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ing the regional terrorist (as distinct from local guer-
rilla) threat, encouraging greater NATO participation 
in the war, and broadening the alliance’s mission in or-
der to  free US assets for the main effort in Iraq. NATO 
allies for the most part still saw the Afghan campaign 
as a postwar reconstruction and stabilization effort 
rather than an active theater of counterinsurgency war-
fare, a concept that, in 2005, was yet to be formally 
 adopted by the Pentagon.3

The Iraq “surge” of 2007–2009, the precipitate 
withdrawal in 2010 that enabled the rise of Islamic 
State less than four years  later, the time-  and resource- 
limited Afghan surge of 2009, the Arab Spring upris-
ings that destabilized the  Middle East and North Af-
rica (MENA) region  after 2011, and the horrific wars 
that followed in Libya, Syria, and Yemen, all lay in the 
 future.

Obviously enough, given that they involved land- 
based irregular enemies who lacked air or maritime 
capabilities, Iraq and Af ghan i stan  were mostly ground 
wars, with the Army and Marines shouldering the prin-
cipal combat burden and suffering the vast majority 
of casualties. Air assets  were committed to intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR), air interdiction, 
and close air support (CAS) missions, giving airpower 
a key— though not always fully exploited— role, while 
rotary- wing battlefield aviation once again proved to 
be a critical combat multiplier in irregular warfare.4 
Over time, the level of effort expected of high- end air-
craft, designed for strategic bombing or air superiority 
missions but increasingly used for CAS in low- threat 
but high- tempo environments, would impose severe 
wear on aircraft fleets and force revisions to logistic 
and maintenance norms, as well as to acquisition poli-
cies. The crucial role of Joint Terminal Attack Control-
lers (JTACs) in Iraq and Af ghan i stan was starting to 
be recognized, as conflicts in Africa— a true “air the-
ater,” with its enormous distances and low force den-
sities, where JTACs would come into their own— were 
beginning to emerge.5 Remotely pi loted aircraft such 
as the MQ-1 Predator had proven themselves in the 
ISR role, while the MQ-9 Reaper was entering ser vice 
as a multi- role combat platform, and truly autono-
mous air combat vehicles  were in development.6 
 These  were the harbingers of a new wave of autono-
mous systems and artificial intelligence (AI) that  were 
to transform the technology available to allies and ad-
versaries alike in coming years.

It is no exaggeration to say that the global environment 
and the role of the United States in international 
affairs— indeed, the very way in which Americans see 
themselves and are seen by  others within the world 
strategic landscape— have shifted fundamentally since 
the last edition of American Defense Policy appeared 
in June 2005. The new edition of this seminal textbook 
is thus timely and relevant for any defense policy pro-
fessional or student of strategy attempting to under-
stand  today’s complex strategic terrain.

The World in 2005

When the previous edition appeared, the policy frame-
work for American strategists and planners was the 
Global War on Terrorism (GWOT), then in its early 
stages. In 2005, the United States and its allies and co-
ali tion partners faced a fast- growing and multifarious 
sectarian insurgency in Iraq. They  were struggling to 
extricate themselves from a morass of their own mak-
ing in the  Middle East and confronting an adaptive ter-
rorist threat that was morph ing worldwide— spreading 
through South and Southeast Asia, Africa, Eu rope and 
Australasia— even as the occupation of Iraq appeared 
to have no end in sight. Indeed, stabilizing and then 
leaving Iraq was so central to US defense policy in this 
period that an incoming secretary of defense could de-
scribe his top three priorities as “Iraq, Iraq and Iraq.”1

In Af ghan i stan, still at this time seen as the “good 
war”—or rather, the more successful theater in the 
two- front counterinsurgency war in which the United 
States now found itself— the government of Hamid 
Karzai still seemed relatively robust. But Karzai was 
facing rising public unrest and criticism for incompe-
tent governance, nepotism, and corruption and con-
fronting a spike in insurgent activity across the 
majority- Pashtun south and east of the country.2 The 
Taliban, emerging from their eclipse of 2002–2004, 
 were beginning to reassert themselves, infiltrating the 
high mountain passes of the Hindu Kush from sanctu-
aries in Pakistan, contesting government authority in 
the countryside, and intimidating rural populations 
even as Af ghan i stan’s cities and its northern and west-
ern regions remained relatively untouched by the grow-
ing guerrilla war in the villages.

American policy at this time was directed at deter-
ring Pakistan from its increasingly obvious sponsorship 
of cross- border infiltration into Af ghan i stan, combat-

Foreword
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xii  Foreword

previous jihadist attacks in Moscow and elsewhere, 
Beslan suggested to some strategists that Rus sian coun-
terterror efforts  were worthy of Western support. 
Rus sia’s invasion of Georgia in August 2008, the New 
Look reforms that radically transformed Rus sian 
forces  after that war, the failed US- Russia “reset,” the 
resurgence of Rus sian activity across the  Middle East 
and Africa, and the open breach with the West trig-
gered by Rus sia’s seizure of Crimea, semi- covert inva-
sion of Ukraine, and alleged interference in the 2016 
presidential election  were all still in the  future.

For its part, Communist China’s military, in 2005, 
was described in the Pentagon’s annual military power 
assessment as focused primarily on Taiwan, with am-
phibious and naval exercises growing in scale and 
scope and the  People’s Liberation Army (PLA) continu-
ing “to deploy its most advanced systems to the mili-
tary regions directly opposite Taiwan” even as guided- 
missile destroyers, advanced submarines, and improved 
amphibious armored vehicles represented “significant 
improvements from the older, less capable hardware 
that [remained] the bulk of China’s inventory.”9 Bei-
jing’s newly announced notion of “peaceful rise” and 
the PLA’s emphasis on operations in the country’s im-
mediate periphery and on “local wars  under conditions 
of informationalization” encouraged a US view of China 
as a regional power focused on Taiwan, albeit one with 
wider ambitions.

The South China Sea was not seen as a key Chinese 
focus in 2005, nor  were the PLA’s island- building ac-
tivities or its militarization and weaponization of that 
region on the radar for Pentagon policy- makers. The 
2005 assessment mentioned the South China Sea once, 
in passing, noting somewhat dismissively that while the 
“PLA Navy occasionally patrols as far as the Spratly 
Islands, its  limited organic air defense capability leaves 
surface ships vulnerable to attack from hostile air and 
naval forces. The PLA Navy Air Force and PLA Air 
Force currently lack the operational range to support 
PLA Navy operations.”10 The rapid rise of PLA air, sur-
face, subsurface, space, and cyber capabilities— along 
with the modernization and expansion of strategic 
rocket forces, the emergence of a formidable A2/AD 
 bubble in the region, and the development of antiship 
ballistic missiles able to kill aircraft carriers across 
most of the western Pacific— had yet to intrude on 
policy- makers’ attention.

Iran and North  Korea, two regimes referred to in 
President George W. Bush’s 2002 State of the Union 
speech as forming an “Axis of Evil” with Saddam Hus-
sein’s Iraq,  were treated at this time as impor tant but 
regional threats.11 Tehran and Pyongyang both had 
well- recognized nuclear ambitions, and the risk of 
rogue regimes channeling weapons of mass destruction 
to terrorists was clearly identified (indeed, arguably 
somewhat overplayed) by US policy- makers of the pe-

Maritime forces focused at this time on security 
force assistance (SFA) for partners threatened by sea-
borne terrorism, guarded sea lanes, and provided spe-
cialists such as Naval Construction Battalions (Sea-
bees), riverine forces,  counter– improvised explosive 
device (IED) teams, and individual reinforcements to 
support the GWOT. The US Navy—at this time, the 
world’s largest navy, which happened also to include 
the world’s second largest air force and its premier ex-
peditionary ground force— was engaged across all the-
aters. Carrier aviation played a critical role in CAS for 
Iraq and Af ghan i stan, and amphibious and littoral op-
erations  were impor tant in the early stages of both con-
flicts. Naval Special Warfare units  were at the forefront 
of counterterrorism pursuit and direct action.7 But 
overall, co ali tion navies found themselves less heavi ly 
committed to Iraq and Af ghan i stan than air forces; this 
gave naval planners and policy- makers greater freedom 
to look beyond the immediate irregular conflict and 
consider the rising threat of nation- state adversaries. 
Unsurprisingly, therefore, the US Navy sounded the 
alarm about China’s anti- access / area denial (A2/AD) 
capabilities and growing maritime ambitions.

Indeed, away from center stage, where the GWOT 
still held the spotlight in US defense policy, parts of the 
defense establishment— notably the Navy leadership, 
the Office of Net Assessments, forward- thinking USAF 
air and space power theorists, and intelligence commu-
nity analysts— were warning of the threat from an in-
creasingly militaristic and aggressive Communist 
China and a resurgent Rus sian Federation. But policy- 
makers worried more about terrorism than state ad-
versaries. With  limited bandwidth and an almost daily 
series of crises emanating from Iraq, the most impor-
tant resource of all— strategic attention— was over-
whelmingly devoted to the MENA theater. More 
broadly, terrorism was still the key driver of US defense 
policy, military strategy, and force posture.

Of the potential peer adversaries, Rus sia, at this 
time, was still seen as broadly pro- Western in orien-
tation, on its way to becoming a “normal” country 
within the US- dominated rules- based world order, al-
beit one with authoritarian tendencies that made Mos-
cow a problematic partner in the counterterrorism 
fight. The Rus sian military had shown significant im-
provement in tactical skill and operational effective-
ness since its debacles of the 1990s in Dagestan and 
Chechnya and a series of “frozen” conflicts across for-
mer Soviet space. But logistics, command and control 
(C2), and interser vice coordination remained Rus sian 
weaknesses, a fact tragically underlined in Septem-
ber  2004, when Chechen terrorists murdered 334 
 people, including many elementary- school  children in 
a horrific three- day siege, made even worse by an in-
competent rescue attempt, in the town of Beslan in the 
Rus sian republic of North Ossetia.8 Coming on top of 
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space programs— primarily for ISR, navigation, and 
targeting— continued, as did NASA’s Shut tle program, 
while the United States dominated satellite navigation 
worldwide through the Global Positioning System satel-
lite constellation and its willingness to allow commer-
cial and foreign usage of that system. Rival systems 
such as Eu rope’s Galileo and Rus sia’s GLONASS  were 
unable to match the US global footprint, while China’s 
BeiDou system was in its infancy. The explosion in sat-
ellite navigation worldwide, prompted by the emer-
gence of smartphones and other GPS- enabled handheld 
devices, was still in the  future: the first- generation 
iPhone, which was to revolutionize handheld digital 
technology, create an entire new industry, and redefine 
the relationship between  humans and data, would not 
be launched  until January 2007.15 In this context US 
dependence on GPS for every thing from missile guid-
ance systems to aircraft navigational aids and maritime 
communications was not yet seen as a dangerous vul-
nerability, though it soon would be.

On the nonmilitary front, climate change was be-
ginning to be seen as a national security issue in 2005, 
even as its effects remained disputed, and key strategic 
impacts such as the appearance of year- round ice- free 
shipping lanes in the Arctic and their implications for 
naval and airpower had yet to become clear. US depen-
dence on imported petroleum remained profound, yet 
was taken as a given by many strategists, and the role 
of hydrocarbons in the global economy was seen as an 
enduring basis for American engagement in the  Middle 
East. The shale revolution, triggered by advances in hy-
draulic fracturing and horizontal drilling, which was 
to bring a profound transformation in US strategic in-
terests in that region (lessening dependence on imported 
hydrocarbons, reducing financial transfers to coun-
tries whose actions ran  counter to American interests, 
and cutting American green house emissions through 
use of natu ral gas) was still a few years in the  future, 
though all the relevant technologies had long been in 
place. The breakthrough event— the “gas rush” trig-
gered by the successful extraction of shale gas at scale 
by Range Resources in the Marcellus Shale region— 
would occur in 2006.16

On a far less positive note, the 2008 Global Finan-
cial Crisis, which would be triggered by the collapse 
of lending institutions in the US subprime mortgage 
market and exposed the associated collateralized debt 
obligations, also still lay ahead. When it hit, in Sep-
tember 2008, it ushered in the so- called  Great Reces-
sion with effects not only in the United States but 
worldwide— indeed, the Arab Spring uprisings can be 
seen in part as a delayed effect of worldwide economic 
disruption of 2008–2010, along with the associated 
spike in food prices and pressure on governments (in-
cluding many in the MENA region) whose legitimacy 
in the eyes of their populations rested on economic 

riod.12 Likewise, the role of Pakistan’s A. Q. Khan net-
work in facilitating rogue- nation nuclear programs 
was well known. What was perhaps less thoroughly 
understood was the transformative impact of the twin 
invasions of Af ghan i stan and Iraq on Ira nian and 
North Korean strategic thinking.

With US forces now pre sent on both its eastern and 
western borders, Iran felt encircled. At the same time, 
the fall of Saddam Hussein had toppled Tehran’s rival 
for regional dominance and leadership of the Muslim 
world, offering opportunities for Ira nian influence in 
majority- Shia Iraq. Likewise, the presence of co ali tion 
troops on its flanks gave Iran the strategically advan-
tageous position of interior lines, allowing it to switch 
assets between fronts as it sought to disrupt the co ali-
tion’s stabilization efforts. Realizing that a clear- cut US 
victory in  either Iraq or Af ghan i stan would  free re-
sources for regime change in Iran— and noting influ-
ential American neoconservatives calling for such a 
move— Tehran  adopted the strategic goal of keeping 
co ali tion forces bogged down in an unstable Iraq and 
Af ghan i stan, while ramping up its atomic weapons 
program to create a credible strategic deterrent for any 
attempted regime- change operation.13 The result, over 
the next de cade, was increasing Ira nian influence in 
Iraq, a deepening relationship with Pakistan and the 
Taliban, closer cooperation with Beijing, and a rising 
regional nuclear threat, directed principally at Israel 
and secondarily at the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia— now 
Iran’s main rival in a post- Saddam  Middle East.

Nuclear capability also proved prominent in Pyong-
yang’s reaction to the removal of Saddam. North Ko-
rean leaders saw Saddam’s ineffectual weapons of mass 
destruction programs—in par tic u lar, his lack of an ac-
tive nuclear program—as one cause of the co ali tion 
victory over Iraqi regular forces, even as the regime’s 
interference with UN weapons inspectors provided the 
pretext for invasion. The lesson was clear: Saddam’s 
weakness had been provocative, and to avoid the same 
fate, Pyongyang needed to use the win dow of oppor-
tunity afforded by Washington’s preoccupation with 
Iraq to accelerate its nuclear program and improve bal-
listic missile capabilities  until the cost of regime change 
became unacceptably high for the United States.14 
Raising the strategic stakes for the regime’s adversaries 
would deter interference while North  Korea modern-
ized its conventional armed forces and used the missile 
threat, along with nonconventional means such as cy-
bercrime, drug trafficking, and covert operations, to 
coerce its neighbors.

The United States in 2005 still enjoyed virtually un-
contested mastery of space. Indeed, at this time US de-
fense policy did not recognize space as an active warf-
ighting domain, precisely  because US dominance in that 
domain was so strong, though the risk of such a devel-
opment in the  future was contemplated. US military 
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In Af ghan i stan, the Taliban had taken the war to 
the cities, with a series of major urban attacks beginning 
with the  battle of Kunduz in September– October 2015. 
The conflict had spread to the northern and western 
parts of the country and expanded in scale and lethal-
ity.19 Five years  after the end of the large- scale counter-
insurgency intervention in December 2014, the US and 
co ali tion footprint was small, emphasizing SOF, train-
ers, and support for the Afghan air force. Pakistan’s im-
portance in American defense policy had diminished as 
large- scale intervention ended, reducing Pakistan’s 
spoiler role, and US and co ali tion assistance to Pakistan 
had diminished accordingly.20 China increasingly filled 
the role of major ally for Pakistan and was fast becom-
ing a key investor in Af ghan i stan. The Taliban  were en-
gaged in peace talks with the United States, though still 
refusing to deal directly with Kabul and unwilling to 
budge from their long- standing demand that all West-
ern forces leave the country. Al- Qaeda remained active 
in Af ghan i stan and Pakistan, while ISIS, which hated 
the Taliban as much as the Kabul government, was kill-
ing thousands of Afghans.21

All this meant that the threat of transnational 
terrorism— the driver for the GWOT framework that 
 shaped almost all aspects of US defense policy in 
2005— was worse in 2019 by most mea sures.  After al-
most twenty years of the war on terrorism, terrorist 
groups  were larger and more active, controlled more 
territory and population worldwide (including exten-
sive areas in Africa), and  were able to mount attacks 
in most parts of the world, including the United States, 
Eu rope, and Australasia. To be sure,  there had been no 
subsequent spectacular attack on the scale of 9/11, but 
the massive military interventions  after 2001 had, if 
anything, worsened the prob lem they sought to solve, 
creating multiple generations of accidental guerrillas. 
The switch from large conventional wars of occupa-
tion and counterinsurgency  toward light- footprint, air- 
enabled campaigns making extensive use of drones 
and SOF offered the possibility of a permanent world-
wide campaign to disrupt terrorism, but at a more sus-
tainable cost for Washington.  Whether this was the 
best policy, as distinct from a merely feasible approach, 
was rarely debated in US policy circles.

In any case, by 2019 far less attention was being 
paid to terrorism, due to the reemergence of state 
threats as a central focus in US defense policy. As noted, 
the rise of Rus sia and China as military competitors 
occurred in part  because of Western tunnel vision on 
terrorism and the extended effort to dig out of Iraq 
and Af ghan i stan. This absorbed so much attention in 
Washington, DC, and allied capitals and soaked up so 
many resources that it gave rival powers a  free hand 
to modernize their forces and expand their influence 
in countries and regions that had been neglected or 

per for mance rather than demo cratic accountability.17 
Countries such as Tunisia, Bahrain, Egypt, Yemen, 
Libya, and Syria all suffered major disruption, rebellion, 
or civil war during this period in ways that emphasized 
the tight linkage between global shocks, economic per-
for mance,  human security challenges, and the potential 
for domestic unrest or interstate conflict— a linkage that 
manifest itself even more intensely in 2020.

The Environment in 2019

By 2019, almost all  these features of the defense pol-
icy environment  were dramatically dif fer ent. The first 
key change was the end of the GWOT as an overarch-
ing framework for American defense policy. With the 
exception of a small training and special operations 
forces (SOF) component, the US and its co ali tion part-
ners had pulled almost all ground troops out of Iraq. 
The territorial defeat of Islamic State’s “caliphate” dur-
ing the campaign of 2017–2019 had enabled troop 
withdrawals from Iraq and Syria, with the government 
in Baghdad experiencing po liti cal instability but no 
longer threatened with military defeat. The United 
States was no longer losing large numbers of Ameri-
cans killed and wounded  every month, spending hun-
dreds of billions of dollars a year, and maintaining 
large permanent occupation forces in the  Middle East. 
But the region remained chaotic, violent, and unstable, 
suffering the aftereffects of the ill- judged decision to 
invade Iraq in the first place and of the subsequent 
Arab Spring conflicts (including wars in Libya, Syria, 
and Yemen) that enabled the rise of ISIS. The co ali tion 
reintervention of 2014–2019 looked very dif fer ent 
from the wars of 2003–2010, however.

With a preference for SOF rather than large con-
ventional ground forces, no attempt to occupy territory 
or administer populations, and heavy use of precision 
airpower to enable maneuver by partner ground forces 
advised and assisted by small numbers of SOF and 
JTACs, the interventions in Iraq and Syria  were far 
lighter in footprint. They succeeded in regaining terri-
tory from ISIS for minimal cost in allied lives and re-
sources, but— like other SOF- centric light- footprint 
campaigns— could not, by definition, address the issues 
that had triggered the conflict and might make it flare 
again. The killing of ISIS leader Abu Bakr al- Baghdadi 
in October 2019 offered President Donald Trump an 
opportunity to declare victory and leave, but most de-
fense policy analysts considered the anti- ISIS campaign 
as an incomplete victory at best, in that it merely 
pushed the Islamic State back below the threshold of 
conventional conflict into guerrilla mode, with thou-
sands of fighters still active in Iraq and Syria, and the 
ISIS remnant well- funded, reor ga niz ing, and aggres-
sively ambitious.18
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Intermediate Nuclear Forces treaty, Rus sia’s move to 
acquire hypersonic missiles, and the modernization 
of both strategic rocket forces and battlefield nuclear 
weapons reemphasized a risk that had never gone away, 
though it had been less prominent in defense policy dur-
ing the GWOT.26 Rus sian naval and aerospace modern-
ization, despite much fanfare from the Kremlin, had 
been patchy, with high- profile failures, though Rus sian 
ground forces and SOF  were increasingly professional-
ized, having acquired small numbers of high- end capa-
bilities such as autonomous ground systems, advanced 
armored vehicles, and drones.27 Rus sia’s ability to ex-
ploit the warming Arctic through specialized rapid- 
deployment Arctic brigades and a nuclear- powered ice-
breaker fleet gave it the edge in many parts of the high 
North, even as the effects of climate change on the polar 
icecap became increasingly evident.28

Iran and North  Korea, the two surviving members 
of the “Axis of Evil,” had significantly improved their 
strategic positions since 2005. US withdrawal from 
Iraq (and the pro- Iranian orientation of the post- 
occupation government of Nuri al- Maliki) allowed 
Iran to fill the gap and gain increasing influence in Iraqi 
economic, po liti cal, and defense policy. The ISIS blitz-
krieg of 2014–2015 allowed Iran to capitalize on its 
po liti cal influence with military presence, sponsoring 
and training dozens of militias that played a key role 
in the defeat of ISIS and then became enforcers and 
enablers of Shia dominance. Qasem Soleimani, head of 
the Quds Force covert action arm of the Ira nian Rev-
olutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), was anything but co-
vert during this period, playing a public role as the face 
of Ira nian assistance and advice to Iraqi leaders.29 So-
leimani was also active in Syria, where the IRGC stiff-
ened Bashar al- Assad’s forces, provided resources and 
troops to enable Assad to recapture rebel territory, and 
stabilized his regime with help from Rus sia and from 
Iran’s Lebanese proxy Hez bollah.30

Far from pushing back on expanded IRGC influ-
ence in Iraq and Syria, US policy  under President 
Obama had focused almost exclusively on the issue of 
Ira nian nuclear weapons— toward which the regime 
in Tehran had made significant pro gress since 2005. 
While some covert actions did occur— including al-
leged first use of offensive cyberwarfare against a state 
adversary to disable Iran’s uranium- refining centrifuge 
program via the Stuxnet virus— the main US effort was 
diplomatic.31 The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) of 2015 was seen within the Obama adminis-
tration as a policy triumph, in that Iran formally agreed 
to limit its nuclear program for a de cade in return for 
lifting of sanctions. The JCPOA was widely panned in 
the region, however, as enabling IRGC sponsorship of 
terrorism and helping Iran further expand its influence. 
One effect of this— and an outcome that would have 

alienated by the United States and its allies  after they 
had become bogged down in Iraq and Af ghan i stan dur-
ing the GWOT.

Rus sia by 2019 was clearly once again a principal 
US adversary. In Eastern Eu rope and among Baltic and 
Scandinavian nations concerns about Rus sian interfer-
ence, destabilization of neighbors, and po liti cal and 
economic bullying had led to renewed focus on re sis-
tance warfare, total  people’s defense, protection of 
critical infrastructure (including cyber infrastructure), 
and deterrence through national resilience.22 NATO, as 
an alliance, was emphasizing the Atlantic Treaty’s Ar-
ticle 3 requirements for resilience and whole- of- nation 
preparedness, even as the United States  under President 
Trump was signaling only conditional commitment to 
Article 5 collective defense obligations, while demand-
ing greater spending commitments from allies in re-
turn for continued US extended deterrence.23 A pro-
tracted, painful Brexit had made the United Kingdom 
grip NATO more tightly than ever, though Eu ro pean 
unity looked increasingly tenuous, and trade and tariff 
disputes emphasized transatlantic differences. And Tur-
key’s authoritarian domestic politics and neo- Ottoman 
foreign policy— expressed in interventions in Syria, 
weapons deals with Rus sia, tensions with Greece, and 
an increasingly assertive stance in North Africa— 
created another source of conflict within NATO.

President Trump— like President Barack Obama 
before him— was elected with the goal of improving 
(“resetting”) relations with Rus sia and seeking ways 
to work together on common interests. But allegations 
of attempted Rus sian interference in the 2016 presi-
dential election exacerbated existing acrimony and 
toxic partisanship in the United States, and made it po-
liti cally impossible for the president to pursue this 
policy in office. American policy  toward Rus sia became 
harsher and more robust across a range of issues from 
nuclear policy, to arming Ukraine, to oil and gas, to 
forward deployment of US troops in Poland and ex-
panded exercises in Baltic and Scandinavian coun-
tries.24 More broadly, the per sis tent US fantasy of 
Rus sia becoming a “normal” country— that is, one that 
cheerfully accepted secondary status within a US- led 
international order— was dead and buried by 2019.

Rus sia’s intervention in Syria— which was arguably 
decisive in winning the Syrian Civil War for Bashar al- 
Assad— was one reason for this, and an active Rus-
sian military presence in the  Middle East seemed likely 
to be a permanent feature of the region, along with ex-
panded Rus sian naval activity in the Mediterranean. 
Less overt interventions in Africa, increased air and 
maritime activity in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, and 
expanded presence in Latin Amer i ca also emphasized 
the return of Rus sia as a rival to Western democracies, 
and one with global aspirations.25 The collapse of the 
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in the Paracel Islands farther north, as well as dozens 
of smaller outposts and hundreds of other structures.32 
This permanent Chinese presence in disputed  waters, 
supported by amphibious landing ships, patrolling air-
craft, surface and subsurface maritime assets, an air 
defense interdiction zone, and an extensive ground gar-
rison, represented a major transformation since 2005, 
but it was far from the only one.

By 2019 the Pentagon assessed that the Chinese 
Navy (PLAN) had overtaken the USN to become both 
“the largest navy in the world [and] an increasingly 
modern and flexible force that has focused on replac-
ing previous generations of platforms with  limited ca-
pabilities in  favor of larger, modern multi- role combat-
ants. As of 2019, the PLAN is largely composed of 
modern multi- role platforms featuring advanced anti- 
ship, anti- air, and anti- submarine weapons and sen-
sors.”33 With two aircraft carriers in the  water, two 
more  under construction, a modern fleet of surface 
combatants, and a growing submarine arm that in-
cluded both attack submarines and nuclear missile 
boats, the PLAN’s blue- water assets— complemented 
by its naval base in Djibouti and construction of bases 
in Sri Lanka, Cambodia, Pakistan, and elsewhere— 
increasingly gave it global rather than regional reach.

With Beijing’s stated objective of becoming a 
“world- class” military by midcentury, American ana-
lysts now saw China attempting to equal or surpass the 
US military in all domains by 2049. As the Pentagon 
report for 2019 (published in 2020) noted, China was 
already ahead of the United States in key areas includ-
ing shipbuilding, land- based conventional ballistic and 
cruise missiles, and integrated air defense.34 China’s 
nuclear arsenal was rapidly expanding (albeit off a 
much lower base than that of the United States or Rus-
sia) while its military space programs  were growing, 
as Beijing increasingly treated space as a warfighting 
domain. This had significant implications for US de-
fense policy both in the space domain itself (as reflected 
in the creation of the US Space Force in the same year) 
and in other domains. China’s completion of the Bei-
Dou satellite constellation, for example, created a fully 
global rival to GPS, so that reliance on GPS by Ameri-
can and allied forces (along with its centrality to a host 
of civilian and commercial activities) now represented 
a clear vulnerability.35 Likewise, in the cyber domain, 
as in technology and manufacturing more broadly, 
China’s centrality to the global supply- chain ecosystem 
was unmistakable. At the same time, Chinese commer-
cial penetration into Eu rope, Australia, Latin Amer-
i ca, Africa, and the  Middle East expanded exponen-
tially and became increasingly tied to a mercantilist 
global policy through Beijing’s economic development 
 Belt and Road Initiative.

President Trump’s most marked impact on Ameri-
can defense policy, from the moment of his election, 

been considered extraordinarily unlikely in 2005— 
was an emerging de facto partnership among Israel, 
Saudi Arabia, and several Arabian Gulf states, all of 
which increasingly saw Iran as a common threat. The 
war in Yemen, started by Saudi Arabia and a co ali-
tion of Gulf States in 2015  in response to Ira nian 
sponsorship of the Ansar Allah (Houthi) militia, was 
another outcome, as Arab governments that saw 
Washington as unreliable took increasingly in de pen-
dent action.

The Trump administration quickly reversed this 
 after 2017. The president repudiated the JCPOA, re-
imposed sanctions, and capitalized on regional fears of 
Tehran to cement the informal Israeli- Arab alignment 
into peace agreements between Israel, Bahrain, and 
the United Arab Emirates. While occasionally using 
force— including killing Qasem Soleimani in January 
2020— Washington preferred economic rather than 
military tools in its Iran policy, emphasizing sanctions 
and trade restrictions rather than reacting militarily to 
Ira nian provocations, such as the downing of a US 
drone and attacks on shipping in the Gulf.

This emphasis on economic rather than military 
tools was true also of US policy  toward Pyongyang. 
North  Korea’s nuclear program, abetted by US distrac-
tion in Iraq and Af ghan i stan and Chinese chairman-
ship of the Six- Party Talks with Pyongyang, had made 
 great strides since 2005, and the incoming Trump ad-
ministration faced a sharp escalation of tension on the 
Korean Peninsula in 2017, with a series of atomic war-
head tests, the detonation of an alleged thermonuclear 
device, and a string of ballistic missile launches, which 
by 2018 had given North  Korea the ability to target 
the entire west coast of the United States, along with 
cities as far inland as Denver.  After initially respond-
ing with harsh rhe toric, heightened military posture, 
and enhanced missile defenses, Washington settled on 
a policy of economic and po liti cal cooption, resulting 
in a broad (though creatively vague) agreement to de-
nuclearize the peninsula, and two summit meetings be-
tween Kim Jong Un and President Trump. While cool-
ing tensions in the short term,  these summits allowed 
the Kim dynasty to attain a stature and legitimacy that 
had previously eluded them, cementing the success of 
Pyongyang’s “regime- change deterrence through nu-
clear weapons” policy.

Perhaps the greatest shift in the strategic environ-
ment since 2005, however, was the transformation of 
Communist China’s economic and military status and 
hence its role in international affairs. By 2019, in con-
trast to the Pentagon’s dismissive assessment of 2005, 
Chinese island construction in the South China Sea had 
resulted in an extensive network of militarized artifi-
cial islands, including seven major offshore bases— 
complete with missiles, radar, airstrips, ports, and bar-
racks—in the disputed Spratly Islands and several more 
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dent the United States— and  every other country in the 
world— had become on Chinese manufacturing, in-
cluding but not  limited to critical supplies such as active 
phar ma ceu ti cal ingredients, personal protective equip-
ment, small electrical goods, and handheld mobile 
computing technologies. Coming on top of a two- year 
trade war and against the backdrop of military rivalry 
noted  earlier, all this reinforced the perception of a new 
cold war between the United States and China. Rus sia 
and Iran  were increasingly partnering with China on 
military and economic  matters, and although Rus sian 
and Chinese interests  were often misaligned—as in the 
case of weapons sales to India— they increasingly made 
common cause against the United States.

