, “War is a continuation of politics by other means.” But I would rather end by disagreeing on that point. Even if Clausewitz was right about the world he observed and described, things need to change given the dangers of the contemporary world. The great contemporary military historian John Keegan issued a blunt riposte to Clausewitz that, in the nuclear age, makes more sense for us today: “Politics must continue. War cannot.”12 The ultimately wiser advice comes from the ancient Chinese scholar Sun Tzu, who told us that winning without war was the pinnacle of strategic success. We do need to continue to master the art of war, and of military preparedness. But we also need to think hard about when and how not to fight in order to sustain and strengthen the twenty-first-century peace.

This book lays out an American grand strategy of resolute restraint. It is resolute in its commitment to defend the core territories, populations, polities, and economies of American allies, as well as the free and open skies and oceans on which the global economy depends. It emphasizes restraint in regard to any further alliance expansion or formation, in initiation of combat operations, and in diplomatic approaches for addressing matters like the North Korean nuclear program, where pragmatism and caution are needed. The strategy thus focuses much more on shoring up the core of the rules-based global order than on pursuing a more ambitious liberal order with a multitude of progressive goals across many issue areas, countries, and regions. That I might support many of those progressive ambitions does not mean that they should dictate or heavily influence U.S. grand strategy.

The strategy of resolute restraint is heavily informed by the three most important data points of global security in the twentieth century—the outbreak of World War I, the outbreak of World War II, and the nonoutbreak of World War III. American disengagement preceded the first two; American commitment, in the form of clear alliances and forward-­deployed military forces, contributed enormously to the last. These are not just three data points in a sea of information. They are by far the most consequential things we know about modern international relations.

The United States might not be exceptional in the ethics or wisdom of its individual people. But given its geography, its origins, its foundational documents and principles, and its form of government, it is still the only country that can undergird the most successful global order humans have yet devised. That is the correct interpretation of American exceptionalism. Yet this undergirding must be done economically, at a time when the American polity is under severe duress from within and in an era when American overreaction can be almost as dangerous as disengagement. And it must be done with an awareness of how excessive muscularity in international politics can worsen crises as easily as deter or solve them.
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ONE

An Age of Fragile Peace and an Unsure America

Winston Churchill is said to have remarked that Americans tend to come to the right answer after exhausting all the other possibilities.1 There is often truth in this friendly critique of the United States and its foreign policy. We were unprepared for World War I, World War II, and the Korean War and had to build up military forces belatedly before retaking lost territory each time, at huge cost in blood and treasure. We fought the Korean, Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan wars with many poor tactics; many Americans concluded that at least one or two of those conflicts should not have been fought at all. Our military leaders wanted to preempt against Soviet weapons (and troops) in the Cuban Missile Crisis; thankfully a young John F. Kennedy knew better and overruled the joint chiefs, likely preventing nuclear war. We were underprepared for the Covid-19 crisis as well, in terms of basic medical supplies as well as capacity for manufacturing and deploying tests—two decades after we failed to integrate intelligence in a way that might have prevented the 9/11 attacks.

Despite all these mistakes, the United States led an effort after World War II that created the most stable, prosperous, and democratic period in human history. The effort achieved a bloodless final chapter of the Cold War, as the Soviet Union effectively conceded defeat, so overwhelming was the verdict of history about which system and set of ideas should prevail. Thereafter, no major countries exited the U.S.-led Western alliance system, and many others sought to join it, especially through NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.

Even as the United States and allies struggled in the sands of the Middle East against violent extremism in the early years of the twenty-­first century, the balance of power globally remained a remarkable imbalance in favor of the United States and allies. Such an enduring outcome was not necessarily predicted or expected by most prominent theorists of international relations.2 Yet it happened. Beyond the formal alliances, the United States and India began a gradual and ongoing process of strengthening their relationship—an overdue, and highly sig­nificant, change between the world’s oldest democracy and its most populous.

Great power war has not happened since World War II. There were close calls in the Cold War, but given the extremism, global ambitions, and violent mores of the Soviet Union, that is no great surprise. Civil conflict remains endemic in much of the world, especially the broader Middle East and the Sahel and central regions of Africa. Yet overall rates of violence on Earth are much lower than historical norms, as Steve Pinker and others have persuasively demonstrated, and on a per capita basis, global death rates from war are lower today than during virtually all of the Cold War.3 For all the tragedy of Covid-19, it will not change this trendline—especially if we are smart enough to learn from it and prepare for the next pandemic. Any crisis creates opportunity for action, because it is easier to build political consensus in favor of difficult endeavors when the dangers of not doing so are palpable and visible to all.

Nuclear proliferation has continued, but slowly. John Kennedy once thought there could be twenty nuclear-weapons states by the mid-1960s and perhaps as many as twenty-five by the 1970s.4 Two decades into the twenty-first century, there are only nine countries in possession of the bomb.

There is not a compelling case that the United States is in decline—indeed, that argument has been wrong each of the half dozen or more times it has gained traction going back at least to the 1950s.5 Bruce Jones of the Brookings Institution and Michael Beckley of Tufts University remind us of America’s remarkable advantages even today: in higher education and innovation, in a strong legal underpinning for investment and business, in geography and natural resources, through the prevalence of both the dollar and the English language in commerce around the world, and in the way the country’s melting-pot traditions give it a strong demographic trajectory while also making it a natural magnet for many of the world’s most gifted immigrants.6

There are huge challenges to be sure. They include internal schisms in the country, dramatized by the assault on the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, a weakened sense of global leadership during the Trump presidency and a net reduction in favorable foreign views of America over the past two decades typically ranging from 10 to 40 percentage points, a floundering response to the novel coronavirus crisis that has weakened America’s international legitimacy, and a fiscal situation that has become even more foreboding due to Covid-19. The last could erode the nation’s long-term foundations of national power; it could also lead to excessive cuts to the defense budget.7 These concerns require substantial attention, and they receive a good deal of it in this book. But the nation’s strengths remain remarkable.

Some would describe the U.S. international position as that of a hegemon, invoking the ancient Greek concept and term.8 That may be true in one sense, if by that one means simply the country that is ahead by most metrics in a competitive international environment. But what is most striking about the overall U.S. position in the world is the system of alliances it leads and the rules-based order it upholds, not American power in some zero-sum sense. As such, I find the term “hegemon” more wrong than right—or at least, more ripe for misunderstanding, given the ultracompetitive type of state behavior to which terms like “hegemonic” have classically been applied in the past. The “America first” tendencies of the Trump administration smack more of classic hegemonic behavior, however, so it must be acknowledged that the current international order could be threatened if such thinking continues in the future. It should also be understood that Russia, China, and a few other American rivals or adversaries probably do see the United States as ­hegemonic—a perception that, whether right or wrong, we ignore at our peril.

Former President Trump, for all his flaws, did not dismantle most of what a dozen predecessors (six Democrat and six Republican) had built up since 1945. The core elements of the rules-based order are intact as of this writing in 2020. I mean that not as a compliment to Trump but rather as an observation on the resilience of some elements of the rules-based order—to date, at least.

The third wave of democracy expansion started with Spain and Portugal in the mid-1970s, then took off in Latin America, East Asia, and Eastern Europe in the 1980s.9 But it did not stop then or there. About a third or so of African countries as well as many nations in South and Southeast Asia have by now also adopted democracy as their form of government.10 Even during the slippage in global democracy in recent years, there have been positive trends in several important countries, including Indonesia and Pakistan. Statistically, a higher percentage of humanity now lives in countries deemed free or partly free by Freedom House than ever before.11

North America has remained a strategic bastion for the United States, providing a strong economic community and a safe haven from predatory neighbors. The hemisphere has serious problems, to be sure. But its main challenges in the realm of security and safety have to do with transnational crime rather than geopolitics.12

It is true that large parts of Asia and the broader Middle East are not converging toward liberal Western values, including in the realms of democracy as well as religious and political freedom. Nonetheless, there is widespread agreement globally about the virtues of some degree of trade, economic cooperation, and interdependence. This consensus has not been strong enough to supersede all centrifugal forces tearing at the seams of world order, to be sure. And on the economic front, we are now collectively in need of a new consensus that emphasizes fair trade at least as much as free trade and that ensures adequate domestic manufacturing capacity to keep the country resilient in the face of various possible threats. But the areas of accord do provide a strong centripetal force nonetheless. Despite the gradual return of history and great power competition of the past decade, the world is a far cry from the kind of truly dangerous place that characterized the leadups to the world wars last century.13

Despite the morasses of the Iraq and Afghanistan missions and ongoing radicalization of many individuals in the broader Middle East, al Qaeda and ISIS are much weaker than before—at least in terms of their leadership structure and their ability to plan and carry out complex attacks. The American homeland has not been hit hard again by terrorism since 9/11.14 The world has now survived four years of maverick, intentionally disruptive leadership by POTUS 45 and a year of Covid-19 without any major trend toward anarchy or growing violence.

By 2019, according to Brookings scholar Homi Kharas, half the people on the planet reached a socioeconomic status of at least “middle class” in the respective countries of their citizenship. Coronavirus will likely set that number back somewhat for a time, with an economic downturn of about 5 percent globally estimated for 2020, including serious privation for certain populations and ripple effects for several years to follow.15 But the antipoverty accomplishment is still remarkable and largely durable, and it will be restored. By contrast, just after World War II, only 10 percent of the world’s citizens could make such a claim to relative prosperity.16 Childhood mortality rates around the world have been cut fivefold since 1960, as one astounding indicator of improved basic health care practices and outcomes.17 Nor has the progress slowed in more recent times. According to the Legatum Institute in London, considering 167 countries that together account for more than 99 percent of the world’s population, social and economic indicators improved on balance in 148 of them between 2009 and 2019.18

Some are nostalgic for the Cold War, viewing it as a simpler geo­political time. I am not of that school of thought. The Cold War was not simple or safe until perhaps the very end. It took strong U.S. leadership combined with effective deterrence to prevent superpower combat. The United States often erred badly in how it exercised that leadership, sometimes with brutal and tragic results, especially for the peoples and places where Cold War violence was most severe.19 We should have a mixed view of the Cold War. It was an unsettled and dangerous time, considerably worse than today’s world. Nonetheless, what Bob Kagan calls the “world America made” after World War II—in terms of basic security alliances, economic structures, and freedom of the seas and commerce—ultimately held firm against the communist juggernaut that sought to undercut it.

The late 1940s brought the descent of the Iron Curtain across Europe, the fall of China to communism, and the Soviet Union’s acquisition of nuclear weapons—all within five years of the end of the most exhausting and deadly conflict in human history. The 1950s brought the Korean War, McCarthyism at home, huge nuclear buildups, and the revelation of how evil Stalin and his henchmen really were. If there was a Norman Rockwell moment with Ike’s steady hand at the wheel of state that decade, it was brief. The 1960s and 1970s brought Vietnam and its aftermath, oil shocks and stagflation, together with the Soviet attainment of nuclear parity. They were capped off by the fall of the shah of Iran, the failed Iran hostage operation, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and Jimmy Carter’s declaration that any Soviet move toward the Persian Gulf would mean war. The early 1980s brought intensifying nuclear rivalry between the superpowers, aircraft downings, Beirut bombings, Central American civil wars, and a palpable sense of fear that the Cold War was becoming more rather than less dangerous. Even as the United States reached the pinnacle of geostrategic success in the late 1980s, with the Cold War winding down clearly in its favor, the great Yale historian Paul Kennedy wrote of “imperial overstretch” and the importance of managing what he saw as America’s relative decline gracefully.20 As troubled as the headlines of modern times may be, the world has in fact continued to move in generally positive directions not only since 1945 but since 1989. The Cold War wound up well, in terms of great power peace and the spread of democracy, but that outcome was not preordained and was not easily attained. Things have been better since. The U.S. leadership that emerged in World War II, became established during the Cold War, and has continued since the Berlin Wall fell has been undeniably beneficial for the planet as a whole.21 Humankind has seen more democracy, great power peace, and prosperity than ever before in this period.

Yet the progress is at risk. In some places it has partially reversed itself, even without that possible U.S. retrenchment. And while Donald Trump has certainly not helped the situation, almost all concerning trends predated his election in November 2016. Democracy has receded from Turkey to the Philippines to Hungary and, most important, to Russia. The Arab Spring a decade ago generally fell flat, regressing into a democratic winter and civil warfare in much of the broader region.22 For all the progress with growth, the global economy continued to suffer from serious problems of inequality, corruption, and criminal activity.23 If half the world’s population is middle class or above, half still is not. Some trends in basic human welfare are troubling, too. For example, while some 785 million people globally were considered undernourished in 2015, the number rose to 822 million by 2018.24 And that was before Covid-19, which is setting back incomes in various places and also at least temporarily damaging democratic norms in some countries, as leaders with strongman tendencies use the coronavirus as an excuse to suspend or retract certain liberties.25

As the early decades of the twenty-first century unfolded, China did not continue to liberalize or gradually democratize as hoped. Thus, the bipartisan U.S. strategy dating back to Richard Nixon of trying to induce greater openness and cooperation from the People’s Republic of China through engagement reached its limits.26 We often downplay the significance of the enormous progress China has made in bettering the lives of its people. Alas, that very progress has now given it the capacity to compete with the United States and the West in a range of ways.

The vindictiveness and vitriol in U.S.-Russia relations that has been evident over the past decade would have been hard to predict during the heady days after the Berlin Wall fell. The degree and depth of animosity are quite surprising—and quite worrisome.

Moscow and Beijing are increasingly assertive in their near-abroad regions, including with their armed forces. Both also create dangerous close encounters with American military assets deployed in international airspace or waterways in the Western Pacific, eastern Europe, and the Middle East. Russia in particular is not even averse to rattling its nuclear saber from time to time. Together, those two nations, for all their differences with each other, now present something of a united front against the United States and the West on numerous issues.27

Pakistan and North Korea continued to expand their nuclear arsenals. Other threats from weapons of mass destruction exist, too. The United States wound up in dangerous nuclear brinkmanship with Kim Jong Un in 2017 that brought Northeast Asia closer to war than in de­cades. Any combat there could have quickly escalated to nuclear war in one of the most densely populated regions on the planet.

For these and other reasons, the erudite Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists in 2020 put its famous doomsday clock at one hundred seconds to midnight. That is the most foreboding reading ever.28 I find that reading a major exaggeration. But it is hard to fault the bulletin for sounding the alarm about overall trends.

Even though interstate war is rare, there is still a good deal of violence in key parts of the world. The overall global progress toward peace seen in the early post–Cold War years has generally stalled since the 2010s.29 There have been and continue to be more than thirty active conflicts at any given point during much of the twenty-first century.30 More than ten have typically qualified as wars, using the standard threshold for such a designation of a thousand or more battle deaths a year. (By this methodology, there could be multiple wars in a given country, such as Syria.)31 This remains a higher figure than in much of the twentieth century.32 Estimated total fatalities in recent wars total in the many tens of thousands annually, according to the Peace Research Institute in Oslo and Uppsala University in Sweden.33 Tolls are likely to worsen at least temporarily as Covid-19 runs its course in places where health care and basic sanitation resources are scarce.34 (For sake of comparison, there have been more than four hundred thousand annual homicides worldwide in recent times—and more than a million fatalities from car accidents.)35

America’s response to all of these difficulties has had its ­impressive features. Defense budgets remained strong throughout the Obama and Trump presidencies. NATO beefed up its defenses of eastern members, as well as overall levels of spending and burden sharing. No U.S. administration has wavered in its commitment to sustain America’s access to the blue waters and shipping lanes of the South China Sea, even as Beijing has virtually claimed that body of water as the equivalent of a Chinese inland lake. President Trump has blustered, badgered, and threatened American allies and has scaled back U.S. military presence in Syria, with plans now to do the same in Germany. But as the Biden presidency begins, the U.S. military presence abroad will not have been dismantled in any of the major countries where it was found in 2017.

For all the justifiable criticism of the Trump administration’s performance in response to Covid-19, the remarkable bipartisan cooperation among governors, mayors, and other national leaders has reminded us all what is best about America.36 Individuals like Republicans Governor Larry Hogan of Maryland and Governor Mike DeWine of Ohio, as well as Democrats Governor Andrew Cuomo of New York and Governor Jay Inslee of Washington, experts like Dr. Anthony Fauci of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, and Americans volunteering and helping in their communities have shown the best of the country—and its ability to work together. Congress generally acted quickly on aid and relief packages, as did the Federal Reserve.

However, Americans are unsure and divided about the right grand strategic path going forward. If Covid-19 provides an opportunity for stitching up our wounds together, such a moment of national consensus also existed after 9/11—but it proved short-lived, and this one could as well. More broadly, Americans oscillate between wanting to be left alone and wanting to overdo it. Many hawks favor interventionism and assertiveness too instinctually. They might be inclined, for example, to forcibly evict Chinese soldiers who came ashore on an uninhabited Senkaku island, to shoot down North Korean missiles just after launch even in peacetime, to expand NATO to Ukraine and Georgia, and to preemptively destroy Iran’s nuclear infrastructure with sustained airstrikes in the event of a further breakdown of the 2015 Iran nuclear deal. These are all ideas that have been voiced prominently and repeatedly in recent years. Depending on exact circumstances, I would tend to counsel against such ideas. Many hawks and military practitioners still emphasize traditional threats and types of combat, underestimating how much we will have to broaden our definition of national security threats in an era when nuclear, biological, digital, climate, and internal domestic threats have joined the conventional lists of American nemeses and enemies.

By contrast, many doves think that American military preeminence is so easily assured, or so unimportant to global stability, that the country could cut back dramatically on defense spending and overseas engagement without doing real damage. Yet others, like President Trump, support pulling back from some forward commitments to key overseas alliances in an effort to jar allies into greater military burden-sharing efforts of their own. Such temptations may be even stronger in the aftermath of Covid-19 and the nation’s associated fiscal woes. Cutting the defense budget dramatically to pay for preparations against future types of threats like the novel coronavirus would, however, be a very risky idea, since the threats that have led to current defense spending levels have not yet diminished.

Polls like those of the highly reputable Chicago Council on Global Affairs generally suggest a solid core of supporters for U.S. alliances, strong American armed forces, international trade, and U.S. international leadership. Among those surveyed, 70 percent or more generally favor such instruments of national policy. But such polls may not always capture the intensity of how Americans feel when a real crisis or conflict threatens. Nor do they fully capture the willingness of those Americans who blame globalization and U.S. allies for their economic frustrations to support a much different kind of president than in the past (like Donald Trump, who campaigned in 2015 and 2016 with a disdain for alliances and for trade and then won the presidency with 46 percent of the popular vote).37

To be fair to hawks and doves, each group gets a lot right about American grand strategy. Hawks understand the ongoing relevance of power and the fact that there is no plausible alternative to U.S. leadership in the international security space. Doves understand that war is a last resort—and that we Americans, frankly, are often not that good at it as a nation (that is true even though the U.S. armed forces are outstanding in a technical sense). Many in both camps understand the importance of American renewal at home. If we can listen to each other’s best arguments and allow our existing presumptions and biases to be challenged, there is much good grist to work with in the American strategic debate of today.

The nation needs a new consensus on U.S. grand strategy tailored to this unique moment, however—one that replaces the ragged residues of what is left from earlier periods.38 Containment, then building a new world order, then promoting democracy and globalization, then taking on terror, then pushing back against Russia and China have all had their moments and their value. Some elements of those earlier grand strategies remain relevant today. Yet a new framing for the 2020s—the era after a return to great power rivalry, after Covid-19, after the racial tension and demonstrations of 2020, and after Trump—is now needed. It is particularly important to arrest the slide in American internationalism that, if unchecked, could erode the central foundations of global order that have prevailed since World War II.

As Jim Golby and Peter Feaver have shown, Americans still express high faith and trust in the U.S. military—by 75 percent or more. But the purposes to which that military is put are more contentious. Many Americans doubt its abilities, and even its truthfulness and trustworthiness, in regard to how the Afghanistan mission has unfolded, for example.39 More generally, the United States today shows a type of self-doubt, or an uncertainty about its capacity to lead effectively, that may echo its outlook and behavior after World War I. Staying on this path could be tragic indeed.40

To be sure, grand strategy has its limits.41 Even the containment doctrine of the Cold War had numerous competing interpretations and incarnations over the years. Although widely accepted at some level, it could not make difficult decisions for us about whether and how to fight in places such as Korea and Vietnam, how much nuclear superiority to seek against the Soviet Union, or how many simultaneous overseas war contingencies to assume in sizing and shaping the U.S. military.42

Grand strategy nonetheless helps American citizens understand what overall approach to the world they are being asked to support with their tax dollars and, sometimes, with the lives of their sons and daughters. It also helps us focus on those problems or potential dangers that could pose major risks to the safety and even survival of the nation along with its territory, people, and economy. Big ideas are also important because they help frame options, remind decision makers of constraints on U.S. action, direct attention and resources to some problems more than others, and seek to establish at least some connection between ends and means in a nation’s foreign policy.43 Doing so often works. For example, the Pentagon of the past five years has successfully refocused a good deal of time and money on problems related to the rise of Russia and China. Among other things, the new emphasis on great power competition led to an increase in the defense budget that might not have otherwise happened, as well as to much greater attention on the problem of rising rivals by top policy makers.44 Thinking about grand strategy also helps highlight a nation’s strengths and assets, and that exercise can improve the odds that they will be stewarded and reinforced.

A new grand strategy must sustain U.S. global leadership. That is not because the United States is so inherently virtuous. Its failings are palpable and ongoing. For all of America’s mistakes, however, it is, as my remarkable colleague Bob Kagan argues, a country that is still sufficiently trustworthy, transparent in its motives, diverse in its population, democratic in its political system, and remote in its geography that it can play a relatively neutral and stabilizing role in key theaters abroad.45 The nation’s melting-pot origins, as well as the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, reinforce the idea of a country built on ideals, not on some sense of ethnic or cultural homogeneity. Princeton professor Anne-Marie Slaughter refers to “The Idea That Is America.”46 Making such arguments is not the same thing as claiming that the United States is infallible or that Americans are innately exceptional or naturally peace-loving.47 Rather, what is clear is that the nation’s role is unique and, as Madeleine Albright said, indispensable.48 The United States is large and powerful enough to be the world’s superpower. We are remote enough from Eurasia not to be feared by others as overly interested in what happens there; we have no imperial designs in the vein of previous great powers in history. Yet since World War II, we have been interested enough, and present enough, to play a huge stabilizing role in many key parts of that huge landmass where most of humanity resides. The alliance system that has been created and sustained since then, while hardly without its flaws, is unprecedented both in U.S. history and in all of world history. It has also been unprecedentedly successful in dampening great power rivalry and keeping the peace.49

The United States champions universal values with an open, democratic system of government. Encouragingly, while American democracy makes lots of mistakes, it also usually recovers from them. That is partly because our democracy is so competitive, and combative, at times that we hold each other accountable for bad decisions and bad policy.50 Checks and balances in different parts of the government help, too. So do election cycles that bring new blood to the White House fairly frequently. And even when we make mistakes in our foreign policy, it is generally not for reasons of imperial ambition. Other countries understand that, for the most part. While they often criticize America for its policies, they rarely fear the United States and prefer to ally with it than against it.

By comparison, the United Nations Security Council is far too divided on many tough issues, largely because China and Russia are feeling their oats and flexing their nationalistic muscles in various theaters. Europe (both the NATO and European Union versions) is too lacking in central decision-making authority and in raw military power—it has only about one-tenth the projectable military power as the United States, despite having a larger aggregate gross domestic product (GDP). It would be desirable that both the European Union and the U.N. Security Council become more effective—and Washington should promote such developments—yet it is not within America’s power to ensure that will happen. Other possible geostrategic blocs are weak or nonexistent; as Brookings scholar Bruce Jones writes about one such group, made up of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa, “The BRICS have no mortar.”51 To be sure, American leadership only works if guided by moral principles, strong institutions in Washington and throughout the country, a supportive citizenry, and good judgment on the part of leaders. None of these things can or should be taken for granted. But our strengths have been enough to get us through tough times, even when leaders in Washington are seriously flawed. And there is no other candidate to play the global leadership role if the United States fails.

Some, including President Trump, complain that current arrangements lead to unequal burden sharing. The United States accounts for more than one-third of all global military spending. It currently spends more than 3 percent of gross domestic product on its military, while the typical U.S. ally averages about half that. But that 3 percent is less than Cold War norms, which averaged 5 to 10 percent—and is far less than the figures of 10 to 35 percent of GDP that typified U.S. defense spending during major wars of the twentieth century. Peace is still a bargain, even if the United States does a bit more than its fair share in ensuring it. And even though they don’t tend to get as much out of their military expenditures as we do, America’s allies do collectively account for almost as much defense spending as the United States. It is remarkable how large and sweeping the U.S.-led alliance system is in the post–Cold War world—accounting for roughly two-thirds of world GDP and total world military spending. Other countries have chosen, for the most part, not to balance against American power but to perceive that, because the United States was not a threat to them, they were better off joining its side than opposing it.52
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Table 2. Global distribution of military spending, 2019
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Yet any grand strategy must bear in mind the stressed state of American politics that go well beyond Trump. Polling data over the decades show much less trust and belief in Washington’s ability to rise to the occasion. Americans’ trust in government was in the 75 to 80 percent range during the Eisenhower, Kennedy, and early Johnson years. The overall trend has been demonstrably downward ever since. Public faith in Washington bottomed out at the end of the Carter presidency at about 25 percent. Ronald Reagan restored it somewhat, to around 45 percent, and it got back to that level in the latter Bill Clinton and early George W. Bush years. However, over the past fifteen years, trust has been weaker than ever before in the modern era. The Iraq war, financial meltdown, polarization during the Barack Obama years, and now President Trump have driven Americans’ faith in their government below 20 percent today.53 And in economic terms, the working and middle classes in America have not generally uniformly benefited from the trends in globalization and automation of the last generation. Many now doubt the American dream.54 Many also doubt how well Washington policy makers, including foreign policy experts, understand their concerns.55 Numerous supporters of not only President Trump but Senator Bernie Sanders—who has led an almost equally improbable and powerful maverick political movement—feel this way. So do other Americans.

In summary, there is a strong case for resoluteness and engagement. That means a robust U.S. defense budget, vigilant military modernization, sustainment of existing alliances, continued small-scale military engagement in the broader Middle East against violent extremism and Iranian predation, and a strengthening of economic resiliency at home. It also means a greater focus on American leadership regarding the twenty-first-century threats that are becoming more and more evident with time, to encompass pandemic disease and climate change, among other things. But there is also a powerful argument for restraint—especially in our national uses of force, with all the costs in blood and treasure they generally imply, further expansion of alliances, and American diplomatic goals.56 Making that case in the abstract, though, is different than explaining how to achieve it in practice—and it is in that intersection of the theoretical with the practical where important decisions about U.S. national security policy will be made. Doing so requires concrete and specific policies and decisions about a given alliance, adversary, diplomatic challenge, or possible military intervention. Among other things, I argue for:

• A new approach to European security that would stop expanding NATO into former Soviet space;

• A pragmatic deal to cap verifiably rather than eliminate completely the North Korean nuclear arsenal in exchange for a partial lifting of sanctions;

• An approach to war-fighting that would seek to avoid drawing first blood in great power conflict even if Russia or China seizes (nonviolently) a small piece of allied territory; and

• A revamped nuclear deal with Iran that would do more than simply restore the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, instead indefinitely extending the limitations on ­Iranian nuclear activity that will soon expire under existing stipulations—but at the same time, without unrealistically expecting a complete change in all other aspects of Iranian behavior before lifting sanctions.

There is also a compelling need for renewal at home. America is divided and weakening at the foundations. The troubles on the home front are not unprecedented, but they are severe. In recent months, they have become much worse in notable ways. Covid-19 badly damaged the United States, its vulnerable populations, and its economy. Then, in the spring of 2020, domestic problems added insult to injury. The heinous killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis on May 25, and other tragic murders of African Americans, revealed and exacerbated problems in race relations, policing, and criminal justice.

As Richard Haass has rightly argued, foreign policy begins at home. Repairing the home front will take real resources and sacrifice, especially from those of us who have benefited so much from a globalized economy that has not treated all of our fellow Americans nearly so kindly. Before getting to such matters, however, I first lay out the broad logic for my proposed U.S. grand strategy of resolute restraint.


TWO

A Grand Strategy of Resolute Restraint

This planet has never been a more peaceful or prosperous place for human beings to live. Yet globalization and shared prosperity are no guarantees of peace, especially when countries begin to doubt the future benefits of economic interdependence, as the outbreak of World War I should have proved for good.1 Nuclear weapons make all-out war unthinkable—but that fact can encourage risk-taking behavior by adventurists who believe other nations will not have the nerve to stand up to them. The fact that democracies do not tend to fight each other is of great significance in a world composed mostly of democracies.2 Unfortunately, democracies can regress. And America’s main nemeses today—ISIS and al Qaeda, Iran, North Korea, China, even Russia—are not democracies in any event. China’s rise is at once a hugely impressive phenomenon that has improved life for hundreds of millions in a way the United States should applaud (and take some credit for). Yet at the same time it is a potentially foreboding geopolitical development that is producing a second not altogether friendly superpower.

The territorial stakes over which great powers compete today are smaller than they were before World War I, in earlier eras of Nazi and Japanese aggression, or during the subsequent Soviet-led communist aspiration for global dominance.3 Yet as Brookings scholar Tom Wright argues, the fact that Russia and China think in terms of strategic spheres of influence is dangerous, because large-scale security orders tend to break down in specific places over specific crises. In addition, ambitious great powers tend to increase their definitions of their own spheres of influence over time.4 Even if to some extent relations with Russia and China may have partly settled into a new normal of tension from Ukraine to Syria to the East China Sea and South China Sea to cyberspace in recent years, with relatively fewer new areas of strategic contestation since the mid-2010s, that new normal is too unsettled and fraught for us to be comforted.

Against this backdrop, Americans need to remember, and improve on, the art of war in order to keep the peace.5 But in doing so, we should also remember this is, at least by the standards of history, an age of great power peace. It is important not to overreact to problems and not to worry so much about short-term crises that we lose sight of broader trends, new types of security threats, and fundamental determinants of long-term national power. Part of the art of war is knowing when not to fight, instead employing the full range of instruments of statecraft, including the nation’s fine diplomatic corps, so that violent uses of force can be limited in number and scale. Yet American strategic culture leans toward an overly assertive interpretation of the nation’s role in the world as well as its security commitments. For example, mutual-defense obligations in some alliances, like article 5 of the Washington or NATO Treaty, are widely interpreted to mean that U.S. armed forces would have to respond quickly and violently to even the smallest incursion by an adversary. Concepts at the Pentagon, like weakening an aggressor during the contact and blunt phases of a future conflict, could lead to a situation in which predetermined war plans unnecessarily turn small-scale crises into all-out wars very quickly—echoing the outbreak of World War I more than that of World War II.

American grand strategy—the country’s overall approach to ensuring its national security against physical threats—should reflect these competing realities.6 Its central goal should be, of course, to protect the people, territory, polity, and economy of the United States against clear and present dangers as well as looming and often more insidious threats. But to do this, history strongly suggests that the United States should try to uphold a global order in which major wars are rare or nonexistent, most major powers are friendly toward the United States and certainly not aligned against it in military terms, weapons of mass destruction are in the fewest and safest hands possible, and vigilance is maintained against new kinds of dangers that could arise as well. Otherwise, trends in geopolitics could eventually put the United States at risk, even if in the short term it was not attacked or otherwise threatened.

To achieve such safety, the United States should be dogged in the defense of the central elements of the existing rules-based global order. These include the sovereignty and safety of allies, ensured access for all to the global commons, and control of the world’s most dangerous technologies. These are the ways to ensure that major wars do not occur and hostile power blocs do not develop against the United States.

By contrast, the United States can and should be more patient in promoting values, or what some call a liberal order. It should generally not advance these goals with military force. Nor should it generally use the expansion of military alliances, and with them profound security obligations, to promote democracy or champion human rights in faraway countries of minor strategic importance.

The world is dangerous, yes. However, on balance, the United States is in a strong strategic position. It should be vigilant, and highly engaged internationally, with a very strong and constantly improving military. But it should also be patient and calm, knowing that most of the quieter forces of history are still gradually advancing many of the goals and values it champions.

The United States should also have greater self-awareness. It should understand that many of its strategic actions and aspirations are seen in a less charitable light, especially in Moscow and Beijing, than it intends.

The Big Idea

For today’s world, the United States needs a grand strategy that might be called resolute restraint, with an equal emphasis on both words.

Washington should not retrench or pull back from the world in implementing such a strategy. Its best chance, and the world’s best chance, for a sustained period of great power peace, continually increasing prosperity at home and abroad, and multilateral success in addressing new security threats is through an engaged and resolute foreign policy that displays strong American leadership—yet while also knowing when to be patient, avoid actions that could contribute to escalating crises, and play for the long game.

Restraint should characterize the nation’s decisions on the use of force, including whether to go to war and whether to escalate once involved in combat. The United States should be wary about firing the first shot in any war, especially against nuclear-armed powers, and should rethink concepts of all-out victory to which it has become so accustomed ever since World War II. Generally, it should first look to every other tool of statecraft—including redeployments and reinforcements of military force, imposition of various types of economic sanctions, and diplomacy. If and when war against another nuclear-armed state occurs, conflict termination and deescalation will generally be higher priorities than outright victory.

A philosophy of restraint would also generally argue against any further expansion of America’s alliances—especially in terms of membership but also in the functions those alliances are asked to play in support of the global security order. And it should counsel pragmatic compromise on contentious matters of international diplomacy, including nuclear negotiations with North Korea and Iran. On some of these matters, American allies often have considerable sophistication and good instincts on the approach to take. Washington should get better at listening to them—not always heeding their advice but consistently mulling it over thoughtfully. That is often true of South Korea with regard to North Korea, Australia and South Korea with regard to China, and Germany, France, and other European allies with regard to Russia and Iran, for example.

Resoluteness should define America’s ongoing commitments to the core security interests of existing allies. For the most part, we are where we are with allies and alliances. Grand strategists sometimes inventory America’s existing alliances, suggesting that we keep some and discard others. While theoretically useful at a certain level, this is generally not a practical exercise except in extreme circumstances. The credibility of deterrence and the essence of U.S. nuclear nonproliferation policy both necessitate a certain dependability and consistency in upholding treaty-­undergirded alliance relationships when the core safety and security of alliance partners are put at risk. However, upholding obligations to allies does not necessarily mean using violence to come to their military defense at the first sign of trouble or even the first small probing attack by an aggressor. Nor does it mean being entrapped by an ally that has unwisely provoked a crisis with a neighbor and then subsequently expects Uncle Sam to come rescue its chestnuts from the fire.

Resoluteness should also characterize the country’s commitment to a global rules-based order that promotes interdependence among nations while strongly opposing interstate conflict or the pursuit of territorial aggrandizement by other powers. We can be more patient, and accept incremental progress, on building a more liberal order (featuring more democracies and greater universal respect for human rights). The liberal or progressive agenda can and should be pursued, but largely through diplomatic and other soft-power instruments of statecraft.

The essence of the rules-based order is the prevention of interstate war and the protection of what Barry Posen calls the global commons—the sea lanes and other international space that make possible safe travel, global commerce, and the functioning of the world economy. The rules-based order must also include control of the world’s most dangerous technologies. And, as we move deeply into the twenty-first century, it clearly must also include attention to worsening trends with pandemic disease, climate change, and other outgrowths of a rapidly growing, urbanizing, and globalizing human population.

The distinction in these two types of orders is crucial from the perspective of grand strategy. While progress toward a liberal order may have slowed or partly reversed in modern times, a rules-based order is still in fairly good shape. Today’s international environment, with its nuclear weapons and memories of the world wars and shared prosperity—as well as the U.S. leadership that undergirds it all—is much different than previous eras in human history.7

A grand strategy of resolute restraint would seek to emulate many of the ideas of George F. Kennan, often called the father of Cold War containment doctrine. Kennan believed in a strong U.S. international role, to be sure. But his views were nuanced. His thinking included three often underappreciated ideas that should centrally inform American grand strategy today.8

First, some parts of the world are inherently more important strategically than others, and these should be prioritized in U.S. national security policy. Kennan emphasized western Europe, Japan, and Russia given the geopolitics of the day in which he wrote. Today, parts of East Asia and, to a certain extent, the Middle East might be logically added to the list. Kennan was not the first American to think this way, but he had the advantage of writing when his vision could help shape near-term decisions on creating the key edifices of post–World War II global order.9

Second, military alliances can be advantageous. But they should be used selectively and largely in defense of the key strategic regions. Since the United States has its most sacred and solemn alliance relationships in Europe and East Asia and its most important security partnerships throughout much of the broader Middle East, it would appear to be in fairly good standing in regard to these pillars of Kennan’s strategic framework, adapted for the 2020s.

Third, economic instruments of statecraft are just as important as military tools in making national security policy. And strong economic foundations are essential to a nation’s military prowess and long-term national security. Economic resilience against various shocks, natural or manmade, is crucial for both America and its allies.10

This grand strategy should not weaken the nation’s commitment to military power. In some situations the United States would have no choice but to fight. And since it is far preferable to avoid fighting where possible, deterrence through military power will remain crucial for a number of problems. Defending NATO and East Asian allies tops the list.

In addition, ideally the United States would sustain enough military superiority over Russia and China to deny them the capacity to conquer the Baltic states and Taiwan, respectively—goals that, as Bridge Colby and Wes Mitchell rightly say, are worth pursuing.11 Yet for the lat­ter types of scenarios, we need other options, too. I am not as confident as Colby, Mitchell, or the Trump administration’s National Defense Strategy that the United States will be able to establish, or reestablish, a clear capacity to predominate in the most demanding scenarios. Predicting outcomes in war is an inherently fraught business. Historically, outgunned militaries often win battles or wars against the odds. The precision of combat forecasting tools is, as discussed in the preface, not excellent.12 That is because war is inherently a complex and highly uncertain human undertaking. It is far less amenable to prediction than, say, even major sporting events (where at least opposing sides have similar numbers of contestants and play by the same rules within well-defined physical spaces over limited periods of time). Prudent predictions of battle outcomes must allow for ranges of casualties, war duration, and other key variables that can vary by a factor of two, three, five, or even ten from lower to upper bounds. Being confident in advance of who will win and who will lose is generally not possible, except when initial capabilities are highly lopsided (and even then, insurgents or other underdogs may at times prevail against major powers).13

Modern technologies, such as the precision offensive weapons that leave fixed airfields and perhaps large naval combatants highly vulner­able given the current state of defense technologies, compound the problem seriously.14 War games and computations suggest that U.S. military campaigns to defend the Baltics or Taiwan might fail today, at least short of all-out escalation. That will likely remain true given trends in precision-­strike technology, as well as the economic and technological rise of China in particular. Russia has fewer economic strengths, but it still has dramatic geographic advantages for Baltic-state and several other scenarios.15

The National Defense Strategy of the Trump administration, like the Third Offset of the later Obama administration years, seeks to revitalize U.S. military superiority over Russia and China, especially in the conventional or nonnuclear military realm. That is all to the good. But what degree of success is realistic?

Today’s American military establishment and national security community tend to hew to the belief that being able to defeat China or Russia in combat wherever an ally might be attacked is a credible goal. This prevalent opinion requires rethinking in light of fundamental technological trends and the military resources available to Russia and especially China. Secretary James Mattis was likely correct when he argued, in the Trump administration’s National Defense Strategy in January 2018, that America’s competitive edge vis-à-vis other great powers had been eroding in recent years. However, that does not mean that a 10 percent, or even 25 or 50 percent, increase in the U.S. defense budget, along with modest reallocations of current military priorities, can in and of itself change that fact—or change it enough to restore U.S. military preeminence in all regions next to Russian and Chinese territory. Primacy as we knew it in the 1990s and 2000s, or the late 1940s, is probably gone for good. Those earlier eras were unnatural in a sense, given the unusual weakness of many other powers—especially America’s adversaries and neutral states—during those time periods. They cannot be reestablished.

Trends in technology, combined with Russian and Chinese strategic ambitions and geographic advantages, require a fuller reconceptualization of American grand strategy. Even some of the most creative ideas in defense thinking today, such as those emphasizing the need for more distributed, stealthy platforms involving mixes of manned and unmanned systems with improved weaponry and electronic warfare assets, seem more likely to mitigate the trends in warfare and technology than to reverse them.16 Operating effectively near a major power’s territory in wartime will remain very hard—much harder, for example, than was the case for the United States near China’s coasts throughout the twentieth century. Make no mistake: the United States and allies can be competitive and quite likely superior, even in areas close to Russia and China, for many years to come if not indefinitely. But given the uncertainties of war, even a significant advantage need not translate into a guaranteed ability to prevail—and especially not at reasonable cost. We can certainly make these areas contested zones where no one can operate safely, as former John McCain aide Chris Brose has convincingly also argued. It is less clear that we can decisively defeat a superpower foe near Taiwan or the eastern Baltics.17

General U.S. military preeminence, as well as the ability to help ensure the core territorial sovereignty of key allies, is one thing. Being able to guarantee rapid victory anywhere, anytime is another. The former is attainable and important. The latter is not.

With a grand strategy that increased the emphasis on economic and other instruments of national power, Washington would in a sense just be catching up with Beijing and Moscow.18 Russia has used economic punishment tactics against Ukraine in the energy and banking sectors, employed cyberattacks against a number of NATO countries, and interfered in Western elections through various methods of information warfare. China has used economic coercion against a number of its neighbors. It banned shipments of rare earth metals to Japan for a time in 2010, froze imports of Norwegian salmon after the Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo won the Nobel Peace Prize that same year, restricted imports and tourists from the Philippines over a dispute concerning the Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea in 2012, and punished South Korea economically after the deployment of a U.S. THAAD (terminal high altitude area defense) missile system to Seoul in 2016–17.19 It has also stolen intellectual property from more advanced nations, not only to close the military-technological gap with the West but to advance its own economy. Its Belt and Road Initiative is in part a desirable effort to build up infrastructure from which many can benefit. But it is also a mercantilist means by which Beijing can maximize economic opportunities as well as strategic sway—making it harder for countries to challenge China in future security crises or influence campaigns.20 The United States should use transparency, information, and diplomacy—not military force or alliance formation—to oppose the more exploitative elements of the initiative and help other countries hold China to a higher standard. It might create a database tracking major Belt and Road projects and evaluating each one according to internationally established technical criteria for best practices—with a presumption that secret deals are not up to snuff.

But again, the larger point is that Russia and China clearly realize that economics is at the heart of national power and of national security policy. The United States itself has understood this same fact very well in the past, such as during the Cold War. Thus I am not proposing a radically new theory so much as suggesting that we dust off, enhance, and expand old ideas for modern times.

This strategy would often emphasize deterrence by punishment, more than deterrence by denial, of an adversary’s ambitions or objectives for certain small-scale aggressions. Deterrence by denial, though a popular concept in current Pentagon conversation, is simply not real­istic for all plausible and important scenarios in waters near China (or many regions near Russia). The advantages of geography, and possibility of using duplicity and stealth to create faits accomplis, render unrealistic a military strategy of denial. That is especially true in regard to small land formations like islands in the Western Pacific or small towns and enclaves near Russia in parts of central and eastern Europe.

Yet a strategy of deterrence by punishment can still work. It would seek to make the prospects of sanctions so severe that an adversary would not consider it worth undertaking even an aggression that it could likely get away with. With deterrence by punishment, ideally America’s foes would suffer more than the U.S.-led coalition imposing the costs, even if they retaliated in kind. But it is actually not essential that they suffer more than America and allies, provided that the threat to apply such punishment is credible. The Western world is collectively so much stronger than Russia or even China—indeed, even the China of 2030 or 2040—that an effective sanctions-based policy need not literally hurt the other side more than it hurts oneself. What is important is that the punishment be significant, with the potential to be intensified, broadened, and sustained if need be.

