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By Richard Fontaine and Kristin M. Lord

D eba  t ing    A merica     ’s  F u t u re  Introduction
America confronts a world in transition. The 
Middle East is quaking from a cascade of revo-
lutions. Iran is inching ever closer to a nuclear 
bomb. China’s power is rising, prompting coun-
tries across the region to both engage with it and 
hedge against it. Al Qaeda’s power has shattered, 
yet its fragments remain dangerous. Sustained 
economic growth is transforming countries across 
Africa and Latin America, while Brazil, Turkey 
and India grow in global influence. Europe appears 
to be turning inward, as financial crises create 
economic constraints and political turmoil. Rapid 
advances in technology are empowering individu-
als and groups, while states are using technology to 
enhance their own power. 

Whatever the outcome of the November 2012 
presidential election, America’s next president 
must confront all these changes and many more. 
He will have the opportunity to set America 
on a path toward replenished power, enhanced 
prosperity and renewed vitality. He will have 
the opportunity to shape the international order 
in ways that will benefit both America and 
the world. Yet he will do so in the context of 
constrained resources and deeply fragmented 
domestic politics. 

To lead America wisely, the president and his 
administration must answer several questions: 
What kind of world does America face and how 
is the strategic landscape evolving? What are 
America’s core national interests? How should 
America pursue its interests and what threatens 
them? What opportunities exist and how can 
America seize them? How should America convey 
its purpose, both at home and globally?

In June 2008, the Center for a New American 
Security published a compendium of essays to 
grapple with these very questions.1 Edited by 
Michèle Flournoy and Shawn Brimley, the vol-
ume compiled the views of leading strategists 
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from across the political spectrum and from both 
academia and the policy community. These essays 
helped to shape the national debate about grand 
strategy and served as a resource after the presi-
dential election.

In this volume, we embark on a similar venture. 
We present the views of four leading strategists 
– Robert J. Art, Richard K. Betts, Peter Feaver 
and Anne-Marie Slaughter – who have diverse 
backgrounds and divergent perspectives. Despite 
their differences, they share a common mission: 
Promote informed debate about America’s proper 
role in the world and the best ways to fulfill that 
role. In engaging this debate, the four writers wres-
tle with the broadest of foreign policy questions: 
What should constitute America’s grand strategy 
in the next administration and in the years and 
decades thereafter? 

Why Grand Strategy?
Grand strategy matches national means to national 
ends.2 It assesses the international and domes-
tic environments, defines U.S. interests in these 
environments and recommends ways and means to 
secure those interests. It explains America’s role in 
the world and how to think about that role. It also 
provides a vision for how America should build 
and marshal all the relevant elements of national 
power and leverage assets in one area to achieve 
goals in another.3 

The very mention of grand strategy can evoke 
eye-rolling. Grand can be mistaken for grandiose, 
and discussions of grand strategy are all too often 
divorced from the actual execution of national 
policy. Among busy policymakers, grand strategy 
may be dismissed as intellectual calisthenics for 
pundits with too few real responsibilities and too 
much time on their hands. 

Yet this view undervalues grand strategy and the 
opportunities it affords. A well-crafted grand strat-
egy serves several purposes, including:4 

•	 Helping policymakers view policies holistically 
and understand how issues and relationships are 
entwined;

•	 Aiding decisionmakers in setting priorities and 
allocating scarce resources; 

•	 Assisting bureaucracies in coordinating dis-
parate activities by disseminating priorities 
and explaining the importance of particular 
objectives;

•	 Communicating national interests and intentions 
to reassure allies, deter adversaries and reduce 
the likelihood of miscalculation;

•	 Improving the accountability of policies and 
leaders by providing benchmarks by which suc-
cess or failure may be evaluated; and

•	 Forcing decisionmakers to think systematically 
about the medium to long term, instead of focus-
ing merely on urgent short-term pressures.

Grand strategies are holistic and make broad con-
nections among regions, issues, and domestic and 
foreign policy. Whereas the practical need to man-
age foreign policy requires bureaucracies to chop 
regions and issues into manageable bits, grand 
strategy can help policymakers see how the pieces 
fit together. This broader vision enables policymak-
ers to view connections and points of leverage that 
they might not have detected otherwise. 

Grand strategies are not, and should not be, static. 
Because grand strategies connect national means 
to national ends in particular international and 
domestic contexts, they should evolve with circum-
stances even as they keep policymakers focused 
on medium- to long-term objectives.5 In this way, 
grand strategizing is more important than having a 
grand strategy per se.

Thus, grand strategies do not constitute an 
off-the-shelf blueprint for operating in interna-
tional affairs; rather, they lay out a vision for how 
American power can be used to pursue national 
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interests and values in a shifting global environ-
ment. If the interests of the nation, its capacities 
or important features in the international envi-
ronment change beyond a certain extent – as 
with the collapse of the Soviet Union – the 
prevailing strategy may be rendered invalid. 
Thus strategists must continually judge whether 
changes require mere adjustments to a strategy 
or constitute inflection points that call for an 
entirely new approach. 

Does the United States need a new grand 
strategy? The authors in this volume disagree 
about the answer to that question. Feaver says 
no, arguing that America should embrace the 
strategy of preserving the international order 
that has guided the United States throughout the 
post-Cold War era. He calls for adjustments on 
the margins, including steps to restore lost lever-
age in key regions like the Middle East, a more 
focused effort to fix America’s fiscal problems 
and resistance to deep cuts in defense spending. 
Art favors a strategy of selective engagement, 
one that implies activist global leadership for 
the United States but also factors in America’s 
diminished status as a superpower. By contrast, 
Betts calls for limited retrenchment and greater 
American restraint in foreign policy in order to 

conserve American power and husband the eco-
nomic resources necessary to exercise leadership. 
Meanwhile, Slaughter argues for a grand strat-
egy of “network centrality,” maintaining that 
the most important international shift in the 
21st century is neither the rise of China nor the 
realignment of global power, but rather the rise 
of global networks, which include government 
officials, corporations, financial institutions, 
nongovernmental organizations, terrorists and 
others. The United States can best pursue its 
interests, Slaughter says, by positioning itself 
close to the center of the political, military, dip-
lomatic, economic and social networks that most 
affect its interests.6 

America in the World
Strategic Context
Grand strategies start with an assessment of the 
international and domestic environments, both 
present and future. To a large degree, the contribu-
tors to this volume agree in their assessments. All 
recognize the rise of new powers relative to the 
United States, particularly in the economic sphere. 
All concur that the United States will remain the 
world’s military and economic superpower in the 
near term, and none of them would argue that 
America is in decline. All concur that the United 
States is not powerful enough to dictate global 
outcomes and must work with others wherever 
possible to achieve common goals. Each recognizes 
the deep fiscal difficulties facing the United States 
at home and how these difficulties undermine 
American power.

Each of the four authors also sees differences in the 
strategic environment. Betts emphasizes the relative 
security of today’s world in contrast to past decades 
and therefore believes that a less interventionist 
foreign policy is warranted. Art sees a world that 
demands the provision of collective goods, such as 
freedom of the seas and peace among great pow-
ers, and believes that America should continue its 
role in supplying them. Feaver observes a strategic 

Whereas the practical need to 

manage foreign policy requires 

bureaucracies to chop regions 

and issues into manageable 

bits, grand strategy can help 

policymakers see how the 

pieces fit together.
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environment in which the greatest long-term threat 
to the United States is the emergence of a hostile 
peer rival that could rewrite the global order and 
argues that America’s two-decade approach of 
combining military strength with selectively accom-
modating would-be rivals remains the best path to 
avoid this outcome. Slaughter rejects a view of the 
global environment that focuses only on states and 
the potential rise of a peer competitor as the most 
important shift in the international system. She 
argues instead for a network perspective in which 
the rise of criminal, economic, political and social 
networks is transforming both the international 
system itself and the role of states within it. Instead 
of poles in a unipolar, bipolar or multipolar system, 
Slaughter argues, states should be analyzed as the 
principal hubs of these intersecting networks. A 
state’s ability to position itself as close to the center 
of critical networks as possible and to mobilize, 
orchestrate and create networks will prove a vital 
source of power.

American Interests
The authors in this volume generally agree that 
enduring American interests include the following 
goals:

•	 Preventing and deterring attacks on the 
homeland,

•	 Preventing war among great powers,

•	 Maintaining the security of allies and key 
partners,

•	 Containing the spread of weapons of mass 
destruction,

•	 Managing the rise of peer competitors such as 
China and 

•	 Ensuring an open international economic 
system. 

Nevertheless, the authors prioritize these interests 
in different ways. Betts emphasizes two over-
arching “vital” interests: homeland security and 

“strategic solvency” – keeping America’s external 
commitments in line with the domestic resources 
available to back them. He characterizes other 
interests, such as spreading liberal democracy 
and providing relief in humanitarian disasters, as 
merely “nice to have.” In contrast, the other writ-
ers cite promoting respect for human rights and 
supporting democracy abroad as key, longstand-
ing U.S. interests that deserve continued priority 
in U.S. policy. Slaughter, for instance, observes 
that respect for universal values is a core U.S. 
national interest not merely for moral reasons 
but also because a freer world is a safer and more 
prosperous one for Americans. In addition to all 
of those interests, Feaver highlights the need for 
energy security and honoring treaty obligations, 
and Art calls for the United States to work to 
prevent mass atrocities in civil wars and to avert 
severe climate change. 

American Leadership
Most American strategists agree that America 
must exert leadership in the world, and the four 
authors in this volume are no exception. Yet how 
they define leadership varies. Art favors a highly 
engaged form of American leadership, with a for-
ward defense posture (including maintaining key 
alliances and deploying American troops abroad) 
and with the United States continuing to provide 
a leadership role by contributing to the provi-
sion of collective goods. In contrast, Betts argues 
that the emphasis on supplying collective goods 
is overstated; America should remain a global 
leader, he writes, but it is a mistake to equate 
leadership with imposing U.S. control. America 
should, Betts believes, conserve its primacy and 
husband its resources by scaling down American 
efforts abroad. 

Feaver takes an expansive view of American 
leadership, writing that the United States should 
engage internationally to help preserve global order 
even when its narrowly construed interests are not 
at stake. If America chooses not to lead, he argues, 
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no one else will do so – and problems that origi-
nate as secondary to American interests can turn 
into direct threats. Policymakers tend to overstate 
the risks of intervention, Feaver writes, and dis-
count the costs of inaction. 

Slaughter argues that in a world of deep global 
interdependence, the United States must ensure 
the security not only of its territory and citizens 
but also of its allies and partners. It must lead in 
advancing human rights and an open international 
economy. Exercising this leadership, in Slaughter’s 
view, requires the United States to be the “central 
node” in a variety of networks – in global security 
by working through NATO and its other part-
ners, in economic terms by applying pressure and 
generating leverage through financial networks, 
and in diplomacy by building informal group-
ings of governments and strengthening regional 
organizations.

Domestic Constraints
Given the prevailing pressures for economic 
austerity, the authors underscore the domestic 
constraints on American grand strategy. Art, for 
example, cites studies indicating that America will 
not fully recover from the 2008 financial crisis for 
at least another two or three years, and he notes 
that America’s serious fiscal situation limits the 
resources that it can devote to foreign policy and 
military power. Betts notes not only America’s eco-
nomic troubles but also the political paralysis that 
has prevented their resolution. 

The writers emphasize that America should exer-
cise its leadership selectively and recognize that 
overextension will drain American power in ways 
that will ultimately undermine the nation’s inter-
ests. They disagree, however, on the implications 
of austerity and what constitutes overextension 
on the part of the United States. Art argues that 
austerity should induce America to curtail state-
building enterprises such as the U.S. efforts in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, but that America can and should 

continue to provide the collective goods on which 
the world relies. By contrast, Betts argues that “eco-
nomic disarray” makes it necessary to scale down 
American efforts abroad, and he calls for focus-
ing American power on deterrence rather than on 
preventive war and supplying collective goods. In 
his view, the need to maintain economic solvency 
demands significant reductions in the resources 
allocated to external purposes. Feaver observes 
that America cannot solve its fiscal woes simply 
by cutting defense spending and that to cut such 
spending too deeply would put at risk the grand 
strategy that has served America well since the end 
of the Cold War. 

Instruments of Power
The four authors emphasize the use of different 
instruments of power to achieve national ends. 
Slaughter highlights the ability of American actors, 
both governmental and nongovernmental, to 
shape, convene and act within networks, whether 
military, economic or diplomatic. Feaver empha-
sizes the “velvet fist” – the combination of defense 
spending in excess of what is needed to meet 
near-term threats with a strategy of accommodat-
ing would-be rivals in the global order. Art stresses 
the traditional military, economic and diplomatic 
tools of statecraft but contends that they should be 
directed at supplying collective goods rather than 
at nation building. Betts emphasizes economic, 
diplomatic and political action and recommends 
that the United States be involved less often in 
military action. Indeed, he recommends scaling 
down standing military forces and being more 
judicious in making security guarantees to U.S. 
allies. Most of the authors focus, to varying degrees, 
on American “soft power” – the ability to influ-
ence through the power of attraction rather than 
the power of coercion. They stress the importance 
of achieving security not only through a strong 
defense but also through other means of leverage 
and engagement, such as the building of relation-
ships, public diplomacy and the power of ideas.
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Conclusion
Grand strategy weaves together the many threads 
of foreign and domestic policy with the aim of 
pursuing American interests and values more 
effectively. Although intellectually appealing, 
this way of thinking is difficult to translate into 
practice. The combined effects of politics and the 
policymaking process tend to disaggregate poli-
cies, ignoring the linkages between fiscal policy 
and national strength, austerity and the ability to 
project power, the changing international envi-
ronment and the definition of American interest. 
Bureaucracies tend to divide issues into narrow, 
discrete domains in ways that risk overlooking the 
interplay among them. At its best, a grand strategy 
portrays a more coherent whole.

Numerous global changes, coupled with the 
upcoming presidential election, provide an oppor-
tunity to revisit American grand strategy. At a time 
when policymakers and pundits ask fundamental 
questions about the nature of American power and 
purpose, now is also the moment to debate how to 
marry that power and that purpose. It is time, in 
other words, for a vigorous discussion of American 
grand strategy. Although this volume is merely a 
starting point, we hope that it will contribute to 
that debate.
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Chapter I: 
SELECTIVE ENGAGEMENT IN THE ERA oF AUSTERITY

By Robert J. Art
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By Robert J. Art

S E L E C T I V E  E N G AG E M E N T  I N  T H E  E R A 
o F  AU S T E R I T Y

America’s unipolar moment is over. It began with 
the breakup of the Soviet Union in December 1991 
and ended with the collapse of Lehman Brothers 
on September 15, 2008. During these 17 years, the 
United States had no military peer, its economy 
did quite well (as least during the first half of the 
period), and it fought one big war in the Persian 
Gulf and three lesser ones in the Balkans and 
Afghanistan. For most of this period, America’s 
political-economic model – democratic capital-
ism – was heralded as the best way to organize a 
society. The country did pretty much as it wished 
on the international stage, even when its actions 
were opposed by others, acting multilaterally when 
possible and unilaterally when necessary.

Although the United States was ascendant dur-
ing this unipolar moment, it was not, by any 
stretch of the imagination, a global hegemon in 
the sense that the term is commonly used. That is, 
the United States could not take on all other great 
powers at once and defeat them. It was, instead, a 
superpower: a state that can project military power 
to several regions simultaneously and that is the 
most powerful military actor in those regions. 
Moreover, because it was a superpower, the United 
States was a hegemon in the second sense of that 
term – the sense the Greeks meant: a leader. In the 
unipolar era, America’s dominating military and 
economic power did not yield omnipotence, but it 
did underwrite a powerful global leadership role.

The Current and Future Environment
The United States will, for at least the next decade 
or two, remain the world’s only superpower when 
both military and economic dimensions are taken 
into account. Its position will be diminished, 
however, compared with its position during the 
unipolar era for a number of reasons, of which 
three are particularly important. 

First, America’s current serious fiscal situation, in 
the making since 2002, will constrain the resources 
that the country can devote to its foreign policy 
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and military power.1 The 2008-2009 financial crisis 
magnified America’s underlying fiscal problems. 
According to the best research on financial crises, 
the United States will not begin to recover fully 
from this crisis until at least 2014 or 2015, if history 
is an accurate guide.2 Even then, the structural 
imbalance between revenues and spending will 
not be solved without significant budget cuts. 
Defense spending will be under continuous bud-
getary pressure because it accounts for over half of 
discretionary (that is, nonentitlement) spending, 
19 percent of the federal budget and 4.7 percent of 
the nation’s gross domestic product (GDP). Such 
pressure is especially likely because the cuts made 
to the Department of Defense’s budget for the past 
two fiscal years amounted to only 2.4 percent in 
real (inflation-adjusted) terms and are projected to 
remain constant (keeping up with inflation). The 
touted $487 billion projected cut in defense spend-
ing over a 10-year period is actually a cut from a 
budget proposed by the Pentagon in February 2011 
that projected real increases in the defense budget 
and was never approved by Congress.3 Thus, given 
the fact that defense spending has not taken a sig-
nificant hit, it is highly likely that more severe cuts 
are in the cards.

Second, the current trends in the global distribu-
tion of power magnify the effects of America’s 
economic troubles at home. The world today is 
economically bipolar – the United States and the 
European Union (EU) are roughly equal in GDP 
when measured in nominal dollars. However, 
within the next decade or two, the world will be at 
least economically tripolar, provided the EU does 
not break up and China’s nominal GDP ($5.93 
trillion in 2010, compared with America’s $14.59 
trillion) continues to grow at the 7 percent rate 
that the Communist party has projected in its 
current five-year plan.4 Depending on which study 
one consults, if present trends continue, China’s 
GDP (in nominal dollars) will surpass America’s 
somewhere between 2020 and 2030.5 Thus, because 

America’s fiscal troubles will take the better part 
of a decade to solve, and because the economic 
power of China and India will increase (though 
how much is uncertain), the global distribution of 
economic power will be less advantageous to the 
United States in the next two decades than it was 
in the previous two.