On the military front, one of the more obvious im-
plications of the pandemic was its impact on maritime 
and air forces. The aircraft carrier USS Theodore Roo
se velt was effectively disabled for several weeks fol-
lowing a COVID outbreak on board, while France’s 
only aircraft carrier, the Charles de Gaulle, suffered a 
similar effect. Aircraft deployments to Guam and other 
forward bases  were also heavi ly affected, with crew 
and airframe rotations delayed or canceled and bases 
locked down. Major exercises  were canceled or post-
poned, and both training and operational tempo  were 
affected. Evidence is scant for the origin of the coro-
navirus in any military biowarfare program, despite 
per sis tent conspiracy theories to this effect. Still, for a 
country such as China, with one of the most active bio-
weapons and bioengineering programs on the planet 
and a strategy focused on finding ways to offset Amer-
ican conventional superiority, the implications  were 
clear: if this level of global military disruption could 
be achieved through the accidental release of a non-
weaponized pathogen, what might be done with a tai-
lored bioweapon?37

More broadly, the long emergency—in terms of 
public health, economic disruption, internal security 
risk, and international tensions— triggered by the pan-
demic seemed likely to last for years at best, with po-
tential longer- term disruptive effects on the interna-
tional environment that could last a de cade or more 
in some countries. In effect, it represented a reset in 
many areas of defense policy.

 Future Defense Policy

Looking to the  future, the crisis of 2020— coming on 
top of the enormous changes in the environment be-
tween 2005 and 2019—is thus likely to have substan-
tial and enduring effects on the context for American 
defense policy  going forward. Many of the fiscal as-
sumptions that underpinned the record- high defense 
bud gets of recent years  will need to be revised. Domes-
tic instability in the United States— whether through 
large- scale street vio lence, arson, rioting, and looting 

was an overt and publicly stated recognition of this 
threat, and thus a shift in orientation  toward a policy 
that saw Communist China as the greatest and most 
enduring geopo liti cal challenge to US strategic primacy 
over the next several de cades. This reorientation— 
which, unlike almost any other policy pursued by the 
president, found agreement from many of his 
opponents— brought a broader recognition that Sino- 
American competition would be the defining feature of 
the twenty- first  century global security environment. 
This in turn made China policy increasingly central to 
all aspects of American national policy, including but 
by no means  limited to defense policy. The contrast to 
2005—or even 2015— could not have been greater. 
And all this, of course, was still before the appear-
ance of the novel coronavirus in the Chinese city of 
Wuhan and the rapid global spread of the associated 
 COVID-19 pandemic.

The Crisis of 2020

Beginning in early 2020, the pandemic up- ended vir-
tually  every aspect of the global system. Massive cuts 
in global trade, transport, consumer demand, and man-
ufacturing capacity led to huge drops in GDP— and 
unpre ce dented job losses— across most of the devel-
oped world in the first three quarters of 2020. In 
many ways this pattern, though triggered by a public 
health crisis, mimicked the Global Financial Crisis 
twelve years  earlier: lockdowns designed to slow the 
spread of the disease triggered an economic crisis, 
quickly followed by a  human security crisis for popu-
lations affected, then in turn by internal unrest, riot-
ing, and protests, and a spike in international tension. 
Internal uprisings and revolutions along the lines of the 
Arab Spring conflicts that followed the  Great Reces-
sion  were yet to appear in most countries by the end 
of 2020 (though the United States, as discussed be-
low, may prove to be an impor tant exception). But 
at the level of international security, governments 
worldwide— threatened with internal unrest and criti-
cism from their populations— sought to turn attention 
outward to external threats. Tensions spiked with a 
rapid succession of crises between China and India, 
China and Taiwan, Greece and Turkey, the United 
States and Venezuela, the United States and Rus sia, 
Egypt and Ethiopia, Turkey and Iraq, and internally in 
Venezuela, Belarus, and of course the United States.

In terms of Sino- American relations, the COVID 
crisis of 2020 exacerbated a preexisting “tech war” be-
tween Washington and Beijing, as each sought to con-
trol 5G communications technology, key commodities 
such as rare earths that feed the tech industry, silicon 
chip manufacturing, and the role of tech companies in 
social media and payment platforms.36 The pandemic 
forced a broad public realization of just how depen-
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ical and cyber- operations in which kinetic actions are 
directed at an  enemy’s data, while actions in cyberspace 
may have direct lethal effects— are increasingly com-
mon for both state and non- state adversaries, with the 
cyber domain emerging as an adjunct maneuver space 
for military operations. The need to operate in de pen-
dently of GPS, or in an intermittent or contested com-
munications environment, is increasingly pressing and 
 will need policy attention as well as adjustments to ac-
quisitions and warfighting doctrine. AI and autono-
mous systems  will continue to transform the options 
open to both US forces and adversaries, with implica-
tions at the strategic as well as the tactical level.

At the grand- strategic level, US policy- makers face a 
 future in which the US- led international rules- based or-
der, as it existed since the end of the Cold War, is likely 
to give way to a period of intense multipolar great- 
power competition, rising frequently to crises, in which 
the risk of major war is greater than at any time so 
far in this  century. The  future of the alliance system— 
principally NATO, but also the ANZUS treaty with 
Australia and New Zealand and the bilateral security 
arrangements with Japan, the Republic of  Korea, and 
other major non- NATO allies—is currently in flux, as 
allies face an increasingly divided, inward- looking, and 
transactional partner in the United States.

 Under  these circumstances, if the US defense estab-
lishment is to succeed in preserving the nation’s security 
and furthering its interests into the  future, American de-
fense policy- makers  will need to think creatively and ar-
gue persuasively for policies that are both effective and 
affordable. Each of the chapters that follow in this vol-
ume contributes something to that policy debate, while 
helping frame  future challenges in the context of current 
thinking. Even in  these times of rapid change, this book 
 will therefore remain essential reading.
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first cornerstone volume have captured defense policy 
at the height and end of the Cold War, through the re-
forms and interventions of the 1990s, to the unfolding 
of the Global War on Terror. This ninth edition consti-
tutes an additional contribution to this field of study 
as the twenty- first  century enters its third de cade with 
extraordinary ambiguity and complexity in an anar-
chic international po liti cal system.

American Defense Policy was last published in 2005 
and focused on the emergence of the Department of 
Homeland Security and its implications for national 
security. At that time the United States was embroiled 
in Iraq, the Taliban was reemerging in Af ghan i stan, and 
the US economy was faltering  under the auspices of a 
new administration. Now we are at a similar inflection 
point. The National Defense Authorization Act for 
Fiscal Year 2020 created the Space Force, the sixth 
branch of the Armed Forces of the United States and 
the first new military ser vice in over seventy- plus years 
since the United States Air Force was created in 1947.42 
President Donald Trump stated, “Space is the world’s 
newest war- fighting domain. . . .  Amid grave threats to 
our national security, American superiority in space is 
absolutely vital.”43 This volume analyzes this new do-
main while at the same time including older domains 
such as nuclear warfare and counterinsurgency. As 
such, ADP 9 provides breadth and depth of insights 
concerning American defense policy.

The se lection of articles for this edition follows the 
roots of American Defense Policy by searching for the 
best lit er a ture to examine theories, pro cesses, content, 
and outcomes in the con temporary environment. At 
the same time, ADP 9 also branches out in new direc-
tions. It is a blend of classic pieces that speak to time-
less defense policy issues as well as con temporary and 
new articles that address emerging challenges. As de-
fense policy rapidly evolves, so too must this volume 
bridge that which is constant and that which is in flux. 
Such an effort may necessitate more con temporary— 
and hence more transient— snapshots of the rapidly 
changing environment alongside timeless pieces. This 
reflects ADP’s commitment to keep  future volumes re-
flective of and relevant to the challenges of current day.

As the editors share in their afterword,  every article 
selected was carefully considered to fit within the tra-
ditional ADP framework, which deftly pairs the old 
with the new. Yet  there is also an acknowl edgment that 
the nature, context, and character of American defense 

In 1965, the first edition of American Defense Policy 
(ADP) was published to fill an intellectual gap identi-
fied by the Department of Po liti cal Science faculty at 
the United States Air Force Acad emy (USAFA). The 
newest of the military academies, USAFA was created 
in 1954 to educate and train  future Air Force officers, 
and the faculty, composed of all military officers at the 
time,  were selected as role models, mentors, and edu-
cators for  these  future officers. Brigadier General Rob-
ert Francis McDermott, the first permanent Dean of 
the Faculty, noted the scattered curriculum efforts to 
ensure  future officers understood all aspects of defense. 
He directed the creation of a senior- level core course, 
“Defense Policy,” to educate cadets on the intricacies 
and challenges facing  future leaders involved in the na-
tion’s security.39 However,  there was no systematic 
and rigorous review of lit er a ture pertaining to US de-
fense policy that could serve as a textbook for this 
course. Thus began the creative journey of American 
Defense Policy, a series that would further the disci-
pline of defense studies and provide a continuing leg-
acy of dialogue surrounding American defense policy 
by policy- makers, military professionals, educators, 
and prac ti tion ers.

In his inaugural edition of ADP, Col o nel Wesley 
Posvar, the first Permanent Professor and Po liti cal Sci-
ence Department Head, describes American defense 
policy as “a field of study that treats the function of 
preserving the national security in response to the dic-
tates of the times.”40 The dictates of our time require 
an appreciation of the complexities and ambiguities of 
the domestic and international environments of the 
twenty- first  century. Traditional models of analy sis 
consisting of means and ends evaluations may be in-
sufficient to understand the implications and conse-
quences of the steady march forward of emerging 
threats and disruptive technology.  Whether one is con-
cerned with great- power politics, near- peer competi-
tors, alliances, international organ izations, cyberwar-
fare, nuclear weapons, civil- military relations, special 
forces, emerging technologies, multilateralism, or 
 grand strategy— these topics are addressed in this sin-
gle volume.

As lead editor of inaugural edition of ADP, Col o-
nel Posvar described his editorial team’s efforts as “an 
attempt to or ga nize American defense policy into a co-
herent field of study.”41 Each successive edition has 
built on this model, and the seven editions since that 

Preface

BRIGADIER GENERAL USAF (RET) CHERYL A. KEARNEY
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xxii  Preface

We hope this edition of American Defense Policy 
provides thought- provoking ideas and concepts as the 
United States moves forward into an uncertain  future 
filled with the rise of peer competitors, the continuing 
evolution of non- state actors, and pandemics, as well as 
the benefits, constraints, and likely unforeseen conse-
quences of an increasingly technologically sophisticated 
world. The twenty- first  century is an information and 
instantaneous communications era in which knowl-
edge and understanding may just be the keys to a 
more secure  future. James Madison once remarked 
that “knowledge  will forever govern ignorance; a  people 
who mean to be their own governors must arm them-
selves with the power that knowledge gives.”44 It is our 
sincere hope that this edition adds knowledge and in-
sights to our understanding of American defense policy 
as we continue this fragile experiment of democracy.

Brigadier General USAF (Ret) Cheryl A. Kearney, PhD
Professor Emeritus, USAFA

Former Permanent Professor and Department Head
Po liti cal Science Department, USAFA

policy has rapidly changed over the past de cade. The 
broader theme of turbulence, domestically and inter-
nationally, unites the articles in this volume as the 
United States endeavors to wind down its longest war 
and deals with the emerging COVID-19 pandemic.

This edited volume is or ga nized into three parts, 
with an introduction to each part summarizing the key 
arguments of  every article. Part I sets the foundation by 
examining the theoretical and strategic challenges that 
shape con temporary American defense policy. Part II 
examines the pro cess and instruments of American de-
fense policy, arguing that as perceptions about the mili-
tary have shifted over the past de cade, the only con-
stant is change. Part III examines the new battlefield, 
the shifting force structure, and emerging disruptive 
technologies such as artificial intelligence and automa-
tion that may drastically change defense policy para-
digms. In some cases, original articles  were written for 
this volume to address specific areas of interest such as 
American values and defense policy in Part I, the evolv-
ing nature of the military profession in Part II, and the 
use of drones on the modern battlefield in Part III.
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fective range of about 11,000 meters, and we  didn’t use 
the word “precision” in describing the 105.

The total effect was a unit wildly dif fer ent in appear-
ance, capability, and mission from what I saw as a lieu-
tenant, and more importantly, from the platoons that 
existed even three years before, when the previous vol-
ume of ADP was published.  Today, similar changes can 
be seen across the joint force, changes that have pro-
found implications at the operational and strategic 
level, as well as the tactical. This pace of change contin-
ues to accelerate, putting new tools in the hands of our 
defense establishment but equally arming adversaries 
with new technology and new ave nues for competition.

So, while the nature of war— the violent clash of po-
liti cal  will— has not changed, we should expect that 
any  future conflict is  going to be transregional, rapidly 
crossing the bound aries of geographic combatant com-
mands; all- domain, si mul ta neously involving combi-
nations of land, sea, air, space, and cyberspace op-
erational domains; and multifunctional, including 
conventional operations, special operations, ballistic 
missiles, and strike, cyber, and space capabilities. More-
over, con temporary and  future warfare is deeply inter-
connected. Any  future conflict on the Korean Penin-
sula  will look nothing like the Korean War my  father 
fought. Instead, it  will involve  every ser vice and do-
main, touch multiple combatant commands commu-
nicating at lightning speed across continents and 
oceans, use technology that links the smallest units to 
strategic- level decision- makers, and likely incorporate a 
myriad of challenges barely vis i ble on the horizon: arti-
ficial intelligence, space capabilities, quantum comput-
ing, hypersonics, and further developments we cannot 
yet imagine.

Just as the pace of change accelerates, so does our 
scope of responsibility. As a global power, the United 
States does not get to choose our fights, and we should 
expect no credit tomorrow for the peace we secured 
yesterday. The recent resurgence of great- power com-
petition with Rus sia and China along with the chal-
lenges associated with North  Korea and Iran demand 
that we prepare for a potential conflict even as we con-
stantly face daily competition in a military dimension 
that falls short of traditional armed conflict.

However, this great- power resurgence has not less-
ened our obligations to current conflicts. We are a na-
tion that thinks and acts globally, and as such we do not 
have the luxury of choosing between a force that can 

The previous edition of American Defense Policy, pub-
lished in 2005, offered enduring observations during 
an era when national security focused nearly exclu-
sively on counterterrorism efforts overseas. However, 
over the past two de cades, the strategic landscape has 
changed dramatically. While the fundamental nature 
of war has not changed, a rapidly  accelerating pace of 
change and advances in modern technology, coupled 
with shifts in the nature of geopo liti cal  competition, 
have altered the character of war in the twenty- first 
 century. As defense challenges become increasingly di-
verse and complex, so too must defense policy adapt 
and expand to meet the dangers of  today and  counter 
the threats of tomorrow.

No doubt,  things have changed during my forty 
years in uniform, but the change itself is not remark-
able. Rather, it is the pace at which change is occur-
ring. A brief anecdote may highlight this observation 
most effectively: when I was a lieutenant, I used the 
same cold- weather gear that my dad used in  Korea in 
1950, twenty- seven years  earlier— and I  don’t mean 
the same kind of gear; I mean we went to the ware-
house and dug out the very same gear. The radios we 
used would have been familiar to  those who fought 
in Vietnam and the jeeps to World War II veterans. 
And despite incremental development in weapons 
and the dawn of the nuclear age, I think a lieutenant 
from World War II or  Korea would have been very 
comfortable in the exercises I participated in as a 
lieutenant.

Fast forward to a platoon I observed in 2008 dur-
ing a visit to Af ghan i stan. The platoon commander and 
his eighty marines  were forty miles from the nearest 
platoon on their left, forty miles from the nearest pla-
toon on their right, and about an hour by he li cop ter 
from the battalion command post. To give you some 
perspective, my appreciation of time and space when I 
was a lieutenant was that a  rifle com pany defended on 
a 1,500- meter frontage and attacked on a 300- meter 
frontage. The marines I visited  were wearing protec-
tive equipment and driving vehicles that would have 
been unrecognizable to infantry marines or soldiers 
just five years  earlier. The platoon could receive and 
transmit voice, data, and imagery from a satellite and 
was supported by the High Mobility Artillery Rocket 
System (HIMARS), which can put precision fires out 
to over sixty kilo meters. When I was a lieutenant, we 
relied on the 105mm howitzer, which had a max ef-

Introduction
The Changing Character of War

GENERAL (RET) JOSEPH F. DUNFORD, JR.
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xxiv  Introduction

It is clear that adapting to the evolving character of 
war in the twenty- first  century is  going to require sig-
nificant changes to our planning, organ ization, and 
command and control constructs— and we are already 
 behind in so many ways. The ser vice members and pol-
icymakers  today are serving during a particularly dy-
namic period, one that Henry Kissinger has called the 
most volatile and complex security environment since 
World War II. In my  career, I  can’t remember a time 
when the pace of change and scope of effort are even 
close to what  we’re seeing  today, and I believe that 
makes our ability to anticipate change all the more 
impor tant. My horizon for us to innovate and adapt 
our defense policy is not ten, fifteen, or twenty years 
from now; it is actually, and perhaps unfortunately, 
only three to five years from now. That is how urgently 
I believe we need to make fundamental changes to how 
we do business in defense and security policy.

This is the context the ninth edition of American 
Defense Policy captures: an accelerating pace of change, 
an ever- expanding scope of effort and spectrum of con-
flict, and a force that must both meet the operational 
needs of  today and invest in the capabilities of tomor-
row. It is no easy task, but I have  great confidence in the 
next generation of leaders and decision- makers to edu-
cate themselves, make the changes necessary, and lead 
in the same manner that has allowed us to be successful 
over the past hundred years of war.

fight non- state actors, such as the Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria (ISIS) and al Qaeda, and one that can deter 
and defeat adversaries possessing a full array of military 
capabilities. We are already seeing new functional and 
technological capabilities fielded by both state and non- 
state actors who  will continually look for ways to har-
ness  those capabilities to exploit our vulnerabilities.

The United States also cannot afford to choose be-
tween meeting  today’s operational requirements and 
making the investments necessary for tomorrow. Over 
the past two de cades, requirements on the force have 
been heavy— operations tempo is not decreasing, and 
the wear and tear on both the  people and equipment of 
the joint force are profound.  There are perilously few 
easy decisions in the world of defense resourcing, and 
policymakers are unlikely to receive a peace dividend 
that  will allow for focused reinvestment in our forces.

This changing character of war means we must be 
sharper and more creative in crafting defense policy 
than ever before. Historically, defense decision- makers 
had the opportunity to recover if we got it wrong: lead-
ing into World War II, the United States had three years 
to evolve doctrine, build industrial capacity, build an 
army, develop leaders, and practice interoperability. 
In current and  future conflicts, we are unlikely to have 
that same opportunity  because our scope of respon-
sibility has expanded and the pace of change has so 
greatly accelerated.
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Damon Coletta, for organ izing discussions that yielded 
insightful feedback on both the content and structure of 
the text. Additionally, we owe thanks to the many indi-
viduals who made the Acad emy Assembly (the longest- 
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both ideas and authors to this proj ect.
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the United States defines its national interest. This leads 
to an exploration of understanding just war theory in 
a modern age. Then the chapter looks at how power 
theories shape US status on the international stage be-
fore concluding by challenging international relations 
theorists to think critically about the impact of tech-
nology and innovation.

Jeff Black begins this discussion through an exege-
sis of foundational documents in search of the found-
ing princi ples of American defense policy. The Ameri-
can po liti cal system, he argues, aims at achieving the 
protection of rights and the pursuit of happiness. Prin-
cipled defense policy helps achieve this goal. The 
princi ples of justice, necessity, and interest guided the 
Founding  Fathers as they lay the foundations for de-
fense policy, but as Black argues, the princi ples varied 
in importance among our nation’s documents. Interest 
plays the decisive role in the Declaration of In de pen-
dence; Publius’s interpretation of the Constitution cen-
ters on necessity; and Washington’s Farewell Address 
begins with justice before concluding with interest. On 
 these three princi ples, the Founding  Fathers designed 
the foundation of defense policy focused on the great-
est  human good.

Reflecting upon the values embodied in the United 
States’ foundational documents leads to a consider-
ation of the morality and ethics of war. Seth Lazar 
provides an overview of just war theory from the tra-
ditionalist and the revisionist camps, comparing and 
contrasting the views of each. The tradition of just war 
theory— the justifications of why and how wars are 
fought— has a long history stemming from Greek phi-
losophy to modern times. Using Walzer’s Just and Un
just Wars as the starting point for traditionalist theo-
ries, he first analyzes the methodological disputes that 
separate traditionalists from revisionists. He then ad-
dresses jus ad bellum as well as jus in bello through an 
examination of the princi ples of armed conflict. He 
concludes that although the study of just war theory 
is in the midst of turbulent times, ideas of legitimate 
defense and authority, proportionality, and necessity 
are not “morally rootless.”

Lazar’s conclusion leads to an inquiry into power 
and the United States’ historical and con temporary role 
within the international community. Great- power the-
ories based in realism illustrate the debate between 
advocates of security versus power within an interna-
tional order. Dale Copeland asks if  these systemic the-

Defense policy is at a critical juncture as China and 
Rus sia challenge Amer i ca’s primacy, non- state actors 
continue to threaten security, and a host of other issues 
plague the globe. Space could be the next frontier for 
 battle, climate change makes  water and fertile land 
new points of conflict, while the potential consequences 
of cyber technology and artificial intelligence are not 
yet realized. In the midst of all  these challenges, alli-
ances are shifting in structure and form as nations re-
think their allegiance to international organ izations 
and agreements. Part I begins this ninth volume of 
American Defense Policy by looking at  these challenges 
from a theoretical and strategic perspective. This sec-
tion asks readers to consider US defense policy at a 
time when security challenges exist across numerous 
domains of warfare. To what extent are great- power 
theories guiding policy- making when a nation is si mul-
ta neously challenged for primacy by small war con-
siderations such as criminal networks or terrorist 
threats? How well can existing theories about the in-
ternational order incorporate technological change? In 
times of uncertainty, how does the United States con-
ceptualize the battlespace and create strategies for 
 every contingency? Part I provides the overview and 
background needed to understand American defense 
policy. Divided into four chapters, this section exam-
ines the theories and strategies that shape the United 
States’ approach to security policy. It analyzes the val-
ues and princi ples that provide the foundation for poli-
cies. An overview of  grand strategy and critiques of 
internationalism provide understanding of Amer i ca’s 
place in the world. Fi nally, this section investigates 
both allied and adversarial relationships as the United 
States determines how best to invest resources  toward 
its national interest.

Chapter 1 sets the context for the rest of the vol-
ume by examining the foundations and theories that 
shape Amer i ca’s approach to defense policy. As the na-
ture of war evolves, how do theories of international 
relations and studies of conflict correspondingly ad-
just? Does the morality of just wars change, and do 
traditional values fluctuate in importance? How do 
policy- makers think about  causes of war and the re-
sponsibilities incumbent upon a hegemon? As the 
country considers its role, policy- makers must reflect 
on the values that provide the foundations for defense 
policy. The chapter begins by exploring how US his-
tory and traditional values influence the ways in which 
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icy. The chapter examines the  future of  grand strategy 
as the liberal order is stretched and American hegemony 
is challenged by rising  great powers. Since the end of the 
Cold War, the United States has served as the liberal he-
gemon, setting the tone and security norms for the 
world. As times change, how do fluctuating power dy-
namics challenge US hegemony? What strategies should 
the United States consider to maintain power and pro-
mote stability? Where and how should the country in-
vest its resources to best maintain the security of the 
homeland and the globe? This chapter begins with 
 grand strategy, defining the term and providing its theo-
retical under pinnings, and then questioning the  future 
of American  grand strategy in the post– Cold War envi-
ronment. It then frames the debate between liberal and 
conservative internationalism by exploring the benefits 
of multilateralism and cooperative security versus 
 limited government and nationalism as leaders of for-
eign policy strug gle to determine the United States’ path 
in maintaining the world order.

Colin Dueck’s article provides a primer for  grand 
strategy. As the United States  faces a multitude of chal-
lenges and threats,  grand strategy helps a nation de-
termine how to use its resources to best serve the na-
tion’s interests. Dueck likens it to a “road map” that 
matches resources to interests and policy needs.  After 
explaining how and why  grand strategy can change, 
Dueck concludes with a discussion of strategic adjust-
ment in the light of international pressures and cultural 
constraints.

Matching resources to national needs leads to the 
last article in this chapter by Hal Brands and Eric Edel-
man, who worry that the United States is trending 
 toward strategic insolvency. They analyze the numer-
ous threats to the country’s military primacy and out-
line options for restoring defense capabilities. With the 
myriad security challenges facing the United States, 
Brands and Edelman call for a significant investment 
in defense. Although they concede that this investment 
 will not be cheap, they argue that it is necessary in or-
der to support US  grand strategy.

G. John Ikenberry then argues that the coronavirus 
has exposed a crisis in the Western liberal world order. 
Prob lems of modernity including pandemics, climate 
change, nuclear proliferation, and numerous other is-
sues related to science, technology, and industrialism 
need world leadership that is united in its commitment 
to democracy, rule of law, and  human rights. Ikenberry 
fears that the United States is turning away from mul-
tilateralism to a focus on great- power competition, 
which he sees as a grave  mistake. Instead, he advocates 
for a return to a liberal co ali tion as envisioned by 
Franklin D. Roo se velt. The pandemic, he argues, is an 
opportunity for the United States and other liberal de-
mocracies to reform a coherent and functional global 
co ali tion.

ories of  great power and peace are still relevant for 
 today, and he provocatively answers “yes,” but for dif-
fer ent reasons than in the past. In an age of catastrophic 
threats such thermonuclear combat, Copeland argues 
that the possibility of total war of unlimited scope is still 
frighteningly real. Neither classic realism, with an em-
phasis on balance of power, nor neorealism, with an 
emphasis on bargaining models, can explain why actors 
might inadvertently slip into a total war. To fill this defi-
cit, Copeland integrates offensive and defensive realism 
into what he calls a “dynamic realist” viewpoint that 
takes into account  factors that affect assessments of risk 
and long- term power positions. He builds a new ap-
proach for great- power theory by explaining the poten-
tial threat of war as countries rise and decline in power.

Francis Fukuyama then assesses the state of democ-
racy over the past thirty years, which he views as an 
up and down trend. Identity politics are on the rise as 
groups on both the left and the right vie for recogni-
tion, re spect, and dignity in a global society. The inter-
net and social media have facilitated the fragmentation 
of society into siloed identity groups, but at the same 
time,  these technologies have provided individuals 
much greater access to information and have broken 
down traditional hierarchies and social enclaves based 
on class, race, and gender. Fukuyama notes that demo-
cratic transitions have also been a mixed bag of fail-
ures and successes. While the 2003 US overthrow of 
Saddam Hussein in Iraq failed to create a democracy, 
other nations have experienced forward movement 
 toward democracy. Overall, the past thirty years have 
moved US policy from an optimistic view of unre-
stricted capitalism and interventionism to a more cau-
tious view of the neoliberalism with a healthy dose of 
realism.

This leads to the last article in the chapter, which 
speaks to how international relations theory addresses 
technology and innovation. Daniel Drezner points out 
that although technology is often considered an in de-
pen dent variable that affects military and economic 
power, causal relationships are not  simple. Drezner 
classifies nuclear weapons as “prestige” technology 
 because it has high fixed costs and public- sector dom-
inance, while he categorizes the internet as “general 
purpose” technology  because it has low fixed costs and 
private- sector dominance. Comparing  these, Drezner 
finds that nuclear technology stimulates cooperation as 
states seek to prevent a nuclear war. Conversely, the ad-
vance of the internet has created quarrelsome interna-
tional relationships as norms surrounding cyber-
security have come  under fire. He concludes that 
technological innovations  will impact international re-
lations through the vari ous norms that surround a 
par tic u lar technology.

Chapter 2 discusses the importance of  grand strat-
egy in setting the par ameters for American defense pol-
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ing to US accusations that other NATO members  were 
not paying their share of the burden— a challenge that 
is still relevant in the year 2020. Using economic mod-
eling, the authors demonstrate that larger nations do 
indeed bear a disproportionate share of the burden, but 
it is actually in a large country’s national interest to 
continue contributing to collective security long  after 
it is no longer in the national interest of a small coun-
try. Thus, they argue that the United States should not 
try to persuade other nations to be “fair” but should 
instead look to institutional changes that would better 
distribute marginal costs among nations.

Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore round out 
the chapter with their discussion of IOs. They argue 
that US alliances, intended to provide extended deter-
rence, are weakening due to the increasing capabilities 
of US rivals and seemingly growing US isolationism. 
They contend that IOs can help fill this gap. Barnett 
and Finnemore explain the purpose and legitimacy of 
IOs as bureaucracies that can promote cooperation 
and the liberal order. At the same time, the authors 
point out that the power and authority granted to  these 
organ izations can come at a price.

Chapter 4 provides the complement to the previous 
chapter by looking at how US defense policy copes 
with adversarial relationships. Although the post– Cold 
War liberal order has witnessed remarkable successes, 
numerous challenges threaten the security of the United 
States and its allies. As September 11 demonstrated, 
terrorism poses a significant threat to the homeland; 
emerging nuclear powers such as North  Korea and 
Iran are destabilizing forces; and China and Rus sia as 
 great powers have the potential to upend the United 
States’ role as the hegemon. In addition, weapons of 
mass destruction (such as nuclear, biological, and 
chemical weapons), or ga nized crime, environmental 
warfare, and cyberattacks are among an increasing list 
of security threats. In turbulent times, how does de-
fense policy meet all of the vari ous threats to the na-
tion? How should policy- makers classify threats when 
a nation can be both a valued trading partner and a 
security threat at the same time? What is in the United 
States’ national interest?

Michael Mazarr’s article begins this study of adver-
saries by pointing out that it is essential for security 
policy to understand who the  enemy is, but defining 
who is an  enemy is increasingly ambiguous. When war 
is declared, nations become enemies; when not at war 
 these same nations are often “rivals” or “competitors.” 
The challenge, Mazarr argues, is how to define nations 
that engage in hostile acts while still formally at peace. 
As rivals and competitors engage in po liti cally or eco-
nom ically provocative actions, the United States  will 
need to be careful to assess  these acts in an objective 
manner lest the categorization of “ enemy” becomes too 
commonplace.