The United States and allies have many types of economic tools—and they have generally gotten much better at applying them more surgically and effectively in the twenty-first century. As Cornell professor Jonathan Kirshner pointed out in an influential article two decades ago, sanctions can be categorized in various ways, to include:

• Economic aid (and the withdrawal of aid);

• Asset freezes or seizures;

• Finance (and withholding access to it, including through U.S. banks);

• Monetary policy (targeting a country’s currency); and

• Trade in goods (finished or intermediate manufactures or commodities).21

Of course, sanctions can be overused and misused. The Trump administration’s rather indiscriminate and widespread use of tariffs and other sanctions against friend, foe, and neutral alike was not sound.22 With a more selective approach, however, Washington should be able to sustain a strong Western coalition conducting various forms of economic sanctions and indeed warfare—as has been the case, for example, in regard to Russia’s aggressions since 2014, against North Korea especially since 2017, and against Iran until the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action was negotiated.23

A strategy emphasizing indirect and asymmetric military tools as well as economic instruments of warfare could be gradually amplified and broadened if a crisis continued. For example, if Russia assaulted a town or small swath of a Baltic state (but with limited territorial implications, at least at first), an initial NATO and EU response should not be violent. It should have military elements, to be sure—reinforcements of NATO military positions in the Baltics, including with some forces near the initial Russian foray. But their size and character should be designed not to reverse the Russian land grab so much as to complicate and deter any further encroachment. The heart of the U.S., NATO, and EU response should curtail Russian oil and gas exports to Europe. Indeed, that punishment would be the most active, dynamic part of the strategy, with the capacity to be ratcheted up and down. If the situation were not resolved quickly, the cutback could turn into a complete ban on energy trade; Europe is now much better positioned to weather such economic warfare than it once was. Still later, if Russia tried to compensate by expanding energy exports, say to China, then secondary Western sanctions could be placed on the PRC. Such a two-front economic war would be challenging, to be sure—but it would be much more doable for the United States and allies than the possibility of a two-front military campaign. Imagine, for example, a case in which a U.S.-led coalition reacted to a Russian probing attack in the Baltics with a huge military effort that then left the United States ill-prepared to mount a comparable response on the other side of the world if Beijing then perceived a window of opportunity for aggression.

Yet for all the appeal of such strategies, and for all the dangers of relying too much on the sword for small-scale crises, U.S. military commands currently make little use of the economic instruments of statecraft. The U.S. government is mostly stovepiped when it comes to contingency planning.24 Sanctions and related tools are generally seen as the policy domain of agencies such as the Treasury Department, the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative, and the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States. They tend not to be viewed as instruments of warfare, or alternatives or complements to the application of military force in national security crises.

The new strategy of resolute restraint would embed economics experts from other home agencies within war-fighting commands and the Pentagon’s joint staff. It would also consider the following changes in government structure or practice. First, it would create war-planning cells within nonmilitary agencies; although these cells will by necessity be small and focused more on big-picture ideas than on detailed development or implementation of policy, they can among other things function as helpful red teams to challenge Pentagon thinking. Second, it would emphasize economics much more in the curricula of war colleges. By economics, I do not mean macroeconomic or microeconomic theory the way economists tend to teach it, so much as understanding of the detailed workings of the modern global economy. Third, it would create new positions at the National Security Council (NSC) to focus on economics as a tool of security policy—and to focus on broader threats like those discussed below that go beyond the Pentagon’s 4+1 list of Russia, China, North Korea, Iran, and violent extremism. Fourth, however, it would avoid overdependence on the NSC for such efforts, strengthening the State Department in particular as an agency of policy development and execution, as former secretary of defense Robert Gates has advocated.25 Fifth, it would seek to pass legislation that would mandate a governmentwide review of war plans, as well as study by an independent commission, with an eye toward jumpstarting this overall agenda.

NATO is afflicted by similar limitations as the U.S. government. Almost assuredly, so are virtually all other American allies. The result is a situation aptly described by former State Department official Edward Fishman when he wrote in 2018 that “U.S. officials almost never design sanctions until crises are already under way.”26 Nor is it likely that U.S. officials sufficiently contemplate the question of the potential vulnerability of the U.S. economy to adversarial actions that might take place during protracted economic warfare. That should change, for the United States as well as NATO, in Washington as well as Brussels. Bilateral commands with countries like Japan should adopt these new approaches, too.

For some defense planners, it may seem inappropriate to think too much about economics. After all, what business do military experts have integrating economic matters into war plans? But the better question is how do we ensure that we have adequate options when crises occur? The question is especially important for crises that are small in scale, and in their immediate stakes, yet potentially quite fraught in their larger implications. In such cases, resolute response is essential, but firing the first shot in anger is generally unappealing. The U.S. government should not be in a position where its only strong recourse to an enemy aggression would be a military response that would run the high risk of leading to all-out war. War planners will do their country no favor if that is the result of their polite efforts to avoid thinking hard about instruments of national power that seem outside their bailiwick. As Robert Blackwill and Jennifer Harris rightly argue, “Despite having the most powerful economy on Earth, the United States too often reaches for the gun instead of the purse in its international conduct.”27 There may also be situations, such as the kinds of scenarios considered in this book, in which both the gun and the purse should be employed by the United States and allies—but the gun should not be fired in the first instance, only repositioned and prepared.

Sanctions do not always work, of course.28 They do not always persuade adversaries to reverse promptly a given policy or to undo an aggression; some argue their track record has been quite poor, in fact, particularly through the twentieth century.29 But the international community appears to have improved its use of sanctions, finding more surgical approaches to apply economic pain, while also lowering its expectations of what sanctions can accomplish in short order. The combination of improving methods with lowering expectations has had benefits. Certainly sanctions appear to have had some utility in regard to Iran and North Korea in modern times. It is possible that they have also helped persuade Vladimir Putin not to take more of Ukraine or attack a Baltic state—even if he has refused to return Crimea or end the separatist violence in the Donbas region of eastern Ukraine. In the right circumstances, and especially when combined with the credible deployment of military forces to deter further enemy encroachments, sanctions may still inflict enough punishment to signal resolve and deter more violence. For limited acts of war, that may be enough. Sanctions can and should punish bad actions. But just as much, they should signal that worse actions will be met with even stronger punishment. Deterrence is generally easier than compellence—and in the kinds of scenarios considered here, deterring further aggression is generally much more important than compelling a reversal of past offenses.30 Pushing China quickly off one Senkaku island, for example, is much less important than deterring it from laying claim to large swaths of the East China Sea or the Ryukyu Islands, including Okinawa.

America’s allies may not always be completely reassured by such policies. But it is not the job of Washington to be the geostrategic therapist for allies over each and every minor anxiety. In fact, blanket assurances could make some allies more prone to take risk or to remain inflexible in their diplomacy with other nations, knowing that Uncle Sam could defend them if things ever got serious. This is not the purpose of America’s alliances. It is, rather, the job of the United States to have the backs of allies on matters of core importance and vital national security. Assurance on national survival is important.31 Assurance on each and every dispute a country may have with neighbors is neither realistic nor desirable.

Indeed, in many cases, U.S. allies will prefer the kind of grand strategy proposed here because it reduces the risks of war. In this vein, the findings of a poll conducted by the Pew Charitable Trusts in 2015, shortly after the Russian attacks on Ukraine, are instructive. The survey revealed a deep ambivalence among many NATO citizens about whether a hypothetical Russian aggression against an eastern alliance member state should lead to a NATO military response. Indeed, clear majorities in a number of countries expressed opposition to any such action. As the alliance has expanded eastward, farther from original NATO nations and closer to the Russian heartland, many publics have clearly wondered if they want to send their own sons and daughters to defend faraway lands. This may be particularly true in response to possible aggressions that are limited in geographic scope, duration, and lethality. Yet the poll—and subsequent behavior by European governments—have demonstrated a clear allied willingness to inflict serious and sustained economic pain on a perpetrator of aggression.32 Putin is no doubt unpleasantly surprised at just how well the EU and NATO have held together over the years on a long-term sanctions policy that punishes his aggression against Ukraine.

Basing a U.S. national security strategy on asymmetric response, without ensuring prompt liberation of any occupied allied territory, may seem defeatist to some. But that kind of approach effectively formed much of the basis of the containment strategy during the Cold War. Militarily, the West sought to prevent further Soviet conquests after a number of them had already occurred. That approach could not ensure the independence and sovereignty of much of Eastern Europe, which had to wait decades for its freedom. In broad foreign policy terms, however, it turned out to be an extremely successful long-term strategy for promoting democracy, prosperity, and peace. The military instruments provided a bulwark against further aggression well enough and long enough for the economic, diplomatic, political, and cultural instruments of America and its allies eventually to produce victory. So playing good defense with military policy is a time-tested philosophy that can allow the quieter tools of power and influence, including economics, to shape the world in favorable ways over time.33 Sanctions-centered strategies also play to U.S. strengths, given America’s role in the global economy as well as the roles of key rich and powerful allies like those in Europe and East Asia.34

Moreover, this strategy would not take more muscular options off the table. The United States should not telegraph in any detail which scenarios might ultimately lead to the use of military force—and, therefore, which scenarios might not. Most red lines should not be drawn too clearly—unless the core national security of key American allies, or other top-tier U.S. global interests like freedom of the seas, might be at risk. My proposed paradigm, which might also be described as asymmetric or integrated deterrence, is designed to increase available options, not foreclose existing ones. But it would tilt strongly against any presumption of a muscular kinetic response to a mild provocation or small crisis. The goal would generally be not to draw first blood in any crisis, especially one involving a nuclear-armed adversary. In this regard, the strategy, while not discounting the utility of the Trump Pentagon’s concept of prevailing in the contact and blunt phases, early on in a crisis or conflict, would not rely exclusively on such an approach and would in fact favor indirect approaches that sought not to draw first blood and not to escalate.35

Some might worry that this approach would come across as American weakness, irresoluteness, or excessive casualty aversion—making an adversary think it could take even bigger risks in challenging U.S. interests down the road. It is true that Washington must take such concerns seriously in how it responds to any crisis. However, for a nation that has, just this century, used lethal force on multiple occasions in at least half a dozen countries around the world, its reputation for resoluteness may not be acutely at risk.

Last, with the grand strategy of resolute restraint, I would propose adding a second dimension of 4+1 threats to go along with the Pentagon’s list of the original 4+1: Russia, China, North Korea, Iran, and trans­national violent extremism or terrorism.36 The new 4+1—nuclear, biological and pandemic, digital, climatic, and internal-societal dangers—would not be additional threats arrayed along the same dimension or axis. They are not hostile adversaries. Rather they are complicating, exacerbating, and/or accelerating aspects of the modern world that can make any other threat more dangerous. The last on the list is America’s own social and economic and political cohesion. It is different in kind from the others—hence the use of the 4+1 framing (just as transnational violent extremism on the original list is different in kind from the other threats that can be clearly associated with specific nation-states). The new 4+1 threats are not primarily the province of the Department of Defense. But for broad allocation of national resources, as well as the attention and mindsight of policy makers, they should be viewed as constituting a second dimension in a matrix or a two-dimensional threat space.

Other Schools of Thought

An American grand strategy of resolute restraint, but not retrenchment, is different from most other ideas in today’s debate.37 Because grand strategy is often discussed in abstract terms, making it seem a bit tangential to actual foreign policy decision making, it is useful to clarify the implications of resolute restraint in contrast with other concepts.

First, consider the implications of my proposed strategy versus what might loosely be called the American strategic community’s conventional wisdom. (I will compare them with some of the specific ideas of Presidents Obama and Trump below.) There are many similarities—in the emphasis on strong U.S. military forces, in support for sustaining permanent U.S. military presence in East Asia, Europe, and parts of the Middle East, and in the willingness to go to war in defense of the core territorial interests and national survival of allies. In addition, while it generally would not see military force as the right tools to advance them, my strategy also shares a commitment to key values such as promotion of democracy and human rights, reduction of violence, and promotion of prosperity around the world. These values are not only important in their own right. They also give purpose and legitimacy to American alliance leadership.38

However, as will be detailed in subsequent chapters, my proposed strategy is wary of further expansion of alliances, disinclined to draw first blood in disputes over limited and relatively insignificant pieces of allied territory, unpersuaded about maximalist approaches to diplomacy such as are often attempted by the United States in regard to North Korea and Iran, and more focused on new threats as well as on the domestic underpinnings of long-term national power than is traditional military planning.39

I am also skeptical about elements of the Obama administration’s Third Offset plan as well as the Trump administration’s National Defense Strategy. Much of the thrust of these initiatives, with their focus on reaffirming and strengthening U.S. conventional military superiority, is welcome. However, it simply may not be realistic to achieve such levels of dominance that decisive war-winning capabilities can be relied on to deter the outset of conflict in the first place—or to prevail quickly in any war that does occur. Concepts like deterrence by denial and successful attacks on enemy assets in the contact and blunt phases of a future limited war may not be feasible or advisable.

My recommended strategy differs fundamentally with advocates of American “offshore balancing.”40 That strategy seeks to avoid most binding commitments to other countries’ defense. Therefore, because America already has so many allies today, it would by necessity lead to the dismantling of existing U.S. alliances and security commitments. It would reduce the United States to the role of watching Eurasia, ready to step back into crises or conflicts there only if absolutely necessary—to avoid any hostile preponderance of power from forming in a way that could ultimately threaten the Western Hemisphere. It would in effect accept a multipolar world—rather than seeking to keep most chief elements of today’s economic, strategic, and military power at least loosely aligned in a collective self-defense alliance system that possesses some two-thirds of aggregate world GDP and two-thirds of aggregate defense spending, as is currently the case. Because of this alliance network, while today’s world might no longer be best described as unipolar, it is also far from multipolar. The United States with its many allies still constitute the economic and security backbone of today’s world.

To my mind, the United States effectively attempted a strategy of offshore balancing before each world war, if not explicitly and consciously, then by default, due to the nation’s inward focus at the time. Both times such a grand strategy failed catastrophically. Multipolar worlds and American disengagement have not kept the peace in the past. These are empirical, historical facts. In the first half of the twentieth century, the United States did not build peacetime alliances or deploy forces abroad to deter potential foes. Twice, global war erupted. For the three-­quarters of a century since, we have maintained a system of alliances and forward military presence in key theaters abroad. No world war has resulted.

Relatedly, Barry Posen of MIT, one of the nation’s top security experts and professors by any measure, advocates a U.S. grand strategy centered on the idea of restraint. He is compelling in much of what he argues. Avoiding war when possible in particular needs to be our lodestar. Posen, along with numerous other prominent academics, deserves credit for warning against the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, which to my mind cannot currently be justified as worth the costs (perhaps someday that will change, but it is too soon to reach any such conclusion). His warning about the proclivities of current American grand strategy to overuse force is particularly compelling, as is his warning against further alliance expansion.

However, when advocacy for restraint becomes advocacy of U.S. retrenchment—and specifically, a weakening or dismantling of existing alliances—it is a much different argument. It is also, in my estimation, much less compelling. Posen calculates, carefully and convincingly, that such a grand strategy might reduce U.S. defense spending by 20 percent, reducing it from a bit more than 3 percent of GDP to about 2.5 percent. That is significant, to be sure, but in macroeconomic terms, it would not amount to a huge shift in resources or savings to the country. It could only be justified in cost-benefit terms if the ensuing strategy made war, or high-intensity great power arms racing, less likely than it is today. However, given the historical record—two world wars in the half century without a U.S. grand strategy of engagement but no great power war during the seventy-five years of American leadership—it is difficult to see how weakening or ending alliances would create a safer world for the United States.41

A policy of retrenchment has never been attempted before in world history on such a scale and would in fact therefore be revolutionary, not cautious. The closest parallel is probably the period after World War I, when the allied victors first sought to build a League of Nations to keep the peace, but then, led by Washington, they instead neutered that organization and dramatically downsized their military forces.42 At the very best, implementation of any strategy of retrenchment would create a dangerous transition period, as the United States broke off alliances and pulled back from the world.43

Some advocates of American restraint argue that regional powers in various parts of the world should be left to find their own paths to peace with their neighbors. To be sure, on routine matters of diplomacy, that is sound advice. But when the chips are really down, the value of an outside superpower seen as relatively disinterested in the immediate stakes at hand, yet committed to the core security of its allies, can be enormously beneficial. As Asia expert Richard Bush warned in his excellent book by the same title, there are “Perils of Proximity.”44 Familiarity does not always breed better understanding in human affairs. Sometimes, it breeds contempt. Neighbors often have complex intertwined histories, ongoing grievances, and resulting mistrust. A faraway yet engaged superpower changes the dynamics in ways that can be quite beneficial.

The old adage about NATO, coined by its first secretary general, Lord Hastings Lionel Ismay, is that it was designed to keep “the Russians out, the Americans in, and the Germans down.”45 Keeping Germany down may not be necessary today. But the rest of the saying remains timely. Without credible U.S. power committed to the defense of NATO nations, the temptation for Russia to meddle, cajole, coerce, threaten, and perhaps even attack could be much greater than today, especially in nations that were once part either of the Soviet Union or of the Warsaw Pact. And once it established a degree of dominance in the near abroad, its ambitions might extend farther westward, in the kind of behavior European powers displayed for centuries until modern times. Would that likely lead to actual war in the event that the American security guarantee was withdrawn? It is hard to say. Perhaps not. But Moscow might be tempted gradually to up the ante in various showdowns with countries that had no inherent capacity to push back. And at some point, things could escalate, even if no one initially intended such an outcome. As the Australian historian Geoffrey Blainey argued, even if wars do not generally start by accident, they frequently begin when at least one side believes it can use a limited amount of military power in a controlled way for a quick and finite win. Quite often, such expectations prove wrong.46

One can debate whether such concerns should have precluded any expansion of NATO eastward after the Cold War ended in the first place. I was probably in the same place as many offshore balancers in regard to NATO expansion in the 1990s and 2000s, in fact. But what is done is done, and it is not easily undone. In any case, Moscow has no inherent right to dominate the space outlined by the Iron Curtain during the Cold War. It is one thing to acknowledge that NATO expansion to a place like Ukraine could be particularly concerning for Moscow, as I will argue in the next chapter, and quite another to concede predominance for Russia in a place like Poland or the Czech Republic. If our options for European security today are to keep NATO as it is, expand it, or dismantle it in whole or in part, I vote strongly for the first. At this juncture, expanding NATO further into the former Soviet space would likely provoke Moscow severely, and dismantling or dismembering it would likely make Russian hardliners feel vindicated—while whetting their appetites for more power and dominance in Europe.

The idea that neighbors do not necessarily get along on their own is valid elsewhere, too. For example, it is difficult to look at Northeast Asia today and believe that it would function in a more stable way without the U.S.-Japan and U.S.–Republic of Korea alliances. China, Japan, and the two Koreas do not consistently get along well on their own. (Russia may not get along that well with these players either—though it will be pragmatic enough to cooperate, or at least coordinate, with China in certain efforts to challenge American leadership and alliances in the years ahead.) Yet with American power engaged in the region, peace has prevailed, Japan has not remilitarized, and in fact, with the exception of North Korea, arms racing in general has been avoided.47

My proposed grand strategy may not be philosophically far from some of President Barack Obama’s thinking. Obama wanted to avoid overreaction against the threat of terrorism as well as the return of Russia and rise of China. One of his closest aides, Derek Chollet, wrote an insightful book that sought to explore the forty-fourth president’s outlook, entitled The Long Game: How Obama Defied Washington and Redefined America’s Role in the World. According to Chollet, Obama was willing—and correct—to stave off calls for action from the pundits and policy makers who tend to want the United States to assert itself frequently in the world. Obama feared American overextension as much as inaction. That led to a number of policies and positions over the years, some of which stand up better in hindsight than others. Obama opposed the Iraq war, promised in 2009 to soon draw down U.S. forces in Afghanistan in the same speech that announced a temporary buildup, and tried to ensure that NATO allies would take the military lead in Libya in 2011. Starting that same year, he assumed that Bashar al-Assad in Syria would fall without America playing a significant role. He also held off providing lethal aid to Ukraine so as not to add tinder to the conflict with Russia from 2014 onward. He accepted an imperfect and temporary deal with Iran in 2015 rather than risk war over Iran’s nuclear program. To Chollet, and others, this was all admirable restraint. As Obama himself put it, there was great wisdom in the mantra “Don’t do stupid [stuff]” and in trying to hit singles and doubles rather than home runs most of the time—and in playing the long game.

But Obama had the misfortune of having too many unfortunate things happen on his watch. Some were his fault. Syria and Libya must rank high on this list, where there was a constant mismatch between ends and means and a long-standing lack of clear strategy.48 However, most of the undesirable events that occurred during his presidency had larger and longer-term causes. In any event, after a period of increasing Russian and Chinese adventurism, a failed Arab Spring combined with an increasingly assertive Iran in the Middle East, the rise of ISIS, a continually nuclearizing North Korea, and other crises, most Republicans and even some Democrats concluded that Obama’s foreign policy smacked of a certain irresoluteness rather than restraint. Ironically, for someone so eloquent, he also generally failed to explain the logic behind his caution, a point his last secretary of defense, Ashton Carter, has acknowledged.49 In fairness to Obama, the critiques sometimes went too far. Obama did keep forces in Afghanistan throughout his presidency, conducted far more drone strikes against al Qaeda than his predecessor, authorized the raid that killed Osama bin Laden, began a rebalancing toward the Asia-Pacific region, sustained military budgets in excess of $600 billion a year (well above the Cold War inflation-adjusted average) even in the face of Tea Party Republicans who called for deep cuts in spending, initiated NATO’s military buildup in eastern Europe after Russia’s 2014 attacks on Ukraine, and sent U.S. Navy ships through the South China Sea to shore up America’s claims to free passage in those waters. But these actions often seemed a penny short and a day late to critics. As such, his foreign policy vision is not likely to cohere into what historians will see as a clear doctrine or paradigm. Former deputy secretary of state Bill Burns frames America’s strategic choices going forward as retrenchment, restoration, or reinvention (and strongly counsels in favor of the last option). Alas, employing this framework, many likely saw Obama’s approach as more akin to retrenchment.50 Yet I think there was, philosophically at least, a useful element in restraint in his thinking that should in fact inform more American foreign policy debates.

How does a Kennanesque grand strategy of resolute restraint compare with President Trump’s approach to the world? Any grand strategy of sustained, values-based American leadership is inherently much different than Trump’s view of the world. Nonetheless, I find at least four interesting points of agreement between President Trump’s approach to U.S. foreign policy and my own. First, I believe that Trump was rightly skeptical about many possible uses of American military force. Second, he was bold and creative in his dealings with Kim Jong Un, though he later failed to follow through on his instincts for “the art of the deal” and squandered the chance for a compromise accord to curtail North Korea’s nuclear weapons program. Third, he was rightly uninterested in any further expansion of NATO into the former Soviet space. And fourth, however flawed his tactics, Trump understood that the United States had great potential leverage through economic and financial tools of statecraft. Often such tools are preferable to those of the Department of Defense, even when dealing with security challenges.

How does my grand strategy of resolute restraint stack up against well-known frameworks for guiding American decision makers on the use of force? The president of the Council on Foreign Relations, Richard Haass, wrote a powerful book advocating that the United States avoid “wars of choice” and fight only “wars of necessity.”51 That distinction is pithy and useful. However, it does not easily tell us which types of war are which, absent analysis and judgment (many of Haass’s other excellent works often provide such broader analysis). I try to create a framework here that can help in such decisions. Former secretary of defense Caspar Weinberger articulated several rules about intervention in the 1980s that gained the mantra of the Weinberger doctrine. They include the idea that the United States should only fight wars when other ways of resolving a crisis have failed, when vital national interests are at stake, when there is strong consensus in favor of an operation, and when the country can map out a clear path to victory before initiating combat operations. Again, there is wisdom in these ideas. But they do not account for the unpredictability of war; they imply that it is a technical undertaking with largely controllable results. Nor do they resolve the question of what is, in fact, a vital interest of the United States.52 And finally, the Powell doctrine, named after retired general Colin Powell, places less dogmatic emphasis on determining when a vital American interest is at stake than Weinberger. Instead, it underscores the importance of anticipating pitfalls in the use of force and of ensuring success in any operations that are undertaken.53 It does share a healthy skep­ticism about the use of force with the Weinberger doctrine. It, too, is thoughtful. But it is more a list of warnings and conditions about the use of force than a grand strategy that would prioritize interests and focus on deterrence at least as much as on combat. It is that issue of deterrence to which I turn next.

Why Deterrence Is Doable

Perhaps, if deterrence were extremely hard, and if alliance commitments therefore made it likely that the United States would wind up entangled in foreign wars of little immediate bearing to its own security, a grand strategy of offshore balancing would be compelling. But in fact, the history of recent decades should make us much more optimistic than that. The key is to figure out what interests are worth fighting for and consistently demonstrate a national will and capability to defend them—while also having other, nonkinetic and nonlethal tools available for complex, murky, and gray-zone cases where it is unrealistic or undesirable to draw a clear red line in advance of any possible crisis.

Deterrence often does fail when rhetorical commitments are not backed up by real military power, formal alliance commitments, and dem­onstrated resolve.54 For example, the Berlin crises of the early Cold War years occurred when Soviet leaders likely doubted America’s will to respond—with the Kremlin also safe in the knowledge that it had local conventional superiority and thus that the United States lacked the capability to prevent the construction of the wall absent major preparation or escalation.55 The Soviet suppression of the 1956 Hungarian uprising occurred even farther from the locations of any major American military forces. Kim Il Sung and Saddam Hussein doubted America’s will to respond to their aggressions against South Korea and Kuwait in 1950 and 1990, respectively, after unfortunate comments by Secretary of State Dean Acheson and U.S. Ambassador to Iraq April Glaspie, among others (indeed, it is difficult to classify these cases as deterrence failure, since the United States had no formal commitments to the security of these countries and signaled that it was not interested in defending them).56 The Soviet Union had no reason to think that the United States would consider military intervention in opposition to its 1979 invasion of Afghanistan.57 More recently, Russia’s forays into Georgia, Ukraine, and Syria over the past eleven years also occurred when Moscow doubted Washington’s will to respond—there were no U.S. alliance commitments and no nearby American combat forces.58

Former secretary of defense Bob Gates was fond of saying that the United States has a perfect record in modern times of predicting when and where future outbreaks of war will occur—we always get it wrong.59 That is another way of saying we do not always successfully deter. There is considerable truth to that statement. But the obverse is also true—we have a nearly perfect record of preventing further large-scale aggression in places where we really put our mind, national will, resources, and forward-deployed military forces to the task. When we can predict accurately the possibility of a future war, the United States would appear to be fairly good at preventing it. When we are clear about our interests, commitments, and capabilities, for example in Japan, western Europe, and later Korea in the early postwar years, deterrence has generally worked—or, to be more precise (since we cannot know the counterfactual), deterrence has not failed in these places. Countries will usually not risk war against the United States when they see that Washington is resolute—and especially when it has permanently stationed some of the world’s best military forces in places where they would quickly be implicated in most possible conflicts. President Donald Trump inadvertently conducted a stress test of sorts on the strength of U.S. deterrence commitments, suggesting especially in the first months of 2017 that his willingness to defend NATO and East Asian allies was very much conditional, at best. Yet no one attacked U.S. allies in this period, and we have no evidence that any adversaries even seriously considered doing so.60 The fact that Trump’s musings about the questionable value of alliances did not lead to any major redeployments of American combat forces or abrogations of treaties is probably a major part of the reason why.

None of this means that deterrence is easy, of course. It requires serious will and capability. The capability involves retaining by far the best armed forces in the world. And as for the serious will, for a country that has been waging multiple military campaigns during virtually all of the twenty-first century and that has been, in Bob Kagan’s memorable phrase, a “dangerous nation” since its inception, demonstrating a will to fight in defense of core allies is probably a less brittle commodity than American strategists sometimes tend to think.61

This sense of U.S. readiness to fight has not always been equally robust. Osama bin Laden said the following to ABC News correspondent John Miller back in 1998: “We have seen in the last decade the decline of the American Government and the weakness of the American soldier who is ready to wage cold wars and unprepared to fight long wars. This was proven in Beirut when the Marines fled after two explosions. It also proves they can run in less than 24 hours, and this was also repeated in Somalia…. After a few blows, they ran in defeat and America forgot about all the hoopla and media propaganda … about being the world leader, and the leader of the new world order.”62 But bin Laden himself found out the hard way the willingness of the United States to defend itself against terrorism once a certain threshold of American casualties was crossed. Other would-be adversaries likely took note. The willingness of the United States to risk war in defense of core interests is probably not doubted by most potential adversaries and aggressors around the world today.

There is more good news about deterrence, too. The United States generally need not fight just to protect its reputation for toughness or resoluteness, as scholars including Dartmouth professor Daryl Press and University of Washington professor Jonathan Mercer have persuasively argued by examining cases like the Berlin and Cuban Missile crises. What matters most for creating credibility in the minds of adversaries is deployable power, combined with a clear commitment beyond the merely rhetorical to the country or interest at issue. In today’s world, when dealing with nuclear-armed nemeses, that U.S. military power probably requires conventional forces backed up by a nuclear deterrent.

What is not essential, for maintaining deterrence in key theaters, is sustaining some vague notion of airtight general global credibility across all interests and regions.63 This is not an argument to ignore humanitarian horrors in Syria or shut our eyes to Vladimir Putin’s transgressions in Ukraine or forget the plight of Venezuelans and the Rohingya in Myanmar and those nations in central and Sahel Africa so victimized by civil war today. However, would-be aggressors are unlikely to doubt America’s commitment to key allies just because the United States may not be fully committed to a crisis of secondary strategic importance elsewhere. Kim Jong Un would not, and did not, see a window of opportunity to attack South Korea just because Barack Obama failed somehow to uphold a red line over chemical weapons in Syria in 2013, for example. The United States is fallible enough that we know it will make numerous mistakes in addressing crises or conflicts of secondary or tertiary importance to the country. Fortunately, deterring threats to top-tier U.S. national security interests is unlikely to suffer as a result, especially when forward-deployed American combat forces are in position.

Alas, even when deterring all-out attack is successful, dissuading smaller challenges to allies’ interests and the existing order is more difficult, as Alexander George and Richard Smoke documented in their landmark study on early Cold War deterrence.64 Such types of crises and conflicts are less inherently dangerous in one sense. But in another sense, they always run the risk of creating escalation dynamics. Think of North Korea’s various acts of violence against South Korea and against American military personnel in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, the Soviet Union’s use of military advisers in the Middle East in the Cold War, China’s supporting roles in the Vietnam War, Soviet decisions to obstruct U.S. access to Berlin and ultimately build the Berlin Wall, or China’s attempts to take Quemoy and Matsu during the 1950s. As Fred Ikle noted about the dangers of escalation, “Fighting sharpens feelings of hostility…. More is expected of a settlement because both the government and the people will feel that the outcome of the war ought to justify the sacrifices incurred. In addition, various institutional forces will compound the difficulties of making peace.”65 Once war begins, and people start dying, it is hard to stop. The key is not to rely primarily on the threat of the early and lethal use of military power to deter small-scale or gray-zone aggression. In the next four chapters I therefore focus on improving nonlethal tools for the most probable major direct threats to American security today.66

But … the Dangers of Overdoing It

If deterrence of core interests and allies should be achievable for the United States going forward, that does not mean that each and every American foreign policy ambition is achievable. Nor is each one necessarily even desirable or prudent. Foreign policy specialists, when writing books like this, usually lament Americans’ disinterest in global affairs and their unwillingness to resource and otherwise support an adequately robust U.S. foreign policy. But there is an equal and opposite danger as well. We often overdo it.

Our enemies today do not look like Hitler, Tojo, or Stalin, and therefore the United States and allies should not address future challenges the way we faced the Nazis or Soviets or wartime Japanese. Future conflict could begin more like the outbreak of World War I—when a small crisis escalated due to great power rivalry and mistrust—than of World War II, when fundamentally evil regimes sought to conquer large swaths of the world.67 Indeed, a future conflagration could also resemble World War I in its ethical complexity. In that conflict, the United States declared war against Germany only in April 1917 and Austria-Hungary in December of that year. Previously, President Woodrow Wilson and others had had reservations about the aggressive and imperialistic ways of Britain and France, and they favored “peace without victory” rather than the outright defeat of any side.68 The war had not been a simple black-and-white case of democracy against autocracy, of peaceful nations against aggressive ones. In the eyes of many, at least, a future war pitting, say, the United States and allies against China might not be so morally unambiguous, either, depending of course on specifics.

Because the United States spent much of the last century countering terrible foes with unlimited aims, it developed what Columbia professor Stephen Sestanovich calls “maximalist” tendencies. Former deputy secretary of state Jim Steinberg and I make a related argument in our 2014 book on China. These instinctual proclivities have their advantages. But they can also be dangerous in a more complex world with more shades of gray than Hitler or Stalin presented.69

One dangerous and prevalent American way of strategic thought is to believe that alliances, and NATO in particular, should expand as the natural course of events. I am most concerned about NATO’s potential further expansion into the former Soviet space (though the alliance expansion issue could also arise in regard to, say, Vietnam or other countries in South, Southeast, and East Asia in the future). This is not a matter of mistaken motives on the part of Western policy makers. I am firmly convinced, after watching the debates of the post–Cold War world, that the vast preponderance of American advocates of NATO expansion did so for the worthy reasons of consolidating a zone of peace and democracy in Europe. The goal was not to embarrass or threaten Russia. At most, some advocates of NATO expansion feared a Russian resurgence someday and wanted to offer security guarantees to countries in eastern Europe before they were threatened. The goal was not to weaken, not to humiliate, and certainly not to attack Russia. Yet humans being who they are, and Russians having the political culture and history that they possess as a proud people who have been through much, a strong counterreaction was not only possible but probable. This is not an argument for offering any apology to Russia now. What’s done is done—and again, Americans and other Western advocates of growing the NATO alliance did so with perfectly reasonable motives. We cannot risk suggesting that some members of NATO today are somehow undeserving—or unworthy of our protection should they be attacked. There could be no better way to increase the risks of deterrence failure. But the idea of bringing Ukraine and Georgia into NATO, as the alliance has promised to do someday going back to 2008, is a different matter. As discussed more in chapter 3, we need to rethink that policy—not just put the idea on the back burner. (Vladimir Putin most assuredly does not take great comfort in seeing it on the back burner.)

The United States can also overdo things in terms of our definition of victory—both in war and in diplomacy. Strangely, for a country that has waged several wars of inconclusive or unsatisfying outcome since World War II, the United States still tends to expect outright wins on most big national security issues—perhaps because of how World War II and then the Cold War both ended. Those outcomes foster the myth that, if we really try, we can achieve whatever we want. In present times, this attitude is producing very ambitious goals in our dealings with Iran and North Korea in regard to their nuclear programs. The American motivation here is not foolish. A world with more nuclear weapons states, some of them run by extremist dictators or autocracies, is much more dangerous than a world with fewer. Political scientists who assume that any nuclear-armed nation would be deterred from ever taking decisions that could lead to war, or nuclear war, assume too much rationality and predictability in a world of imperfect humans, imperfect decision-making processes, and vulnerable command and control systems.70

But it is almost certainly unrealistic to persuade Pyongyang to give up all of its several dozen nuclear weapons in one fell swoop, as I discuss more in later chapters. Attempting to achieve that goal likely increases the risks of nuclear war rather than reducing them. And although the 2015 Iran nuclear deal was flawed, especially for its short time horizons, we should not aim for de facto regime change as the alternative objective. It is very unlikely to be attainable.

In addition to alliances, and to diplomatic strategies with the likes of North Korea and Iran, there is the American way of war—when we decide to fight and what aims we tend to pursue once engaged in combat. Here, again, Americans are prone to overconfidence and to maximal ambitions. We do not have the ability to control crises as much as we might think, even if in possession of superior power. Thus, the United States should be very wary to enter into kinetic contests with nuclear-­armed opponents. Governments can still make major mistakes in such scenarios, especially in situations characterized by sycophantic aides, groupthink, or narcissistic leaders. (Some of these conditions can even arise in the United States.)71

Technical problems can happen, too. For example, early in any conventional war, reconnaissance and communications assets that are also important to a country’s nuclear forces could be put at risk or destroyed. That could render leaders and subordinates largely blind about their circumstances, and perhaps prone to overreaction, in a problem my former Brookings colleague Bruce Blair and others discussed decades ago. It remains a real danger today. Even if the United States has fixed some of the earlier problems, other nuclear powers may not have taken adequate steps themselves. Also, standard U.S. practices like trying to destroy preemptively the nuclear-armed submarines of an adversary even in a conventional conflict could blur the line between conventional and nuclear war-fighting, as professors Barry Posen and Caitlin Talmadge have convincingly argued.72 Cyber, space, and undersea fiber-optic cable vulnerabilities introduce a whole new dimension of risk for everyone.73 Simple accidents or organizational miscommunications and failures can create crises as well.74 There have been several such incidents in the nuclear age, all harrowing to varying degrees in retrospect. If new cases were to occur during a shooting war, preventing escalation could prove very difficult.

McGeorge Bundy, Kennedy’s national security adviser, looked back on the Cuban Missile Crisis and thought the risks to be not so great. But that is because he focused on the calm and sobriety of the key leaders, especially Kennedy. Bundy focused less on how the fog of war, and the passions incurred once violence begins, could have led to a very dif­ferent outcome, especially if other leaders had been in charge. For all of Kennedy’s flaws, he handled that crisis with steadiness, aplomb, and an excellent sense of priorities; there is little reason to think all leaders in similar circumstances would do as well.75

America has had a penchant, since World War II, of thinking that it must use military power to signal engagement and to demonstrate resoluteness, even in peacetime and in small crises. That way of thinking was useful in the Cold War, when we waged a global competition against nations with an expansionist communist ideology. It still has a certain purpose. But it can also get us into trouble—if we do not demonstrate a consistent element of restraint and reassurance in our foreign policy as well. One sees this tendency in policies like the Pentagon’s inclination to write war plans that might treat minor assaults (however concerning) as tantamount to major attacks on allies and Strategic Command’s inclination to favor plans for massive nuclear attacks in the event that the nuclear threshold is crossed.76

Excessive hawkishness can make it more likely that small crises will escalate. How should the United States respond, for example, if China seizes one or more of the eight uninhabited Senkaku Islands, in the East China Sea, that Japan and China both claim? The United States has no view as to whose islands these should rightly be. Yet we have publicly committed to help Japan defend its claims if they are threatened. Thus, disputes over small and basically worthless rocks could literally provoke direct conflict between the United States and China. What if Vladimir Putin expands his aggression against Ukraine or attempts a probing attack on nonaligned but Western-leaning Finland or Sweden or undertakes a limited form of covert aggression against a NATO member like Estonia, Latvia, or Lithuania?

Many Americans would see rapid and robust military response as our only acceptable option in such situations. That may be especially true if they see the world as highly dangerous—since if it already teeters near the brink of war, any further deterioration of strategic conditions could push us right up to or over the edge, and thus be unacceptable.77 Without wanting to dismiss a prompt and strong military response option altogether, or lower our military preparations in any way, I worry that taking a kinetic approach could amount to destroying a village in order to save it. Indeed, once war between nuclear-armed superpowers begins, it is not clear where it ends.78

In fact, the United States would have multiple choices even in these kinds of crises. Article 5 commitments within NATO and the U.S.-Japan alliance are typically interpreted as absolute and inflexible, especially within American defense and national security circles. They are not.

Article 5, which commits all allies to action if any one of them is attacked, is the essence of NATO’s mutual defense pledge. A somewhat different but similar article 5 is also the backbone of the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, and a related stipulation is found in article 4 of the U.S.-­Philippines military and defense accord. Specifically, NATO’s article 5 reads as follows: “The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all and consequently they agree that, if such an armed attack occurs, each of them, in exercise of the right of individual or collective self-defence recognised by Article 51 of the Charter of the United Nations, will assist the Party or Parties so attacked by taking forthwith, individually and in concert with the other Parties, such action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed force, to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic area.”79 The language in the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between Japan and the United States from 1960 reads: “Each Party recognizes that an armed attack against either Party in the territories under the administration of Japan would be dangerous to its own peace and safety and declares that it would act to meet the common danger in accordance with its constitutional provisions and processes.”80 The 1951 Mutual Defense Treaty between the United States and the Republic of the Philippines states: “Each Party recognizes that an armed attack in the Pacific Area on either of the Parties would be dangerous to its own peace and safety and declares that it would act to meet the common dangers in accordance with its constitutional processes.”81 Any incursion onto any part of an ally’s territory is to be treated as a fundamental threat to that country’s security and to alliance credibility.

But none of these treaty provisions automatically commits the United States to a specific type of counterattack. We have every right, and reason, to be creative, smart, indirect, and asymmetric. As Secretary Mattis underscored in the 2018 National Defense Strategy, the United States should “be strategically predictable, but operationally unpredictable” in its national security policy.82 Another useful Mattisism is that we should “expand the competitive space.”83 That admonition can be interpreted in geographic terms. But it can also be interpreted in broader strategic terms. Not all security crises or competitions need to be contested on the military playing field.

The flexibility of article 5 is also crucial to preserve the Congress’s constitutional power to declare war—however outdated such a concept may now seem. And it reduces the risks of entrapment—of a U.S. ally going to war and then effectively dragging the United States into the conflict through some automatic provision in a treaty accord. In fact, Washington has already chosen not to back up allies that might be responsible for the outbreak of a conflict. This happened, for example, with Pakistan in its 1965 and 1971 wars against India, when the United States was formally a security partner of Islamabad through the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization and Central Treaty Organization yet did not rally to Pakistan’s military side. (Admittedly, that treaty is worded slightly differently than the NATO or U.S.-Japan treaties, but the broader point remains valid.) And in 1964, Lyndon Johnson wrote a letter to Ankara indicating that if Turkey attacked Cyprus as part of an ongoing rivalry with Greece over that island, and the Soviet Union responded by attacking Turkey, the United States would not feel bound by article 5 of the NATO Treaty to come to Turkey’s defense. Even with formal treaty allies, the United States has established the precedent of not letting other countries automatically drag it into war through mistakes of their own making.84

Spelling Out the Grand Strategy

Most of the rest of this book is organized to address the Pentagon’s five threats of greatest concern: Russia, China, North Korea, Iran, and transnational violent extremism (read, terrorism with global reach). The Pentagon’s list is sensible for several reasons. It includes the world’s other established nuclear superpower and other major industrial-military powers (besides the United States). It includes the rogue or extremist regime with the world’s largest nuclear arsenal (North Korea) as well as the nonnuclear extremist country with perhaps the greatest nuclear ambitions (Iran). And it includes the broader region from which most terrorism has emanated in modern times. The Middle East also remains very important to the world oil economy. It also still contains several countries that have sought, and may again seek, nuclear weapons.

The preponderance of the world’s industrial capabilities, military power, and key raw materials are found in these countries together with the American allies and partners contiguous to them. They thus define a reasonable spectrum of top-tier potential dangers to the nation. Moreover, even if certain other kinds of threats were to emerge, these five should define a reasonable range of plausible conflicts that would likely help prepare the American military for combat across a much wider range of plausible possibilities than did the “two major regional war” or two major regional contingency paradigm of the 1990s and 2000s.85

This list places a lower U.S. military priority on South America, Africa, and a large swath of Central, South, and Southeast Asia. I do not mean to suggest that these places are categorically unimportant, of course. At some point in the twenty-first century, they will collectively hold more than half the world’s population. There are military scenarios that could emerge in them that might require American participation in some way—in a massive reconstruction and relief effort after a nuclear accident or nuclear war in South Asia, for example, or the outbreak of a contagious disease that the world sought to contain within a given geographic zone. But because these regions do not contain the world’s major industrial powers, large military organizations, or nuclear-armed adversaries of the United States, they are not as important to U.S. national security as the Big 5 countries or threats arguably are. At least, they do not hold individual countries with as much capacity to shape broader world events—and to seriously damage the United States. Again, Kennan’s method for establishing strategic priorities is helpful in understanding the importance of these countries to core U.S. national security.