Third, the United States is likely to retain its 
military dominance much longer than its eco-
nomic dominance, given its overwhelming lead 
and the time it will take China or any other great 
power to build a military of global reach. Yet 
eventually, some form of military multipolarity 
will likely emerge, although no one can now say 
with any precision when that will occur. What 
is clear, however, is that the United States will 
face a tough challenge from China in maintain-
ing maritime supremacy in East Asia. If China’s 
economy continues to grow rapidly and its leader-
ship continues to channel some of those growing 
economic resources into military modernization, 
this will increasingly constrain what the United 
States can do in East Asia, cause it to divert even 
more defense resources to East Asia than is cur-
rently planned and, by diverting scarce defense 
resources there, affect the U.S. military presence 
elsewhere in the world. 

Still, the outlook over the next decade for the 
United States is not entirely grim because the coun-
try retains considerable advantages. Largely as a 
result of its immigration policies, the United States 
will age less rapidly than all the other great powers, 
including China, with all the positive ramifications 
in economic innovation, economic competitiveness 
and usable military manpower that this implies.6 
The United States retains an entrepreneurial spirit, 
a hard-working populace and a significant lead in 
many of the technologies of the future. It also still 
retains a considerable share of the world’s manu-
facturing base.7 Moreover, it is not clear that China 
can escape the “middle-income trap” (whereby 
its economic growth rate slows significantly) and 
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continue its double-digit growth rates for the next 
decade or two.8 The fact that the Communist party 
has downgraded China’s projected growth rate to 
7 percent in the current five-year plan reflects its 
view that slower economic growth may occur. 

Over the next 10 years, the United States will 
likely remain the world’s most powerful state, 
but its relative edge will wane to some degree, 
global power will become less concentrated and, 
as a consequence, the United States will have less 
freedom to operate unimpeded around the world 
than it did during the unipolar era.9 Although no 
one knows how successful America will be in fix-
ing its economic and fiscal ills, nor how powerful 
other states might become, prudence dictates some 
adjustment in the nation’s international ambitions. 
Let us therefore begin with an assessment of what 
America’s national interests are today.  

Selective Engagement  
and U.S. National Interests
Twenty years ago, I laid out a grand strategy for the 
United States that I believe remains relevant today, 
albeit with some modifications.10 This strategy 
posited six U.S. national interests and argued that 
a forward defense posture was the best way to 
advance these interests. I concluded that after the 
Cold War, the United States needed to continue 
with an activist, internationalist, global leadership 
policy rather than retreating into isolationism or 
offshore balancing. I put these three components 
together – six national interests, a forward defense 
posture and U.S. global leadership – and called the 
resulting strategy “selective engagement.” 

The following six foreign policy goals remain in the 
best interests of the United States:

•	 Protect the homeland from attack, which 
requires that the United States prevent the spread 
of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), espe-
cially nuclear and biological weapons, and keep 
such weapons out of the hands of terrorists, as 

well as thwarting a devastating cyber attack on 
the homeland.

•	 Maintain a deep peace among the Eurasian great 
powers, which requires that the United States 
retain its two central alliances at either end of 
Eurasia – NATO and the U.S.-Japan alliance.

•	 Preserve assured access to stable supplies of oil, 
which requires that the United States prevent any 
state, either within the Middle East or elsewhere, 
from acquiring hegemony over Persian Gulf oil 
supplies.

•	 Preserve an open international economic order, 
which requires that the United States main-
tain its commitment to international economic 
openness and use its military power in ways that 
preserve global stability.

•	 Spread democracy and the rule of law, protect 
human rights and prevent mass murders in civil 
wars – goals that require that the United States 
help foster political liberalization and the rule 
of law within other nations and promote the 
economic development that helps to create the 
large middle classes on which stable democracy 
depends. The United States should also act in 
concert with other states to stop or prevent mass 
murder in ethnic and civil wars that have already 
begun or are highly likely to occur.

•	 Avert severe climate change, which requires that 
the United States and the rest of the world first 
cut, and then stabilize, the emissions of CO2 and 
its equivalents into the atmosphere to levels that 
avoid severe climate change.

Why are these national interests crucial to the 
United States? Clearly, the country must do all 
it can to protect the homeland from attack – the 
prime directive of any grand strategy – especially 
from a WMD attack by a terrorist group or a 
devastating state-sponsored cyber attack. It is also 
in America’s interest to preserve as deep a peace 
as possible among the great Eurasian powers 
because any war among them would be deeply 
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destabilizing and costly and would risk drawing 
in the United States in one way or another. The 
United States also has a vested interest in avoiding 
intense security competitions among these states 
because such competitions could lead those states 
to acquire WMD. Assured access to oil supplies 
for air, sea and land transportation is essential 
to the global economy until the world can wean 
itself off its heavy dependence on oil for transpor-
tation, something that is going to take decades, 
even with the greater push to switch to renewable 
energy sources.11 An open economic order con-
tributes to U.S. prosperity, but it also contributes 
to global economic growth and prosperity, both of 
which help promote peace. Spreading democracy 
and the rule of law within states will make for a 
more peaceful and prosperous world and will also 
lessen the need for costly military interventions 
because democracies are less likely than nondem-
ocracies to commit human rights abuses against 
their own populaces. Finally, averting severe 
climate change is in the best interest of the United 
States because of the risks involved in kicking the 
earth into a new, irreversible and adverse climatic 
state (even though under moderate climate-
change scenarios, the United States will suffer 
less than developing states and many of the other 
great powers). 

After presenting these national interests, I pro-
posed that a forward defense posture – retaining 
America’s key alliances and deploying American 
troops abroad, both onshore and afloat in three 
key regions (East Asia, the Middle East and 
Europe) – would better realize and protect these 
interests than would a grand strategy of isola-
tionism or offshore balancing, both of which 
entail America ending its military alliances and 
bringing its troops home. In my usage, both 
isolationism and offshore balancing are strategies 
in which the United States would have no stand-
ing military commitments in peacetime to defend 
other states and no forward bases abroad.12 The 

U.S. Navy might steam the seven seas, but all other 
U.S. troops would be at home, and there would be 
no standing military alliances or permanent over-
seas military bases.13

Forward defense requires bases abroad and allies. 
Therefore, selective engagement argues for retain-
ing key American alliances, not only because they 
enable a forward defense posture but also because 
they are tools of political management and enhance 
cooperative solutions to regional security issues. 
In this view, key alliances retain enduring value. 
They ensure U.S. access to overseas bases where 
needed, facilitate joint training in peacetime (and, 
consequently, joint operations in wartime), promote 
transparency and a more open security dialogue, 
and help to structure expectations and develop 
shared attitudes about problem solving. Standing 
alliances clearly experience difficulties and conflicts 
among their members, but they are generally more 
reliable tools for projecting power into key regions 
than are ad hoc, informal arrangements (although 
those can also be useful under certain conditions).  

I favor an in-theater military presence, either 
afloat or onshore because, in my view, America’s 
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regional alliances retain greater credibility – and 
are therefore stronger for reassurance and deter-
rence purposes – with some U.S. forces in a region 
than with U.S. military guarantees but no forces 
in the region. Credibility is a function of will and 
capability. In-theater forces enhance capability but 
are probably more important for what they signify 
about will. Such forces are tangible and, there-
fore, more politically salient as manifestations of 
political will than simple pledges on paper would 
be. In-theater forces are akin to actions speaking 
louder than words.

Finally, the United States must continue to pro-
vide global leadership. Without such leadership, 
solutions to global collective action problems – 
whether they involve security or nonsecurity issues 
– are unlikely to arise. International politics is still 
organized around the state model; consequently, 
states remain the primary, although certainly 
not the only, actors in world politics. The United 
States is, and will continue for some time to be, the 
world’s most powerful state; therefore, its actions 
and inactions strongly influence whether interna-
tional initiatives will succeed or fail. If the leader 
does not lead, things do not get done. By the same 
token, however, the leader cannot get others to fol-
low unless it takes the interests of allies and other 
important parties into account when formulating 
policies and taking action, instead of simply con-
sulting after it has decided on a course of action. 
Thus, although the United States has to lead, it also 
has to avoid excessive unilateralism.

In sum, as I envision it, selective engagement 
is a strategy that seeks to shape events in East 
Asia, the Middle East and Europe by project-
ing U.S. military power to those regions, rather 
than simply reacting to adverse events there as 
they occur. Although they are not the only shap-
ing instruments available, military alliances and 
commitments – together with in-theater forces, 
either semi-permanently afloat or onshore – are 
crucial for shaping political developments in a 

region. Shaping, however, does not mean control. 
Hegemons control; superpowers, if they are suc-
cessful, only shape. 

Selective Engagement Today 
The strategy of selective engagement needs to be 
adapted for this era of austerity and diffusion of 
power. That adaptation will require the United 
States to limit its global political-military role, pri-
marily in state-building enterprises, although not 
in the provision of international collective goods, 
which, for America’s best interests, must continue. 

The purpose of selective engagement is to protect 
the six U.S. national interests enumerated above. 
However, a key feature of these goals is that, by and 
large, they are also in the interests of a significant 
percentage of the world’s states. With the possible 
exception of the fifth goal, spreading democracy 
and the rule of law, what is good for the United 
States is mostly good for the world. (Even the first 
goal, protecting the homeland, is a global interest, 
because if a terrorist group can attack the United 
States with a weapon of mass destruction, it can 
attack other states as well.) Thus, five of the six U.S. 
national interests are, essentially, global interests 
– or international collective goods. They center on 
relations among states, on creating a framework 
for a stable and prosperous global economy and 
on combating threats that states share. It is only 
spreading democracy that involves intervening in 
the affairs of states and that creates the greatest 
conflict between U. S. interests and those of other 
states, democratic or not. 

The major adaptation of U.S. grand strategy to the 
new era, therefore, is to eschew forceful (military) 
exercises in democracy promotion and state-build-
ing. Such exercises consume time and resources 
and do not have a stellar track record; I argued 
20 years ago that they should be largely avoided.14 
Instead, the United States should concentrate on 
those goals that stand a better chance of mustering 
the support of both America’s allies and the global 
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community. Thus, in an era when U.S. resources 
need to be husbanded, forceful state building 
should be avoided in favor of political-economic 
assistance.15 

To advance its own national interests in this new 
era, the United States should center its grand 
strategy on four global collective goods, all of 
which require power projection in some form:16 (1) 
preventing the spread of nuclear weapons; (2) keep-
ing the deep peace in Europe, deepening the peace 
in East Asia and, if possible, keeping the peace 
in the Persian Gulf; (3) preserving two elements 
of a stable framework for an open international 
economic order – freedom of the seas and assured 
access to Persian Gulf oil; and (4) containing, if not 
also destroying, al Qaeda or any other group that 
plans terrorist actions against the U.S. homeland.17 
Many different types of policies – including politi-
cal, economic and military ones – contribute to 
producing these collective goods, but I concentrate 
here on the contributions of a U.S. forward defense 
posture because that affects most directly the cost 
and ambition of a U.S. grand strategy.

Stop or Retard the Spread  
of Nuclear Weapons
The top priority for U.S. grand strategy is to pre-
vent a WMD attack, especially a nuclear attack, 
on an American city or an ally’s city. The best way 
to do this is to keep fissile material and warheads 
out of the hands of any terrorist group that aspires 
to obtain a nuclear weapon and would use it if it 
had one. There are many ways to do this, includ-
ing programs like the Nunn-Lugar program to 
secure and dismantle fissile materials in the former 
Soviet Union or the steps proposed by the Obama 
administration to strengthen state controls over 
fissile materials.18 All other things being equal, the 
greater the number of states that acquire nuclear 
weapons, the greater the likelihood that fanatical 
terrorists could obtain those weapons or the fissile 
material needed to make them. Wider ownership 
increases the chances of undesirable ownership 

of warheads or fissile material through theft, sale 
or outright transfer. A world with fewer nuclear-
armed states is safer than one with a larger number 
of nuclear-armed states.

In terms of nuclear spread, two regions of the 
world currently pose special concerns: East Asia 
and the Middle East. The U.S. alliance with Japan 
is the cornerstone of U.S. grand strategy in East 
Asia and a major tool in dissuading Japan from 
acquiring nuclear weapons. The end of the U.S-
Japan alliance would not automatically lead to a 
nuclear-armed Japan, but it would clearly increase 
the chances of this, especially because Japan made 
a decision after the Cold War’s end to forego an 
independent nuclear deterrent because it calculated 
that it could rely on the U.S. nuclear umbrella.19 
The Middle East is equally worrisome, should Iran 
acquire nuclear weapons. A February 2008 staff 
report of the U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign 
Relations concluded that an Iranian nuclear bomb 
would “almost certainly lead to a Saudi bomb” if 
the United States did not take actions to guarantee 
Saudi security, that a Saudi bomb would increase 
pressure on Egypt to acquire its own because a 
Saudi bomb would “represent a uniquely threat-
ening challenge to Egypt’s self-conception and 
regional influence,” and that an Iranian bomb 
would “place significant pressure on Turkey to fol-
low suit.”20 An Iran gone nuclear would enhance 
the chances of cascade effects in the region.

To deal with the fallout from an Iranian nuclear 
weapon and to avoid further nuclear spread within 
the Middle East, the United States would (or will) 
need to take on new commitments in the region 
or, at the minimum, strengthen existing ones and 
make clear that its nuclear umbrella extends over 
those states that feel threatened by Iran’s nuclear 
force.21 Indeed, U.S. policy has already moved in 
that direction. Speaking in Thailand on July 22, 
2009, Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton 
said that the United States would consider extend-
ing a “defense umbrella” over the Middle East if 
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Iran continued with work that could lead to nuclear 
weapons. Administration officials in Washington 
subsequently made clear that this was the first public 
discussion of what had been privately discussed.22

Thus, U.S. anti-proliferation efforts in both East 
Asia and the Middle East require power projection 
– for East Asia, in the form of in-theater forces; for 
the Middle East, in the form of a credible over-the-
horizon presence, combined with a small onshore 
presence (as discussed below). 

Keep Regional Peace in Europe, East Asia 
and the Persian Gulf
A second collective good is to help keep the peace 
in Europe, deepen the peace in East Asia and 
work to keep the peace in the Persian Gulf and the 
Middle East. As of December 31, 2011, the United 
States had 1,568,000 active-duty personnel, of 
which 1,217,000 were in the continental United 
States and its territories and the remaining 351,000 
were based in and around foreign countries.23 
Of the 351,000 personnel abroad, 102,000 were 
in Afghanistan, and 15,000 were in Kuwait – the 
former for counterinsurgency operations and the 
latter as a consequence of the winding down of the 
Iraq war. For the purposes of regional peace (which 
excludes the war-waging troops in Afghanistan), 
the United States has stationed about 80,000 troops 
in Europe, the bulk of which are in Germany, 
Italy and England; 89,000 troops in East Asia, of 
which 35,000 are in Japan; 37,500 in South Korea 
and 14,000 afloat; and about 5,500 troops in and 
around the Persian Gulf.24 This means that of the 
approximately 235,000 troops stationed abroad 
on a peacetime presence mission, 175,000 are 
stationed in Europe, East Asia and the Gulf. This 
regional peace mission consumes 11 percent of 
total active-duty military personnel.

The purpose of this peacetime regional presence 
is to shape political events in each of these three 
regions in three ways: to deter attacks on U.S. 
allies; to reassure key regional actors, primarily 

U.S. allies, of U.S. support to help buffer the region 
from destabilizing influences; and to enhance 
regional security cooperation and management. If 
these three mechanisms work well, they can help 
dampen, although not end, military competition 
within these regions. A peacetime regional pres-
ence has a fourth benefit:  Should military action 
become necessary, this presence facilitates war 
waging through the advantages of joint training, 
in-theater bases, and the like. 

Deterrence and reassurance are the main mecha-
nisms in the Middle East and East Asia because 
regional security cooperation is not well developed 
in either place. In Europe, regional security coop-
eration is well advanced and institutionalized, both 
within NATO and, increasingly, within the EU 
through the European Security and Defense Policy. 
The size of U.S. forces in each region is determined 
not only by the military missions the forces are 
capable of performing in the event of war, but 
also by political judgments as to what looks cred-
ible enough to deter and reassure. The peacetime 
regional presence of U.S. forces, both ashore and 
afloat, is akin to gravity: It deeply affects the politi-
cal contours of a region, but its effects are difficult 
to readily discern. Finally, in these three regions, 
most, but not all, states welcome the U.S. in-theater 
presence. Even China still prefers some U.S. pres-
ence in East Asia in order to contain Japan.

In this era of austerity, devoting 11 percent of U.S. 
combat forces to the peacetime regional presence 
mission may be too expensive. Clearly, U.S. forces 
in Europe can and should be drawn down signifi-
cantly, although not entirely removed.25 Europe 
is in a deep peace, and Russia does not present a 
military threat of invasion. Reassuring Europeans, 
however, does not require the 70,000 to 73,000 U.S. 
troops that will be left there once two heavy Army 
brigades are withdrawn.26 In East Asia, the United 
States has been bolstering its maritime forces – and 
correctly so – in order to deal with China’s grow-
ing maritime power. The Middle East will soon 
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have a small footprint, assuming no war with Iran. 
Whether 5,500 American troops are too much for 
the host nations to bear is not clear, although the 
Gulf sheikdoms – especially Bahrain and Kuwait, 
where the bulk of the troops are located – generally 
welcome the U.S. military presence. What is clear 
is the need to keep the onshore footprint in the 
Gulf as small as possible or, if that proves not to be 
feasible, to move to an over-the-horizon presence.27

Maintain Freedom of the Seas and Assured 
Access to Persian Gulf Oil
The third collective good that the United States 
should continue to help provide consists of two 
elements that are crucial to a stable framework for 
an open and prosperous international economic 
order: freedom of the seas and assured access to 
Persian Gulf oil. These are collective goods in 
their own right, and the United States has been 
the major, if not sole, provider of both for many 
decades. The United States and the world benefit.