Henry Nau’s contribution provides a  counter to 
Ikenberry in his conservative approach to internation-
alism. Whereas liberal internationalism  favors global 
institutions and collective security, conservative inter-
nationalism upholds strong state governments and na-
tional defense forces. Nau supports diplomacy as a 
primary policy instrument but cautions that diplomacy 
must be armed to in order to ensure compliance with 
agreements. Nau argues for nationalism, based on 
 limited government and national sovereignty— a type 
of policy that does not reject globalism but puts “Amer-
i ca First.”

Chapter 3 looks at defense policy from the view-
point of engaging allies and participating in interna-
tional organ izations (IOs). From co ali tion support in 
Af ghan i stan to US basing agreements across the world, 
international alliances have proven to be a vital part 
of US defense policy. At the same time, alliances and 
IOs pose their share of issues. Divergent ideas on strat-
egies, quarrels over burden sharing, and maintaining 
nationalism through international cooperation all pose 
challenges to the solvency of alliances. What is the 
 future of the liberal international order, and what is the 
United States’ role in this order? Can the United States 
maintain its world leadership role without the support 
of its allies? What responsibilities does the United 
States have to its allies and IOs, and are other mem-
bers paying their fair share? As Winston Churchill fa-
mously said, “ There is only one  thing worse than fight-
ing with allies, and that is fighting without them.” 
While multilateralism and participating in IOs are 
challenging, the articles in this chapter contend that 
benefits generally outweigh the costs.

Michael Wesley begins this study with an excerpted 
chapter that is the introduction to a larger volume con-
cerning US alliances in Eu rope and Asia with a focus 
on alliance dynamics and management.  There, Wesley 
examines the structures that reinforce alliance systems 
among Asian and Eu ro pean countries. He sets the con-
text that includes the waning of the United States’ 
unipolar moment, the economic rise of countries such 
as China, and security challenges ranging from pro-
longed involvement in the  Middle East to Rus sia’s at-
tacks on neighboring nations. Within this context, US 
allies face a paradox: new global challenges demon-
strate the indispensability of the United States as a 
partner, whereas a decline in US primacy creates doubt 
concerning US capability. Alliance maintenance re-
quires nations to consider the strategic costs and ben-
efits of supporting a US initiative such as the invasion 
of Iraq. Wesley demonstrates that each US ally  will 
consider both domestic and international consequences 
as multilateral and bilateral relationships evolve.

Economists Mancur Olson, Jr., and Richard Zech-
hauser then tackle the costs of participating in an alli-
ance. Writing in the 1960s, the authors  were respond-
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policy, but that that understanding must be re imagined 
in an information age. He advises policy- makers to cat-
egorize threats with  those of the highest priority, such 
as Rus sia, receiving the greatest attention, while lower 
priorities such as humanitarian crises receiving  great 
scrutiny before committing US resources. Prioritization 
 will help the United States protect its national interest 
in the face of emerging threats and new technologies.

T. X. Hammes finishes this discussion on the ad-
versary by surveying the many new technologies that 
are providing both large powers and small terrorist 
groups with increasingly lethal capabilities. Emerging 
technologies, he argues, are changing the strategic en-
vironment for state versus non- state conflicts. While 
small insurgent and terrorist groups are not likely to 
employ cutting- edge technology, commercial manufac-
turing of technology such as drones is changing small 
group tactics. Hammes concludes with advice for coun-
tering insurgents, terrorists, and criminal networks in 
a technology- driven era.

Robert Gilpin turns to Thucydides and his concept 
of hegemonic war as a method to understand modern 
power dynamics. Through his analy sis of the war be-
tween Sparta and Athens, Thucydides demonstrates 
that wars of hegemony emerge from social, economic, 
or technical revolution. Gilpin questions  whether he-
gemonic war theory is still applicable in a nuclear age. 
As Thucydides points out, once begun, war unleashes 
unanticipated forces. This still applies in a nuclear age 
as a minor skirmish could escalate into nuclear war. At 
the same time, the threat of nuclear war has elevated 
the avoidance of such war to the highest priority among 
superpowers. He concludes that time  will tell if hege-
monic war theory holds true in the nuclear age.

Joseph Nye, Jr.’s, classic article concerning national 
interest centers on maintaining the United States’ dom-
inant global role as stabilizer, protector of the interna-
tional commons, and maintainer of international laws 
and institutions. Nye argues that understanding the US 
national interest remains vitally impor tant for foreign 
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must underlie claims about justice and necessity, and 
therefore American defense policy in par tic u lar de-
pends on a particularly American understanding of 
the highest  human good.

The Declaration of In de pen dence

The Declaration mentions necessity four times: three 
times while arguing for separation from Britain and 
once while arguing that the British king is a tyrant. The 
first of  these mentions comes in the document’s strik-
ing first sentence:

When in the Course of  human events, it becomes 
necessary for one  people to dissolve the po liti cal 
bands which have connected them with another, 
and to assume among the powers of the earth, the 
separate and equal station to which the Laws of 
Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent 
re spect to the opinions of mankind requires that 
they should declare the  causes which impel them to 
the separation.4

This sentence announces that American in de pen dence is 
necessary. It is the effect of  causes that impel the Ameri-
can  people. It is also just, something to which the Amer-
ican  people are entitled. And the American  people must 
declare its  causes to all mankind, not only to the British 
 people from whom they are separating.5 The rest of the 
Declaration must defend  these claims.

What sort of  causes make the separation of one 
 people from another necessary? By far the longest part 
of the Declaration tries to answer this question. “We 
hold  these truths to be self- evident,”6 it explains, and 
then it lists four truths: that before governments are 
established, all  human beings are equal; that they all 
possess unalienable rights, including to life, to liberty, 
and to the pursuit of happiness; that governments are 
necessary to secure  these rights, and just if they have 
the consent of the governed;7 and that all  peoples 
have the right to change their government if it fails to 
secure  these rights. The beauty of  these truths outshines 
the Declaration’s cautious assertion of their self- evidence 
as princi ples. If to “hold” a truth to be self- evident 
means to choose to see it as self- evident, then holding 
a truth to be self- evident might be a sign that it is not 
self- evident at all.  Really self- evident truths do not 
need to be held as such.8 This is not to suggest that the 

Ancient Po liti cal thinkers incessantly talked about 
morals and virtue,  those of our time talk only of 
business and money.

—Jean- Jacques Rousseau,  
Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts (1750)

“War,” Carl von Clausewitz tells us, “is a mere contin-
uation of politics with other means.”1 The military 
may offer politicians distinctive means, but using mili-
tary means does not introduce into politics a new, dis-
tinctive goal. Rather, military means aim at the same 
goal as politics itself. “The po liti cal object is the goal,” 
Clausewitz explains, “war is the means of reaching it, 
and means can never be considered in isolation from 
their goal.”2 But the goal of politics, Aristotle claims 
in Nicomachean Ethics, is the greatest  human good—
if such a good exists.3 So war policy—or as we euphe-
mistically call it  today, “defense policy”— tells politi-
cians how to use distinctive military means to pursue 
their po liti cal goal: their vision of the greatest  human 
good. A defense policy may contain princi ples of its 
own, guiding the use of military means, but  these 
princi ples  will be founded on more fundamental princi-
ples derived from a vision of the highest good for  human 
beings.

This article examines three documents spanning a 
twenty- year period, 1776–1796, to seek in them the 
founding princi ples of American defense policy. The 
Declaration of In de pen dence, the Constitution, and 
George Washington’s Farewell Address  were all com-
posed while the American  people,  whether as citizens 
of newly in de pen dent states or of a newly constituted 
United States,  were starting to think about how they 
should use their military means. A close reading of 
 these three documents shows that early American 
thinking about defense policy was guided by ideas 
about necessity, or what they simply must do; justice, 
or what they  ought to do; and interest, or what it 
would benefit them to do. In the Declaration, the Con-
stitution, and the Farewell Address  these three ideas 
are related in a way that points back to a distinctively 
American vision of the highest  human good. To think 
clearly about defense policy, not just for the United 
States but in  every case, we must think clearly about 
 these three ideas, how they are related, and how de-
fense policy emerges from the most fundamental po-
liti cal goals. In defense policy, claims about interest 

Necessity, Justice, Interest, and the Founding Princi ples 
of American Defense Policy

JEFF J. S. BLACK
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erate no more. First it points to the length of the “train 
of abuses and usurpations” and to the colonies’ re-
peated petitions for redress;13 then it points to abso-
lute despotism as the goal of the British crown. No-
where does the Declaration reckon the probable costs 
of separation. We do not need to weigh the many facts 
the Declaration submits “to a candid world,”14 though 
if all  these facts are true, they more than justify sepa-
ration.15 Perhaps the Declaration’s lengthy and detailed 
recitation of British abuses is meant less to prove that 
the American  people can tolerate no more and more 
to influence the prudent calculation of their interest. 
Perhaps its authors felt it necessary to show the high 
cost of toleration,  because they expected the cost of 
separation to be very high indeed.

Notice also that some of the abuses listed by the 
Declaration bear directly on defense policy. The Brit-
ish king “has kept among us, in times of peace, Stand-
ing Armies, without the Consent of our legislatures,”16 
“quartering large bodies of armed troops among us,”17 
in order “to render the Military in de pen dent of and su-
perior to the Civil power.”18 If standing armies kept 
during peace, without legislative consent, and a supe-
rior and in de pen dent military are signs of absolute des-
potism—as means of controlling civilians by force— 
then a legitimate government  will limit standing armies 
and establish civilian control of the military.

Having shown that the British crown aims entirely 
to deprive the American colonists of their inalienable 
rights, the Declaration mentions necessity one last time 
in its conclusion. The American colonies must “acqui-
esce in the necessity” that requires their separation and 
hold the British  people “as we hold the rest of mankind, 
Enemies in War, in Peace Friends.”19 So they declare

That  these United Colonies are, and of Right  ought 
to be  FREE AND INDEPENDENT STATES; that 
they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the British 
Crown, and that all po liti cal connection between 
them and the State of  Great Britain, is and  ought 
to be totally dissolved; and that as  Free and In de-
pen dent States, they have full power to levy War, 
conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Com-
merce, and do all other Acts and  Things which 
In de pen dent States may of right do.20

The “Laws of Nature and Nature’s God” include truths 
that we hold to be self- evident, truths that make it nec-
essary, just, and prudent that the American  people be 
in de pen dent. And once they are in de pen dent, it be-
comes necessary that the American  people have a de-
fense policy.

But what about the third claim of the Declaration’s 
first sentence? Why must the American  people declare 
the  causes that impel them to their separation? A “de-
cent re spect to the opinions of mankind” requires such a 

Declaration’s princi ples are false. Instead,  there is an 
argument for  these princi ples, known to the authors of 
the Declaration and to the po liti cal theorists of the 
time. It begins by observing that  there is no evident in-
equality among  human beings sufficient to convince 
one to surrender one’s life, liberty, or property to an-
other.9 All attempts to deprive  human beings of  these 
goods necessarily seem unjust as a result. All  human 
beings must effectively be equal, then, and possess un-
alienable rights to  these goods.10 And since no  human 
being has enough force by herself to secure  these rights, 
some way of organ izing  human beings is necessary to 
secure them.  These are governments to which we justly 
consent if they secure our rights and against which we 
justly rebel if they do not. So to hold the Declaration’s 
four truths to be self- evident means to argue from ne-
cessity to justice. If  human beings necessarily reject 
claims to rule based on inequalities, it is just to regard 
them as po liti cal equals. If they necessarily resist at-
tempts to take their lives, liberty, or property, it is just 
to say they have rights to  these goods. If they neces-
sarily rebel against governments that deprive them of 
 these rights, they have a right or even a duty to rebel. 
The idea of justice is a consequence of the idea of ne-
cessity in the Declaration: the American  people are en-
titled to in de pen dence  because they must separate 
from Britain.

On the basis of  these princi ples, the Declaration 
finds the necessary cause of separation. “Prudence, in-
deed,  will dictate,” it continues, “that Governments 
long established should not be changed for light and 
transient  causes; and accordingly all experience hath 
shown, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while 
evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abol-
ishing the forms to which they are accustomed.”11 Pru-
dence leads  human beings to endure partial or tempo-
rary failures to secure their rights, then,  because the 
price of rebellion is high. More than such failures is 
needed to make separation necessary. But in the case 
of the American colonies, “a long train of abuses and 
usurpations” proves that the failure is not temporary, 
and the goal of “absolute Despotism” proves that the 
failure is not partial. So the Declaration mentions ne-
cessity a second time. “Such has been the patient suf-
ferance of  these Colonies; and such is now the neces-
sity which constrains them to alter their former Systems 
of Government.”12 Necessity again leads to justice: the 
lasting and total failure of the British crown to secure 
the Americans’ rights activates the Americans’ right to 
separate from Britain. But notice how the prudent cal-
culation of interest has slipped in between the neces-
sary cause and the just effect. Unjust governments are 
tolerable so long as the cost of rights  violated is less 
than the cost of rebellion.

The rest of the Declaration, excepting its last para-
graph, tries to show that the American  people can tol-
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tice that is not grounded in necessity. Much of the ar-
gument of the Declaration can seem circular as a re-
sult: in de pen dence is just  because it is necessary, but 
necessary  because it is just. This circularity is typical 
of the reliance on necessity in defense policy, Ameri-
can or other wise. To argue that some policy is neces-
sary is to argue that the consequences of not follow-
ing the policy are unacceptable,  either as a  matter of 
justice or as a  matter of interest. The Declaration im-
plies that the only way out of this circle is to weigh the 
costs and benefits of  every policy— even  those that 
seem to depend on princi ples of justice—in a prudent 
calculation of interest.

The Declaration of In de pen dence is the founding 
text of American defense policy  because it necessitates 
and justifies this policy. On the strength of the Decla-
ration, the  peoples of the American states first acquire 
the need, the right, and the power to “levy War, con-
clude Peace, [and] contract Alliances.”23 The Declara-
tion also founds American defense policy by sketching 
some of its princi ples. Legitimate American govern-
ments  will limit standing armies during peace,  house 
their few troops in barracks or abroad, and establish 
civilian control. And the Declaration implies that in de-
pen dence from Britain does not require war with the 
British government or  people. None of the American 
states born through the Declaration are obligated by 
it to be aggressive  toward Britain or  toward any other 
state. The announcement that the new states  will 
hold all mankind “Enemies in War, in Peace Friends”24 
could even be taken to exclude aggression altogether—
so that American war policy becomes a defense policy. 
But given that the princi ples of the Declaration are 
universal, and its necessities conditional, we must 
won der  whether it can be just, or even necessary, for 
the American states to assist the in de pen dence of 
other  peoples whose rights are not secured by their 
governments. It would be hard to square such an ob-
ligation to assist with a military policy that is exclu-
sively defensive.

Lastly, the Declaration of In de pen dence offers to 
students of defense policy an early American articula-
tion of the ideas of necessity, justice, and interest— 
ideas at work in all reasoning about defense policy. On 
its face, the Declaration asserts that American in de pen-
dence is necessary, and therefore just, and therefore in 
the American interest. But difficulties in its argument 
point to the opposite series of inferences as the Decla-
ration’s deeper meaning: in de pen dence is in Amer i ca’s 
interest, and therefore just, and therefore necessary.

The Constitution

By listing “to provide for the common defense”25 among 
its goals, the Preamble to the Constitution identifies it 
as a second impor tant source of founding princi ples 

declaration only if the  causes it mentions can improve 
 these opinions. That is, the Declaration is required only 
if the  causes of the American  people’s separation from 
Britain are universal—if  these  causes apply, at least in 
princi ple, to  every  people. Mankind  ought not to be 
mistaken about what sort of  causes make the separa-
tion of  peoples necessary, just, and prudent, lest some 
 people mistakenly rebel when they  ought to obey, and 
 others obey when they  ought to rebel. The American 
 people must make the  causes of their separation as 
clear as pos si ble.

But this educational goal points to a puzzle. If the 
Declaration must show as clearly as pos si ble why sep-
aration is necessary, why does it also argue that sepa-
ration is just? Truly necessary  causes, like the  causes 
of the laws of universal gravitation, do not fail to pro-
duce their effects.21 So if the  causes found in the Dec-
laration have the same kind of necessity, and this ne-
cessity is the basis for justice, then  there can be no 
 peoples who are entitled to in de pen dence but choose 
to obey, nor  peoples who are not entitled to in de pen-
dence but choose to rebel. The fact of in de pen dence 
and the right to in de pen dence  will always go together, 
since they are both necessary effects of the same cause. 
So since it is impossible to be mistaken about in de-
pen dence,  there is no need to make the  causes of 
American in de pen dence clear to other  peoples. And if 
justice always follows necessity, then once necessity is 
pre sent, claims about justice add nothing at all.

Yet clearly  there could be other  peoples who groan 
 under tyranny’s yoke.  There  were such  peoples at the 
time of the Declaration, even  under its authors’ very 
noses. Surely “all experience hath shown” not just that 
“mankind . . .  are disposed to suffer, while evils are suf-
ferable,”22 but also that  human beings often are com-
pelled or even choose to suffer evils that they  ought to 
regard as insufferable. Not  every  people is as prudent 
as the Americans. This possibility suggests that the kind 
of necessity invoked by the Declaration is not uncon-
ditional. Thrown stones do not require a declaration 
of their right to fall back to earth, in accordance with 
the law of gravity. Rather, the necessity of separation 
must be conditional. Its full expression must take the 
form “if this is to be so, then this is necessary.” If we 
are to survive, the colonists might have reasoned, 
then we must defend our rights; and if we are to de-
fend our rights, then we must declare in de pen dence. 
The ultimate condition of such necessities, however, 
is not itself necessary. Rather, it relies on an idea of 
justice unsupported by necessity. If we are to survive, 
the colonists might have reasoned, then we must de-
clare in de pen dence. And we  ought to survive— but we 
might not.

So while the Declaration’s claims of necessity are 
impressive and seem to ground its claims of justice, 
 these claims ultimately depend on a prior idea of jus-
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authority over the national military between Con-
gress and the president.34 The Constitution goes be-
yond the princi ples of the Declaration in one major 
re spect, however. By denying to the states, “without 
the Consent of Congress,” the power to “keep Troops, 
or Ships of War in time of Peace . . .  or engage in War, 
 unless actually invaded, or in such imminent Danger 
as  will not admit of delay,”35 Article I, section  10 
makes clear that a “more perfect Union”36 is one in 
which defense policy is a  matter, not for the collective 
action of the states, but for the unified action of the 
national government.

The Constitution is explicit about the allocation of 
authority over defense policy between the states and 
the national government and between the legislative 
and executive branches of the national government. 
But it is nearly  silent about the intentions  behind  these 
allocations and the kind of defense policy they are 
meant to support. The Constitution’s Preamble lists to 
“establish Justice” among its goals,37 but the document 
says nothing about the roles necessity, justice, and in-
terest should play in American defense policy. For in-
terpretations of  these aspects of the Constitution’s 
meaning, we must turn to the writings of Publius and 
Brutus, a defender and a critic of the Constitution dur-
ing the Federalist— anti- Federalist debates over its 
ratification. Since Publius— the pen name for Alexan-
der Hamilton, John Jay, and James Madison— wrote 
first,38 it is best to begin with the collection of their 
writings known as the Federalist Papers.

The Federalist Papers

The Federalist Papers are traditionally divided into four 
series: on the advantages of a more perfect  union 
(numbers 1–14), on the weaknesses of the existing con-
federation  under the Articles of Confederation (num-
bers 15–22), on the powers that a national government 
should exercise (numbers 23–36), and on the confor-
mity of the proposed Constitution with the princi ples 
of republicanism and good government (numbers 37–
83).39 But to follow Publius’s predictions of American 
defense policy, we  will divide the Federalist Papers into 
five groups: on how to judge the Constitution (num-
ber 1), on the international situation of the American 
colonies (numbers 2–8), on the colonies’ domestic char-
acter and its international implications (numbers 9–14), 
on the powers necessary for the common defense 
(numbers 22–29), and on the insufficiency of the Ar-
ticles of Confederation (number 43). Publius argues 
throughout  these papers that to adopt the proposed 
Constitution is not just a  matter of interest, but also a 
 matter of necessity,  because the American international 
situation is precarious, the American domestic charac-
ter is expansionist, and the requirements of common 
defense are uncompromising. We  will see  whether 

for American defense policy. Article IV, section  4 
partly specifies the kind of defense it envisions:  there 
the United States collectively “guarantee to  every State 
in this Union a Republican Form of Government” and 
undertake to “protect each of them against Invasion; 
and . . .  against domestic Vio lence.”26 Aggressive war 
is not ruled out, nor is it even mentioned. The means 
to the common defense are specified in Articles I and 
II. Article I grants Congress the power “to make all 
Laws . . .  necessary and proper” to “provide for the 
common Defence.”27 In par tic u lar, sections 11 through 
17 of this article assign to Congress powers including

1. to “declare War”;28

2. to appropriate funds for the establishment and 
maintenance of an army and navy,29 and to make 
the rules that govern and regulate  these military 
forces;

3. to provide for “organ izing, arming, and disciplin-
ing” a militia, to provide for summoning it “to 
execute the laws of the Union, suppress Insurrec-
tions, and repel Invasions,” and to provide for 
governing it when so summoned;30

4. and to exercise “exclusive Legislation in all Cases 
whatsoever” over “all Places purchased”— with 
the consent of the state legislature of the place—
to serve as locations for “Forts, Magazines, 
Arsenals, dock- Yards, and other needful 
Buildings.”31

By contrast, Article II, section 2, contains a single, curt 
provision for the common defense: “The President 
 shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy 
of the United States, and of the Militia of the several 
States, when called into the  actual ser vice of the United 
States.”32

The Constitution’s statements on defense policy 
are largely straightforward applications of the princi-
ples sketched in the Declaration of In de pen dence. 
Since peacetime standing armies, kept without legis-
lative consent, are among the abuses inflicted on the 
American colonists by the British Crown, the Consti-
tution assigns the power to “raise and support” armies 
to Congress, limits appropriations for their support 
to two years— requiring the legislature to revisit sup-
port for long- standing armies— and assigns to the mi-
litia significant roles in domestic policing and repel-
ling invasions.33 Since quartering large bodies of 
troops with civilians is an abuse, Congress has the 
power to request sites for military installations from 
the states, and to exercise authority over  these instal-
lations. And since a superior and in de pen dent mili-
tary is a sign of despotism, the Constitution asserts 
civilian superiority by establishing the civilian presi-
dent as Commander in Chief of all national military 
forces, and asserts military dependence by dividing 
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tions are often accepted as satisfactory from a strong 
united nation, which would be rejected as unsatisfac-
tory if offered by a state or confederacy of  little con-
sideration or power.”46 Union might make the states 
more just in their international relations, but it  will also 
make them stronger, which  will make their interna-
tional relations seem more just to other states. Not 
only justice but also strength makes the just  causes for 
war fewer.

In Federalist 4 Jay grants that foreign nations might 
also have unjust  causes for war with the United States: 
 causes such as their national interest, or in the case of 
monarchies, personal motives like glory, revenge, am-
bition, and private interest.47 He also grants that com-
merce can be a zero- sum game, in which one nation’s 
success comes at the expense of its neighbors and 
competitors. “From  these and like considerations,” he 
allows, “which might, if consistent with prudence, be 
more amplified and detailed, it is easy to see that jeal-
ousies and uneasinesses may gradually slide into the 
minds and cabinets of other nations, and that we are 
not to expect they should regard our advancement in 
 union, in power, and in consequence by land and by 
sea, with an eye of indifference and composure.”48 Jay 
thus adds fear to the list of  causes of unjust war be-
tween nations. But he postpones the conclusion that by 
its greater power when compared with a confederacy, 
an American  union could provoke fear and invite war.

Instead he insists that a strong  union  will be better 
than a confederacy at deterring unjust wars, too. A 
 union offers “the best pos si ble state of defense,”49 
 because in the place of three or four, or even thirteen 
distinct militias, each with its own chain of command 
and plan of discipline, a  union makes pos si ble a single 
militia corps with a unified discipline and command.50 
A  union  will also make it pos si ble to develop a power-
ful navy. If the American  people are wise and choose 
to unite, Jay predicts, “the time may come when the 
fleets of Amer i ca may engage attention.”51 Not  until 
Federalist 5 does Jay allude to the consequences of his 
argument thus far. If the American states  were to form 
one or several confederacies, rather than a  union, he 
admits, then if one of  those states or confederacies 
 were to become more power ful than its neighbors, 
“that moment would  those neighbors behold her with 
envy and with fear. Both  those passions would lead 
them to countenance, if not to promote what ever might 
promise to diminish her importance; and would also 
restrain them from mea sures calculated to advance, or 
even to secure her prosperity.”52 Power necessarily 
 causes fear and envy, even between allied states; and 
fear and envy are  causes of war. The claim Jay makes 
about relations between states in a confederacy, or be-
tween several confederacies of states, applies with 
equal force to relations between neighboring nations, 
and so to relations between an American  union and its 

Publius’s more explicit version of the Declaration’s ar-
gument from interest to justice to necessity suffers from 
the same difficulties.

Hamilton begins Federalist 1 by arguing on the ba-
sis of interest. “It has been frequently remarked,” he 
proclaims, “that it seems to have been reserved to the 
 people of this country to decide, by their conduct and 
example, the impor tant question,  whether socie ties of 
men are  really capable or not, of establishing good gov-
ernment from reflection and choice, or  whether they 
are forever destined to depend, for their po liti cal con-
stitutions, on accident and force.”40 Though Hamilton 
does not stand by the truth of this remark, he stands 
by its implications. All previous governments, even the 
one announced by the Declaration of In de pen dence 
and constituted by the Articles of Confederation, have 
come about by “accident and force,” that is, by neces-
sity. But one example of a government founded by “re-
flection and choice” would prove that this kind of 
foundation is pos si ble for  human beings. It is up to the 
American  people to prove this possibility. Despite their 
“full experience of the insufficiency of the existing fed-
eral government”  under the Articles,41 they now face 
the  free choice to adopt or reject the proposed Consti-
tution, according to their interest.42 By “adding the in-
ducements of philanthropy to  those of patriotism,”43 
Hamilton gives to the Constitution and to the debate 
over its ratification something like the educational task 
of the Declaration of In de pen dence. Through  these 
texts the Americans can set an example for the world 
of an enlightened  people choosing their interest,  free 
from the constraints of necessity.

But Publius moves quickly to undermine this argu-
ment based on the  free choice of interest. Hamilton 
uses the rest of Federalist 1 to describe the domestic 
obstacles to a  free choice of the Constitution; and Fed-
eralists 2 through 5, written by John Jay, describe an 
international situation that constrains this choice. In 
Federalist 2, Jay insists that the greatness of the Amer-
ican  people depends on the preservation of the  union.44 
In Federalist 3, he explains why: only a  union, rather 
than a confederacy, can secure the American  people 
from foreign arms and influence. The separate states, 
each conducting its own foreign policy as a member 
of a confederacy,  will be more likely to fall victim to 
par tic u lar passions or interests; by contrast, a  union 
acting as a  whole  will have better leaders and  will fol-
low a wiser policy. So a  union  will offer foreign nations 
fewer just  causes for war than a confederacy  will and 
 will  settle the disputes it does cause more reasonably.45 
So far, Jay’s argument follows familiar Federalist lines, 
about how an extended republic  will dampen local 
passions and interests and put more national charac-
ters at the head of government. But he quickly gives it 
another basis. “Besides,” Jay adds, “it is well known 
that acknowledgements, explanations, and compensa-
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in case of need, standing armies must be formed of pro-
fessional soldiers to be effective.59 And large standing 
armies formed of professional soldiers elevate the sta-
tus of the soldier at the expense of the citizen, produc-
ing over time an in de pen dent and superior military.60 
But geo graph i cally isolated states need not fear sud-
den conquests, nor rapid desolation. So they have no 
need for standing armies. And since ratifying the Con-
stitution  will not change the geographic situation of 
the American states, it cannot make standing armies 
necessary. “If we are wise enough to preserve the 
 union,” Hamilton writes, “we may for ages enjoy an 
advantage similar to that of an insulated situation. Eu-
rope is at a  great distance from us. Her colonies in our 
vicinity  will be likely to continue too much dispropor-
tioned in strength, to be able to give us any dangerous 
annoyance. Extensive military establishments cannot, 
in this position, be necessary to our security.”61 Stand-
ing armies  will become necessary to the American 
states only if  these states reject the Constitution, form 
one or more confederacies instead, and become rivals. 
Standing armies are unnecessary to a more perfect 
 union.

With this conclusion, Publius completes the first 
part of his interpretation of the Constitution’s impli-
cations for defense policy. Right  after claiming that the 
American  people can choose to establish good govern-
ment by “reflection and choice,” rather than accept 
the dictates of “accident and force,” he begins to con-
strain this choice. Surveying the international situation 
of the American states, he argues that a  union  will of-
fer fewer just and unjust  causes of war to foreign na-
tions than any other arrangement— though he also ad-
mits that a strong  union  will provoke fear and incite 
war and perhaps even pursue power and desire war. 
One day, American navies may be especially fearsome 
and power ful. Considering the likely consequences of 
choosing confederacy over  union, he lists several uni-
versal  causes that necessarily make neighboring states 
enemies. Then he argues that the American states  will 
not need standing armies  under the Constitution, 
 because only neighboring states need such armies, 
whereas isolated states do not. A  great deal depends, 
then, on  whether and for how long the United States 
can expect to remain isolated. As soon as  these states 
have neighbors, their strength  will provoke fear and in-
cite war, and extensive military establishments  will 
become necessary.

The next part of Publius’s interpretation of the Con-
stitution concerns the domestic character of the Amer-
ican colonies. Federalist 10, written by James Madison, 
begins the argument with a princi ple drawn from the 
Declaration of In de pen dence.62 Considering  whether 
factions in an American  union can be controlled by giv-
ing each citizen the same opinions, passions, and in-
terests, Madison judges this policy to be impracticable. 

neighbors. What ever its other advantages, American 
strength  will invite war.