Yet there are new threats, as well, and a number of them should not be relegated to lower overall national security priority than the 4+1 of Russia, China, North Korea, Iran, and transnational violent extremism or terrorism. Weapons of mass destruction or pandemics can kill many millions; climate change can displace hundreds of millions, with major consequences for international politics; cyber vulnerabilities can bring down militaries, national infrastructure, or democratic voting processes; America’s fraying polity can lose its willingness to lead globally, with potentially very serious consequences for global order. Therefore, as noted above, I argue that the United States should complement the Pentagon’s list of classic threats with a parallel 4+1 framework of other dangers: nuclear weapons, biological weapons and pandemic disease, cyber and digital threats, climate change, and a weakening of America’s internal strength. Thus, in addition to addressing the Pentagon’s existing 4+1 threat framework, the book includes chapters on this second dimension of 4+1 dangers. A final main chapter focuses on the future of the American armed forces.86

Grand strategy is not only about addressing threats. It is also about preserving and reinforcing strengths that contribute to a nation’s security. For the United States, these include the nation’s broad alliance system, the democratic-market model of governance and economics that has helped so many people in the world in modern times while legitimating American leadership in the eyes of the majority of the world’s nations and peoples, and the country’s own internal strengths in everything from science and engineering to manufacturing and services to information technology and other manifestations of innovation. These matters, too, are addressed here, even if threats get the greater part of the attention for their ability to disrupt quickly and catastrophically what is otherwise a generally favorable set of trends in the world today.

America’s allies can be particularly useful in reinforcing these strengths of the existing global order. To be sure, they can and must help with the instruments of hard power, including greater military burden sharing—and many are already very good in how they think about the application of economic sanctions toward countries like Russia, North Korea, and Iran. However, they may have particularly valuable contributions in regard to the second dimension of 4+1 dangers that I elucidate here. South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, and partners like Singapore and Taiwan have been impressive in their handling of Covid-19; they can do much to improve strategy toward biological threats, including future pandemics. Most European countries and Japan are more effective in limiting carbon emissions, and protecting the environment, than is the United States. Many East Asian allies as well as Germany and certain other allies have demonstrated more consistent commitment to strong infrastructure, effective education for all, and a sense of shared national economic and political purpose than has the United States of late.

Just how to implement a strategy of resolute restraint region by region and subject by subject—with its echoes of George Kennan’s thinking about the selective and careful use of alliances, as well as the patient and confident use of economics and diplomacy in U.S. foreign policy—is the question to which the rest of this book now turns.


THREE

Europe and Russia

An image of Europe that sticks in my mind comes from a 2017 trip to Ukraine, a beautiful country with a proud his-tory. It is also a country to which the United States owes a debt of gratitude. After the Soviet Union dissolved in the early 1990s, Ukraine agreed to give up its considerable share of the Soviet nuclear weapons then on its territory. That decision served a fundamental American national security interest in stemming nuclear proliferation. To ease along Ukraine’s decision, Washington, with London and Moscow, promised to help Ukraine with its security as a result. Un-fortunately, Moscow later violated that promise when it attacked Ukraine in 2014. But in traveling to Kiev in a cold stretch of February weather, so far from the United States or even western Europe yet so close to Russia, I wondered again why the United States felt that it should commit the lives of its own sons and daughters to protect Ukraine by bringing that country into the NATO alliance. NATO has a mutual-defense clause known as article 5: an attack on one is an attack on all. We are somewhat inured to the significance of that concept since it has been around so long in modern times. But it is a striking and even unnatural commitment—to treat another country’s territory as one’s own in solemnly swearing to defend it. In 2008, President George W. Bush convinced other NATO states to promise Ukraine eventual membership (yet with no date certain for that outcome and no interim security guarantee either). That had always seemed a bridge too far to me. Militarily, getting enough U.S. and other NATO forces to Ukraine to help protect it would be daunting. Strategically and psychologically, Ukraine just seems too distant as well. Certainly, Russia deserves no veto over Ukrainian decision making. But should the West really offer this snowy land, deep in the steppes of Eurasia, membership in a security organization that had originally been set up among North Atlantic–­bordering countries to counter a Soviet Union that no longer even exists? Russian reactions to the eastward spread of NATO, however nasty and petulant, are far from surprising and should be expected, in the past, present, and future.

My other instructive recent image comes from Lithuania, a small but beautiful Baltic state that is now part of NATO. It was forcibly annexed into the Soviet Union during World War II but freed when the Soviet bloc broke up, and it joined the NATO alliance in 2004. I was privileged to visit in 2019 (this time in the late spring, thankfully!) as part of a delegation kindly organized by the Atlantic Council in Wash-ington. During our trip, we took a ride into the choppy Baltic Sea aboard a Lithuanian coast guard vessel, surveying the murky waters. Looking around, it was easy to sympathize with the Balts. Collectively, they have Russia on two sides of them, southwest (in the Kaliningrad region of Russia) and northeast. But tilt the map of Europe on its side and look at the whole thing from Russia’s perspective. The city of St. Petersburg is at one far corner of the Baltic Sea, accessed only through a narrow strait. Looking out from there, one sees only NATO countries and close NATO friends—the Baltic states, Poland, Germany, Denmark, Norway, plus the neutral but western-leaning countries of Sweden and Finland. The Baltic Sea seems practically to be a NATO lake. None of those countries intends to attack Russia, of course. And the Russians are reckless to harass NATO ships and shorelines in the region, as they sometimes do. But psychology is an important part of the human con-dition and of international relations. For Russians looking out, it is easy to feel bottled in. There are good reasons to have the Baltics in NATO and to sustain favorable rapport with Sweden and Finland. But there are also good reasons to think that expansion has gone far enough.

Europe has had a horrible dozen-plus years in so many ways. Starting with the 2008 financial crisis and ensuing great recession, which endured much longer in Europe than in the United States, and then continuing through the failed Arab Spring, resulting refugee flows into Europe, ISIS attacks in major European cities, Russian military assaults on Ukraine, cyber and disinformation campaigns on a number of other countries, the Brexit saga, and the 2020 coronavirus outbreak, the continent has endured a remarkable string of setbacks.

Yet Europe is still Europe. It contains many of the world’s great civilizations, most of the world’s strong economies, most of the world’s best-functioning democracies—and arguably, still, the best quality of life on the planet. As one indication, recent happiness measures that ask people to score their own lives against a realistic range of plausible possibilities are higher in Europe than anywhere in the world.1 Although European levels of GDP per capita are generally less than in the United States, a more comprehensive gauge of quality of life that accounts for leisure, work-life balance, and community involvement puts Europe near or at the top as well.2

Despite the setbacks, in the broad brush of history, Europe has made enormous strides toward building a community of prosperous and democratic nations.3 The transatlantic community between North America and western Europe is crucial for global order—accounting for some 40 percent of world GDP, more than 50 percent of world military spending, and the greatest collection of like-minded democracies in history. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization remains a very smart and reasonably economical investment in this relationship, as well as an insurance policy against any who would attack its members. As Henry Kissinger notes, even if it was designed against a Soviet threat that no longer exists, its core strategic logic for the United States remains compelling—to prevent the possible development of a bloc of nations in Eurasia that could over time dominate the planet and threaten the United States.4

I also believe that the Western alliance, for all the transatlantic and intra-European discord of late, is reasonably resilient. This is not a call for complacency—or for the kind of rhetoric that President Trump often employed at the expense of allies. But I do not anticipate Europe somehow going its own way, as Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany said it might in a piqued response to a Trump provocation in the early years of his presidency. Europe as an entity unto itself is an economic power but not a top-tier global strategic power. Notably, it is not capable of addressing the Russian threat on its own. Unless and until an American president does far more than insult allies the way Trump has done and actually drags them into a war or other catastrophic event that the United States is widely believed to have started, the alliance will likely remain intact and strong for many years to come. And despite the regression in democracy, especially in Hungary, the overall state of the internal politics among the alliance’s European members is relatively impressive. Yes, Turkey has suffered setbacks under the autocratic rule of President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. But the idea of “throwing Turkey out of NATO,” sometimes bandied about by various pundits, would seem to forget just how many strengths Turkey still has as an ally—and how much it has suffered due to the Syrian civil war, a conflict exacerbated by American mistakes and inattention.5

Some worry that the European Union’s ambitions over the years to create a stronger continental defense capability could lead to a weakening of the transatlantic bond. But bear in mind that European members of NATO and/or the European Union, two largely overlapping groups of countries, together spend some $300 billion annually for their armed forces, in contrast to America’s $700 billion-plus. European countries do not have an interest in doubling or tripling their own defense expenditures just for the privilege of being able to say they can defend their collective territory without American help (recall that the Baltic states as well as Finland and Sweden are all EU members—and they are difficult to defend, as discussed further below). Yet they do have an interest in making decisions about their own foreign policy, as they should. And where they disagree with the United States, there are often good reasons for the disagreements that can lead to better policy outcomes if the two sides listen to each other.6

The various initiatives that the EU sometimes undertakes in an attempt to beef up its own capacity, however worthwhile, are generally most notable for their small scale—not for constituting any plausible path toward strategic autonomy. Most EU (and NATO) common military expenditures, for new headquarters or shared assets or the like, are measured in the millions or at most the low billions of dollars a year.7 The European Defense Fund, designed to spur collaborative technology development, was initially funded in 2018 at about $2 billion a year but has since been cut in half after the onset of the Covid-19 crisis.8 Almost all military capacity in Europe and North America is planned, budgeted, and controlled by individual nation states, not Brussels or any other supranational being. The latest headline-grabbing initiative, Europe’s Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO), has by now mostly been forgotten except by specialists—precisely because, however useful, its ambitions are necessarily modest.9 It is an extension of previous efforts by European countries, most of them small or midsized at best, to make their defense procurement more efficient and thus their military forces more capable per euro expended. Americans, frequently critical of Europeans for inadequate military burden sharing and inadequate investment in new weaponry, should be applauding any such efforts, not worrying about them. Indeed, a number of important European countries have important ongoing defense cooperation relationships with U.S. companies and the Department of Defense, so the potential for such intra-­European collaboration is limited for several reasons.10

Yet even if the West is fairly strong, and unified, serious threats do remain. The Middle East and North Africa present serious concerns. I address those in a subsequent chapter focused on that broader region. My central concern here is with Russia—and how it can endanger all of Europe as well as the United States.

It is remarkable how badly relations have soured between Russia, on the one hand, and the United States as well as much of Europe on the other. After the Cold War ended, the future seemed very promising. The most serious threat from Russia in those days appeared to be the potential for loose nukes in a country that had tens of thousands of nuclear warheads and tens of thousands of top-tier scientists in a destitute nation whose services might conceivably be purchased by extremist nation-­states in the Middle East or elsewhere. The return of great power competition in more recent times must therefore be seen, in one sense, as a great disappointment and great failure of policy.

Yet in other ways, and particularly since the mid-2010s, I would argue that Western policy toward Russia is in reasonably good shape on a number of fronts. The simple continued existence and cohesion of the NATO alliance provides much of the good news. So do its recent moves to boost military spending and increase forward presence in Poland and the Baltic states. The Obama administration’s Third Offset strategy, and the Trump-McMaster-Mattis National Security Strategy and National Defense Strategy, rightfully reemphasized military competition with Russia as well as China. They collectively sent a powerful message of resolve. The West’s ability to impose and sustain strong sanctions is also heartening. And its ability to identify and counter Russian disinformation, while still in need of work, is improving.

But in another sense, recalling just how far things have fallen since the heady days of the 1990s, U.S. and European policy toward Russia cannot be considered fully successful or adequate. There must be a greater effort made to understand, in broad historical and strategic terms, how we got here and to try to defuse the state of confrontation. It is not enough simply to deter specific possible encroachments or attacks. The state of U.S.-Russia and NATO-Russia relations is unnecessarily and dangerously bad. Most of the problem is Putin’s, and Russia’s, doing, meaning that patience as we await new and better Russian leadership needs to be a central plank of longer-term policy. But that could take fifteen years—or more. Meanwhile, there is one big thing that the United States as well as Canadian and European partners should do themselves. We must rethink NATO’s standing desire to push the alliance farther east—a policy virtually guaranteed to continue to produce a higher state of tension and greater risk of war than would otherwise characterize the West’s relationship with Russia.

NATO was not created, and should not now be used, in an attempt to solve every European security problem. Nor was its original intent to expand. It started with just twelve members. It added only four in the next forty years—Germany, Turkey, Greece, and Spain. The goal was never growth for growth’s sake. In fact, since NATO makes decisions by consensus at the North Atlantic Council in Brussels, there were clear advantages in keeping membership modest—and the scope of its main activities clearly focused on mutual self-defense, together with a few central related activities such as promotion of nuclear nonproliferation. Most of all, visionaries like George Kennan, together with NATO leaders, saw the purpose of a unified West as ensuring that the core industrial, economic, and military regions of the world not fall under the sway of a hostile power.

Ukraine, Georgia, and other former Soviet republics do not meet those criteria. They are wonderful, proud, sovereign countries. They are not, with all due respect, key parts of the world’s core strategic zones in terms of scientific, industrial, or economic prowess. Beyond that, the practical effect of attempting to enlarge NATO into these countries has arguably been to set back Russian relations with the West enormously. To be sure, the main fault is with Russia’s behavior, and in any event, NATO expansion has not been the only contributing Western policy. But it is the main policy that the West can and should rethink, given the very nature of alliances and the inevitable way they tend to be seen by countries that are not part of them. Indeed, it has arguably had a great effect not only on Western relations with Russia but on Russian democracy itself—just as Mikhail Gorbachev and George Kennan foresaw. Perhaps today’s thirty NATO members—nearly double the sixteen that together won the Cold War—is enough.

Getting at Putin’s Mindset and Russia’s Ambitions

To evaluate our options going forward, we need as clear a sense as possible of what motivates Vladimir Putin and other Russians today. In addition, we must bear in mind the recent effects of economic sanctions, Russian demographics, and the Covid-19 crisis, especially for an economy that has already been stagnant for a decade, averaging perhaps 1 percent growth since 2009.11

A solid starting point is the observation that Russia is not the Soviet Union of old, with a fervent ideology and grand ambitions of global conquest. Putin is not a nice guy, but neither is he Stalin. He wants to restore Russia as one of the world’s major strategic powers, often in objectionable ways. Yet he also partially cooperates with the West on numerous issues, such as Afghanistan, Iran, and North Korea in recent years, as well as on such matters as nuclear nonproliferation.12 Deciphering which elements of Russian policy we can work with, which we can at least live with, and which could be dangerous unless firmly opposed is crucial for Western policy makers. Hedging against the possibility that Russia may be even more ambitious and aggressive than the above analysis would suggest is important, too. Yet the hedging should try to avoid creating a self-fulfilling prophecy—and with it a security dilemma that spirals into worsening rivalry.

As Fiona Hill and Clifford Gaddy have elegantly described, Putin is best understood as part nationalist, part romantic about Russian history and culture, part former KGB operative with deep mistrust of others and penchant for covert activities. He sees U.S. and allied actions since the Cold War—the expansion of NATO, use of military force without proper U.N. authorization in Kosovo and Iraq, support for the color revolutions in former Soviet republics to include Ukraine and Georgia in the 2000s—as overuses of American hegemonic power. He perhaps resents above all the efforts of the United States to promote political pluralism in Russia, including in the run-up to his election for a third presidential term in 2012 (it is probably then that he developed his disdain for Hillary Clinton, helping to explain his opposition to her in 2016).13 The release of the so-called Panama Papers by investigative journalists in 2016 implicated Putin and his associates in a number of corrupt economic activities; the Russian strongman also likely resented these disclosures deeply.14

Yet Putin is smart, or at least calculating. He believes in Russian greatness but seems to appreciate his country’s limits, too. With 140 million people, Russia has about one-fifth the population of NATO, one-­twentieth the military budget, and one-twenty-fifth the GDP. And while we in the West often feel that Europe is unraveling before our eyes these days, the overall strength of our position is striking—as Russians surely appreciate. Major NATO nations are bending, but they are generally not breaking or becoming autocracies either. The United Kingdom may have left the European Union. But it is not leaving Europe or NATO or the close economic interlinkages it will retain with countries in the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development). Right-wing parties in France and Germany are stronger than before, but hardly carrying the day in their nations’ politics. Putin surely appreciates that NATO with its thirty members, twenty-eight of them in Europe, accounts for more than half of all world military spending and 40 percent of world GDP. Putin wants to push back against this conglomeration of military and economic power in the hands of leaders and countries who, in his mind, act unilaterally on the world stage in advance of their own narrow national interests—and who would challenge his very right to lead Russia if they could.

There is nothing noble about Putin’s worldview or his foreign policy. Yet in terms of when and where he chooses to flex Russian muscle, he would seem more of a counterpuncher, and opportunist, than an imperialistic global conqueror. As Georgetown professor Angela Stent notes, his geopolitics resembles judo, in keeping with his preferred sport, more than Machiavellian three-dimensional global chess.15 He waits for opportunities, seeking to exploit others’ mistakes and security vacuums to maximize Russian influence where possible at reasonable cost and risk. He clearly relishes using limited amounts of Russia’s military power in carefully chosen operations—to seize Crimea with little green men in 2014, to sneak into Syria with a few thousand troops the next year after correctly concluding that the Obama administration did not care enough about the issue to oppose him, letting the mercenary Wagner Group support a strongman in Libya in a way that could extend Russian influence. So far at least, there are no brazen invasions of huge landmasses. Going back to the deterrence framework I employ in chapter 2, he seems (like most foreign leaders) relatively easy to deter from attacking the core territories or sovereign existence of U.S. allies but quite hard to deter where our own interests are less clearly and consistently established. The way to handle such a situation is not to pretend that we care more about certain places, like Crimea or Syria, than we really do—and start drawing noncredible red lines all over the map. Rather, we need tools that are commensurate with the risks and stakes at hand.

Putin is just one person, of course. But he is representative of a good deal of Russian thinking, judging by opinion polls and the worldviews of even many of his critics. He may well stay in office until 2036. Even if he does not, and even if democracy makes a comeback of sorts in Russia, an equally hardline Russian nationalist may wind up replacing him.16

The way in which a proud, but also sometimes petulant and vindictive, strand of Russian nationalism could quickly sour on the West was predicted by many Russia and Europe experts and historians even before Putin’s rise to power in 1999–2000 or his turn to vindictiveness around 2006–8. Tony Judt wrote of the politics of “aggrieved memory” by many Russian nationalists who, after the Cold War ended, expected more gratitude from the countries that the Soviet Union had helped save from Hitler. They were through with communism but not with the idea of Russian power and greatness—or Russian spheres of influence. They resented the West’s introduction of economic shock therapy in Russia, the expansion of NATO, and Western displays of military power in the Balkans and Middle East.17

Richard Betts of Columbia University wrote perceptively that “in traditional strategic terms NATO expansion was a threat to Russia, but the West’s leaders considered traditional strategic terms passé, antiquated concerns of outmoded realpolitik. Americans tend to assume that their benign intentions are obvious to all and that their right to shape world order in a virtuous direction should be unobjectionable.”18 Not so, however, to most Russians.

As Thomas Graham wrote about Russia and the United States, “The two countries espouse profoundly different concepts of world order…. A new Russia strategy must dispense with the magical thinking of previous administrations and instead seek incremental gains that advance long-term U.S. interests. Rather than trying to persuade Moscow to understand its own interests differently, Washington must demonstrate that those interests can be more safely pursued through both considered competition and cooperation with the United States.”19

Without kowtowing to the objectionable, indeed often arrogant and self-serving aspects of the Russian national security narrative, the West needs to make future policy in full awareness of what reactions it will likely engender within the world’s other nuclear superpower. This assessment suggests several elements for future U.S. and Western policy toward Russia.

The Need for a Resolute NATO Capability

The Russia threat, in a plausible worst-case situation, has the potential to lead to all-out war. This prospect is not likely, but it cannot be dismissed. Hence, the Russia component of any U.S. grand strategy needs a strong military component.

Russia’s shenanigans in Europe (and elsewhere) are likely far from over. Low-level probing and harassing attacks, or minor events that then take on a life of their own, can lead to miscalculation and escalation. Cyberweapons, hypersonic missiles, and other new technologies complicate the technical task of maintaining stability and preventing escalation, potentially blurring perceptions of the line between conventional and nuclear war in some scenarios.20 Nuclear weapons raise the stakes dramatically. Russia’s willingness to threaten the Baltics in particular, even with an invasion and annexation, cannot be safely dismissed as somehow obsolescent or impossible. Even with Russia’s economic challenges of late, its ability to sustain a military of roughly the current size and capability, with pockets of modernization and excellence as well as a large nuclear force, is hard to doubt.21

There are multiple possible paths to war. Russia could choose to threaten one or more of the Baltic states in numerous ways, from cyberattacks to quick maneuvers by little green men like those used in the stealthy invasion of Crimea in 2014 to some type of partial naval blockade against shipping.22 The most stressful case for U.S. force planning purposes would probably be a classic invasion to seize one of the small countries outright. Indeed, Russia may have hoped to conjure up fears of such a capability with its summer 2017 exercise in Belarus, which involved many tens of thousands of troops.23 Moscow might hope that it could somehow create a fait accompli with a conventional invasion and then threaten nuclear attacks to dissuade NATO from liberating the conquered territory.24

In such scenarios, geography would work against NATO. The region presents relatively open terrain for the movement of large armies.25 Russia is well positioned to act quickly with large forces in this area. NATO is not.

According to recent RAND war games, just to have a partially viable defense in the Baltic states, NATO might require some seven brigades—meaning perhaps fifty thousand total uniformed personnel, after adding support and airpower capabilities.26 Counting Baltic state armed forces and NATO forces prepositioned in the Baltics today, the alliance has only about half of that in place.

To be confident of success in a major counteroffensive operation, NATO would likely need to deploy a multidivisional force of several hundred thousand troops. NATO would need not only the combat punch to defeat Russian forces, including possible reinforcements, but also the capacity to establish and protect bases and supply lines in the theater.27 Achieving such a deployment would be no mean feat. NATO is poorly prepared to meet such standards today. At its Wales summit in September 2014, NATO proposed creating a rapid reaction force of four thousand.28 Such a force, however useful for trip-wire deterrence, would have a meager combat capability against plausible Russian threats.29 Within about a month, Britain, France, and Germany might each be able to deploy a brigade, putting their combined contributions at somewhat more than ten thousand—still only a modest fraction of what would surely be required even for robust defense.30

Fortunately, although NATO has certainly not stationed a robust forward-defense capability in eastern Europe, it has by now established a rather unambiguous and clear trip wire. My guess is that this will be adequate, since Putin would almost certainly not choose war with NATO even if he thought he could win the opening battles. Through what the United States has called the European Reassurance or Deterrence Initiative and what NATO has called Operation Atlantic Resolve, some twenty NATO nations now continuously rotate some five thousand troops in the Baltic states—an enhanced Forward Presence, or eFP, capability. The United States has a comparable number of American GIs in Poland right next door.31 It also has a prepositioned stock of another brigade’s worth of heavy equipment in eastern Europe, strewn across some nine nations.32 A 2018 NATO proposal would back these initial forces up with thirty thousand ground troops plus thirty supporting ships and thirty aircraft squadrons, to be deployable within thirty days.33 This is the worthy Four 30s initiative, subsequently released as a formal NATO declaration after the July 2018 Brussels summit.34 Things are moving in the right direction, albeit slowly.

The eFP capability is a rather impressive trip wire, inevitably and quickly implicating as it would most of NATO’s members and all of its major powers in any large-scale Russian aggression against the Baltic states. And the 30/30/30/30 initiative, if implemented, will show that NATO is watching carefully, and planning carefully, for scenarios in its eastern regions. These policies together reduce the risks of an all-out Russian attack to seize and annex the Baltics, perhaps with an operation that attempted to close off NATO’s land paths to reinforce the Baltics by moving forces from Belarus toward Kaliningrad through the Suwalki corridor in Poland. Further measures, such as establishing standing headquarters and predeploying logistical enabler units, would also be desirable. They would expedite the potential of NATO to reinforce these eastern positions, clarifying that the NATO commitment to the Baltics is not purely a trip wire.35 So would improving and harmonizing European rail lines, creating European civil reserve air fleets for military use in crisis, building more airfields, hardening some infrastructure, and creating more capacity for European military mobility in general—as argued in an excellent April 2020 Atlantic Council report.36 But the basic policy is sound.

Yet even if Russian invasion and annexation of the Baltics seems an unlikely prospect that is becoming even less likely with time, due to various NATO policies, we should not yet rest content. There are still considerable dangers that lurk, especially in regard to smaller-scale and/or gray-zone aggressions that would not have the character of a classic war of conquest or in regard to countries such as Ukraine that are not part of NATO.

Moscow might, for example, conduct a limited operation designed to protect native Russian speakers, particularly in Latvia or Estonia, where they number some 25 percent of the population. Russia’s goal here could be less to reestablish full Russian control of the Baltics—at least in the short term—than to reveal NATO to be a paper tiger in its commitment to honor its article 5 obligations—perhaps creating an existential crisis for the alliance that could lead to its overall weakening and even dissolution.37 After all, the NATO Treaty’s article 5 mutual-defense pledge is not a predesignated plan for a military response; it requires interpretation in any given situation. Again, it reads as follows: “The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all and consequently they agree that, if such an armed attack occurs, each of them, in exercise of the right of individual or collective self-defense recognized by Article 51 of the Charter of the United Nations, will assist the Party or Parties so attacked by taking forthwith, individually and in concert with the other Parties, such action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed force, to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic area.”38 The phrase “including the use of armed force” would seem to suggest an inevitable military response, but the preceding words, “as it deems necessary,” convey considerable ambiguity. Some allies might invoke this ambiguity to opt out of a military response and even to disapprove of a formal NATO decision to send force.

Weakening, neutering, or even ending the NATO alliance would for Putin surely count as a major strategic victory. He might also come to believe that he could get away with such a limited invasion if he created a partially believable pretext (using disinformation campaigns and other tools) that Russian speakers in the area of interest were somehow under threat. His government’s recent claims of a right to protect Russian speakers (or any others considering themselves “Russian people”) anywhere in the world could provide a strategic predicate for such an aggression.39 That such Russian strategic ambitions could extend to areas that were once part of the Soviet Union, especially regions inhabited by large numbers of Russian speakers, seems particularly plausible. New military concepts emerging from Russia of late, including maskirovka (or masked, camouflaged warfare), hybrid warfare, and escalate to de­escalate (threatening to employ nuclear weapons to persuade an adversary to back down), suggest active thinking in Russia’s strategic and military communities about exactly these kinds of scenarios.40 The blatant military element of the attack would be but one element in a broader strategy.

Why might some NATO allies choose not to fight, even when their sworn obligations to each other would seem to require it? Beyond the semantic ambiguity inherent in the language of article 5, there are deeper strategic reasons. Some allies might believe there was little plausible threat to them, even if the initial aggression was allowed to stand, since Russia’s current military posture presents little plausible capacity to conduct a deeper penetration of NATO territories.41 By contrast, other allies might fear provoking Russia into a larger war. Russia does have some capacity to bring in reinforcements over time, a result of improvements to its land forces west of the Urals in recent years.42 And, of course, it has nuclear weapons. Against this backdrop, some NATO states might prefer not to risk further arousing the Russian bear, even if it had already committed an initial limited act of aggression. If Russia carried out the aggression in a way that maintained a semblance of deniability, with little green men instead of regular troops, few would really be fooled even for a short time. But some NATO countries looking to avoid confrontation might invoke Moscow’s excuse as a reason to delay any military response and give diplomacy a chance to reverse the aggression.

To counter such thinking, the West needs options that do not all rely on the immediate deployment of counteroffensive capability to liberate the seized swath of land or retaliate for the harassment. We should not depend exclusively on plans that would have NATO fire the first shot in anger in response to a Russian act of aggression. Nor should we depend centrally on escalating any war that begins. The West needs to be able to engage in a more integrated form of warfare that depends less on the early use of military force and more on an integrated, asymmetric, indirect approach. This approach might take many years to liberate a village or small swath of land in the Baltics that Russia might have seized. But at least it would not destroy that proverbial village—and perhaps even risk nuclear war—in order to save it.

The active elements of such a strategy would center on economic warfare. The tools of economic warfare would include punitive sanctions against specific targets that could be expanded over time; sectoral sanctions designed to affect a larger part of an adversary’s economy and the basic trajectory of its GDP; asset seizures designed to be proportionate in some sense to the consequences of the original transgression; limits on access to the American or global financial system; and export controls designed to limit an adversary’s technological advancement over a longer time period. Just as central would be various measures to improve the economic resilience of the United States and its allies so that they could outlast Russia in what could easily become a reciprocal economic war. These measures should include expanding strategic stockpiles of key materials and ensuring adequate access to alternative energy sources (even if more expensive) for countries in Europe. They should be undertaken now, as a matter of prudence and a means of buttressing deterrence.

At this point in time, most of western Europe has so integrated its energy markets and its pipeline systems that it could find ways to replace Russian hydrocarbons through such means as increased imports of liquefied natural gas. Yes, additional annual costs could be greater than today—as much as several tens of billions of dollars a year, in fact.43 But Europe’s sizable wealth compared with Russia’s should allow western Europe to tolerate an interruption of this trade much more easily than Russia could, and compared with the costs of war, which could of course very easily reach into the tens of trillions of dollars or more, these costs would be a bargain. To strengthen Europe’s resilience even further, NATO infrastructure funds could be used now to help create more terminals at the continent’s ports for liquefied natural gas.

Some claim that sanctions to date have not been very effective and cannot form the basis for any future strategy. I disagree. The sanctions imposed against Russia to date hurt the country’s economy. Putin’s popularity has suffered considerably, and many young Russians now say they wish to leave the country.44 The sanctions could be expanded further if Russian aggression expanded—and Putin surely knows it.

Sanctions have not persuaded Moscow to return Crimea to Ukraine or relent in its support for Ukrainian separatists in the east of the country. However, they have punished elites, restricted access to Western banks and Western visas, and limited Russia’s access to certain forms of high technology, among other effects. It is striking that Russia has not expanded the geographic scope of its aggression. We can only speculate why. But perhaps Vladimir Putin and cronies have deduced that if the West would be so resolute, over such a long time, in punishing him for his earlier aggressions, an even more ambitious use of Russian military force would be foolish.45 It would likely result in additional sanctions that would drive the Russian economy into prolonged recession (already, it has enjoyed little net growth this past half decade due largely to sanctions imposed to date). From a U.S. grand strategy perspective, preventing attacks on NATO member states is far more important than having our way on every relatively minor territorial issue in distant Eurasia. In terms of what really counts for U.S. security, it strikes me that these sanctions should hardly be deemed a failure.

Beyond NATO: Creating a New Security Order in Eastern Europe

While most of what the United States and European nations themselves are doing to promote security on the continent is sound, one major change merits serious consideration: an end to NATO expansion, if that can be achieved as part of a broader understanding with Moscow that promotes the security of nations in eastern Europe.

NATO expansion policy has gotten stuck. Since the spring of 2008, the United States and the rest of NATO have promised publicly to bring Ukraine, as well as the smaller and even more remote country of Georgia, into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. However, this policy aspiration that dates back to the Freedom Agenda of the George W. Bush administration has now been in a sort of deep freeze for more than a decade. President Obama did not promote it enthusiastically, either before or after Russia attacked Ukraine in 2014. President Trump was even warier than President Obama about the NATO expansion concept.

Yet no one has taken further NATO enlargement off the table—and Putin has undoubtedly noticed that fact. And on a trip to Georgia in 2017, Vice President Mike Pence publicly repeated to his hosts the pledge of eventual alliance membership. Whether anyone in the United States or other NATO countries really took Pence’s words seriously at this point, many in both Tbilisi and Moscow probably did. The concept of NATO expansion, which dates to the Clinton administration, has incensed Russian nationalists like Putin—just as everyone from Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev to George Kennan to former senator Sam Nunn of Georgia to former secretary of defense William Perry thought it would. It has also likely set back Russia’s own democracy by empowering chauvinistic nationalists who used the issue to paint an image of supposed Western conspiracy against their nation.46

One need not concede Russia a sphere of influence to appreciate that geography matters in alliance formation. NATO knocking on the doorstep of Russia was hardly likely to engender a positive response from proud nationalists in that country. From the perspective of many Russians, it was the United States that was trying to expand its own already-large sphere of influence—and to do so deeply into the Eurasian heartland.

In fairness to President Bill Clinton, it was one thing when NATO expansion encompassed Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic in the late 1990s.47 And in fairness to what President George W. Bush did in his first term, when NATO grew by seven more members including Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, Washington had never recognized those Baltic states to be part of the Soviet Union even after Moscow annexed them in 1940. But it is something else altogether to bring into NATO a former core part of the Soviet Union whose history is so closely intertwined with Russia’s own.

Worse, NATO promised eventual membership to Ukraine and Georgia but with no timetable for how that might happen—and with no interim security guarantee. Completing the package of perverse incentives, NATO also maintains that, to be eligible for alliance membership, a country must have resolved territorial disputes with neighbors, no matter whose fault those disputes might be. Taken together, this set of pronouncements has provided Russia a clear rationale to continue to stoke unrest and conflict within both Ukraine and Georgia—and to seize chunks of each country, as it did in 2008 in Georgia and since 2014 in Ukraine.

Admittedly, the prospect of NATO expansion was probably not the spark that created the 2014 Russian annexation of Crimea and support for separatist forces in eastern Ukraine, as my colleague the esteemed ambassador Steven Pifer has persuasively underscored.48 Ukraine’s interest in closer association with the European Union was the immediate catalyst to crisis, perhaps partly because it could have threatened the crony capitalism and corrupt economic networks of Putin and associates. But NATO expansion did generate angst and anger in Russia over the years. It created the general backdrop against which specific incidents like the Maydan crisis in Ukraine in 2013–14 took place—ladening them with a much greater rivalrous zero-sum aspect in Moscow’s eyes. It left Ukraine exposed to Russian retribution in a way that Bill Clinton had anticipated it might, back in the 1990s.49

Alliances like NATO are different from other types of organizations. They are inherently exclusionary by nature. They also concern matters of war and peace, which elicit a different type of human passion than other endeavors. The ancient Greek scholar Thucydides might or might not have liked Vladimir Putin. But my sense is that he would have understood him. Thucydides wrote that nations go to war for three reasons: honor, fear, and interest.50 With Putin and many Russians, it is all about honor—or, to be more precise perhaps, wounded pride. In Russian eyes, NATO is exploiting a Cold War victory and piling on, bringing its influence as well as its military bases deep into the Eurasian heartland in a way that is offensive to Russia.

Some say that we must honor an open-door policy of NATO that is codified in article 10 of the treaty. But if alliance aspirants have rights, then so do Americans and other existing members of the alliance. That includes, for the United States, the right to decide which countries we are willing to promise to protect with the lives of our citizens. For all of NATO’s strengths, it still depends overwhelmingly on the U.S. military backstop.51 Of course, article 10 does not, and could not, require admitting aspirants to the alliance. In fact, it counsels doing so only if their membership would “contribute to the security of the North Atlantic area.”52 Judgment is therefore required as to which types of NATO expansion would be net plusses for the region’s security—versus which might be net negatives.

Putin was of course wrong when he asserted that Ukraine is not even a real country. It is indeed true that Ukrainian and Russian history are intertwined going back centuries—more so than Russian and Baltic state history, for example. Thus, the Russian sensitivities on Ukraine are hardly surprising. Yet, as Steven Pifer points out, nothing has unified Ukrainians more in their history, or given them a clearer sense of identity distinct from association with Russia, than Putin’s long-standing assault on their independence and sovereignty.53 Putin has no grounds for denying Ukraine any of its innate rights on matters such as eventual European Union association or membership. The country needs such economic relationships badly. At the end of the Cold War, Ukraine and Poland, countries with similar size populations, had about the same gross domestic product. Now, Poland’s dwarfs Ukraine’s by more than a factor of four, given the sorry state of Kyiv’s economic policies ever since.

Of course, Moscow has no right to dictate events near its borders at the expense of its neighbors. There should be no Yalta II whereby the great powers would in effect divvy up Europe into respective spheres of influence as happened in World War II and its aftermath. The countries of eastern Europe are fully sovereign and deserve every right to make their own domestic and foreign policy decisions. We in the West also owe a debt to Ukraine, which aided in global nonproliferation efforts when it gave up its nearly two thousand nuclear warheads after the breakup of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s and to which we joined then in offering a multilateral security guarantee, the Budapest Memorandum of 1994.54 Russia has violated that memorandum and should not be allowed to get away with doing so. More broadly, Putin’s machinations constitute a broader assault on democracy, the rule of law, freedom and free speech, economic openness, and basic human decency.55 And it is hard even to view the current situation as much of a win for Russia, which has been mired in mediocre economic growth and political ostracization for years now.56

The United States, with NATO allies and the EU, has been right to push back against Russia. Putin’s war against Ukraine has caused some fifteen thousand deaths since 2014 in the country’s eastern Donbas region, where Russia has stoked and armed a separatist movement. The United States has been right to help Ukraine, first with nonlethal military assistance and training and more recently with such weaponry as antitank missiles. Russia’s aggression is unacceptable, and the security aid has apparently helped Ukraine fight the separatists to a standstill—perhaps thereby helping deter further Russian ambitions in more of Ukraine.57

That said, we are not in a good place today. A situation in which the United States provides lethal aid to forces fighting Russian soldiers—however justifiable that may be—increases the odds of Russian retri­bution in a place like Afghanistan or Syria. Moreover, the aid Ukraine really needs is economic reform and development, once Kyiv makes the tough decisions necessary to make such assistance useful. The Trump administration’s Ukraine policy has failed to address this matter. Rather than try to help the country overcome its internal problems of corruption and economic mismanagement and its external problem of improving relations with Russia, Trump attempted to bully Ukraine for personal political gain.

It is time to rethink strategy toward Ukraine and Russia. A centerpiece of that strategy should be a new security architecture for eastern Europe. We should do so in a way that would improve the well-being and future prospects of countries like Ukraine and Georgia relative to the uncertain path they are on now—perpetually in Russia’s crosshairs yet offered no near-term path to alliance membership or protection by NATO.

The core concept should be one of permanent neutrality for countries of eastern Europe. The countries in question collectively make a broken-up arc from Europe’s far north to its south: Finland and Sweden, Ukraine and Moldova and Belarus, Georgia and Armenia and Azerbaijan, and finally Cyprus plus Serbia, as well as possibly other Balkan states. The most important countries for this purpose are the former Soviet republics (to my mind, it would be undesirable but much less concerning if Sweden or Finland were to join NATO, for example). Under such a new construct, these nonaligned countries’ existing security affiliations with NATO and/or Russia could be continued, but formal security commitments would not be extended or expanded by Brussels or Moscow.

This idea should not be imposed on any nation and should not be done in Yalta style, with the superpowers determining the fate of smaller countries absent their participation. In fact, the consultation process should begin within NATO and then quickly include the neutral countries. But it is time to be honest with ourselves and with them—recognizing that even under existing policy, no more former Soviet republics are likely to receive membership action plans (MAPs) to prepare to join NATO soon, if ever, in any event. Once we reach a greater recognition of reality, and agreement on a better path forward, with these countries, formal negotiations would then—and only then—take place with Russia. A Track 1.5 dialogue process involving scholars together with policy makers acting in informal capacity could be used to flesh out, and sound out, the idea before NATO leaders formally propose it.

The new security architecture would require that Russia, like NATO, commit to help uphold the security of Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, and other states in the region. (Crimea, however, might need to be finessed, and autonomy arrangements would need to be developed for parts of eastern Ukraine and northern Georgia.)58 Russia would have to withdraw its troops from those countries in a verifiable manner. After that occurred, and conflict subsided, corresponding sanctions on the Russian Federation imposed after the assaults on Georgia and Ukraine would be lifted.

In pursuing such a diplomatic solution, no apology should be made for NATO’s growth, which was in fact not done with any hostile intent. That Russia has acted predictably in its anger about NATO expansion (and EU expansion) to date does not mean that Russia was justified in its anger—or use of violence and other tactics—against the idea. The possibility that enlargement was always an idea of dubious wisdom does not mean that it was sinister or imperialistic. And now that they are in, new members cannot be seen as second-class citizens of the alliance. To convey contrition for NATO’s past actions would only embolden Russia and make it unwilling to offer compromises of its own in pursuit of a new security order. To convey any sense that some alliance members are more important than others would jeopardize NATO’s deterrence in those very places where Moscow is most likely to test it—especially if the negotiations ultimately prove unsuccessful. NATO leaders should avoid comments like President Donald Trump’s, after the July 2018 Helsinki summit, when he raised doubts about U.S. willingness to defend a NATO ally like Montenegro.59

Ideally, this architecture might be codified in treaty form and ratified by key legislative bodies, including, in the case of the United States, the Senate. But we need not get hung up on this excessively. Even some accords that are successfully formalized as treaties are later fairly quickly jettisoned by presidents, without a major role for Congress, such as the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty; even some informal accords, or treaties that are never ratified, wind up guiding action for years to come, like the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.

The new security paradigm should be couched as of indefinite duration. If, someday, the world were to evolve to where a new security order also including Russia were possible, or if Russian politics and strategic culture evolved to the point where Moscow no longer objected, NATO (or a new organization) might expand further—but only after mutual agreement had been reached.

As part of the broader understanding, Russia would acknowledge the prerogative of those countries not yet in the European Union to join it someday, should that someday be of interest to them as well as current EU members. The security-related provisions of the European Union could be finessed as part of the understanding, so that they did not appear to carry the same weight as article 5 of the NATO Treaty.

Putin could still brag to his people that he had stopped encroachments toward Russia’s borders by a competitor, and he could improve Russia’s prospects for a return to sustained economic growth of the type that helped make him a popular leader in the first place in the 2000s. As such, the odds are good that he would be interested in such an idea.

This kind of new architecture would not turn Putin into a nice guy or the West’s relationship with Russia into a friendly one. But it would likely produce a very substantial lowering of tensions and risk of war. That is the greatest purpose that U.S. grand strategy toward Russia and Europe can serve in the years ahead—and it is a very worthy purpose.

Countering Russian Disinformation, Propaganda, and Cyberwar

Any analysis of national security risks posed by Russia must also delve into the world of disinformation and propaganda. With these tools, in addition to simple harassment, Russia seeks to sow discord in the West, weaken the world’s democracies, and improve the electoral prospects of candidates friendly to its ambitions. Such machinations may not be the most dangerous type of potential Russian aggression against the West in the future, but they are the most likely, and they demand vigilance.60 They could also rise to the level of a true national security threat, in a worst case, by challenging the basic functioning and reliability of key NATO polities.

There is little reason to think Russian efforts have relented of late. For example, Senator Jack Reed reports that on a single day in October 2019, Facebook took down fifty accounts associated with Russia’s Kremlin-­linked troll organization, the Internet Research Agency.61 Most Republicans in the United States fully acknowledge the menace as well, even if President Trump was inconsistent in his own words on the subject.62

Daniel Fried and Alina Polyakova have recommended a number of measures that could help importantly in the struggle against such methods. They include:

• Government-imposed transparency standards on sources of information about world affairs and current events;

• Cooperation by social-media platforms in labeling sources by their known sources of support and reliability as well as demoting or eliminating accounts of known perpetrators of false data;

• Collaboration with nongovernmental entities that monitor and understand new methods of information warfare such as deep fakes; and

• Creation of transnational, official clearinghouses that track and rebut malevolent and unreliable sources of information on the internet and elsewhere.63

In addition, all this should be complemented and trumpeted to the American public by a major public information campaign. Before a given crisis in a given election in the United States, when partisan distrust among Americans themselves is high, voters need to understand just how much mischief Russia and other foreign actors seek to generate. Ideally, this public education effort should not be run out of the White House, because doing so makes it more political and therefore less credible to a large swath of the country. University consortiums, bipartisan congressional task forces, or even elements of the U.S. intelligence community might be better lead agents.

And there is the crucial matter of election security. Fortunately, the means of preventing electoral tampering are well known. They center on ensuring paper records for voter registries as well as actual votes themselves, plus a rapid means of validating results (partly a question of ample personnel available to do physical vote counting). And an effective national organization, the Elections Assistance Commission, exists to help promote best-practice standards around the country. Unfortunately, as of 2020, not all states had taken measures to carry out such basic validation measures—and it is states that have the ultimate responsibility and control over what happens with voting within their respective jurisdictions. About 90 percent of American voters now have paper backup to their ballots, for example.64 That is good, and better than before, but not yet adequate.

Conclusion

My final observation about Russia, and Europe, policy is a warning. Many in American strategic circles consider China to be the growing threat and Russia the fading one. That is a strange way to view a nuclear superpower that spans eleven time zones and has a population of 140 million (even if shrinking) as well as world-class traditions in science and engineering—to say nothing of a geostrategic ax to grind. In recent years, Russia has shown how to dominate the news and outmaneuver the world’s only comprehensive superpower as well as a broader NATO alliance that outspends it on defense by about twenty to one, throughout a swath of eastern Europe extending down to the Levant region of the Middle East.