Over 90 percent of the world’s commerce and 
two-thirds of its petroleum travel by sea.28 In the 
United States alone, 10 to 12 million seaborne 
cargo containers enter the country each year. 
Indeed, total seaborne trade has increased more 
than four-fold over the past four decades,29 with 
cargo volumes almost doubling over the past 15 
years.30 At the turn of the 21st century, merchant 
shipping grew at an annual rate of 22 percent,31 
and despite the economic stresses of 2008-2009, 
the total world merchant fleet still expanded by 7 
percent in 2009.32 Although exact estimates prove 
difficult to ascertain, the most recent World Trade 
Organization data (2004) valued merchant ship-
ping at close to $430 billion.33 Significantly, 2006 
data estimate that world maritime transportation 
exports made up 43 percent of all transportation 
services exports.34  

The seaborne trade sector is large and growing. 
Trade – imports and exports –accounts for 19 per-
cent of total U.S. economic activity.35 Trade is also 

important to the other great powers of the world, 
and it constitutes a greater share of their GDPs 
than it does in the United States. The EU is the 
world’s largest importer and exporter, and China, 
the United States and Germany are the largest 
national state importers and exporters. In terms of 
seaborne trade, the United States is by no means 
the clear leader. Chinese containerized exports 
constitute one-fourth of the global total.36 Asia 
on the whole dominates other regions in terms 
of goods loaded, with a 41 percent share of the 
world total.37 Furthermore, as of 2008, the United 
States was third in the World Trade Organization’s 
ranking of leading maritime countries in terms of 
fleet size. Greece and Japan were first and second, 
respectively, with Norway, China, Hong Kong, 
South Korea, the United Kingdom, Germany and 
Russia filling out the top 10 maritime countries.38 
Figures from 2009 show that not one of the 20 
largest liner shipping companies was based in the 
United States, and only one U.S. company ranked 
as a leading bulk cargo shipping line.39 Freedom of 
the seas is a true collective good.

Assured access to Persian Gulf oil is a second 
central ingredient to an open and prosperous inter-
national economic order because the Persian Gulf 
contains about two-thirds of the world’s proven 
oil reserves and over a third of the world’s proven 
natural gas reserves.40 The United States has experi-
enced a significant increase in both oil and natural 
gas supplies as a result of the discovery and exploi-
tation of huge shale deposits that contain oil and 
gas. The United States may even become energy 
independent, or close to it, over the next decade 
or two.41 However, because the rest of the world, 
as well as the United States, will have to rely on 
oil for transportation for the next several decades, 
the world economy needs assurance of stable and 
secure supplies. Market forces largely determine 
supply and demand, and hence price, on a daily 
basis, and the market, as Eugene Gholz and Daryl 
Press demonstrate, has been good at smoothing 
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supply disruptions.42 Yet oil access has never been 
left entirely to the market; political factors and 
military power have always intervened and played 
a significant role in oil supplies in the Persian Gulf 
and elsewhere. 

The threat to Gulf oil supplies is much reduced 
now that Saddam Hussein is no longer in power 
and Iran’s conventional forces are weak. However, 
even Gholz and Press, who argue that the United 
States need not maintain peacetime deployments 
in the Persian Gulf to deter Iran from threatening 
tanker egress out of the Gulf, state:  “At most, U.S. 
energy interests require an offshore air and naval 
presence nearby.”43 That is power projection and an 
in-theater (or nearby theater) presence by another 
name.

In sum, freedom of the seas and assured access to 
Persian Gulf oil require a strong U.S. Navy to ply 
the seas.

Contain and Defeat al Qaeda
The final collective good that the United States 
should continue to help provide is the contain-
ment, and preferably totally defeat, of al Qaeda 
and its local affiliates that plan attacks against 
Americans abroad or the U.S. homeland. For our 
purposes, there are two central questions to ask: 
1. What does al Qaeda want? 2. How much of an 
“away game” does the United States need to play to 
achieve its objectives of containing and defeating al 
Qaeda? 	

Al Qaeda’s central goal is to evict the West from 
Muslim lands – all Muslim lands – so that it can 
topple the Muslim regimes that are hostile to its 
vision of a good Muslim society. Its goal, in short, 
has been to recreate the caliphate of the eighth to 
ninth centuries. Al Qaeda chose to go after the 
United States because of its central role in propping 
up or supporting these regimes, and, as a conse-
quence, the United States found itself caught in a 
Muslim civil war or insurgency. If the United States 

removed its combat forces from Arab and Muslim 
lands, would that stop al Qaeda from attacking 
Americans abroad or planning attacks against the 
United States? No one knows the answer to that 
question, but it seems likely that if the United States 
still provides support (via security assistance, eco-
nomic aid or intelligence support) for the regimes 
that al Qaeda wants to topple, the United States will 
remain an al Qaeda target.44

Today, “al Qaeda central” is a much diminished 
organization as a result of the death of Osama 
bin Laden, the drone strikes in Pakistan and the 
cooperation among national intelligence agen-
cies, but it is not totally down and out. Moreover, 
its regional affiliates, especially al Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula, still threaten Americans 
abroad and potentially the U.S. homeland.45 In 
my view, it is therefore axiomatic that the United 
States needs to project military power abroad to 
go after al Qaeda. 

However, that does not mean that military power 
is the silver bullet to defeat al Qaeda, that projec-
tion of military power means waging large-scale 
counterinsurgency wars wherever an al Qaeda cell 
exists, that political approaches are unimport-
ant or that homeland defenses do not need to be 
strengthened. To the extent that force is necessary 
to defeat al Qaeda, it should involve close police 
and intelligence cooperation with other states, 
heavy reliance on the capabilities of other states to 
deal with their indigenous al Qaeda operatives, and 
the use of U.S. special operations forces and covert 
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CIA operations to supplement host states’ forces, 
as has been the case in Yemen and Somalia. The 
main point, however, is that we cannot simply play 
an “at home game” to deal with al Qaeda or any 
other terrorist group that aims to harm the United 
States. Some type of “away game,” which involves 
the projection of U.S. military power, operating 
from overseas bases, onshore or afloat, is inescap-
able. With al Qaeda and its affiliates, either the 
United States wins or they do.

Conclusions
A strategy of selective engagement, not a retreat 
into offshore balancing (as I have defined it), 
will best serve America’s interests in the coming 
decades. If the United States does not take the 
lead in helping to provide the collective goods 
enumerated above, they will not receive sufficient 
attention, and both America’s interests and the 
world’s will be worse off. However, this is not a call 
for the United States to be the world’s policeman, 
nor to bear the burden of collective goods alone. 
Instead, it is a call to avoid the wholesale with-
drawal of American military power from abroad 
and a plea for continued American leadership.

Successfully implementing the selective engage-
ment strategy will depend on providing 
satisfactory answers to three critical issues:

How can the U.S. defense budget be cut further 
without undercutting the core missions of selec-
tive engagement? This is important to do because, 
as stated earlier, the defense budget will most likely 
take more cuts than the current $487 billion over 
10 years, especially because that was such a mar-
ginal cut in real spending.46 

Can some U.S. commitments, apart from the core 
ones in Europe, East Asia and the Persian Gulf, be 
curtailed and can U.S. bases abroad be downsized 
even more? This is important because according to 
the Defense Department, the United States still has 
611 bases abroad.47

What exactly should a more trimmed-down, fis-
cally sustainable selective engagement force look 
like? This is important because of the need to con-
vince U.S. allies and potential adversaries abroad 
that the United States has both the will and the 
wherewithal to sustain a slimmed down selective 
engagement strategy.48 

Whether Democrat or Republican, the next 
administration must seriously address these issues. 

If these issues are not successfully addressed, selec-
tive engagement will fail, and America’s national 
interests will be harmed grievously. The George W. 
Bush administration had too expansive a vision 
for America’s role in the world. The danger the 
United States faces now is having austerity cause 
the nation to adopt an overly restrictive role in 
the world. The trimmed-down version of selective 
engagement offered here strikes a good balance 
between trying to do too much and settling for 
doing too little. However diminished American 
power will be over the next decade, the United 
States will remain the greatest of the great powers 
and should continue to act to shape the interna-
tional environment in ways that are consistent with 
its interests.
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By Richard K. Betts

A M E R I C A N  S T R AT E G Y:  G R A N D  
V S .  G R A N D I O S E

Since 1898, the United States has achieved a great 
deal by using its power for good purposes: promot-
ing Western values, protecting other countries 
and shaping the world. Sometimes, however, it has 
lurched back and forth between doing too little 
and too much. In the 20th century, the challenges 
for national security policy were big ones: hos-
tile great powers combined with alien ideologies. 
After World War I, American efforts to control 
world order were too weak: Withdrawal from the 
European balance of power helped to produce 
World War II. During the Cold War, American 
efforts were about right and ended in a victory that 
left the United States as the dominant power in the 
world, more fundamentally secure than ever before 
in its history. Yet more than 20 years later, inertia 
from that long experience still exerts a powerful 
effect on American policy, strategy and operations.

In 1945, it was both necessary and easy for the 
United States to take on wide-scale military activ-
ism; today, it is neither. In 1945, the United States 
had an invigorated economy, fully half of the war-
ravaged world’s economic output and a credible 
plan for retiring national debt – all lacking today. 
If necessary, however, Americans could tighten 
their belts and continue to bear the costs of a de 
facto empire – but it is not necessary. Unlike the 
situation in 1945, there is no looming transna-
tional communist threat, and U.S. allies are rich 
and, with few exceptions, capable of taking care 
of themselves. Yet since the Cold War, American 
efforts in shaping order abroad have been too 
strong, embroiling the country in conflicts where 
the stakes too often proved smaller than their price 
in blood and treasure. The end of the Cold War 
made it sensible to scale down American efforts 
abroad; economic disarray now makes it necessary. 
Primacy – the sole superpower status that gives the 
United States more influence on more issues than 
any other country – provides opportunity; paraly-
sis in resolving its economic problems imposes 
constraint. Both opportunity and constraint 
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suggest that grand strategy for the coming decade 
needs to do several things:

•	 Confront near-term threats, mainly terrorism. 
Unless al Qaeda gets weapons of mass destruc-
tion (WMD), this is a modest problem relative to 
historic challenges to national security.

•	 Conserve primacy by getting over the tendency 
to squander it on risky projects that are desir-
able but unnecessary. Use primacy not to seek 
permanent domination of international politics 
but instead to manage a transition to a global 
balance of power.

•	 Remain intensely and widely engaged in eco-
nomic, diplomatic and political action abroad, 
while engaging less often in military action.

•	 Rely on deterrence, rather than preventive war, 
to suppress potential military challenges.

•	 Preserve the building blocks for a renewal of 
strong military effort in the future, if significant 
threats to national security (serious conflict with 
a great power) reemerge.

Limits of Strategy
The logic of any grand strategy depends on the 
interplay of policy objectives, strategic options, 
costs of implementation, choices in applying gen-
eral concepts to particular cases and the amount 
of risk that policymakers are willing to take. 
Ambitious objectives raise the risk of blunders 
and overreach. Cautious strategies minimize risk 
by limiting objectives but achieve less. There is no 
consensus at all in the political arena about how 
much risk policymakers should accept in making 
choices. 

Policymakers also sometimes overlook the dif-
ference between objectives and strategy. One is 
the desired result; the other is the scheme for 
how to get there. An objective may be legitimate, 
but whether a strategy is available that will get 
there at an acceptable cost is a quite separate 
question. During the Cold War, the objective was 

containment, and the strategy was deterrence. 
The stakes for containment were high, so the 
United States accepted a high price for maintain-
ing deterrence: unprecedented levels of peacetime 
military spending and deployment, especially in 
Europe; generous aid to allies; war in Korea; and 
widespread intelligence operations and covert 
action. When the cost of pursuing containment 
in a specific case of marginal importance proved 
too high, however, as in Vietnam, the objective 
had to be abandoned, after having already paid a 
terrible cost. 

Pundits or officials who pontificate about strategy 
usually say much more about what it should aim to 
achieve than about how to make it work. Strategy 
is supposed to be a conscious, coherent and con-
sistent plan for deploying resources efficiently to 
achieve national purposes. This is hard to do in 
the United States, where strategy is always con-
tested, contradictory or confused – not because 
of stupidity but because of democracy. The U.S. 
Constitution is, in effect, anti-strategic: Power 
is diffused widely, checks and balances frustrate 
or sidetrack initiatives, legislative and executive 
authority changes hands frequently, government is 
often divided, politicians can promote half-baked 
enthusiasms unconstrained by professional exper-
tise and experts can always be found and mobilized 
to rationalize any proposal. Objectives are pursued 
consistently only when a durable consensus about 
them exists, which leaves policy on many issues 
stumbling back and forth. Our orderly institutions 
encourage disorderly policy. The results can be 
good, but more often through creative muddling 
than careful strategy.

For three reasons, American grand strategy in 
the second decade of the 21st century should be 
based on less ambitious goals than in the past. 
First, creating a strategy that is complex, subtle 
and demanding in conception, yet effective 
in implementation, is seldom practical, so the 
less that is expected from strategy, the better. 
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Second, the stakes that should drive strategy, 
in terms of threats to national security, are (at 
least for now) much lower than those of the past 
century. (As terrible as a major attack would be, 
even with the handful of WMD that a “rogue” 
state or super-empowered terrorist group might 
be able to set off within the United States, the 
worst case hardly compares to the complete 
destruction of civilization that a World War III 
between the superpowers could have caused.) 
Third, competing demands outside the realm of 
foreign policy make the costs of an activist strat-
egy harder to bear. 

Complicated strategies that require persistence and 
high risk – as well as simple strategies that pursue 
controversial aims – are likely to founder. Realistic 
grand strategy should reserve ambitious projects 
for objectives that command broad political sup-
port at home, are worth high costs and can survive 
unanticipated setbacks.

Material and Moral Interests
Any nation must be concerned with material 
interests of wealth, power and political security. A 
nation as rich and powerful as the United States 
can also afford to pursue moral interests – humani-
tarian concerns, ideological values and the security 
of other countries. Moral interests are nice to have. 
To liberals who believe in a latter-day domino 
theory, fighting for moral interests may support 
material interests as well, by containing danger-
ous developments abroad that might otherwise 
grow until they reach the United States. Material 
interests, however, are more clearly “need to have,” 
or what can legitimately be called truly vital (in 
contrast to the common usage, which applies “vital 
interest” to anything considered important, the 
strict meaning of vital is “necessary to life”). The 
two most general need-to-have interests are what 
has come to be called homeland security (a curi-
ously misleading term) and strategic solvency (the 
overarching requirement for security over any long 
span of time).

“Homeland” security now refers to what most 
countries call national security – that is, the 
direct protection of the nation. Only in a funda-
mentally secure country like the United States 
could national security come to be understood 
as something pursued on fronts far from home. 
Homeland security, or national security in the 
strict sense, means immunity to destruction, 
crippling coercion or economic collapse. Since 
the Cold War, the only countries that can inflict 
severe destruction on U.S. territory – the several 
nuclear powers – have no plausible intent to do so. 
A new Cold War with China could change this but 
is not yet inevitable. Smaller powers might have 
more intent to harm the United States, but North 
Korea’s capability is still small, Iran’s is still only 
potential and Pakistan’s nuclear stockpile has still 
not been hijacked by radicals. This situation, which 
the United States has enjoyed since the end of the 
Cold War, is far more secure than any it faced in 
the half-century after 1940, a half-century in which 
Americans became accustomed to massive efforts 
for national security.

In the near future, the only plausible threat of 
direct attack on U.S. territory comes from al 
Qaeda, which is what makes counterterrorism 
(and, especially, keeping WMD out of that organi-
zation’s hands) the main strategic priority today. 
This is the area where continuity in grand strat-
egy is most sensible: a high priority on internal 
security measures, foreign intelligence and special 
operations abroad that are designed to inflict attri-
tion on terrorists and keep the ones who survive 
preoccupied with escaping that attrition rather 
than focusing their energy on engineering big 
attacks inside the United States. Given the death 
of Osama bin Laden, the decimation of al Qaeda 
leadership in drone strikes and other operations 
and the passage of time without a major attack 
inside the United States, there is good reason 
to celebrate the decline of the organization. As 
long as pieces of the al Qaeda tapeworm survive, 
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however, and as long as young Muslim men 
around the world enraged by American actions 
can be recruited, the organization will not disap-
pear and will keep trying. Weakened as it may 
be for now, continued pursuit by U.S. forces will 
remain necessary indefinitely. 

The counterterrorism mission is important, but 
even as the top priority, it is not very costly in 
the context of the defense budget as a whole. For 
the most part, this interest requires no change in 
current grand strategy. The exception would be if 
failure in the war in Afghanistan were to make it 
harder to prevent al Qaeda from using that coun-
try as a base of operations. In terms of material 
interests, this is the only reason for persistence 
in the war against the Taliban. (The moral inter-
est of preventing regression of Afghan society to 
religious regimentation and oppression of women 
is another matter.) Whether that war can be won 
without huge investments of more blood and 
treasure should become evident soon. If not, grand 
strategy should include a local fallback strategy for 
the need-to-have purpose of counterterrorism – 
that is, a way to keep al Qaeda decimated and on 
the run without fully controlling the government 
and territory of Afghanistan. The crucial question 
is whether that is really possible – whether it is 
practical to keep getting the intelligence necessary 
for effective drone strikes, or to pursue and attack 
al Qaeda units in the region, without having forces 
operating effectively on the ground.