 Here Hamilton takes over Publius’s pen, and makes 
the implications of Jay’s argument more explicit in Fed-
eralists 6 through 8. If the states  were to reject  union in 
 favor of confederacy, Hamilton argues in Federalist 6, 
they would end up warring with one another,  because 
“men are ambitious, vindictive, and rapacious.”53 Trea-
ties of alliance and ties of friendship cannot be expected 
to withstand the many  causes of hostility among na-
tions:  those  causes that have “a general and almost 
constant operation upon the collective bodies of soci-
ety,” like “the love of power, or the desire of pre- 
eminence and dominion” on the part of strong nations, 
and “the jealousy of power, or the desire of equality 
and safety” on the part of the weak; and  those  causes 
“which take their origin entirely in private passions; in 
the attachment, enmities, interests, hopes, and fears, of 
leading individuals in the communities of which they 
are members.”54 Like Jay, Hamilton distinguishes be-
tween public and private  causes of war. But unlike Jay, 
he does not claim that a strong  union  will be less likely 
to offer just  causes for war than a confederacy of sepa-
rate states. Strong states love power and desire domin-
ion. Also unlike Jay, Hamilton does not claim that a 
 union  will suppress private passions and interests and 
produce a more just foreign policy. Hamilton considers 
the argument that commercial republics like the Ameri-
can states are intrinsically pacific: that they “ will be 
governed by mutual interest, and  will cultivate a spirit 
of mutual amity and concord”  because “the spirit of 
commerce has a tendency to soften the manners of 
men, and to extinguish  those inflammable humours 
which have so often kindled into wars.”55 But in his 
view both  human nature and historical evidence argue 
the contrary. All  human beings seek to increase their 
relative power, the strong by becoming stronger, and 
the weak by making the strong weaker. Thus the “rival 
ships and competitions of commerce between com-
mercial nations” are no less  causes of hostility than the 
other collective and individual passions.56 Hamilton 
ends Federalist 6 by quoting “an intelligent writer” 
with approval: “Neighbouring nations . . .  are nat-
urally enemies of each other,  unless their common 
weakness forces them to league in a confederate re-
public, and their constitution prevents the differences 
that neighbourhood occasions, extinguishing that se-
cret jealousy, which disposes all states to aggrandize 
themselves at the expense of their neighbours.”57

In Federalist 8 Hamilton applies this reasoning 
about the American international situation to standing 
armies. Despite their expense, standing armies are use-
ful to states with close neighbors,  because they make 
sudden conquests difficult and prevent the rapid deso-
lation of their territories.58 In commercial socie ties, 
where most citizens are incapable of serving as soldiers 
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 union,” Hamilton promises, “we may hope, ere long, 
to become the arbiter of Eu rope in Amer i ca; and to be 
able to incline the balance of Eu ro pean competitions 
in this part of the world, as our interest may dictate.”67 
Repeating Jay’s claim about the importance of strength, 
Hamilton adds: “The rights of neutrality  will only be 
respected, when they are defended by an adequate 
power. A nation, despicable by its weakness, forfeits 
even the privilege of being neutral.”68 The nation needs 
a power ful navy, even if her ambitions go no farther 
than neutrality in Eu ro pean conflicts.

If the American  people reject the Constitution, by 
contrast, Eu rope  will succeed in restricting the Ameri-
can carry ing trade, and the American states  will be con-
fined to a passive maritime commerce. “That un-
equalled spirit of enterprise,” Hamilton continues, 
“which signalizes the genius of the American mer-
chants and navigators, and which is in itself an inex-
haustible mine of national wealth, would be stifled and 
lost; and poverty and disgrace would overspread a 
country, which, with wisdom, might make herself the 
admiration and envy of the world.”69 The unlimited in-
dividual pursuit of property eventually requires for-
eign commerce, and foreign commerce eventually re-
quires naval power. So the unlimited individual pursuit 
of property necessarily leads to the national pursuit of 
greatness. “The necessity of naval power to external 
or maritime commerce, and the conduciveness of that 
species of commerce to the prosperity of a navy, are 
points too manifest to require a par tic u lar elucidation,” 
Hamilton remarks. “They, by a kind of reaction, mu-
tually beneficial, promote each other.”70

Hamilton ends Federalist 11 with a vision of Amer-
i ca’s  future that goes well beyond Jay’s vision of a 
navy “of respectable weight”: “Let Americans disdain 
to be the instruments of Eu ro pean greatness! Let the 
Thirteen States, bound together in a strict and indis-
soluble  union, concur in erecting one  great American 
system, superior to the control of all transatlantic force 
or influence, and able to dictate the terms of the con-
nection between the old and the new world!”71 This 
“ great American system” is a hemispheric naval hege-
mony that can do much more than “incline the balance 
of Eu ro pean competitions” in the new world.72 It is 
founded on the necessity to protect American maritime 
commerce, which is founded in turn on the necessity 
to protect the unequal outcomes of the unequal abili-
ties of individual Americans to acquire property. Put-
ting Hamilton’s and Madison’s arguments together 
makes the legitimacy of American government depend 
on its acquisition of a navy with hemispheric domi-
nance.73 But this conclusion has grave implications 
for Publius’s  earlier discussion of Amer i ca’s interna-
tional situation. As a land power, the United States 
could “for ages enjoy an advantage similar to that of 
an insulated situation,” making extensive military es-

The  free exercise of reason  causes differences in opin-
ions, he argues, and self- love added to reason adds 
differences in passions to  these differences in opin-
ions. Both kinds of differences produce differences in 
interests. Moreover, “The diversity in the faculties of 
men, from which the rights of property originate, is 
not less an insuperable obstacle to an uniformity of 
interests. The protection of  these faculties, is the first 
object of government. From the protection of dif fer-
ent and unequal faculties of acquiring property, the 
possession of dif fer ent degrees and kinds of property 
immediately results; and from the influence of  these 
on the sentiments and views of the respective propri-
etors, ensues a division of the society into dif fer ent 
interests and parties.”63

The defenders of pure democracy, Madison contin-
ues, are mistaken to think that a perfect equality of 
po liti cal rights must lead to a perfect identity of pos-
sessions, opinions, and passions.64 He thus assigns a 
narrowly po liti cal meaning to the Declaration’s self- 
evident truth of  human equality. While it is true that 
one  human being  will not submit to another  because 
they are unequal, Madison admits, it does not follow 
that  human beings should be equal in  every re spect. To 
the contrary, it follows from another of the Declara-
tion’s self- evident truths, that  human beings have un-
alienable rights, that  human beings  will be unequal in 
many re spects. The rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness, coupled with the “diversity in the facul-
ties of men” to acquire property,  will yield inequalities 
in property— inequalities a legitimate government is 
bound to protect,  because its legitimacy depends on the 
security of  these rights. The first object of government, 
Madison insists— and the object, we might add, whose 
achievement makes government legitimate according 
to the Declaration—is to protect the inequalities that 
justly result from unequal  human abilities.65

When Hamilton takes over as Publius for Federal-
ist 11, he draws the conclusion from Madison’s begin-
ning. The adventurous commercial spirit of the Amer-
ican  people, Hamilton supposes, is already making the 
Eu ro pean maritime powers uneasy. The Eu ro pean 
powers already foresee that the Americans  will infringe 
on their carry ing trade and contest their naval superi-
ority.66 Concurring with Jay’s vision, Hamilton thus 
calls on the American  people to support the Constitu-
tion for the sake of establishing a national navy.  Under 
an efficient national government, a navy would soon 
become so power ful that it could decide any naval con-
test by taking a side, even if it could not win  every 
such contest singlehandedly. The American navy could, 
for example, decide Eu ro pean naval campaigns in the 
West Indies by guaranteeing the supplies of one of the 
adversaries. And this degree of naval power would let 
the Americans bargain for commercial privileges from 
a position of strength. “By steady adherence to the 
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are infinite, then the means to provide for it are infi-
nite—he asserts this as a  matter of fact. But if the na-
tional government  ought to provide for the common 
defense, then it must possess unlimited power to do 
so—he pre sents this as a necessary inference from a 
moral premise. Hamilton does not try to prove his as-
sertion that dangerous circumstances are infinite. In-
stead, he challenges his readers to prove the contrary. 
If they cannot, he concludes, then by necessary inference 
“ there can be no limitation of that authority, which is 
to provide for the defence and protection of the com-
munity, in any  matter essential to its efficacy; that is, in 
any  matter essential to the formation, direction, or sup
port of the national forces.”82

On the basis of this argument for the unlimited 
power of the national government—an argument on 
which both he and Madison would rely repeatedly in 
the remaining Federalist Papers83— Hamilton devotes 
the next six Federalists to the constitutional provisions 
for the common defense. In Federalist 24 he replies to 
the objection that the Constitution does not adequately 
prohibit standing armies. The legislative branch, Ham-
ilton notes, not the executive branch, possesses the 
 whole power of raising armies  under the Constitution. 
The proposed legislative branch is representative, 
demo cratic, and popu lar. Moreover, its appropriations 
for an army are  limited to two years, which provides 
“a  great and real security against military establish-
ments without evident necessity.”84 But the security 
situation of the United States makes all other restraints 
upon legislative discretion over military establishments 
 either improper to impose or, “from the necessities of 
society,” unlikely to be observed.85 Even though the 
American states are protected by oceans, they have 
British dominions on one frontier, Spanish colonies on 
another, and Native American settlements on a third. 
Since the United States are a threat to all three, they 
 will likely cooperate to oppose American interests. 
Worse, “improvements in the art of navigation have, as 
to the fa cil i ty of communication, rendered distant na-
tions, in a  great mea sure, neighbours.”86 Two of  these 
new neighbors of the United States, with re spect to 
communication at least, are among the principal mar-
itime powers of Eu rope: Britain and Spain. Also, the 
American states need small garrisons on their western 
frontier.  These could be manned by militia, but “in 
times of profound peace” they “would not long, if at 
all, submit to be dragged from their occupations and 
families, to perform that disagreeable duty.”87 Persuad-
ing or compelling the militia to garrison the frontier 
would cause increased private expenses, loss of  labor, 
and interruptions of business for  those who served. “It 
would be as burthensome and injurious to the public, 
as ruinous to private citizens,”88  because the private in-
terests of citizens of a commercial republic conflict 
with their public duties as militia. So a small standing 

tablishments unnecessary to their security.74 But as a 
naval power, the United States are already provoking 
fear in the Eu ro pean  great powers, and encroaching on 
their neighborhoods. By the argument of the first group 
of Federalist Papers, this fear  will generate more  causes 
for war,75 and require more extensive naval establish-
ments to carry out  these wars, with unknown conse-
quences for civilian control of the military.76

The last group of relevant Federalists is written by 
Hamilton, and treats the Constitution’s provisions to 
“provide for the common defence.” In Federalist 22, he 
surveys the shortcomings of the Articles of Confeder-
ation in this re spect. The power to raise armies  under 
the Articles, for example, is “merely a power of mak-
ing requisitions upon the states for quotas of men.”77 
That is, it is no power at all. The Revolutionary War 
made it clear that requisitions made the common de-
fense less vigorous and less eco nom ical, by generating 
a market for soldiers in which the states  were com-
pelled to outbid one another to meet their quotas, and 
soldiers  were encouraged to postpone or shorten their 
enlistment in the hopes of higher compensation in the 
 future.78 Such a market made insufficient numbers of 
troops available for emergencies. Worse, the numbers 
that  were available fluctuated, ruining discipline and 
threatening public safety with the possibility that 
armies would have to be disbanded.

So to provide adequately for the common defense, 
Hamilton continues in Federalist 23, the  union  under 
the Constitution must be empowered to raise, provide 
for, govern, and direct a national army and a national 
navy. “ These powers  ought to exist without limita-
tion,” he insists, “ because it is impossible to foresee or 
to define the extent and variety of national exigencies, 
and the correspondent extent and variety of the means 
which may be necessary to satisfy them. The circum-
stances that endanger the safety of nations are infinite; 
and for this reason, no constitutional shackles can 
wisely be imposed on the power to which the care of 
it is committed. This power  ought to be co- extensive 
with all the pos si ble combinations of such circum-
stances; and  ought to be  under the direction of the 
same councils which are appointed to preside over the 
common defence.”79

An unlimited national power to provide for the 
common defense follows from the infinite circum-
stances that endanger the safety of nations, Hamilton 
explains, by means of a self- evident truth, a truth that 
“cannot be made plainer by argument or reasoning”:80 
namely, the axiom that “the means  ought to be pro-
portioned to the end; the persons from whose agency 
the attainment of any end is expected,  ought to pos-
sess the means by which it is attained.”81 Notice Ham-
ilton’s explicit reliance on the logic of conditional ne-
cessity implicit in the Declaration of In de pen dence. If 
the circumstances that endanger the common defense 
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necessity by permitting standing armies to the extent 
necessary for guards and garrisons, by acknowledging 
that national exigencies are unlimited, and by confer-
ring an unrestrained authority to provide for the na-
tional defense, a power equal to  every pos si ble contin-
gency, to the national government.

The Federalist interpretation of the Constitution 
finds in it three founding princi ples for defense policy. 
First, Publius surveys the international situation of the 
American states and concludes that a more perfect 
 union  will offer fewer  causes for war out of bad pol-
icy, but more  causes for war to the extent it becomes 
power ful and encroaches on its power ful neighbors.95 
Second, Publius analyzes the domestic spirit of the 
American  people and concludes that their pursuit of 
property  will eventually require an extensive interna-
tional carry ing trade, with a navy to protect it. Such a 
navy  will in effect make the United States the neigh-
bor of the foremost Eu ro pean naval powers. Third, 
Publius considers the Constitution’s provisions for the 
common defense and concludes approvingly that they 
are consistent with necessity: they permit a small stand-
ing army of professional soldiers,96 an extensive naval 
establishment, and an unlimited power in the national 
government to meet an infinite range of military 
challenges.97

Madison concludes the Federalists relevant to 
American defense policy. While surveying the necessity 
and propriety of the proposed powers of the national 
government in Federalist 43, Madison addresses a 
question “of a very delicate nature.” By what right can 
the Constitution supersede the Articles of Confedera-
tion, without the unan i mous consent of the states party 
to the Articles?98 Madison’s answer returns once again 
to the princi ples of the Declaration of In de pen dence: 
“The first question is answered at once by recurring to 
the absolute necessity of the case; to the  great princi-
ple of self- preservation; to the transcendent law of na-
ture and of nature’s God, which declares that the 
safety and happiness of society, are the objects at which 
all po liti cal institutions aim, and to which all such in-
stitutions must be sacrificed.”99 Just as the right to life, 
the “ great princi ple of self- preservation,” grounds the 
“absolute necessity” of in de pen dence, so too this princi-
ple grounds the absolute necessity that the American 
 people abandon the Articles of Confederation for the 
proposed Constitution.

But despite Madison’s reliance on the Declaration, 
the Federalist interpretation of the Constitution di-
verges considerably from the princi ples of defense pol-
icy sketched in that text. The Declaration implies that 
the American states  will hold all of mankind “Enemies 
in War, in Peace Friends,” that they  will prohibit or 
limit standing armies during peace and keep troops out 
of private homes, and that they  will prevent their mili-
taries from becoming superior or in de pen dent. Of  these 

army is necessary to provide  these garrisons: a “per-
manent corps in the pay of the government.”89 If, as 
seems likely, Britain and Spain  were to increase their 
military presence in North Amer i ca and cooperate with 
the Native Americans against the United States,  these 
garrisons would need to be larger. Fi nally, to secure the 
Atlantic coast, a navy is necessary, which means dock-
yards, arsenals, fortifications, and “prob ably”  additional 
garrisons—at least  until the fleet is strong enough to 
defend its own ports.  These facts show, according to 
Hamilton, “the impropriety of a constitutional inter-
diction” of standing armies “and the necessity of leav-
ing the  matter to the discretion and prudence of the 
legislature.”90

Given Hamilton’s vision of Amer i ca’s  future great-
ness and his judgment of its security situation, it should 
not surprise us that a Federalist paper insisting that the 
Constitution protects sufficiently against standing 
armies turns out to imply that the United States  will 
soon require a standing army. But Federalist 24 also 
implicitly criticizes the militia. Hamilton makes this 
criticism explicit in Federalist 25, writing against the 
view that standing armies are unnecessary  because “the 
militia of the country is its natu ral bulwark, and would 
at all times be equal to the national defense.”91 To the 
contrary: not only is the commercial spirit of the Amer-
ican citizen opposed to his ser vice in the militia, but 
the militia is insufficiently expert and professional to 
succeed in modern warfare. “The steady operations of 
war against a regular and disciplined army, can only 
be successfully conducted by a force of the same kind,” 
Hamilton judges. “War, like most other  things, is a sci-
ence to be acquired and perfected by diligence, by per-
severance, by time, and by practice.”92 This strength-
ens Hamilton’s argument against using militia to 
garrison the frontier, but it also implies that the Con-
stitution was wrong to rely on the militia to “repel In-
vasions,”93 at least by professional soldiers. State con-
stitutional provisions in  favor of the militia are also 
harmful,  because they are ignored out of necessity: 
“Nations pay  little regard to rules and maxims, calcu-
lated in their very nature to run  counter to the neces-
sities of society. Wise politicians  will be cautious about 
fettering the government with restrictions, that cannot 
be observed;  because they know, that  every breach of 
the fundamental laws, though dictated by necessity, im-
pairs that sacred reverence, which  ought to be main-
tained in the breast of rulers  toward the constitution 
of a country, and forms a pre ce dent for other breaches, 
where the same plea of necessity does not exist at all, 
or is less urgent and palpable.”94 If a constitution is to 
be revered as a necessary law, its laws must conform 
as closely as pos si ble to necessity. Unnecessary laws 
are disregarded, first out of necessity, then out of 
convenience— and the constitution is no longer re-
vered. The proposed Constitution meets the test of 
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interpretation of the Declaration’s princi ples dif fer ent 
enough from Publius’s to allow him to draw wholly 
dif fer ent conclusions. We  will see that other anti- 
Federalist writers go farther than Brutus does in this 
re spect— but that none of them goes far enough.

In Essay VII Brutus examines Hamilton’s reasoning 
in Federalist 23. He does not take issue with Hamil-
ton’s conditional necessity: if the national government 
is charged with procuring the common defense, then 
it must be granted the powers to do so. Brutus even 
adds that some threats to national safety  will exceed 
the resources available to repel them. But he rejects the 
claim of fact that underlies Hamilton’s conditional 
necessity: that if the threats to national safety are un-
limited, the means to repel them must be unlimited too. 
Instead, “ Every nation may form a rational judgment, 
what force  will be competent to protect and defend 
it, against any  enemy with which it is probable it may 
have to contend. In extraordinary attack,  every country 
must rely upon the spirit and special exertions of its 
inhabitants— and  these extraordinary efforts  will al-
ways very much depend upon the happiness and good 
order the  people experience from a wise and prudent 
administration of their internal government. The 
[American] states are as capable of making a just esti-
mate on this head, as perhaps any nation in the 
world.”104 By insisting that  every state,  whether 
small or large, can make a rational estimate of its secu-
rity situation, Brutus rejects Jay’s argument in Federal-
ist 3 that a  union of states  will have a more prudent 
defense policy than one or a few confederations.105 
He gives an example of such an estimate  later in the 
same essay, contesting Hamilton’s judgment of the 
American security situation in Federalist 24. Brutus 
lists the same adversaries as Hamilton— the British 
dominions, the Spanish colonies, and the Native Amer-
ican settlements— but he rates them differently. The 
Native Americans are strong enough only to threaten 
the frontiers, not the interiors of the states. The Eu ro-
pean colonies are weak without support from their 
 mother countries, and this support must be transported 
across the Atlantic, while the American states can de-
fend themselves on their home soil, with all its re-
sources.106 “For defence against any assault,” Brutus 
concludes, “which  there is any probability  will be made 
upon us, we may easily form an estimate.”107 So for 
ordinary threats to national safety,  limited powers are 
sufficient to repel them. For extraordinary threats, each 
American state, like any state, must rely on “the spirit 
and special exertions of its inhabitants.” While a na-
tional government charged with procuring the com-
mon defense must be granted the means to do so, and 
the threats to the common defense are unlimited, most 
threats are predictable, and in the American case the 
means necessary to repel them are  limited. Brutus rules 
out that the American states might wage offensive 

princi ples, only the bar on quartering troops in private 
homes— later codified as the Third Amendment100— 
survives Publius’s reasoning untouched. Publius ex-
pects the power ful states of the world to regard the 
United States as an  enemy, even during peacetime. He 
implies that the United States  will regard its power ful 
neighbors as enemies in return. He refuses to rule out 
offensive wars against them.101 He argues that standing 
armies are necessary and should not be subject to ad-
ditional constitutional limits. He envisions a  future na-
val establishment so considerable as to raise worries 
about civilian control. And in place of the Declaration’s 
ambiguity about  whether the American states must as-
sist other  peoples seeking in de pen dence, Publius substi-
tutes the certainty that the Constitution requires an 
expanding naval power to protect expanding American 
commercial interests.

The idea of necessity drives  these changes,  because 
it drives Publius’s reading of the Constitution. Al-
though the Federalist Papers begin with the claim that 
“reflection and choice” should determine  whether the 
Constitution is  adopted, not “accident and force,” the 
papers relevant to defense policy end by claiming that 
it is an “absolute necessity,” grounded on the right to 
life, that the Constitution be put before the American 
 people. Although the Articles of Confederation and the 
Constitution seem at first to be fundamental laws 
equally consistent with the princi ples of the Declara-
tion of In de pen dence,102 by the time Publius is done, 
only the Constitution fits the bill. Reasoning on the ba-
sis of necessity, as we have said, involves characteristic 
difficulties. “Necessity, especially in politics,” Hamil-
ton himself admits, “often occasions false hopes, false 
reasonings, and a system of mea sures correspondingly 
erroneous.”103 Apparently absolute necessities are 
 really conditional on moral claims about justice— 
claims that must be weighed by the prudent calcula-
tion of interest.

Brutus and the Anti- Federalists

Given how far Publius’s interpretation of the Consti-
tution diverges from the princi ples of the Declaration 
of In de pen dence, the fierce objections of anti- Federalist 
writers to the Constitution’s ratification should not 
surprise. In par tic u lar, we should expect an anti- 
Federalist objection to Publius’s reasoning from inter-
est to justice to necessity, one that denies that the self- 
evident truths of the Declaration necessarily lead to 
exchanging the Articles of Confederation for a Con-
stitution that founds an expansionist commercial re-
public. But the essays of Brutus, the anti- Federalist 
writer with the most to say about the princi ples of 
American defense policy, do not go very far in making 
this objection. In the relevant essays (VII– X), Brutus 
criticizes Publius’s reasoning, but he does not offer an 
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on this than it does upon all that glory and re spect 
which nations acquire by the most brilliant martial 
achievements— and I believe history  will furnish but 
few examples of nations who have duly attended to 
 these, who have been subdued by foreign invaders. 
If a proper re spect and submission to laws prevailed 
over all  orders of men in our country; and if a spirit 
of public and private justice, œconomy and indus-
try influenced the  people, we need not be  under any 
apprehensions but what they would be ready to re-
pel any invasion that might be made on the coun-
try. And more than this, I would not wish from 
them— A defensive war is the only one I think justi-
fiable— I do not make  these observations to prove, 
that a government  ought not to be authorised to 
provide for the protection and defence of a country 
against external enemies, but to shew that this is 
not the most impor tant, much less the only object 
of their care.114

To secure the common defense, government does not 
need an unlimited power to raise troops in the case of 
necessity. Instead, it needs to guarantee public and pri-
vate justice, moderation, and industry. History shows, 
according to Brutus, that most nations that care more 
for  these virtues than for military greatness can rely on 
their militias to repel invasions— even extraordinary 
ones. In interpreting the Constitution, Publius makes 
the error made by almost all Eu ro pean governments, 
which are “framed, and administered with a view to 
arms, and war, as that in which their chief glory con-
sists.”115 He misunderstands the end of government, 
which is “to save men’s lives, not to destroy them.”116

Brutus’s optimism about the power of militias 
seems unreasonable, given the power of modern mili-
tary technology and professionalism. No nation  today 
can rely solely on a militia of happy citizens to repel 
foreign invasion. But Brutus prompts us to ask  whether 
Publius’s interpretation of the Constitution conceals 
 under the guise of necessity a longing for military glory 
that is not necessary to the American  people, and per-
haps also not in their interest. While Brutus  couples his 
concern for virtue with a concern for “œconomy and 
industry,” and exposes himself to the Federalist reply 
that commercial expansion requires military expan-
sion, other anti- Federalist writers go further, express-
ing doubts about the American commercial spirit. In 
his survey of anti- Federalist po liti cal theory, What the 
Anti Federalists  Were For, Herbert J. Storing cites sev-
eral examples of  these doubts. Charles Turner claims 
that commerce  causes luxury, which undermines re-
publican virtue: “As  people become more luxurious, 
they become more incapacitated of governing them-
selves.”117 “You are not to inquire how your trade 
may be increased,” Patrick Henry warns, “nor how you 
are to become a  great and power ful  people, but how 

war,108 and he does not foresee naval engagements on 
the high seas in defense of American international trade.

Brutus also rejects Publius’s argument that standing 
armies are necessary. In Essay VIII he instead reasserts 
the Declaration’s princi ple that standing armies are a 
sign of despotic government. Brutus quotes approv-
ingly from a speech in the British House of Commons, 
asserting that a large standing army threatens liberty 
 because it forms a body distinct from the  people, one 
governed by military rather than by civilian laws, with 
the habit of “blind obedience” and “entire submission” 
to the  orders of its commanders.109 If the reasoning of 
this speech is just, Brutus concludes, “it follows, that 
keeping up a standing army, would be in the highest 
degree dangerous to the liberty and happiness of the 
community— and if so, the general government  ought 
not to have authority to do it,”110 not even with the 
consent of the national legislature.  After this renewed 
call for a more explicit constitutional prohibition on 
standing armies, Brutus returns in Essay X to Hamil-
ton’s argument in Federalist 24 that the American secu-
rity situation requires a standing army. It has not and 
cannot be demonstrated, he insists, that in order to give 
the national government sufficient power to raise the 
troops it needs, it is necessary to give it an unlimited 
power to raise and keep armies. If the probable threats 
to the American states can be known, as Brutus thinks 
they can, then a  limited power to meet  these threats is 
enough for the national government. And this power 
need not include maintaining a standing army in times 
of peace. Brutus proposes an amendment to the Consti-
tution that would prohibit standing armies; permit 
troops to be raised for guards, garrisons, and to repel 
attack or invasion; and require the consent of two- 
thirds of Congress to raise troops during peacetime.111 
This amendment should grant the national government 
sufficient power to repel ordinary threats. As for extra-
ordinary threats, Brutus’s mention of “the spirit and 
special exertions” of the American  people indicates 
that to repel them, the American states  will rely on 
their militias.112

Militias are exempt from some of the disadvantages 
of professional standing armies. Militia members come 
from the body of the  people; they obey both military 
and civilian law; and their habit of obedience to their 
commanders is less ingrained than in a professional 
military. They represent less of a danger to civilian su-
periority, by this reasoning, than do professional mili-
taries.113 But Brutus’s confidence that a militia  will be 
sufficient to repel extraordinary foreign threats has a 
dif fer ent basis. “The preservation of internal peace and 
good order, and the due administration of law and jus-
tice,” he writes in Essay VII,

 ought to be the first care of  every government.— 
The happiness of a  people depends infinitely more 
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they want to acquire and keep unlimited property, they 
 will have military greatness thrust upon them.122

Yet the anti- Federalists can claim greater fidelity to 
the princi ples of the Declaration of In de pen dence. 
“ There are certain rights which mankind possesses,” 
Brutus argues in Essay IX, “over which government 
 ought not to have any controul,  because it is not nec-
essary [it] should, in order to attain the end of its 
institution”123— namely, the greatest good of individ-
uals, rather than the greatness of the state. So “ there 
are certain  things which rulers should absolutely be 
prohibited from  doing,  because, if they do them, they 
would work an injury, not a benefit, to the  people.”124 
 After enough such injuries, a prudent  people  will ex-
ercise its right to change its rulers. “ These princi ples 
seem to be the evident dictates of common sense”— 
they might even be self- evident— “and what  ought to 
give sanction to them in the minds of  every American,” 
Brutus concludes, “[is that] they are the  great princi-
ples of the late revolution.”125

Soon  after the Constitution’s ratification, the first ten 
amendments  were passed, adding a Bill of Rights that 
addressed many of the anti- Federalists’ concerns. The 
Second Amendment calls “a well- regulated  Militia . . .  
necessary to the security of a  free State”;126 the Third 
Amendment prohibits quartering troops in private 
homes in peacetime without the own er’s consent.127 But 
none of  these amendments imposes further limits on the 
power of the national government to raise and keep 
standing armies. So by the beginning of 1792, the 
princi ples of American defense policy  were ambiguous. 
The Declaration of In de pen dence had sketched several 
of  these princi ples: no aggressive war, no standing 
armies during peace without legislative consent, no 
quartering troops in private homes, and no superior or 
in de pen dent military.  These princi ples  were largely cod-
ified in the Constitution. But the successful Federalist 
interpretation of the Constitution gave  these princi ples 
a meaning that diverged from the spirit of the Declara-
tion: no quartering troops in private homes, certainly, 
but perhaps small standing armies, perhaps consider-
able naval establishments, perhaps even offensive 
wars. It would fall to George Washington to resolve this 
ambiguity.

Washington’s Farewell Address

The main aim of Washington’s Farewell Address, which 
was published in September 1796, is to explain his de-
cision to retire from public life at the end of his sec-
ond presidential term, rather than stand for election for 
a third.128 But Washington goes well beyond this aim 
by also offering at some length “the disinterested warn-
ings of a parting friend, who can possibly have no 
personal motive to biass his counsel.”129 Two events 
during his second term prompted  these warnings, 

your liberties can be secured; for liberty  ought to be 
the direct end of your Government.”118 And Cato ar-
gues that the government proposed in the Constitution 
itself threatens the liberties of the American  people, 
precisely  because of its commercial character:

It is alledged that the opinions and manners of the 
 people of Amer i ca, are capable to resist and prevent 
an extension of prerogative or oppression; but you 
must recollect that opinion and manners are muta-
ble, and may not always be a permanent obstruc-
tion against the encroachments of government; that 
the pro gress of a commercial society begets luxury, 
the parent of in equality, the foe to virtue, and the 
 enemy to restraint; and that ambition and volup-
tuousness aided by flattery,  will teach magistrates, 
where limits are not explic itly fixed to have sepa-
rate and distinct interests from the  people, besides 
it  will not be denied that government assimilates 
the manners and opinions of the community to it. 
Therefore, a general presumption that rulers  will 
govern well is not a sufficient security.119

Agrippa even raises the possibility that commerce 
between the states could be a fully satisfactory and less 
corrupting alternative to international commerce, and 
could serve as a ground of friendship rather than ri-
valry between the states. “All the states have local ad-
vantages,” he writes, “and in a considerable degree 
separate interests. They are, therefore, in a situation to 
supply each other’s wants. . . .  The most friendly inter-
course may therefore be established between them. A 
diversity of produce, wants and interests produces 
commerce, and commerce, where  there is a common, 
equal, and moderate authority to preside, produces 
friendship.”120

Brutus’s version of the anti- Federalist critique of the 
Constitution fails fully to  counter the Federalist inter-
pretation,  because he offers no alternative to Publius’s 
argument that the princi ples of the Declaration of In-
de pen dence dictate an expanding commercial repub-
lic with a power ful navy. Other anti- Federalist writers 
venture dif fer ent claims about the goal of the American 
republic, but none of  these claims yields as sustained a 
critique as Brutus’s. But Publius’s argument suffers 
from its own difficulties: it seems to be based on the 
idea of necessity, but the meaning of necessity is ulti-
mately determined by the prudent calculation of in-
terest. So the anti- Federalists’ arguments fall short not 
 because the Federalist argument is unproblematic, but 
 because the anti- Federalists do not sufficiently develop 
an alternative account of the American  people’s inter-
ests.121 To the extent that they accept Publius’s prem-
ises, they must strug gle to reject Publius’s conclusions. 
The American  people might not want military great-
ness, Publius could say to the anti- Federalists, but if 
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forts by “characterizing parties by geo graph i cal dis
criminations,”134 lest they come to believe that dif fer-
ent parts of the nation have dif fer ent interests, especially 
in foreign affairs. To the contrary, Washington insists, 
 every part of the nation has the same economic inter-
est: to preserve the  union.135 Connections with for-
eign powers cannot serve the interests of the parts so 
well as the  union can.136 Without the  union, “foreign 
alliances, attachments, and intrigues” would only in-
tensify the rivalries of individual states or of their 
confederations.137 Union spares the states “the neces-
sity of  those overgrown military establishments,” stand-
ing armies, “which  under any form of government are 
inauspicious to liberty, and which are to be regarded 
as particularly hostile to republican liberty.”138 Wash-
ington turns the anti- Federalist opposition to standing 
armies to his advantage, as an argument for the pres-
ervation of the  union. He says nothing about the Fed-
eralist argument that standing armies should not be 
prohibited by the Constitution  because they may be 
necessary to the  union.