If we again become complacent about the state of U.S.-Russia re­lations or take too much comfort in our various national and alliance measures of superiority over the Russian Federation, we could easily find that Moscow rather than Beijing becomes our major challenger—or, to be more specific, our major peril—in the coming years and even decades.

Fortunately, some measures have by now been taken to redress the situation. NATO and the EU have, for the most part, proved their mettle through targeted military buildups and the sustained imposition of economic sanctions—as well as a cohesion that has survived the period of the Trump presidency. We need to sustain this resoluteness, which may have some chance of bringing Putin and other hardline Russian nationalists to their senses, especially as the Russian economy flounders in the age of sanctions, coronavirus, and low oil prices. At the same time, we should seek to use our own policies to defuse tensions—perhaps through advocacy of a new security architecture for eastern Europe and an end to further NATO expansion.


FOUR

The Pacific and China

When I last visited China, in 2018, I was part of a small group of American scholars, meeting with fellow Chinese think-tankers to explore possible collaboration for handling the North Korea nuclear crisis. It felt very collegial and pro-fessional. Our nations’ goals in Korea are not identical, to be sure, but they are generally compatible, and certainly neither Beijing nor Washington wants war. It was one of many times when I have felt that the Chinese, even as they seek a greater role for themselves in the broader Pacific region, do not harbor truly aggressive designs against us. For me, the writer Evan Osnos captures the mentality best, in his award-winning book, Age of Ambition: Chasing For-tune, Truth, and Faith in the New China.1 Note the subtitle. Most Chinese I know are indeed ambitious but not really in classic realpolitik or Machiavellian terms. They want to be prosperous. They also want their nation to be secure and powerful. Yet they are also generally sane enough not to want war—and to know that the United States remains committed to allies and core interests in the region. For all of China’s growing assertiveness in recent years, its military spending remains well below 2 percent of GDP, even once adjusted to count things that Western countries include in standard defense budget measures. China’s restraint in its nuclear force modernization is another case in point; at this juncture, the world’s top manufacturing power could clearly aim for nuclear superpower status if it so chose, yet it appears content with a nuclear arsenal less than a tenth the size of America’s or Russia’s.2 These data points make me hopeful.

But there is of course another interpretation. Especially because China is nondemocratic and nontransparent in many ways, it is hard to dismiss. Many of the Chinese with whom Westerners interact are those who speak English, who may have studied or worked in the United States for a while, and who are schooled as “barbarian handlers,” to use the old Chinese adage. They know how to talk with, and soothe, Americans. They may be much more conciliatory than hardliners who rarely interact with foreigners—and whose appetite for power could well be growing with the country’s GDP. Moreover, top Chinese leaders sometimes have a swagger that can verge on dangerous overconfidence. Consider how then-national security adviser H. R. Mc­Master described a meeting with Li Keqiang, China’s titular head of government, during President Trump’s state visit to China in 2017: “If anyone in the American group had any doubts about China’s view of its relationship with the United States, Li’s monologue would have removed them. He began with the observation that China, having already developed its industrial and technological base, no longer needed the United States. He dismissed U.S. concerns over unfair trade and economic practices, indicating that the U.S. role in the future global economy would merely be to provide China with raw materials, agricultural products, and energy to fuel its production of the world’s cutting-edge industrial and consumer products.”3 McMaster’s observations are neither partisan nor unique. They echo, in fact, the observations of President Obama’s last secretary of defense, Ashton Carter, about how Chinese thinking has evolved—and how its lead-ers’ swagger has increased—as the country has become much more powerful.4

In addition, the economic policies that a centrally planned economy may undertake to build up strategic industries when still a fledgling power can become dan­gerous once it becomes a global superpower.5 And while I understand China’s strong desire to reunify with Taiwan, its actions and its official policy in the South China Sea suggest hegemonic temptations of a much more sweeping character. Claiming effective ownership of international waterways, as China does with its infamous nine-dash line, is something that virtually no country has attempted in the post–World War II era. Such ambitions aim a dagger right at the heart of the rules-based global order. We have our work cut out for us in managing the relationship with the PRC in the years and decades to come.

The other great geostrategic challenge for America besides Russia is clearly China. Russia may be the angrier and more nuclear-armed of the two. But China is much more powerful on balance and much more ascendant.6 The United States needs a plan to avoid what Harvard professor Graham Allison calls “Thucydides trap”—the historical fact that when a rising superpower meets an established superpower, conflict is likely. Allison calculates the odds at about 75 percent, basing his estimates primarily on cases drawn from European history.7 But it is not inevitable that we relive history. Washington and Beijing have more shared interests than most great powers of the past had with each other, including the importance of together addressing the second set of 4+1 dangers that I discuss in chapter 7. They also have more knowledge about how deadly war can be than did great powers before the world wars. The additional element of nuclear deterrence in today’s world may reduce the chances of open conflict—though there are downsides to relying on such a modern-­day sword of Damocles for keeping the peace. We need a smart strategy toward China that recognizes the inevitability of its rise but develops tools to channel and constrain that rise while redirecting it in relatively nonthreatening directions, in order to keep that sword from falling.

Admittedly, such a policy might not succeed if China had already decided on maximalist ambitions and was impervious to a combination of positive and negative incentives that might be presented to it. But while Chinese leaders certainly have an ambitious vision for themselves and their nation going forward, it is doubtful that they have charted out a specific plan for getting there. It is also doubtful that they have decided to pay any price, bear any burden—including comprehensive economic decoupling and even a risk of war with the United States—to achieve those goals. They exude a certain arrogance but not recklessness. Much more likely, Western policy can influence how Chinese leaders translate their abstract ambitions into a specific policy agenda. More often than not, human leaders are in large part opportunists, and even most ideologues have a heavy streak of pragmatism. Otherwise, most would not have navigated the path to power within their own countries or held onto that power once they had seized it.

China did not rate highly in George Kennan’s strategic map of the early Cold War years. Indeed, in previous eras, grand strategy toward Asia policy generally focused on ensuring openness and access to the region, then on defeating Japan in World War II, then on allying with and helping rebuild Japan, and later on checking communism in Korea and Vietnam—rather than on countering a huge peer rival.8 But things have changed dramatically.9 Kennan’s logic today would require putting China at the center of American foreign policy.

China’s rise over the past four decades—or, more precisely in historical terms, its return to earlier greatness—has been stunning. It went from an impoverished agrarian society to the world’s top manufacturing power, number-two military power, number-two research and development power, and top trading nation for every country in Asia.

Few peoples have as favorable a view of themselves, their culture, and their innate importance as do the Chinese.10 Few feel they have been as mistreated and suppressed by others.11 Few have as much of a chip on their collective shoulder.

To date, China has also been relatively restrained, by the standards of the history of rising superpowers, in its use of military force. Notably, it has not fought a war since 1979 despite doubling its GDP and military spending every seven to ten years since the 1980s. Forebodingly, however, tectonic shifts in geopolitics of this magnitude have often produced war in the past.12 Conflict could happen in numerous ways. For example, China’s leaders and people might seek a chance to get back at Japan over historical grievances.13 The two sides still have relatively minor, but potentially incendiary, territorial disputes. Combine China’s ambitions and newfound power with Japan’s pride and sense of increasing encirclement, and there is no telling where this situation could go in the years ahead. The U.S.-Japan alliance makes war a far less realistic option for Beijing than it might otherwise be. But it does not make it impossible altogether. More likely still, the United States and China could fight over Taiwan or over access to the South China Sea—or as the inadvertent consequence of war on the Korean peninsula that initially pitted their respective allies, the Republic of Korea and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, against each other.

China’s rise is among the most remarkable economic accomplishments in the history of the world—and a great success for American foreign policy, since the open economic order that the United States created and protected after World War II made it possible. The United States sustained roughly a four-decade period of bipartisan consensus in favor of engaging China and inviting it into that rules-based order. The strategy dated back, of course, to the Kissinger and Nixon opening to Mao Zedong’s China in the early 1970s—a move that had its strategic logic in Cold War realpolitik but continued well after the Berlin Wall fell. The hope was that China would liberalize and become a supporter of the rules-based global order—and that it would liberalize and reform faster than its growing economic and military power would make it a potential threat. Alas, that calculus has not been vindicated of late, and so the long-­standing American consensus about engaging China has eroded on both sides of the political aisle. The good will and mutual admiration that were cultivated between the American and Chinese peoples in recent decades have been seriously eroded as well. For example, in recent polls, publics in both countries have more negative than positive views of the other nation, and that was before Covid-19. After Covid, Pew polls show nearly 75 percent of Americans as having a negative view of the PRC, with little difference between Democrats and Republicans.14

In recent years, general concerns about Chinese power in the abstract have been intensified by a number of specific actions by Beijing. China’s behavior in places like the South China Sea has become much more menacing, as it effectively claimed ownership of that sea through its nine-dash line and increasingly harassed U.S. Navy ships, Filipino fishermen, and others trying to use the international waters.15 It did not relent even after the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague ruled categorically against its claims and its recent behavior in that body of water.16 President Xi Jinping’s preparations for staying in power much longer than recent predecessors, his other efforts to exercise greater state control over the country’s citizens, and his strongman behavior toward groups like the Uighur minority in the country’s northwest as well as residents of Hong Kong have cast serious doubt on China’s potentially reformist ways.17

The American response to these developments goes back roughly a decade now. It began with President Obama’s attempt at a pivot or rebalance to the Asia-Pacific region starting around 2011. The rebalance focused largely on economics and diplomacy, though it included military dimensions, too, highlighted by a decision to increase the fraction of the U.S. Navy devoted to the broader Pacific region from the modern 50 percent norm to 60 percent.18 That was followed by much greater focus on China at the Department of Defense during President Obama’s last two years in the White House. The effort picked up further steam during President Trump’s 2017–21 term in office. Over the past half dozen years, the U.S. armed forces have prioritized great power competition, and the restoration of American conventional military deterrence, above all other missions. As noted earlier, largely because of China’s rise, some reinterpreted the 4+1 threat framework as a 2+3 paradigm, with Russia and China at the top of the list.19

The coronavirus crisis provides a timely and telling microcosm of the broader challenge. As usual, President Trump was less than decorous—but still not wrong—to describe the novel coronavirus as a “Chinese virus.” That said, China then addressed the problem effectively, using strong-armed measures including severe internal and external travel restrictions, as well as forced quarantines, in a way that may make its own model of governance look more effective than the slower responses in Iran, many countries in Europe, the United States, and elsewhere.20 China also provided modest amounts of help with medical care and equipment to countries such as Italy, once its own crisis had begun to relent. Just how this will play out in the broader court of public opinion globally, it is too soon to say. But the most likely outcome is that the argument will continue for years. We had better get used to such complexity and nuance in our dealings with China—being willing to disagree firmly and resolutely when necessary but avoiding demonization or any expectation that most other countries will simply line up with us against Beijing on the big issues of the day.21

Former deputy secretary of state Jim Steinberg and I wrote a book called Strategic Reassurance and Resolve attempting to address the question of how the United States should handle China’s rise. We maintained that resoluteness and constant attempts at reassurance would be needed to keep the relationship on track. Having dealt with U.S.-China relations throughout his government career and having studied China’s history extensively, Steinberg saw the challenge coming before many others did: America’s sense of global purpose and responsibility, combined with China’s reemergence as a great power and confident view of itself as the planet’s Middle Kingdom, could put the two countries at direct strategic loggerheads.22

Several years later, Steinberg and I revisited our assessment. There was a certain amount of progress. Some recommendations that we, and others, had made to the U.S. side were implemented. The Pentagon’s concept of Air-Sea Battle was recast, to avoid analogizing China of today with the Soviet Union of Cold War times (since the United States and NATO had developed Air-Land Battle doctrine for the latter). The United States also showed restraint in deployment of national missile defense systems. Some suggestions we made to the Chinese side, such as continuing to show restraint on nuclear modernization, participating more fully in peacekeeping and other collaborative multilateral military operations, and using hotlines as well as codes of conduct to govern close approaches of military assets, were also partly heeded. Both sides are also showing general restraint in testing of nuclear and antisatellite systems.23

However, if the glass might be partly full, at this point it is also at least half empty. Assertive Chinese behavior in the South China Sea has intensified over the past seven years. No real lessening of tensions has occurred between China and Taiwan. There have also been occasional risky encounters between U.S. and PRC naval ships, provoked by China as it has sought to increase its claims to the South China Sea. Dialogue between Beijing and Washington over Korea contingencies has been inadequate (even in semiofficial channels). And there have been no new major confidence-building measures like the “open skies” concept Steinberg and I proposed for aerial surveillance, as well as no breakthroughs on the cyber front.24 China has expanded its territorial and military ambitions and activities in the South China Sea. It has tightened the network of Chinese entities that seek to gain intelligence and intellectual property for the country, and its military forces, by hook or by crook. Huawei’s 5G network technologies also risk providing China with access to intelligence and hacking opportunities in many countries around the world—especially in light of China’s “military-civilian fusion” law that requires private companies to share information with the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), the Chinese combined military force.25

One thing is sure: America’s relationship with China will be complex, dynamic, and hugely consequential for world affairs for the rest of the lifetime of anyone reading this book. Thus, grand strategy toward China will do better not to bite off too much. I do not purport here to create a full road map for future U.S. policy toward the PRC. My focus is on two issues that must be of paramount and immediate concern. First, we must reduce the chances of major war in scenarios that seem the most likely and worrisome. Second, we must ensure that long-term trends in economics, science, and technology do not work so adversely against the United States and its allies that China’s geostrategic position gradually becomes advantageous and more threatening. The reassurance agenda Steinberg and I proposed is also useful and important to pursue—but perhaps less likely to produce transformative results at this point in the relationship. Accordingly, in the following I first examine the balance of power between the United States and China, on military and economic matters, and then use this net assessment to discuss how to handle various types of possible crises. Additional implications for U.S. defense policy are also explored in chapter 8.

Ensuring Favorable Trends in Chinese and American Power

Before delving into policy specifics on military planning and crisis management, it is important to take broader stock of the strengths as well as the weaknesses of both the United States, together with its many important and powerful allies, and the People’s Republic of China. It is crucial that America and allies ensure a favorable future balance of national power vis-à-vis China.

The United States has never had to face a rival that was effectively its equal in economic weight and clout. Nazi Germany, though highly industrialized in the 1930s and 1940s, was a much smaller country with a GDP well under half that of the United States. The Soviet Union was formidable—especially at first glance—but it turns out that its economy was much weaker and less dynamic than often believed in the early Cold War decades, and its GDP was only about half as great as America’s.26 China’s GDP is already 70 percent that of the United States. (In fact, it exceeds U.S. economic output if one uses purchasing power parity measures to do the calculations—though GDP calculations using official exchange rates are probably the more accurate gauge of international power since they reflect resources that are convertible on the world stage.)

While China’s per capita wealth and overall level of economic development lag substantially behind the West, its ability to direct resources into key strategic sectors will create many areas of excellence. Recall Li’s comment to McMaster, Trump, and others noted above. On the more positive side, America’s allies and close security partners together have roughly the same cumulative level of military spending as the United States and roughly twice the U.S. GDP. Nonetheless, the U.S. alliance system is somewhat diffuse and loose. One cannot simply lump the whole Western world together when doing power comparisons vis-à-vis China; any net assessment must be more nuanced.27

The United States enjoys roughly a three-to-one advantage in military spending over China. And the gap has been growing in America’s favor of late. More specifically, the United States took its annual national defense budget from about $600 billion in 2015 to nearly $750 billion in 2020. Over the past decade, China has increased its own as well, of course, but by slightly less—perhaps from the range of $125 billion to $150 billion in 2010 to $100 billion more than the 2010 figures by 2020.28 But U.S. military power in some sense needs to be deployed across three main regions of the world, including East Asia, whereas China can concentrate mostly on East Asia.

The most notorious current Chinese modernization programs include the DF-21 and other antiship ballistic missiles, Kilo attack sub­marines and Sovremenny destroyers purchased from Russia, aircraft including the J-11B and J-20 and J-31, and the PLA’s first operational aircraft carriers.29 More generally, China’s army has been streamlined and professionalized in recent decades, making it an even more formidable potential foe on the Korean peninsula than it was from 1950 through 1953. In recent times it has emphasized greater use of information, combined arms and joint operations, and mobility, while also improving training and logistics. The PLA still has a way to go in many of these areas, of course.30

The two countries have roughly comparable navies in terms of number of ships. Those of the U.S. Navy are generally much larger and more capable (and include ten large aircraft carriers and effectively another eleven smaller ones, in contrast to a couple for China), leading to an aggregate advantage in fleet tonnage for the United States of well over two to one—though again, American assets are distributed across three major parts of the globe, whereas China’s are more concentrated. The United States has considerable advantages in stealth aircraft and stealthy submarines, but China is catching up in meaningful ways. Its ballistic and cruise missiles of short to medium range are numerous and accurate; existing missile defenses could not handle a serious Chinese salvo. The United States has many more, and much stronger, allies as well, of course, and a nuclear arsenal more than tenfold the size of China’s.31

The U.S. armed forces of today have far more combat experience than China, which has not fought a war since 1979. But the American combat experience is mostly from irregular warfare in the sands of the broader Middle East, which may not be particularly relevant to a great power showdown in the Western Pacific.

Adding together the pieces, on military matters, the United States is ahead by most objective metrics. That said, China has two major advantages. One, most presumed scenarios pitting the two countries against each other would occur near its shores. Two, trends in technology mean that precision-strike ordnance is now much more widely available, even to countries with fewer aggregate resources.

In chapter 8, I discuss the future U.S. military with recommendations on how to sustain current advantages and mitigate vulnerabilities. But it is important to bear in mind, as discussed later in this chapter, that restoring the degree of American military superiority that prevailed during earlier eras against China is simply unrealistic. As such, the course of some combat scenarios near China’s shores will be harder to predict, and harder for the United States to win, than in the past. These central facts must inform U.S. war planning much more than I believe they do today.

In economics, China now leads the world in overall manufacturing and in a number of key industrial sectors such as steelmaking and vehicle production. It is gradually catching up in some other areas, such as aerospace. It has also prioritized leading-edge technologies such as artificial intelligence in its future economic and military plans.32 The United States remains a formidable manufacturing power in high-tech areas such as aerospace and chemicals, not to mention its excellence in R&D and product design, even in areas where China leads in production, such as consumer electronics.33 The United States is blessed with many economic advantages that are favorable not only for its prosperity but also for its resilience to hypothetical future forms of economic warfare. It is endowed with ample water, farmland, and rich mineral deposits, together with hydrocarbons. It has neighbors in the Western Hemisphere with both similar and complementary resources.

When Germany, other EU countries, Japan and South Korea, Canada and Mexico, and other friendly nations are factored in, the U.S.-led Western alliance system substantially outproduces China in overall industrial output. In shipbuilding, for example, China is often in front of South Korea in total tonnage of production, but the gap is narrow, and Japan also produces a large fraction of the world’s total.34 In vehicle production, China easily produces the most units per year, but the output of all Western nations combined outdistances China’s, even without taking into account differences in the relative value of the individual vehicles.

The United States continues to outspend any other major country or group of countries in aggregate research and development, public plus private. Although China is catching up to the United States, the Western world retains a substantial lead overall. In rough numbers, the United States spends a bit more than $500 billion a year on R&D, China ranks second at $450 billion (using purchasing power parity measures), the EU spends about $400 billion in all, Japan logs in at $170 billion, South Korea spends $80 billion, and Russia spends $40 billion annually.35 The United States also has far and away the best universities in the world, with one recent ranking placing fifteen of the world’s top twenty institutions of higher education within U.S. borders.36

The United States remains at the top of the charts, among major economies, in the World Economic Forum’s competitiveness rankings, scoring second overall, behind only Singapore in 2019. The rating, whatever its precision, reflects America’s large consumer market, culture of innovation, adequate infrastructure, good legal protections for investment and trade, strong financial system, outstanding universities, use of English as the main language of business, and other enduring attributes. The other large countries that give it a run for its money with that index are allies Germany, the United Kingdom, and Japan (all also in the top ten), not China or Russia (which rank twenty-eighth and forty-third, respectively).37

That said, the United States does have dependencies that could constitute weaknesses or vulnerabilities during protracted economic warfare. One set of vulnerabilities relates to natural resources, notably certain minerals, as well as energy. A second area of vulnerability is in key manufactured goods, either finished products themselves or crucial inputs to other technologies, including advanced military systems. A third area, though perhaps less concerning on balance, is in finance. And in regard to all of these, the United States must think about not only its own dependencies but those of key allies.

In regard to minerals, the United States has a number of dependencies that must be satisfied through imports. It would be possible to economize, recycle, and substitute in many cases, were supplies to become tight. Thus a certain modest dependence on supplies from China, Russia, or certain other actors is not necessarily a major concern. But for those minerals where the U.S. import dependence approaches 100 percent and China or Russia is the lead supplier, attention and remedial action may be warranted. This is the case today with arsenic, gallium, graphite, mica, quartz, bismuth, tantalum, scandium, yttrium, and other rare earths, which are largely produced now in China, though there are substantial potential sources in Australia, India, the United States, and elsewhere, too.38 There is some reason for real if lesser concern in regard to germanium, antimony, and barite. Cobalt may be a concern because of its use in advanced batteries, though that may change with time and technology.39 China is the major supplier of many of these strategic minerals to the United States.40 The Department of Defense has begun to subsidize U.S. producers, with processing sites in California and Texas that would lessen the dependence on China; this idea is overdue.41

Regarding energy, the picture is better, but largely because of the dependencies of many American allies, it is still quite mixed. The United States produces more than 85 percent of the energy it consumes.42 And it has greatly increased its production of oil and related petroleum liquids, as categorized by the Energy Information Administration, to more than 15 million barrels a day—the largest daily output in the world.43 In addition, the U.S. Strategic Petroleum Reserve of 660 million barrels would buy weeks, months, or longer, depending on how it was employed.44 However, U.S. consumption still averages about 20 million barrels a day, so the country is still a net importer. Indeed, because it exports some of its production, it winds up importing about 10 million barrels a day.45 Some 40 percent of imports come from Canada; other major suppliers include Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Mexico.46

China is an enormous importer of crude oil by dollar value, buying more than $100 billion a year in recent times. China is much more vulnerable to interruption of foreign energy supplies than is the United States, with nearly 80 percent of its oil and nearly 50 percent of its natural gas being imported.47 It will likely remain highly import dependent for the next couple of decades at least.48 It is attempting to mitigate the strategic consequences of the dependency by developing energy sources that the road networks in its Belt and Road Initiative can reach, but it starts from a difficult position.

Alas, so do a number of American allies. The EU countries as a whole had nearly a 90 percent crude oil import dependence in 2015. Almost 30 percent of overall EU oil imports came from Russia. Europe has similar or somewhat greater dependencies on Russia for natural gas and coal.49 Japan, China, and Korea also import a great deal of natural gas.50 South Korea and Japan import more than 80 percent and more than 90 percent of their total energy, respectively. Most oil and natural gas consumed in Japan comes from the Middle East, with additional substantial quantities coming from Russia; most coal comes from Australia, Indonesia, and Russia.51

Then there are global supply chains, where interdependencies are everywhere.52 Main categories of U.S. merchandise imports from China with potential technological sophistication and sensitivity include communications equipment, computer equipment, and semiconductors plus other electronic components.53 These are the areas that need to be watched carefully for possible dependencies that could give China a potential stranglehold on the U.S. economy, infrastructure, industrial base, or military machine.

The situation with semiconductors is illustrative in this regard. Today’s situation is reasonably favorable: American companies own half of the production base of the global semiconductor industry, even if only about one-sixth of the world total is found on U.S. soil. Much of the rest is in friendly places such as South Korea, Japan, and Taiwan (indeed, those three entities together account for about two-thirds of all state-of-the-art production). China is attempting to produce more, and design more, semiconductors—and will surely continue to progress in this regard, sometimes by hook and crook, sometimes by sheer force of effort.54 But at present it is largely dependent on the outside world for such components (which it then assembles into finished products and, for the most part, sells abroad—in fact, China now accounts for more than half of all purchases of semiconductors globally).55 These realms of the world economy are dynamic, however, and bear constant and close scrutiny. The recent push in Congress to consider subsidization of greater semiconductor manufacturing capacity on American soil is a policy initiative worthy of serious consideration and, quite likely, support.56

A final important area of international interdependence and potential dependency is finance. China holds huge amounts of American treasury securities—about $1.1 trillion in 2019, or about one-sixth of the amount held by all foreign entities combined. Could Beijing coerce Washington by refusing to keep buying more or by dumping existing holdings to drive down their price on world markets? As China expert and Columbia professor Tom Christensen notes, doing so would also cause huge harm to Beijing, by weakening the economy of the huge American market and otherwise disrupting global trade patterns that work enormously to China’s advantage. In the context of a true trade war, such steps may not be out of the question. That said, the U.S. Federal Reserve Board has many measures it could take in response to any dumping of U.S. securities, such as adjusting interest rates and potentially buying bonds, so China may find this weapon to have limited potency.57

This survey of economic realities and trends suggests several key policy priorities and specific steps for the United States.

First, it is crucial to sustain America’s, and the West’s, excellence in science and engineering. This has implications ranging from education policy to budgeting for research and development to immigration policy and to other realms that are discussed further in chapter 7.58

Second, it is important to correct the Econ 101 view of the world that is agnostic about where manufacturing occurs, provided that it is economical and therefore supposedly Pareto optimal. Many defense analysts have done the nation a disservice in recent decades by underestimating the difficulty and likely costs of war. Similarly, many economists have failed to account for the importance of national power and long-term economic health when making arguments about trade and manufacturing. In this regard, however imperfect some Trump administration tactics have been in trying to level the economic playing field with China, they have not been fundamentally wrongheaded. As a matter of national security, the United States needs to maintain a certain amount of industrial infrastructure and manufacturing capacity and limit its dependencies on potentially hostile parts of the world.

As Ely Ratner has suggested, it is important that the United States maintain diverse alternative sources of key components for strategic products like those just discussed. Its dependencies today on both Russia and China are still too great, at least in selected areas.59 The U.S. government should track the production of such products and their components, perhaps through the development and updating of what Ratner calls a National Economic Security Strategy. It should have a combination of regulatory and financial tools to mandate or encourage diversification in sourcing for commodities, key components in global supply chains, and end products, when national security considerations so dictate.60 This is especially important in high-technology domains of particular relevance to the armed forces and national security writ large of the United States. Greater use of the Committee on Foreign Investments in the United States to limit Chinese acquisitions of American technology firms broadly defined is probably a good element of any such strategy.61 The same logic might apply to potential Chinese acquisition of energy companies and other high-frontier elements of the economy.62 It is important to create benchmarks for just how much dependence on China the United States can afford to develop—25 percent? 50 percent?—in any key technology. The Covid-19 experience underscores that this way of thinking should extend not only to defense technologies but also to civilian infrastructure and to health care supplies.

In addition, the United States created a stock of strategic mineral reserves during the Cold War called the National Defense Stockpile. It is now maintained by the Defense Logistics Agency. Its aggregate value in 1980 was about $15 billion. American dependence on imports of various minerals has only grown since then, but the stockpile with its thirty-­seven main types of components was reduced to only about $1.4 billion in total value by 2009 and was further scaled back to $1.1 billion in 2016.63 To put these figures in context, the United States imported about $4.5 billion in strategic raw materials in 2016, a nearly identical value in scrap, and some $122 billion in processed metals and chemicals (with a combined raw material content of perhaps $10 billion to $20 billion, too).64 Thus the strategic stockpile would clearly represent less than 10 percent of a typical year’s requirement. To be sure, in a true national emergency, prioritization and substitution would occur. The U.S. Geological Survey, in its annual Mineral Commodities Summaries, lists substitutes for virtually every strategic mineral that it considers.65 Still, to allow more time to find substitutes or alternative sources, and to endure a crisis that could last many months or more, stockpiles roughly ten times larger than at present would seem a reasonable starting point.

Third, the United States needs to encourage key allies to mitigate their own economic dependencies and develop means of sustaining resilience in the event of a crisis.66 Most noteworthy here is the energy dependence of key East Asian allies, but that is only one aspect of a broader challenge that should be addressed now. By the time a crisis hits, it is already too late.

Security Crises and Combat Scenarios

With all this as backdrop, how could war erupt between the United States and China? This is a crucial question for U.S. grand strategy, which must place preventing large-scale conflict against another nuclear-armed nation at the top of its list of priorities.

For all of China’s flaws, it is hard to see the PRC trying to overrun the main populated islands of Japan, for example, or even nearby Korea. Taiwan is a special case—and a dangerous one. China views the island as a renegade, core part of its territory and will not let it slip away. That issue requires considerable attention.

Yet what worries me most are small-scale skirmishes over small stakes that then escalate, in a way neither Beijing nor Washington nor other key capitals manage to control. What would the United States and its regional allies and partners do, for example, should China elect to use force to seize one of the uninhabited specks of rock that China claims as the Diaoyu Islands and Japan claims as the Senkaku Islands? China has intensified its presence near those islands in recent years. In 2013, it declared an Air Defense Identification Zone that includes Senkaku airspace and that demands of nearby planes that they ask for permission to transit.67 The United States, paradoxically, has no official view on whose islands they should rightfully be—yet has promised to help Japan defend them. This is a confusing mix of policy positions that invites deterrence failure. Related problems could arise, for example, over competing Chinese and Filipino claims to small islands or land formations in the South China Sea.

When a reporter posed the same question concerning the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands to the senior American marine in the region several years ago, Lieutenant General John Wissler noted that the United States (and Japan, of course) could surely take them back.68 Indeed, article 5 of the U.S.-Japan Treaty could make such a response seem quite natural, if not virtually essential in the eyes of some. Article 5 begins as follows: “Each Party recognizes that an armed attack against either Party in the territories under the administration of Japan would be dangerous to its own peace and safety and declares that it would act to meet the common danger in accordance with its constitutional provisions and processes.”69 President Obama was the first U.S. president to say explicitly that article 5 applied to the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis reiterated the commitment in February 2017.70 General Wissler implied that bombing might be the preferred military tactic for responding to any hypothetical Chinese seizure or occupation of one of the islands.

Wissler’s comments were militarily well informed. They reflected a serious consideration of the tactical options that would be available to the United States and Japan in such a hypothetical situation. It is also probably good, for deterrence purposes, that Beijing understand that such options could be on the table. Indeed, Japan might respond forcefully on its own, though one would hope that the two allies would consult each other and agree on a joint plan of action.

Nonetheless, Wissler’s words also produced a bit of a diplomatic brouhaha, and for understandable reasons. Once blood had been spilled, with perhaps several dozen or more Chinese troops killed, it is not obvious how such a conflict would be ended. (The initial Chinese seizure of the island in question would likely not cause casualties since no one lives on these islands and no Japanese or U.S. military personnel are routinely deployed on them.) The situation could be even murkier and more fraught if, for example, China emulated Russia and its maskirovka tactics and feigned the rescue of a group of tourists or fishermen who just happened to be near the islands when a storm hit that left them stranded. Such a Gilligan’s Island scenario could provide China a pretext to go ashore—and it would perhaps then keep finding reasons to remain there indefinitely.

Rather than counterinvade or bomb, Americans and Japanese might consider a blockade of the Chinese troops on the island. This approach would in some ways follow the precedent of the Cuban Missile Crisis. However, although a company or two of PLA soldiers on an uninhabited Senkaku island would be less menacing than nuclear weapons in Cuba, the potential for serious escalation among nuclear-armed powers would exist in the Senkaku/Diaoyu case as well. While the imposition of a blockade may sound relatively benign compared to a bombing raid, there would be nothing benign about it. China might interpret the blockade as an act of war, since it claims ownership of the islands in question. A blockade is generally considered an act of war under international law. Because ownership is disputed in this case, interpretation of whether a blockade constituted an act of war would likely be disputed, too.

How might such a standoff end? Would China try doggedly to sneak supplies ashore, perhaps by planes or submarines or in small boats disguised as commercial vessels? Would Japan and the United States be prepared, if necessary, to use lethal force to impede such resupply? Would China shoot at the American and Japanese planes and ships enforcing the blockade? One thing seems clear: the potential for escalation to violent conflict would exist in this scenario. It is hard to say who would have the upper hand militarily, given the geography.71 Thus, either side might be tempted to pursue maximalist ambitions rather than seek a compromise resolution.

The escalation could also broaden geographically. For operations in this region, China would depend on coastal bases in the central and southern parts of its littoral. The United States and Japan would depend on bases on Okinawa and other parts of the Ryukyu Island chain, on Guam, and perhaps on Kyushu Island as well as other locations on mainland Japan. These facts raise the possibility of broader attacks by each country against military bases in densely populated parts of the adversary’s homeland, as well as against ships and aircraft operating in the overall area.

It seems implausible that tiny uninhabited islands could lead to general war involving the United States, Japan, and China. But it also is hard to predict with confidence just how this scenario, once started, would end. And either side that found itself on the losing end of a conventional engagement might consider—or at least threaten—nuclear escalation. The United States might believe that its tenfold nuclear superiority over China gave it nuclear escalation dominance; China might decide that geographic proximity gave it a larger interest in the matter. Either way, one side or the other could find a credible basis, based on history and nuclear theory, for thinking that it could prevail in a game of nuclear chicken—or even limited nuclear war. Humans being the gamblers and often the intuitive decision makers that they are, it is difficult to assume that such escalatory options would be ruled out just because they seem reckless and beyond the pale of what any reasonable assessment of the stakes at issue would justify. Moreover, an entire Cold War history of American nuclear strategy, weapons development, and crisis management suggests that even the leaders of the greatest democracy on Earth can look to gain leverage from a real or perceived nuclear advantage. Many esteemed strategists have taken the possibility of limited nuclear war very seriously. I think it entirely possible that not only the United States but China, too, might consider limited nuclear weapons use rather than accept defeat in a purely conventional war, whether leaders in Beijing had developed doctrine for limited nuclear weapons employment in advance or not.72

China deserves credit for its general restraint on nuclear weapons over the years, especially in regard to the size of its arsenal. But it has been modernizing its forces. It may also have been conducting very small nuclear weapons tests (effectively in violation of the de facto testing moratorium that has remained in effect since the mid-1990s even though the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty has never come into force).73 China’s nuclear capabilities should not be assumed away in these kind of limited-war scenarios, whatever Beijing’s rhetoric and official doctrine might claim.74

The situation could be even more fraught in the South China Sea. There, the United States also has a treaty ally, the Philippines. Even if that alliance is now on somewhat shaky ground, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo did promise in 2019 that the U.S.-Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty of 1951 would require the United States to come to the Philippines’ defense if its ships or aircraft were attacked by China. Whether that pledge goes so far as to protect the Philippines’ active implementation of its claims to South China Sea islands is more ambiguous, especially given the rhetoric and policies of President Rodrigo Duterte in Manila. Forebodingly, war games postulating disputes over such land formations often suggest the distinct possibility of escalation, even to nuclear war.75

What is not ambiguous is that the United States and major allies also have crucial economic interests in the form of the South China Sea shipping lanes, through which some one-third of global maritime commerce flows.76 Maintaining access to those blue waters also follows in­exorably from Washington’s long-standing insistence that freedom of navigation is a central pillar of the rules-based international order. It transcends any particular region or potential adversary, and it does not depend on the interests of any American ally.

But China has declared almost all of that sea, including not just islands but open waters, to be a core national interest. It has also delineated its infamous nine-dash line, supposedly rooted deeply in history, to lay claim to the area. And the PRC has been asserting its claims more vigorously, not only by constructing artificial islands and militarizing them (despite earlier promises not to do so) but also by interfering with the ships of other nations and at times the U.S. Navy. Should a conflict begin, even over relatively small tactical stakes like the collision of two ships, it is again difficult to know how it might end.77

A Taiwan scenario would be even more foreboding. Should Taiwan push for independence, or should China get tired of waiting for reunification, trouble could again ensue. Beijing might convince itself that a blockade-centered operation against Taiwan, designed to force it to ­reverse whatever purportedly offending action or rhetoric might have caused China’s reaction in the first place, would present acceptable risks. In principle, China could scale back or suspend enforcement of the blockade at any point if it needed to, and it could do so while saving face, especially if the blockade was conducted principally by submarines. Moreover, Beijing might believe that even a partially effective naval blockade could be a potent instrument of coercion against Taiwan.78 China would not need to stop all commercial ships transiting into and out of Taiwan. It would simply need to deter enough ships from risking the journey that Taiwan’s economy would suffer badly. The goal would likely be to squeeze the island economically to the point of capitulation. This solution might seem quite elegant from Beijing’s point of view: it could involve little or no loss of life, little or no damage to Taiwan itself, and the ability to back off the attack if the United States seemed prepared to intervene or if the world community slapped major trade sanctions on China in response.79

In any such blockade, China might well combine various elements of military power, including cyberattacks, into a multidimensional operation.80 It could attack Taiwan’s command and control capabilities; if the United States intervened, it could seek to neutralize America’s space-based assets too. The centerpiece of the approach could be the PRC submarine fleet introducing a significant risk factor into all maritime voyages into and out of Taiwan by occasionally sinking a cargo ship, either with submarines or with mines it had laid in Taiwan’s harbors.81 The PRC submarine force has improved by leaps and bounds in recent decades. Over the past twenty years, China’s fleet of modern attack subs has grown from roughly two to forty.82 China’s precision-strike capabilities have improved to the point that China could conceivably use a preemptive missile and air attack against Taiwanese airfields and ports and associated infrastructure to hobble Taiwan’s ability to strike back (though it might choose not to attack Taiwan’s territory in the first instance).83

To allow humanitarian supplies to reach Taiwan, Beijing might offer countries the option of first docking in a PRC port for inspection before sailing to their destinations. In this and other ways, it could limit the dangers to innocent civilians. Since this strategy might require the Chinese submarine fleet to sink only a few ships to achieve the desired aims, even in a worst case Beijing might believe that it was acting humanely—threatening the lives of no more than a couple hundred commercial seamen. Given the perceived stakes involved, Beijing could well consider this a reasonable risk.

If they chose to try to break the blockade, the basic concept of operations for the United States and Taiwan would probably be to assemble enough forces in the western Pacific to set up a protected shipping lane east of Taiwan. To carry out that mission, the United States together with Taiwan and perhaps Japan would need to establish air superiority throughout a large part of the region. The United States and Taiwan, and perhaps others, would also need to protect ships against Chinese submarine attack while coping with the threat of mines near Taiwan’s ports. And they might have to do all this without assured access to some of their satellite architecture. That is because China’s abilities to shoot down or disable low-Earth orbit satellites, through direct-ascent interceptors or directed-energy weapons or other means, have improved in recent years (even as some aspects of U.S. access to space have become more distributed and resilient).84

Twenty years ago, I examined this scenario and concluded that the United States, with or without allied help, could confidently prevail in such an engagement, albeit perhaps losing several ships along the way. Today I am much less sure. China’s cyberweapons, antisatellite weapons, and general swagger mean it would have numerous potent strategic capabilities—and perhaps a greater propensity to consider nuclear escalation if losing the conventional fight.85 Even in domains where the United States might still be expected to dominate, such as air-to-air warfare, the advantage is less than before—and the growing vulnerability of major U.S. bases to accurate missile strikes complicates the calculus substantially.86 In undersea warfare, China’s enormous progress in fielding quiet submarines also changes the situation substantially. Make no mistake, the United States remains ahead in this domain of warfare. Given the gauntlets it would have to run, the typical Chinese submarine would do well to survive for two or three round-trip missions from base.87 But it might succeed in sinking several valuable, and vulnerable, surface ships before meeting its own demise.88

What all the above means for military force planning and war planning is complex. The United States should not signal to Beijing that it is somehow intimidated from coming to the defense of Taiwan because of the likely difficulty of the operation. It would be a difficult and very risky conflict for China, as well, and there is no point in depriving the United States of instruments that may contribute to deterrence. That said, for the United States, it would be desirable to have other options, too—­especially early in any crisis or conflict and especially if there were ambiguity about which side was most at fault in producing the conflict.89

Unlike the Senkaku, or South China Sea, scenarios, any fight over Taiwan would immediately jeopardize the well-being, if not necessarily the physical survival, of twenty-four million people. Even a blockade would run major risks of destitution and economic collapse. Thus, the goal for the United States would have to be to end the blockade. Unlike the other cases, where punishment of a limited transgression as a disincentive of any further encroachment could be seen as adequate for deterrence purposes, in this case it would indeed be necessary to create leverage to force China to back down.

In addition to reserving the right to conduct a counterblockade operation, therefore, the United States should think creatively about other forcible but perhaps indirect military responses. Ideally, they should be relatively nonescalatory, in the sense of threatening relatively few people. They could also be geographically asymmetric, so as to play to U.S. strengths and avoid fighting on home turf for the PRC.

Specifically, ships transporting oil or gas from the Persian Gulf to China could be either seized or incapacitated using precision ordnance—or even advanced nonlethal weapons. Even if it could not always be known which vessels were headed for China, since supertankers sometimes set sail before buyers for their oil have been determined, such methods could still be effective.90 The assets of companies that continued to trade with China, or ships that had been determined to be previously involved in evasion of sanctions, could be subsequently targeted in a blockade that strengthened over time.

Nearly twenty million barrels of oil transit the Strait of Hormuz daily, between the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman. This flow could involve anywhere from just a dozen super-large tankers to several dozen at a given moment in time, depending on the specific vessels in question (with each ship typically having a crew of up to a couple dozen people).91 Establishing American air supremacy around the broader Persian Gulf region could probably be handled by two aircraft carriers within a couple hundred miles of the coast, since standard doctrine suggests that two carriers, alternating primary responsibility for the mission, can maintain coverage against a limited threat. But because of the stakes involved, the nature of the crisis, and the potential capabilities of the principal adversary, it might be considered more prudent to devote four to six carriers to the mission, with land-based airpower in the region and in Europe providing support. Such a show of force would discourage any wishful thinking by China that a lucky shot by one of its attack sub­marines, for example, could cripple Western military capability in the region and lead to a termination of the mission. If several dozen tanker ships per day had to be physically boarded, that could imply a need for one to two dozen additional ships (including coast guard variants) in addition to the carrier force. Alternatively, reprisals could be emphasized for ships that had previously been known to be involved in evading sanctions, with no boarding necessary. Admittedly, China has more military presence in the broader Middle East than before, including a base in Djibouti, but its capabilities in this area are still a far cry from those of the United States—and a far cry from what Beijing can do in the Western Pacific.92

Chinese retaliation of various kinds would have to be anticipated in such a situation. These considerations therefore put a premium on enhancing the resiliency of key U.S. allies, especially against the limited harassment attacks and partial supply cutoffs that would seem the most likely Chinese recourses.

As noted, although the essence of my proposed strategy is to avoid direct combat near Chinese coasts, in some scenarios the United States and allies might have to consider breaking a blockade to ensure Taiwan’s survival. Being able to sustain some of the necessary patrolling, antisubmarine warfare operations, and naval supply and maintenance operations from bases in the broader Western Pacific would make sense. To create the means for such an option, if a crisis of the kind postulated here actually began, the United States should quietly brainstorm about how it might pursue ideas such as those below, should future circumstances so dictate:

• Creating bastions on western islands in the Philippine ­archipelago, should Manila assent, to include airfields with hardened shelters and underground fuel and munitions stocks, protected by air and missile defense systems and enough ground forces to discourage raids by PLA special forces.

• Homeporting of more American surface warships and submarines in places such as Japan, the Philippines, Guam, and even Vietnam as a way to facilitate sustained forward operations at acceptable strain on the fleet. Increased military cooperation, including rotational deployments, exercises, and joint naval patrols, with various countries in the region could also make sense.93 The United States should be wary, however, of developing new alliances in places like Vietnam that are geographically hard to defend, strategically less than central to its security, and politically especially sensitive in regard to relationships with Russia or China.

• The expedited development of unmanned ships to play a growing range of roles, making it possible to carry out reconnaissance and even strike operations with less risk to American military personnel and ideally also at lower cost per ship in some cases.94

• The creation, over time, of some U.S. merchant marine capability that could, if necessary, resume under military auspices some of the commercial ship traffic that China had managed to scare away from Taiwan with its partially tight blockade.