The second vital interest, strategic solvency, is 
constant and is ultimately a prerequisite for an 
effective strategy of any sort. It means keeping 
external commitments in line with resources to 
back them. This is always a challenge but is great-
est when ambitious foreign policy combines with 
a straitened economy. The naive conception of 
strategy is that it must offer the best way to achieve 
objectives stipulated solely in terms of external 
interests. If resources to implement an appropri-
ate strategy are not available, however, it is the 

objectives that must be changed. The defense 
budget and other spending for foreign affairs 
cannot be dictated by desirable objectives alone. 
Today, with the American economy still strug-
gling and no reliable solution to unsustainable 
expansion of national debt yet in sight, strate-
gic solvency requires significantly reducing the 
resources allocated to external purposes. The gap 
between revenues and expenditures cannot be 
closed by even huge cuts in the defense budget, but 
it also cannot be closed by modest cuts in domestic 
spending or modest hikes in taxes. Any resolution 
is likely to include ample doses of all three painful 
changes, and when the size of proposed trims in 
health spending or of increased taxes are argued 
in comparison to the size of cuts in defense, it will 
be surprising if defense gets away with keeping as 
much as 90 percent of its current funding. Even a 
sensible compromise between the polarized visions 
of the two parties – a combination of substantial 
domestic spending cuts and tax increases – would 
leave a gap that requires cuts in defense spending. 
The alternatives preferred by the extreme wings of 
either party would require even larger defense cuts 
in a truly serious effort to tame the deficit. 

The imperative of strategic solvency leaves room for 
strategies focused on nice-to-have interests where 
they are cheap, but much less room when they are 
expensive. These interests include political and 
economic leverage in other regions to encourage 
favorable policies in other countries, the spread of 
liberal democracy to encourage a congenial world 
order (but not illiberal democracy, which may 
inflame anti-Americanism), and relief of humanitar-
ian disasters abroad because it is the right thing to 
do. Costs for pursuing these interests can be kept in 
balance with benefits where they involve diplomacy, 
limited covert action or economic aid. Assurance 
that costs will be acceptable is lowest when the 
interests are pursued with military force, a blunt 
instrument with effects that are usually uncertain 
and sometimes counterproductive.
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Principles for American Grand Strategy
Four phrases should describe the contours of 
American grand strategy in the second half of the 
21st century:

Restraint is the Default Option. The mission 
of American leadership is a mantra among the 
foreign policy elite, and it should indeed remain 
a national goal. It is a mistake, however, to equate 
leadership with imposing U.S. control or ensuring 
good outcomes on all important issues. Attempts 
to control generate resentment and resistance, 
which can often make the price of success higher 
than the value of the stakes. When the impor-
tance of the stakes is not extremely high, and the 
costs of overcoming resistance are not certain to 
be low, Washington should not feel compelled to 
resolve the problem by force, or by other direct and 
abrasive means. Leaving the locals or interven-
ing regional powers to sort the problem out is one 
form of restraint. Another is to limit U.S. interven-
tion to unobtrusive or secret initiatives that may 
push developments in the right direction but can 
be abandoned at low cost if they do not work. Any 
assumed humanitarian “responsibility to protect” 
should be viewed as a multilateral responsibility, 
and mechanisms should be organized to facilitate 
rapid multilateral action more effectively than the 
faulty ad hoc and hesitant attempts of the past.

Soft Primacy. It would make no sense for the 
United States to throw away its “number one” sta-
tus in the world, even if it puts a higher premium 
on prudence, restraint and accommodation. The 
United States can easily exercise more restraint and 
still preserve its primacy in international affairs. 
Although the rise of the BRICS countries (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa) will prob-
ably erode the margin of American power over 
time, the gap that marks unipolarity is so large that 
American primacy is likely to last for many years. 
In fact, restraint may safeguard primacy better 
than activism that causes expensive disappoint-
ments and subverts credibility. Credibility comes 

from the belief abroad that Washington will surely 
follow through and do what is necessary to win 
when it commits to action. Thus, credibility can 
only suffer from overreaching, which is more likely 
if commitments are frequent and risky.

Primacy should be a cushion for U.S. policy, not a 
driver. Soft primacy means staying ahead of poten-
tial challengers but conserving power for when it is 
truly needed, a stance that is robustly passive much 
of the time but decisively active in the face of impor-
tant challenges and opportunities. Because threats 
to U.S. interests are lower now than they were in 
the 20th century, or than they may be a dozen years 
from now, primacy should be exploited most for 
long-term effect – husbanding resources to fortify 
the economic base for leadership and using leader-
ship to manage a transition toward a post-primacy 
global balance of power with major states in other 
regions. The United States has fought twice as many 
wars in the two decades since the Cold War as it did 
in more than twice that time during the Cold War. 
America now accounts for almost half of all military 
spending in the world (and well over five times the 
spending of all its potential enemies combined), and 
it has more allies than ever before. It could reduce its 
exertions by a large amount and still remain com-
fortably number one in the world, prepared to act 
decisively when truly necessary.

Primacy should be a cushion 

for U.S. policy, not a driver. 

Soft primacy means staying 

ahead of potential challengers 

but conserving power for when 

it is truly needed.



America’s Path
Grand Strategy for the Next AdministrationM A Y  2 0 1 2

36  |

Burden Shifting. American policymakers have 
long resented free-riding by U.S. allies. Yet they 
have rarely done more than criticize it, sometimes 
from the sheer inertia of leadership and sometimes 
for fear that allies will shirk and necessary action 
will be left undone. The debt crisis highlights a par-
adox: With national security spending far higher 
proportionally than that of its allies, Washington 
borrows heavily in order to play the role of “leader.” 
The United States should off-load more responsi-
bilities for local security onto friendly countries. 
Some theorists believe that Americans are fated 
to pay for the “collective goods” of international 
security because if they do not do it, no one else 
will.1 Other countries will naturally shirk, how-
ever, as long as they can count on Americans to 
pick up the slack. International institutions have 
been good for organizing participation of numer-
ous countries in undertakings such as the Korean 
War, the first war against Iraq in 1991 and the later 
wars in the Balkans. Increasing the proportion of 
effort supplied by other countries, compared with 
the United States, will be progress. In most cases, 
other countries have more to gain from solving 
such security problems because they live closer to 
them than the United States does. If others refuse 
to step up and do more of the job, Americans have 
the right to question whether it is necessary for the 
United States to do the job for them. Washington 
should support international institutions in mobi-
lizing multilateral efforts but that should not mean 
picking up most of the tab.

For the use of force, the example of the NATO 
intervention in Libya in 2011 is close to a model 
for soft primacy, if intervention was a good idea 
in the first place. “Leading from behind” – pro-
viding vital intelligence and logistical support 
while leaving most heavy lifting in combat to the 
Europeans – worked well. This was a case where 
limited U.S. action was worthwhile because it 
could effectively tilt the balance in the conflict at 
a low price. Encouraging allies to organize and 

plan for efficient multilateral action in humanitar-
ian crises avoids leaving bad developments abroad 
to run their course, limits American liability and 
cost, and promotes the transition toward a balance 
of power.

Focus on Costs as Much as Benefits. Activists tend 
to focus on the good things that may be achieved 
immediately by action, more than on the direct, 
indirect, delayed and unforeseen costs the action 
may entail. In a few cases, the price of action is 
surprisingly low, as in the first war against Iraq in 
1991. More often, however, it proves much higher 
than anticipated, as in Somalia in 1993, Bosnia 
in 1995, Kosovo in 1999, the second war in Iraq 
from 2003 to 2010, Afghanistan since 2001 or, 
prospectively, if hotter heads prevail, Iran. Too 
often, American presidents have wanted to use 
force to shape outcomes on the cheap, commit-
ting U.S. forces with the expectation that desired 
results will follow from limited combat. Limited 
action makes sense, however, only where it can tilt 
the balance and help one side in the local conflict 
defeat the other. In a case where American force 
has to resolve the problem on its own, limitations 
risk indecisive combat. If the objective is impor-
tant enough to kill for – which is what the use of 
military force, as distinct from other policy instru-
ments, is all about – presidents should be willing 
to use the force as massively as necessary to ensure 
success rather than bloody stalemate that ulti-
mately costs more lives. If they are going to take 
the risk of entanglement, they need to accept the 
potential cost of victory and to count on a higher 
blood price than optimistic estimates assume. 
American force should be used less frequently but 
more decisively. As Carl von Clausewitz wrote, “A 
short jump is certainly easier than a long one: but 
no one wanting to get across a wide ditch would 
begin by jumping half-way.”2

Near-Term Retrenchment 
To confront the opportunities and constraints that 
the United States is likely to face in the near future, 
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it should implement a strategy of limited retrench-
ment. This would mean mainly hollowing out 
the U.S. military presence in Europe; moving to a 
reliance on economic, diplomatic and intelligence 
operations rather than military involvement in 
the Middle East and South Asia; and revising the 
scheme for deterrence in Northeast Asia. This shift 
will not enable all of the ambitious accomplish-
ments that policymakers have sought in recent 
times, but it is a level of activism in line with prop-
erly restrained ambition. 

After the Cold War, a large portion of U.S. military 
forces left Europe. Considering the revolutionary 
change on the continent, however, it is remarkable 
that any stayed there. The forces that remain are 
largely the product of inertia and the dubious notion 
that without them the U.S. commitment to NATO 
would be in peril. More than 20 years since the fall 
of the Berlin Wall, however, it should finally be clear 
that apart from small instabilities in Cyprus and 
the Balkans, there is no significant security problem 
in Europe. Russia has no ideologically aggressive 
agenda against the West, as the communist metro-
pole in Moscow did after 1945, and is radically 
diminished in relative power. So even if Moscow’s 
intentions are threatening, it is limited by its drasti-
cally weakened capabilities. Even without the United 
States, the European members of NATO now vastly 
outclass Russia militarily – indeed, they now include 
all of the Soviet Union’s old European allies and 
even countries that were once part of the Soviet 
Union itself – and the United States will remain 
firmly committed to NATO anyway. 

If the United States had not stationed U.S. troops in 
Europe for so many years during the Cold War, no 
one would dream of sending any there now. When 
current military operations staged through Europe 
can be wound down, U.S. personnel on the conti-
nent should be further reduced to the minimum 
needed to function as caretakers for the infra-
structure to be used for reintroducing U.S. forces 
if needed in the future (whether in Europe itself or 

other regions). Few if any alliances in history have 
required stationing troops on allied territory in 
peacetime, and there is no reason that Washington 
cannot remain firmly committed to NATO with-
out occupying big chunks of German real estate. 
NATO should become in effect an alliance in 
reserve, diplomatically active but militarily primed 
for reactivation if it again becomes truly needed. 
NATO involvement in out-of-area contingencies 
such as Afghanistan is useful, but it has really been 
a coalition of the willing, not a truly alliance-wide 
contribution.

As messy as withdrawing from Iraq was, it may 
prove even harder to withdraw in good order 
from the war in Afghanistan. Nonetheless, dis-
entangling the United States from the Afghan 
snake pit is the highest immediate priority and 
poses questions that may have no truly satisfac-
tory answer. If, after a dozen years of American 
involvement, there are grounds for hope that the 
Afghan government can survive and keep the 
Taliban down, handing over military responsi-
bility to it soon while continuing support to the 
country’s weak economy is the least-bad gamble. 
Iraq and Afghanistan have been tragic remind-
ers of the limitations of ambitious strategies for 
reshaping brutal and fractured societies, as well as 
the ways in which American presence can ener-
gize enemies as well as suppress them.

The best way to demobilize nationalist opposition 
among locals is to get out of their faces. This does 
not mean forgoing all involvement or leverage, but 
using less socially disruptive means. Although the 
United States cannot leave immediately, Washington 
should declare that it does not want permanent 
bases in Muslim countries (bases that are an affront 
to local nationalists and thus contribute to the anti-
Americanism they are meant to combat) and should 
move as expeditiously as feasible to a primary reli-
ance on offshore assets for firepower and technical 
intelligence collection. This will not defuse all local 
anger about American behavior, but it will not hurt. 
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The only reason to want U.S. military presence to be 
permanent is if a de facto American empire is to be 
permanent, and Americans should have no interest 
in validating that image. 

If it is not already too late, strategy should back 
away from the hysteria over Iran’s prospective 
acquisition of nuclear weapons and rely on deter-
rence rather than preventive war to handle the 
threat. It will certainly be a bad thing if Iran gets 
the bomb, but it is ridiculous to consider a nuclear 
Iran intolerable on grounds that it will be too 
irrational to be deterred while accepting a much 
wilder and crazier nuclear North Korea. Also, if 
either Pyongyang or Tehran is rational and not 
suicidal, there is even less doubt that the time-
honored alternative of deterrence is safer than the 
frequently discredited alternative of preventive 
war. Washington should adopt the same threat of 
retaliation against Tehran as it did against Moscow 
and Beijing for more than 40 years.3 If it is not 
already too late, Washington should also make 
clear to allies who depend on American support 
that they must not start wars that are likely to drag 
in the United States or worsen the already-terrible 
U.S. standing in the Muslim world. American 
grand strategy should serve American policy and 
make material aid to allies, Israel included, condi-
tional on conformity to that policy.

Deterrence is not a sure thing – no one can ever 
be certain that it will prevent disaster – but the 
case for choosing it rests on how it compares 
with the alternative. The consequences of preven-
tive war against Iraq in 2003 should be a caution 
against that strategy, and the consequences of 
holding back from preventive war against Stalin’s 
Soviet Union and Mao’s China – both seen at 
the time as every bit as dangerous as Iran seems 
today – should be a reassurance about deter-
rence. Some dangerous problems in international 
politics do not have any low-risk solutions. Iran 
with nuclear weapons would pose a very disturb-
ing risk, but less risk than a war to hold it off. 

Only invasion and occupation could definitely 
prevent Iranian nuclear weapons, and that stra-
tegic option is out of the question. (Iran has far 
more than twice the population of Iraq, where 
the U.S. Army was stretched to the breaking 
point, and an invasion would undermine popular 
Iranian opposition to the current regime. With 
U.S. forces barely out of Iraq and still bogged 
down in Afghanistan, there is no public support 
for any other such venture, let alone one on a 
much larger scale.) Air attack alone – the option 
considered more seriously than invasion – would 
delay, rather than eliminate, Iranian nuclear 
capability, but it would drastically inflame intent 
to do dangerous things with the capability when 
it is attained. Grand strategy must plan beyond 
tomorrow and weigh effects not only on adver-
saries’ capabilities but also on their incentives.

To minimize destabilizing effects, retrench-
ment must proceed on careful and inconsistent 
conditions – inconsistency determined by the 
circumstances of specific cases. More than 30 years 
ago, when Jimmy Carter temporarily planned to 
withdraw U.S. ground forces from South Korea 
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and leave American airpower as the initial line of 
defense in the event of war, it was a thoroughly 
bad idea. It is now a bad idea whose time has 
come. South Korea is now astronomically richer 
than North Korea, yet spends only half as much 
of its gross domestic product as the United States 
does on defense. Reducing the U.S. profile on the 
peninsula would pose risks, but manageable ones. 
Engineered in a careful way that keeps clear the 
continuing U.S. commitment to fight in the event 
of a North Korean attack and to provide nuclear 
deterrence against the new nuclear capability of an 
otherwise militarily threadbare adversary, taking 
ground forces out of South Korea would tighten 
American defense spending over time (though not 
immediately), defuse anti-American sentiment 
among the younger generation in South Korea 
(which may otherwise corrode the base of the alli-
ance) and signal the maturity of South Korea as an 
allied middle power. Japan, in turn, should have 
full responsibility for military defense of its own 
territory, but no more, despite its comparatively 
low military burden. To push Japanese involvement 
in wider regional security to a level commensurate 
with its wealth would not be worth the potential 
costs to wider regional stability, given the enduring 
suspicion and fear of Japan in many Asian coun-
tries. To maintain a local U.S. deterrent against 
North Korea, and to keep Japan’s military profile 
constrained, the U.S. military presence in Japan 
continues to be a good thing.

Long-Term Reassertion
It has been an American conceit to assume that the 
world cannot get along without forceful American 
direction after the Cold War. The United States 
can be fully involved without fully controlling 
international relations. Unipolarity has provided 
a holiday of sorts from traditionally big security 
threats. American grand strategy should draw 
strength from that holiday to limit effort in the 
immediate future, when it is less necessary; to hus-
band resources; and to maintain the groundwork 

for stronger efforts later if things go wrong on a 
grander scale. This means a move toward a mobili-
zation strategy for military power and to focus on 
China as a potential hostile superpower.