“The basis of our po liti cal systems,” Washington 
continues— writing of the state governments as well as 
the national— “is the right of the  people to make and 
to alter their constitutions of government.”139 He fol-
lows this nod to the princi ples of the Declaration of 
In de pen dence with a warning. “The very idea of the 
power and the right of the  people to establish govern-
ment presupposes the duty of  every individual to obey 
the established government.”140 He defines the right to 
rebel against an illegitimate government,  because it 
does not secure our inalienable rights, through a con-
trast with the duty to obey legitimate governments that 
do. Without this duty, the right to rebel would be no 
right at all. Washington implies that the revolutionary 
and founding period is ended, and a legitimate govern-
ment is at last in place. The princi ples of the Declara-
tion still hold, but now the Constitution is sacred and 
binding. Attempts now to assert the right to rebel, as 
in the Whiskey Rebellion, are no longer in Americans’ 
interest, nor just, nor necessary. But that Americans are 
still making such attempts implies that not  every 
American now knows that national unity is the foun-
dation of his or her liberty, prosperity, safety, peace, 
and tranquility.

 After  these warnings against immediate threats, for-
eign and domestic, Washington takes “a more com-
prehensive view” of the dangers to the  union. Regard-
ing domestic dangers, he warns “against the baneful 
effects of the spirit of party, generally.”141 Party spirit 
“opens the door to foreign influence and corruption, 
which find facilitated access to the government itself 
through the channels of party passions. Thus the pol-
icy and  will of one country are subjected to the policy 
and  will of another.”142 Foreign influence threatens the 
United States not only if the states dissolve the  union 

events that fueled partisan conflicts between the Fed-
eralists and the Democratic- Republicans— the latter 
the po liti cal party that took up many anti- Federalist 
positions  after the Constitution was ratified. The first 
event was the Neutrality Proclamation of 1793, made 
into law by the Neutrality Act of 1794. When war 
broke out between Britain and France during the 
French Revolution, Washington proclaimed that the 
United States would remain neutral. He did so despite 
the Constitution, which grants Congress the power to 
declare war, and so presumably the power to declare 
neutrality; despite a 1778 treaty with France, which re-
quired American assistance should war break out 
with Britain, in return for French assistance in the Rev-
olutionary War; and despite popu lar feeling, which 
almost two de cades  after the revolution was still pro- 
French and anti- British. The second event was the 
Whiskey Rebellion of 1794, in which citizens of West-
ern Pennsylvania refused to pay a national tax on whis-
key production, requiring Washington to call forth 
the militias of Mary land, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
and  Virginia, and to lead them in a display of force to 
bring the rebellion to a peaceful end. Washington’s con-
duct in both events was unpop u lar, especially among 
Democratic- Republicans. This conduct required some 
explanation from Washington, which his Farewell Ad-
dress aimed also to provide.130

Washington begins the Address by dealing briefly 
with the question of a third term. He wanted to retire 
at the end of his first term, he writes, but the “perplexed 
and critical posture of our affairs with foreign nations” 
in 1792 made retirement impossible. In 1796, by con-
trast, “the pre sent circumstances of our country” per-
mit his retirement. By dealing in this way with the 
question of a third term, Washington gives the “disin-
terested warnings” that follow a tone reminiscent of 
Federalist 1. Four years ago, his continuation as presi-
dent was a  matter of necessity, but it is so no longer. 
Now the readers of the Farewell Address  will hear his 
warnings as recommendations of “reflection and 
choice,” rather than of “accident and force.”131

Washington’s first warning sounds another Feder-
alist note, concerning the preservation of the  union. 
The  people of the United States are happy now, he 
writes,  because of their liberty. They  will become wor-
thy of imitation by other nations only if they can pre-
serve this liberty and use it prudently.132 But Washing-
ton worries that the happiness of the American  people 
 will not last. Now Americans know that national unity 
is the foundation of their liberty, prosperity, safety, 
peace, and tranquility.133 Now they agree with the Fed-
eralists that a unified national government can pro-
cure  these goods better than could the states, individ-
ually or in confederation. But external enemies  will try 
to undermine Americans’ attachment to their  union. So 
the American  people must not contribute to  these ef-
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In this subtle way Washington does more than Brutus 
to weaken the Federalist connection between the right 
to unequal and unlimited acquisition and the need for 
an extensive naval establishment.

Since war is the main cause of public spending and 
the main reason for public debt, peace is necessary if 
the nation is to maintain its credit. So Washington ex-
tends his argument about the American interest in jus-
tice from the domestic sphere to the international:

Observe good faith and justice tow[ard]s all Na-
tions. Cultivate peace and harmony with all. Reli-
gion and morality enjoin this conduct; and can it 
be that good policy does not equally enjoin it? It 
 will be worthy of a  free, enlightened, and, at no dis-
tant period, a  great Nation, to give to mankind the 
magnanimous and too novel example of a  People 
always guided by an exalted justice and benevo-
lence. Who can doubt that in the course of time 
and  things the fruits of such a plan would richly re-
pay any temporary advantages w[hi]ch might be 
lost by a steady adherence to it?147

A defense policy guided by the idea of justice, Wash-
ington implies by his rhetorical questions, may involve 
temporary disadvantages in the short run, but  will be 
the best policy in the long run. Even better, justice  will 
help to make the United States  great and to set an ex-
ample for the rest of mankind. Justice is in the nation’s 
interest, internationally as well as domestically. But in 
practice this means that “permanent, inveterate antip-
athies against par tic u lar Nations and passionate at-
tachments for  others should be excluded; and . . .  in 
place of them just and amicable feelings  towards all 
should be cultivated.”148 Lasting antipathies lead na-
tions away from their duties and their interests— and 
sometimes even cost them their liberty— while pas-
sionate attachments create the illusion of a common 
interest and encourage unnecessary participation in 
 others’ wars. Both kinds of disorder are particularly 
dangerous to weak nations in their relations with strong 
ones. “The attachment of a small or weak,  towards a 
 great and power ful Nation,” as in the case of the 
United States and France, “dooms the former to be a 
satellite of the latter.”149 Washington does not say 
 whether strong nations can form lasting antipathies 
or passionate attachments to weak ones, nor  whether 
 these disorders can harm a strong nation that suffers 
from them.

The “equal and impartial hand”150 Washington rec-
ommends in defense policy extends also to commer-
cial policy. It is “folly in one Nation to look for disin-
terested  favors from another,”151  because such  favors 
always cost the nation that accepts them a portion of 
its in de pen dence. The flip side of the policy of keeping 
promises is a policy of not making promises too costly 

to go it alone or to form confederacies; it threatens the 
states even if they remain united. Public servants must 
hold themselves Americans first, and party members 
second.

Washington also warns against irreligion and im-
morality, arguing that religion and morality are neces-
sary supports of po liti cal prosperity. “Let it simply be 
asked where is the security for property, for reputation, 
for life, if the sense of religious obligation desert the 
oaths, which are the instruments of investigation in 
Courts of Justice? And let us with caution indulge the 
supposition, that morality can be maintained without 
religion. What ever may be conceded to the influence 
of refined education on minds of peculiar structure, 
reason and experience both forbid us to expect that 
National morality can prevail in exclusion of religious 
princi ple.”143 A few rare  human beings, he concedes, 
can find a secular basis for morality. But this is impos-
sible for a  whole  people. On the national level, with-
out a religious reason to tell the truth and keep one’s 
promises, justice cannot be done. If justice is not done, 
then inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness cannot be secured. And if such rights are 
not secured, then a prudent  people  will eventually ex-
ercise its right to replace its government. “Tis substan-
tially true,” Washington concludes, “that virtue or mo-
rality is a necessary spring of popu lar government.”144 
But religion is not necessary to understand this truth. 
He calls for the promotion “as an object of primary 
importance, [of] Institutions for the general diffusion 
of knowledge”— schools, rather than churches. “In 
proportion as the structure of a government gives force 
to public opinion”— that is, to the extent that a gov-
ernment is democratic— “it is essential that public 
opinion should be enlightened.”145 Washington envi-
sions a widespread secular education teaching the ne-
cessity of religion and morality as the supports of po-
liti cal prosperity. Prudence teaches that establishing 
justice is in the American  people’s interest.

Washington’s last warning about domestic dangers 
concerns public credit. Debt is a promise by a debtor 
to pay a creditor, and it is no less impor tant that the 
American nation keep its promises in this re spect than 
that individual Americans do. So public credit— the 
trustworthiness of the nation when it contracts a 
debt— must be protected, by using it sparingly and dis-
charging debts whenever pos si ble. Other wise, credit 
 will not be available when the nation  really needs it— 
for example, to prepare for and repel danger.146 Wash-
ington thus calls on the nation to be moderate in its 
spending. But this call implies the need for individual 
moderation in spending, too— since statesmen conduct 
public business with the habits they acquire in their pri-
vate business, and since one of the  causes of immoder-
ate public spending is the need to protect international 
trade as a source of immoderate private acquisitions. 
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armies are not necessary to the United States, or at least 
not as necessary as they are to the states divided, so 
they need not jeopardize civilian control. Permanent 
military alliances and preferential commercial relation-
ships are to be avoided,  either simply or for so long as 
the United States are relatively weak; instead, they 
should deal on an equal footing with all nations, in 
trade and in war. Offensive wars are not ruled out, but 
neither are they required. And most importantly, jus-
tice and interest generally agree in requiring American 
neutrality— unless necessity, which is to say, interest, 
dictates other wise.

 These princi ples of defense policy are rooted in the 
domestic policies Washington recommends. He calls 
for moderation of party passions, which unchecked 
lead American politicians to put regional or foreign in-
terests above  those of the United States as a  whole. He 
calls for moderation in public spending, which un-
checked  will destroy American credit and make wars 
difficult to wage. And he calls for public religion, mo-
rality, and virtue as necessary supports of the po liti cal 
prosperity of a democracy.

Beneath Washington’s warnings and appeals we 
find the connections between necessity, justice, and in-
terest now familiar to us from the Declaration and the 
Federalist interpretation of the Constitution. Unlike 
 those documents, the Farewell Address is careful not 
to found any policy on an assertion of absolute neces-
sity.  Every time Washington refers to necessity, he has 
a conditional necessity in mind. But Washington does 
stress the justice of the policies he recommends, and the 
coincidence of justice as he understands it with the 
United States’ interest. By moving the focus from ne-
cessity to justice, Washington resolves the ambiguity 
introduced into the foundations of American defense 
policy by Publius’s ambitious interpretation of the 
Constitution’s sober codification of the Declaration’s 
princi ples. He veils the immoderate implications of the 
Federalist interpretation, moderating them without rul-
ing them out. In so  doing, Amer i ca’s  great first presi-
dent,  later reputed to be incapable of a lie,162 gives 
American defense policy its characteristic, salutary 
rhe toric.

Conclusion

A close reading of the Declaration of In de pen dence, the 
Constitution as interpreted by Publius and Brutus, and 
Washington’s Farewell Address reveals a characteristic 
pattern in the connections between the ideas of neces-
sity, justice, and interest in the princi ples of American 
defense policy. The Declaration argues from necessity 
to justice, though interest plays the decisive role in its 
argument. The Constitution as Publius interprets it be-
gins with interest, but then argues from necessity, with 
few references to justice. Brutus objects to the Consti-

to keep. But Washington does not advocate limiting 
Amer i ca’s international commercial connections. “The 
 Great rule of conduct for us, in regard to foreign Na-
tions is in extending our commercial relations to have 
with them as  little po liti cal connection as pos si ble. So 
far as we have already formed engagements let them 
be fulfilled, with perfect good faith.  Here let us 
stop.”152 In par tic u lar, the United States should take 
care not to involve itself in Eu ro pean controversies 
that have nothing to do with American interests. It 
should instead take advantage of its “detached and 
distant situation”153 to become stronger,  until it is 
strong enough to “defy material injury from external 
annoyance.”154 Then its neutrality  will be respected by 
belligerent nations— because they  will be unable to 
do anything about it— and “we may choose peace or 
war, as our interest guided by our justice  shall Coun-
sel.”155 Washington’s recommended defense policy is 
not just to avoid lasting antipathies and passionate 
attachments, but also “to steer clear of permanent Al-
liances, with any portion of the foreign world”156— 
though existing obligations should be fulfilled, as 
keeping promises is the best policy. “Taking care al-
ways to keep ourselves, by suitable establishments, on 
a respectably defensive posture, we may safely trust 
to temporary alliances”— not to the militia— “for ex-
traordinary emergencies.”157

This final warning clearly has implications for the 
Neutrality Proclamation and Act. Washington con-
cludes his Farewell Address by making them explicit. 
In the war between Britain and France, “I was well sat-
isfied that our Country,  under all the circumstances of 
the case, had a right to take, and was bound in duty 
and interest, to take a Neutral position.”158  These cir-
cumstances, it is worth remembering, included a treaty 
of mutual assistance with France.159 “The duty of hold-
ing a Neutral conduct may be inferred,” Washington 
continues, “without any  thing more, from the obliga-
tion which justice and humanity impose on  every Na-
tion, in cases in which it is  free to act, to maintain in-
violate the relations of Peace and amity  towards other 
Nations.”160 Only in cases of absolute necessity, when 
a nation is not  free to act, can the duty of neutrality be 
ignored. But, to repeat the lesson of the Declaration of 
In de pen dence,  there are no cases of absolute necessity 
in defense policy. However just neutrality may be, 
Washington’s final word is that neutrality is also in 
Amer i ca’s interest: “to gain time to our country to 
 settle and mature its yet recent institutions, and to pro-
gress without interruption, to that degree of strength 
and consistency, which is necessary to give it, humanly 
speaking, the command of its own fortunes.”161

Like the Declaration of In de pen dence and the Con-
stitution as interpreted by the Federalists and the anti- 
Federalists, Washington’s Farewell Address sketches 
several princi ples of American defense policy. Standing 
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Thanks also to an anonymous reviewer for comments on an 
 earlier draft of the  whole chapter. The remaining errors are all 
mine.

1. This is my own translation of “Der Krieg ist eine bloße 
Fortsetzung der Politik mit anderen Mitteln,” the title of sec-
tion 24 of book 1, chapter 1 of On War. See Carl von Clause-
witz, On War, ed. and trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret 
(Prince ton, NJ: Prince ton University Press, 1976), 87. The Ger-
man text of Vom Kriege is from the Bibliotheca Augustana 
website, at https:// www . hs - augsburg . de / ~harsch / germanica 
/ Chronologie / 19Jh / Clausewitz / cla _ kri1 . html#1, retrieved Janu-
ary 4, 2020. In my interpretation of Clausewitz’s meaning, I 
follow Eliot A. Cohen in Supreme Command: Soldiers, States
men, and Leadership in War time (New York: Random House, 
2002), 7–8.

2. I have modified Howard and Paret’s translation of the 
last sentence, which in German reads, “die politische Absicht ist 
der Zweck, der Krieg ist das Mittel, und niemals kann das Mit-
tel ohne Zweck gedacht werden.” See Clausewitz, On War, 87.

3. Aristotle writes:

If, therefore,  there is some end of our actions that we wish 
for on account of itself, the rest being  things we wish for 
on account of this end, and if we do not choose all  things 
on account of something else— for in this way the pro cess 
 will go on infinitely such that the longing involved is empty 
and pointless— clearly this would be the good, that is, the 
best. . . .  If this is so, then one must try to grasp, in outline 
at least, what ever it is and to which of the science or ca-
pacities it belongs. But it might be held to belong to the most 
authoritative and most architectonic one, and such appears 
to be the po liti cal art. (Aristotle, Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics, trans. Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins [Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 2011], 2)

Aristotle’s repeated hedging of his claims— “if . . .  if . . .  
if . . .  it might be held . . .  such appears to be”— lead the reader 
to won der what the status of politics, and therefore of defense 
policy, would be if  there is no highest  human good.

4. The Declaration of In de pen dence, in Alexander Hamil-
ton, John Jay, and James Madison, The Federalist, Gideon Edi-
tion, ed. George W. Carey and James McClellan (Indianapolis, 
IN: Liberty Fund, 2001), 495.

5. This is not to disagree with Pauline Maier’s conclusion 
that more pains  were taken for the Declaration to reach a do-
mestic than an international audience, so that “the Declaration 
of In de pen dence was designed first and foremost for domestic 
consumption.” See Pauline Maier, American Scripture: Making 
the Declaration of In de pen dence (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1997), 131. The addressees and the audience of a document 
can be dif fer ent, and it could  matter very much to a domestic 
audience that the Declaration be addressed to the  peoples of 
mankind.

6. Declaration, 495.
7. If  human beings must withhold their consent from 

governments that fail to secure their rights, must they also con-
sent to governments that do secure them? The Declaration is 
not clear how much of a government’s legitimacy comes from 
securing rights, and how much from popu lar consent. The ar-
gument that it is enough to withdraw one’s consent from a gov-
ernment to make it illegitimate exploits this lack of clarity.

tution on exactly  these grounds— namely, that it does 
not meet the standard of justice set by the Declaration 
of In de pen dence. Fi nally, the Farewell Address begins 
with justice and argues that it agrees fully with inter-
est with few references to necessity. In each case,  these 
attempts from the American founding to think through 
the princi ples of defense policy show that interest is the 
foundation of this thinking and that princi ples follow 
from interest  either immediately, or though the media-
tion of conditional necessities, or through the media-
tion of claims about justice disguised as absolute ne-
cessities. In each case, the interest at the foundation of 
American defense policy is a vision of the greatest 
 human good aimed at by the American po liti cal sys-
tem: the protection of inalienable rights to life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness through property.

Does a defense policy with this foundation require 
the American  people to assist other  peoples in their 
strug gles to defend their inalienable rights? On its own 
the Declaration could be read to say yes, though the 
Farewell Address claims that even in such cases, Ameri-
can neutrality is consistent with justice. Must a de-
fense policy founded on inalienable rights involve 
expanding commercial relations, defended by an ex-
panding military establishment, one so large it could 
eventually threaten civilian superiority? The Constitu-
tion as Publius and Brutus read it argues yes, though 
the Farewell Address downplays and moderates this 
possibility. Does such a defense policy permit offensive 
American wars? The Declaration and the Farewell Ad-
dress rule this out, whereas the Constitution as Pub-
lius reads it does not.

Among  human beings at least, a defense policy in 
which ideas of necessity and justice do not ultimately 
depend on ideas of interest may be too much to hope 
for. It is hard to say that nations, to say nothing of in-
dividuals, can face absolute necessities, or that they 
should always do what justice demands, even if the 
heavens should fall. The liberal world order established 
 after 1945 did much to loosen the connection between 
an expansionist commercial policy and an expansion-
ist military policy. It remains to be seen  whether the 
ongoing dismantling of this world order  will tighten 
this connection again, in accordance with Publius’s pre-
dictions. Anyone who wishes for a dif fer ent kind of 
American defense policy, one founded on a dif fer ent 
understanding of American interests, must begin by 
supplying the American po liti cal system with a dif fer-
ent vision of its highest good.

NOTES

Thanks to the staff and resident fellows of the Stockdale Cen-
ter for Ethical Leadership and the faculty of the Department of 
Leadership, Ethics, and Law for comments on an  earlier draft 
of the Declaration of In de pen dence section of this chapter. 
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28. Constitution, 530.
29. Congress’s power to appropriate funds for the army 

in par tic u lar is prominently  limited: “no Appropriation of 
Money to that Use  shall be for a longer Term than two Years” 
(Constitution, 531). No similar limit is placed by the Constitu-
tion on congressional appropriations for a navy. The two- year 
limit on use of appropriations for the army has been very nar-
rowly interpreted.

30. Constitution, 531.
31. Constitution, 531.
32. Constitution, 534.
33. Constitution, 531.
34. This, at least, is the idea. For an argument that “the 

United States Constitution . . .  does not provide for civilian 
control” over the military, see Samuel P. Huntington, The Sol
dier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil Military 
Relations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957), 
163–92; emphasis added.

35. Constitution, 532.
36. Constitution, 526.
37. Constitution, 526.
38. The Federalists of concern  here, numbers 1 through 43, 

appeared between late October 1787 and late January 1788 
in periodicals in New York. The Brutus essays of concern, 
numbers VII through X, appeared in the same form, in the 
same state, at the same time: between early and late Janu-
ary 1788. Several of the latter’s essays respond to arguments 
made in the former’s. The identity of Brutus is uncertain. See 
Herbert J. Storing, with Murray Dry, What the Anti Federalists 
 Were For (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 103.

39. See George W. Carey and James McClellan, “Reader’s 
Guide to The Federalist,” in The Federalist, lvii– lxxxiv.

40. Federalist 1, 1.
41. Federalist 1, 1.
42. If they adopt the Constitution, they  will give the needed 

example to mankind. But  wouldn’t rejecting the Constitution also 
give mankind the example of a  people “establishing good govern-
ment from reflection and choice”? Hamilton would say no— not 
 because in that case the government is not chosen, but  because 
the chosen government is not good. But this makes it clear that 
the difference between “accident and force” and “reflection and 
choice” is not Hamilton’s main concern. His main concern is 
with replacing the bad government  under the Articles of Con-
federation with a good government  under the Constitution.

43. Federalist 1, 1.
44. Federalist 2, 9.
45. Federalist 3, 9–12.
46. Federalist 3, 12.
47. Federalist 4, 13.
48. Federalist 4, 14.
49. Federalist 4, 14.
50. Federalist 4, 15.
51. Federalist 4, 15.
52. Federalist 5, 18–19.
53. Federalist 6, 21.
54. Federalist 6, 21.
55. Federalist 6, 23.
56. Federalist 6, 21.
57. Federalist 6, 26.
58. Federalist 8, 32.

8. Consider Hamilton’s discussion of self- evidence in 
Federalist 23, 113.

9. The “pursuit of happiness” seems to be Jefferson’s ver-
sion of what Locke calls “Estates.” As Locke puts it in sec-
tion 123 of the Second Treatise of Government, the goal of po-
liti cal society and government for  those who consent to them 
is “the mutual Preservation of their Lives, Liberties, and Es-
tates, which I call by the general Name, Property” (John 
Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett [Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988], 350). For the 
likely presence of the phrase “pursuit of happiness” in Jeffer-
son’s first draft of the Declaration, see Carl L. Becker, The Dec
laration of In de pen dence: A Study in the History of Po liti cal 
Ideas (New York: Random House, 1922), 142. For Jefferson’s 
and the founding generation’s familiarity with Locke’s po liti cal 
theory and Newton’s scientific theory more generally, see Becker, 
Declaration of In de pen dence, 24–79.

10. For dif fer ent examples of this reasoning, consider the 
first paragraph of part 1 of René Descartes, Discourse on the 
Method, ed. and trans. George Heffernan (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1994), 15; chapters 13 and 14 
of Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Edwin Curley (Indianapo-
lis, IN: Hackett Publishing Com pany, 1994), 74–88; chapter 2 
of Locke’s Second Treatise, 269–78; part 1, book 1, chapters 2 
and 3 of Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, The 
Spirit of the Laws, ed. and trans. Anne M. Cohler, Basia Caro-
lyn Miller, and Harold Samuel Stone (Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1989), 6–9; and Book 1, chapters 1–6 
of Jean- Jacques Rousseau, On the Social Contract, in The Col
lected Writings of Rousseau, vol. 4, ed. Roger D. Masters and 
Christopher Kelly, trans. Judith R. Bush, Roger D. Masters, and 
Christopher Kelly (Hanover, NH: University Press of New 
 England, 1994), 131–39.

11. Declaration, 495–96.
12. Declaration, 496.
13. Declaration, 497.
14. Declaration, 496.
15. If the British king  really has declared the American 

colonies “out of his Protection” and waged war against them, 
for example, then according to the po liti cal theory of Locke, 
the colonies already are in de pen dent from Britain. See Decla-
ration, 497, and sections 207, 210 and 242 of Locke, Second 
Treatise, 403–5, 427.

16. Declaration, 496.
17. Declaration, 497.
18. Declaration, 496–97.
19. Declaration, 498.
20. Declaration, 498.
21. For a discussion of how Newtonian physics, in addi-

tion to Lockean po liti cal theory, provides the context for the 
Declaration, see Becker, Declaration of In de pen dence, 40–53.

22. Declaration, 495–96.
23. Declaration, 498.
24. Declaration, 498.
25. The Constitution of the United States, in Alexander 

Hamilton, John Jay, and James Madison, The Federalist, 
Gideon Edition, ed. George W. Carey and James McClellan (In-
dianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, 2001), 526.

26. Constitution, 537–38.
27. Constitution, 530.
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89. Federalist 24, 120.
90. Federalist 24, 121.
91. Federalist 25, 125.
92. Federalist 25, 125.
93. Constitution, 531.
94. Federalist 25, 126; compare Federalist 24, 120.
95. Hamilton refuses to rule out offensive American 

wars: “tying up the hands of government from offensive war, 
founded upon reasons of state” would be a “novel and absurd 
experiment in politics” (Federalist 34, 164). And he insists that 
the United States  will provoke jealousy and attempts at subver-
sion from foreign powers (Federalist 59, 309). Perhaps such at-
tempts are reasons for offensive war.

96. Hamilton expects the American states to have a small 
army “for a long time to come,” though for reasons of  limited 
resources, not for reasons of princi ple (Federalist 28, 139). 
Madison finds it impossible for the national military and ma-
rine forces to become larger than the combined state militias, 
numbering 3 million, and  later calculates the maximum size 
of a standing army to be one 25th of the number of citizens 
able to bear arms, or less than “twenty- five or thirty thousand 
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Traditionalists and Revisionists

Since the publication of Michael Walzer’s Just and Un
just Wars, in 1977, a “traditionalist” stance has domi-
nated thinking about the morality of war in universities, 
military academies, and international  legal circles. Its 
central commitment is to provide moral foundations for 
international law as it applies to armed conflict: States 
(and only states) may go to war only for national de-
fense, defense of other states, or to intervene to avert 
“crimes that shock the moral conscience of mankind” 
(Walzer 2006b [1977], p.  107). Civilians may not be 
targeted in war, but all combatants, what ever they are 
fighting for, are morally permitted to target one another, 
even when  doing so foreseeably harms some civilians 
(as long as it does not do so excessively).

Over the last two de cades, this traditionalist theory 
of just war has been subjected to exacting scrutiny, as 
for the first time sustained analytical attention has been 
brought to bear on the ethics of war. Analytical phi-
los o phers have overturned almost all the conclusions 
of traditionalist theory; its continued popularity out-
side philosophy departments is now matched by its 
contentiousness within them. Many of  these skeptics 
are “revisionists.” They have (a) challenged the per-
missibility of national defense, and the moral standing 
of states more generally; (b) argued for expanded per-

missions for military intervention; (c) questioned civil-
ian immunity; and (d) argued that combatants fight-
ing for wrongful aims cannot do anything right, besides 
lay down their weapons.

This article is about the revisionist critique of tra-
ditionalist just war theory, and the traditionalist re-
sponse. I begin with some methodological notes be-
fore turning to the ethical evaluation of first wars as a 
 whole, then individual actions within war.

The Methodology of Just War Theory

In this section I identify some methodological disputes 
that underpin the substantive debate between revision-
ists and traditionalists. For each dispute I note that, 
although revisionists typically fall on one side and tra-
ditionalists on the other, this need not be the case. And 
for each I indicate which side presently has the better 
of the argument.

The first split is between phi los o phers who make in-
stitutions their focus and  those who concentrate on 
acts. Institutionalists tend  either to look to the long- 
term effects of the laws of war (Mavrodes 1975, Dill & 
Shue 2012, Shue 2013, Waldron 2016), or to see them 
as the basis of an  actual or hy po thet i cal contract be-
tween  either states or their citizens (Benbaji 2008, 2011, 
2014, Statman 2014). Non- institutionalists think that 
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judgments. As our proj ect evolves, and we revise our 
princi ples in light of our judgments and our judgments 
in light of our princi ples, we approach reflective 
equilibrium.

What kinds of cases should test our princi ples in the 
ethics of war? We can think of realistic scenarios, pay-
ing attention to international affairs and military his-
tory. Or, more clinically, we can construct hy po thet i-
cal cases to isolate variables and test their in de pen dent 
impact on our judgments. Revisionists often use very 
abstract cases (e.g., McMahan 1994, Rodin 2002). 
Traditionalists take them to task for this, lamenting 
their tone- deaf ignorance of the realities of war (Wal-
zer 2006b [1977], Dill & Shue 2012). Some phi los o-
phers buck  these trends— there are revisionists who 
draw deeply on military history (e.g., Fabre 2012) and 
traditionalists who use far- fetched hy po thet i cals (La-
zar 2013).

Abstraction has some advantages. It avoids awk-
ward disputes over historical details and background 
po liti cal assumptions. Discussing the princi ple of pro-
portionality by thinking about, say, the NATO cam-
paign in Kosovo might well invite serious debate over 
how many civilians  were actually killed in the cam-
paign. Any examples involving Israel or Gaza are 
likely to inflame po liti cal passions.

But abstraction also has costs. Our intuitions about 
far- fetched cases might be unreliable. It is perhaps mor-
ally dubious to invoke sanitized hy po thet i cal exam-
ples when we could instead draw on the harrowing 
experience of real victims of war. And in abstracting 
away from the distinctive nature of war, we often lose 
morally relevant information. Phi los o phers’ cases usu-
ally presuppose omniscience, for example, rather than 
condescending to the radical uncertainty that bedev ils 
all decisions about and within war. They make no con-
cessions for fear or trauma, and underemphasize cru-
cial aspects of the phenomenology of war, such as com-
batants’ attachments to their comrades- in- arms.