• Appeal to European allies to assist more fully in military operations in the broader Persian Gulf, with naval and coast guard capabilities as well as land-based airpower and missile and air defenses, so that U.S. forces are not overstressed by their expanded operations in the broader Persian Gulf region (and thus unable to expand operations in the Western Pacific).

The pace at which such options might actually be implemented would, of course, be a function of how the crisis unfolded. It is possible that it could last years. However, there would also be powerful incentives for all sides to undertake more serious and creative diplomacy as this kind of scenario, with its extensive economic pain and nontrivial military risks, played out.

Conclusion: America, China, … and India

In concluding this discussion of grand strategy toward China, a word on India is in order. India, now among the world’s top ten economies, one of the world’s nine nuclear-weapons nations, and soon to be its most populous country, will be a crucial player in future geopolitics.

India will certainly factor heavily into how we will collectively handle many of the new threats—the other 4+1—discussed in chapter 7. In addition, in terms of classic geopolitics, its main relevance for the United States in the years ahead will likely result largely from how we collaboratively handle a rising China. That will be particularly true if India can stay true to its own democratic and inclusive traditions and prevent a strong turn toward an ideology such as Hindu nationalism of the type that Prime Minister Narendra Modi sometimes seems to indulge. The United States and India already have a long history of dealing with China together. There is little reason to think that will change in the years ahead.95

The United States has been wisely and patiently improving its strategic relationship with India for two decades, dating back to the end of the Clinton administration (when the United States pressured Pakistan to stand down during the 1999 Kargil crisis).96 But Washington also needs to understand the limits of the relationship. India values close ties with Iran and Russia, for example. India’s domestic challenges, despite much better growth rates in recent decades, are enormous. The coherence and conviction with which it energetically pursues a global or even regional strategy wax and wane, partly as a result.97 And India values its independent streak in foreign policy. Despite rapprochement with the United States in recent times, extending to its new status as a “major defense partner” (a term contrived especially for India, to attest at least symbolically to its much greater importance in modern times), it is hardly interested in being viewed as a U.S. ally. Nor should the United States want more binding security commitments with major Eurasian powers.

To be sure, India will continue to buy arms from America, much more than before. The economic relationship will also continue to expand. Washington’s recent distancing from Pakistan may improve things somewhat further as well, given the ongoing tension between Islamabad and New Delhi. President George W. Bush’s decision to find a way to accommodate India’s nuclear-weapons program and thereby allow civilian nuclear cooperation also helped.98

But India will not take sides between China and the United States definitively. The country whose side it will take, to paraphrase a former top Indian official, is India’s. For example, the above positives will not stop India from buying arms from Russia or oil from Iran. India will not likely participate in multinational maritime patrols to push back against greater Chinese military presence in the South China Sea or even the Indian Ocean unless under U.N. chapeau. It will seek to calibrate its responses to any new moves by Beijing, turning the pressure up or down like a rheostat without making bold moves that cross major thresholds—at least, not until China itself crosses big and bold new thresholds. Even after the tragic and lethal encounters between Indian and Chinese forces in disputed border regions in 2020, New Delhi has sought to avoid escalation or any other major strategic reaction—though it has surely also taken notice and adjusted its expectations about the future of the Indo-­Chinese relationship.99

The same basic logic applies to other countries with which the United States may collaborate in the Asia-Pacific region in the future. Nonviolent military steps such as expanding training, and even basing, can be considered with countries such as Vietnam and Indonesia if China’s behavior deteriorates to the point where that is of mutual interest among Washington, Hanoi, and/or Jakarta. So can various uses of economic pressure and sanctioning, if for example China becomes more violent about opposing other countries’ claims to their islands in the South China Sea. The United States may not choose, and would not be obliged, to enter into any direct conflict between China and such countries, but it would have the luxury of pursuing other more indirect and longer-­term responses. That is actually an advantageous position to be in, and it should remind Washington of the number of factors that work to its favor over the long term and the long game ahead.


FIVE

Korea

It was a gorgeous September morning in Seoul, in “the land of the morning calm,” and I was up early like many Amer­icans when adjusting to Korean time. Jogging up the hill, through gardens and past small streams and ponds, to the famous North Seoul tower in Namsan Park, I was struck by the beauty of the place, as lush rolling hills stretched out in all directions, big buildings in the spaces in between. Seoul was literally glistening in the morning sun. One of the largest, most impressive cities on Earth (if also cursed with some of the worst traffic), the giant metropolitan area is home to half of the Republic of Korea’s fifty million people. When my father served in the U.S. Army in Korea in 1960, the country was mostly made up of subsistence farmers and run by a dictator; the typical South Korean was no better off financially than the average North Korean. That is why George Kennan and other American strategists of the early Cold War did not prioritize Korea—that is, not until North Korea, with Soviet and Chinese blessing, invaded the South.

Today, the vast majority of North Koreans still wallow in poverty and suffer widespread oppression at the hands of their leader, Kim Jong Un (who succeeded his father, Kim Jong Il, and his grandfather, Kim Il Sung). South Korea, by contrast, is a high-tech power and the eleventh largest econ-omy on the planet. Its living standards approach those in Japan, Europe, and the United States. Recently, its response to Covid-19 has been impressive and instructive. None of this could have happened without the U.S. alliance, as well as the open global economic order that American power has fostered and protected.

But I was there in the fall of 2017 (and twice since), when all this progress, however impressive, also felt so fragile. If war broke out in Korea, given the density of populations and the extreme lethality of deployed weaponry, literally millions could die—making a future Korean war much worse than Iraq or Afghanistan in total casualty count. In the weeks before and after my visit, Kim Jong Un and President Donald Trump were threatening each other with military action. Insults like “little rocket man” were flying back and forth across the Pacific; Trump talked of “fire and fury” and bragged that his nuclear button was bigger than Kim’s. American military officers told me, then and since, of the real military preparations that were under way just in case—extra stocks of fuel and ammunition positioned in South Korea, American combat forces continuously on standby alert. I know for a fact that at least some top-level American military commanders thought the chances of war to be well into the double-digit percentages. We dodged a bullet then. Soon, the North Koreans were engaged in a charm offensive during the Seoul Olympics. A few months later, Trump and Kim met in Singapore, the first time a sit-ting U.S. president had ever come face-to-face with a North Korean dictator and only the first of three meetings they have now held. But as that diplomacy falters, could the possibility of war return again?

North Korea’s government is probably, quite literally, the worst on Earth. No leader is more brutal toward his people—even his family members—than the young and flamboyant Kim Jong Un. In recent years we have also witnessed the depravity of the North Korean regime in the death of American student Otto Warmbier. No place on Earth more resembles a police state of the type Joseph Stalin would recognize.1 Few nations mismanage their economies quite so egregiously. The country today continues to spend as much as 25 percent of its GDP on its military—far and away the highest ratio on the planet.2 It is the only country on Earth that has tested nuclear weapons this century—and it has done so six times, under three American presidents, in 2006, 2009, 2013, 2016 (twice), and 2017. The last test was likely of a thermonuclear or so-called hydrogen bomb with a yield of at least 100 kilotons (at least six times that of the Hiroshima bomb).3 Those six nuclear tests, plus three long-range missile tests in 2017, caused even Moscow and Beijing to respond.4 The United Nations Security Council has imposed very tough sanctions on North Korea in recent years, shutting down a large chunk of the country’s trade.

The new Kim seems to want a more modern and prosperous state, and he aspires to prosperity as well as security through his doctrine of byungjin, literally “parallel development.” He is trying to turn the capital, Pyongyang, into what my colleague and former top Kim watcher at the CIA, Jung Pak, calls “Pyonghattan.” But he also shares the brutal, autocratic, and highly insular ways of his father and grandfather, and he is probably not a reformist in any meaningful sense of the word.5 In addition, he has developed a keen awareness that leaders who faced the United States in war without first possessing nuclear weapons, like Sad­dam Hussein or Muammar el-Qaddafi, usually wound up out of power—or worse.6 When he talks of denuclearizing the Korean Peninsula, he is likely placing primary emphasis on an end to the U.S.–Republic of Korea military alliance, backed up as it is by American nuclear weapons.7 Indeed, he may still have faint aspirations of coercing South Korea into reunification on Pyongyang’s terms, if the U.S.–ROK alliance can be ended and the South Korean people or political elite intimidated into acquiescence. To paraphrase Jung Pak, in her seminal work Becoming Kim Jong Un (based in part on her earlier long article “The Education of Kim Jong Un”), part of our job in the United States, South Korea, and elsewhere is to educate Kim. That is, through resoluteness and consistency of purpose and message, we need to disabuse him of any unrealistic ambitions—in part by offering him a realistic path forward that, by necessity, will have to be one of coexistence.8

Long-standing U.S. sanctions essentially prohibit trade with, investment in, and aid to North Korea. They involve the United States and American citizens and businesses, as well as international organizations in which the United States participates. These U.S. sanctions are codified in numerous laws from the 1940s, 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s (such as the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, the Arms Export Control Act of 1976, the Export Administration Act of 1979), and in more recent legislation, such as the Iran, North Korea, and Syria Nonproliferation Act of 2000.9

United Nations sanctions have intensified in the years since North Korea broke out of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in 2003. United Nations Security Council Resolution 1718 of 2006 banned arms trade of any kind with North Korea and placed requirements on member states to inspect cargo that might violate this prohibition. In 2009, UNSCR 1874 started to restrict illicit finances and the bank accounts of key regime actors. Various efforts were subsequently made to toughen earlier measures and tighten their enforcement, both for weapons of mass destruction and for ballistic missiles, such as UNSCR 2087 of January 2013, and for weaponry in general, such as UNSCR 2270 of March 2016. Most recently, U.N. sanctions have targeted commercial sources of revenue for the North Korean regime and the assets of individuals and com­panies from North Korea or doing business with North Korea—again, UNSCR 2270, plus Resolutions 2371 and 2397 of 2017, with their strict limitations and toughened enforcement measures on imports and exports of fuel, seafood, machinery, textiles, and other traded goods.

Combine those effects with a badly mismanaged command system, and the weak North Korean economy continues to flounder badly. The Seoul-based Bank of Korea has estimated its economy contracted at an annual rate of 3 to 4 percent in both 2017 and 2018.10

Yet the North Korean economy is somehow strong enough to keep producing many dozens of missiles a year (mostly of shorter range, though they could still strike South Korea, where more than two hundred thousand Americans live, or Japan).11 North Korea probably also produces a half dozen or so more nuclear bombs annually, according to Siegfried Hecker and other experts at Stanford University, as well as the 38 North Project.12 The armed forces remain enormous, with hundreds of artillery able to range Seoul from current positions.13 All of this happens partly because China, while generally nervous about its North Korean ally’s behavior, also does not wish to see the country collapse: that outcome would create major instability on its border, as well as a possible opportunity for the United States to expand its influence in Northeast Asia. Beijing and Washington have many similar interests in regard to North Korea. But they prioritize those interests differently. And in fact, their interests in regard to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea do diverge in some important ways.

In this complex and dangerous environment, military deterrence is crucial, and the United States plays a central role in creating it. Resoluteness should still be the watchword for doing so, going forward. In 1950, trying to avoid American strategic overextension, Secretary of State Dean Acheson said that the United States would not defend South Korea. (Kennan was complicit in this misjudgment, it must be noted, having also ruled South Korea outside the strategic core of U.S. interests in his various writings.) A few months later, taking Acheson’s words as a green light to attack, North Korea’s founder Kim Il Sung sent legions of infantry southward, where they crossed the Han River, conquered Seoul, and took much of the peninsula. General Douglas MacArthur’s Inchon landing seized back the momentum for South Korean and allied forces later that year. But we then pressed our luck, with U.S.–South Korean forces moving northward up to the Yalu River and the Chinese border. At that point, Mao authorized a counterattack led by his own People’s Liberation Army. Extremely bloody fighting, and military stalemate, ensued. Eventually, an armistice was reached, dividing the peninsula about where things had begun in June 1950. That is where we remain today, except that the Cold War is over—and North Korean nuclear weapons are now part of the strategic equation.14

President Trump was the most radical American president toward Korea since at least Jimmy Carter, who thought about ending the alliance or at least pulling U.S. forces off the peninsula back in the 1970s when South Korea was an oppressive dictatorship. Trump has foolishly mused about himself bringing American forces home and has quarreled and quibbled with South Korea over the so-called host nation support that Seoul pays the United States to defray many of the costs of that U.S. presence on the peninsula. South Korea is already generous; Trump’s demands have been outlandish. And Trump’s three meetings with Kim—in Singapore in June 2018, Vietnam in February 2019, and the DMZ of Korea in June 2019—later petered out into a moribund diplomatic process with no sense of positive momentum.

As tempting as it is to blame this all on Trump, that would not be quite fair or accurate. North Korea’s nuclear arsenal grew fast throughout the Bush and Obama presidencies, too. And at least North Korea has not been testing nuclear weapons or long-range missiles since 2017.

The United States should base future North Korea policy on two pillars that combine resoluteness with restraint and patience: first, a firm and steady commitment to the military alliance with South Korea; and second, a flexible and pragmatic diplomatic approach toward North Korea, with an initial emphasis on preventing crises from turning violent and on capping rather than quickly eliminating the North Korean nuclear arsenal. Over time, such an approach might gradually give Pyongyang incentives to behave more humanely toward its people and the world—but that goal will have to wait, since preventing war on the Korean Peninsula must be the top priority.15 This approach may or may not quickly produce a deal. But it avoids wishful thinking about the inherent goodness of Kim Jong Un and adopts a durable approach toward the problem.16

Before delving into the smart options, though, it is important to rule out a few—especially because we were so close to taking them seriously a relatively short time ago. With the breakdown in nuclear negotiations (and the new uncertainties over Kim’s health that began in 2020), some may want to bring them back into the conversation soon. That would be a potentially catastrophic mistake by the Biden administration.

Military Options?

Despite North Korea’s overall weakness, there are really no good military options of a preventive, preemptive, or optional nature. Deterrence, not victory and regime change through war, must be our goal in Korea—deterrence, plus a capping of the North Korean nuclear problem and then the gradual use of economic pressures and incentives to induce better, or at least peaceful, behavior from Pyongyang.17 To see why, consider first what any U.S.–ROK military actions might look like, especially the limited or bloody nose tactics that may resemble what the Trump administration was considering in the second half of 2017.

One military option would be to prevent North Korea from completing any more long-range missile tests to perfect ICBM (intercontinental ballistic missile) technology. This idea was proposed in 2006 by two Democratic secretaries of defense, William Perry and Ashton Carter.18 The ICBMs could be preemptively destroyed by precision munitions launched from aircraft. Or they could be shot down in flight by a U.S. missile defense system. Based on previous testing, any such shot might have a 25 to 75 percent chance of success, roughly speaking, given the test record of the midcourse interceptor system based today in Alaska and California.19

However, in response, North Korea might accelerate its development of solid-fueled ICBMs, which may already be close to testable status, as well as types of liquid-fueled ICBMs that can be prepared for launch less visibly.20 The United States might not be able to preempt such ICBMs effectively. Furthermore, this idea does not address North Korea’s growing inventory of shorter-range missiles that already put South Korea and Japan at risk, including the three hundred thousand or so Americans living in the two countries today.

A blockade by the United States and allied navies could seem a logical way to ensure that international sanctions were respected. Of course, a military blockade is, by standard international law, an act of war. Enforcing it could require the use of lethal ordnance against any North Korean or other ships that refused to allow boarding and inspection. In response to such a blockade, North Korea could be expected, at a minimum, to shoot at any nearby ships that were targeting its vessels, risking American casualties. There could even be risks of a clash between the United States and China, given the proximity with which their respective navies could be operating in any such effort. Even more important, this option would not curtail trade across North Korean land borders or airspace. Thus, it would neither reduce the existing threat posed by North Korea nor likely slow further future growth of nuclear and missile arsenals. It would tighten the economic squeeze but fail to reduce the military threat. It might or might not have an important effect on North ­Korea’s international proliferation of sensitive weapons technologies, either.21

Just as Israel preemptively attacked Iraqi and Syrian nuclear reactors in 1981 and 2007, the United States and/or South Korea could take aim at parts of North Korea’s nuclear infrastructure, most likely with stealthy attack aircraft. Specifically, nuclear infrastructure that is under construction but not yet operational could be destroyed without dispersal of highly radioactive material, as could known uranium centrifuge complexes.

Unfortunately, such preventive strikes could not eliminate any uranium enrichment facility that North Korea may have built at an unknown site. Nor could they humanely destroy the operational research reactor that has produced all of North Korea’s plutonium to date. An attack on such a site would create a miniature Chernobyl or Fukushima-­like outcome, lethally spreading highly radioactive reactor waste over an area of hundreds of square miles downwind. Most of all, such an attack would be unlikely to reach any of the several dozen warheads North Korea already likely possesses, since U.S. officials probably do not know where they are located.

Finally, like the start of Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, when the George W. Bush administration attempted to kill Saddam Hussein in an early shock and awe strike, the United States and South Korea could target Kim Jong Un.22 Federal law prohibits assassinating foreign political leaders. But if Kim were declared the military commander of a nation still technically at war with the United Nations and in violation of its cease-fire obligations (due to frequent repeated aggressions against South Korea over the years), this issue might be finessed, at least legally. However, the United States might miss Kim in any such attempt, as the 2003 Iraqi case demonstrates. Whether the attack is successful or not, North Korea might respond with similar attempts against Western leaders. It might even consider using a nuclear weapon, probably in a relatively remote location at first, to signal how seriously it objected to the attempt. After all, strategists often conclude that nuclear weapons are most likely to be used when regime survival is on the line. And where would even a successful operation get the United States? Unless U.S. officials were able to message virtually all other senior North Korean leaders in advance and persuade them to accept amnesty and exile if they chose not to resist, killing Kim might just lead to the replacement of one extremist leader with another. Given the poor state of detailed American knowledge about North Korea’s political elite, this is a particularly unlikely prospect. Worse yet, North Korean military command and control might also splinter, with some elements opting for a violent response against the United States and the ROK rather than for surrender. We do not know enough about DPRK nuclear command and control to predict with any confidence how this process would likely play out.23

In short, whatever their individual appeal, each of these options would appear to promise only mediocre effects against the North Korean threats that matter most to the United States. Moreover, each would risk a war that could kill millions if it went full-scale.

In the event of hostilities in Korea, China would likely intervene. Fearing refugee flows, if not the leakage of nuclear or chemical materials from the DPRK, Beijing might wish to seal its border with North Korea. And if protecting the border were the goal, doing so from a forward position could strike many Chinese military minds as sound policy.24 Creating a buffer zone several dozen miles into North Korea might appeal.25

Chinese decision making would also be influenced by assessment of the longer-term consequences of North Korea’s collapse. Beyond concerns about border security, Chinese leaders could be thinking about postconflict force dispositions on the peninsula. Expecting that the United States might try to retain forces in Korea even after reunification and stabilization efforts were complete, they might seek to establish leverage against that possibility. This scenario is particularly credible in light of two Chinese views. The first view is that an American military presence on the Asian mainland is inimical to the long-term Chinese interests of creating a greater sphere of influence and security for itself while avoiding encirclement by a pro-U.S. coalition.26 The second is that Korea historically falls within any such Chinese sphere as a tributary state.27

Creating a fait accompli of tens of thousands (or more) of Chinese troops on Korean territory might seem a good bargaining chip in this context. Beijing’s argument, explicit or implicit, might be that it would of course be happy to remove its troops from Korean soil once the peninsula was again stable—provided that the United States agreed to remove its forces as well. Such a motivation might lead China to seek to deploy its forces farther south than might be required for a border-related operation, and perhaps to employ larger numbers of troops than it otherwise would have. It is also possible that China would hope to retain some kind of North Korean state after hostilities, as a buffer between itself and the United States and Republic of Korea, even if it recognized that such a North Korean state could require a new government.

China’s military modernization efforts in recent years have focused more on maritime domains. But a number of its programs could empower—and perhaps embolden—PRC leaders to consider a direct role in a conflict in Korea.

A PLA intervention in Korea could be a prescription for disaster. That is especially true as the U.S. and Chinese militaries have had little contact or discussion about Korea over the years. Many in both South Korea and the United States could be expected to call for a firm, even forceful response by the Combined Forces Command to such a Chinese encroachment.28 Inadvertent escalation owing to miscommunication, or the assertive actions of local commanders, could also result. Even if top-level political leaders did not advocate or authorize escalation, any ambiguity they conveyed in their orders might allow it to happen.

For a Chinese military that has not gone to war in a generation, it is possible that the dangers of combat might be downplayed or under­appreciated. As the scholar Andrew Erickson has pointed out, the modern Chinese military has not gone through its own version of a Cuban Missile Crisis—meaning that it has not been sobered by a deeply unsettling and frightening experience.29 Overconfidence could result. So could an inadequate appreciation of the dangers of war or a hope that new technologies would permit shorter and more decisive wars than in the past—a tendency of many militaries and leaders over the generations.30

The above considerations also suggest that both sides not only have much to lose by failure to coordinate their response to crisis but, indeed, might have a lot to gain through coordination. This fact is perhaps better understood today in Seoul and Washington than in Beijing, which regrettably refuses to discuss such scenarios. China should reassess, perhaps starting with unofficial or semiofficial dialogues (Track 2 or Track 1.5). Coordination could lower the risks of inadvertent war. It could also reduce U.S. and ROK troop requirements for stabilizing the northern part of North Korea. China too has much to gain from prior coordination with the Republic of Korea and the United States, although this would necessarily need to be highly confidential, given the likely anxiety such communications would cause in Pyongyang.

But none of this can be constructive absent a strong American capability, including an enduring peacetime military presence on the peninsula combined with the capacity to deploy corps-scale reinforcements rapidly. The United States needs to be in a strong position vis-à-vis China to maintain the leverage and influence required to make collaboration with the PLA a truly sound idea. Beijing should not be allowed to gain the perception that it would be the most important and influential outside player in a future Korean war. Should China come to such a conclusion, its incentives for asserting its own prerogative to act as it saw fit might increase. In addition, any war and any postwar stabilization effort in Korea would be difficult enough that substantial American reinforcements for South Korea’s fine armed forces would be required throughout.31 South Korea would provide most of this stabilizing force, likely in the range of a half million or more troops, over time. But it would have its own country to worry about, too, given the likely casualties and damage a war could cause to Seoul and environs. A substantial U.S. role would be essential in war—meaning that it is prudent now, for credible deterrence.

The U.S.–Republic of Korea alliance helps keep the peace in the economically and strategically dynamic region of Northeast Asia in a time-­tested way. Although it has probed with limited means in modern times, North Korea clearly has not dared to attack, or attempt to blackmail, combined U.S. and South Korean forces in recent decades. We simply do not know what it would do in America’s absence. However, the fact that North Korea has threatened or attacked the South in relatively recent times, as with the sinking of the ROKS Cheonon in 2010 that killed forty-six sailors and the landmine attack in 2015 that maimed two South Korean soldiers near the DMZ, suggests that adventurism and attempts at coercion would likely increase.32 It is not worth the experiment of finding out. There is no reason to change what is working so well—and at relatively modest peacetime cost to the United States, measured perhaps in the range of $10 billion to $20 billion a year.33

OPCON Transfer

Because of the strength and proven success of the U.S.–ROK alliance, I am very critical of a long-standing idea, dating back to the early 2000s, for transfer or transition of operational control (OPCON) within the U.S.–ROK alliance. For over a dozen years, the United States and South Korea have been planning to transform their military command structure known as Combined Forces Command—a remarkably integrated and effective system constructed during decades of alliance cooperation. It is the most tightly woven system of integrated command and control the United States possesses anywhere in the world. Throughout the armed forces of the two nations, South Koreans would command Americans, and vice versa, at all levels of tactical operations. In the unthinkable event of war against North Korea, ultimately more than one million South Korean soldiers (counting reservists) and several hundred thousand Americans would fight together in defense of South Korea. Separate American commands in Japan and the broader Pacific region, along with a United Nations command, would provide support and reinforcements as well as protection for threatened regional interests such as the nation of Japan and the U.S. island territory of Guam. The current plan would replace the American military officer who runs the overall alliance in times of war with a South Korean four-star officer instead.34

For many South Koreans, putting an officer from their own country atop the Combined Forces Command would be an important symbol of the restoration of their full sovereignty, even though the American general already takes his orders equally from civilian presidents in both countries.

The concept dates back to the George W. Bush administration in the United States and the Roh Moo-Hyun administration in South Korea—neither of which was a particularly consistent or stalwart supporter of the alliance. Today, President Moon Jae-In of South Korea would like that change to occur on his watch—meaning by 2022, at the end of his single five-year term—even though previously agreed preconditions for transfer include a stable Northeast Asian region, which clearly shows no signs of arriving anytime soon.

Rather than simply delay implementation of this plan, which was originally supposed to happen around 2012, it is time for Washington and Seoul to scrap it. No amount of lipstick on a pig can change the fact that it is a bad idea, for several reasons ranging from good old military common sense to strategic conditions in and around Korea today to broader global concerns and to U.S. domestic politics.

Even though the Republic of Korea has a very fine and battle-tested military, it is and will always remain the junior partner in the alliance. (That is true even though it devotes a higher percent of its GDP to military spending than almost any other U.S. ally.) Common sense dictates as much when one country has a $40 billion annual defense budget and the other spends more than $700 billion, owns five thousand nuclear weapons, and possesses the world’s only military with truly global reach. American military leaders may not be any smarter or braver than their South Korean counterparts. But they tend to have this broader, global perspective, informed by previous tours in the broader Middle East, Europe, or elsewhere.

And even though any war between North and South Korea would have the peninsula itself as its first prize and main battleground, such a conflict would inevitably have huge regional and worldwide consequences. For starters, North Korea now has dozens of nuclear weapons, some of which may even be deliverable beyond the peninsula. Moreover, North Korea’s main ally is China, and South Korea’s is the United States. Even though Beijing and Washington would not want a direct clash between their respective militaries in such a war, it cannot be ruled out. Nothing could shape the future of planet Earth in the twenty-first century more consequentially than U.S.-China war. A Korean conflict would not be just a local or peninsular affair.

Currently, the American commander of Combined Forces Command is also in charge of U.S. Forces/Korea and the multinational United Nations Command focused on upholding peace on the peninsula. That is desirable and consistent with key military precepts of simplicity and clarity of command and control, as emphasized by the landmark 1986 Goldwater-Nichols legislation in the United States. Division of responsibilities into separate commands with different leaders runs at cross-­purposes with this core principle of good military operations.

If South Korea is to assume the top command position in the alliance from American allies, where will the process stop? Why would Britain, France, and Germany not all demand their turns at running NATO command in Europe, for example? Each of those countries spends more on its armed forces than does South Korea. Ever since the so-called Pershing rule dating back to World War I, the United States has sought to maintain overall authority for any major military operation in which it participates. One need not be a chauvinistic American to see that this basic concept makes sense in a world where U.S. military power is vastly predominant over that of any ally.

Some policy proposals are just bad ideas. OPCON transfer belongs in that category. It should be gracefully either put on the back burner or, better yet, scrapped altogether.

Defanging North Korea

Assuming that the bipartisan, binational consensus in support of the U.S.–Korea alliance can be sustained and bad ideas from both sides of the Pacific about how to disrupt it avoided, we can turn to the crux of the matter in Korea: diplomacy over North Korea’s nuclear program and perhaps, ultimately, even the ongoing state of hostilities on the peninsula. Over time, negotiations could develop a broader mandate to extend to such matters as conventional and chemical arms control and even human rights—if momentum on the first issues can be established.

The recent toughening of international sanctions on North Korea makes sense. But we need a more promising negotiating strategy, too.35 The right strategy will, in fact, leverage the sanctions in pursuit of a nuclear deal.

There have been whiffs of progress. Over the past three years, North Kora has stopped, at least for now, testing of nuclear and long-range missile forces. For their part, the United States and South Korea have frozen or scaled back large-scale annual military exercises on the peninsula—in particular, the large exercises named Ulchi Focus and Foal Eagle that involved tens of thousands of troops. Those freezes on testing and large-scale exercise should be continued. The suspensions are a good deal for Washington and Seoul, they reduce the likelihood of escalating crises, and they promote an atmosphere more conducive to successful negotiations.36

Alas, despite the partial détente of recent years, North Korea continues to build more nuclear weapons. And it probably remains very frustrated by the enduring state of sanctions. The current semitranquillity on the peninsula should not lull us into complacency.

Washington and Seoul should pursue a big deal on nuclear weapons with North Korea. But while the deal should be ambitious, it should not aim for the moon. Circumstances are not ripe for complete North Korean denuclearization. Kim feels that the nuclear program is a proud legacy of his father and grandfather and a key symbol of state power. Kim also knows what happened to Milosevic of Serbia, the Taliban leadership of Afghanistan, Saddam Hussein of Iraq, and Qaddafi of Libya when they fought the United States without nuclear weapons. All were quickly overthrown; some wound up dead.37

To be sure, given the dangers of nuclear weapons in the hands of dictators, it would be far better that North Korea not have the bomb. In a nod to George W. Bush, who overthrew Saddam Hussein out of fear that the Iraqi dictator would someday get the bomb, one could even argue that it would have been worth the risks associated with preventive war before North Korea had an arsenal. But now it is too late—and ironically, it was probably Bush who had the last meaningful chance at preventive war against North Korea. Even the team of Bush, Dick Cheney, and Donald Rumsfeld was unwilling to risk the destruction of Seoul with conventional weapons that such a move might have risked, however, and so they watched North Korea withdraw from the (admittedly badly fraying) 1994 Agreed Framework, kick out IAEA (International Atomic Energy Agency) weapons inspectors, and prepare to reprocess enough plutonium for perhaps half a dozen bombs without taking military action to prevent any of the above. Today, with the locations of North ­Korea’s dozens of nuclear bombs almost certainly varied and unknown, the option is simply not there in military terms.

So we need to be more pragmatic for now. The basic idea should be to end, verifiably, North Korea’s ability to produce more nuclear weapons in exchange for a suspension and then lifting of the U.N. sanctions that have been imposed over the past four years or so—since North Korea’s most blatant and dangerous nuclear and missile tests of 2016 and 2017.38 In other words, we should seek to cap the North Korean nuclear arsenal at its current size and quality while providing some degree of economic relief. This approach would allow North Korea to resume normal trade and investment with China, South Korea, and other neighbors—a big carrot, since the vast majority of its foreign trade has been with the first two of those countries for many years (and today especially China). Yet it would withhold most American, Japanese, and European cooperation and technical as well as developmental assistance until complete denuclearization might someday occur. There is good reason to think that this kind of pragmatic proposal would also meet with favor in President Moon’s Blue House in Seoul.39

Provided that verification is good and that some sanctions are retained even after such an agreement was struck, this would be a smart deal. This agreement would not achieve the complete denuclearization of North Korea that Trump initially insisted on. But it would identify, and pursue, the intersection of what is realistic with what is desirable. It would prevent the North Korean nuclear threat from growing further, or modernizing, and would give Kim a stake in sustaining a state of at least partially reduced tensions on the peninsula.

Under this framework, the U.S. sanctions that have been imposed on North Korea over the decades would remain in effect. Most American aid, trade, investment, and interaction should still be banned under such an accord. So should assistance from organizations like the World Bank, where the United States has a major influence. North Korea would not be formally recognized as a nuclear-weapons state. Any peace treaty and any U.S. diplomatic presence would be viewed as matter-of-fact mechanisms to enhance future communication, not as great accomplishments to celebrate. North Korea would still be viewed as a pariah nation, armed to the teeth and brutal in its treatment of its people. Only when North Korea gave up all its bombs, scaled back its threatening conventional and chemical weapons, and started to open up its gulag-­style prisons would truly normal relations become possible with the United States. Only then would the U.S. sanctions be lifted. That day may not arrive for decades, admittedly. It is not clear how much Kim even wants it at present. But he would have enough opportunity to improve his econ­omy through a lifting of U.N. sanctions that he may take the deal nonetheless, even as the United States stood firm on the principle that it could not have a normal relationship with a nuclear-armed and brutal North Korean regime.

The nuclear pact would have to extend not just to North Korea’s known plutonium production facilities but also to uranium enrichment capabilities. We would need some reasonable degree of confidence that most or all of North Korea’s hidden capabilities had in fact been declared to inspectors and frozen, ultimately allowing dismantlement. Cross-­checking what we know about North Korea’s high-tech imports against assets at declared centrifuge facilities could be a key part of this effort. So would the so-called Additional Protocol that the IAEA now uses in places like Iran, where it has the prerogative to investigate suspicious activities even at nondeclared sites. These methods might not be adequate to preclude any and all remaining secret nuclear sites in North Korea. But they could dramatically reduce the production capacity of the DPRK by dismantling known facilities and making it very hard for Pyongyang to build and hide any remainder. Unlike bombs themselves, nuclear production facilities are large. Reactors also give off telltale thermal signatures.

Even without large-scale military exercises, the United States and South Korea can and should continue smaller unit-by-unit training without any reduction of its overall intensity. Exercises that were once large in scale can be broken down into their component parts for most purposes, with tabletop command exercises connecting the various parts and pieces from time to time. The American military trains its combat forces stateside with exercises and activities that involve up to a few thousand personnel—but generally not more. Thus, there is reason to think the same approach can be successful with Combined Forces Korea. Whatever small degradations to combat performance may result pale in comparison with the limitations that permanent testing moratoria would have on North Korea’s still relatively immature nuclear and missile programs.

Seoul and Washington should, cooperatively, drive a tough bargain with Pyongyang. But we should not fear to negotiate. Nor should we fear that an interim deal might not get us to complete North Korean nuclear disarmament for years or decades. That latter goal can and must remain official policy; North Korea cannot be recognized as a formal nuclear weapons state, given the damage that such a concession would do to global nonproliferation policy. But an interim, partial deal would leave us better off than the very dangerous path we were on in 2017—a path we could soon retrace absent progress in this extremely dangerous part of the world. And it may align reasonably well with Kim’s priorities. We can only find out by clearly, consistently proposing the idea and testing the proposition.

The Future of the Alliance

Any book claiming grand strategic heights should also address the question of the long-term future of the U.S.–ROK alliance. Specifically, if and when the North Korean threat can be defused, should we even want that alliance to continue? As much as Dean Acheson’s 1950 comments about Korea not being important to America came back to haunt the United States, it is still a fair question in the abstract whether a distant superpower should want to ally formally with a small and exposed peninsula attached to the giant Eurasian landmass—via China and Russia, no less. Is it worth it? Is it prudent? The question could even arise in nuclear negotiations soon, so it is important to think it through now.

On balance, I think the case is strong from an American perspective—provided that South Koreans agree. That said, if South Koreans (or all Koreans, in a reunified country) do not agree, the United States can accept that outcome, too, given that geographically speaking, Korea is a small, faraway, and difficult place to defend.

First, with the planet’s eleventh largest economy, South Korea is quite important in today’s world. As I argued above in challenging the idea of offshore balancing, alliances with such powers are generally worth preserving for the simple reason that the United States should not want to go back to the anarchy that prevailed in Europe as well as East Asia a century ago, when major powers often had weak and shifting relationships with each other but no real enduring bonds. The result, of course, was two world wars followed by conflict in Korea.

Not only is South Korea the world’s eleventh largest economy in general, but it punches far above its weight in other ways. It is among the world’s top three producers of ships, of semiconductors, and of numerous types of advanced electronics. It is also the second most powerful country in the Indo-Pacific region overall, after Japan, with which the United States has a security alliance. Given the dynamism in the Asia-­Pacific region that has given rise to President Obama’s rebalance or pivot and been sustained in a number of ways by the Trump administration, Korea’s role in America’s global system of alliances takes on an even more important light.40

American and Korean publics seem to understand and agree with these observations. Both peoples see the other in a favorable light and support the alliance.41

Second, in more concrete regional terms, the U.S.–ROK alliance is crucial to American posture in the broader Asia-Pacific or Indo-Pacific regions. While American allies are plentiful around the world, they are most numerous in Europe and, in different ways, in both Latin America and the Middle East. They are far scarcer in Asia.

In terms of fully functional and binding alliances, in fact, the United States has only three in Asia—its bilateral relationships with Japan, the Republic of Korea, and Australia. The U.S. security arrangements with the Philippines, Thailand, New Zealand, and Singapore (and, in a different way, Taiwan) are either less formal politically and diplomatically or less muscular militarily or both. Of the big three allies, only South Korea is part of the Asian landmass. That is, as noted above, a liability in some ways, given the difficulty of defending its territory. But it is also an advantage in that it keeps the United States on the Asian landmass, providing presence and influence and various types of leverage.42

Third, in more specific military terms, the U.S.–ROK alliance has proven its mettle not only on the Korean Peninsula but from Vietnam to the Middle East and beyond. The United States has some sixty allies and security partners. But of those, arguably only Great Britain, Australia, and perhaps Canada and France have shown the same commitment to collaborative global military operations with the United States, combined with the same mass and fighting capability, as South Korea has demonstrated.

Indeed, although it is streamlining the size of its armed forces at present, South Korea today has the largest military of any American ally.43 It probably has one of the three or four toughest and most combat-ready armed forces. It ranks fifth in military spending among formal U.S. allies (sixth if one counts Saudi Arabia). Leaving aside U.S. security partners in the broader Middle East, none of which are formal allies, South Korea also is at the top of the list for burden sharing among American allies. It devotes some 2.5 percent of GDP to its military—the most of any U.S. ally in East Asia, Europe, or the Americas with the exception of Colombia (and Trinidad and Tobago)—well in excess of NATO’s goal of 2 percent or actual average of 1.5 percent. For future security missions ranging from counterterrorism to protection of sea lanes to cyberdefense, the alliance offers great benefits for the United States.

During the Vietnam War, South Korea maintained two combat divisions in alliance with American combat operations for an extended period of time. In recent years, South Korea has deployed a mechanized infantry battalion to the U.N. mission in Lebanon, an engineering company in South Sudan, and a special forces training contingent in the United Arab Emirates, among other efforts abroad. It also sustains a small contribution to the U.S.-led international mission in Afghanistan, where it had once deployed several hundred troops at the height of the Afghanistan surge. It has a reasonably large navy with some two dozen major surface combatants, as well as mine warfare ships and some amphibious capability. Many of these forces could be used as part of larger multilateral operations elsewhere if need be.44

Fourth, there is the matter of South Korea’s immediate security—and most of all, its relationship with China. Over the past three decades, the ROK and PRC have become very important economic and diplomatic partners. Indeed, on matters of how to handle North Korea, they often align at least as much with each other as either does with Washington. Thus, there are elements of harmony in the current relationship that many elements within the South Korean polity, especially but not only on the left, would seek to preserve and enhance.

These happy considerations are reinforced by sober calculations in South Korea about size, power, and threat. Even a reunified Korea would have only 5 percent the population of China. From that perspective, the PRC is not an enemy Koreans can afford to have. In this light, the United States has sometimes been too quick to try to draw Seoul into its broader disputes with China, notably over Taiwan, such as when the George W. Bush administration requested strategic flexibility so that it might have advance permission to use American forces based in Korea for combat operations in the broader region. More generally, the United States needs to appreciate South Korea’s strategic circumstances toward China, which are clearly not the same as its own toward China or even particularly similar to Japan’s.45

Yet if South Koreans want to get along with China and are careful about not angering the PRC, many also have a certain fear about the giant to their north and west. Put simply, China is probably not a country most Koreans prefer to have to trust and deal with on their own. Notably, over the past decade, South Korean favorability toward China has averaged slightly less than 50 percent in polls, twice dropping below 40 percent after disputatious periods.46 In ancient times, some Chinese dynasties included land from the Korean Peninsula within their perimeters, raising a latent worry among some Koreans that China could be a threat again. Korea was viewed in Beijing as a tributary state for centuries. It has also often experienced conflict, given its location at the nexus between zones of Japanese, Russian, and Chinese hegemony for centuries.47 Recently, the dispute over a U.S. THAAD missile deployment to South Korea, which led to Chinese economic retaliation against South Korean companies and citizens, was a stark reminder to Koreans that China is not a reliable friend.

And while China may be the greatest regional concern for Koreans, it is not the only one. Japan continues to claim islands also claimed by Seoul. Korean views toward Japan remain wary after the brutal occupation from 1910 until 1945, as well as Tokyo’s difficulties in consistently and sincerely atoning for that tragic period. Some kind of alliance with the United States would thus likely help reassure Koreans about their future security in their own neighborhood for multiple reasons. But again, as acknowledged above, this last major argument in favor of a long-­term U.S.–ROK alliance is one the Korean people must think through themselves.

If the North Korea threat can someday be defused to the point where it no longer constitutes a major concern for planners in Seoul and Washington, what if any American military presence on the peninsula might make sense? I begin with the perspective articulated in chapter 2: the arguments in support of a permanent military presence are very strong in regard to deterrence.

Today, as noted, the United States has almost 30,000 uniformed service members assigned to posts in Korea. Some 19,000 are soldiers, and almost 9,000 are U.S. Air Force personnel. There are also modest numbers of navy, marine corps, and special forces presence, largely for advance planning, training, logistics coordination, and preparation for absorbing an incoming U.S. force that could exceed 300,000 GIs in the event of war.48 Today’s total is down from some 60,000 in the early Cold War decades and some 40,000 in the 1980s and 1990s.49 The biggest change since the Cold War ended, in terms of numbers of U.S. troops, resulted from Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s decision to pull one of the two U.S. Army brigades normally deployed to South Korea off the peninsula and instead involve it in the rotation base for forces being sent to Iraq and Afghanistan. The biggest changes since the end of the Cold War in terms of force posture and disposition were, first, to remove U.S. tactical nuclear weapons from South Korea during the George H. W. Bush presidency and, second, to relocate most U.S. ground forces southward from positions in Seoul and north of Seoul near the DMZ to a giant base called Camp Humphries. The army presence centers around a mechanized infantry brigade but also has large contingents focused on air and missile defense, long-range counterartillery detection and artillery fire, battlefield mobility, and logistics preparation for any massive reinforcement. The air force presence is primarily at the Kunsan and Osan bases—like Humphries, below Seoul, but also in the country’s northwest. It centers on tactical combat forces that would be crucial both in early attacks against North Korean artillery and missile launchers and in subsequent efforts to mount a joint counteroffensive against the DPRK.

Looking to a future peninsula, two different concepts are straightforward to imagine. One would be a slimmed-down version of today’s. The other would be fundamentally revamped to be more multilateral, regional, and expeditionary in character. It would also probably be much smaller. Either way, Seoul and Washington would likely determine that it would be better for their longer-term relationship with Beijing not to station any Americans north of today’s DMZ.50

We do not need to answer all these questions now. But it is not too soon to begin the debate. Indeed, Donald Trump and some members of the South Korean government have arguably started it already, when contemplating in 2018 if they would be willing to offer up the very existence of alliance to North Korea as part of a nuclear deal. It would be good to have some thoughts on this subject before future negotiations get to a similar place and a decision of lasting consequence for regional and, indeed, global order has to be made quickly.

Still, as noted, the question of a long-term U.S. military presence in Korea is very interesting in strategic terms and eminently debatable in policy terms. And the United States can do very well with either outcome, someday, in terms of grand strategy. What is important, now and into the future, are the twin goals of preventing war and constraining nuclear weapons proliferation. It is on these two matters where Korean issues must most strongly have their imprint on U.S. grand strategy today. And with both, the philosophy of resolute restraint offers clear and useful counsel to retain a strong U.S.-ROK alliance, and to seek a pragmatic, partial deal on North Korean denuclearization.


SIX

The Middle East and Central Command Theater

Ken Pollack, Tony Cordesman, and I had an amazing ex-perience in July 2007—we were among the first strategists and scholars ever to see the Iraq surge in action. Traveling around the country, mostly by helicopter, for about ten days, we visited sites that had become infamous in the American lexicon over the past four years: Fallujah and Ramadi, the Baghdad triangle of death, and the densely populated slums of Baghdad that were often laced with lurking fighters and improvised explosive devices. We took some small risk, but of course it was nothing compared with the dangers encountered every day by the brave young men and women of the American armed forces and the citizens of Iraq.