Limited retrenchment does not mean isolationism, 
complacency, impotence or reversion to the unread-
iness for conflict that characterized American 
policy in peacetime for the nation’s first century 
and a half. At the level of grand strategy, “mobiliza-
tion strategy” does not mean greater reliance on 
military reserve forces for handling contingencies 
(a change that already occurred in the late 20th 
century). Instead, it means scaling down stand-
ing forces (while keeping most of the smaller force 
combat ready) in favor of concentrating on organi-
zation, plans and investments that provide a robust 
base for rapid remobilization of larger deployable 
forces at a point in the future when the benign 
security environment goes bad. This means a sol-
idly designed system of readiness to get ready, with 
more proportional emphasis on maintaining “seed 
corn” in various forms. For weapons technology, 
this would mean concentrating on research and 
development, design, testing and experimentation 
with prototypes more than serial production of new 
weapons, as well as investment in standby facilities 
and production capabilities that can be reacti-
vated rather than built from scratch when the need 
for large standing forces grows. For personnel, it 
would mean focusing on professional training and 
advanced schooling to develop cadres, staffs and 
skeletal organizations more than fully fleshed-out 
units. To prepare for expansion when necessary, it 
would mean investing in overhead, keeping well-
maintained mothball facilities and doing elaborate 
planning exercises.4

China is on everyone’s minds, from optimists 
who see mutually beneficial trade relations and 
political liberalization as likely to pessimists 
who fear its growing power. The issue will not 
be forced as long as China sees itself as still far 
behind the United States and running to catch up. 
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A new Sino-American Cold War is by no means 
inevitable, and grand strategy should emphasize 
diplomatic options to avert it. If China’s stun-
ning economic development and political stability 
go off the rails, which could easily happen, the 
prospective challenge may go away. But if not? 
When a rising power begins to overtake a once-
dominant power, peace is not the default option. 
American grand strategy so far has been hedging 
in both directions, but the development of Chinese 
power may force it to a fork in the road before 
long, choosing either the prong toward promoting 
cooperation at the price of accommodation, if not 
appeasement, or the prong toward facing conflict 
with containment and deterrence.

If peace is the overriding imperative, by the time 
China becomes a superpower, Washington will 
have to recognize its claim to equal prerogatives in 
regulating the Asian regional security system and 
hold back from interfering in the resolution of the 
Chinese civil war (that is, the status of Taiwan). 
Optimists hope to have it both ways: a full-grown 
powerful China still as willing as ever to subor-
dinate its aims to those of the United States. This 
would require Chinese who are by then rich and 
successful to be more gentle, modest and deferential 
than Americans and less confident, self-righteous 
and aspiring. Why expect such a difference?

If maintaining American dominance in Asia is the 
priority, however, planning for a new Cold War is 
in order. In that case, it makes sense to reformal-
ize a defense commitment to Taipei, lest ambiguity 
allow Beijing to miscalculate the odds of American 
intervention in a cross-straits war, as casual U.S. 
signals encouraged miscalculations by Kim Il-Sung 
in 1950 and Saddam Hussein in 1990. If domestic 
political cross-pressures preclude decisive strategic 
commitment to either accommodation or con-
frontation, a reasonable compromise would be to 
declare that the United States would supply arms 
to Taiwan but not intervene directly in combat. 
Refraining from any of these difficult choices until 

they are unavoidable – when a crisis suddenly 
thrusts the worst possibilities onto the table – is 
politically likely but would be a dangerous abroga-
tion of strategy.

Instruments
Diplomacy is a constant and pervasive medium for 
promoting most aspects of policy. Four main sets of 
tools back up diplomacy and enable strategies: mili-
tary force, covert action, economic assistance and 
public relations. The latter three should logically play 
a stronger role if the first, force, is to recede, but they 
have their own limitations. In the past, covert action 
has been controversial and often embarrassing when 
it involved manipulating other countries’ internal 
politics. Intense pressure to reduce spending casts 
doubt on the availability of economic aid, and 
advertising or public relations reeks of propaganda. 
What recommends these tools are the alternatives 
by default: either continued military overstretch or 
practical strategic disengagement.

Covert action is least controversial where it is most 
needed: for counterterrorism or to short-circuit 
nuclear proliferation. Both moral uncertainties 
and a healthy respect for the barriers to success in 
attempts to control who gets power in other coun-
tries should make covert political intervention rare, 
and taboo in genuine liberal democracies. In some 
cases, however, it is the only alternative – a less 
destructive one – to either doing nothing or send-
ing the Marines. For instance, was it really better 
for the United States to invade Panama at the 
end of 1989, smashing up the capital and killing 
hundreds of people, than to aid the coup attempt 
by Panamanian National Guard officers against 
Noriega earlier that year which failed, perhaps for 
lack of covert U.S. assistance?

It will require a miracle of domestic political strat-
egy to increase, or even hold steady, the amount 
of money available for foreign aid, which is gener-
ally seen as charity. The best way to make the case 
is to: 1. call aid a national security investment, 
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2. show how much less even increased aid would 
be than the amount most Americans mistakenly 
believe it is,5 and 3. present it as a cheaper way to 
seek American influence than spending far larger 
amounts for military intervention. For example, 
aid supported the recovery of the most important 
American allies after World War II, supported 
struggling societies in the Third World during 
the Cold War (and reduced their incentives to try 
Marxism as an alternative) and secured the peace 
agreement between Israel and Egypt and sustained 
it for more than 30 years.

Educating foreign publics about American policy 
and Western values is no guarantee of strategic 
leverage. Many foreigners hate the United States 
not out of ignorance but because they know what 
the United States does and detest it. On balance, 
however, promoting exchange programs and dis-
seminating information about the United States 
and its policies as widely and effectively as possible 
will not hurt. It is especially tragic that critics suc-
ceeded in abolishing the U.S. Information Agency 
just before it was most needed; recreating a heftier 
organizational home for this function would help.

All this said, sometimes there will be no good 
substitute for force. It may not even always be the 
last resort, although it should be close to it. The 
main thing for the makers of grand strategy to 
grasp – because they are increasingly civilians with 
scant military experience – is how blunt an instru-
ment force usually is, even in the age of precision 
weapons and 21st century information technol-
ogy. Major projects to shape world order should be 
undertaken when necessary for truly vital interests, 
or in lesser cases, when there are firm grounds for 
expecting the costs to be far lower than the benefits 
– not just when the objective is desirable in itself.

Conclusion
The United States needs to have a grand strategy 
to counter threats to security. At present, this can 
be done – if security is properly conceived – at a 

lower cost than the nation became accustomed to 
in the first two decades after the Cold War. In the 
longer term, however, security may require stron-
ger efforts. Strategy should husband resources for 
that more demanding future. It would also be nice 
for the United States to have a grand strategy that 
improves governance in benighted countries, but 
“nice to have” means undertaking such projects 
only where benefits are likely to be high and costs 
low. The estimates should depend on cautious, 
rather than hopeful, assumptions. The only thing 
worse than not doing enough for world order is for 
the United States to try to do more than it is will-
ing to follow through on if the going gets tough.
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A  G rand     S t ra t egy    o f  N e t w o rk  
C en  t rali    t y

By Anne-Marie Slaughter

For the next decade, the United States should 
pursue a grand strategy of network centrality. The 
most important shift for America is not the rise of 
China and the realignment of power in the interna-
tional system, but rather the ubiquity and density 
of global networks. Existing grand strategies – 
such as primacy, containment, offshore balancing, 
isolationism, selective engagement and order build-
ing – assume a world of states acting essentially as 
unitary actors with defined military, economic and 
diplomatic strategies. States certainly continue to 
exist and to play essential roles in the international 
system. However, even if they are the principal 
actors in the international system, they now act 
side by side with many types of social actors who 
are able to come together and act independently 
on the world stage. The resulting system is messy, 
complex and frustrating. Yet wishing for a simpler 
world will not make it so.

A grand strategy for the 21st century must 
orient and adapt U.S. policy to the realities of 
21st-century life. It must operate simultaneously 
in the world of states and the world of society. 
Crafting such a strategy requires a paradigm shift 
in how both worlds are seen and analyzed. The 
lens most frequently applied to the world of states 
sees various configurations of power: a unipolar, 
bipolar or multipolar world, or a world of rising 
and declining powers. The lens most frequently 
applied to social actors – corporations (both licit 
and illicit), banks and other financial institutions, 
institutionalized and independent media, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), churches, 
philanthropies, terrorists, criminal traffickers in 
illegal goods of all kinds, universities, and social 
and political movements – focuses on the power 
and influence that they exercise on governments 
rather than seeing them as autonomous players in 
global politics. 

Strategists must instead look at all of these actors 
as participants in an ever-shifting landscape of 
networks. Some of those networks are limited to 
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unitary states; others involve individual govern-
ment officials working with their counterparts 
abroad. Some mix government officials with civic 
and corporate actors; others are composed solely 
of corporations, NGOs or criminals. Still others 
mix different social actors, civic and corporate, 
without government participation. These networks 
are growing in number, density and global reach. 
They are the way in which individuals and institu-
tions increasingly communicate, produce value, 
consume, collaborate, compete, fight, organize, 
express themselves, lead and follow. The Internet 
is the most obvious example, but it is only one, as 
new technologies enable physical as well as virtual 
networks. 

In such a world, strategists should analyze states 
as the principal hubs of intersecting regional and 
global networks instead of as poles in a unipolar, 
bipolar or multipolar system. A state’s ability to 
position itself as close to the center of critical net-
works as possible and to mobilize, orchestrate and 
create networks will prove a vital source of power. 
The United States should thus strive to be the most 
central node – the supernode – in the networks 
that are most important to advancing its interests 
and that are most connected to other networks. 

Such positioning does not mean that the United 
States should be a part of every network that 
other countries, even important countries, cre-
ate and participate in. Nor does it mean that the 
United States should necessarily be the central 
actor in network actions; leading in networks 
often requires connecting disparate actors with 
resources and creating the conditions and coali-
tions for others to act. The biggest challenge in 
implementing a grand strategy of network cen-
trality is choosing which networks to be part of, 
knowing how to advance U.S. interests within 
them and developing the capacity to create and 
foster networks that can develop and implement 
innovative solutions to global problems without 
direct U.S. participation. 

Formulating and implementing this strategy 
involves a series of steps. First is to master network 
thinking: to see problems in terms of the connec-
tions between the relevant actors and, hence, to see 
the relevant choke points, switches and sources of 
influence. The second step is to master the tools 
of gathering intelligence about relevant networks 
and mapping them in real time. Third is to build 
the key relationships that will allow U.S. officials 
and their allies to use pressure or persuasion at 
the relevant points in the network. Fourth is to 
learn which kinds of networks work for which 
affirmative purposes – from avoiding and con-
trolling pandemics to mobilizing public-private 
partnerships in the service of development objec-
tives – and to create the official infrastructure to 
host and foster those networks. The fifth and final 
step is to understand how to provide platforms that 
will encourage and enable U.S. citizens, corpora-
tions, organizations and institutions of all kinds 
to organize themselves effectively to produce and 
implement solutions to problems that concern 
them. 

Advancing U.S. Interests through Network 
Centrality
The initial step in developing any grand strategy is 
to identify vital national interests that the strategy 
must protect and advance. In my view, the Obama 
National Security Strategy correctly lists four 
enduring U.S. national interests: 1

•	 The security of the United States, its citizens, and 
U.S. allies and partners. 

•	 A strong, innovative and growing U.S. economy 
in an open international economic system that 
promotes opportunity and prosperity.

•	 Respect for universal values at home and around 
the world. 

•	 An international order advanced by U.S. 
leadership that promotes peace, security and 
opportunity through stronger cooperation to 
meet global challenges.
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All national security strategies include a version of 
the first two interests. With respect to universal val-
ues, administrations vary in how they describe U.S. 
support for such values. The first Clinton adminis-
tration, for instance, adopted an explicit strategy of 
“enlarging” the circle of democracies.2 The George 
W. Bush administration proclaimed a strategy of 
building “a balance of power that favors human 
freedom.”3 By contrast, the Obama administration 
speaks of “respect” for universal values as a core 
U.S. national interest; working to ensure respect for 
those values around the world is a more low-key 
approach designed to avoid the backlash against 
those values that can be engendered by aggressive 
democracy promotion, especially by force. Still, 
all national security strategies over the past two 
decades have assumed that the spread of universal 
values is not only normatively desirable as a matter 
of human freedom and dignity but also instrumen-
tally important for U.S. security. They assume that 
a world in which every human being is free to speak 
and worship and free from fear and want would be a 
much safer and more prosperous world, and a better 
place for Americans.

The Obama administration also departs from its 
most recent predecessor in listing an “interna-
tional order advanced by U.S. leadership” as a core 
national interest. Contrast this with Bush’s 2002 
National Security Strategy, which spoke of “devel-
oping agendas for cooperative action with other 
main centers of global power.”4 This was a refer-
ence to the widely publicized and, for some, highly 
controversial strategy of relying on “coalitions of 
the willing” rather than working through formal 
international organizations. The Obama strategy 
does not necessarily privilege formal over informal 
international organizations, but its designation of 
an “international order” reflects a commitment to 
a rules-based international system for advancing 
U.S. interests, accepting that the rules must apply 
to the United States as well as everyone else. A core 
premise of the Obama strategy, building on the 

concluding section of the Bush 2006 strategy,5 is 
that the United States and the world face collective 
action problems that can only be resolved by agree-
ing to and complying with common rules, and by 
working through common institutions.

All of the national security strategies of the 21st 
century assume deep global interdependence – that 
is, dense and complex connections among nations, 
such that large or small events halfway around the 
world can have immediate and important effects 
on the United States. Conversely, the United States 
cannot defend its citizens and advance its interests 
simply by adopting policies and regulating actors 
within its own territory. It must ensure not only 
the security of its territory and its citizens but also 
that of its allies and partners because an attack on 
them will ultimately harm Americans as well. U.S. 
prosperity is tied to an open and growing interna-
tional economic system; the interdependence of the 
global economy was demonstrated beyond doubt 
during the financial crisis of 2008. On the posi-
tive side, open trading and strong demand for U.S. 
goods and services in the countries that contain 
the majority of the world’s population are the best 
guarantee of continued U.S. prosperity. 

As Peter Feaver observes in this volume, U.S. 
national security strategies since the Cold War 
evince more continuity than change. Feaver’s 
version of the “legacy strategy” is based on four pil-
lars: maintaining defense spending at high enough 
levels to deter any would-be rivals; promoting the 
spread of democracy; promoting globalization, 
market capitalism and free trade; and identifying 
and confronting the threat of the spread of nuclear 
weapons to rogue states and terrorist networks. 
One of the difficulties of crafting grand strategy, 
however, is specifying the appropriate level of 
generality in stating ends and means. Each of these 
pillars is a means of achieving what Feaver identi-
fies as the overarching strategic goal of preserving 
and extending the existing global order. From my 
perspective, however, each of his pillars can be 
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recast as a vital national interest. The question that 
a grand strategy must answer is how to achieve 
those interests at the more operational level. For 
instance, does the United States seek to contain 
or to roll back communism? Does it choose to act 
unilaterally or multilaterally as a first resort? Those 
are the kinds of overarching strategic choices that 
differentiate one grand strategy from another.

In making those choices, it is critical to recognize 
that the U.S. government will face constrained 
resources at least for the next decade. That means 
making the most of what it has and generating 
assets and resources that allow the government to 
put in a little to leverage a lot. Richard Betts’ con-
cept of “strategic solvency,” meaning that external 
commitments must be kept in line with strategic 
resources to back them, is useful in this regard.

Advancing the Security of the United States 
and Its Citizens, Allies and Partners through 
Network Centrality
The United States has embraced network central-
ity in the military realm, at least rhetorically. In 
the run-up to the Chicago NATO Summit, Deputy 
National Security Adviser Benjamin Rhodes 
observed that the United States “will join with many 
non-NATO countries to build new partnerships – 
so that NATO is truly the hub of a global security 
network.”6 Rhodes was articulating a core aspect of 
the new NATO strategic concept. In a 2010 speech, 
NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen 
stated that NATO “should become a hub of a 
network of security partnerships and a centre for 
consultation on global security issues” – a “globally 
connected institution.”7 As the pre-eminent military 
power in NATO, the United States would be at the 
center of this global security network. It and other 
NATO members could choose different partners 
according to the task at hand. Furthermore, the 
United States could steadily expand its network of 
security partners as different countries build their 
military capabilities and want to join.

In terms of how the United States actually fights, 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General 
Martin Dempsey has argued that “where we’re 
headed is a global networked approach to war.”8 
Dempsey is referring to his view that “the military 
instrument should never be wielded alone,”9 but 
rather together with diplomatic and development 
tools. This is a way of thinking about conflict in 
terms of a web of social, economic, political and 
military causes that need to be addressed by a con-
stellation of linked social, economic, political and 
military instruments.

On the battlefield itself, networked warfare as a U.S. 
military doctrine is now over a decade old. Robust 
networks give a fighting force an information 
advantage, flattening hierarchies and connect-
ing command-and-control systems to warfighters 
in ways that improve situational awareness and 
increase collaboration and synchronization. When 
applied to an enemy, however, network centrality 
requires mapping opposing forces as graphs of links 
and nodes, identifying lines of communication and 
supply chains as points of maximum vulnerability. 
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Knocking out central nodes in enemy networks will 
be at least as important as killing frontline or gue-
rilla enemy troops, not only in counterinsurgency 
operations but also in counterterrorism, cyber 
warfare and special forces operations. Of course, 
U.S. reliance on networks also creates new vulnera-
bilities to cyberattack and antisatellite attack, which 
necessitate developing new networks to protect 
existing ones.

U.S. military planning reflects these networked 
perspectives. The Defense Strategic Guidance 
released by President Obama in January 2012 
assumes that long-term stability operations on 
the model of Iraq or even Afghanistan, in which 
large numbers of U.S. troops are deployed over a 
period of years, will become increasingly rare.10 
The wars of the 21st century involving great powers 
are much more likely to be fought by special forces 
who are specialized in combat against pirates, ter-
rorists and global criminal networks; in focused 
search-and-rescue and search-and-destroy mis-
sions; and in civilian protection units that can 
disable but not destroy an enemy. They will be 
fought by cyberwarriors, skilled in manipulating 
unmanned weapons and in deterring and respond-
ing to system-wide cyberattacks. And they will be 
fought in multilateral coalitions aimed at stopping 
the wars that criminal governments wage against 
their own people and bringing individual lead-
ers and their coteries of high-level supporters to 
justice. The ability to project military force and 
to fight a sustained land, sea and air war remains 
vital, but it is increasingly a deterrent more than an 
offensive tool.