We should avoid dogmatism; many dif fer ent ap-
proaches can illuminate the morality of war. But I 
think that highly artificial hy po thet i cals should be used 
carefully, ensuring that any conclusions they support 
are tenable when applied to the messy real ity of war; 
and that one’s intuitive judgments are the starting point 
for investigation, rather than its end.

One reason for the preponderance of highly ab-
stract hy po thet i cals in recent just war theory is that 
many revisionists are reductivists. They think that all 
justified killing, in war or outside of it, is justified at 
root by precisely the same properties. In their most ex-
treme moments, they argue that wars are justified if 
and only if they are composed exclusively of justified 
acts of individual self-  and other- defense (Rodin 2002, 
McMahan 2004). Nonreductivists think, in a nutshell, 
that  there is something dif fer ent about killing in war. 

acts can be right or wrong in de pen dent of how they re-
late to existing or hy po thet i cal institutions. They typi-
cally focus on the individual rights that the act threat-
ens, and on its consequences (as contrasted with the 
long- run consequences of an institutional rule).

As I illustrate below, it is hard to see how some 
acts permitted by the laws of war could be non- 
institutionally justified. This is most obviously true for 
harms inflicted in the pursuit of an unjust cause. So it 
is unsurprising that most traditionalists are institution-
alists, and most revisionists are not. But one can ad-
vance non- institutionalist arguments for traditionalist 
conclusions (e.g., Lazar 2015), and one could defend 
revisionism on institutionalist grounds— for example, 
Ryan (2016) advocates pacifism in virtue of moral crit-
icism of the military- industrial complex.

Most revisionists, however, are moral revisionists 
only. They reject traditionalists’ attempts to morally 
vindicate the laws of armed conflict, but they agree 
with traditionalists that we could not secure wide-
spread agreement on any more restrictive changes to 
the laws of war, and any attempts to change them 
would undermine the laws’ authority, with disastrous 
results.1 One might infer that, if traditionalists and re-
visionists agree on what the laws of war should be, the 
dispute between them is merely ersatz. But this would 
be a  mistake. Imagine you lived in a society in which 
physical assault was so widespread that the only way 
to limit the number of fatalities was to legally permit 
any assault that did not rise to the level of murder. 
Imagine that enough  people benefit thereby that it is 
impossible to change the law to prohibit assault. In-
deed, any attempts to do so would undermine the au-
thority of the law, leading to an increase in murder 
rates. In such a society, we might well agree that the 
existing law should be retained,  because it is the best 
we can do and at least reduces the amount of wrong-
ful death. But would that  settle the question of  whether 
you should commit an assault? Clearly it would not.

So, even if traditionalists and revisionists reluctantly 
agree about preserving the existing laws of war, impor-
tant questions remain to be settled. Do  those laws re-
flect our moral reasons? Or do they merely set mini-
mum standards that we should, in our own conduct, 
seek to exceed?

The next divide is more in- house. Most con-
temporary moral and po liti cal phi los o phers use some-
thing like Rawls’s method of seeking reflective equilib-
rium. On this approach, we develop moral arguments 
by making our considered judgments about the permis-
sibility of actions in par tic u lar cases, and trying to 
identify the under lying princi ples that unify them. We 
then take  those princi ples and test their application to 
other cases. If the princi ples generate conclusions that 
conflict with our considered judgments about  those 
cases, then we must revise  either the princi ples or our 
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stantiate other goods— justice or solidarity, for exam-
ple (Temkin 1993). I am not, ultimately, sure  whether 
descriptive collectivism is true. It may be pos si ble to 
reduce any putatively collective act to the acts of the 
collective’s members. But  doing so is often alarmingly 
circuitous, and does not, I think, alter the moral stakes. 
Some normative constraints apply primarily to what 
we do together, and they continue to apply regardless 
of how we decompose our group acts into individual 
acts. For example, when fighting a war, we must en-
sure that the overall harm that we inflict, together, is 
kept to the minimum feasible (Lazar 2012b).

The archetypal traditionalist, then, is a nonreduc-
tivist collectivist who uses realistic cases. The arche-
typal revisionist is an individualist reductivist who 
uses cases involving meteors and mind control. Simpli-
fying a  little, we might unify the former positions 
 under the heading of po liti cal philosophy approaches 
to just war theory and group the latter together as 
moral philosophy approaches.  There are, of course, po-
liti cal arguments for revisionism and moral arguments 
for traditionalism. But we can attribute much of the 
recent success of revisionist just war theory to the pre-
ponderance of moral phi los o phers in the field.

Jus ad Bellum

Just war theorists have traditionally divided their en-
quiry into thinking about the resort to war, jus ad bel
lum, and conduct in war, jus in bello. My approach is 
an extension of this. Jus ad bellum concerns the mo-
rality of the war as a  whole. This obviously governs 
permissible resort, but it also determines  whether the 
war can permissibly be continued. Jus in bello concerns 
the morality of par tic u lar actions within war. I address 
jus ad bellum first, then jus in bello.

The  great suffering and destruction wrought by war 
can be justified only if fighting serves some  great end. 
Just war theorists typically argue that  going to war is 
impermissible  unless it is aimed at a “just cause.” And 
the cataclysm of war is so severe that the list of candi-
date just  causes is short. Traditionalist just war theory 
recognizes only two: national defense (of one’s own 
state or an ally’s) and humanitarian intervention to 
avert the very gravest mass atrocities. Importantly, the 
right of national defense is assumed to apply to most 
 actual states with all their flaws, not solely to (for ex-
ample) ideal liberal democracies. Only states actively 
engaged in the kind of mass atrocities that can warrant 
humanitarian intervention lack rights of national 
defense.

Forty years ago, Walzer’s Just and Unjust Wars of-
fered three arguments to justify the state’s right to na-
tional defense (2006b [1977], p. 58). First, states pro-
tect their citizens’ basic  human rights to life and liberty. 
Second, they protect a common cultural life made by 

Wars have some distinctive properties that are relevant 
to the morality of killing. Typical examples include the 
sheer scale of the fighting, the widespread indifference 
to moral constraints that war often involves, the po liti-
cal and territorial goods at stake, the “fog of war,” the 
existence of institutions such as international law, and 
the fact that the conflict is fought by or ga nized groups.

As before, we can advance nonreductivist argu-
ments for revisionist conclusions (Bazargan 2013) 
and reductivist arguments for traditionalism (Steinhoff 
2008, Lazar 2015). But the predominant dialectic has 
been the other way. I cannot  settle the debate between 
reductivists and nonreductivists  here. Reductivist con-
siderations are crucial— people have fundamental 
rights to life and liberty that they  don’t simply lose 
once they enter a state of war. But it is oddly dogmatic 
to confine our normative palette to  these reasons alone. 
The laws of war  matter morally. The institutions at 
stake  matter morally. The collective character of mili-
tary action  matters. An exclusively reductivist account 
of the morality of war would be incomplete.

Just war theorists further divide in their attitudes 
 toward the apparently collective nature of warfare. 
Some are all- out individualists: They think that only 
individuals act in war, not collectives (they are descrip-
tive individualists), and they think that only individu-
als  matter in war (they are evaluative individualists).2 
By contrast, Walzer’s Just and Unjust Wars was evalu-
atively collectivist— pointing to something quasi- 
transcendental about the survival of po liti cal commu-
nities to justify intentionally attacking civilians in 
“supreme emergencies,” for example (Walzer 2006b 
[1977], p. 247). Its implicit descriptive collectivism was 
made explicit in Walzer’s  later work (2006a). His first 
critics argued that applying a thoroughgoing descrip-
tive and evaluative individualism to war entailed revi-
sionist conclusions (Luban 1980b, McMahan 1994, 
Rodin 2002). Many phi los o phers then sought to de-
fend traditionalism by rejecting  either descriptive (Kutz 
2005, Walzer 2006b [1977], Lazar 2012b) or evalua-
tive individualism (Zohar 1993). Again, of course some 
individualists defend traditionalism (Emerton & 
Handfield 2009), and some collectivists are revision-
ists (Bazargan 2013).

Of all the divides that separate most traditionalists 
from most revisionists, this one is potentially the most 
consequential, while being the hardest to  settle. War 
can provide useful test cases for thinking about collec-
tive action and the value of collectives; but we  really 
need to develop our theory of collective action and 
value first, then apply it to war. My view on this ques-
tion, then, is even more provisional than my verdict on 
the other disputes. I think that collectives can be valu-
able in de pen dently of how they contribute to their 
members’ well- being, for the prosaic reason that not 
only individual well- being has value. Groups can in-
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a net gain in  human rights satisfaction, then states lack 
rights of national defense against, for example, wars 
to spread democracy and other good liberal institu-
tions. Indeed, on the individualist view, it is hard to 
see how any state short of an ideal Rawlsian liberal 
democracy would have rights of national defense (Kutz 
2014). We have, then, two options:  either endorse  these 
radical implications or seek out alternative foundations 
for familiar rights of national defense (Emerton & 
Handfield 2014).

Some revisionists have argued that the defense of 
individual rights is sufficient to justify ordinary rights 
of national defense. They emphasize the importance of 
deterrence and the impossibility of knowing, in cases 
of lesser aggression,  whether the aggression  will remain 
bloodless (Fabre 2014).  Others think that we must take 
 people’s po liti cal interests into account when justify-
ing war.  People have an interest in having at least a 
home- grown, if not a demo cratically elected, govern-
ment. Perhaps  these interests are not impor tant enough 
for their defense to justify killing in isolated cases. But 
when enough  people are threatened, perhaps the total 
interests at stake can justify the death and destruction 
of war (Hurka 2007, Frowe 2014).

 These arguments in  favor of national defense also 
limit the scope of humanitarian intervention. We can 
justify further limits if we recall the very  limited con-
ditions in which military intervention can succeed— for 
example, stopping an ongoing atrocity is considerably 
easier than improving a state’s po liti cal institutions. 
Perhaps redistributive war could, in princi ple, be justi-
fied. But  because any attempt to rescue the global poor 
by using force against the rich would obviously make 
life worse for the very  people it aims to help, it is a 
moral nonstarter. That said, as the result of climate 
change, resource wars might become more practically 
salient in our more radically straitened  future.

Walzer’s defense of traditionalist positions came up 
short, but revisionists’ early radicalism has since been 
much reined in. The most pressing challenge that re-
mains, in my view, is to give a richer account of  people’s 
po liti cal and territorial interests, to explain just why we 
have an interest in being subject to home- grown gov-
ernment, even if it is not demo cratic; and why it  matters 
to the average Turkish citizen, for example, that Rus sian 
aircraft remain outside their airspace. In each case, we 
must explain why  these interests are worth killing for.

International law is written by and for states. Un-
surprisingly, it has a statist bias. Only states have rights 
of national defense. It is much harder for non- state ac-
tors to acquire, for example, the rights to kill and to 
prisoner- of- war status than it is for the uniformed 
members of a state’s armed forces. Together,  these po-
sitions reflect a long- standing commitment in the just 
war tradition to the princi ple of “legitimate authority,” 

their citizens over time. Third, they are the objects of 
a kind of organic social contract through which  people 
have given up par tic u lar freedoms for the sake of a bet-
ter outcome for all. Walzer construed this, too, as the 
object of a basic  human right.3

 These arguments for sovereignty are double- edged. 
They help justify wars of national defense but also 
raise the bar for justifying humanitarian intervention. 
Intervening militarily in the affairs of another state ob-
viously threatens its po liti cal sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity. Hence, Walzer wanted to tightly constrain 
military interventions in other states. They could be 
permitted, he argued, only to avert the very gravest of 
crimes.

Revisionists lacerated Walzer’s arguments for tradi-
tionalist positions on national defense and humanitar-
ian intervention. They highlighted and challenged his 
implicit evaluative collectivism (Doppelt 1978, Beitz 
1980, Luban 1980a), noting that, far from protecting 
individual rights, states are often the preeminent threat 
to  those rights. They also argued that the prosperity of 
the “common life” often means oppression for cultural 
minorities (Caney 2005). Even setting this point aside, 
is the common life of a state  really threatened by war? 
And is it  really worth killing for? They  were equally 
skeptical about the organic social contract idea. Is it 
much more than a meta phor (Wasserstrom 1978, 
Luban 1980b)? Rodin (2002), in par tic u lar, developed 
a comprehensive argument that the traditionalist stance 
on when states may go to war in national defense could 
not be grounded in the defense of individual rights.

By undermining states’ rights to national defense, re-
visionists also made humanitarian intervention easier to 
justify. Sometimes  these arguments  were directly linked: 
If states cannot protect their citizens’ security, they lack 
the right to sovereignty which military intervention 
might other wise undermine (Shue 1997). Caney (2005) 
concluded that military intervention is permissible just 
in case it improves the net satisfaction of basic  human 
rights.  Others defended, at least in princi ple, “redistrib-
utive” wars, fought against the global rich to redress the 
suffering of the global poor (Luban 1980b, Fabre 2012, 
Lippert- Rasmussen 2013, Øverland 2013).

Revisionists exposed the holes in Walzer’s tradition-
alist arguments, but many phi los o phers have been re-
luctant to endorse the radical implications of their cri-
tique. In par tic u lar, if states’ rights to national defense 
are grounded in individual rights, then national defense 
is impermissible against “lesser aggressors”— those 
who wage war for purely po liti cal and territorial rea-
sons, who  will threaten life and liberty only if their tar-
get state uses lethal force against them (think, for ex-
ample, of the United States and its allies invading Iraq, 
or of the Falklands/Malvinas war). Moreover, if mili-
tary intervention is permissible whenever it  will secure 
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cess are not  really distinct conditions for justification 
(Hurka 2005, 2007, McMahan 2016); they are 
staging- posts on the way to judgments of proportion-
ality and necessity.

The necessity constraint prohibits the unnecessary 
infliction of harm ( here I draw on Lazar 2012b). Harm 
is almost always bad (the exception may be where it is 
deserved), so it can be permissible only if it enables us 
to realize some countervailing good or avert some evil. 
If we could achieve the same good or avert the same 
evil by inflicting less harm, then the surplus harm is un-
necessary, and so unjustified. Obviously, in  actual 
wars, we cannot know how much harm we  will inflict 
or, indeed, how much good fighting  will do. We must 
therefore  factor this uncertainty into our calculations 
of necessity. The simplest way to do this is to discount 
pos si ble outcomes by their probability of occurring, so 
that we can weigh the expected harm inflicted against 
the expected good done. If we have two alternatives, 
A and B, and A  will realize the same expected good as 
B but inflict less expected harm, then B involves unnec-
essary expected harm and so is impermissible. If the 
expected harm from A is less than that from B, but so 
is the expected good, then we need to decide  whether 
the reduction in expected harm is morally impor tant 
enough to require us to bear that much additional risk 
to the pursuit of our objective. If it is, then B involves 
inflicting unnecessary expected harm.

Proportionality and necessity are superficially dis-
tinct. A war might be necessary,  because  there is no 
other means to achieve its end, and yet disproportion-
ate,  because the end is not valuable enough to justify 
the means. To work out proportionality, we need to ask 
 whether the evil averted is  great enough to justify the 
evil inflicted. This means comparing  going to war with 
what would happen if we allowed the threat to even-
tuate. That comparison is substantively identical to the 
comparisons between dif fer ent means for achieving 
our ends involved in applying the necessity constraint. 
Applying the necessity constraint means comparing all 
of the options that have some prospect of averting the 
threat, to ensure that the chosen one does not involve 
inflicting unnecessary harm. Applying the proportion-
ality constraint means comparing our best military op-
tion with what would happen if we did not avert the 
threat. Both could be subsumed into a broader crite-
rion, which simply compares all our options in this 
way.

If a war lacks adequate prospects of success, then 
it is unlikely to be proportionate.  Going to war in-
volves inflicting  great evils. If it is unlikely to achieve 
any good, then it is most likely ruled out. But this is a 
defeasible presumption: The costs of defeat might be 
 great enough that even a very small chance of success 
is enough to make fighting proportionate.

according to which only sovereigns have the right to 
go to war.

Revisionists have argued that if war is justified by 
the protection of individual rights, then why should 
only sovereigns/governments be allowed to kill defen-
sively? We are not obliged to await institutional sup-
port when using necessary lethal force in ordinary 
cases of self-  and other- defense. So we should  either 
disregard the requirement of legitimate authority or see 
it as one that non- state actors can, in fact, fulfill (Fabre 
2008, Finlay 2010, Schwenkenbecher 2013).

Revisionists are, I think, right about defense of life 
and liberty. We are self- authorizing when  those rights 
are at stake. But not all justified wars involve defend-
ing life and liberty alone. As we saw above, we cannot 
sustain ordinary rights of national defense without ap-
pealing to  people’s po liti cal interests in having a 
demo cratic, or at least home- grown, government. But 
 these very interests are set back when states go to war 
without authorization from their polity. So a modicum 
of statism is appropriate: States are better able to se-
cure the authorization of their  people before  going to 
war ( either by explicit vote or by a standing constitu-
tional license). Having this authorization makes it eas-
ier to justify the state’s  going to war. Non- state actors, 
and nondemo cratic states, fare worse on this score 
than do demo cratic states.

With legitimate authority as with just cause, revi-
sionists have shown the flaws of existing arguments for 
traditionalist conclusions. But, again, the appropriate 
response is not to jettison  those conclusions but to seek 
better arguments. Perhaps legitimate authority as it 
was conceived in historical just war theory is unim-
portant; undoubtedly the statism of international law 
is overdone. But when a subset of a group fights on 
behalf of the group as a  whole, then it clearly  matters 
that they be authorized to do so. States, especially 
demo cratic states, are better able to secure that autho-
rization than non- state actors.

The other key conditions of historical just war the-
ory are right intention, reasonable prospects of suc-
cess, imminent threat, proportionality, and necessity. 
Right intention now receives almost no attention— for 
good reason: It belongs to an age when princes rather 
than governments went to war, and just war theory’s 
primary concern was to guide the princes’ confessors. 
Revisionist just war theory has advanced our under-
standing of the other four conditions in two ways. 
First, it has undermined the canonical view that each 
of them is a necessary condition for ad bellum justice. 
In fact, only proportionality and necessity are truly 
necessary. Wars can be ad bellum just even if they lack 
reasonable prospects of success and even if the threat 
that they seek to avert is not imminent. Second, and 
relatedly, imminence and reasonable prospects of suc-
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example, equally. But this is not plausible. Lives  matter 
in two ways: first,  because they add value to the world; 
second,  because they are protected by rights (Lazar 
2015). Ending a life is almost always bad, but it only 
sometimes amounts to a rights violation. And rights- 
violating killing is much harder to justify than its coun-
terpart. Walzer (2006b [1977]) argued that all soldiers 
lose their right to life; many revisionists have replied 
that, even if this is true for  those fighting for unjust 
ends, it is false for just combatants. But every body 
thinks that some soldiers are unprotected by a right to 
life. And that clearly  matters to the proportionality of 
the war.

We need also to consider our own standing in rela-
tion to lives taken. Many think that, when working out 
proportionality and necessity, deaths inflicted by the 
 enemy side in a war should not count equally with the 
deaths we impose (though see Rodin 2014). Some 
think this is  because we have stronger obligations not 
to do harm than we have to prevent harms done by 
 others (e.g., McMahan 2010b). We might also think 
that the lives of  those with whom we share special re-
lationships should bear greater weight in our delibera-
tions. This seems relatively obvious at the small scale, 
where deep personal relationships are concerned. But 
it also seems plausible when weighing the lives of 
comrades- in- arms and of compatriots (Kamm 2004, 
Hurka 2005, Lazar 2013).

Jus in Bello

Underpinning the law of armed conflict are three fun-
damental princi ples (see figure 1):

If the threat is not imminent, then  there are prob-
ably less harmful means to safety than the resort to 
war. Again, this presumption is defeasible. Sometimes 
delay  will make defeat much more likely. Hence, Wal-
zer (2006b [1977], p. 80) argued for the permissibility 
of preemptive attacks, such as Israel’s in the Six- Day 
War. It is much harder to justify a “preventive” war, 
fought to avert a threat that is in the  future, than to 
justify fighting a more proximate threat. The more dis-
tant the threat, the more likely it is that it can be neu-
tralized by some means other than fighting. In practice, 
retaining the imminence requirement is a sensible way 
to minimize abuses by states looking for excuses to go 
to war (Buchanan & Keohane 2004). But this is a prag-
matic concession to predictably wrongful state prac-
tice, rather than a deliverance of moral theory.

To work out proportionality and necessity, we need 
to ask what  matters in war, and how it  matters. What 
are the salient goods and bads? Obviously the goods 
involved in the just cause— the protection of life and 
liberty, and  people’s po liti cal interests— are vital. And 
the most obvious bads are the death and destruction 
to which fighting  will inevitably lead. Crucially, we also 
need to consider all the goods and bads that  will arise 
 because of the war— including  those that  will follow 
the active phase of the conflict. Recent misadventures 
by the United States and its allies in the  Middle East 
underscore how central to a war’s justification is the 
realization of a worthy peace when the fighting is done 
(Bass 2004, Coady 2008, May 2012).

Knowing the goods and bads realized by war is not 
enough. We also need to know how to weigh them. 
The simplest approach would be to weigh all lives, for 

The Geneva Conventions

    On discrimination (Article 48, first additional protocol to the Geneva Conventions): “In order to ensure 
respect for and protection of the noncombatant population and noncombatant objects, the Parties to the  
conflict shall at all times distinguish between the noncombatant population and combatants and between 
noncombatant objects and military objectives and accordingly shall direct their operations only against 
military objectives.”
 On proportionality [Article 51(4b), first additional protocol to the Geneva Conventions]: “[A]n attack 
which may be expected to cause incidental loss of noncombatant life, injury to noncombatants, damage 
to noncombatant objects, or a combination thereof, which would be excessive in relation to the concrete 
and direct military advantage anticipated.”
 On necessity (from Article 57, first additional protocol to the Geneva Conventions): “With respect to 
attacks, the following precautions shall be taken: (a) those who plan or decide upon an attack shall. . . (ii) 
take all feasible precautions in the choice of means and methods of attack with a view to avoiding, and in 
any event to minimizing, incidental loss of noncombatant life, injury to noncombatants and damage to 
noncombatant objects; . . . 3. When a choice is possible between several military objectives for obtaining 
a similar military advantage, the objective to be selected shall be that the attack on which may be expected 
to cause the least danger to noncombatant lives and to noncombatant objects.”

Figure 1.  The Geneva Convention
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batant equality follows too: If all combatants lose 
their rights not to be killed, then a combatant fighting 
for an unjust cause does no wrong by killing just 
combatants.

Walzer’s arguments for discrimination and combat-
ant equality have been refuted by revisionist just war 
theorists. Even if we accepted Walzer’s versions of dis-
crimination, proportionality, and necessity, combatant 
equality would still be false, since unintended noncom-
batant deaths can be justified only if the goal fought 
for is worth  those deaths. Unjust combatants fighting 
in pursuit of an unjust cause achieve nothing that can 
counterbalance the  violated rights of their victims (Mc-
Mahan 1994, Rodin 2002, Hurka 2005). When the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) attacks Syr-
ian and Iraqi towns, its intended goals cannot justify 
any unintended harm to noncombatants.

This is enough to refute the tenet of combatant 
equality. But Walzer’s critics went further. Accepting his 
premise that, barring supreme emergencies, intentional 
killing in war must be justified by the target’s lack of 
rights to life and liberty,6 they disputed his account of 
how  those rights can be lost. In par tic u lar, they have 
shown that posing a threat is neither sufficient nor nec-
essary for one to be liable to be killed (McMahan 1994). 
 Those who threaten  others’ lives in self- defense, or in 
defense of  others, do not themselves forfeit their right to 
life. The combatants of the Kurdish Peshmerga, hero-
ically fighting to rescue Yazidi Christians from ISIL’s 
genocidal attacks, do not lose their rights against their 
Manichean adversaries. Nor are they like boxers or 
gladiators, who waive their right not to be attacked.

Nor is posing a threat necessary for one to lose 
one’s right to life. Revisionists argue that what  really 
grounds liability is responsibility for a wrongful threat. 
The commander- in- chief, for example, might be re-
sponsible for threats without posing them. The same 
is true for a terrorist leader. Combatants fighting for 
unjust  causes are responsible for wrongful threats: 
They are liable to be killed. Just combatants are not 
responsible for wrongful threats: They are not liable. 
Only just combatants can kill legitimately. Combatant 
equality is false.

We must also reconsider the princi ple of discrimi-
nation (McMahan 1994, Arneson 2006, Fabre 2012, 
Frowe 2014). In many states, noncombatants play an 
impor tant role in the resort to military force. In modern 
industrialized countries, as much as 25% of the popula-
tion works in war- related industries (Downes 2006, 
pp.  157–58; see also Gross 2010, p.  159, Valentino 
et  al. 2010, p. 351). We provide the belligerents with 
crucial financial and other ser vices; we support and sus-
tain the combatants who do the fighting; we pay our 
taxes, and in democracies we vote, providing the eco-
nomic and po liti cal resources without which war would 
be impossible. Our contributions to the state’s capacity 

• Discrimination: Intentionally attacking noncom-
batants is impermissible.

• Proportionality: Unintentionally harming 
noncombatants is permissible only if the harms 
are proportionate to the goals the attack is 
intended to achieve.

• Necessity: Unintentionally harming noncomba-
tants is permissible only if the least harmful 
means feasible are chosen.

 These princi ples presuppose that the victims of war 
fall into two classes— combatants and noncombatants. 
Combatants may be killed almost without constraint.4 
Noncombatants enjoy substantial protections. Com-
batants are members of the armed forces of a group at 
war, as well as  those who directly participate in hos-
tilities, including  those who have a continuous combat 
function. Noncombatants are not combatants. The 
bound aries are vague. What counts as direct participa-
tion in hostilities? When is one’s combat function con-
tinuous?  These are hard questions, and I do not an-
swer them  here.

Both international law and traditionalist just war 
theory assume that any combatant who adheres to 
 these three princi ples fights permissibly, regardless of 
what she is fighting for.5 This is the “moral equality of 
combatants,” also known as the “symmetry thesis” 
and, as I refer to it below, “combatant equality.”

Discrimination and combatant equality are the 
most controversial tenets in the traditionalist just war 
theory canon. (I discuss the princi ples of proportion-
ality and necessity more briefly at the end of this sec-
tion.) Walzer (2006b [1977]) argued that  people have 
fundamental rights to life and liberty, grounded in their 
moral status. Attacking  people in war can be justified 
only if  those rights are  either overridden or somehow 
lost. He argued that they could be overridden only in 
exceptional cases of “supreme emergency”—if attack-
ing noncombatants  were the only way to avert Nazi 
domination of Eu rope, for example. In the ordinary 
circumstances of warfare, an attack is permissible only 
if each of the victims has “through some act of his 
own . . .  surrendered or lost his rights” (Walzer 2006b 
[1977], p. 135). In general, “a legitimate act of war is 
one that does not violate the rights of the  people 
against whom it is directed” (p. 135).

Walzer (2006b [1977]) then argued that all combat-
ants, and only combatants, lose their rights to life and 
liberty (p. 136). First,  because they threaten the lives 
of  others, they lose their own right to life (p. 142). Sec-
ond, by joining the armed forces, a combatant has “al-
lowed himself to be made into a dangerous man” 
(p. 145) and thus surrenders his rights. Noncomba-
tants neither threaten  others nor make themselves 
dangerous, so they retain their rights and may not be 
attacked. Discrimination follows directly— and com-
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plying a double standard— talking up the responsibili-
ties of combatants, talking down  those of noncom-
batants (e.g., McMahan 2011). But they have also 
advanced new arguments to this end. McMahan (2011), 
for example, has argued that unjust combatants can be 
liable to be killed simply by virtue of being responsi-
ble for making just combatants reasonably believe that 
they are liable on ordinary grounds.  Others have aban-
doned Walzer’s individualist focus and argued that 
unjust combatants are liable  because they are com-
plicit in wrongdoing, even if they do not causally con-
tribute to it (Kamm 2004, Bazargan 2013).

 These arguments are troubling.  Whether we retain 
or lose our rights should depend only on what we our-
selves do. The complicity- based argument comes too 
close to making mere membership, even identity, a ba-
sis for losing one’s right to life. This is a chilling result. 
What’s more, if combatants are complicit in the wrong-
doing of their comrades- in- arms, then surely many 
noncombatants are also complicit in the wrongful ac-
tions of their military.

As to McMahan’s (2011) argument: Perhaps culpa
ble responsibility for  others’ false beliefs is relevant to 
permissible harm. It might be permissible for a police-
man to kill a prankster who pretends to be a suicide 
bomber. But that is  because the prankster is at fault. 
Phi los o phers typically agree that many unjust combat-
ants are not culpable for the injustice of their war (Mc-
Mahan 1994, Lazar 2010). Blameless responsibility for 
 others’ beliefs surely cannot make one a permissible 
target— although if it did, then that would resurrect 
combatant equality again, since most just combatants 
are also blamelessly responsible for unjust combatants’ 
reasonable belief that they are liable to be killed.

The second approach is moderate traditionalist. It 
endorses a moderate form of combatant equality, ac-
cording to which combatants are much more equal 
than the revisionists allow but not exactly equivalent. 
In most wars, many just combatants fight impermissi-
bly, and many unjust combatants fight permissibly. 
Still, unjust combatants whose actions contribute only 
to the advancement of their side’s unjust cause cannot 
fight permissibly, no  matter how scrupulously they ob-
serve the princi ples of discrimination, proportionality, 
and necessity. That said, they always fight less wrong-
fully when they observe  those princi ples.

The shortest route to moderate combatant equal-
ity starts by accepting that liability to be killed requires 
some fit between one’s be hav ior and the severity of that 
fate. This is lacking for almost all noncombatants. 
They simply  don’t do anything that can warrant los-
ing their right to life. This helps explain why killing 
noncombatants is so seriously wrong. But it also means 
that many unjust combatants retain their rights. The 
next step is to defend a princi ple I call “moral distinc-

give it the strength and support to concentrate on war. If 
the state’s war is unjust, then many noncombatants are 
responsible for contributing to wrongful threats. They 
are therefore permissible targets.

This is a troubling conclusion. But if we insist that 
noncombatants are simply not responsible enough to 
be liable to be killed in war, then we  will prob ably find 
that many unjust combatants also are not responsible 
enough to lose their rights (McMahan 1994).  Whether 
through fear, disgust, princi ple, or ineptitude, many 
combatants are wholly in effec tive in war, and contrib-
ute  little or nothing to threats posed by their side (Mar-
shall 1978, Grossman 1995). Many contribute no 
more to unjustified threats than do noncombatants. 
They also lack the mens rea that might make liability 
appropriate in the absence of a significant causal con-
tribution. They are simply unlucky. The loss of their 
right to life is not a fitting response to their conduct.