Thankfully, the news on that trip was good. As Ken and I later wrote in the New York Times, “Today, morale is high. The soldiers and marines told us they feel that they now have a superb commander in Gen. David Petraeus; they are confident in his strategy, they see real results, and they feel now they have the numbers needed to make a real difference. Everywhere, Army and Marine units were focused on securing the Iraqi population, working with Iraqi security units, creating new political and economic arrangements at the local level and providing basic services—electricity, fuel, clean water and sanitation—to the people. Yet in each place, operations had been appropriately tailored to the specific needs of the community.” Alas, such successes are rare in the Middle East. Even in Iraq the progress proved largely reversible.

Another image also stays with me, this one from Afghan-istan, where I traveled on more than a dozen occasions on research or election observation trips over the years. A number of times, thanks often to the good graces of Ambassador Ronald Neumann, I had the privilege of meeting with the country’s presidents, Hamid Karzai and Ashraf Ghani. In one conversation with Karzai, a charismatic and gifted if often difficult man, he challenged the Americans present in the room, noting that we had the best military in the world yet didn’t seem able to defeat a bunch of poorly clad and badly trained insurgent fighters. Perhaps, Karzai mused, that was because we Americans didn’t really want to leave such covetous strategic terrain as the Hindu Kush, from where we could keep a wary eye on China, Russia, and Iran? (He has said similar things on the record many times, so I am not betraying any confidence to report on this conversation—I am only confirming that his private conversations seemed to track fairly closely with his public pronouncements.) I tried to push back gently, offering that the United States had better ways and better places from which to watch those countries than Afghanistan. Yet in some broader sense, I have come to think Karzai was partly right about one thing: we Americans are fairly bad at winning wars in places like Afghanistan. But then again, maybe winning is the wrong and unrealistic standard for these of conflicts, most of the time.

The Middle East was not central in George Kennan’s global strategic map of the late 1940s. In ensuing decades, the Middle East became much more important as the epicenter of global hydrocarbon production. It also became the place where Israel struggled for its security. And it became the region from which the United States suffered numerous terrorist attacks against its peoples, forces, interests, or even national territory—in Beirut in 1983, at Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia in 1996, against a U.S. Navy ship in port in Aden, Yemen, in 2000, on the home front on September 11, 2001, and then throughout the prolonged so-called war on terror ever since.

But today, things are changing again. The region, while surely important, may be slipping in strategic import. Perhaps it is not quite in a second tier—but it may well now be in Tier 1.5. American strategy needs to adjust accordingly, as writers including Ambassador Martin Indyk and Brookings scholars Tamara Wittes and Mara Karlin have been persuasively arguing of late.1 In a way, however, they have only been putting a clear theoretical and conceptual chapeau around what was already happening by the second Obama term, and since.2 The United States is correctly placing the Middle East in a middle ground of strategic priorities. Washington has realized that this is a region where it is important to have numerous partners and points of strategic and military access—but where it is also important not to get bogged down or overcommitted.

Ever since Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Arab Spring of 2011, it has been clear that large-scale military efforts in the region are generally not worth the cost. Ever since the shale oil and gas revolution, it is also increasingly clear that the stakes in the region are at least somewhat less than before, too. Arab-Israeli issues are also less central to America’s relations with the broader Islamic world than before.3 In addition, and much less happily, the Israeli-Palestinian standoff seems nearly impervious to American efforts at peacemaking at present. That said, the United States still has a moral and practical debt to the Palestinians, in my mind, that it must try to find creative ways to address in the future (even if Israel’s regrettable plans for West Bank annexation make that much more complicated an endeavor than before).4 But it is not clear that this matter is a top-tier national security imperative for the United States so much as a matter of fairness and humanitarianism.

The United States does not have the luxury of leaving the Middle East or the broader Central Command theater extending as far east as Pakistan. The region still produces a quarter of the world’s oil, and it contains at least twice that fraction of proven reserves, as well as huge amounts of natural gas.5 Even if the United States itself does not need this energy nearly as much as before, the world economy still does. The region also is not inherently stable or self-regulating. It has produced the world’s worst violent extremist movements in recent decades, as well as a number of nuclear-weapons programs—at least six by my count—most of which, but not all, have thankfully been thwarted, forcibly eliminated, or otherwise kept in check to date.6 Thus, the United States cannot quit the broader Middle East. However, Washington should find ways to sustain its most crucial interests there at a modest level of effort.

“Tell me how this ends” is what then major general David Petraeus said to the journalist Rick Atkinson soon after the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003. As far as we can see today, the answer to General Petraeus’s prescient rhetorical question appears to be that it does not. That is true not only for Iraq policy but for U.S. engagement in the broader Central Command and Middle East theater. This is a region with serious sectarian and religious tensions—but also with plenty of old-fashioned strategic rivalries and ambitious leaders that make for a tempestuous mix.7

We have tried various ways to escape this morass over the years. President George H. W. Bush watched as Saddam Hussein reestablished order (albeit brutally) in Iraq after Operation Desert Storm, rather than have U.S. troops do the job. A dozen years later, Bush’s son decided that the strategy had not worked and removed the butcher of Baghdad. Alas, a quick invasion soon turned into a protracted occupation. President Bill Clinton used cruise missiles to go after al Qaeda in the wake of the 1998 bombings of U.S. embassies in Tanzania and Kenya, but that approach missed its main targets and only allowed the problem to metastasize. President George W. Bush tried to minimize the U.S. footprint in Afghanistan after the overthrow of the Taliban, but by 2007, it had become clear that the Taliban were returning, which led to a U.S. surge. Presidents Obama and Trump continually promised to leave Afghanistan until they learned and relearned that there was no good option for doing so.

Even though this recent history may be somewhat dispiriting, there is a silver lining. America’s strategic position around the globe is strong enough that maintaining a long-term, modest military presence throughout the broader Middle East, even into the Sahel in Africa and Afghanistan in South Asia, is entirely feasible. That presence should include intelligence capabilities as well as aircraft, unmanned aerial vehicles, and special forces to strike at the most worrisome and imminent threats when needed. It should also provide trainers and liaison officers to help “build partner capacity” among indigenous forces in the region.8

We should certainly promote political and economic reforms that make Mideast societies healthier and, therefore, the problem of violent extremism less serious over time. But those reforms have proved elusive for decades and will take a long time. There is no magic path to aiding the political change process abroad. Some of what it requires can be budgeted through aid programs for economic and political development. But those programs only work with the right partners in the region. Waiting for—and recognizing and then supporting—such reformist leaders requires patience. Even with such leaders, progress will be slow in a region with many deep-rooted grievances, weak economies, and dysfunctional politics.9 Sometimes there will be setbacks, as for example with Saudi Arabia in recent years. Under its young leader, Muhammad bin Salman, however promising he may have seemed for the cause of reform, the U.S.-Saudi relationship has suffered. Riyadh’s mistaken war in Yemen, brutal killing of Jamal Khashoggi, and generally autocratic ways have set things back considerably.10

Fortunately, Washington has flexibility in this region. In military terms, for example, the United States has enough basing options in the future that it should not allow itself to feel so dependent on any one location or country as to need to kowtow to any given government in the interest of preserving access. It certainly does not need to stay in Saudi Arabia, for example, as proven by the fact that it did not base forces there for about fifteen years, starting shortly after the overthrow of Saddam and continuing into the early Trump years.

Can we keep up an open-ended strategy indefinitely? Although it is often argued that Americans are impatient, I would dispute this. The United States waged the Cold War, with numerous periods of hot combat, for forty years. What many strategists predicted would be a generation-­long struggle against Islamic extremism and sectarianism in the Middle East is now well into its second generation. It has been two decades since President George W. Bush, after the attacks of 9/11, told Congress and the nation that “Americans should not expect one battle but a lengthy campaign unlike any other we have ever seen.” The “forever war,” as the journalist Dexter Filkins coined it in his 2008 book of that title, is still living up to its name—more than a dozen years after that book with such a dispiriting title was published. All this is highly frustrating, especially given the apparent lack of progress in the overall military and political campaign. Yet we are still at it, and most Americans seem okay with that—not because it is a desirable situation but because there are no better options. Even when conflicts like the war in Afghanistan poll badly—and how could they not?—the intensity with which Americans demand change of their leaders is modest. There are no million-­person marches on the Capitol Mall to demand an exit from the Middle East.

To wage these wars, there are currently still thousands of U.S. troops stationed in Afghanistan, as well as similar numbers in Qatar and Kuwait; thousands as well in Iraq, Bahrain, and Djibouti; and anywhere from several hundred to two thousand in Saudi Arabia, Syria, Jordan, and Turkey. Add to this some ten thousand sailors and marines afloat in the region, as well as coast guard personnel and civilians.11 That amounts to about 5 percent of the American armed forces deployed in and around the broader Middle East. That is significant, to be sure, but it is also not an enormous requirement or an unsustainable burden. This approach means relying primarily not on main U.S. ground combat troops but instead on special forces, drones, aircraft, trainers, intelligence operatives, and standoff forces. This accords the Middle East its proper strategic due—as an important region but not one that George Kennan or most modern strategists would put in the top tier of American interests.

One reason that Americans are putting up with these seemingly endless wars is that there have been relatively few U.S. casualties since 2015, averaging a total of twenty to thirty deaths a year, including accidents. For most of us, the war is far away and impersonal, even as we owe a huge debt to the all-volunteer American military, as well as intelligence, foreign service, and development experts. Enough patriotic and dedicated Americans of this new greatest generation want to serve that even with so many deployments, recruiting and retention are holding up well. In fact, without pushing the point too far, a certain number of deployments are not inconsistent with developing combat readiness—or making military service appealing—provided that they are purposeful and effective and not involve inordinate risk.

None of this means that the United States should put Middle East policy on autopilot or accept being bogged down in the region without any glimmer of hope. Country by country, innovation and progress are possible.12 Indeed, the pursuit of them is necessary in any serious strategy. It is just that we need patience, too, for most efforts will take many years to show promise, as we await effective leaders (like the king of Jordan or the late sultan of Oman) and try to work with them.13 That means we need to tailor the implementation of grand strategy toward the Middle East in country-specific ways, as discussed in the rest of this chapter. My approach is not comprehensive but focuses on the half dozen countries of greatest direct relevance to U.S. military operations past, present, and/or future—beginning with the country where Amer­ican forces have been at it the longest and where they are still deployed in substantial numbers as I write these words in late 2020.

Afghanistan

America’s role in the Afghanistan war is now two decades old. Afghans themselves will have been at war continuously twice as long, if one dates the beginning of the modern conflict to the Soviet invasion there in 1979.14

Americans are understandably tired of this war. It has by any measure been a frustration, especially when measured against the more ambitious nation-building goals of the first Obama term (goals I largely shared at the time). But it has not been an abject failure.15 The Afghan government continues to hold all major and midsized cities as of this writing, and a modest majority of the population lives in areas it controls (much of the rest lives in contested areas).16

Even more to the point for Americans, the United States has not again been attacked by a group that plotted or organized its aggression from within Afghan borders. The United States probably has the ability to do its part to sustain these modest, yet real, accomplishments at far lower cost in blood and treasure than before. The bad news is that there is likely no near-term exit strategy; this reality should be faced head-on. The good news is that, in strategic and military and budgetary terms, the cost of the mission is sustainable.

The United States needs a policy that recognizes Afghanistan for what it is—a significant, but not a top-tier, U.S. strategic interest—and builds a plan accordingly. That overall strategy should still seek peace, but its modest military element should be steady, stable, and not set to a calendar. Roughly five thousand U.S. troops for at least five years could be the crude mantra.

A future force of 5,000 U.S. troops in Afghanistan, aided by 2,000 to 3,000 other NATO military personnel, would contrast with the late-2019 figure of 13,000 GIs there; it would roughly equal the late-2020 figure. It would be 95 percent less than the 100,000 U.S. troops, along with roughly 40,000 more from other foreign countries, commanded in Afghanistan by General David Petraeus and then General John Allen at the peak of the American presence in 2010–11. This level of 5,000 might be reduced further, though the glidepath could be slowed if conditions required, or modestly reversed if Trump has cut too far.

The advantages of this approach go well beyond the reduction in force numbers. By laying out a plan designed to last for several years, Washington would be avoiding the drama and the huge consumption of policy bandwidth associated with annual Afghanistan policy reviews that typified the latter Obama and Trump years.

The number of U.S. forces could decline even further if a peace deal eventually were struck—in which case it might even ultimately wind up near zero. The size of the deployment could also be reduced further if the Afghan military started to develop greater strength and battlefield momentum. But for planning purposes, “5,000 for 5” would be the core premise; it could entail a modest increase from latter Trump levels.

Some will say that terrorism in and near Afghanistan can be checked without an American military presence on the ground, even if our departure leads to all-out civil war and/or a victory by the Taliban within the country. Perhaps any future al Qaeda or ISIS presence on Afghan soil could be handled with long-range strikes or occasional commando raids that emanated from ships in the Indian Ocean. Or perhaps we could be confident that such groups have no substantial future interest in basing themselves in Afghanistan.

But that latter argument ignores history, as well as the geographic suppleness of global extremist movements in general. Few saw the ISIS caliphate coming in Iraq and Syria before 2014, but then, all of a sudden, it was there. And the former argument shows a poor appreciation of how counterterrorism intelligence is developed—usually by cooperation with partners on the ground—as well as an unrealistic appreciation for the geographic remoteness or ruggedness of the Hindu Kush. Stand-off counterterrorism is generally an oxymoron.

Casualties to Afghans are way too high today, at the rate of as many as ten thousand police and soldiers per year killed in action. This news is tragic at a human level and discouraging at a campaign level. But it is a strange reason to concede a war to the enemy who is responsible for most of those casualties. (Taliban losses are probably at least as great.)

The peace deal announced with the Taliban in early 2020 is no panacea. It risks placing too much trust in the Taliban, with U.S. and other NATO forces racing for the exits in ways that will be much harder to reverse than any purported Taliban pledges to oppose global terrorist movements and work sincerely toward peacemaking with the Afghan government.17

Rather than implement the existing deal indiscriminately, without reference to future Taliban behavior, Washington should be patient. There are plausible models of power sharing and compromise available to Afghan negotiators, though they will likely take many months or years to agree on.18

It is also worth noting that any eventual deal may well require some kind of U.N. observation force, however without military enforcement capacity or authority, to help monitor the various combatants for a time. It is not particularly plausible that Taliban and Afghan security forces will be quickly and seamlessly merged into one cohesive and peaceful whole.

Meanwhile, a modest U.S. and NATO military presence can continue in country. With five thousand American troops (and some additional civilians and contractors) in Afghanistan, the United States could maintain two or three major airfields and hubs of operations for intelligence, airpower, and special forces/commandos—at Bagram near Kabul in the nation’s center, near Kandahar in the south, and perhaps around either Khost or Jalalabad in the east. It also could maintain a modest military advisory and training presence in Kabul to help the Afghan army and police carry out the bulk of the fighting against extremists. The annual cost of this presence would be perhaps $7 billion to $8 billion—not trivial, but only 1 percent of the defense budget. It would require several billion dollars more in annual assistance to the Afghan government to maintain its army and police and to pursue modest development goals, though other donors could be expected to provide most funds for the latter purposes. Committing to such a presence for half a decade would also signal to Pakistan and the Taliban that the new president would not be expecting a Hail Mary peace deal as a viable near-term exit strategy. Perhaps such a promise would even improve the seriousness with which one or both might then engage in peace talks.

Pakistan

How should the United States adjust its Pakistan policy? Inherently, given its size, internal schisms, ongoing tensions with India and Afghanistan, and nuclear weapons, Pakistan may be the most important country of all in the broader Central Command region (as well as its easternmost state, given how American military commands are demarcated).

Pakistan has been a frenemy for the United States in regard to Afghanistan policy in particular since 9/11. Over time, that fact combined with its nuclear program has led to a nadir in U.S. aid to Pakistan—now next to nil. Military collaboration is circumscribed, too. Pakistan tolerates and, in some cases, may support the forces that target and kill U.S. military and civilian personnel, other foreigners, and many Afghans. The Taliban has safe havens within parts of Pakistan and access there to funds and equipment. The United States needs to oppose Pakistan’s role in these dynamics at every turn.19

Some believe that Pakistanis tolerate the Taliban out of conviction that America will again desert them—just as it did in 1989. This may seem strange given that the United States has already stayed in Afghanistan twenty years. In fairness to Pakistanis, however, Americans should bear in mind that we did leave them holding the bag, pulling out of the area completely, after the United States and Pakistan had cooperated in successfully supporting mujahedeen fighters who defeated the Soviet Union in Afghanistan in the 1980s. It was arguably one of the great betrayals by the United States of any modern ally—and ironically, it happened during the first Bush administration, widely (and rightly) seen as highly professional and decent. The second Bush administration quickly lost interest in Afghanistan after the overthrow of the Taliban, turning most attention and resources toward Iraq instead. President Obama built up forces there but brought most of them home almost as fast. Then, in his second term, and also during President Trump’s four years in office, the United States has threatened to end the American presence in Afghanistan on an almost yearly basis.

Washington should do whatever it can, however, to allay Pakistani fears that it will again face an Afghanistan in chaos or an Afghanistan dominated by its rival, India. An Afghanistan policy such as what I outlined above would help. But either way, stay or go, our purpose should be to change Pakistan’s calculus over time—recognizing that whatever policies we adopt, Islamabad will likely not change its Afghanistan policy quickly (even if civilian leaders in Pakistan decide they favor that outcome).

What options does the United States now have? In 2016, a group of former American commanders, ambassadors, other public servants, and scholars addressed the question and laid out the following ideas:

• The United States could take further steps to pressure Taliban sanctuaries within Pakistan (with or without the support of Islamabad). The May 2016 killing of Mullah Akhtar Mansour, the head of the Afghan Taliban, while he was traveling through southwestern Pakistan indicates the kind of direct action against the Taliban and Haqqani Network that could make an important difference.

• The Obama administration and Congress have reduced coalition support funds to Pakistan in recent years and curtailed the use of foreign military financing. But today’s reduced amounts of U.S. assistance could be cut even further.

• More controversially, targeted economic sanctions could be selectively applied against certain specific organizations and individuals in the Pakistani government; Washington could encourage other countries to consider similar steps.

• Even more controversially, Pakistan could be designated as a state sponsor of terrorism, a finding that would not only be embarrassing to the country but also harmful to its economic prospects, given the likely influence on potential investors.20

In more positive terms, Washington might also sketch out a vision of an improved relationship with Pakistan if Islamabad would show more forthright and consistent support for the goals of NATO in Afghanistan. This outcome would be highly desirable for broader American interests, given Pakistan’s central role in the stability of the entire region—and its ability to upend that stability. The most obvious elements would be perhaps a return of the early 2000s levels of assistance, renewed arms sales, and possibly even a free-trade pact. Washington should underscore that this relationship could be realized only after Pakistan had verifiably acted to end its policies of sanctuary and support for the insurgents and sustained that policy for a time.

Indeed, not all hope has been lost. Despite his anti-American rhetoric as candidate, Pakistan’s leader, Prime Minister Imran Khan, in office since 2018, has been relatively pragmatic as leader. In addition, Pakistan’s democracy has done better since the Pervez Musharraf period, avoiding coups even as the military has retained considerable leverage on national security policy.21 All that said, progress against extremism is fragile so far, and Pakistan’s willingness to help stabilize Afghanistan and avoid conflict against India remain uncertain at best going forward.22

Syria

In the great grand strategy scheme of things, Syria, like most of the broader Middle East, is in a second tier of importance. Indeed, it may even be third tier, given its relative unimportance to global oil markets and its (current) lack of a program to develop nuclear weapons. That said, Syria already disproved those who considered its war of the past decade a strictly humanitarian matter. The pressures it put on close Western allies and friends, to include Turkey and Jordan and ultimately even western Europe, as well as the dangers it created for Israel, are of strategic significance. They could again worsen, too.

In 2019 and 2020, humanitarian catastrophe has again been occurring in Syria, where the long-awaited assault against Idlib in the country’s northwest, by the Assad regime backed by Russian airpower and Iranian-sponsored militia fighters, finally occurred. Turkey has struggled to contain the tragedy with its forces, while the United States kept some six hundred of its own troops in the Kurdish-dominated northeast of the country. That is a residual presence President Trump was persuaded to sustain despite his preference to end the mission—a preference that had done much to lead to the resignation of Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis in late 2018.

The outcome of the decade-old Syrian civil war is not really in doubt at one level. Assad and allies will win. But lots is still at stake in this war, starting with the fate of Idlib’s three million inhabitants in the country’s northwest. There also remains the possibility of enormous refugee flows into Turkey and, from there, the rest of Europe. Clashes could erupt between Russia and Turkey inside Syria (since both have forces there and an earlier cease-fire has broken down); Syrian and Turkish forces have also recently exchanged lethal gunfire. Perhaps most concerning is the future of the country after the shooting eventually stops. If the West turns away and Assad dictates terms of victory, he will surely punish his vanquished opponents. In the process, Assad will breathe new life into the popular grievances that launched the conflict and boost prospects for a resurgence of violent extremism in the future.23

Neither President Obama nor President Trump has had any interest in getting involved in this conflict, beyond defeating ISIS. Assad will not be pushed from power militarily at this juncture.24 Nor will he be pushed aside politically. The U.N.-sponsored peace process aimed at political transition in Syria is effectively dead—in fact, it has probably been completely unpromising at least since Russia’s military intervention on behalf of Assad in 2015. From that point onward, there was little prospect of Assad willfully stepping down in favor of a new government, which given the country’s demographics would probably be Sunni-dominated. For Assad, an Alawite, agreeing to such a democratic transition would in effect have been snatching defeat from the jaws of military victory.25

However, the United States and allies can still pursue these goals:

• Limit the humanitarian catastrophe and refugee flows by supporting Turkish efforts to slow the Assad regime’s offensive in Idlib and increasing humanitarian assistance;

• Maintain some influence and leverage over areas like the Kurdish-dominated northeast, including the capacity to help provide reconstruction aid there; and

• Provide incentives for political transition in the country, if not to an elected president then at least to a managed process whereby Bashar al-Assad relinquishes hold of the country that he has so butchered and bludgeoned.

There is in fact much we can still do on each front. To begin, Turkey’s intervention in northwest Syria deserves U.S. support. It is designed to save lives and prevent refugee flows by providing protection and relief for affected populations in place. Ideally, Turkey would show Syrian refugees the same hospitality today it demonstrated in earlier phases of the conflict. Yet if Turkey can no longer countenance adding to the nearly four million Syrian refugees already on its territory, es­tablishing a real safe zone inside Syria is crucial for civilian protection. Turkey’s inherent right of self-defense under the U.N. Charter, to say nothing of the Genocide Convention, provides ample legal basis for its operations in areas of Syria near its own territory.

American officials have endorsed Turkey’s presence in parts of Idlib but done little beyond a few statements from Secretary of State Mike Pompeo. We should be sharing intelligence on Syria with Turkey and publicly leading a diplomatic effort to build an international coalition that supports and legitimates Turkey’s efforts to halt the Assad regime’s advance. Moreover, Washington should warn Russia that any attacks on Turkish positions will lead to new sanctions under the recently signed Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act. Of course, any American or Turkish forces coming under direct attack will also retain the right to defend themselves (as U.S. forces did several years ago, with devastating effect, when mercenaries from Russia’s paramilitary Wagner Group showed hostile intent against an American position in Syria’s east).26

By holding territory in northern Syria, governments that oppose the Assad regime gain a valuable bargaining chip, denying Damascus full sovereignty over the north unless it agrees to implement a verifiable and meaningful political transition.

American diplomacy toward this end would be strengthened by further exploiting two key priorities of both Moscow and Damascus: gaining Western aid for postconflict reconstruction and obtaining sanctions relief. To be sure, no U.S. funds should be forthcoming while Assad remains in place. Nor should Washington do anything to loosen its current, effective sanctions policy while the current regime is in power. Broader assistance to Damascus and the country as a whole should only flow once a meaningful political transition is under way and a new government is installed—even if that new government is one that Assad and his Russian patrons have a hand in picking. Indeed, rumors have sometimes circulated that Moscow is advising Assad to prepare for a political transition. Helping Turkey to prevent Assad from retaking Idlib will bolster Moscow’s efforts to ease Assad from power. While such a transition will be far from ideal, the right new president and cabinet could strengthen possibilities for stitching the country together and putting Syria on a postconflict trajectory that could pave the way for U.S. and European Union assistance and the easing of sanctions.

This initiative does not require big and bold new investments or risks from Washington. It simply requires the concerted focus and consistency that, alas, the United States has never mustered since this war started in 2011. As a way of ensuring that Syria does not become a grand strategic problem for the United States and its allies and as a partial amends for the negligence with which the United States has addressed this war since it began, the Biden administration should attempt to salvage something out of the mess and mitigate further loss of life.

Libya

Some experts say that Libya is the Las Vegas of the Middle East: what happens there, stays there. I suppose what they mean is that Libya, given its small population, remote location, and eccentric leader for so many years, has little bearing on broader Arab politics. Taken literally, however, the opposite seems closer to being true. Libya supplied a very high percentage of extremist fighters for the wars of the last twenty years in the Levant.27 Libya has been the source, but even more the way-station, for huge numbers of Africans fleeing trouble at home in an attempt to reach Europe. Through the tragedy in Benghazi in 2012, Libya wound up playing a significant role in the 2016 U.S. presidential election, given the way that issue was used against Secretary Hillary Clinton. Libya is now a site of proxy war among numerous outside players, including Russia, several European states, and numerous neighbors as well. Libya is in fact important. Again, like larger Arab and Maghreb and South Asian countries, even if Libya is a second-tier interest, it is not irrelevant to U.S. security or grand strategy.

President Obama made it clear that he wanted as little as possible to do with Libya. He needed to be persuaded to support intervention there in 2011 in defense of innocent civilians who might be targeted by Qaddafi’s forces—and even then, he did so largely to support a NATO operation that he insisted the United States not lead. Tragically, anarchy resulted there, just as it had in Iraq in the aftermath of the U.S.-led invasion eight years earlier, if this time on a smaller scale.28

Today, Libya remains in distress. In 2019, a Brookings-led task force with important contributions from the Carnegie Endowment, Atlantic Council, and Center for Strategic and International Studies argued for a city-based model for the country’s future. Our proposal was to create a more transparent system whereby Libya’s considerable oil revenue could be distributed fairly among those groups locally providing services in the country’s various cities—including even militia-affiliated groups, provided that their behavior met modest standards of fairness and nonviolence. In my view and that of some of the report’s other coauthors, a U.N. observation mission could help by monitoring oil facilities, key infrastructure, and lines of demarcation between the territorial zones of certain militia groups. It might also monitor the fledgling Libyan coast guard—an institution that foreign donors might also think about strengthening. Other observers, including on-the-ground development specialists, would confirm if and when resources were being used correctly and in a way that justified continuing the flow of resources from central coffers to the city or neighborhood in question. Over time, regional coordination centers for the activities of the various militias could be developed—not to create a national army from the ground up, as had been attempted in the early 2010s, but to help one perhaps eventually emerge as a loose conglomeration of local security forces.29

But unfortunately, as often happens in the Middle East, a promising new strategy ran into the concrete wall of reality. To put it differently, a new reality emerged: General Khalifa Haftar’s “Libyan National Army,” as he called it, went on the offensive. Backed by Russia, Egypt, the UAE, and other foreign powers, it took much of the country’s south and center in 2019, before stalling in an attempt to seize Tripoli from the weak U.N.-­recognized government of Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj.30 Diplomatic efforts turned to mitigating the risk of a worsening fight for the capital city, with the potential for enormous civilian casualties.31 Pursuit of an architecture for gradually solving the conflict was placed on the back burner yet again.

Fortunately, Haftar has been pushed back to the eastern half of the country. But he remains influential and powerful. Given Haftar’s strength today, a mixed model might be needed. Perhaps a city-based approach to governance, security, and sharing of oil wealth still has relevance.32 But it might have to be promoted first for the country’s west and center while Haftar retains a certain degree of control in the east—as a recognition of the realities on the ground and the practical distributions of power in the country.

Iraq and Iran

Targeted assassinations were a preferred tool of U.S. foreign policy for a crucial period in late 2019 and early 2020. American special forces tracked and killed ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi late in 2019. That raid was followed in early January 2020 by the killing of Quds force leader Qassem Soleimani by U.S. drone strike near Baghdad airport—eliminating a terrible terrorist ringleader, yet throwing into doubt the ability of the United States to keep its five thousand military personnel inside Iraq. This recent history, plus the Covid-19 outbreak in Iran, plus the worldwide effects of the coronavirus-induced recession on any major global oil exporter like Iran or Iraq, sets the context for policy in this crucial part of the world.

Iraqi politics have become fascinating and complex; they are no longer dominated just by Saddam Hussein or just by sectarianism. In some ways, they are more promising—though they are also as turbulent as ever. In 2019, demonstrations by Iraqi citizens—aimed mostly at corrupt and ineffectual politicians from their own country but also at Iran and its unfortunate influence within Iraq—led to hundreds of deaths, as Iranian-linked snipers shot generally peaceful civilians exercising their constitutional rights of speech and protest. Iraq’s prime minister at the time, Adel Abdul Mahdi, accepted responsibility and promised to step aside once a successor could be chosen through proper parliamentary procedures (not new elections).

To divert attention, and pressure America, Iranian-sponsored groups then began shelling U.S. facilities within Iraq more than they had in many years. The United States, understandably frustrated at this situation, blamed the Iraqi government for allowing the violence and took matters into its own hands, bombing five sites in western Iraq where the Iran-sponsored militias kept lethal supplies in December 2019. The Iraqi government, understandably frustrated itself by this infringement on its sovereignty (since the U.S. forces carried out the raids without forewarning), objected strenuously. Abdul Mahdi, by this point acting as a caretaker head of government, tried to bridge the chasm. But the parliament passed a nonbinding resolution asking U.S. forces to leave—which the Trump administration subsequently promised to ignore. Then, just when the situation was already so fraught, the United States opened the new year with the strike on Soleimani, killing him and an Iraqi militia leader near the main airport in Baghdad.

It is hard to oppose the Trump administration’s decision to target and kill Qassem Soleimani, the head of Iran’s Quds force within the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps organization.33 In effect, he was the most important military leader in Iran and perhaps the country’s second most powerful leader overall. Soleimani’s machinations had led to the deaths of hundreds of American troops in Iraq. That happened largely because the Quds force funneled explosively formed penetrator devices and other technologies to the militias and insurgents that were fighting Iraqi and U.S. forces there, especially in the early years after Saddam was overthrown in 2003. Killing Soleimani was therefore arguably more akin to shooting down the plane of Japanese admiral Isoroku Yamamoto in World War II than attacking a civilian leader.

Iran’s lack of restraint in killing Americans also removed one major argument against political assassination in general—the fear of legitimating a form of attack that will then be used against our own country or citizens. It was Soleimani, not the United States, that crossed the assassination threshold first and often—attacking Americans (and others) with abandon. He succeeded earlier Iranian leaders who had done equally heinous things against Americans in Beirut in 1983 and at Khobar Towers, Saudi Arabia, in 1996. America’s history toward Iran is checkered, to be sure, in our support for the shah of Iran before 1979 and in our support for Saddam (at times) during the Iran-Iraq war. But over the past thirty years especially, it is Iran that has used lethal force against the United States much more than the reverse. And for the past twenty-two years, Soleimani was the chief plotter and mastermind in much of this. Given the believable intelligence reports that he was planning additional attacks against U.S. assets and personnel in Iraq (even if the Trump administration likely exaggerated their probable scale) and given his central role over the years in many similar atrocities, it is difficult to object to this U.S. action.

Yet that is hardly the end of the story. However justifiable the attack may have been, we do not yet know if it will turn out to be advantageous to our interests; future policy decisions will largely determine whether that proves true.

The most pressing matter is preserving, if at all possible, the U.S. military partnership with Iraq now that Iraq has a new leader, Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi.34 For all that country’s many challenges, it has in fact started to cohere as a polity and has avoided descent back into large-scale civil war; there is considerable hope for its imperfect and struggling democracy.35 If we are thrown out of Iraq by that country’s parliament as a result of this action, it will be a net win for Iran, since there will no longer be a balancing foreign power with comparable clout inside the country. It will also leave Iraq more vulnerable to further sectarian strife and/or ISIS and al Qaeda attack. America’s five thousand troops have played important roles in training, providing airpower, supplying intelligence, and being an honest political broker that has helped Iraqis of different sectarian groups work together. It may be too late to salvage our role, and our presence, in Iraq. But we should try. We should also try to sustain a military presence and substantial amounts of reconstruction and development aid to Iraq long enough to help that country really get on its feet in the aftermath of Saddam, the sectarian civil war and al Qaeda catastrophes of the 2000s, the ISIS debacle of the mid-2010s, and ongoing challenges from Iran throughout Iraq’s entire modern history.36

Notably, the United States should pledge not to conduct airstrikes like those of December 2019, against five facilities in Syria and Iraq of the Kataib Hezbollah (KH) militia, again. We should undertake any further unilateral actions within Iraq only in direct, immediate tactical defense of our people there. We should also offer to help develop a plan, with the new government of Iraq, to pressure the most reckless KH groups economically as a first resort in the future. (Perhaps Iraq’s government could cut them off from the payments they now receive as a semiofficial part of the Iraqi security forces.)

And Washington needs a more realistic Iran strategy for the longer term. The Trump administration has had a policy of economic constriction of Iran that leaves no real daylight for leaders in Tehran. Trump and Secretary Pompeo have stated that, if Iranians want sanctions lifted and their economy restored, they should be expected to abandon virtually all nuclear-related activities, give up categorically their regional machinations from the Levant and Lebanon to Yemen and beyond, accept major constraints on their missile programs, and recognize Israel’s right to exist—all this according to a speech by Pompeo in the spring of 2018. At a moral level, most of these demands are reasonable. At a practical level, taken collectively, they stand virtually no chance. We need to prioritize.

One possible approach could look like this. The United States could offer to lift sanctions on Iran if it would extend the 2015 nuclear deal’s restrictions to have indefinite duration (rather than eight to ten years for most of them, as is currently the case). Iran would also have to acknowledge a state of nonaggression with Israel in some way and commit not to develop long-range ICBMs. Agreement on a dialogue on regional security that would acknowledge Iran’s influence in countries with substantial Shia populations—Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, Yemen—would also be important. Iran’s presence need not be fully ended there, but its role in stoking violence could be addressed on a country-by-country basis. However, these regional dialogues should not be expected to produce results as a precondition for an extension of the nuclear deal.

The case for extending restrictions on Iran’s nuclear activities indefinitely is strong. Placing temporary restrictions on dangerous nuclear activities is not logical. That is especially the case when a country like Iran has had a virulent and violent foreign policy for forty consecutive years. Why would we think that a few more years of time would make that nation less threatening? The world’s central nuclear nonproliferation accord, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968, was of unlimited duration—because the spread of nuclear weapons is not a challenge that becomes less pressing or worrisome with time. That pursuit of permanent nonproliferation should provide the basic logic that the Biden administration applies to future negotiations with the Islamic Republic.

The United States has considerable leverage with Iran, given Iran’s weak economy as well as its additional suffering at the hands of Covid-19. The temptation will be to hope that Iran’s economy or political order may completely crumble.37 But the reality is that autocracies from North Korea to Syria to Iraq under Saddam to many others often show resilience. To paraphrase my colleague Jung Pak, their dictators often prove to have a very high tolerance for other people’s pain. To grant Iran relief from most sanctions in return for an indefinite extension of the 2015 nuclear pact’s restrictions, prohibitions, and inspections protocols would in fact be a good deal for Tehran at this juncture. But it would also amount to a strengthening of the deal and represent a bipartisan success for American foreign policy despite the intense partisan rancor that has surrounded the issue in recent times.

An indefinite extension of the Iran nuclear deal would render much less likely a choice the United States should never wish to be forced to make: whether to use preventive military force to destroy as much as possible of the known parts of Iran’s nuclear-related infrastructure. Such an attack would almost surely only slow, not prevent, Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons should it devote itself fully to that course of action. There may be some circumstances in which that could be our least bad option—complete breakdown in negotiations even under an American president trying to find a compromise, Iranian breakout from all of its obligations under the nuclear deal with an all-out push to produce weapons-­grade uranium (and perhaps complete and start its nuclear reactor), the world united against Iran. But we are nowhere near that point today. And any such military operation would have untold effects on the potential for large-scale Iranian retaliation, most likely through terrorism as well as sabotage of large elements of nearby nations’ oil production infrastructure. It is far better, and safer, not to go down this path, even at some risk of ongoing low-grade Iranian regional adventurism.

Congress and Authorization on the Use of Military Force

A final and important subject that is most vividly raised by the Middle East—though hardly limited in importance to that region—concerns Congress’s role in deciding on the use of American military power. At present, there are insufficient checks on the president. However, many proposed solutions could do more harm than good.

Congress needs to play a major role in future U.S. national security decision making, including in regard to decisions on the use of force. Many of the nation’s best national security ideas in recent decades had origins in the legislative branch: the Nunn-Lugar cooperative threat reduction program that sought to secure Russia’s (and others’) nuclear materials; decisions to induce authoritarian leaders like Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines to step down from power over the years; the Senate hearings in 2002 on how difficult Iraq might be to govern after any overthrow of Saddam; and the imposition of tough sanctions on Vladimir Putin and his cronies in Russia as well as the extremist regimes in Tehran and Pyongyang.38

Under article 1 of the Constitution, only the Congress can declare war, raise armies and maintain navies, and otherwise provide funds for the common defense. Congress has done well with the latter responsibilities since then. Yet it has not declared war since World War II and has not even formally approved, in any alternative ways (except belatedly through the appropriations process), several of the major conflicts the nation has engaged in since then—notably, the Korean War, Kosovo War, or 2011 Libya operation.39

This argument transcends anything specific to President Donald Trump. Indeed, perhaps somewhat ironically, it appears that President Trump’s 2017–21 term in office may have ended with him being one of the less guilty perpetrators of overuse of commander-in-chief authorities in the post–World War II era.

Today, two decades after Congress passed the 2001 Authorization on the Use of Military Force within days of the tragic 9/11 attacks, we are living on legislative fumes. That 2001 AUMF is all we have to legitimate military operations from Afghanistan to Iraq and Syria to Yemen and Somalia and beyond. Because that law targeted the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks—Sunni and Salafist extremists under the al Qaeda banner and their associates—it does not even attempt to speak to the current situation with Shia-run Iran.

The nation cannot tie the hands of this or any future commander-­in-chief in a way that could leave the nation even temporarily defenseless. But that does not mean the president should get a blank check or that a twenty-year-old law should provide the legal basis for combat today. We need to revise the AUMF legislation of 2001.40

The War Powers Act of 1973 is not adequate because it only required a president to seek legislative approval for actions lasting longer than sixty days. It has not been recognized as constitutional by any president to date in any event.41

A new AUMF should not be indefinite. It might span five years, for example, after which another new AUMF would be needed. However, in the event that Congress failed to replace it, the previous authorities could remain in effect so as not to leave the country defenseless in the event of Washington gridlock. In these ways, my recommendations echo those of Senators Bob Corker and Tim Kaine in the 115th Congress.42

A new law should require that the director of national intelligence certify that any new extremist group had ideology, goals, and/or key membership that were related to al Qaeda or broader violent extremism or Salafism before a president was entitled to strike it. That would prevent a president from using the AUMF for entirely different purposes than its original intent while allowing flexibility if new terrorist groups splintered off from old ones or simply changed their names to avoid being targeted.

The AUMF debate should go beyond the terrorism issue. Congress needs a stronger role in any possible war against North Korea, China, or Russia, heaven forbid. The degree to which American presidents have circumvented Congress on decisions of war and peace in the modern era is hard to square with the Constitution or intent of the founders, and worse, it is dangerous.43 The consequences of any such uses of force could be far more dire than those of the twenty-first century from Iraq to Afghanistan to other parts of the Central Command theater. Certainly, for any decision that could have existential consequences for the nation, the people’s branch of government would need to play a central role in advance of any decision to initiate hostilities; checks and balances are crucial. This principle should be reaffirmed in any new AUMF that, for current purposes, retains its own primary focus on the broader Middle East and the struggle against violent extremism.

We should also add more checks and balances to any future employment of nuclear weapons, except in the event of immediate peril to the nation when an enemy nuclear attack is imminent or under way. Richard Betts and Matthew Waxman have recommended requiring that the secretary of defense and attorney general both certify a decision to use nuclear weapons.44 One might consider extending this requirement either to the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court (or some other justice, should the Chief Justice not be available) or to the congressional leadership. Their role would not necessarily be to rethink the decision, only to ensure that it had some basic acceptability in the laws of war. Certainly, in any U.S. grand strategy, reducing the odds of inadvertent, accidental, or unconstitutional nuclear war should have a place. I return to the nuclear issue in chapter 8.

America will have to manage its interests in the Middle East indefinitely. That will include a nontrivial role for its armed forces and intelligence capabilities. The potential for terrorism, nuclear proliferation, interstate war, and threats to world energy sources is too great for us to pretend we can disengage from the region or somehow treat it as a minor interest. The trick is to try to keep our engagement commensurate with the Tier 1.5 magnitude of the region’s importance to the United States and the world.


SEVEN

The Other 4+1—Biological, Nuclear, Climatic, Digital, and Internal Dangers

Never has the planet been more prosperous or a more ex-citing place to live. Never has it been more vulnerable to an imperiled climate, disease, dangerous technologies, or fragile infrastructure. One image of what can go wrong stands out for me personally. When I was a Peace Corps volunteer in the former Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo) in the early 1980s, my small city of Kikwit had some amenities. They had declined from the heyday of the Mobutu Sese Seko period of the late 1960s and 1970s, before the corruption of the government and broader global economic trends had wreaked their havoc. But there was still some power and water, as well as a passable road net-work. And the city was small enough, and natural resources were abundant enough, that people also had backup plans. Most could walk to streams or springs for water, and to nearby fields for food, if they needed to. Their home villages were often just an overcrowded truck ride of a few hours away. Those villages relied on subsistence farming—not an advanced or easy life—but at least there were abundant resources.

Today, as Kikwit’s population approaches one million, the DRC is worse off. Fifteen more years of Mobutu plus civil warfare and governmental ineptitude—not to mention HIV-AIDS, Ebola, and now Covid-19—have decimated what was left of the still somewhat happy land of the 1980s that I knew. Because of burgeoning populations and mega­cities, the nation’s inhabitants no longer have insurance policies against a possible breakdown of the urban economy like they once did. It is hard just to pick up and return to the village in tough times.

Heaven forbid that what has happened to Kikwit, and Congo, and the wonderful Congolese people could be a har-binger of what awaits the planet writ large. We have higher standards of living than before, but much of it is built atop fragile infrastructure and a complex, fragile global economy vulnerable to technical, pandemic, and other insults. We have now been forewarned. Just in terms of biology and pandemics, to say nothing of many other types of threats, the string of new diseases and pandemics over my adult lifetime—starting with HIV-AIDS and Ebola but then con-tinuing through SARS and MERS and West Nile Virus and Zika and the novel coronavirus among others—must be a wake-up call for the planet as a whole.

For the Pentagon as an organization, and for a long-standing student of the Pentagon like myself, it is natural when analyzing threats to think first in terms of nations, as well as blocs or alliances of nations. The last generation has also taught the American national security community to view terrorist organizations as potentially serious security concerns themselves. Groups like al Qaeda, ISIS, Hezbollah, Lashkar-e-Taiba, and even certain parts of national governments, like Iran’s Quds Force or parts of the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence, come to mind.

But in the twenty-first century, we need to think about threats in a new, orthogonal way as well. This chapter focuses on a separate 4+1 list of dangers: biological weapons and pandemics, nuclear weapons, climate change, nefarious aspects of digital technologies, and America’s own weakening internal cohesion and strength. This last one is different from the others, in that it chiefly concerns the United States itself, so it is the “plus one” on the 4+1 list.

None of the above are scheming enemies in the traditional sense. But they pose serious challenges nonetheless. When they interact with the classic list of threats, they can make every problem more serious. They can exacerbate, intensify, or accelerate the dangers posed by more classic, human adversaries; they raise the stakes enormously. They also therefore challenge the Pollyannaish claim that humankind is inexorably headed to a better future. Any effort at understanding the security environment of the twenty-first century, and determining a corresponding grand strategy for the United States, needs to factor them centrally in its cognitive framework.