Still, a full appreciation of network centrality as a 
grand strategy would lead the U.S. defense estab-
lishment to focus more on understanding conflicts 
as complex adaptive systems. Neil Johnson, a 
physicist and complexity theorist, argues that 
each modern conflict “is an evolving ecology 
with various armed insurgent groups, terrorists, 
paramilitaries, and the army … many interacting 

species which are continually taking decisions 
based on the previous actions of others.”11 These 
systems can be modeled and countered using 
network theory. Moreover, ecosystems can only 
survive when they “are being continually fed by 
an underlying supply network whose ‘nutrients’ 
involve mercenaries, arms, money, drug-trafficking 
and kidnappings.”12 

Cutting off these nutrients is a highly effective 
way of winning a conflict, or at least changing the 
balance of forces. In the battle against the prolif-
eration of nuclear weapons in states such as North 
Korea and Iran, the most effective measures that 
the United States has adopted to date involve the 
mapping and freezing of vital financial networks. 
In the case of North Korea, the United States 
traced the financial paths by which North Korean 
leaders were financing their lavish lifestyles and, 
in 2005, imposed sanctions on Banco Delta Asia in 
Macau by forbidding U.S. companies and finan-
cial institutions to do business with it. That move 
triggered the freezing of the accounts of several 
North Korean companies, which could then no 
longer pay for the flow of luxuries to regime lead-
ers. The North Korean government reacted swiftly, 
agreeing to stop operations at a major nuclear 
facility in return for a lifting of the sanctions. The 
United States failed to appreciate the difficulties of 
quickly releasing North Korean funds, which led to 
another break-off of the Six-Party Talks, but Banco 
Delta Asia proved its value.13 

Five years later, the United States has managed 
to impose the toughest sanctions ever on Iran by 
again leveraging its central place in global finan-
cial networks. In February 2012, the United States 
government froze all the assets held in the U.S. by 
Iranian official institutions, including the Iranian 
Central Bank and, critically, put the financial 
institutions of other countries on notice that they 
could be penalized in the United States for deal-
ing with the Iranian Central Bank. A month later, 
the European Union (EU) passed a law requiring 
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the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial 
Telecommunication (SWIFT) to disconnect 25 
Iranian banks, including the Iranian Central 
Bank, from its global financial-messaging network. 
Although other global services exist for wiring 
funds, SWIFT is one of the most important and 
most widely used; hence, disconnection is the 
equivalent of denial of access to global financial 
networks. Both of these moves have ratcheted up 
pressure on the Iranian government to an unprec-
edented degree that appears to be bringing Iran 
back to the nuclear negotiating table. 

What these moves have in common is a recog-
nition of, and reliance on, the value of network 
centrality. As the largest financial market in the 
world, the United States can pressure any country 
by pressuring that country’s trading partners. That 
is network logic, which works as long as the United 
States maintains its central position. Indeed, the 
EU took action against the Iranian banks in the 
shadow of pressure from the U.S. Treasury and 
pending legislation by the U.S. Congress. When 
the United States and the EU act together, their 
network centrality advantage is overwhelming. 

NATO can also build relationships with different 
regional institutions. It is a regional organiza-
tion itself under Article 52 of the U.N. Charter. As 
other regional organizations – such as the EU, the 
African Union, the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS), the Arab League, the 
Gulf Cooperation Council, the Organization of 
American States and even the East Asian Summit 
– become willing to authorize the use of military 
force by member states for agreed multilateral 
purposes, the North Atlantic Council (which func-
tions as the political arm of NATO) can become 
the center of a network of networks. 

Finally, the military dimension of a grand strat-
egy of network centrality would put resources 
not only into making the United States the hub 
of a global security network but also into making 

NATO the hub of a global network of regional 
organizations with the military capabilities to take 
direct action in their regions. The U.N. Charter 
actually envisaged such a system in Chapter VIII, 
which includes three articles governing “regional 
arrangements,” encourages the peaceful settle-
ment of disputes through regional organizations 
and requires Security Council approval for the 
use of force by a regional organization unless it is 
acting in collective self-defense. Network central-
ity would argue for building, strengthening and 
linking the organizations listed above as well as 
other smaller organizations. Recall that NATO 
can become more central in this network simply 
by increasing the connections of each of these 
organizations to one another. 

Advancing a Strong, Innovative and Growing 
U.S. Economy in an Open International 
Economy through Network Centrality
Corporations moved to the networked world a 
decade ago. The management literature of the 
late 1990s was full of the shift from hierarchies to 
networks. Supply chains first shifted from vertical 
to horizontal, in-house to global. Then, they moved 
from chains of contracted suppliers to networks of 
peer producers. Boeing refers to its global “value 
webs,” an approach that turns managers into sys-
tems integrators.14 Large manufacturing companies 
assemble networks of designers and producers; 
they look for “network orchestrators.” Moreover, as 
many companies begin outsourcing at least parts 
of their research and development, they are creat-
ing space for professional “inventers” operating 
through websites like InnoCentive, which allows 
anyone to post a challenge to an online community 
of experts who can collaborate on a solution.15 

A grand strategy of network centrality would 
focus on how to harness the centrality of U.S. 
corporations in global economic networks in ways 
that increase U.S. prosperity. In terms of positive 
economic strategy, the United States must pay 
far more attention to where its corporations and 



|  51

individual citizens are located in global trade, 
manufacturing and services networks. A growing 
number of U.S.-incorporated corporations, such as 
Visa and Nike, now describe themselves not as U.S. 
corporations but as global corporations, emphasiz-
ing that although they are headquartered in the 
United States, they employ tens of thousands of 
people around the world. If we think of the head-
quarters as the most connected node in a dense 
web of circulating goods and services, then how 
can the U.S. economy benefit from that centrality? 
Is it legitimate to insist that some percentage of 
those goods and services originate in the United 
States? Can the U.S. government levy a “centrality 
premium” that allows the corporation to decide 
how it can meet its quota most efficiently but 
nevertheless recompenses U.S. taxpayers for the 
benefits that the corporation receives from being 
part of a supernode? 

Promoting network centrality would not only 
mean harvesting some part of the benefits flowing 
from businesses that are already globally con-
nected but also doing everything possible to help 
smaller U.S. businesses get globally connected. 
Obama’s National Export Initiative focuses on 
increasing export credits and providing informa-
tion and training to make it as easy as possible for 
small and medium-sized enterprises to sell abroad 
or to expand from one market into another.16 Yet it 
overlooks the importance of human networks, the 
ways Americans are already connected to friends, 
family and community members abroad. 

The U.S. media regularly reports on the increas-
ing number of foreign students who graduate from 
Ph.D. and professional programs in the United 
States but then return to their home countries to 
get jobs and build businesses rather than staying 
on to work in the United States. For instance, a 
2008 Duke study of 1,224 foreign students found 
that only 10 percent of Indian students, 6 percent 
of Chinese students, and 15 percent of European 
students wanted to stay permanently in the United 

States following graduation.17 Similarly, many 
of the most talented children born or raised in 
the United States in immigrant families are now 
returning to their parents’ home countries to be 
a part of booming economies there.18 The tone 
of all these articles is gloomy, interpreting these 
trends as further tokens of U.S. decline. Consider, 
however, China’s strategy, which has always been 
to encourage Chinese merchants to set up shop 
overseas and to encourage and welcome their 
investment back in the mainland. Indeed, the 
Chinese government sends officials to cities in the 
United States as unlikely as Atlanta specifically to 
support overseas Chinese who want to invest back 
in China. 

A strategy of network centrality would welcome 
students who come to the United States and then 
go back to their home countries and would encour-
age them to take a network of American friends 
and contacts with them. These are the threads that 
weave the webs of economic, financial, political 
and social relations that define globalization. No 
one among the technologically elite in the 21st 
century will be connected to only one country. 
The United States takes its central position in all 
of the webs for granted; indeed, many people who 
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ought to know better in the United States (starting 
in Washington) are still inclined to think of global 
networks in terms of hub-and-spoke formations, 
with the United States at the hub. Increasingly, 
however, new business and financial relationships 
bypass the United States. Young Brazilian entre-
preneurs can cut deals directly with their Asian, 
Arab, European or African counterparts; young 
Chinese or Indians have all of Asia in their back-
yard, stretching all the way to Europe; and African 
trade and business ties often follow immigration 
routes to Europe or the Middle East. Mindful of 
these new patterns, the U.S. government should 
encourage American cities and academic hubs to 
follow in the footsteps of Boston Mayor Thomas 
Menino. He is creating the equivalent of high-class 
dorms for young entrepreneurs coming out of 
Boston’s many colleges and universities. The aim is 
to encourage them to stay in Boston and network 
with one another while pursuing their entrepre-
neurial dreams for at least a few years after they 
graduate.19

Advancing Respect for Universal Values 
at Home and Around the World through 
Network Centrality
From a global network perspective, the best way 
to promote respect for universal values around 
the world is first to live up to them at home. If the 
United States is indeed the supernode, then all 
other states and societies are directly affected by 
what it does. The power of its example is amplified 
by the power of its connectedness.

Beyond getting it right at home, the U.S. govern-
ment should focus far more on the networked ways 
in which democracy and human rights do in fact 
spread from country to country. Two approaches, 
one led by civil society and the other by the U.S. 
and Brazilian governments, show the way. 

In her book Join the Club, Pulitzer-Prize-winning 
author Tina Rosenberg documents the many ways 
that “the social cure” – the use of small groups and 

peer pressure to change behavior – can address 
political, economic and educational problems 
around the world.20 Her model is the replica-
tion of hugely successful groups like Alcoholics 
Anonymous, in which a group can be started by 
anyone according to a basic template but the move-
ment as a whole is networked and supported by a 
central platform. 

Of particular relevance is Rosenberg’s research 
on how a group of Serbian youth activists named 
Otpor managed to develop an entire set of tech-
niques that succeeded in mobilizing first Serbian 
youth and then large swathes of Serbian society to 
oust Slobodan Milosevic in 2000. Initially funded 
by the Open Society Institute, George Soros’ 
foundation, and later by various branches of the 
National Endowment for Democracy, it deliv-
ered far greater value for money than many other 
more expensive investments in democracy in the 
Balkans. After Milosevic was gone, the group cre-
ated the Center for Applied NonViolent Action and 
Strategies (CANVAS), which has run workshops 
for similar groups of youth activists all over the 
world, including Zimbabwe, Egypt, Lebanon, Iran 
and Burma. Many of the techniques were widely 
copied in the Egyptian revolution, and the net-
works it is building are wide and deep. 

This is a relatively low-cost way to build indigenous 
support and capability to stand up for democracy 
and human rights, one that assumes and builds on 
the value of viral network transmission. The United 
States has been, and will continue to be, a central 
hub for the transmission of expertise, funding and 
political support for pro-democracy movements 
through government-funded organizations such 
as the National Endowment for Democracy and 
NGOs like Freedom House. Critically, however, 
a network centrality approach also makes it clear 
that the United States can do enormous good by 
building up a non-U.S. organization like CANVAS 
that is itself densely connected to democracy move-
ments in other countries.
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On the government side, the Obama administra-
tion has joined with Brazil to cosponsor the Open 
Government Partnership, bringing together 55 
governments committed to increasing transpar-
ency, accountability and citizen participation. The 
choice of Brazil as a co-founder was important; 
compared with the United States, Brazil is much 
more closely connected to many countries in the 
developing world and has different sources of 
legitimacy and influence. Members of the partner-
ship come together and develop individual national 
action plans outlining concrete steps that they 
will take to make their governments more open, 
accountable and participatory. They commit to 
open reporting on their progress and the exchange 
of best practices as to what has worked and what 
has not.21 The mechanism for holding members 
to their commitments and getting things done is 
nothing other than high-level peer pressure.

Advancing a Strong and Effective 
International Order that Promotes Peace, 
Security and Opportunity through Network 
Centrality 
The United States has pursued a network centrality 
strategy to building international order by creat-
ing informal networks and initiatives; joining 
and strengthening regional organizations in the 
trans-Atlantic, Asia-Pacific and Americas regions; 
and working for the reform of post-World War 
II international organizations to prevent rising 
powers from “forking off” and creating their own 
institutions. 

One value of informal organizations is that they 
can both get things done quickly and ensure 
that the United States continues to play a cen-
tral role within them. That characterization does 
not apply to the coalition of the willing in Iraq, 
which was created largely as a way of circumvent-
ing the United Nations. However, initiatives like 
the Proliferation Security Initiative fit this bill,22 
as do the more recent Global Counterterrorism 
Forum23 created under the Obama administration 

and the creation of the G-20 following the global 
financial crisis. For these organizations to main-
tain international legitimacy and influence, they 
must be joined up as closely as possible with formal 
organizations. The G-20 has much more impact 
if it is directly connected to the larger member-
ship and formal procedures of the International 
Monetary Fund, the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development and other existing 
organizations; this insight supports the adminis-
tration’s efforts to task those organizations with 
G-20 tasks rather than creating an independent 
G-20 secretariat.

At the same time, the Obama administration 
has focused intensely on regional organizations, 
understanding that the scope for old-fashioned 
great-power diplomacy is increasingly limited. It is 
the states of the region that have to live with both 
a conflict and its resolution. In this context, the 
United States has joined certain regional organiza-
tions (such as the East Asia Summit) to expand and 
strengthen them; has worked closely with other 
regional organizations (such as the Arab League 
and the Gulf Cooperation Council) that are willing 
to exercise more active responsibility for regional 
peace and order; has strongly supported action by 
regional organizations in Africa (principally the 
African Union and ECOWAS); and has re-engaged 
with the relevant regional organizations in other 
areas (such as the Arctic Council). The United 
States can work closely with these organizations as 
a central diplomatic player outside the region, or 
it can work through NATO to build a coalition of 
regional organizations focused on a specific issue. 

Informal networks of governments and regional 
organizations aim to address crises and resolve 
festering problems and conflicts between states. 
However, U.S. foreign policy must also increas-
ingly focus on solving global problems arising 
from things such as climate change, infectious 
disease, water security, food security, resource 
scarcity, corruption and weak governance, failing 
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states, global criminal networks and the oppres-
sion of women. These problems are the purview of 
the functional bureaus of the State Department, 
which are steadily expanding, yet they also end up 
on the desks of the regional bureaus and, of course, 
individual embassies. 

The most effective strategy for addressing transna-
tional or global problems involves mixed networks 
of public, private and civic actors created under 
the rubric of public-private partnerships (PPPs), 
global alliances, global campaigns or collaborative 
networks. Although not a panacea, such arrange-
ments can stretch scarce government resources and 
ensure that they leverage other contributions of 
money, expertise and other in-kind resources. The 
initial emphasis on PPPs came from the Reinventing 
Government initiative under the Clinton adminis-
tration, but the George W. Bush administration was 
also enthusiastic. From the perspective of strategic 
solvency, PPPs are a smart way to go.

Equally important is the effectiveness argument. 
These alliances are very good at taking advantage 
of local knowledge in developing countries and at 
pooling and learning from the experience of many 
diverse actors. The energy, innovation and capacity 
in the private sector, both corporate and civic, are a 
vital foreign policy resource.

Once again, a strategy of network centrality does 
not mean that the U.S. government has to be a 
central player in these types of networks. Often it 
is equally important to help bring the network into 
being and then play a supporting role or step back 
altogether. The art of governing – that is, problem 
solving – by networks involves knowing how to 
do three key things: identify the relevant players 
in a particular geographic or subject area, convene 
and connect them, and structure a network or 
a coalition so that interests are aligned. Stephen 
Goldsmith, the former Indianapolis mayor, 
and William D. Eggers have documented many 
examples in domestic U.S. politics of enterprising 

government officials bringing together actors from 
the private, civic and government sectors to create 
partnerships, networks and collaborative alli-
ances. National Park Service Superintendent Brian 
O’Neill is one of the leading practitioners of this 
approach. “It’s an entirely different role for public 
employees,” he says. “Rather than see themselves 
as doers, we try to get our people to see them-
selves as facilitators, conveners, and brokers of 
how to engage the community’s talents to get our 
work accomplished.”24 Imagine transposing that 
approach to foreign policy, to the countless differ-
ent communities of myriad types in a host of places 
that the United States touches in some way. 

Governments will be in the business of negotiating 
agreements, resolving crises and solving problems 
with one another for a long time to come, but 
top-down efforts cannot stimulate the widespread 
behavioral change that is required to address social 
and economic challenges. Those changes are most 
effectively motivated from the bottom up. Thus, 
PPPs are going to be an ever-more-useful tool in 
the foreign policy toolbox. And they are an area in 
which the United States is very well-placed to lead. 
As John Donahue and Richard Zeckhauser recently 
argued, “From de Tocqueville’s day to the present, 
Americans’ knack for cobbling together pragmatic 
alliances has often served to offset our weak suit 
of formal government.”25 The formal government, 
however, must recognize the strategic value of 
networks and make network mapping, connecting, 
orchestrating and catalyzing a defined part of every 
foreign service officer’s portfolio.

Conclusion
Arnold Wolfers wrote of the “‘billiard ball’ model” 
of the “multistate system,” in which “every state 
represents a closed, impermeable, and sovereign 
unit, completely separated from all other states.”26 
States in 2012 sometimes still fit that description 
well enough – in high-stakes negotiations over 
nuclear weapons programs, for instance, or in 
strategic maneuvering over territorial boundaries 
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or natural resources. For the most part, however, 
21st-century states are better represented as Lego 
billiard balls. They can interact as whole entities, 
but all the pieces can also come apart to be com-
bined with pieces not only from other states but 
also from the private and the civic sectors. States 
are open, permeable and linked in ever-changing 
and ever-denser ways to other states.