If we insist that intentional killing in war is permis-
sible only in supreme emergencies or when one’s tar-
gets have lost their right to life, and if, as seems plau-
sible, many unjust noncombatants and combatants are 
equally responsible for wrongful threats, then we face 
a dilemma. If the degree of responsibility required for 
liability to be killed is high, then noncombatants are 
protected in war; but so are many combatants—we 
would have to endorse a kind of near- pacifism. But if 
we lower the amount of responsibility required to lose 
one’s right to life, to ensure that we can fight other wise 
justified wars, then we also license much weaker pro-
tections for noncombatants than are currently pro-
vided by international law. If we care at all about the 
fit between one’s be hav ior and the loss of one’s right 
to life, then we must surely agree that many unjust 
combatants have done nothing that warrants their be-
coming liable to be killed. But if we  don’t care about 
fit, then we cannot deny that, in modern states, most 
adults contribute in some way to their government’s 
capacity to wage unjust wars, and so are potentially li-
able. This is the “responsibility dilemma” for just war 
theory (Lazar 2010).7

As with the jus ad bellum, we find that Walzer’s ac-
count of the jus in bello derived plausible conclusions 
from implausible premises. But the revisionists’ coun-
terarguments are not compelling enough to warrant 
jettisoning traditionalist conclusions without first seek-
ing to provide them with firmer foundations.

Phi los o phers have pursued three paths in response 
to this dilemma. In the first camp are the all- out revi-
sionists. Their task is to explain why killing apparently 
non- liable unjust combatants is permissible, without 
 either undermining noncombatant immunity or re-
opening the door to combatant equality. They do this 
by insisting that all and only unjust combatants are 
liable to be killed. Sometimes this clearly involves ap-
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ing entirely. But if you are  going to fight, then fight us.” 
This is a very  limited and conditional waiver of their 
rights against harm. But it does make harming  those 
combatants somewhat less objectionable than harming 
noncombatants, who do not waive their rights even to 
this  limited degree.

Just as we can show that killing innocent combat-
ants is not the worst kind of killing, we can also show 
that killing innocent civilians is especially objectionable 
(Lazar 2015). First, although killing civilians can some-
times be necessary in war (Lazar 2014), it is typically 
wholly wanton.

Second, killing civilians typically involves an espe-
cially objectionable mode of harmful agency— their 
suffering is used as a means to compel their compatri-
ots and leaders to end their war. Combatants, by con-
trast, are typically killed in order to avert the threat 
that they themselves pose. They are not used in the 
same way. Of course, at the strategic level, all the suf-
fering of war is used as a means to coerce the  enemy 
leadership. But the killing takes place at the tactical 
level, where  there is a robust difference between anti- 
civilian and anti- combatant vio lence.

Third,  because civilians are so rarely liable to be 
killed, attacking them involves a much bigger risk of 
violating their rights than does attacking combatants. 
Killing  people in a more reckless way is worse than 
 doing so when it is quite likely that they are liable. 
More precisely, killing an innocent person is more se-
riously wrongful the more likely it was that she was 
not liable to be killed (Lazar 2015).

Fourth, civilians are typically more vulnerable and 
defenseless than soldiers. The notions that we have spe-
cial duties to protect the vulnerable, and that harming 
the defenseless is especially objectionable, are as fun-
damental as the idea that we  ought not to harm the in-
nocent. Of course, sometimes soldiers are vulnerable 
and defenseless, and this explains why harming them 
is sometimes harder to justify (think, for example, of 
the “Highway of Death” in Iraq in 1991).

We have established that killing non- liable noncom-
batants is worse than killing non- liable combatants. 
We can sustain a deep opposition to anti- civilian vio-
lence and hold that killing non- liable combatants is 
sometimes permissible. As a result, I think that unjust 
combatants who fight to defend their own territory, 
their co- citizens, and their comrades- in- arms can some-
times fight permissibly (Kamm 2004, 2005, Hurka 
2005, Steinhoff 2008, Lazar 2013). This does not li-
cense them to make attacks that serve their unjust 
goals, but it does mean that combatant equality is 
closer to the truth than the revisionists believe.

Some traditionalists seek a more robust vindication 
of combatant equality. Three institutionalist arguments 
are especially prominent. The first is contractualist 

tion”: Killing noncombatants is worse than killing 
combatants. This is obviously true if the combatants 
are liable and the noncombatants are not; the challenge 
is to show that killing non- liable noncombatants is 
worse than killing non- liable combatants. If that is 
true, then it can be permissible to intentionally kill non- 
liable unjust combatants in war while non- liable un-
just noncombatants remain impermissible targets.

Of course, even if killing combatants is better than 
killing noncombatants, that does not mean it is permis-
sible. The third stage of the argument is to show that, 
since intentionally killing non- liable unjust combatants 
is not the most seriously wrongful kind of killing, it can 
be permissible even in ordinary wars. This allows us 
to deny pacifism, but it also supports the position of 
moderate combatant equality. If killing non- liable com-
batants is not the worst kind of killing, then it is easier 
to justify the use of lethal force against just combat-
ants by unjust combatants.

We can argue for the moral distinction princi ple by 
explaining  either why killing non- liable unjust combat-
ants is not the worst kind of killing or why killing non- 
liable noncombatants is especially seriously wrongful. 
On the first point, the revisionist arguments just con-
sidered can be mobilized. In par tic u lar, although I deny 
that one can lose the right to life merely by virtue of 
membership in the armed forces, perhaps one does 
have a special reason to bear cost to avert wrongdoing 
by members of groups to which one belongs, which 
somewhat lowers the barrier against permissible harm.

Additionally, many just combatants in many wars 
fight justly only through their good luck. They simply 
obey  orders. Every thing within their control could 
have been held constant, and they could have been 
fighting unjustly. I think that when combatants con-
form to  others’ rights only by accident, they have 
weaker grounds for complaint against being harmed 
than do noncombatants who more robustly re spect the 
rights of  others (Pettit 2015).

Further, when combatants kill other combatants, 
they typically believe that their cause is just and that 
killing combatants is an acceptable means to further 
it. I argue elsewhere that killing  people when you know 
that  doing so is wrong is more seriously objectionable 
than when you reasonably believe you are acting per-
missibly (Lazar 2015). Knowingly violating someone’s 
rights involves a special kind of disrespect for their 
moral standing.

Last, although combatants do not strictly consent 
to be killed by their adversaries, they do give their op-
ponents a  limited waiver of their rights. The role of the 
armed forces is to protect their noncombatant popu-
lation from the ravages of war. This means, in part, 
drawing fire away from that population. They implic-
itly say to their adversaries, “You  ought to cease fight-
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evant to the permissibility of our actions (Christopher 
1998). Many phi los o phers deny even this (e.g., Thom-
son 1986, Kamm 1993). Second, we need a coherent 
account of which  mental states  matter for permissibil-
ity, an account that sets intentions in context. My own 
view is that intentions do  matter to permissibility, 
 because intending to harm someone evinces greater dis-
respect for that person than merely foreseeing that 
one’s actions  will harm him. But the difference between 
intended and merely foreseen harm is not categorical. 
I cannot see why we would, for example, absolutely 
prohibit intentionally violating someone’s rights, while 
having a relatively permissive stance  toward merely 
foreseen violations of rights. The difference is one of 
degree, not of kind.

I therefore think that the absolute prohibition on 
targeting civilians in international law is not directly 
grounded in our first- order moral reasons. However, 
 here as elsewhere, hard cases make bad law: It is better 
to have an exceptionless princi ple at the heart of inter-
national law than to reflect the moral truth, lest the lat-
ter course lead to a serious increase in wrongful attacks 
on civilians. As it is formulated in international law, the 
discrimination princi ple is relatively clear and easy to 
apply (notwithstanding the difficulty of determining 
what counts as directly participating in hostilities). It is 
not a mere rule of thumb, since it is underpinned by the 
fact that killing civilians is worse than killing soldiers 
and the fact that intentional killing is worse than merely 
foreseen killing. But given  these differences in degree, 
discrimination translates them into a difference in kind 
for the sake of minimizing wrongful killing.

Proportionality and necessity raise a number of 
other in ter est ing questions, which I lack the space to 
address in depth. One issue that has been prominent 
in recent years is  whether, when calculating propor-
tionality, to discount the lives of civilians used as “in-
voluntary  human shields” by the  enemy. Pro- Israeli 
commentators have argued that Hamas’s putative re-
sponsibility for using civilians as cover diminishes the 
responsibility of the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) for 
their deaths (Walzer 2009). And they have argued that 
allowing Hamas to abuse the IDF’s moral restraint cre-
ates perverse incentives for  future conflicts (Keinon 
2014; for a philosophical version of the point, see Smi-
lansky 2010). Setting aside the disputed question of 
 whether Hamas did in fact use civilians in this way, the 
moral arguments merit further consideration. My own 
view is that they  don’t stand up.

First, according to this argument, civilians’ rights are 
diminished in weight by  those who use them, without 
their consent, as cover. This should be cause for con-
cern. We ordinarily think that we should lose or forfeit 
our rights against harm only through our own actions. 
Further, even if Hamas is responsible for using the civil-

(Benbaji 2008, 2011). On this view, the existing laws 
of war constitute a fair and optimal agreement among 
states and their populations, which allows all to sus-
tain disciplined armies, necessary for national defense 
and international stability. Combatants waive their 
rights not to be killed, in order to allow themselves to 
go to war without having to analyze the merits on 
 every occasion.

Although international law is clearly morally 
impor tant—if you fight within international law, then 
you cannot be equated to a common murderer, even if 
your cause is unjust— I think Benbaji’s (2008, 2011) 
view is too narrowly statist, and it cannot explain how 
combatants pursuing an unjust goal can proportion-
ately kill non- liable noncombatants. If their ends are 
evil, they cannot justify any of the evil that they do.

The second argument appeals to the authority of 
domestic law. Just as we have an obligation to obey the 
laws of our state, so combatants are obliged to obey 
their state’s  orders to fight (for discussion, see Estlund 
2007, Renzo 2013, Ryan 2016). Again, although I 
agree that this is a genuine moral reason, it is not 
weighty enough to license other wise wrongful killing.

The third argument grounds combatant equality in 
its long- term results, arguing that the existing laws of 
war limit the suffering caused by war (Dill & Shue 
2012, Shue 2013, Waldron 2016).  Because combatants 
and their leaders almost always believe their cause to 
be just, requiring unjust combatants to lay down their 
arms would be wholly in effec tive, and the additional 
permissions for just combatants would be abused by 
all sides. The existing laws of war are a necessary com-
promise with harsh real ity.

As already noted, this argument is certainly plau-
sible, but leaves impor tant gaps. Of course the laws of 
war should be sensitive to predictable noncompliance, 
but that  doesn’t tell us what we  ought to do in war. 
And we cannot premise that question on the assump-
tion that we  will predictably act impermissibly (Lazar 
& Valentini 2017). We need to know both what the 
laws of war should be and what we  ought to do, faced 
with dif fer ent situations in war.

Endorsing moral distinction brings us close to vin-
dicating international law. But it does not take us the 
 whole way. Discrimination prohibits intentional at-
tacks on civilians; proportionality licenses unintended 
but foreseen harms; moral distinction gives no special 
role to intentions. To justify current international law, 
we need to go further.  Doing so takes us into one of 
the oldest debates in normative ethics, concerning the 
“doctrine of double effect” (see Quinn 1989, Rickless 
1997, McIntyre 2001, Delaney 2006, Thomson 2008, 
Tadros 2015).

We can defend this princi ple in two stages. First, we 
have to show that  mental states in general can be rel-
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Jeff McMahan, and David Rodin, whose guidance was so cru-
cial when I first approached  these topics, and whose work has 
so much informed my own.

1. On the relationship between the morality of war and the 
law of war, see the broadly traditionalist arguments of Shue 
(2008, 2010, 2013) and Lazar (2012a); the morally but not le-
gally revisionist arguments of McMahan (2008, 2010a); and the 
morally and legally revisionist arguments of Rodin (2011). For 
a book- length treatment of the topic, see Haque (2017).

2. Taylor (1995) provides a useful starting point for con-
sidering evaluative collectivism, as do List & Pettit (2011) for 
descriptive collectivism.

3. Walzer’s work focuses on the importance of po liti cal sov-
ereignty but says  little about territorial rights. To date,  little has 
been written about the role of territory in just cause (though 
see Stilz 2014).

4. Other princi ples prohibit harming combatants in par-
tic u lar ways— for example, with poisonous gas.

5. Article 43 of the first additional protocol of the Geneva 
Conventions states explic itly that “combatants . . .  have the 
right to participate directly in hostilities.” The Preamble, mean-
while, makes clear that  these princi ples apply “without any 
adverse distinction based on the nature or origin of the armed 
conflict or on the  causes espoused by or attributed to the Par-
ties to the conflict.”

6. The views in this and the next paragraph are widely 
shared. Some of the most significant sources are Rodin (2002), 
McPherson (2004), Arneson (2006), McMahan (2009), Fabre 
(2012), and Frowe (2014).

7. Some phi los o phers are happier than I am to skirt close to 
 those extremes. Frowe (2014) endorses the responsibility view’s 
troubling implications for the discrimination princi ple.  Others 
(Rodin 2014, May 2015) endorse a form of contingent pacifism.
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ians as cover, that does not diminish the IDF’s responsi-
bility for the resulting deaths— responsibility is not zero 
sum. Last, using  these civilians as a means to deter 
 future abuses of the IDF’s moral restraint is even more 
objectionable than harming them as a side effect.

With re spect to necessity, the most potent recent de-
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view to avoiding, and in any event to minimizing, in-
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age to civilian objects” (Article 57, first additional 
protocol to the Geneva Conventions). This princi ple 
has deep moral foundations, which recent just war 
theory has helped bring to light (see especially Walzer 
2006b [1977], p. 155, McMahan 2010b, Lazar 2012b, 
Luban 2014). Combatants are required to bear signifi-
cant costs to reduce the risk to civilians. But how 
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Conclusion

The last two de cades have been turbulent for just war 
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throwing into question the hard- won consensus at the 
heart of international law and practice. But as the de-
bate has evolved, the more radical revisionist conclu-
sions have been shown to depend mostly on a  limited 
conceptual palette. Grounding our account of the eth-
ics of war in our intuitions about small- scale cases of 
self- defense is like grounding our theory of distributive 
justice in the princi ples appropriate to shipwrecked 
castaways dividing up cowrie shells on a desert island. 
Undoubtedly we can learn something about the moral-
ity of war from  those highly simplified interpersonal 
cases. But we must also think about war itself. Once 
we expand our focus, we quickly find that the core of 
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NOTES

This article draws on all my work in just war theory, so the 
acknowl edgments would be as long as the bibliography if I 
thanked every one. But I owe par tic u lar gratitude to Henry Shue, 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   37 5/24/21   11:49 PM



38  Just War Theory

Lazar S. 2013. Associative duties and the ethics of killing in war. 
J. Pract. Ethics 1(1):3–48

Lazar S. 2014. Necessity and non- combatant immunity. Rev. 
Int. Stud. 40(1):53–76

Lazar S. 2015. Sparing Civilians. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. 
Press

Lazar S, Frowe H, eds. 2016. The Oxford Handbook of Ethics 
of War. New York: Oxford Univ. Press

Lazar S, Valentini L. 2017. Proxy  battles in just war theory: jus 
in bello, the site of justice, and feasibility constraints. In Ox
ford Studies in Po liti cal Philosophy III, ed. P Vallentyne, D 
Sobel, S Wall. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. Press. In press

Lippert- Rasmussen. 2013. Global injustice and redistributive 
wars. Law Ethics Philos. 1(1):65–86

List C, Pettit P. 2011. Group Agency: The Possibility, Design, 
and Status of Corporate Agents. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. 
Press

Luban D. 1980a. The romance of the nation- state. Philos. Pub
lic Aff. 9(4):392–97

Luban D. 1980b. Just war and  human rights. Philos. Public Aff. 
9(2):160–81

Luban D. 2014. Risk taking and force protection. In Reading 
Walzer, ed. Y Benbaji, N Sussman, pp. 230–56. New York: 
Routledge

Marshall SLA. 1978. Men against Fire: The Prob lem of  Battle 
Command in  Future War. Gloucester, UK: Peter Smith

Mavrodes GI. 1975. Conventions and the morality of war. Phi
los. Public Aff. 4(2):117–31

May L. 2012.  After War Ends: A Philosophical Perspective. 
Cambridge and New York: Cambridge Univ. Press

May L. 2015. Contingent Pacifism: Revisiting Just War Theory. 
New York: Cambridge Univ. Press

McIntyre  A. 2001.  Doing away with double effect. Ethics 
111(2):219–55

McMahan J. 1994. Innocence, self- defense and killing in war. 
J. Polit. Philos. 2(3):193–221

McMahan  J. 2004. War as self- defense. Ethics Int. Aff. 
18(1):75–80

McMahan J. 2008. The morality of war and the law of war. In 
Just and Unjust Warriors: The Moral and  Legal Status of 
Soldiers, ed. D Rodin, H Shue, pp. 19–43. Oxford, UK: Ox-
ford Univ. Press

McMahan J. 2009. Killing in War. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. 
Press

McMahan J. 2010a. Laws of war. In The Philosophy of Inter
national Law, ed. S Besson, J Tasioulas, pp. 493–510. New 
York: Oxford Univ. Press

McMahan  J. 2010b. The just distribution of harm between 
combatants and noncombatants. Philos. Public Aff. 
38(4):342–79

McMahan J. 2011. Who is morally liable to be killed in war? 
Analy sis 71(3):544–59

McMahan J. 2016. Proportionality and necessity. See Lazar & 
Frowe 2016

McPherson L. 2004. Innocence and responsibility in war. Can. 
J. Philos. 34(4):485–506

Øverland G. 2013. 602 and one dead: on contribution to global 
poverty and liability to defensive force. Eur. J. Philos. 
21(2):279–99

Pettit P. 2015. The Robust Demands of the Good. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford Univ. Press

Delaney NF. 2006. Two cheers for “closeness”: terror, target-
ing and double effect. Philos. Stud. 137(3):335–67

Dill J, Shue H. 2012. Limiting the killing in war: military ne-
cessity and the St. Petersburg assumption. Ethics Int. Aff. 
26(3):311–33

Doppelt G. 1978. Walzer’s theory of morality in international 
relations. Philos. Public Aff. 8(1):3–26

Downes  A. 2006. Desperate times, desperate mea sures: the 
 causes of civilian victimization in war. Int. Secur. 30(4): 
152–95

Emerton P, Handfield T. 2009. Order and affray: defensive priv-
ileges in warfare. Philos. Public Aff. 37(4):382–414

Emerton P, Handfield T. 2014. Understanding the po liti cal de-
fensive privilege. See Fabre & Lazar 2014, pp. 40–65

Estlund D. 2007. On following  orders in an unjust war. J. Polit. 
Philos. 15(2):213–34

Fabre C. 2008. Cosmopolitanism, just war theory and legiti-
mate authority. Int. Aff. 84(5):963–76

Fabre C. 2012. Cosmopolitan War. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. 
Press

Fabre C. 2014. Cosmopolitanism and wars of self- defence. See 
Fabre & Lazar 2014, pp. 90–114

Fabre C, Lazar S, eds. 2014. The Morality of Defensive War. 
Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. Press

Finlay CJ. 2010. Legitimacy and non- state po liti cal vio lence. 
J. Polit. Philos. 18(3):287–312

Frowe H. 2014. Defensive Killing. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. 
Press

Gross M. 2010. Moral Dilemmas of Modern War: Torture, As
sassination and Blackmail in an Age of Asymmetric Con
flict. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univ. Press

Grossman  D. 1995. On Killing: The Psychological Cost of 
Learning to Kill in War and Society. London: Back Bay 
Books

Haque AA. 2017. Law and Morality at War. Oxford, UK: Ox-
ford Univ. Press. In press

Hurka T. 2005. Proportionality in the morality of war. Philos. 
Public Aff. 33(1):34–66

Hurka  T. 2007. Liability and just cause. Ethics Int. Aff. 
21(2):199–218

Kamm FM. 1993. Morality, Mortality. New York: Oxford Univ. 
Press

Kamm FM. 2004. Failures of just war theory: terror, harm, and 
justice. Ethics 114(4):650–92

Kamm FM. 2005. Terror and collateral damage: are they per-
missible? J. Ethics 9(3):381–401

Keinon H. 2014. PM: Terrorists watching  whether world gives 
immunity for attacks from schools, homes. Jerusalem Post 
Aug. 6

Kutz C. 2005. The difference uniforms make: collective vio-
lence in criminal law and war. Philos. Public Aff. 33(2): 
148–80

Kutz C. 2014. Democracy, defence, and the threat of interven-
tion. See Fabre & Lazar 2014, pp. 229–46

Lazar S. 2010. The responsibility dilemma for Killing in War: a 
review essay. Philos. Public Aff. 38(2):180–213

Lazar S. 2012a. Morality and law of war. In Companion to Phi
losophy of Law, ed. A Marmor, pp. 364–79. New York: 
Routledge

Lazar S. 2012b. Necessity in self- defense and war. Philos. Pub
lic Aff. 40(1):3–44

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   38 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Dale C. Copeland  39

Statman D. 2014. Fabre’s crusade for justice: why we should 
not join. Law Philos. 33(3):337–60

Steinhoff U. 2008. Jeff McMahan on the moral in equality of 
combatants. J. Polit. Philos. 16(2):220–26

Stilz A. 2014. Territorial rights and national defence. See Fabre 
& Lazar 2014, pp. 203–28

Tadros V. 2015. Wrongful intentions without closeness. Philos. 
Public Aff. 43(1):52–74

Taylor C. 1995. Irreducibly social goods. In Philosophical Ar
guments, pp. 127–45. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press

Temkin LS. 1993. In equality. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. Press
Thomson JJ. 1986. Rights, Restitution, and Risk: Essays in 

Moral Theory. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press
Thomson JJ. 2008. Turning the trolley. Philos. Public Aff. 

36(4):359–74
Valentino B, Huth P, Croco S. 2010. Bear any burden? How de-

mocracies minimize the costs of war. J. Polit. 72(2):528–44
Waldron J. 2016. Deep morality and the laws of war. See Lazar 

& Frowe 2016
Walzer M. 2006a. Terrorism and just war. Philosophia 34(1): 

3–12
Walzer M. 2006b (1977). Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Ar

gument with Historical Illustrations. New York: Basic 
Books. 5th ed.

Walzer M. 2009. Responsibility and proportionality in state and 
nonstate wars. Par ameters Spring: 40–52.

Wasserstrom R. 1978. Book review: Just and Unjust Wars: A 
Moral Argument with Historical Illustrations. Harvard Law 
Rev. 92(2):536–45.

Zohar NJ. 1993. Collective war and individualistic ethics: 
against the conscription of “self- defense.” Polit. Theory 
21(4): 606–22.

Quinn WS. 1989. Actions, intentions, and consequences: the 
doctrine of double effect. Philos. Public Aff. 18(4):334–51

Renzo M. 2013. Demo cratic authority and the duty to fight un-
just wars. Analy sis 73(4):668–76

Rickless SC. 1997. The doctrine of  doing and allowing. Philos. 
Rev. 106(4):555–75

Rodin D. 2002. War and Self Defense. Oxford, UK: Clarendon
Rodin D. 2011. Morality and law in war. In The Changing 

Character of War, ed. S Scheipers, H Strachan, pp. 446–63. 
Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. Press

Rodin D. 2014. The myth of national self- defence. See Fabre & 
Lazar 2014, pp. 69–89

Ryan C. 2016. Pacifism. See Lazar & Frowe 2016
Schwenkenbecher A. 2013. Rethinking legitimate authority. In 

Routledge Handbook of Ethics and War: Just War Theory 
in the 21st  Century, ed. F Allhoff, N Evans, A Henschke, 
pp. 161–70. New York: Routledge

Shue H. 1997. Eroding sovereignty: the advance of princi ple. 
In The Morality of Nationalism, ed. R McKim, J McMa-
han, pp. 340–59. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. Press

Shue H. 2008. Do we need a morality of war? In Just and Un
just Warriors: The Moral and  Legal Status of Soldiers, ed. 
D Rodin, H Shue, pp. 87–111. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. 
Press

Shue H. 2010. Laws of war. In The Philosophy of International 
Law, ed. S Besson, pp. 511–30. New York: Oxford Univ. 
Press

Shue H. 2013. Laws of war, morality, and international poli-
tics: compliance, stringency, and limits. Leiden J. Int. Law 
26(2):271–92

Smilansky  S. 2010. When does morality win? Ratio 23(1): 
102–10

Systematic Theory and the  Future of  Great Power War 
and Peace

DALE C. COPELAND

Dale C. Copeland, “Systematic Theory and the  Future of  Great Power War and Peace,” in The Oxford Handbook of Interna
tional Security, ed. Alexandra Gheciu and William C. Wohlforth (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018). © 2018 Oxford 
University Press; reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLSclear.

This [article] is animated by a  simple question: Are the 
core systemic theories of  great power war and peace 
still relevant in the modern age of intercontinental mis-
siles and the threat of thermonuclear war? Put some-
what differently, could one seriously imagine  either 
China or the United States choosing to launch a major 
war against the other, as  great powers did as recently 
as 1914, 1939, and 1941? If our initial reaction is to 
answer “no” to both versions of the question, it might 
seem clear that causes- of- war scholarship needs a fun-
damental refocus of its efforts— away from its tradi-

tional emphasis on  great power war  toward issues of 
regional conflicts, civil strife, or perhaps  great power 
coercion short of war (e.g., economic sanctions). It 
does seem self- evident that neither Beijing nor Wash-
ington would see any “value” in deliberately initiating 
a full- scale conflict against the other.1 But if the expe-
rience of the Cold War has taught us anything, it is that 
 great powers in the nuclear age can still get frighten-
ingly close to total war through escalating suspicions, 
military mobilizations, and events such as the 1962 
Cuban Missile Crisis. Indeed, a fundamental goal of US 
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choose, both sides would greatly prefer continued peace 
or even a humiliating swerve to  actual thermonuclear 
war.5 For Schelling, this means that states, to get what 
they want, can only “manipulate the risk” of a slide into 
nuclear war by pulling the other onto the slippery slope 
to war and hoping it swerves first. In a world where no 
state is rational to initiate nuclear war, it might still be 
rational for each side to use the risk of an inadvertent 
nuclear war to achieve its foreign policy ends. The Berlin 
and Cuban crises of 1961–62, as Schelling suggests, can 
be seen in this light.  Needless to say,  there are few leaders 
that would want to use this tool of statecraft on an on-
going basis (sometimes when one rocks the boat, it does 
go over).6 And  because cold wars increase the chance of 
crises breaking out, leaders are also disinclined to fall 
into such intense rivalries if they can avoid them.

Any theory of  great power war worth its salt, there-
fore, must be able to explain why  great powers that 
have been peacefully cooperating for some time— the 
United States and China since 1985, for example— 
would ever take actions that might lead to a cold war 
or to crises that raise the prospect of an undesired slide 
into nuclear conflict. Surprisingly, however,  there are 
very few such theories in the field of International Re-
lations. Consider some of the most prominent theories 
of  great power politics and war, and how they fare in 
a world of nuclear weapons.

Classical Realism

Classical realists argue that systems where states exist 
in a “balance of power,” with all  great powers essen-
tially equal in relative power, are likely to be peaceful.7 
 Great power wars occur only when one state becomes 
significantly superior in military power and can thus 
contemplate a bid to take over the system. Multiple 
systems make this more difficult, since smaller  great 
powers can use alliances to deter superior actors by 
raising the costs of war and the risks of defeat. But such 
actors, as Germany showed twice in the twentieth 
 century, may still decide to take on the system  because 
of their superiority in military power (Morgenthau 
1978; Gluck 1962). Yet such a theory, as it stands, has 
 little predictive power in a world of nuclear second- 
strike capability. Even a state with overwhelming “nu-
clear superiority” in the number of weapons and 
launch vehicles— such as the United States in the 1950s 
and  today— would be extremely unlikely to launch a 
war against another nuclear power. It would take only 
a few retaliatory strikes by the other to make “victory” 
meaningless and war thus irrational.8

Power Transition Theory

The same prob lem hangs over classical realism’s main 
challenger, power transition theory (or hegemonic sta-

policy- makers for the past three de cades, both Demo-
cratic and Republican, has been the avoidance of a new 
cold war with China, precisely  because of the risks of 
an unintended escalation to  great power war that ac-
company such intense rivalries.

To show that our theories of war are still relevant 
to the modern era, therefore, it is imperative that we 
demonstrate that they can explain why states shift 
from cooperation  toward hard- line policies that in-
crease the likelihood of  either a cold war competition 
or an  actual crisis that could spiral to nuclear war. Un-
fortunately, few of our most well- known systemic 
theories of war, including classical realism, power tran-
sition theory, neorealism, and the bargaining model of 
war, are presently set up to do this.2 Almost invariably, 
 these theories are built around the logical premise that 
actors  either initiate war or they do not, depending on 
certain specified conditions. Such a premise may help 
to create a foundation for explaining why states might 
“choose” war over peace— usually within the larger 
paradigm of “rational choice” theory. But they typi-
cally are not equipped to explain why leaders might 
engage in actions that knowingly increase the risk of a 
slide into an inadvertent war, that is, a war that, prior 
to the action taken (e.g., crisis initiation), no actor 
would ever want to see come about.3

The purpose of this [article] is to help correct this 
oversight by discussing theories that are already set up 
to explain be hav ior that increases the likelihood of spi-
raling into war, and also to suggest ways that other 
theories might be adjusted to achieve this necessary 
goal. In this sense, the [article’s] objective is not to ar-
gue that some theories are better than  others simply 
 because they capture the prob lem of inadvertent spi-
raling. Rather, it is to show that all theories of  great 
power war are relevant in the modern age, must be at-
tuned to this prob lem, and adjusted accordingly, even 
if deductive or formal theorizing is made much more 
complicated in the pro cess.

Theories of  Great Power War and the 
Nuclear Question

The prob lem of building useful theories of  great power 
war in the nuclear age was identified more than half a 
 century ago by Thomas Schelling. Schelling’s argument 
was straightforward: given that states cannot actually 
use nuclear weapons in the traditional Clausewitzian 
sense—to grab and hold territory to advance national 
po liti cal objectives— they are at best only devices to co-
erce  others into offering concessions they would not 
other wise make (Schelling 1966).4 Yet how they do this 
is unique.  Great powers with nuclear weapons are in the 
ultimate Chicken game. They both might like to get the 
other to “swerve” by conceding on a par tic u lar foreign 
policy issue or territorial interest. Yet if they had to 
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power war across time by invoking a constant such as 
polarity. Why did dangerous nuclear crises that risked 
nuclear war occur in the early 1960s, but  were few and 
far between  after 1965 and especially  after 1985?