Not all of these threats are new, of course. But most are becoming more concerning in light of the ballooning human populations and remarkable advances in technology that characterize modern times. Bigger populations and more advanced technologies are themselves not bad things; they can, in fact, be very desirable. But they can certainly accelerate and intensify many dangers in the world even as they allow for more prosperous and potentially happier lives for more people than ever before in human history.

To put all this in broader perspective, the twentieth and twenty-­first centuries are likely to go down in the broad sweep of human history—assuming we as a species survive them—as the two hundred years when people filled up and dominated Earth. In 1900, there were fewer than 2 billion humans on the planet. By 2020, we exceeded 7.5 billion. By 2100, we are likely to reach a plateau of around 11 billion, with almost all the net growth between now and then in Africa.1 For adults alive today, over the lives of our great-grandparents, grandparents, parents, children, grand­children, and their children—roughly six or seven generations—this is the greatest demographic explosion in the history of the planet. Nothing like it has been seen before, and nothing like it is imaginable for the far future either.

Those people will increasingly live in close quarters, too. In 1950, of the world’s 3 billion people, only one-third lived in cities. By 2050, of the world’s projected 9 billion people, two-thirds will be urban inhabitants. In other words, the world’s urban population will go up sixfold over that time, from 1 billion to 6 billion people.

Dozens of cities are becoming megacities, with populations of 10 million or more. They often include large, sprawling, and poorly serviced slums. Large numbers of the cities are near coasts, where flooding is increasingly likely due to rising oceans. And inhabitants across the globe are increasingly interconnected, not only electronically but also physically. The connections are wonderful in many ways. Yet they also ease many of the tasks of organizations like transnational criminal cartels and the spread of scourges like disease, drugs, and weapons.

This is not a prediction of apocalypse or a lamentation about human progress. We should not give up on civilization and become survivalists or modern-day Henry David Thoreaus. Today’s sets of conditions, and challenges, are preferable to those of any previous era in human history. But we would be badly mistaken not to recognize the enormous dangers in today’s world, either.

When assessing future threats, we should not adopt a sky-is-falling mentality. Only some are likely to be serious national security problems. To be a true national security threat to the United States as well as its friends and allies, something on this list has to have a plausible chance of killing, displacing, or harming a significant fraction of a given nation’s population. If the term “national security” is to be useful, and precise, that is what it should be interpreted to mean. Other kinds of security are important, too, but they are not necessarily national security.

For example, civil wars kill more people than any other kind of violence on Earth today (except criminal murder). But they generally happen most in countries where the ripple effects are limited primarily to nearby neighbors. Transnational criminal organizations need a functioning, viable global transportation and communications infrastructure to thrive, so their incentive to try to destroy the nation-state and global economic system is usually low. Thankfully, many of the advanced information and communications technologies that they use to move people and goods can also be used against them.

Pollution and environmental degradation are big problems, from the concentrations of plastic in the oceans to the contamination of freshwater in China to the overfishing of the oceans to the toxic air of India’s cities. Many people will die who need not. Many national treasures on this planet will be compromised. Yet these should be thought of generally as serious human, humanitarian, ecological, and economic problems rather than national security ones, for the most part. They will typically not arise so suddenly or acutely as to put entire territories or populations at physical risk in a way that could threaten the nation.

Or, to go in an entirely different direction, possible asteroid strikes may be worth doing something about in theory. But the likelihood of a serious strike is probably about one in a billion per century (if Earth’s history is a guide). Overinsuring against this extremely unlikely threat, especially with today’s fairly fledgling technologies, would likely not be smart. Earthquakes can be major tragedies if they hit megacities, but they are likely to be localized, as always—and thus not really threats to the national security, properly defined. Supervolcanoes could end life on Earth if serious enough; but again, the expected time frames are calculated in the range of tens or hundreds of thousands of years or more. Moreover, like asteroids, they are better thought of as threats to the planet than to national security; they are more likely to be aimed at Earth writ large than the United States, more likely to target humans in general than Americans in particular. Research and monitoring makes sense, perhaps on an expanded scale, and at some future date, the capacity for building defense mechanisms may make sense, too.2 But these matters probably do not belong on a short list of U.S. national security threats and thus should not be what American grand strategy is built to prioritize.

By contrast, the threats on my new 4+1 list could, especially when juxtaposed with those from the classic 4+1 list of real or possible U.S. adversaries, wreak huge damage. It is important to ask what we could realistically do about each—and what each teaches us about the art of war in the modern age.

Pandemics and Biological Weapons

The 2020 coronavirus crisis may be only a harbinger of what could come next in either natural or artificially created pandemics. And the stakes are potentially enormous, as we are all now viscerally more inclined to believe than before—even if Covid-19 itself changed little about what epidemiologists already knew to be possible. Historically, disease has at times been instrumental in the rise and fall of nations.3 The string of new viral diseases stretching back to the 1980s has been remarkable and is probably not a fluke in light of the proximity and density of human and animal populations that characterize the modern world.4

Biological weapons may become more dangerous too. Gene splicing has become much, much easier in modern times, thanks to the development of such methods as CRISPR. Fortunately, it is in fact still very difficult to engineer extremely dangerous pathogens, because it is hard to know the effects of any rearrangement of genes in advance. Moreover, most nation-states will have only limited reason to consider the attempt (especially in a world where nuclear deterrence provides a backstop against most such threats). It takes a great deal of luck to produce a pandemic that will cause so much more damage to other nations than to one’s own as to be somehow, in a sinister and evil way, geostrategically advantageous to the perpetrator. For a nation-state, it would take some combination of great brilliance, remarkable moral depravity, and/or extreme recklessness to venture down such a path.5

That said, there is also no basis for complacency. It is possible that mad scientists with enough time and resources will hit on an engineered pathogen that combines the contagious qualities of the flu with the lethality of smallpox or Ebola or something similar. They could hope that they might find a disease that treated their own ethnic group less harshly. Or they might hope to develop a vaccine for their own nation’s use before releasing any bug on the world. Sheer trial-and-error methods are easier to pursue in an era of rapid and easy gene-splicing technologies. It is terrifying how many millions could be killed in plausible ways in this fashion. And even old-fashioned anthrax can be extremely deadly if delivered efficiently.6 To discourage and deter the pursuit of new types of pathogens, John Steinbruner proposed a type of societal verification—that is, collaborative oversight of biological research around the world. If geopolitics improves enough to make it feasible, the idea merits serious consideration.7

Whatever the threat of biological weapons, the central lesson of 2020 is that natural pandemics are a top-tier threat to humankind. Indeed, they are so daunting that they should encourage us to put traditional geopolitics on the back burner and focus on the common and potentially catastrophic dangers of this twenty-first century, with a planet full of people and pathogens alike. Whether that proves possible, one thing is clear: the United States, like other countries, has not done enough by way of preparation. And this moment when minds are concentrated must not be lost.

For example, the Strategic National Stockpile of medical equipment and supplies, dating back to 1998, was certainly a worthy idea that was expanded by President George W. Bush after the 9/11 attacks.8 In general, resourcing for preparations against biological pathogen dangers was fairly good in the late 1990s and early 2000s.9 But it was not consistently taken seriously enough by the administrations and Congresses that ensued.10 To be sure, stockpiling the right types of basic supplies is a daunting challenge.11 Yet some elements of a stockpile are quite predictable.

The kind of preparations needed to mitigate a future pandemic are by now so frequently discussed that to the ear of a reader in 2021 they almost sound hackneyed. But to summarize:

First, early detection and early identification–isolation–contact tracing for initial victims are far and away the most desirable ways to mitigate any pandemic—essentially to contain and exterminate it before it can reach the broader population, at least long enough for a vaccine to be developed. This method requires ample test kits, the number being a function of how widely the virus has spread before widespread testing becomes available; Scott Gottlieb and colleagues at the American Enterprise Institute estimated in late March 2020 that up to 750,000 tests a week would soon be needed in response to the novel coronavirus outbreak.12 It also requires strong public health institutions that can do the legwork associated with contact tracing and quarantining of the infected and potentially infected.13 Febrile thermometers for screening of individuals going into public buildings or aircraft or trains are needed in abundance, as are smartphone apps to help track movement and contacts.14

Second, it is crucial to maintain adequate stocks of the basic protective and lifesaving supplies that were in such limited availability, due to inadequate preparation by the Obama and Trump administrations in particular, in the Covid-19 case. These include N95 masks and ventilators, not only for first responders and health care workers but the population writ large—with adequate supplies not only to care for Americans but to help others abroad (on humanitarian grounds and because there is no other way to eradicate a pandemic in the age of globalization). The number of necessary ventilators is a function of course of the nature of a given illness; for Covid-19, one estimate was that roughly twice as many ventilators would be needed nationwide as the nation initially possessed.15

Third, the nation needs the manufacturing capacity to ramp up production of key supplies quickly. For some situations, this may require peacetime subsidies to keep capacity ready. We need the ability to expedite production of tests, vaccines, and various antiviral treatments that could mitigate the effects of the illness on anyone who gets sick. And, in an emergency, the country should commit to production of promising treatments even before safety trials run their course, with government incurring the financial risk associated with production of vaccines and medicines that may have to be discarded rather than used.16 One-time costs in a crisis could range into the tens of billions of dollars. But compared with the stakes, and compared with the costs of other kinds of emergencies, this is not out of proportion to the magnitude of the threat by any means.17 The government has tools ranging from the Defense Production Act to simple subsidies to address this challenge.18

We also must build up public health infrastructure needed for surveillance of possible future disease outbreaks, isolation and treatment of affected populations, and sharing of information across regional and national lines. Much of this can be on-call for emergencies; it need not all involve full-time employees. It might be juxtaposed with various concepts for national service as well. The effort must also extend to other countries and should be combined with general global efforts to improve health care and health infrastructure around the world.19

We need ongoing work to mitigate the risks of future outbreaks occurring. That means strong restrictions on the kind of live-wildlife markets in places including China that have contributed to some of these kinds of outbreaks and better protection of the natural habitats of species that tend to foster and harbor dangerous diseases so that interactions between animals and humans are better regulated and limited.20 The World Health Organization also needs to be empowered with more authority and resources to deploy capable surveillance and treatment teams quickly and effectively to zones where future outbreaks may occur.21

It is also conceivable that certain kinds of outbreaks, perhaps more like Ebola than Covid-19, may require a direct response including military forces—for example, to quarantine an area that is badly afflicted (perhaps even a war zone) or to protect medical workers from crime or war as they seek to contain an outbreak. The world has been lucky in a sense in that most Ebola outbreaks to date have occurred in countries that, while recent victims of civil warfare, had ended or at least largely defused their violent struggles before Ebola hit. That is not guaranteed to be the case in the future, of course.22

Indeed, it is important to remember that even if quelling civil war around the world is largely viewed as a humanitarian matter, it can have strategic implications for the United States, too, and it certainly belongs in any discussion of grand strategy. The implications could arise if pandemic disease spread out of a war zone where it could not be controlled, for example. They could also arise if, say, Pakistan were the country experiencing the internal strife, with uncertain implications for the safety of its nuclear arsenal (the nuclear question is discussed in the next section).

Fortunately, the world does have rather inexpensive means of mitigating the dangers and tolls of such wars that are commensurate with their importance to American strategic interests.23

There were fourteen U.N. peacekeeping operations globally as of 2019. They involved a grand total of some one hundred thousand personnel, including troops, police, civilians, and specialists. Most U.N. operations are in the broader Middle East and northern and central Africa, with additional missions in Cyprus, Kosovo, South Asia, and Haiti. The annual combined cost of these operations is now about $7 billion—a bargain compared with the strategic stakes, to say nothing of the human ones.24 These operations have a mixed track record; U.N. peacekeeping operations fail to keep the peace about 40 percent of the time. Some conflicts are just too deeply rooted, or face problems of spoilers who seek to maximize their own gains at the expense of any possible peace process.25 In addition, the world’s collective capacities (and will, especially among the great powers) to address them are often lacking. This is not an argument against such missions—which do in fact succeed in whole or in part some 60 percent of the time and which are far cheaper than American-­led military operations of the type witnessed recently in Iraq and Afghanistan.26 For example, Lise Howard of Georgetown documents the dozen multidimensional missions since the Cold War has ended that have succeeded in achieving much or most of their respective mandates—in Namibia, Cambodia, Mozambique, El Salvador, Guatemala, East Slavonia and Croatia, Timor-Leste, Sierra Leone, Burundi, Timor-Leste again (underscoring that success does not necessarily mean an end to all problems!), Côte d’Ivoire, and Liberia. By contrast, about a half dozen of these complex missions have been unsuccessful—in Congo (in the 1960s), and then since the 1990s in Somalia, Angola, Rwanda, Bosnia, and Haiti.27 There is a good case to keep up the effort, and improve it where possible, including with limited amounts of American help in some cases—perhaps in training indigenous forces in certain missions.28

Covid-19 has been horrible. Its costs are measured in the trillions of dollars for the U.S. federal budget and economy alone and in the hundreds of thousands of deaths in the United States alone—with global effects an order of magnitude or so greater. Alas, while the next pandemics will likely be less severe, based on experiences with previous outbreaks of the late 1990s and early 2000s, they could also be much worse, with the potential for a tenfold greater death rate or more. At that point, one could reach a tipping point in the basic cohesion of society, its police forces, its medical infrastructure, and its military capabilities. For all the talk of “flattening the curve” of number of cases at any given moment versus time to avoid overtaxing a nation’s health care system, the greater national-security benefit of limiting the pace at which an outbreak spreads may be in preserving the ability of its basic institutions like police, health care systems, and armed forces to continue to function. Through the early months of 2020, for example, the impact of the coronavirus on American military readiness has largely been limited to temporary disruptions of basic training, putting to port of a couple of ships (the Theodore Roosevelt and Kidd), and a reduction in training intensity for certain units that may lead to a gradual and partial atrophy in their skills—but no immediate huge effect.29 Things could be different, however, in a more intense or debilitating outbreak. It is for this reason that pandemics, and their evil cousins biological weapons, must both rate high on the parallel 4+1 list of top-tier threats facing the United States—and the world—in the years to come.

In addition to grasping the inherent importance, and potential dangers, of advanced biological sciences as well as natural pandemics, it is also essential that we seize the Covid-19 moment. History presents opportunities when crises occur because it focuses the collective mind and makes policy makers more prone to take action. Fear is a great motivator. It can be a dangerous motivator when it leads to overreaction against a thinking adversary. But we are less likely to overdo it in reaction to pandemics. Now is the time to prepare aggressively.

Nuclear Weapons and Nuclear Proliferation

The world can get inured to nuclear dangers because they have been around all of our adult lives and because the pace of proliferation as well as of nuclear crises has slowed in the twenty-first century to date. This is no cause for complacency, however.

Some of the world’s greatest statesmen and strategists of recent ­decades—Sam Nunn, Bill Perry, George Shultz, and others—have viewed nuclear weapons as the greatest threat to civilization in modern times. Indeed, some went so far as to support movements that sought to eliminate them entirely early in the twenty-first century, before Russian behavior made such thinking unpromising. What makes the views of these individuals so striking is that they all are sophisticated technically and strategically and politically. They knew how the hardware works; they knew how complex military organizations function; they understood how politicians and political leaders think, in peacetime and in crisis. And they were scared by what they saw.30

Indeed, there were enough close calls, during the careers of these and other individuals, to focus the attention. It was not only the Cuban Missile Crisis, when Soviet tactical commanders on Cuba and within a nearby submarine had preauthorization to use nuclear weapons if under attack. There were various other false alarms, for example, in 1983, when a Soviet technician thought he saw incoming U.S. ICBMs but luckily recognized the radar readings as suspect and withheld overreaction. There had been other false alarms in previous years. A number of accidents involved bombs accidentally dropped from aircraft. An American nuclear-tipped missile blew up in its silo.

Proliferation of weapons to countries such as Pakistan and North Korea, which have real disputes with their neighbors, shaky political leadership, and limited resources for safety, causes further concern. It may not be plausible to aspire to nuclear abolition yet. But further relegation of nuclear forces to a less central place in the military postures of great and smaller powers should be a top priority going forward.31

Even if proliferation has slowed in recent decades, we should not be complacent. Proliferation can take on the character of a ripple effect once it gets started.32 Moreover, the spread of more and more advanced technologies around the world, to include 3-D printing and advanced machine tools, as well as the digitization of information related to nuclear weapons production and its dissemination on the internet, means that, as nonproliferation expert David Albright wrote back in 2010, “It’s simpler now to obtain the materials, equipment, and know-how to produce nuclear weapons than it was ten years ago, and could be simpler still ten years from now.”33

Overall, we will be lucky if the nuclear taboo that dates back to Hiroshima and Nagasaki survives well into the twenty-first century. Consider, for example, one scenario by which nuclear war could result in South Asia out of a series of events that no one predicted or desired: India might well retaliate after another terrorist strike like the horrific Mumbai attack of 2008 by a group like Lashkar-e-Taiba.34 That could happen even if the group had in effect become a Frankenstein’s monster, no longer obeying its initial creator, the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence directorate. Such an Indian conventional counterattack, perhaps influenced by its so-called Cold Start military thinking, could very quickly put the Pakistani capital at risk, given the narrowness of Pakistan in the northern part of the country.35 Islamabad and Rawalpindi are a scant 125 miles from the Indian border—meaning that in theory they could be reached within days by a successful Indian maneuver operation. This worry could be the Pakistani perception even if it were not the Indian intent. And the great city of Lahore is just over the border. In such a situation, Pakistan might well see military logic in the use of several nuclear weapons against Indian troop concentrations, marshaling facilities, choke points, bridges, military airfields, or other tactical targets.36 If airbursts were employed, meaning that the weapons were detonated, say, 3,000 feet or so up in the air (depending on precise yield), the effects of the explosions could be catastrophic to people and military equipment immediately below and over an area of roughly 2 to 3 miles’ radius, without creating much fallout that would later descend on populated areas downwind.37 That is part of why Dr. Strangelove thought nuclear weapons were so usable; at a purely technical and tactical level, they can in fact be limited in their effects. Such thinking might, however unadvisedly, make Rawalpindi think that nuclear escalation was its least risky option. This could, in the minds of Pakistani planners, hold out the hope of simultaneously slowing the Indian advance, showing resolve, and yet at the same time evidencing enough restraint that India would not choose to retaliate against Pakistani cities with nuclear weapons. Such a gamble would be perhaps reckless. But it is far from unthinkable.

Whether such a finely graduated nuclear attack would impress ­Indians as having been restrained in any meaningful sense can be debated. That might be especially true if any of the Pakistani attacks went off course and caused more damage than intended. Thus, the danger of inadvertent escalation in this kind of scenario could be quite real. Even conventional attacks against warning and command systems could make India or Pakistan believe it was under nuclear attack by the other when in fact it was not—raising the possibility of a nuclear response.38

Nor, in an age of apocalyptic terrorist ideologies and groups espousing those views, can we entirely dismiss Dick Cheney’s fear that terrorists could get their hands on the bomb. As author Ron Suskind wrote, Cheney felt that if there were even a 1 percent chance of a bomb reaching American shores back in the early post-9/11 period, the risk had to be treated as a near-certainty. One need not agree fully with Cheney to understand why he was so worried at such a fraught moment in American history.39

Fortunately, it remains difficult and expensive to produce fissile materials for nuclear weapons—meaning that, when trying to reduce the odds of nuclear terrorism, we should focus most on the safety of those materials that already exist around the world.40 Indeed, this assessment leads to a strong case for greater nuclear safety and security in general. It will need to be pursued across many fronts, often with slow progress, sometimes with setbacks. In addition to working to address and at least partially defuse the specific dangers with Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran as discussed before, we need a nuclear security and safety agenda that includes:

• Continued arms control and weapons reductions with Russia (ultimately involving other nuclear powers, too—though perhaps in a rolling fashion that does not ask them to do more than cap the size of their respective arsenals in the first instance, given their much smaller numbers of weapons).41

• Reductions in nuclear alert levels where possible.42

• Additional safeguards on nuclear-related technologies including at power plants and research reactors—not only in Russia and in the United States but also in countries with fewer resources and smaller geographic buffers from their potential adversaries. There has been considerable overall progress globally in this arena since the Cold War, but work remains to be done, and U.S. resource levels (measured only in the hundreds of millions of dollars) have slipped too much.43

• Further relegation of nuclear weapons to a smaller role in national security and defense strategy, so that the basic logic of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty can be sustained, including the so-called Additional Protocol by which IAEA inspections can now examine suspected sites rather than only declared facilities (this topic is considered again in chapter 8).

• Ongoing work on the cooperative threat reduction agenda that dates back to the Nunn-Lugar program of the early post–Cold War years.

• Recommitment to strengthening of export control regimes and careful monitoring of technologies covered by the Nuclear Suppliers Group (and often having legitimate civilian uses, making them dual-use goods). These include advanced valves, other vacuum technologies, detonators, neutron generators, high-speed cameras, flash X-ray equipment, and metals and other key components for centrifuges.44

• Extreme care in how we handle any expansion of nuclear energy around the world. While the case for zero-emissions dependable energy is appealing, as discussed further below, the dangers associated with careless pursuit of nuclear power are very serious.

Even beyond the importance of such a specific policy agenda, the dangers of nuclear weapons need to affect us each and every day both at the philosophical level and in the broad way we approach great power military competition. To paraphrase Einstein, they have truly changed everything except the way we think. That is dangerous.45 Nuclear weapons may have helped prevent war between great powers for seventy-five years. But they greatly raise the stakes and risks in any war that does happen—and they certainly have not yet made such conflict impossible. Again, the case for a measure of restraint in foreign policy, and specifically in crisis decision making as well as in efforts to control escalation in any conflict between nuclear weapons states that does somehow begin, is reinforced by the existence of these modern-day swords of Damocles.

Climate

This last point leads to the subject of climate change. For this huge challenge, nuclear power is often seen as part of the answer, not the problem. That may be so, provided that the right kinds of reactors and safeguards are employed. Viable strategies for disposal of waste must be developed as well (unless we choose to accept, and admit, that we will simply store it on site for the indefinite future, for perhaps decades or more to come). Otherwise, we should go very slowly on nuclear power. It is important not to mitigate one of the problems on this 4+1 list by exacerbating another; all are too potentially consequential to take that approach.

It is worth spelling out just why climate change is so threatening from a national security and therefore grand strategy perspective. The list of likely effects is increasingly well known, even if the magnitudes of what is due to climate change remain uncertain in some cases. At home, Americans can expect stronger storms and hurricanes—with perhaps 40 percent of hurricanes now likely to be Category 3 or above, compared with a 30 percent norm historically46—as well as the gradual transformation of New York City and Florida into virtual archipelagos of city-states fortified at great cost against the seas. These effects will be costly; they can also damage military facilities and thereby degrade combat readiness. Abroad, many effects could lead to mass displacement of peoples or competition between potentially adversarial states for increasingly scarce resources. Civil wars can be exacerbated, too; some believe that climate-related drought contributed to the outbreak of the Syrian civil war.47 Crops may be more difficult to grow, not only in an increasingly parched American farm belt but also the Middle East together with parts of Africa. Farmland could be degraded or destroyed in places including South Asia from encroachment of the seas and salination of soils, displacing huge numbers. Human encroachment into remote rain forests could increase the risks of pandemic disease due to contact between humans and animals.48

However, to understand the effects for geopolitics, it is still important to translate these changes in climate into security terms. The ways in which ecological, environmental, and human tragedy can also become national security issues begin with intensified competition for scarce and dwindling resources, together with forced displacements of large numbers of people. Some consequences of climate change, such as the potential destruction of small island nations, are more in the category of humanitarian and political catastrophe (that does not make them any more acceptable than direct threats to U.S. national security, of course). Other consequences could in fact implicate U.S. national security and therefore demand attention from any grand strategy.

Many hundreds of millions of people around the world are believed to be at serious risk of displacement in coming decades. By midcentury the figure could easily exceed one billion, and it might approach two billion by the end of the century, given projections that sea levels may rise eight inches to six feet or more by the end of the century, with the most likely range perhaps one to four feet—on top of the rise of eight inches that has already occurred over the past 140 years.49 Two-thirds of those living within three feet of today’s sea levels will be in South Asia, Southeast Asia, or East Asia.50 Drought will also force movements of people.

These trends will cause displacement, and loss of farmland, in many of the world’s most populous regions. They will do so, moreover, at a time when depletion of global fisheries can exacerbate any ensuing problems of malnutrition—an especially concerning situation given that three billion people depend in large measure on the oceans for food. Today’s fisheries, in broad terms, are roughly one-third healthy and two-thirds depleted, with most of those that are depleted being further weakened by overfishing.51

Climate change is probably already exacerbating some conflicts, even if it is generally not the top driver or cause in most.52 Further specific manifestations of these trends are not hard to imagine. The uncertain peace between India and Pakistan could be jeopardized by a lack of water from Himalayan glaciers. South Asian and East Asian megacities could go underwater, or have their main drinking water sources infiltrated by sea water, in fairly rapid succession. China could assert its claims to the South China Sea even more aggressively given its needs for food. Even if better water-use methods are employed, drought could intensify in the broader Middle East, South Asia, and North Africa; Egypt and Ethiopia could come to blows over sharing water in the Nile River. Based on current trends, some 40 percent of India’s population could lack dependable access to drinking water by 2030. Such conditions exacerbate the risks of civil conflict and perhaps even interstate war (over assets like water flows in the broader Nile River basin or in parts of the Levant or the Ganges and Indus River systems in South Asia).53

Some of the above problems could affect either nuclear-armed nations such as India and Pakistan or key U.S. security partners in crucial locations including Egypt. And there could be indirect paths to climate-­induced catastrophe for key U.S. allies as well. For example, already-­stressed populations in Africa’s Sahel region could be forced to migrate in increasing numbers into Europe. Europe’s viability for large human populations could even suffer catastrophically if the Gulf Stream shifts direction, leaving most of America’s main allies with much colder cli-mates.54

Of all the Pentagon’s top threats in its 4+1 or 2+3 framework, only Russia and North Korea seem relatively unlikely to be seriously affected by climate change in coming years. China, Iran, and much of the broader Middle East are highly vulnerable. So is South Asia, where the presence of two densely populated, nuclear-armed, and mutually antagonistic powers raises worrisome concerns for the future. Even though the United States does not have alliances in South Asia, the possibility of major war that could even involve exchanges of nuclear weapons is foreboding for many beyond the immediate parties to any fight—especially when one takes further account of the witches’ brew of extremism, political instability, and weapons of mass destruction in Pakistan in particular.

Climate change will likely get much worse because we are not anywhere close to reducing our dependence on oil and other hydrocarbons that emit carbon dioxide when combusted. Today, hydrocarbons account for 80 percent of world energy use. The figure is projected to still be around 75 percent twenty years from now. Even though energy efficiency will continue to improve, greater prosperity around the world will likely drive hydrocarbon usage upward for many years to come.55

Changing from oil and coal to natural gas and more nuclear energy can be part of the answer, but it will not be enough. Absent a major technological breakthrough that allows for large-scale carbon capture, there will be no choice but to dramatically expand the use of renewable energies, even if this requires premiums of 10 to 50 percent in the cost of energy for a time, if the world is to avoid a serious intensification of climate change and climate-related security dangers.

Carbon taxes must be part of the answer, as well, I believe. I will return to this issue below, in sketching out a broad fiscal and policy agenda for strengthening the United States at home.

Digital Dangers

Over time, new dangers from the computer, information, and internet revolution could emerge. For example, down the road, regulation of artificial intelligence could be very important to ensuring human safety and survival.

But for the immediate and near-term future, one problem is of overriding importance, even if it is by now quite familiar: the vulner­ability of many crucial computer systems on which we have come to depend to hacking and other attacks. In national security terms, this is a problem not only for American and allied armed forces but just as importantly for the national infrastructures on which they depend and which they are responsible for helping defend.

In regard to computers, the context is well known. Progress has been extraordinary for half a century and will likely continue. Moore’s law may or may not hold quite as it has for several decades; the capacity and speed of computers may no longer double every eighteen to twenty-­four months. But rapid progress seems likely to continue. Around 1970, several thousand transistors could be embedded in a given chip; by 2000 the figure was roughly ten million, and by 2015 or so it exceeded one billion.56 Even if the pace of advance slows, it will not stop. And countless means will be invented to take advantage of the computing capacity that is already available, with a huge undeveloped potential in many areas.

With progress in computers, however, has come far greater cyber vulnerability—and this fact may be even more important for defense planning going forward, since U.S. vulnerabilities that an enemy perceives before we do may tempt aggression. By effectively building Achilles’ heels into everything they operate, modern militaries and societies have created huge opportunities for their potential enemies. The fact that everyone is vulnerable is no guarantee of protection. Deterrence of some actions is not impossible in cyberspace, but it is difficult and likely to fail in many important situations.57 Vulnerabilities may vary across countries based on different types of software employed in their military systems and the different relative abilities of their respective offensive hacking units. It is distressing to note that the United States may be among the most vulnerable nations as a result of significant computerization of operations with inadequate attention to vulnerabilities and often with software of questionable resilience.58

An aggressor nation may be able to use cyber attacks very effectively and perhaps even decisively as part of an attack plan in a future war. This may be less true for possible war between nuclear-armed states, since an attacking country would have to be highly risk-tolerant to assume that a combination of cyber and physical attacks would so incapacitate an adversary’s nuclear forces as to make retaliation impossible. But the nuclear dimension also heightens the stakes and exacerbates the dangers, if some country miscalculates.59

The situation is potentially quite dire. A military and a national infrastructure with key systems plugged into the internet, running on flawed software, and often employing a simple password system for user access rather than a two-factor authentication system is inherently vulnerable.60 This is precisely the situation the United States and most of its major allies face today. With ongoing U.S. vulnerability, in a future conflict an enemy is likely to roll the dice and attempt large-scale ­cyberattacks—even if, in crossing such a threshold, it opens itself up to inevitable retaliation. Because the United States needs to deploy and operate forces far from its own shores to protect allies and because it depends on a high-­technology advantage that is made possible by the interconnectedness of assets from space to air to the ground to the oceans and below, an enemy may calculate that attacking such infrastructure will be advantageous to its interests regardless. And it may well be right.61

That said, uncertainty abounds in the cyber domain. Even as software vulnerabilities are patched up, new ones can emerge. Much of the information about these weaknesses is both highly technical and highly classified, making it hard to assess a net vulnerability for the armed forces as a whole.62 On balance, though, the overall situation today is worrisome. A Defense Science Board study in early 2017 asserted that virtually no major U.S. weapons system had cyber systems that could be confidently vouched for.63 There are good reasons to think we can get much better at cybersecurity with cyber methods that involve better defense and resilience, replacement of flawed software (like Windows XP) never really written to prioritize security, and counterattack options of various sorts. But we are not in great shape now. I return to this subject in the next chapter with a particular focus on military modernization.

At least U.S. military systems have the entire resource base of the Department of Defense and U.S. intelligence community to help protect them. Key national infrastructure, to include utilities on which Americans depend to stay alive, transportation systems upon which the U.S. armed forces depend to move about the country and therefore the world, and electricity systems that make everything else possible are potentially quite vulnerable. So are voting systems, at a time when the country has not yet completed the task of hardening that infrastructure and ensuring hard-copy backups to electronic voting systems in particular. In 2016, for the first time in U.S. history, a foreign power achieved material effects in covertly trying to sway the outcome of an American election. This type of danger should be seen as a national security threat because it potentially places the basic functioning of the U.S. polity in jeopardy. And the problem is not related to Russian sources or causes, of course. Nor is it getting any easier in an era of deep fakes and artificial intelligence.

It may not be prudent to allow a situation in which the Department of Homeland Security must protect all nonmilitary government assets in the United States and the private sector must protect itself. Greater Defense Department involvement in protecting core national infrastructure like electricity grids—and, as a backup, moving toward a more distributed, redundant, and resilient electricity system in the United States—is an idea worth considering in the future.64 That is true for U.S. allies as well; strong public-private partnerships may also often make sense.65 Robust protection of electoral infrastructure and machinery is crucial, too. So is a concerted national and multinational effort to counter disinformation.

A related problem arising from ongoing progress in computers and electronics is the vulnerability of domestic infrastructure and of military weaponry to electromagnetic pulses from a high-altitude nuclear explosion. These vulnerabilities may be growing because smaller and smaller electronic devices are progressively more vulnerable to a given electrical insult and because, as the Cold War recedes in time, the perceived likelihood of a nuclear weapon being used to generate high-altitude electromagnetic pulse (HEMP) may decline. Americans may lull themselves into a false sense of invulnerability, believing that a HEMP attack would be seen as tantamount to a direct nuclear attack against populations and hence too risky. It is debatable whether all adversaries would make such a calculation. American vulnerabilities in this area, already quite substantial, could increase.66

Digital vulnerabilities, and uncertainties, reinforce the case that any conflict against a peer rival would be, in the modern era, a highly fraught and unpredictable affair. They should make us more hesitant to enter into such conflicts, even when provoked, than we might naturally be inclined to be. Again, there is a case for resoluteness—which in this case means greater resilience being built into a wide array of key U.S. national infrastructure, military and otherwise. But there is also a further case for restraint on drawing first blood, or rapidly escalating, in any conflict. We really do not know what will happen when the shots, and the electrons, start to be fired.

The Domestic Underpinnings of National Power and Purpose

The United States has had serious internal challenges before. The Civil War was the worst period; the 1960s may have been the second worst. But today, above and beyond what the Trump phenomenon may signify about cleavages in American society, we are facing a threat that has developed more insidiously—and that will be very challenging to address. Yet if we do not do so, the country’s willingness to bear burdens and sacrifices abroad in support of a greater good—even if smart for the United States as well—cannot be taken for granted.67 That makes domestic cohesion and cooperation a top-tier national security concern for the United States—and, I would argue, for the world, since again there is no other power capable of undergirding today’s rules-based global order.

Americans supported a strong defense and engaged foreign policy after World War II because they remembered what happened when they were not engaged before that war. They also feared communism. Support for engagement continued even after the Berlin Wall fell because it was not that expensive at the time. But thirty years later, many Americans are wondering if the global security, trade, and manufacturing system that has developed over the years is really good for them. As the election of Donald Trump, with his antitrade and antialliance message, proved in 2016, many are willing to rethink fundamentally the nation’s role in the world. If we do not listen to that message, the entire domestic basis for a strong America and an engaged U.S. foreign policy leadership role in the world could evaporate.

Much of the problem arises from economics. Trends in automation and technology do not augur well for the working and middle classes in the future, either, absent major changes in how we think about and reward work.68 Forebodingly, America also underinvests in its children, in terms of education, child care, early interventions, and many other areas of government activity.69 In many ways, the American dream is in trouble. As economist Raj Chetty has shown, only half of all children born in 1980 could aspire to live better than did their parents—a dramatic turnaround from the situation forty years earlier, when 90 percent could aspire to such an outcome.70 Not all economists agree with this perspective, but it is true that wage growth has been uneven and often weak over the last generation, especially in the lower-income quintiles.71 Life expectancies have even declined among certain demographics, reflecting a deep malaise about life in many quarters, manifested in opioid abuse and suicide in too many cases.72 The anger among many in rural and working-class America is often very strong, and not unreasonable, against a system perceived to be rigged against them. This phenomenon helps explain not only the election of Donald Trump but the political success of other modern disruptive movements or individuals, including the Tea Party Republicans and Senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren.73 Similar phenomena are of course happening beyond the United States.74

From a global perspective, frustrations with globalization in much of the Western industrialized world need to be balanced against the general improvement in world living standards over recent decades as a result of trade, globalization in general, automation, and efficiency.75 Because of the improving standards, today for the first time, at least half the planet’s population can be said to enjoy at least a middle-class life, as Homi Kharas at Brookings has calculated.

Yet without a strong and engaged United States helping ensure global order, future prospects are not good for developing countries, either. Hence we all need what former senator Bill Bradley called a new American story—a big-picture narrative of how this can change for the moment of history in which we find ourselves.76 We also need a concrete policy agenda for reviving the American dream. I do not purport here to have the capacity to provide either that new American story, at the level of poetry and vision, or the accompanying detailed policy agenda, at the level of prose and detailed analysis. What follows is limited to how, as a Congressional Budget Office veteran and longtime student of the federal budget (with mentors including Alice Rivlin, Robert Reischauer, and Maya MacGuineas), I hope I can at least sketch out the approximate fiscal dimensions of what a serious plan might entail.

The added federal debt, and prolonged economic downturn, from the novel coronavirus impose serious constraints, to be sure. But Covid-19 may also create an opportunity by helping break us free from many of the shackles of old and tired debates. And the acute national distress and division following the killing of a defenseless George Floyd by a police officer in Minneapolis in May 2020 may remove any doubt that we are in need of bold action.

On the deficit, and debt, the task is daunting. As of 2021, publicly held debt now equals the nation’s GDP, for the first time since soon after World War II. The structural deficit is now roughly $1 trillion a year, some 5 percent of GDP, even if and when we resume full employment. Under these conditions, aiming for near-term fiscal balance is not realistic, economically or politically. What is needed, rather, is a viable longer-­term strategy to reduce debt relative to GDP that tilts key fiscal curves in the right direction and makes time our ally over a period of many years.

Brookings scholar Bill Gale, in a book somewhat whimsically entitled Fiscal Therapy, provides an excellent way of thinking about these problems that is even more apropos in the post-Covid-19 era. He avoids the usual shaming and the articulation of draconian, unrealistic proposals needed to bring the country quickly back into budgetary balance. Instead, his goals are more modest. His proposals aim to get publicly held debt down to 60 percent of GDP rather than the 80 percent figure of pre-Covid-2019 or the 100 percent level reached in 2020—and the 180 percent of GDP it might otherwise reach by midcentury. Indeed, that 180 percent figure may now be closer to 200 percent, in the aftermath of Covid-19. Gale seeks to do so in a patient, politically realistic way that also ensures adequate investments in the country’s future. He worries less about proposals measured in dollars and cents—since his time horizon is longer-term—and thinks more in terms of percentage of GDP.

For example, Gale advocates adding a total of nearly 2 percent of GDP to investments in children, education, infrastructure, and non­defense R&D. That would be nearly 10 percent of the pre-Covid federal budget. A compelling Council on Foreign Relations task force report has similar recommendations for R&D, while also increasing scholarships and loan forgiveness for tens of thousands of students in STEM disciplines in higher education—a crucial area where American students continue themselves to struggle compared with other advanced nations.77

Gale also promotes reform of entitlements but protection of core benefits, especially for those who most need the help in today’s bifurcating economy.78 This way of thinking is crucial if part of our goal is to revive the working-class and middle-class dreams. That should in fact be our goal. It is the right thing to do by our fellow Americans. And, from a grand strategy perspective, we cannot expect the American people to support an overall federal policy framework that does not watch out for their own well-being. If we wish a national consensus in favor of a globally engaged United States, the preponderance of Americans need to believe that such a foreign policy and associated budget priorities also will help them and their families.

Fortunately, in devising these policies, the United States does have one big advantage compared with what was expected, say, a decade ago. A sustained period of low interest rates has changed what many economists consider a fiscally prudent amount of national debt.79 While current levels are surely undesirable, we need not consider them the equivalent of national emergencies the way we once might have.

At the same time, complacency must be avoided. We do need to get on with it. Some existing trends and realities are indeed quite worrisome—including in national security and grand strategy terms. As Maya MacGuineas of the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget puts it, it can’t really be desirable to borrow from your biggest global competitor—and current deficits require that we do in fact borrow a good deal from China, among other foreign powers.80 Nor, in an era of large deficits and complex financial markets, can we ignore the possibility of another major economic meltdown.81 Indeed, the damaging effects of Covid-19 themselves will last for quite some time.82

Backing up Gale’s thinking on domestic investments, a bipartisan group at the American Enterprise Institute and Brookings Institution, including Stuart Butler, Ron Haskins, and Richard Reeves, recommended several major steps to deal with issues of opportunity, fairness, the future of the family, and children in the United States. In doing so, they echoed many of the arguments made by farsighted economists such as Gene Sperling a decade or more before, with a focus on strengthening the family, on making work pay, and on assisting at-risk populations:

• An increase in the minimum wage (“large enough to substantially improve the rewards associated with work among the less-skilled”) ;

• Tougher work requirements in welfare, especially for food stamp recipients;

• More charter schools;

• More resources to help low-income students to and through college;

• A clear public commitment to the importance of marriage for raising children; and

• Greater access to contraception and parenting support.83

To this list I would add better vocational and community college training in the United States. This is not quite the same thing as making community college education free. To be sure, many students need more help than they are getting today, and college debt among the country’s youth as well as many middle-aged Americans has become a national scandal. But some students do not need the benefit of free tuition. It makes little sense to deprive community colleges and vocational schools that are often short of the necessary revenue that their tuition can provide. Affordability matters, but so does quality.84

Sperling’s ideas emphasize a higher minimum wage, more generous earned income tax credit with higher income cutoff levels so more can benefit from the EITC, and caps on the cost of child care for working adults of modest means. Together they are part of what he now calls a commitment to “economic dignity” for all. It is hard to challenge the essence of the concept.85

And one more element that should be added to this list is criminal justice reform. The huge numbers of incarcerated Americans is not only a drain on federal and state budgets but a tragic squandering of lives and of human resources. Any such reforms need to be undertaken carefully and in a data-driven way that protects the safety of all Americans. But there are very good new and already demonstratively successful reforms that need to be generalized across the country.86 Moreover, incarcerations for nonviolent drug possession, and for criminals too old to be of much risk to others in most cases, may cost the country as much as $20 billion a year—money that could arguably be better spent elsewhere in large measure.87

Consistent with the theme that people are America’s most precious resource of all, as well as the most important raw ingredient to economic success, we need to rethink immigration policy. Future policy should have as one goal seeking to attract and keep strong talent. Today, U.S. immigration policy focuses overwhelmingly on reuniting families rather than strengthening the economy and increasing the talent of the workforce. Federal policies have been providing far fewer visas for skilled workers than they did even two decades ago; U.S. percentages are essentially upside-down (in terms of visas for skilled workers versus family members) relative to that of Canada, for example.

Such considerations need to be modified somewhat in regard to individuals from China and Russia. They should perhaps not be encouraged to work in particularly sensitive, cutting-edge sectors of the economy unless they can be confidently expected to remain in the United States down the road. That said, it is worth noting that more than 80 percent of Chinese students receiving doctorates in science and engineering did stay in the United States on temporary visas at least five years, so on balance the attraction of foreign students to U.S. universities in technical fields redounds to the benefit of the country.88 Compre­hensive immigration reform requires tighter control of the border with Mexico, to be sure, as well as rethinking of legal visa and citizenship policies—but it is overdue, regardless.89

To this list, if we are interested in domestic cohesion, we must add a restructuring of tax rates to help the working classes further, in recognition of how much income and wealth trends have worked against them in recent decades in the United States.90 The carbon tax noted above should probably be refunded to the country as a whole, rather than viewed as an additional source of revenue, unless the politics of the matter change enough that it becomes a more popular way to raise federal revenue than other taxes.

However, the central point is clear: as Richard Reeves of Brookings has rightly argued, it is not just the top 1 percent but the top 20 percent or so of Americans who have benefited enormously in recent decades from globalization and other changes in the domestic and world economy.91 (Also, a word to the wise: the top 1 percent includes families making roughly half a million dollars and up. At the slight risk of contradiction—there are more of you than you think!) That 20 percent group should pay the increased taxes. And reforms of the corporate tax structure should create greater incentives for companies to share profits with employees more than in the past.92

Making the numbers add up will take a lot of work, and more money. If structural federal deficits are 5 percent of GDP now, and we need to add almost 2 percent more spending for children, STEM, science, infrastructure, and other long-term determinants of domestic strength and national power, and we need to make modest investments in pandemic, nuclear, and cyber safety amounting to a few more tenths of a percent of GDP, that leaves the country with a substantial problem. The deficit would then be over 7 percent of GDP, even once recovery from the novel coronavirus is complete. We need to get that deficit number down to around 2 percent of GDP to follow Gale’s guidelines and have the debt shrink over time relative to GDP. That means we need more revenue and/or less federal spending to the tune of an additional 5 percent of GDP, on top of the 17 percent or so of GDP taken in by the federal government before Covid-19 hit.