That is the networked world. It is the world that 
most people, including government officials, will 
live in most of the time in the 21st century. The 
grand strategies of the 20th century no longer fit 
this world. They appear to, but they only skim the 
surface of the forces that are actually shaping the 
political, economic and social landscape around 
the world. The United States can selectively engage 
other states with respect to specific conflicts and 
crises. It can deter other states, pursue soft primacy 
over them, restrain itself from intervening in their 
conflicts and shift burdens onto them. It can pro-
mote democratic and free-market states. 

However, none of these strategies can adequately or 
effectively address the threats posed by pandemics, 

climate change, nonstate proliferation and terror-
ist networks, food insecurity and resource scarcity. 
Equally important, none can fully harness the 
entire spectrum of social and economic assets 
available to tackle these problems and to address 
issues like oppression, corruption, stagnating 
economies and ethnic and religious conflict that 
so often underpin more traditional geopolitical 
problems. Moreover, none can offer an algorithm 
for figuring out where, when and how the United 
States should position itself in an ever-denser web 
of interdependent global economic, political and 
social relations. 

Network centrality is a grand strategy that can 
be consistent with a policy of strategic restraint, 
careful cost-benefit analysis and responsible 
stakeholdership as the price of being a great power 
participating in and reshaping the global order. 
It is a strategy that sees and deploys all the assets 
of the United States and its allies and partners, 
sometimes for direct action and sometimes for 
indirect action. It is a strategy of connection for a 
networked age.

Network centrality is a 

grand strategy that can be 

consistent with a policy of 

strategic restraint, careful 

cost-benefit analysis and 

responsible stakeholdership as 

the price of being a great power 

participating in and reshaping 

the global order.
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For decades, the strategic community has been 
debating American grand strategy with more vigor 
than rigor. The result has been the occasional stra-
tegic misstep, along with more pervasive strategic 
misconceptions. At every turn, commentators have 
talked as if that moment was the crucial hinge in 
American history that would set the course for 
future generations. Viewed in hindsight, most of 
those turning points seem more like small oscilla-
tions on a predictable trajectory.

Today, the vigor of the debate is reaching new 
highs, and it is time for the rigor to match. For just 
as a stopped clock is right on occasion, Americans 
might actually be at a true turning point. Because 
of fiscal challenges and war-weariness, U.S. politi-
cal leaders might in fact be considering changes 
that would substantially alter America’s role in the 
world.

My thesis is simple: The grand strategy that has 
guided the United States in the post-Cold War 
era – a strategy of leadership that has the United 
States bearing the burdens of the sole superpower 
in order to preserve the existing global order as 
long as possible – has proven successful through 
extraordinary times. It could serve the United 
States well in the future, but it is only viable if 
Americans are willing to bear those burdens. 
Current debates about defense cuts, ending wars 
without assured successful outcomes and down-
sizing the U.S. global posture raise doubts about 
whether the legacy strategy will continue to be 
viable. I believe it can be, if it is refined. Refining 
the existing strategy so as to preserve America’s 
pre-eminent global role is preferable to replacing 
that strategy with an alternative that dramati-
cally curtails that role. To preserve its viability, 
Americans need to:

•	 Scrutinize skeptically the $487 billion in defense 
cuts over the next 10 years that have already 
been agreed to and resist pressures to cut further 
(especially avoiding the catastrophic cuts of the 
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sequestration mechanism, which would double 
that amount);1 

•	 Adequately fund diplomacy and development 
accounts, the non-military tools of statecraft;

•	 Restore U.S. leverage in key regions (especially 
the Middle East); and 

•	 Put the U.S. fiscal house on a more sure 
foundation. 

To do all of that, the United States also may need 
to do one more thing: Recognize that the greater 
danger to the United States is not repeating the 
last war (Iraq/Afghanistan) but repeating the 
one before that (the Cold War). Grand strategies 
tend to be oriented at preventing the last war. The 
Cold War grand strategy of containment sought 
to confront the Soviet threat in such a way as to 
avoid another global hot war like World War II. 
Post-Cold War grand strategy has sought to con-
front global challenges and opportunities without 
slipping back into a new Cold War against a hos-
tile peer rival capable of challenging the United 
States globally. 

An important impetus behind the current ferment 
about grand strategy is a similar desire to avoid 
“another Iraq” (and perhaps “another Afghanistan”). 
Some of the steps that have been taken in the past 
several years have been driven not by a cold-blooded 
assessment of how best to secure American interests 
so much as by a hot-blooded (albeit fully under-
standable) desire to make sure that the United 
States does not incur the familiar costs of Iraq or 
Afghanistan again. A grand strategy optimized to 
avoid another Iraq might achieve that objective, but 
at the expense of failing to achieve the more impor-
tant goal of avoiding a decline in the U.S. position 
such that a hostile peer rival could emerge to funda-
mentally upend the global order.

The Utility of the Legacy Grand Strategy
The prime imperative of American grand strat-
egy of the past 20 years has been to preserve and 

extend the existing global order.2 The primary 
threats identified by the strategy are distinguished 
by time frame. In the long run, the greatest threat 
is the emergence of a hostile peer rival who could 
rewrite the global order – in short, another Cold 
War. In the short run, the threat is any menace 
that, although less than a hostile peer rival, is nev-
ertheless capable of imposing a grave disruption 
onto the global order. Confronting these threats so 
as to preserve the global order has required a five-
pillared grand strategy.

Pillar I involves dissuading the rise of a hostile 
peer rival by use of a “velvet-covered iron fist.” 
The iron fist entails maintaining defense spend-
ing in excess of what is needed to meet near-term 
threats, thus staying far ahead of would-be rivals 
and thereby dissuading them from trying to catch 
up (or at least preventing them from being able to 
catch up). The velvet glove entails accommodating 
would-be rivals, giving them equity stakes in the 
global order in excess of their current power. The 
velvet glove is most plainly captured in the respon-
sible stakeholder approach, which has given China 
an outsized stake in the existing global order as 
a way of dissuading it from disrupting that order 
as its power increases. The glove covers a fist of 
military superiority and alliance hedging, in the 
form of improved relations with India, China’s 
most serious regional rival – even though those 
improved relations have come at the cost of accom-
modating Indian geostrategic demands regarding 
nuclear weapons. 

Pillar II involves investing in efforts to push the 
world to be more like the United States politi-
cally by promoting the spread of democracy. Of 
course, promoting American values has been 
a hallmark of U.S. strategy (at the very least, of 
rhetorical strategy) from the earliest days of the 
Republic. However, with the end of the Cold War, 
abetting new waves of democratization became a 
more explicit and higher-priority foreign policy 
goal. The strategic premise is that democracy 
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promotion advances not merely U.S. values but 
also U.S. interests because stable democracies will 
undergird the strength of the existing (favorable) 
global order.

Pillar III of the grand strategy is the economic 
counterpart: push the world to be more like the 
United States economically by promoting global-
ization, market capitalism and free trade. This was 
the so-called “Washington consensus,” the widely-
held view that the U.S. triumph during the Cold 
War had vindicated the superiority of Western cap-
italism as the surest way to prosperity. The Great 
Recession of the past several years has shaken this 
consensus, but American strategy is premised on 
the idea that in the long run, all states benefit from 
a more open global economic order and that it is 
worth the costs and risks to shore up that system 
rather than replace it with a radical alternative.

Pillars II and III can be mutually reinforcing. 
Market democracies – states that embrace both 
a liberal political order and a liberal economic 
order – would be the most stable system; political 
progress would lead to greater economic pros-
perity, and economic prosperity would lock in 
democratization. Together, the two pillars would 
lock in a global status quo that favored an exist-
ing global order with the United States as the sole 
superpower.

Pillar IV of the grand strategy involves identify-
ing and confronting the highest priority near-term 
threat: the spread of weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD) to rogue states. Rogue states with WMD 
may not pose as great a threat as the Soviet Union 
once did, but the legacy strategy identified WMD 
proliferation as the most lethal near-term threat 
to the existing global order. Accordingly, succes-
sive administrations have used negotiations where 
possible and force where necessary – multilateral 
force where they could, unilateral force where they 
had no alternative – to prevent certain states from 
realizing their WMD ambitions.

Although all post-Cold War administrations 
have had those four pillars at the core of their 
grand strategy,3 policymakers have debated what 
additional pillars, if any, to add. The Clinton 
administration tried to elevate the problem of 
failed states and the solution of assertive mul-
tilateralism to the top rank of grand strategy 
emphasis. However, the mixed record of success, 
partial success and outright failure – in Somalia, 
Haiti, Rwanda, Bosnia, Sudan and Kosovo – 
meant that this effort did not enjoy as much 
bipartisan support as did the rogue state WMD 
pillar. 

A consensus on Pillar V emerged after the 
attacks of 9/11 elevated the urgency of defeating 
transnational terrorist networks inspired by mil-
itant Islamism. As a top-tier concern, the threat 
of terror received priority access to strategic 
attention and resources, including a dramati-
cally expanded toolbox. Yet President George 
W. Bush quite explicitly continued the other 
elements of the existing grand strategy, includ-
ing heavy investments in defense modernization 
aimed at threats beyond the war on terror. Some 
critics have claimed that the United States “took 
its eye off the ball” of the long-term challenges 
of Pillars I, II and III to focus on the more 
immediate threat of terrorism, but in fact, suc-
cessive administrations have spent considerable 
resources trying to do it all. Indeed, the Bush 
administration saw those pre-existing pillars as 
crucial to addressing the terrorist threat; thus, 
the “freedom agenda” of Pillars II and III helped 
confront the ideological roots of the al Qaeda 
network without slipping into the “religious war” 
frame that Osama bin Laden and his follow-
ers hoped to impose. Moreover, President Bush 
placed special emphasis on the nexus between 
Pillars IV and V: the prospects that a terrorist 
group might secure WMD, most likely from one 
of the existing arsenals of a rogue state. 
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Two conceptual confusions hobble 
debates about American grand 
strategy: 4

Misconception #1: The belief that 
although America had a coher-
ent grand strategy (containment) 
to guide it during the Cold War, 
it has lacked such a framework 
in the post-Cold War era. Many 
observers view American foreign 
policy in the post-Cold War era 
as a series of ad hoc decisions, 
lacking the coherent logic of the 
containment grand strategy. To be 
sure, post-Cold War national secu-
rity has been riven with debates 
about the criteria for the use of 
force, the urgency of confront-
ing regional threats, the extent 
to which human rights should 
take priority over other national 
interests, and so on. Yet that was 
also the case during the Cold War 
containment era. In fact, the belief 
that the United States’ recent 
strategy has not been as coherent 

as the one it had during the Cold 
War is largely the result of an ahis-
torical nostalgia for how coherent 
the Cold War grand strategy really 
was. If the standard that post-
Cold War grand strategy needs to 
meet is one set by a containment 
strategy that left up for debate 
whether and how to contain in 
Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia 
and the Central Front, then that 
standard has been met.

Misconception #2: The belief that 
the post-Cold War strategy has 
been a strategic disaster. Some 
analysts concede that there has 
been a coherent grand strategy 
but they denigrate its accom-
plishments.5 The denigration can 
skirt on the edge of caricature: 
bequeathing a grandiose label 
that no American president would 
ever endorse, such as “militarism” 
or “global dominance;” treating 
Iraq as if it were the rule rather 
than the exception; and giving 

weight to myriad adverse devel-
opments, from housing bubbles 
to cataclysmic weather patterns, 
while discounting positive devel-
opments. In fact, as great powers 
go, the United States can boast a 
remarkably strong record. Is there 
a great power in the modern era 
that has had as good a 250-year-
run as the United States? Or a 
better 100-year, 50-year or even 
20-year run?6 Compared with the 
dire predictions of some grand 
strategists about what confronted 
the United States with the end of 
Cold War bipolarity, the United 
States has fared especially well. 
Credit is due, in part, to the respon-
sible grand strategy pursued by 
successive administrations. (Of late, 
the fact of America’s success has 
fueled another curious variant of 
this misconception: the idea that 
the United States enjoys a fairly 
secure position not because of the 
grand strategy but because that 
strategy was not, in fact, needed.)7

Correcting Misconceptions About the Legacy Grand Strategy

Despite rhetoric suggesting major change, 
President Barack Obama has largely continued the 
grand strategy laid out by his post-Cold War pre-
decessors. In his 2008 campaign, Obama did talk 
about making a significant change to the grand 
strategy by elevating climate change as a sixth 
pillar. However, once Obama was elected, climate 
change took a back seat to health-care reform, and 
instead, he continued along the lines of the legacy 
strategy, at least until now. 

Successive rounds of defense cuts, an inabil-
ity to confront the underlying fiscal crisis and 

the gradual erosion of the U.S. position in key 
regions like the Middle East have raised doubts 
about the continued viability of the strategy. 
Moreover, if defense cuts were to double, as 
envisioned in the sequestration provisions of the 
2011 debt-ceiling deal, the gap between ends and 
means would collapse the strategy, as most advo-
cates and critics alike concede. Perhaps for the 
first time since the early post-Cold War era, the 
United States may be on the cusp of a profound 
strategic debate that will result in subtractions 
from, and not merely additions to, our grand 
strategy.
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The “Obvious” Part of the Next Grand 
Strategy
Regardless of how the strategic debate unfolds, 
some of America’s core objectives are uncontrover-
sial. Any grand strategy must address the following 
long-standing interests:

•	 Deterring and interdicting attacks on the U.S. 
homeland.

•	 Preventing wars between the great powers, 
even when the United States is not a target or 
combatant.

•	 Promoting an open international economic 
order.

•	 Promoting respect for human rights and the 
spread of liberal democratic institutions.

•	 Preventing WMD from reaching the hands of 
rogue states or terrorist non-state actors. 

•	 Preserving a stable global energy market, which 
requires secure and stable petroleum and natural 
gas deliveries.

•	 Honoring treaty obligations (NATO, Japan, etc.) 
and helping friendly strategic partners (Israel, 
Mexico) deter threats to their interests and 
stability.

Meanwhile, some long-standing features of 
America’s global position will persist:

•	 America is the most powerful global actor, but 
it is not so powerful that it can dictate terms to 
everyone else. It is, however, powerful enough to 
underwrite the provision of public goods. Since 
1776, the United States has never been so power-
ful that it could impose its will on the rest of the 
world. Yet since 1945, the United States has been 
the most powerful single actor – for the past 
two decades, significantly more powerful than 
would-be rivals. Importantly, it has been suffi-
ciently powerful that it can underwrite the global 
rules of order. This has involved shouldering 
greater loads when burden-sharing arrangements 

break down; committing American prestige and 
resources to address problems even when U.S. 
direct interests are modest compared with those 
of its partners; and, except when urgent national 
security interests militate otherwise, deferring to 
constraints from multilateral institutions even 
though the United States has the power to act 
unilaterally. This power premium will continue 
for at least a decade but may erode after that.

•	 America’s military advantage relative to others 
is greater than its economic advantage. In terms 
of share of global gross domestic product, the 
power of the United States is somewhat less than 
what it was roughly half a century ago, and it will 
likely recede slowly, if at all, over the next several 
decades. In terms of share of military power 
projection – the capacity to deploy substantial 
military forces far from the homeland – the 
United States has enjoyed a large and growing 
advantage over rivals for the past two decades. In 
the coming years, that advantage could begin to 
recede as the Chinese military ramps up.

•	 There are more demands for American commit-
ment, especially military commitment, than the 
United States can afford to meet. Principles and 
long-standing interests – including an interest in 
promoting U.S. values – help winnow the list of 
requests, opportunities and problems that have 
stubbornly resisted all nonmilitary measures. 
Any administration will have to allow near-term 
cost-benefit calculations and other pragmatic 
considerations to determine sequencing and 
prioritization.

Those who believe that America is in decline 
mischaracterize these last three features as novel 
developments, some perhaps interpreting them as 
very recent systemic punishments imposed by an 
alleged American overreach in the war on terror. 
In fact, they were a constraint throughout the post-
Cold War period (and, arguably, during the Cold 
War as well), which was readily appreciated by 
anyone with policymaking responsibility.
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Properly understood, the implications of these 
features for American grand strategy are clear:

•	 America should engage selectively. The United 
States will have broader diplomatic than military 
engagement, and broader peaceful military (e.g., 
presence missions, military-to-military contact) 
than violent military engagement. 

•	 America should seek the legitimacy and bur-
den-sharing of multilateral action wherever 
possible. Multilateralism introduces the famil-
iar constraints of buck-passing, chain-ganging 
and fundamental conflicts of interest over (or 
at least the interpretation of) world events. But 
the United States would usually prefer to accept 
those constraints instead of going it alone.

•	 America should resort to unilateral action 
wherever necessary. True unilateral action is 
exceedingly rare – the closest example is the 
early days of the 2001 attack on Afghanistan 
and, even then, the United States worked with 
local partners (and NATO allies joined within 
weeks). What is usually called unilateralism 
(for instance, the 2003 Iraq War) is better seen 
as grudging multilateralism with some more, 
some less reluctant partners. Yet when interests 
are high enough and collective action is halting 
enough, the United States should act rather than 
wait for others.

•	 America should lead, sometimes engaging even 
when its narrow immediate interests are not 
directly threatened, because if it does not lead, 
other actors will not pick up the slack. The United 
States has invested heavily in building and extend-
ing multilateral institutions to underwrite the global 
order, but those institutions themselves depend on 
sustained and active U.S. leadership to be effective.

Refining the Grand Strategy on the Margins
The legacy grand strategy incorporates well the 
“obvious” parts, and any viable American grand 
strategy should include those features. The debate, 
such as it is, turns on less obvious concerns, which 
may require refining the legacy strategy. 

Preventing the Iron from Eroding Beneath 
the Velvet
The “velvet fist” is still the best way to preserve 
global stability and American interests, especially in 
light of the rise of China. The United States need not 
fear the peaceful rise of a politically reformed China 
that functions as a responsible stakeholder in the 
international system. Moreover, the United States 
has no right to be smug because there are analogs in 
American history (or even the present) to many of 
the problems one sees in China. However, China’s 
challenges are real, and in the medium term, the 
United States may have more to fear from China’s 
weaknesses than from China’s strengths. 

The United States should seek cooperation with 
China where interests overlap but hedge against 
conflicts of interest by shoring up its alliances and 
partnerships with other regional actors, from Japan 
to India. It should not shrink from pressing China 
on human rights yet should not seek out diplo-
matic crises that yield pyrrhic victories (or worse). 
Other gestures, like deploying a token force of 
2,500 Marines to Australia,8 are symbolic but wor-
thy demonstrations of the nation’s long-standing 
commitment to the region.

The problem is that the much-ballyhooed strategic 
pivot to Asia is undermined by three concurrent 

The United States should seek 
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developments. First is the unraveling of the U.S. 
position in the broader Middle East at precisely 
the same time that China is trying to strengthen 
its posture (and hurt the U.S. posture) in that very 
region. In geostrategic terms, the balance of power 
in Asia is no longer confined to Asian territories 
but is increasingly shaped by developments else-
where, just as was the case with the U.S.-Soviet 
balance during the Cold War. 

Second is the projected erosion of American 
military strength occasioned by deep defense cuts 
coupled with uncontrolled cost spirals, espe-
cially in pay and benefits.9 Because of the former, 
there are fewer bucks, and because of the latter, 
the United States gets less bang for its buck. The 
U.S. military advantage over the next-most-likely 
competitor is on track to narrow, perhaps dramati-
cally, to levels considerably below what has been 
the post-Cold War norm. The strategy can sustain 
a bit of narrowing, and the current planned cuts 
may well be tolerable, especially if they pave the 
way to a political deal for broader fiscal reform. Yet 
continued cuts without a broader fiscal deal would 
only create pressure for still more cuts, and at some 
point, the strategy becomes nonviable.

The United States may be close to that point with 
the budgeted defense cuts. Going much further, 
and perhaps going as far as the cuts outlined in 
President Obama’s fiscal year 2013 budget, involves 
managing unacceptable risk – specifically, six risks 
that seem like bad bets:10 

•	 The risk that America’s European allies will not 
adequately carry the burdens that the United 
States is shifting to their shoulders.

•	 The risk that adversaries will exploit a crisis 
because they believe that a less-capable United 
States is tied down in one theater.

•	 The risk that the United States will require large 
stabilization forces even though the strategy 
assumes it will not. In the past, U.S. leaders have 

often guessed wrong about the kinds of forces 
they need for the next conflict and found the 
military ill-prepared, lacking the very capabili-
ties it had even a few years before the conflict.

•	 The risk that Iraq, Afghanistan or Pakistan will 
unravel in ways that even a United States deter-
mined to “end” the wars will not be able to ignore, 
thus requiring a recommitment of larger resources 
– and that those resources will not be available 
because of deep defense cuts.

•	 The risk that an under-resourced pivot will pro-
voke China into an arms race that U.S. defense 
cuts would make harder to win because of fore-
gone defense investments.

•	 The risk that the United States will lack the 
political will to fight in the cheaper-but-dumber 
mode that defense cuts will require. It is cheaper 
to fight dumb because to fight smart requires 
using expensive high technology to minimize 
the human costs of war. Ever since Vietnam, the 
United States has tended to increase the financial 
costs it was willing to bear in order to reduce 
the human costs of its national security. It will 
be very hard to reverse that. The United States is 
inching toward a point where it cannot afford to 
fight wars in the manner it likes to fight them – 
namely, with as few human casualties as possible. 
One solution, of course, is not to fight the wars, 
but if Americans choose to fight, they may do so 
at a higher human cost than they have come to 
expect over the past quarter century.

Third, beyond these defense cuts are the related 
deep cuts in other two “D’s”: development and 
diplomacy. Development and diplomacy have been 
historically under-resourced compared to defense, 
and the balance may be even more skewed in the 
new fiscal environment which has put even greater 
strain on the non-military budget accounts.

This is not an appeal to provoke a new Cold War by 
igniting an arms and national security spending race. 
Rather, it is an appeal to recommit to the strategic 
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premise underlying this pillar: that American weak-
ness is more provocative than American strength, so 
paying short-term costs yields long-term benefits. The 
strategy can afford some cuts in defense, development 
and diplomacy, as already planned, but the United 
States can also afford more spending in these three 
areas than the declinists claim. In the current envi-
ronment, the United States is more likely to cut too 
deeply than to spend too unwisely. 

Restoring the Leverage Lost  
in the Middle East
The United States is struggling to influence the 
course of events in Libya, Egypt, Somalia, Yemen, 
Syria, Bahrain, Iraq and Iran – all places where 
political transformations appear to be drifting 
against U.S. interests. Although the United States 
may favor a goal of “human liberty protected 
by democratic institutions,”11 that may be a full 
generation or more away. The more modest goal of 
having governmental institutions face some form 
of representative accountability and transparency 
may be all that is achievable in the near term.

Reversing the downward trajectory of America’s 
influence in the Middle East will require tailored 
country-by-country strategies because each case 
is driven by idiosyncratic factors. Yet one major 
exacerbating factor that cuts across the region has 
been the loss of leverage in Iraq. The surge enabled 
Bush’s successor to end the Iraq war on terms of 
his choosing. President Obama did that. He wound 
down kinetic operations and tried to negotiate 
permission for a continued U.S. military force to 
conduct strategic over-watch, but he refused to 
commit much presidential capital to the effort and, 
when it failed, embraced a complete withdrawal. 

As a consequence, Americans are not fighting and 
dying in Iraq, but American interests are also not 
securely guaranteed. On the contrary, prospects for 
a pluralistic, unified Iraqi government are bleak, 
Iranian meddling in Iraqi domestic and foreign 
policies is at an all-time high and the U.S. capacity 

to influence the trajectory of events is arguably lower 
than it was even in 2002 when, at the very least, the 
United States was paying close attention to develop-
ments in Iraq and could credibly threaten coercive 
intervention. Today, following the failure of the 
negotiations with the Iraqi government, the U.S. 
commitment to, and thus leverage over, Iraq is at the 
lowest point in a decade.

It may be too late to secure the kind of longer-term 
strategic partnership with Iraq that involves the 
continued U.S. military presence that the designers 
of the 2008 strategic framework agreement hoped 
would be possible, and that seemed possible even a 
few years ago. But it is worth trying. Such a mili-
tary presence would have been (and would still be) 
a capable hedge against Iranian expansionism, but 
any strategic partnership that prevents Iraq from 
slipping further into Iranian hands would help 
restore some leverage. Such a partnership with a 
united and pluralistic Iraq would also be a worthy 
model for other post-Arab Spring bilateral rela-
tions, especially with Egypt.

The damage depends heavily on how two other 
related challenges unfold. If Iran develops nuclear 
weapons despite the efforts of the international 
community to prevent it, the opportunity costs of 
what might have been done differently in Iraq will 
be significantly higher. Likewise, if Syria descends 
into full-blown sectarian civil war, reaching the 
level seen in Iraq in 2006 or perhaps worse, then 
a political unraveling of Iraq could be that much 
more consequential (and that much more irrevers-
ible) since Syria shares ethnic fault lines with Iraq. 
Syria and Iran meddled without getting engulfed 
in Iraq’s civil war, but it is not likely that an 
unraveling Iraq could resist getting sucked into a 
full-blown Sunni vs. Shia civil war in Syria.

Getting America’s Own Fiscal House in Order
An urgent priority on the international economic 
front actually concerns the U.S. domestic economy, 
specifically the inability of the American political 
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system to deal with its structural fiscal crisis. 
Other internal challenges could threaten America’s 
global standing, such as the crisis in education or 
the inability to forge a stable and broadly popular 
immigration policy that respects the rule of law 
while also preserving America’s centuries-old 
strategic advantage as a community of immigrants. 
Yet the fiscal crisis cuts across all of these issues, 
exacerbating domestic and foreign problems by 
hamstringing U.S. leaders.

Concerns about the fiscal crisis have driven the deep 
cuts in defense spending that have put U.S. grand 
strategy at risk. Given the views of the Democratic 
base, any grand bargain addressing the fiscal crisis 
may well require the planned defense cuts, but the 
United States cannot dig its way out of the current 
fiscal hole merely by cutting defense spending. If this 
persists, then the other necessary refinements to the 
grand strategy will not be possible. 

Indeed, solving the structural fiscal problem may 
even be a necessary prerequisite for dealing with 
the challenge on the horizon that makes the best 
claim for consideration as a top-tier grand strategic 
priority: climate change. There is little chance that 
the next president will arrive with a mandate for 
enacting costly approaches to this challenge if the 
political system does not confront the nearer-term 
fiscal crisis of unfunded entitlement programs. 

Confronting Proliferation Before  
and After Iran
Weapons of mass destruction in the hands of rogue 
states or transnational terrorist networks remains 
a plausible near-term catastrophe that could upend 
the prevailing global order. The place where this 
is most vividly seen is the current stand-off with 
Iran, which could have long-term consequences for 
the viability of future nonproliferation efforts. All 
administrations have declared that it is “unaccept-
able” for Iran to have a nuclear weapon, yet Iran 
seems closer than ever to taking this fateful step. 
Although there is a lively debate among academics 

as to whether a nuclear-armed Iran could be con-
tained and deterred,12 policymakers have tended 
to view the costs of deterrence and/or containment 
as unacceptably high.13 Most of the optimistic 
assessments ignore the path dependency of a 
nuclear-armed Iran: Regardless of what the models 
say in an academic laboratory, a nuclear-armed 
Iran would only occur after the manifest failure of 
decades of concerted international efforts, along 
with defiance of explicit military threats from both 
Israel and the United States (not to mention years 
of public rhetoric about the dangers of a nuclear-
armed Iran). Even under rosy assumptions, then, 
this would constitute a profound disruption to the 
existing order. U.S. grand strategy must continue 
to seek a third alternative to living with Iranian 
nuclear weapons and waging a war to prevent the 
Iranians from crossing the nuclear threshold.

Balancing Hard and Soft Power  
in the War on Terror
Soft power – the ability to get other actors to want 
what the United States wants – applies to all of the 
other elements of the grand strategy, but it has special 
purchase in the war on terror. In general, soft power 
is a poor substitute for hard power – the ability to 
get other actors to do what the United States wants 
– and it rarely has yielded tangible results in the face 
of strong conflicts of interest between nations. To be 
sure, soft power can be a useful complement to hard 
power, and America’s historical soft-power advantage 
is worth preserving and restoring, especially after 
the damage inflicted by the Iraq saga and the Great 
Recession. Grand strategists must remember, how-
ever, that soft power involves getting other actors to 
want what the United States wants, not getting other 
actors to like the United States. The latter is of only 
modest utility for the former.

Two recent developments have underscored the 
need for a vibrant soft-power approach. First, the 
upheavals of the Arab Spring have greatly increased 
the stakes of the war of ideas – winning hearts and 
minds in Muslim communities across the globe, 
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but especially in the Arab world. The upheavals 
do not automatically redound to the benefit of the 
most extreme militant Islamists – it is possible that 
the (moderately) peaceful transition to responsive 
governments has undermined some of al Qaeda’s 
appeal. However, Islamists overall enjoy greater 
political influence today than they have in modern 
times, and it is possible that the more radical actors 
will eclipse the moderates, as has happened in 
previous revolutionary periods. If American poli-
cymakers can influence this debate in favor of those 
who share a larger measure of American values and 
interests, the long-term consequences for the war 
on terror will be profound. Americans have at most 
modest influence, but it may be more influence than 
any other major external state actor; thus, it should 
be wielded deliberately and effectively.

Second, the killing of bin Laden and subsequent 
disarray in al Qaeda’s leadership has presented the 
United States with an excellent opportunity. The 
Obama administration, to its credit, has seized the 
opportunity in some hard-power terms, continuing 
to press attacks against terrorist leadership targets 
in Pakistan and elsewhere. However, the unravel-
ing of progress in Iraq seems to augur a similar 
unraveling in Afghanistan, and chaos in one or 
both countries could undo much of the progress 
that the drone strikes have won, especially if the 
United States is losing the war of ideas.

The signature tool of the war on terror in recent 
years has been targeted drone strikes. Although the 
drone strikes have inflicted great damage on al Qaeda 
and affiliated groups, they have not culminated in 
the strategic effect that they might have produced if 
augmented with a more robust soft-power strategy 
that engaged in the war of ideas more effectively. 
Moreover, the drone strikes themselves may prove 
to be a self-limiting tool. They are enormously 
unpopular in Pakistan, and doubts about their use are 
growing among U.S. allies. Ironically, given Obama’s 
enormous celebrity status in Europe, U.S. relations 
with its NATO allies and European partners have 

declined in recent years. Indeed, with the notable 
exception of Iranian sanctions, where the Europeans, 
led by hawkish France, have been even more forward-
leaning than the United States, the United States 
has struggled to get European cooperation on key 
objectives for many policy questions. And now that 
the dovish François Hollande has replaced the hawk-
ish Nicolas Sarkozy, France is unlikely to continue to 
lead so congenially (for U.S. purposes). In sum given 
European concerns, the drone war could end up 
being for the next term what Guantanamo Bay was 
to Bush’s first term: a soft-power injury that hobbles 
other cooperation in the war on terror. 

Conclusion: Paying the Costs of Leading  
and Maintaining Flexibility 
A grand strategy of leadership best serves American 
interests in the long run, but it is not a cheap strat-
egy. It does not require that the United States bear 
any burden, or pay any price, but a strategy that calls 
for the United States to remain comprehensively 
engaged throughout the world, using all elements 
of national power, and not merely in extremis to 
repulse an attack on the homeland, is costly. Indeed, 
cost is repeatedly invoked as a reason to jettison the 
current U.S. approach in favor of a less ambitious 
grand strategy. Critics exaggerate the price, however, 
by focusing on the costs of action, especially mili-
tary action, at the expense of a serious consideration 
of the costs of inaction.14 

This is partly structural: The costs – financial, 
human and otherwise – of military action are 
hard to estimate, but easier and more salient than 
estimating the true costs of not acting. This helps 
explain why, throughout history, the United States 
has tended not to use military force as often as the 
apparent demand would suggest and why, when it 
does, it tends to do so late. Opponents of military 
action are able to warn in dramatic and compel-
ling fashion about the costs of a prospective use of 
force. This strategic bias has been accentuated in 
recent years because the Iraq war proved so much 
more costly than advocates expected. 
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Critics of American “militarism” who claim an 
over-reliance on military force make a simple ana-
lytical error: They focus on the dependent variable 
of military use and fail to adequately evaluate the 
many non-uses of force.15 Maybe the reason that 
critics think the United States uses the military too 
much is that they only talk about uses (especially 
Iraq and Afghanistan) and rarely talk about non-
uses (such as Rwanda, Burundi, Algeria, Kashmir, 
Sudan, Congo or Eritrea). 

Restoring American leverage through renewal is 
preferable to a cut-one’s-losses approach that tries 
to build leverage in one theater by locking in defeat 
in another. This is the great concern of a strategic 
“pivot”: If, in the process of freeing up strategic 
resources for the Asian theater, the United States 
undermines success in the Middle East, the U.S. 
global position will not improve. This does not 
mean that the United States must continue to pour 
resources into futile causes, but it does mean that 
investments with a reasonable chance of improv-
ing conditions in one theater can yield dividends in 
other theaters as well. 

Embracing the legacy grand strategy does not mean 
viewing the world through a decades-old lens. A 
major virtue of the containment grand strategy 
was its adaptability to new conditions; the same 
basic Soviet challenge that gave rise to containment 
required very different approaches in the later years. 
Similarly, the fluid post-Cold War environment has 
required changes, and the grand strategy has proven 
its fitness by incorporating those adaptations. 

There are plenty of candidates for “new issues” that 
will be more prominent grand strategic concerns 
for the next 20 years than they have for the past 20:

•	 For decades, futurists have been warning about 
the growing cyber threat, and to date, it has not 
lived up to the hype. However, in recent years, 
the United States has invested heavily to improve 
its capacity to address cyber concerns, and those 
investments may yet prove timely. 

•	 The opening of the Arctic region to greater 
commercial exploitation could change the geo-
strategic map in profound ways. 

•	 The global energy market looks vastly different 
today than it did just a few short years ago, and new 
discoveries in the eastern Mediterranean have the 
potential to change it still further. No American 
grand strategist has ever had to factor in Israel as a 
global energy exporter, but that may change soon.

•	 Growing security and stability problems in 
Mexico, along with the cross-border reach of 
gangs, mean that the United States could face a 
greater security threat on its border than it has 
seen in a hundred years.

All of these and more could force strategists to 
further refine the legacy grand strategy to better 
address current concerns. However, it is likely that 
the required refinements will be marginal and that 
a grand strategy committed to active American 
global leadership will still be the best way to 
advance American interests for decades to come – 
just as it has been until now.

Cost is repeatedly invoked as a 

reason to jettison the current 

U.S. approach in favor of a 

less ambitious grand strategy. 

Critics exaggerate the price, 

however, by focusing on the 

costs of action, especially 

military action, at the expense 

of a serious consideration of 

the costs of inaction.
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