That is, alas, a lot of money—especially if it is in effect all to be paid by the top 20 percent of income earners in America as well as corporations. Depending on specifics, that means federal tax bills at least one-­quarter to one-third larger than today for wealthy Americans—without even pursuing most of a Bernie Sanders–like agenda for remaking the domestic economy. Of course, half measures may be more realistic. They would also do some good—but, compared with the magnitude of the need, they would in fact be half measures.

This is a huge ask. But in another sense, it is not an ask at all. Our future way of life, and global stability, may well depend on it. The most important new argument I may be offering in this book is that sustaining our foreign policy with an effective grand strategy in the years and decades ahead may require that much of a fiscal effort—and not in the realms of defense, diplomacy, or aid spending so much as on repairing our fissures and strengthening our long-term foundations of social cohesion, economic power, scientific excellence, and power here at home.
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The American Armed Forces

What type of American military will be needed to make all the above successful? This is partly a question about budgets, force structures, and overseas deployments. It is also about ensuring that the United States innovates and modernizes its armed forces faster than any other nation can improve theirs in the years to come.

In a post-Covid environment, with economies reeling from the huge hit of the coronavirus and the American publicly held federal debt exceeding GDP, it will be tempting to look to the large defense budget for money to fund other priorities. Secretary of Defense Mark Esper acknowledged as much on several occasions in 2020.1 While the Pentagon should have to tighten its belt as part of any comprehensive national plan for deficit reduction and economic renewal, this temptation must not be indulged too much. The Department of Defense budget, while large, is far from big enough to become the main bill-payer for a fundamental fiscal realignment in America. It represented about 15 percent of federal spending and 10 percent of all public spending in the United States in the pre-Covid world. In the early 2020 federal budget request, moreover, it was already slated by the Trump administration to plateau in the early years of the 2020s—at a time when many defense analysts have called for sustained real growth of 3 to 5 percent a year to keep up with rising costs and a dangerous world.

Nothing about Covid-19 makes that dangerous world less dan­gerous. As such, asking the Pentagon to make enough ongoing reforms and tough decisions to handle flat budgets is already a somewhat risky proposition—and indeed, will be itself difficult to achieve responsibly, even if it probably is the correct goal for the foreseeable future. The national defense budget in the United States is reasonably strong now and does not need to grow more; it can even decline relative to GDP. But it should be held steady in real terms, growing roughly with inflation in the years to come.

The Military, Foreign Policy, and American Society

Before venturing into the nitty-gritty of defense budgets and military modernization strategies, it is important to ask the broader question about how the United States employs its armed forces as an instrument of national power in modern times. It is also crucial to take stock of civil-military relations in the United States today, inquiring if the military still knows its place in our constitutional democracy and if policy makers listen carefully to military advice in making key national security decisions.

Some argue that the United States has become too reliant on its military as the go-to instrument of foreign policy. Noting that current military budgets in the United States exceed those of the Cold War and lamenting further that the country seems to be in a state of perpetual combat, they wonder if things are out of kilter.

Certainly, there have been mistakes in the use of force. And this book is premised in part on the view that we can and should look to be more restrained, where possible, in future decisions on everything from alliance expansion to crisis management to war-fighting escalation strategies.

That said, I do not believe that we have lost control of our military or that modern military leaders have become such a strong, cohesive, and tendentious group as to bias the country toward an overmilitarized foreign policy. If there are problems, they come from the broader polity’s mistakes, not from the relationship between the American military and society.

In my considerable experience interacting with thousands of military personnel over my career, I am strongly of the view that modern American military officers understand their role in our democracy. They develop strategic sophistication, think hard about the use of force, and otherwise engage in the tough issues of the day. But they also know how to salute and take orders—or, in an extreme situation, to resign if necessary.

In complex wars of the type we have generally experienced as a nation in recent decades, politics and military issues are interwoven. That has been true in places including Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan where nation building was part of the mission.2 It is also true in wars where complete victory and unconditional enemy surrender are not realistic, such as against a nuclear-armed foe. In such situations, the relationships between acceptable military costs and preferred political outcomes must be constantly scrutinized and reevaluated. Because of these interrelationships, there is no clear bright line between technical military decision making and political decisions about whether and how to fight wars. Officers and civilians will inevitably step on each other’s toes in the development, implementation, and evaluation of policy. Harvard professor Samuel Huntington’s ideal of the professional, technical soldier who is left to win the nation’s wars provided that he or she stays out of strategic decision making therefore does not seem truly realistic to me.3 But what is realistic, and essential, and intact, is civilian control of the military in the United States—with that civilian control extending beyond the president to the Congress as well.

Fortunately, today there are no modern Douglas MacArthurs or Curtis LeMays pushing the limits of what the armed forces should do in the policy-making realm. Consider a few modern examples. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Colin Powell publicly disagreed with Madeleine Albright over whether to intervene in the Bosnian civil war in the early 1990s. But given the absence of any compelling plan for how to intervene successfully, Powell’s reservations were understandable, especially coming from a military that had been through the terrible experience of Vietnam only two decades before.4

In the next decade, General David Petraeus commanded the surges in Iraq and Afghanistan but did not force them on anyone. In fact it was President George W. Bush, with the assistance of national security adviser Stephen Hadley and others, who truly devised and owned the policy.5 General Stanley McChrystal asked for more forces for Afghanistan only after he himself was tasked by Secretary of Defense Bob Gates with doing a zero-based assessment of what the mission there might require when McChrystal took command in 2009. And again, it was President Obama, not any military officer or organization, who had decided that Afghanistan should become a higher military priority for the United States.6 Military commanders (and ambassadors and other senior officials) in Afghanistan gave hopeful narratives about what new strategies there could perhaps accomplish over the years, but they were not deceptive in how they reported the facts. The Washington Post’s so-called Afghanistan papers got this central fact wrong, in my view, forgetting that national debates about Afghanistan always acknowledged the huge difficulty of that complex political-military-economic mission.7

Military leaders like Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Joseph Dunford asked for more budgetary resources for the military from time to time—but acknowledged that the nation’s fiscal deficit needed to be viewed as a national security concern as well.

When Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General John Hyten was commander of Strategic Command and was asked in 2017 what he would do if President Trump gave him an illegal order to launch a nuclear attack, he wisely retorted that he would talk to the president and they’d figure out a legal option and then the military would execute that.8 The previous year, before Trump was president, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Marty Dempsey said that “if an order is illegal or immoral, we should and would resign”—exactly the right answer, once such an order is given.9 Retired General Jim Mattis was careful not to invoke his military credentials when playing the role of civilian secretary of defense in the Trump administration and was careful to be deferential to the president—and to resign when he felt he could no longer do so in good conscience.10 These are generally the kinds of roles that senior military officers should play in a democratic constitutional order in which they are rightly subordinate to the nation’s civilian leaders.

Retired lieutenant general Michael Flynn was wrong to appear at Trump campaign rallies and wrong to support the anti-Hillary shouts of “Lock her up.” But he was an extreme outlier in modern times.11

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley and Secretary of Defense Mark Esper both made mistakes in the early days after the May 2020 killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis. General Milley wore combat fatigues to accompany President Trump in a cynical push through peaceful demonstrators from the White House to nearby St. John’s Church. Secretary Esper talked publicly about the need to dominate the country’s urban “battlespace” during that same period of unrest. But both were called to account by numerous critics—Democrats as well as Republicans, civilians as well as retired military leaders.12 It appears they learned their lesson. Both opposed invoking the 1807 Insurrection Act to justify the use of active-duty troops to quell protests in the spring of 2020, even when the president appeared to favor such an option, and Milley later publicly apologized for his role in the St. John’s episode.13

We would be wrong to put our military leaders on pedestals and assume that they can solve the nation’s problems on their own. As noted, they do not have the authority to make policy themselves. And of course, they can get it wrong. General Tommy Franks at Central Command effectively went along with the Bush administration’s belief that Iraq would somehow self-stabilize after the 2003 invasion overthrew Saddam; other generals in those early years in Iraq followed a failing strategy as well.14 No one (including me, and many other civilian experts) found the magic formula for the Afghanistan war, despite dogged efforts. There were plenty of other mistakes in which the military had a big share of the blame: General William Westmoreland’s search and destroy concepts for Vietnam, the hope shared by the armed forces that limited air strikes could compel Slobodan Milosevic to let up his oppression of the Kosovar Albanians in 1999, and for many years a nuclear weapons planning process that produced, in a competitive dynamic with the Soviet Union, huge overkill capabilities as well as war plans that often bore little resemblance to prevailing civilian doctrine (or common sense).15

There are structural problems, too. For all of its many virtues, ­today’s military comes mostly from too small and specialized of a stratum of society. That is not fair to them. It is not optimal for our democracy. And it risks creating a chasm between most civilians and the nation’s armed forces.16 Thankfully, to date, I see no compelling evidence about any falloff in the quality of military leaders or personnel as a result. But we are still asking too much of too few for too long.

The Department of Defense can further improve recruiting, retention—and gender balance, since women today still make up only about 16 percent of the total force—in the years ahead. One way to improve the pool of potential military recruits is to get behind the campaign led by General Stanley McChrystal to dramatically increase the prevalence of national service in the country. This would not be a draft; no one would serve in the military except voluntarily. But by supporting a national campaign to significantly increase national service of all types, the military could benefit for its own specific purposes. In addition, to the extent that too many young Americans fail to meet fitness standards, how about a ten-week pre-boot-camp concept, as suggested by New York businessman and philanthropist Marshall Rose, that would grant direct access to traditional military boot camp if potential recruits passed the fitness regimens of the precursor course? As for retention, a number of things should change. Most have to do with the expectations placed on those who wish to stay in the military and keep seeking promotions; they have little flexibility in their allowable career paths today, and many with family or personal or professional constraints wind up leaving as a result. A more flexible personnel system that allowed for sabbaticals or even departure and reentry, among other options, could do a great deal to ensure that a wider range of individuals choose to stick with military service. Such ideas remain largely in the conceptual stages in today’s military.17 That should accelerate dramatically in the years ahead.

If we have an overall problem in civil-military relations in the United States today, this is it: the military is too far removed from some parts of society, and vice-versa. But this is a different problem than worrying that the military has somehow come to dominate U.S. foreign policy.

The Budgetary Backdrop

The Trump administration, with the bipartisan support of Congress, achieved large increases in defense spending in recent years. The 2020 national defense budget of nearly $750 billion was much larger than the Cold War average of about $500 billion, adjusted for inflation, or President Obama’s last budget of just over $600 billion.

Is that amount too much, too little, or about right? Many who wish to defend the magnitude of Pentagon spending often point out that in recent decades its share of the nation’s economic output is modest by historical standards. During the 1950s, national defense spending was typically about 10 percent of gross domestic product. In the 1960s, it averaged 8 to 9 percent of GDP, again including war costs and nuclear weapons costs. In the 1970s it declined to just under 5 percent of GDP, before growing to 6 percent during the Reagan buildup of the 1980s. In the 1990s, defense’s burden on the economy went down to about 3 percent of GDP. Then, during the first George W. Bush term, the figure grew to 4.5 percent by 2009, due largely to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. National defense spending gradually declined over most of the Obama presidency. It has ticked upward slightly in the early Trump years, to just over 3 percent of the GDP expected before Covid-19—though budget projections as of early 2020 would see it drop below 3 percent in the coming years. (As is standard when talking about the national defense budget, these figures include costs for the wars, costs incurred by military reservists as well as active-duty troops, and the Department of Energy’s expenses for nuclear weapons activities; they do not count the spending of the Department of Veterans Affairs of more than $200 billion or funding for the Department of Homeland Security.)

Seen in this overall light, current levels seem moderate and perhaps broadly commensurate with the geostrategic environment.18 And compared with the broad fiscal needs of the nation outlined in chapter 7, defense resources are also moderate—as noted, again using pre-Covid-19 figures, national defense spending represents only about 15 percent of federal spending and 10 percent of all public-sector spending in the nation. If the Covid-19 crisis leads to a prolonged recession or worse, the above analysis may have to be adjusted—both because a given size military budget will then represent a higher fraction of GDP and because the nation’s fiscal plight may be even worse.

Yet even if U.S. defense spending is moderate in some macroeconomic sense, it is large in simple dollars-and-cents terms. The United States accounts for more than one-third of all global military spending. Its budget is at least three times that of the second global military power, China. As noted before, its current spending levels exceed the Cold War inflation-adjusted average by more than $200 billion (expressed in 2020 dollars, as are all costs in this chapter).19 With allies factored in, the U.S.-led alliance system accounts for about two-thirds of all world military spending, counting NATO as well as key allies in East Asia and close security partnerships in the broader Middle East.

One might ask—many do rightly ask, in fact—why the United States should shoulder so much of the burden of deterring Russia and China. Shouldn’t our allies do more? While some of America’s allies have stepped up to the plate in terms of defense spending (for example, South Korea at about 2.5 percent of GDP and Australia, the United Kingdom, Poland, France, and the Baltic states all around 2 percent), many have not kept their military spending levels as high as they had promised. Nor have they consistently spent their resources well. So, without a doubt, the United States must continue to press allies to spend more for their defense.

Nonetheless, complaints about burden sharing should be kept in perspective. For one thing, to complement NATO’s goal that countries should spend 2 percent of GDP on their military forces, it is time to create a complementary goal that nations should spend roughly 3 percent of GDP on a combination of their own military forces, security assistance abroad, development assistance, humanitarian relief, and refugee resettlement. Whatever precise goal is established, it will improve the relative performance of most major American allies on this broader metric of promoting global peace and stability. Relative to GDP, most are substantially more generous with their assistance funds than is the United States.20 Even if American allies should still do more in military terms, moreover, they collectively spend almost as much on their militaries as does the United States, creating a preponderance of military power in what might loosely be called the U.S.-led global alliance network that is unrivaled in human history. That is a considerable strategic advantage for the United States.

Before proposing an overall resource-allocation strategy for the Department of Defense, it is also important to ask about waste, fraud, and abuse. Some might wonder if the Department of Defense, a federal agency not even able to audit its own expenses, is so wasteful that it can preserve or improve combat power with far fewer budgetary resources. While it is true that the department is inefficient, much of the waste is marbled into muscle—difficult to excise without painstaking and patient work, lest major combat capabilities be damaged along the way. For example, the military health care enterprise is probably too large and expensive. But access to high-quality health care is a crucial military benefit that helps attract and retain such a high-quality all-volunteer force. And most proposals for health care reform would, once implemented, save at most a few billion dollars a year—important savings, yet modest relative to the overall size of the nation’s military budget and defense needs. Or take base closures. After five generally successful rounds of base closures and realignments since the late 1980s, the Defense Department still has 20 percent more infrastructure than its current force posture requires. More base closures are needed—at least one if not two more rounds. A future round will likely yield eventual savings of $2 billion to $3 billion a year, like the first four rounds.21 That’s real money, but not huge money relative to a $700 billion-plus budget. Also, net savings would not accrue for half a decade; like many defense reforms, base closures are more a question of smart long-term planning than a near-term budgetary fix.

Long-standing Capitol Hill staffer and Pentagon official Peter Levine has written a compelling book about how to understand the process of defense reform. In this, he echoed former Defense Department comptroller Robert Hale, who once wrote a paper entitled “Promoting Efficiency in the Department of Defense: Keep Trying, But Be Realistic.”22 Levine argued that efficiencies and reforms are possible but tend to work best when well focused and modest in aspiration—aiming for savings in the tens or hundreds of millions of dollars rather than the many billions.23 He pointed out several reasons why promises of huge savings from reform are destined to remain illusory: “First, the DoD budget does not have a line item for waste…. Second, many of the good ideas have already been tried…. Third, any significant change in DoD organizations or processes is likely to encounter significant institutional resistance…. Finally, real reform requires an up-front investment of time and resources.”24 So yes, we should keep looking for waste and promoting reform. But it will be a slog, and progress will be measured in the tens and hundreds of millions of dollars of savings, as a rule, and not the tens of billions.

Prioritizing Resources at the Pentagon

Former defense secretary Jim Mattis’s National Defense Strategy sensibly calls on the Department of Defense to reinvigorate its capabilities vis-à-vis China and Russia. That includes addressing dangerous vulnerabilities from those countries’ cyberspace and outer space weapons, as well as through their “anti-access/area-denial” capabilities from advanced precision-strike weapons and reconnaissance assets.25 These challenges will be palpable even if Russia and China continue to have difficulty competing comprehensively across the full range of defense technologies, to include advanced aircraft and submarines.26

Yet the United States must do these things while sustaining today’s wars of the Middle East as well as deterrence of crisis on the Korean Peninsula—as Mattis’s National Defense Strategy itself acknowledged. That is a daunting set of tasks for a busy military.

As former under secretary of defense Jim Miller and I wrote two years ago, in a critique that remains true today, one regrettable consequence of this situation is that some military services clamor for more force structure. In particular, the navy seeks to grow to 355 ships from about 310 as of this writing in 2020; the air force seeks to grow from 312 to 386 squadrons. Such increases of roughly 15 to 25 percent in force structure would require unrealistic overall budget growth, in the steady state, of 10 to 20 percent in air force and navy budgets—meaning a total of perhaps $40 billion to $80 billion in the average annual defense budget.27

Some targeted growth in certain sectors of the defense enterprise may make sense. However, it makes little sense under a strategy focused on China and Russia to grow the force overall. Some invoke these countries’ considerable capabilities to argue for a larger U.S. military, but the arguments are generally not compelling. For example, some allege that China’s navy is now bigger than America’s—but that is only because the United States builds far larger (and much more capable) ships. As of the late 2010s, as Jim Steinberg and I calculated with the help of Ian Livingston, U.S. naval tonnage was more than twice that of China’s, for example.28

Innovation in how we manage the armed forces can relieve some of the strains that result from having a relatively small military carry out a wide array of tasks around the world. The army verges on being collectively overworked partly because it maintains deployments of several thousand soldiers in South Korea and Poland through frequent rotations of multiple units, rather than a better idea: permanent stationing of individual brigades in these locations. The air force could consider similar changes in how it maintains key units in parts of the Middle East. Several fighter squadrons could, for example, be based in Persian Gulf states rather than rotated through. The navy still focuses too rigidly on maintaining a permanent presence in the broader Persian Gulf and Western Pacific regions. More flexible and unpredictable deployments can ease strain on the force without giving adversaries any solace. Jim Mattis was right that we should be strategically predictable but operationally unpredictable. The navy can also consider crew swaps (via airplane) while ships remain in foreign waters, rather than bringing ships home from deployment every six to eight months, as is now the norm. Having a small transitional crew remain in place from the end of one deployment to the beginning of the next can ease this process, given that individual ships have their own idiosyncrasies and are not all identical even within a given class.29

Other good ideas abound as well—with the caveat that all require care, and time, to implement, and therefore they promise initial savings more commonly measured in the hundreds of millions of dollars a year, or low billions, than the many billions at first.

For example, as he prepared to retire after four years as air force chief, General David Goldfein was not pushing as hard for a larger air force, as he had two to three years before (when he laid out a plan to grow the air force, including active and guard and reserve, from 312 squadrons to 386). He now said he has “plenty of trucks”—that is, plenty of planes—but not enough “highway.” By the latter, he means reliable and secure command, control, and communications infrastructure. In fact, in the 312 squadrons of today’s air force, he was prepared to retire some individual aircraft—10 percent of the total? 15 percent?—that happen to be older or more problematic and use some of the savings to modernize the remainder while also modernizing that “highway.” Some portion of the savings might also be returned to the taxpayer.30

General Joseph Lengyel, the former head of the National Guard Bureau and a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, pointed out in a Brookings event in July 2020 that today’s guard (army and air force) is far different from the one he joined thirty years ago. It is much more combat capable, with just as good equipment as the active force. With the U.S. Air National Guard, units are pretty much ready to go all the time, too, he argued. With the U.S. Army National Guard, given the larger size and complexity of main combat units, it takes time to generate full combat readiness at the brigade level. But the units can be very good after a number of months of preparation.31

The guard and reserve components of the various services do not save the United States any money when they are activated and deployed. So shifting more force structure to the reserve components makes sense only if the overall military is somewhat less busy than before. However, with the surges in Iraq and Afghanistan long since over, that is indeed the case now, and it figures to be the case in the future, too. Today’s military includes about 2.1 million uniformed personnel: 1.3 million and 800,000 reserve component (of that latter number, about 450,000 is in the two guard forces and the rest in the services’ reserves). It is worth asking if we can apportion that total of 2.1 million personnel more equally between the active force and the guard/reserve.

Neither of these ideas is going to allow us to cut the defense budget enormously. We would do best to try to keep the current $750 billion national defense budget (using round numbers) at that nominal level in the years ahead—or maybe get it down to $700 billion-ish. But bending the cost curves such that the defense budget can stop rising, and over time become a smaller fraction of GDP, would itself be a huge accomplishment and would contribute to a declining deficit in the years ahead.

Fortunately, the American armed forces continue to repair readiness—and that process is now fairly well along, even if the coronavirus now presents additional challenges. Major aircraft, ship, and vehicle fleets have mission capable rates of 80 to 90 percent—quite good by historical norms. The army also reports about half of its brigade combat teams in the very highest state of readiness—up from just two teams at that level a few years ago. There have been some limited challenges with recruiting of late, but overall the quality and experience of military personnel remains high by historical standards. The Covid-19 economic downturn may help recruiting and retention trends, moreover. Operational tempos and other demands on the force remain high. But they are less severe than a decade ago. American military compensation remains quite good relative to most comparable age, experience, and education cohorts in the private-sector economy.32

Increased military spending can serve three possible objectives: better modernization for the future, improved readiness for current missions, and increased force structure. Of these, the last is the least important to the U.S. military for the foreseeable future, given the above considerations—for all the strains and challenges, the all-volunteer force today is holding up well, and innovations can make its burden even more manageable. By draining away resources needed elsewhere, growing the force can actually be counterproductive, moreover. The focus should be on quality and innovation over quantity. It should also be on making forces as survivable and resilient as possible, given the potency of modern technologies that our potential adversaries could use against us. This argument has been a consistent theme of Secretary Mattis, Secretary Esper, Vice Chairman Selva, and others.

Most recently, this view has been forcefully articulated by leaders like the commandant of the marine corps, General David Berger, who has argued for smaller amphibious ships, more long-range high-endurance unmanned aerial vehicles, potent long-range rockets, and other technologies that could be both survivable and lethal in the emergent combat environment. As he wrote in 2020, “Even if there were a strong and credible requirement for large-scale forcible entry operations, such operations could not be carried out in the face of an adversary that has integrated the technologies and disciplines of the mature precision strike regime.” When even the commandant of the marine corps, basing his arguments on detailed technology study and war gaming, suggests that the days of large-scale amphibious assault are numbered if not already over, one should take note!33 It is almost as if John Madden had just said that in the NFL, it will no longer be important to run the football.

The U.S. armed forces need to innovate and invest in breakthrough capabilities and to improve immediate readiness for a wide range of missions. They need to keep what General David Petraeus calls “pentathletes,” who can do a number of things well. Unexpected contingencies can and do arise.34 But the armed forces can retain this preparedness at their current overall size. Investing in modernization and readiness rather than growth, paired with more clever and efficient management, can allow today’s U.S. military of roughly 1.3 million active-duty troops, some 800,000 reservists, and almost 750,000 full-time civilians to do the job. By giving up most plans for expansion, the military services can ensure that modernization and readiness get the resources they crucially require.

It seems more likely that a potential adversary would risk war with the United States if it felt that it could somehow incapacitate the nation, at least temporarily, through some kind of knockout punch—what Michele Flournoy termed “system destruction warfare.” As such, maximizing the size of force structure is less crucial than ensuring that the American armed forces have unparalleled lethality, as well as no major vulnerabilities.35

As my recent research has shown, the period of 2020–40 seems likely to see even more change in the technologies and the character of warfare than have recent decades. We need to keep our eye on these for the opportunities, as well as the potential vulnerabilities, that will result. For the period 2000–2020, revolutionary technological change probably occurred only in various aspects of computers and robotics.36 For the next two decades, those areas will remain fast-moving, and they will be joined by various breakthroughs in artificial intelligence (AI) and the use of big data. The battlefield implications in domains such as swarms of robotic systems usable as both sensors and weapons may truly come of age. In addition, progress in laser weapons, reusable rockets, hypersonic missiles, unmanned submarines, biological pathogens, and nanomaterials may wind up being made very fast. The sum total may or may not add up to a revolution. But the potential cannot be dismissed.37 Jamming, possible attacks on fiber-optic undersea cables or on satellites, and cyberattacks on the software of the radios and other systems used for communication are all serious worries, to say nothing of HEMP devices.38 Even when communications systems within a small unit survive enemy attack or find themselves outside the targeted zone of intense jamming, communicating with central authority may suffer. It is because of such concerns that the army’s Maneuver Center of Excellence at Fort Benning, Georgia, is examining concepts of future operations in which a brigade might be cut off from divisional or corps headquarters for an extended period and have to function entirely on its own during that time.39 Regardless, to ensure deterrence, we need to stay on top of all such developments and lead the way with most.

Largely as a result of the computer revolution, robotics will continue to improve dramatically.40 Already self-driving vehicles are possible, and a number are likely to be used for specific military purposes, such as tactical resupply on the battlefield. The army’s Wingman program, the use of armed robotic vehicles guided by soldiers, is one example.41 Robotics holds much future promise for military applications.

The former vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Paul Selva has argued that the United States could be about a decade away from having the capacity to build an autonomous robot that could decide when to shoot and whom to kill, though he also asserted that the United States had no plans to build such a device.42 Other robotics with more specific functions are likely to include advanced sensor systems, often functioning in networks or swarms. In the air, they could also involve stealthier unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) with a long range that could be used as penetrating sensors.43 On the seas, future robotics could include unmanned surface vessels for intelligence gathering, mine clearing, and possible local point defense against threats such as fast-attack craft. Indeed, a 2013 RAND report noted that sixty-three unmanned surface vessels had already been developed and tested. Robotic unmanned surface vehicles (USVs), such as the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency’s Sea Hunter, could, for example, perform search functions associated with antisubmarine warfare and mine warfare.44 It is already possible to talk somewhat realistically about how the U.S. Navy’s future fleet might include substantial numbers of UUVs (unmanned under­water vehicles) and USVs; a team of researchers that includes Bryan Clark and Bryan McGrath has recommended a future fleet with forty of each type of vehicle, for example.45 The navy is increasingly thinking how to deploy its littoral combat ships with families of unmanned ships and other robotics.46 Some UUVs could have long persistence and low signature even when near an enemy’s shores.47 A $100,000 ocean glider recently crossed the Atlantic; promising concepts could cut that cost by a factor of ten.48

Inevitably, robotic devices will in some cases be given greater decision-­making authority as to when to use force. This highly fraught subject requires careful ethical and legal oversight, and the associated risks are serious. Yet the speed with which military operations occur will create incentives to eliminate humans from the decision-making loop.49 Whatever the United States may prefer, restrictions on automated uses of violent force would also appear relatively difficult to negotiate (even if desirable), owing to likely opposition from Russia and other nations.50 With Russia and China making progress in AI, it is far from clear that the United States will be the lead innovator in AI in the years ahead, with some experts warning that one or both of these countries may soon set the pace in AI—and thus also in war-fighting robotics.51

In assessing all these trends, the rise of China and the return of Russia raise the strategic stakes enormously. The marriage of rapid technological progress with hegemonic change could prove especially potent. The return of great power competition during an era of rapid progress in science and technology could reward innovators and expose vulnerabilities, much more than has been the case in the twenty-first century to date. These considerations place a premium on emphasizing modernization and innovation over growth in force structure at the Department of Defense. They should also make us all the more wary of warfare, since periods of rapid change in technology, war-fighting concepts, and doctrine create even more uncertainty than is usually the case about combat outcomes. With that uncertainty comes a greater risk of escalation if a country is surprised to find itself losing—and considers such a result unacceptable.

Arms control can mitigate some risks—and at least avoid unnecessary wastes of resources even when it may not lower the dangers of war. There are several ideas worth promoting along these lines in the years ahead, along with the proposals for nuclear deals with North Korea and Iran that I discuss elsewhere in this book. Ratifying the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea would make sense as a means of increasing pressure on China to improve its behavior in places like the South China Sea. Current efforts of the United States to do so by invoking rulings of the Permanent Court of Arbitration are awkward at best, with the United States not being a formal party to the treaty framework on which the court’s rulings are based.52 If there are elements of the convention that make certain senators wary of ratification, such as the provisions pertaining to economic development of resources in the blue-­water oceans, they could be renegotiated—or removed for now. But there are too many other benefits of the convention to leave it in indefinite limbo.

The nuclear testing (de facto) moratorium that all except North Korea have respected this century is still sound, given how confident the United States will continue to be about the basic reliability of its nuclear arsenal and the options it will possess for introducing simple designs that do not require testing as a final insurance against any perceived reduction in the arsenal’s dependability. Verification that no tests of any meaningful yield are occurring anywhere on Earth is also well established and quite sound.53 Ideally, the United States and China—along with Egypt, North Korea, Pakistan, India, Iran, and Israel—would soon ratify the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty so as to pave the way for the treaty to enter into force internationally, thereby formalizing the moratorium.54

Other arms control ideas can be important, too. The existing Biological Weapons Convention and Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty should surely be sustained.55 The Outer Space Treaty might be revised to include a ban on explosions or collisions in space above a given altitude (measured in the low hundreds of miles), since such events would endanger satellites. Renewal of New START past 2021 makes eminent sense, and at some point its ceilings on strategic warheads should be lowered another 30 to 50 percent. Codes of conduct that prohibit cyberattacks (including exploratory probing) on the nuclear command-and-control infrastructure of nuclear weapons states make sense, too. A restoration of the INF Treaty, at least for nuclear-tipped missiles, is a sound idea, especially if the PRC can be persuaded to join Russia and the United States in the endeavor.

But most of these measures, however worthwhile, will have limited effects. More ambitious arms control concepts would generally either be too difficult to verify or too uncertain in their potential costs versus benefits to make sense. More sweeping arms control measures could founder on verification difficulties, as in most realms of biological research, cyber and AI technologies, and space weapons—or, in some cases, simply not be desirable on their own merits.56 Arms control is an important element of national security policy and a crucial complement to military preparedness. But on balance its prospects for helping with the big challenges of the coming years are probably modest at present.

Then there is the issue of not just the goal but the means to achieving it. Beyond ensuring adequate budgets, how, procedurally and bureaucratically, can the United States do a better job of modernizing the U.S. military for the years ahead? One important dimension of this question concerns the fine acquisition system of the Department of Defense, which has been recently reorganized due to efforts by former Armed Services Committee chairmen senator John McCain, congressman Mac Thornberry, and others. In particular, the office of the under secretary of defense for acquisition, logistics, and sustainment has been divided into one part focused on research and engineering and another on acquisition and sustainment.

But if that system is strong, it is only three-fourths so. Major problems remain. Some involve a tendency still to overinsure by buying weaponry that is more expensive than need be at times. This problem arises at the high strategic levels of the decision making of the military service chiefs and their civilian leadership; it is less a weakness of the acquisition system itself. Other problems arise from the excessive bureaucracy and red tape associated with the acquisition process, which drive away certain types of potential providers whose technologies could be of great benefit to the U.S. armed forces. Key recommendations to mitigate these problems include:

• Use Federal Acquisition Regulations (FAR) Title 12 more often, rather than falling back on FAR Title 15. In theory, the Pentagon is supposed to buy commercial goods, as under the so-called FAR 12 code, whenever possible, and avoid the complex and cumbersome FAR 15 rules that involve negotiated contracts. In these FAR 12 cases, the Pentagon can, in theory, behave like a normal customer and avoid the complex steps and onerous paperwork involved in major weapons procurement. Yet the tendency is still to define requirements in such a way that whatever radio, phone, jeep, or computer is at issue has enough military-unique characteristics that the FAR 15 code is used almost by default.

• Streamline oversight when the Pentagon can rely on competition to discipline firms about price. Today, for example, the Defense Contracts Management Agency has an on-site presence in many factories; its personnel tabulate what it thinks weapons should cost, based on all sorts of details about the production process. This may make sense for complex weapons being built by one supplier. But for cases in which there is a commercial equivalent or two producers, the competitive process can provide the discipline—just as it does in the commercial market—and oversight can be scaled back.

• Follow the Joint Improvised-Explosive-­Device Defeat Organization model for other technologies. When so many Americans were being hurt or killed by improvised explosive devices in Iraq and Afghanistan, Congress allowed the Defense Department to create special, expedited acquisition procedures and ultimately the JIEDDO to research and produce relevant technologies quickly. Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz and others championed the effort, to great effect. This concept could be used, especially for lower-risk technologies that nonetheless are important to build quickly. Another way of getting at the same concept is through existing procedures known as Other Transaction Authority. These approaches could save money in areas such as information technology, on the one hand, where the pace of change is fast—or, on the other hand, in areas such as ground vehicles, where technologies are largely mature.

• Break down information technology purchases into smaller batches. There are times when creating a huge common computer infrastructure with the same machines or software across hundreds of thousands of users may make sense. In other cases this big approach puts too many eggs in one basket. By using open-architecture and modularity concepts, making sure that different systems can talk to each other but allowing more discrete and smaller buys by various agencies, the Defense Department may do better. Over time, this, too, could save money—particularly by avoiding future white-elephant projects that wind up costing the taxpayer enormously yet do not work that well.

• For commercial technologies or close derivatives of commercial systems, allow firms to keep their intellectual property rights rather than sharing all relevant data with the government. This could help convince many companies wary of doing business with the Pentagon to reassess. However, it should not be employed in cases where a specialized defense system is developed by a given company at considerable taxpayer expense, especially in cases where the Defense Department may wish to contract for upgrades or modi­fications subsequently—because in such cases, competition could be thwarted by such retention of intellectual property rights.

The overall message remains the following: we need a more modern, and ready force, not a larger one. Or, in the words of former John McCain aide Christian Brose, we need “rapid but incremental pursuits of transformational goals.”57 As he and former Pentagon official Kathleen Hicks have suggested, this approach might be pursued by designating several percent of the defense budget to be awarded centrally to the most innovative war-fighting concepts and technologies; that is one possible means to hasten the process.58 With such an approach, the United States can do very well with a defense budget of the current size; huge increases are not warranted or wise, in light of other pressing national demands. But by the same token, the nation would do well not to slash the budget of the Department of Defense—whatever the politics of the issue may seem to argue come 2021. Coronavirus and other new dangers do not displace or even mitigate most previous defense needs; in some cases, in fact, they may intensify them.


Conclusion

In 1910, the intellectual Norman Angell published a book called The Great Illusion, in which he claimed that the world could no longer afford war and should no longer view it as viable policy. Four years later, political leaders tragically reached a different verdict. In the summer of 1989, just months before the Berlin Wall fell, the political scientist Francis Fukuyama predicted an “end to history” as ideologies besides capitalism and democracy seemed to have been definitively repudiated worldwide. Although his notorious essay was caveated more than many remember, he nonetheless did write that “large-scale conflict must involve large states still caught in the grip of history, and they are what appear to be passing from the scene.”1 By the mid-2010s, in the face of Russian revanchism and Chinese ambition—both emerging from authoritarian political models of one type or another—that argument was discredited. It is important not to make similar Pollyannaish mistakes today, lest we lower our guard and assume that the stability of today’s global order can somehow be put on autopilot.

Yet it would be almost as wrong to go to the other extreme. Depicting today’s world as comparably dangerous to that of the Cold War, for example, is a serious intellectual and policy mistake. It may make American citizens wonder why it is worth the bother to sustain a system of alliances and international economic relationships that is apparently so brittle after so many decades of effort. That could breed cynicism and fatalism—and then isolationism. Or we could overreact, forcing a major great power showdown over a relatively minor crisis the next time Russia or China flexes its muscles. We might fear that to do otherwise would be akin to Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler at Munich or to Americans’ indifference as Hitler took the Sudetenland and Austria and prepared his assaults on Poland and France.

In my view, however, the more trenchant and foreboding historical analogy could be the outbreak of World War I. In that conflict, hypercompetitive great powers overreacted to small problems. A minor crisis quickly escalated into catastrophic large-scale combat. Today, we may (or may not) be slightly wiser, but our weapons are even more potent and even more rapidly deployable. Outcomes in war can occur quickly and overwhelmingly.2 Therefore, the premium on early and decisive action is high. Huge mistakes can happen very fast. We need a grand strategy of resoluteness—but also of patience and restraint that seeks to avoid firing the first shot, because we must do everything possible to avoid the great uncertainty and huge danger of great power war.

Moreover, while a healthy defense budget and strong military are important, exaggerating the immediate dangers of today’s world could lead to a preoccupation with the hard-power tools of statecraft at the expense of other instruments. We could shortchange diplomacy and foreign assistance. Assistance has contributed importantly to impressive strides in human well-being and economic advancement by many countries around the world in recent decades, as noted in chapter 1.3 But needs, as well as opportunities for further progress, remain significant. Covid-19 intensifies the challenges, as will the effects of climate change in the years ahead. To underfund diplomacy and assistance and related efforts would forget Jim Mattis’s admonition that if you don’t fund such things, “you need to buy me more ammunition.” Overspending on defense could also weaken America’s foundations of internal strength including in education, infrastructure, and scientific research and development. That would also ignore the simple and unalterable fact that the United States military is built on the nation’s economic, scientific, and human foundations. It would forget Richard Haass’s memorable admonition that “foreign policy begins at home.”4

I might also call this last point about the domestic roots of foreign policy “Rivlin’s Reminder,” after my long-standing friend and colleague, the great Alice Rivlin, who died in 2019 at age eighty-eight after a remarkable career of public service. She always valued U.S. military strength but had an integrated view of national power that encompassed the underlying strength of our economy and the political cohesion of our people. We would be wise to remember, and heed, her counsel.

It is the global rules-based order, more than anyone’s possible definition of a liberal order, we must preserve. The latter term is popular these days, but it is confusing, meaning one thing in American domestic politics and quite another in international relations. Worse, even when used in the international context, it lends itself to multiple interpretations in multiple domains—military, developmental, financial, trade-­related, environmental, ideational, and so on.5 Not all are equally attractive to American security partners or countries trying to find their peace, if possible, with both China and the United States.6 Worst of all, the term “liberal order” is too ambitious as a near-term guide for policy making. It implies that we must keep progressing, steadily and fairly rapidly, toward a global environment that assertively promotes democracy, Western definitions of human rights, and other desirable yet often controversial and difficult goals. Supporters of a rules-based order, by contrast, can be more patient, slightly less ambitious, and more apt to roll with the punches—taking the occasional setback tactically as long as the fundamentals of the international environment remain solid.

The United States should of course promote democracy. Democracies are much better than any alternative for their citizens, and democracies tend not to fight each other, either.7 The United States has a long tradition of supporting and attempting its best to exemplify democracy, as it is right to do. This has produced considerable success; despite the setbacks, there has never been a time when a higher fraction of humankind lived in free or partly free societies. Sometimes, however, the pursuit of an increasingly liberal order is seen to necessitate the application of military power. Elements of the neoconservatism tradition have advocated this in the past—for example, in regard to the 2003 Iraq war.8 Promotion of democracy can also be dangerous if it leads, for instance, to instinctive expansion of a military alliance that was never designed for the democracy-promotion purpose. Generally, democracy promotion is not a domain of endeavor where military force should be invoked, except to protect existing democratic allies from threats when they need the help.9

For this complex and scary, yet also prosperous and reasonably peaceful, world of today, the United States needs to stay resolute in defense of existing allies and obligations. American engagement and leadership have been the central characteristic of a rules-based global order that has kept the great power peace for seventy-five years—after decades and centuries of spectacular failures when international anarchy reigned among states. The world’s best chance for peace requires such a strong and purposeful America.

The United States should be restrained, however, in any ambitions to expand alliances further, to use force quickly and overwhelmingly in crises, or to stubbornly pursue maximal goals in difficult diplomatic endeavors over crucial matters including nuclear technology. If crises do occur, America should seek to use asymmetric and integrated defense methods that highlight the role of economics as much as any lethal application of military power, being especially reluctant to fire the first shot and draw first blood in any confrontation with other nuclear-armed states. The American people and their leaders should remember how World War I began—through hypercompetitive great powers who overreacted to crises and were blind to the dangers of doing so—as much as they remember how strength and power won World War II and the Cold War. Washington should also broaden its concept of threat beyond the Pentagon’s 4+1 framework of past years, which remains useful but is incomplete. It should add a second dimension of threats to its national security and grand strategy calculus. The new 4+1 encompasses biological, nuclear, climatic, digital, and internal dangers. They are just as important as the old set.

As a matter of not just domestic economics and politics but foreign policy, too, the United States needs a big vision and well-resourced action plan for renewal at home. In this book about grand strategy, with primary emphasis on military power, diplomacy, foreign assistance, trade, and other tools of international statecraft, I have arrived at the conclusion that the area of American governance in greatest need of more resources is in domestic and economic policy. It is in that realm where we are, today, building the foundations for the national security policies, and successes or failures, of years and decades to come.
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Israel 338.0 0.4 65.5
Egypt 3020 04 65.9
Iraq 2240 0.3 66.2
Pakistan 284.0 03 66.5
Gulf Cooperation Council™* 1,629.8 2.0 68.5
Jordan 44.2 0.1 68.6
Morocco 119.0 0.1 687
Mexico 1,270.0 L5 70.2
Taiwan 5,860.0 0.7 70.9
India 2.940.0 35 74.4
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Singapore 112 0.6 79.4 31
Total 2412 137

Other nations
Non-NATO Europe 236 1.4 80.8
Other Middle East and North 134 0.8 82.0

Africa®™
Other Central and South Asia* 9.0 0.5 83.0
Other East Asia and Pacific’ 12.1 0.6 83.6
Other Caribbean and Latin 0.4 0.0 83.6

America®*
Sub-Saharan Africa 17.0 10 84.6
Iran 17.4 10 85.6 38
North Korea" 5.0 03 85.9
Syria/Venezuela* 3.0 0.0 85.9
China’ 181.1 10.4 96.3 13
Russia 48.2 27 99.0 29
Indonesia 7.4 0.4 99.4 0.7

Other nations 337.55 20.0

TOTAL 1,732.4 100.0

Sources: International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance, 2020 (New York: Routledge, 2020,
529-534; World Bank, GDP (current USS) (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2020), available at https://doi.org/
10.1080/04597222.2020.1707977. These figures are not adjusted for purchasing power parity. They are based on
market exchange rates. Figures may not add exactly due to rounding.

Notes:

* Albania, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Latvia,
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia

* Argentina, Bahamas, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Trinidad and Tobago, Uruguay

“ Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates

* Algeria, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Tunisia, Yemen

* Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Tajikista
‘Brunei, Cambodia, , Mongolia, Myanmar, Papua New Guinea, Timor-Leste, Vietnam
¢ Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Belize, Guyana, Jamaica, Suriname

" North Korea value is an author estimate

'Some estimates for China are $30-50 billion higher

* A Yok PO G Ol Otal col e Hiiin i Bk eaniiet e Bicaing 210 A icw nol Svable

“Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan
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United States 684.5 395 395 32
NATO allies
Canada 18.7 1.0 40.5 L1
France 522 3.0 435 19
Germany 48.5 27 46.2 12
Italy 27.1 1i5; 47.7 13
Spain 129 0.7 484 09
Turkey 8.1 04 488 1.0
United Kingdom 54.7 3.1 519 20
Rest of NATO* 65.6 37 55.6

Total NATO, excluding U.S. 2878 16.1
Total NATO 972.3 55.6

Rio Pact® 54.5 31 58.7
Key Indo-Pacific allies
Japan 48.5 27 614 0.94
South Korea 39.7 22 63.6 244
Australia 254 1.4 65.0 18
New Zealand 27 0.1 65.1 13
Thailand 7.1 0.4 65.5 13
Philippines 34 02 65.7 09

Total key Indo-Pacific allies

Other security partners
Israel

Egypt

Iraq

Pakistan

Gulf Cooperation Council™*
Jordan

Morocco

Mexico

Taiwan

India

126.8

19.2
33
204
103
952
16
36
5.0
109
605

7.0

11
02
12
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55
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