One might argue that Mearsheimer’s theory does 
have an extra variable drawn from classical realism 
and deterrence theory— the relative equality or in-
equality of the military power balance—to explain 
changes in the propensity of war within multipolarity 
or bi polar ity. Yet  because he seeks to explain only why 
states might choose to initiate war, not why they might 
decide to engage in hard- line policies that increase the 
risk of inadvertent war, he has no theoretical explana-
tion for why  great powers might consciously accept the 
risks that cold wars and nuclear crises entail in the 
modern world—or why they might indeed moderate 
their policies to avoid  these risks. Mearsheimer’s “of-
fensive” version of neorealism might seem to suggest 
that  because states are forced to assume the worst 
about the other’s intentions, they  will be continually 
engaging in assertive be hav ior to expand their spheres, 
even at the risk of  actual  great power war. But this 
constant— the worst- case assumption— cannot explain 
why for de cades states such as the United States and 
China  after 1985 would be so prudently cautious in 
their diplomatic relations.13

More to the point, a theory based on a worst- case 
assumption cannot explain the conditions  under which 
 either side might decide to initiate be hav iors that would 
indeed get them into a cold war or worse. Mearsheimer 
might invoke the costs of nuclear war as a cost pa ram-
e ter keeping the two moderate in be hav ior.14 But costs 
and risks are two separate variables— one involves 
“given” expenses  after war occurs, the other the prob-
ability that war occurs at all. Without a theory to ex-
plain the willingness to get out on the slippery slope to 
a nuclear war, therefore, offensive neorealism is only a 
theory of sphere consolidation and low- level incremen-
tal expansion, not a theory that helps us explain the 
conditions for  great power war and peace.

Bargaining Model of War

We  will see in a moment that the defensive realist 
strand of neorealism, when combined with a dynamic 
view of relative power, does help us overcome the lim-
itations of the offensive realist position. But for now it 
is worth investigating the value of perhaps the most 
influential theory of international conflict for the last 
two de cades, namely, the bargaining model of war.

The original formulation of the model (Fearon 1995) 
identified two main ways that a “rationalist” war be-
tween power ful actors could come about: information 
asymmetries and commitment prob lems.15 In the first 
mechanism, if two  great powers have private informa-
tion about their own willingness to pay the costs of war, 

bility theory). It argues that the presence of one hege-
monically dominant state keeps the peace, while the 
rise of the second- ranked  great power to essential 
equality with the former hegemony leads to war. The 
rising actor initiates war at this point of “power tran-
sition”  because it now has incentives to alter the sys-
tem through war to get the goodies (status, territory, 
economic concessions) that it has been historically 
denied.9

Power transition theory has a fundamental logical 
flaw at its heart: actors still rising in power always have 
an incentive to avoid war so they can fight  later if nec-
essary at less cost and risk. This means that any “power 
transition” point of military equality has no magical 
causal power to drive rising states into an initiation of 
war (Copeland 2000: 13–14).10 The theory, however, 
makes even less sense when the equality of power is 
mea sured in terms of nuclear weapons. A China that 
grew to equality with the United States in nuclear 
throw- weight might believe the Chicken game was 
now between equal Mac trucks, rather than (as previ-
ously) a Mac truck and a VW bug. But thermonuclear 
war is still thermonuclear war, and no  great power 
would willingly choose it just to gain goodies it be-
lieves it deserves. To be sure, such a state might be 
more willing to engage in Schellingesque “rocking the 
boat” to play upon the other’s unwillingness to risk 
drowning in a nuclear sea. Yet as with classical real-
ism, we cannot understand the triggers for such risk- 
taking be hav ior without theorizing the causal mecha-
nisms linking changes in the distribution of power with 
the willingness of actors to assume increased risks of 
inadvertent war through hard- line policies.11 Other-
wise, power transition theory has  little practical value 
in  today’s world, even if the logical flaw that argues 
that rising powers initiate conflicts is corrected.

Neorealism

Neorealist theories of  great power war are similarly 
 limited by their failure to deal with inadvertent war. 
Kenneth Waltz (1979, 1989) and John Mearsheimer 
(2001) have argued that bipolar systems are more sta-
ble than multipolar systems, mainly  because the level 
of uncertainty is greater in the latter than the former, 
leading some actors to initiate wars that they think 
they can win quickly and easily. Yet surprisingly, both 
theorists are also famous for arguing that nuclear 
weapons provide the ultimate deterrent, making wars 
between nuclear  great powers very unlikely, essentially 
regardless of the polarity of the system. Aside from the 
fact that the Cold War is their only example of bipolar 
stability— meaning any “peace” from 1945 to 1990 
was clearly overdetermined by the presence of nuclear 
weapons12— the Waltz- Mearsheimer neorealist logic 
cannot explain variations in the probability of  great 
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specifically, they must work from the assumption that 
states make their calculations based on their probabi-
listic assessments of the risks of action versus the risks 
of non- action, that is, of becoming more hard- line ver-
sus staying more soft- line.

Defensive Realism

This is where the insights of defensive realism have 
proved particularly helpful. Defensive realists stress the 
tragic real ity of security dilemmas: the inability of one 
state to increase its security through  things such as 
arms buildups and alliances without si mul ta neously di-
minishing the security of other states,  either  because 
such actions can suggest that the first state may be pre-
paring for war or  because they improve its relative 
ability to fight and win in a war. Other states can be 
expected to respond with similar mea sures, mea sures 
that end up reducing the security of the state that starts 
the ball rolling. Actors can thus find themselves in a 
spiral of increasing hostility and mistrust that puts 
both sides on a “hair- trigger” and increases the chances 
that dangerous crises may occur that lead to  actual war 
(Jervis 1976, 1978; Glaser 1997, 2010; Booth and 
Wheeler 2008; Kydd 2005; Van Evera 1999). For this 
reason, defensive realists reject the worst- case assump-
tion of offensive realists, arguing that such an as-
sumption  will lead to overly hard- line policies by both 
parties and a reduction, not “maximization,” of the se-
curity of the players (Glaser 2010).

Defensive realism has proved particularly useful in 
explaining why states that have been relatively peace-
ful with each other—or even allies, as the United States 
and Rus sia had been during the Second World War— 
might fall into a spiral of arms racing and hostile pos-
turing that greatly increases the risks of  great power 
war. The main prob lem with defensive realism is a 
 simple one: it assumes that the leaders are not aware 
of the risks of spiraling prior to the spiral, and that “if 
only” they had been aware, or had understood that the 
other was also seeking security, they would not have 
upped the ante through hard- line policies that trigger 
the spiral. Yet a properly defined rationalist logic must 
assume that leaders do indeed understand the prob lem 
of security dilemmas, and that they know they can trig-
ger undesired escalation by their own policies. If we 
start with this assumption, the puzzle of  great power 
politics becomes this: Why do actors ever switch from 
moderate policies that keep the risks of spiraling low 
to hard- line actions that knowingly increase  those 
risks? If the “crash” in nuclear Chicken is so unaccept-
able, why do actors ever engage in actions that in-
crease the risk of one?20

 There is a deeper issue lurking  behind this question. 
Scholars and policy officials have understood for de-
cades that any  great power stand- off in the nuclear era 

they might initiate a crisis or small- scale war against a 
third party, thinking the other  great power lacks the re-
solve to fight to defend its interests. If costly signals 
through mobilization and public statements of resolve 
fail to overcome the information asymmetry, both sides 
may fail to make sufficient concessions for a deal that 
both sides prefer to war, leading one of the states to ini-
tiate  actual  great power war. In the second mechanism, 
one state fears the other’s  future intentions,  either in the 
short term or long term. The other may be unable to 
credibly promise not to attack  later  because it has an 
incentive to hide its true desires. This may lead the first 
state to attack now  because it believes the other is pre-
paring for immediate attack (preemptive war) or 
 because it believes the other is growing in military 
power and  will attack  later once it has reached a point 
of military advantage (preventive war).  Either way, the 
inability of states to commit to being nice  later can lead 
actors fearing a diminution of their military position to 
attack now for fear of the  future.

Fearon’s bargaining model of war has had an enor-
mous impact on the studies of both coercion through 
crisis and war itself.16 The model helps us establish the 
conditions  under which states  will or  will not reach a 
bargain that both might other wise prefer [rather than] 
have to fight a war. Yet when it comes to the study of 
 great power war in the nuclear era, it suffers from the 
same prob lem previously discussed. In pretty well  every 
formalization of the bargaining model logic, states are 
assumed to simply choose war as better than the next 
best alternative, namely,  either the status quo (if the ac-
tor forgoes a “crisis stage” and simply attacks) or “back-
ing down” (within any crisis that might arise).17 Such a 
theoretical move is driven by the focus of uncertainty 
about the other’s current intentions or resolve, with the 
presumption that if a state believes the other is Chicken, 
it  will push forward, but if it believes the other has 
Prisoners’ Dilemma or Stag Hunt payoffs and thus 
 will indeed choose war over backing down, then mak-
ing a deal is preferred.18 But in the nuclear age, direct 
 great power conflict is and always remains a Chicken 
game, since no state would rationally choose to initiate 
a war that would lead to thermonuclear destruction. As 
Schelling stresses, no state can credibly claim to prefer 
war to giving up a small part of its sphere or to the loss 
of a neutral third party. But it can still credibly commu-
nicate its willingness to risk an uncontrollable slide into 
general war that it knows it neither prefers to the status 
quo nor to making concessions.19

This means that bargaining approaches to war, if 
they are  going to be relevant to modern  great power 
politics, must build into their logics the exogenous 
risks of inadvertent spiraling to war that rise as both a 
function of overall hostility levels (as when states shift 
from relative peace to cold war) and the intensity of 
any crises that arise within an ongoing rivalry. More 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   42 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Dale C. Copeland  43

risk setting off a cold war spiral, let alone initiate a full- 
blown nuclear crisis. China since 1990 has occasion-
ally experienced temporary economic prob lems. But 
 because its overall trends have been so positive, it has 
been very reluctant to do anything that might spark a 
return to cold war politics. A state anticipating steep 
decline if it remains cooperative, on the other hand, is 
much more likely to turn to containment to prevent 
this decline, notwithstanding the greater probability of 
 great power war. This was the US situation in 1945 
coming out of the Second World War. Harry Truman 
understood that continuing the war time cooperation 
with the Soviet Union would only allow it to develop 
its now larger territorial base of power in Eurasia. He 
thus de cided to end economic lend- lease aid, restrict 
reparation payments from western Germany, and ex-
pand on Roo se velt’s policy of projecting US air power 
from bases surrounding the Soviet Union. He was well 
aware by mid-1945 that such policies would spark a 
cold war, but he  adopted them as better than allowing 
the Soviets to grow unimpeded.24

Fortunately the United States has been in a more fa-
vorable situation over the last three de cades than it 
faced in 1945. China may be closing the GNP gap, but 
 there is no reason to think it  will inevitably overtake 
Amer i ca in total economic or technological power. And 
when one considers per capita GNP, it is clear that the 
United States  will remain supreme for a long time to 
come (Brooks and Wohlforth 2015–16). This means 
that while Washington might “pivot” to Asia to signal 
its commitment to Asian allies, it has no need to embark 
on a Trumanesque containment of China, especially 
given the downside risks that a new cold war would 
entail (Copeland 2000: 240–45, 2015: 436–44).

A key related  factor is a state’s expectations of the 
 future commercial environment, and how any actions 
it undertakes to shore up its position might shape the 
other’s expectations of  future trade. Trade between 
 great powers and their spheres is a major source of eco-
nomic growth for the actors. If they expect other  great 
powers  will continue this trade into the  future, they 
 will have reason to maintain relatively moderate poli-
cies. This  will avoid pushing the other into restrictive 
commercial policies that destroy current trade benefits. 
It  will also reduce the chance that the states might in-
voke a “trade- security spiral,” whereby actions by one 
 great power to contain the other’s economic growth 
lead the second actor to build up its military strength 
and control over its commercial sphere, which only 
leads the first actor to increase its economic restrictions 
out of fear of the other’s long- term intentions (Cope-
land 2015: 10–12, 39–49, 429–39).

The dramatic changes in the US- Japanese relation-
ship from 1920 to 1941 illustrate the importance of the 
trade dimension in  great power politics. In the 1920s, 
when trade relations  were positive, Tokyo and Wash-

is similar to the 1950s game of teen agers driving 
 toward each other at breakneck speeds, hoping to get 
the other to swerve first. Yet International Relations 
(IR) theorists rarely ask the prior question: Why do ac-
tors decide to “get on the road” in the first place? Why 
not use moderation and quiet bargaining to avoid put-
ting one’s reputation on the line, and thus being forced 
into playing such a dangerous game?21 If  great power 
leaders are aware of the perils of security- dilemma spi-
raling, as they clearly are,22 we must turn to an inves-
tigation of exogenous  factors that change leaders’ cal-
culation, leading them to accept the increased risks of 
spiraling and inadvertent war. If the life of  great pow-
ers is about trade- offs, then their willingness to “up the 
ante” in the nuclear age  will be a function of the kinds 
of  things that force leaders to make choices they would 
other wise not want to make.

Dynamic Neorealism

My own scholarly efforts to grapple with the above 
prob lems have led me to seek to integrate the insights 
of offensive realism and defensive realism into a more 
dynamic neorealist view of international politics. This 
dynamic neorealist position stresses the  factors exter-
nal to a state that can change its assessment of its long- 
term power position and security, and thus its willing-
ness to accept the risks of spiraling. Declining power 
has been a major reason for large- scale wars between 
 great powers in the pre- nuclear era.23 Yet leaders of 
nuclear  great powers also worry about relative decline. 
They know that they face difficult least- of- many- evils 
decisions to deal with it. If they continue with moder-
ate policies in an effort to avoid spiraling, they know 
that the state may become more vulnerable to attack 
 later on or be subject to efforts by growing adversar-
ies to whittle down the state’s sphere of influence. Yet 
if they switch to more hard- line policies in order to 
avert decline, they might increase the probability of an 
inadvertent slide into war through a spiral of hostility 
and mistrust (Copeland 2000: chap. 2 and 2015: 8–12, 
42–44, 430–31). What  factors  will drive an actor’s de-
cision to shift to increasingly hard- line be hav ior, de-
spite knowledge of the risks of triggering a security- 
dilemma spiral? By focusing our attention on  these 
 factors, within a logic that accepts that  great power 
decision- making is all about trade- offs, we can begin 
to build a theoretical foundation that can predict when 
 great powers, even in the nuclear age,  will adopt poli-
cies that lead to cold wars and dangerous crises such 
as occurred in 1961 and 1962.

The first most obvious  factor is a leader’s assess-
ment of the depth and inevitability of any decline cur-
rently taking place. If decline is seen as a short- term 
downward “blip” on an other wise optimistic growth 
trajectory, then it is highly unlikely that a state would 
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hav iors that can cause an action- reaction spiral to in-
advertent war. Ideologically extreme states such as 
Stalinist Rus sia in the early 1950s or revolutionary Iran 
in the 1980s  will clearly make declining states much 
more worried about the  future. China’s move away 
from Maoist extremism  toward capitalist- based inte-
gration has predictably reduced fears that a growing 
China  will shift to territorial expansionism down the 
road. Set against the clear risks of war associated with 
hard- line containment, both Republican and Demo-
cratic administrations have understandably main-
tained cooperative policies that serve to further bind 
China to the globalized world system.

Reformulating Systemic Theory

We have seen so far that systemic theory can still be 
relevant in the nuclear age, as long as it incorporates 
within its deductive logic actor awareness of military 
and trade- based security dilemmas and the concomi-
tant risks of spirals to inadvertent war. If we start from 
the assumption that leaders are conscious of the diffi-
cult trade- offs in international politics, we can see why 
they usually prefer to maintain moderate politics (to 
avoid spiraling) but occasionally feel obliged to switch 
to hard- line policies to maintain their power positions 
in the face of what would other wise be significant de-
cline. Yet we have seen that most of the key systemic 
theories of  great power war have not yet incorporated 
the risks of inadvertent war into their core causal log-
ics. This section of the [article]  will suggest a few ways 
to help  these theories make this move, and thus rees-
tablish their relevance in the con temporary age.

Classical realist theories of war can be improved by 
assuming that when nuclear states are significantly 
dominant in relative military power, they  will be more 
likely to accept the risks of inadvertent spiraling to 
 great power war.26 The prediction  here is that nuclear 
 great powers  will still be wary of setting off an uncon-
trollable escalation to war, but that when they are sig-
nificantly superior, they  will think it easier to “rock the 
boat” to get the other side to swerve. The Mac truck 
and the VW Bug in nuclear Chicken both fear the DD 
outcome, but the driver of the Mac truck might rea-
sonably think the other  will chicken out first as a cri-
sis escalates.27 Classical realists have implicitly done 
this when explaining such  things as the US willingness 
to escalate the Cuban crisis of 1962; American naval 
and nuclear superiority put the balance of power in 
Washington’s  favor, explaining why the Americans 
would pull both sides out further on the slippery 
slope to nuclear war.28 By more explic itly theorizing 
the role of security- dilemma spiraling, such realists 
would make their own theory more applicable to 
con temporary relations with China. Still,  because of 

ington enjoyed a period of cooperation and peace. 
 After 1929 and especially  after 1940, trade fell dramat-
ically, pushing the Japa nese government into territo-
rial policies that only heightened Washington’s desire 
to tighten the economic screws. The result of course 
was the Pacific War. Severe economic restrictions dur-
ing the Cold War also greatly exacerbated the level of 
hostility between the United States and Rus sia. Fortu-
nately, the American and Chinese governments seemed 
to have learned from  these dangerous periods of his-
tory, and have acted to avoid any trade- security spiral-
ing sparked by such  things as third- party instability in 
the  Middle East or territorial questions in Central Asia 
or the South China Seas (Copeland 2015: chaps. 4–6, 
442–44).

A third impor tant pa ram e ter is a declining state’s 
estimate of the likelihood of a rising state  doing dam-
age to its sphere  later on, or actually launching a ma-
jor war against it (Copeland 2000: 38–39). As the bar-
gaining model correctly points out, rising states have 
 great difficulty in credibly signaling their commitment 
to be peaceful in the  future, once they have more 
power. In the pre-1945 era, this prob lem of uncertainty 
was particularly severe, since declining actors could in-
deed imagine that the rising state might think it was 
worth its while to launch an all- out war  after it had 
gained preeminence. German civilian and military 
leaders in 1914 and 1939, for example, unanimously 
agreed that the rising Rus sian state might very well ex-
pand westward if it grew to a dominant position. The 
presence of nuclear weapons and secure second- strike 
capability greatly reduces this concern. But the fear 
that the rising state, if its base is allowed to grow,  will 
increase its efforts to whittle down the dominant state’s 
sphere to further its economic or power projection ca-
pability is still a real one. This of course has been a 
primary issue shaping talk of a “rising China threat” 
for the last two de cades of US foreign policy.

The question of  whether or not a rising state  will 
embark on aggressive policies  later reveals the value of 
including domestic-  and individual- level variables as a 
complement to the systemic forces discussed so far. In 
a pure systemic set-up, we might assume that the de-
clining actor is so uncertain about what type of actor 
it  will face  later, once the rising state has peaked in 
power, that its estimate of its likelihood of being ag-
gressive is only a function of how big it  will likely be-
come. In the real world, of course, states in decline  will 
not rely solely on any estimate of the depth of decline, 
but  will also ask the question: What kind of state is the 
riser likely to be in 15 or 20 years,  after it has become 
much more power ful?25 In par tic u lar, any argument 
that incorporates security- dilemma insights must ask 
 whether the other’s expected  future type  will make it 
more or less likely to engage in the kinds of risky be-
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for long periods of time, and then suddenly shift to 
hard- line policies that increase the chances of nuclear 
war. Neorealism is still too static, focusing as it does 
on snapshots of relative power. Declining power trends 
must be incorporated to explain the conditions  under 
which strong powers might decide to accept the risks 
associated with cold war and nuclear crisis.30

The  future task for the bargaining model of war is 
to set its insights within a framework that recognizes 
the ever- present prob lem of security- dilemma spiraling. 
The easiest way to do this is to formalize the idea that 
initiating a crisis, as opposed to simply starting a war, 
entails a series of “stages” or “moments” on a slippery 
slope, each one of which is associated with a higher 
exogenous probability that both actors  will fall into the 
abyss of nuclear war. The probability of inadvertent 
war can be expected to increase for a variety of rea-
sons: trigger- happy commanders, accidents that lead to 
incentives to preempt, or the over- commitment of rep-
utations as regional nuclear skirmishes break out. As-
suming that leaders understand the Schelling logic, and 
 will manipulate the growing exogenous risk of war to 
get the other to back down, bargaining theory can then 
show  under what conditions states might decide to 
keep playing nuclear Chicken in order to force a “ne-
gotiated deal” that both prefer to continued crisis (as 
opposed to “war” itself, as is assumed in almost  every 
recent version of the bargaining model).

Work by Branislav Slantchev (2013) sets a standard 
for other bargaining theorists when it comes to under-
standing “crisis bargaining” through manipulation of 
risk. But even once the general bargaining model of 
war has been corrected to account for the risk of nu-
clear war in a crisis, it must still deal with the question 
of why  great powers would ever get out on the road 
to nuclear Chicken in the first place. Can bargaining 
theory predict when and  under what conditions China 
and the United States might leave  behind the economic 
and po liti cal cooperation of the past 30 years and em-
bark on a new round of cold war politics?  Here bar-
gaining theory is  limited by its focus on the mecha-
nisms of bargaining itself, and its bracketing of the 
under lying propelling forces might push states to use 
coercion during periods of peaceful cooperation. Dy-
namic theories focusing on the security concerns of de-
clining actors can supplement bargaining models by 
revealing the dif fer ent par ameters that can make a 
moderate state start to lean to more hard- line actions, 
including cold war containment, military arms racing, 
and the occasional initiation of nuclear crises.

Conclusion

This [article] has shown that theories of  great power 
war  will have  little relevance to the modern nuclear age 

its static nature, the classical realist argument has 
trou ble explaining why nuclear states would ever get 
on the road to play Chicken in the first place,  either 
by initiating a cold war or a nuclear crisis. Bringing in 
power trends and the prob lem of decline would help 
correct this prob lem.

Power transition theory, as we have seen, suffers 
from the logical flaw of assuming that rising states seek 
war at points of power equality, even though they are 
still on an upward power trajectory. But we can cor-
rect this concern by bringing in the classical realist 
point that in any snapshot of time, the more relative 
power a state has, the more it is willing to take risks 
of escalation to war. When a rising power is weak, it 
 will be cautious. If over many years it has built up its 
power so that it is closer to equality, it  will be more 
willing to defend its interests when they are threatened. 
In the nuclear age, this means that power transition 
theory could argue that a now- equal  great power might 
see itself no longer as a Bug but as a near- equal Mac 
truck, and that it “ won’t be pushed around anymore.” 
Note, however, that its greater willingness to accept the 
risks of inadvertent war is not a function of its rising 
power trend— that trend  will make it want to buy time 
for further growth, all  things being equal— but rather 
the result of the new snapshot of relative power (see 
note 10 above). Power transition theory can thus be 
seen as ultimately grounded in classical realist think-
ing: taking snapshots of the distribution of power over 
time, it predicts that the more relative military power 
a state has, the more it  will be willing to risk war. Yet 
when we bring trend lines back in, we see that a for-
merly inferior state  will still be cautious if equal but 
still rising in power,  because it knows that war  later is 
better than war now. The true initiators of  great power 
conflict  will thus logically be states anticipating decline, 
 either  because of long- term internal prob lems or expec-
tations that trade  will increasingly be restricted and 
 will not be restored.29

The neorealist theories of war must also explic itly 
incorporate defensive realist insights on spiraling if 
they are to remain relevant. In the end, as we saw 
 earlier, Mearsheimer’s offensive realism uses a classi-
cal realist logic about power differentials to argue that 
in  either bipolar or multipolar systems, it is superior 
states that are the ones mostly likely to initiate war, 
with near- equal states being deterred by the balance of 
power. Once the risk of inadvertent war is built into 
the logic, a reformulated neorealism would mirror the 
predictions of the adjusted classical realist argument: 
dominant  great powers  will risk inadvertent nuclear 
war more readily than states that are only equal or in 
fact inferior in military power. Yet even with this re-
formulation, neorealism could not explain why actors, 
even dominant ones, would be moderate in be hav ior 
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6. And Escher and Fuhrmann (2017) show just how rarely 
this tool is employed historically.

7. For more on the vari ous forms of realism discussed in 
this [article], see Adam Quinn, in Oxford Handbook of Inter
national Security (2018).

8. So- called neoclassical realists might be able to solve 
the prob lem by incorporating unit- level pathologies that lead 
to errors in crisis decision- making. Unfortunately, such realists 
have not yet built a theory of  great power war that incorpo-
rates the risk of inadvertent nuclear war through irrational 
missteps and domestic pressures. See the edited volume by Lo-
bell et al. (2009), as well as Ripsman et al. (2016).

9. See in par tic u lar Organski and Kugler (1980); Gilpin 
(1981); Kugler and Organski (1989); Tammen et al. (2000).

10.  There is a common conceptual confusion that seems to 
provide power transition theory with some empirical support. 
When previously weak states have narrowed the gap in relative 
conventional power, they sometimes start to act more assertively 
(Germany  after 1895, for example). Yet this is only  because the 
differential of relative power is now more equal, which allows 
the formerly weaker state to advance its interests— not  because 
the state with a rising power trajectory is destined to become 
more aggressive. In short, power transition theory fails to sepa-
rate the causal effects of snapshots in the distribution of power 
from the effects of dynamic trends in any distribution. As I dis-
cuss  later, power transition theorists are closer to classical real-
ists than they think. Classical realists, using a series of snapshots 
of the power balance, can explain why states that  were signifi-
cantly inferior become increasingly assertive as they become 
more equal— they are relatively less deterred over time. The dy-
namics of the power balance, however, must still be taken into 
account: if  these states are still on an upward power trajectory, 
they have strong incentives not to push too hard, and especially 
to avoid war  until their power has peaked (Germany  after 1913, 
given the newly rising Rus sian state).

11. Compare this to Kugler and Organski (1989: 185–
90), who adamantly deny that the theory needs to be adjusted 
in any way to accommodate the real ity of nuclear weapons.

12. See Copeland (1996) for an examination of three other 
(clearly unstable) cases of bi polar ity: Sparta- Athens and Rome- 
Carthage in the ancient world and the French- Hapsburgs of the 
early sixteenth  century.

13. Offensive realism, when it comes to the US- Chinese 
relationship, thus turns into a normative theory: Washington 
and China should be more hard- line and expansionist than 
they have been, if they want to respond rationally to the pres-
sures of the anarchic system. The main prob lem, of course, is 
that holding to a worst- case assumption in a nuclear realm is a 
highly irrational way to behave (and US and Chinese leaders 
fortunately know this).

14. This would be consistent with Mearsheimer’s claim 
that high conventional costs of war can deter expansionism 
(2001: 37).

15. A third possibility, wars due to the indivisibility of a 
par tic u lar good, is unlikely, precisely  because states can use 
side payments to overcome the prob lem.

16. A small representative sample would include Goemans 
(2000); Powell (2002, 2006); Wagner (2007); Ramsay (2004); 
Slantchev (2013); Schultz (2001); Kydd (2005); Reiter (2003, 
2009). My own thinking about war has been strongly influ-

 unless they incorporate within their deductive logics the 
importance of security- dilemma spiraling and the ongo-
ing risk of inadvertent war. Given the existential con-
cerns associated with cold wars and crises, it seems clear 
that most nuclear  great powers  will want to avoid 
heated confrontations by maintaining moderate poli-
cies, most of the time. The puzzle of conflict for the pre-
sent day can thus be boiled down to this: Why would a 
United States or a China ever embark on policies that 
knowingly could lead to a new cold war, let alone initi-
ate a nuclear crisis of the kind we saw in 1961–62? The 
defensive realist insight into the tragic real ity of spiral-
ing and inadvertent war brings us part of the way to an 
answer. But to go further, we need theories that show us 
 under what conditions states shift from peaceful coop-
eration to harder- line policies that consciously increase 
the risks of  things “getting out of hand.” Par ameters 
that capture the intensity of a state’s decline, its expecta-
tions of  future trade, and the likelihood of a rising state 
 doing damage  later are all useful starting points for 
 future research. Clearly much more theoretical work 
must be done before we can offer  great power leaders 
the kind of advice that  will help states maintain their 
security while keeping the risk of nuclear war to a bare 
minimum. But in an age when any  future “world war” 
would likely be our last,  there can be no denying of the 
importance of such scholarly efforts.

NOTES

1. Even pessimists about the world’s ability to avoid nu-
clear war— see Dan Deudney in the Oxford Handbook of In
ternational Security (2018)— assume that the main danger lies 
not in the choices of  great powers vis- à- vis each other, but 
rather in their interactions with smaller state and non- state ac-
tors in the system.

2. Due to space, I focus only on theories emphasizing sys-
temic  factors as  causes of war. Unit- level arguments stressing the 
role of domestic politics and leader psy chol ogy have an advan-
tage over systemic theories in explaining how nuclear war might 
occur, given their emphasis on the potentially self- defeating or 
irrational side of  human decision- making. At the end of the [ar-
ticle], I  will briefly mention how unit- level and systemic theories 
can be integrated into a fuller explanation of war and conflict.

3. On this definition, see George (1991: xi, 545). On the 
risks of inadvertent nuclear war during a crisis, see Schelling 
(1966); Frei (1983); Betts (1987); Jervis (1989); Blair (1993).

4. Nuclear weapons also serve impor tant deterrence func-
tions, of course.

5. In the traditional set-up of the Chicken game, coopera-
tion or ”CC” gives both payers a utility payoff of 3, getting the 
other to swerve is worth 4, swerving yourself is 2, and the 
“crash” of “DD” has a payoff of 1 (such that each player’s 
preferences are DC > CC > CD > DD). A nuclear Chicken game 
has the same ordering of preferences, but might be better rep-
resented by a mutual DD payoff of –100 or –200 each, to re-
mind the United States of the truly horrific nature of the crash.
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30. Fortunately,  because of China’s huge population, it  will 
always have a much smaller per capita income than the United 
States, even if it overtakes Amer i ca in total GNP (Brooks and 
Wohlforth, 2015–16; Copeland 2000: 242). This means that 
leaders in Washington can rationally continue to allow China to 
“catch up” in relative power rather than having to switch to the 
kind of hard- line preventive containment employed against the 
Soviet Union  after 1945. The benefits of such a switch (main-
taining US dominance) would not be worth the considerable 
risks (a new cold war and the attending chance of another 
1962- type nuclear crisis).
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Technology’s relationship with international relations 
in 2019 would appear to be transformative. Innova-
tion has had salutary economic effects, increasing  labor 
productivity and reducing extreme poverty across the 
globe. At the same time, new technologies have also 
created new threats. The destructive power of modern 
militaries would dwarf  those of a  century ago. Inno-
vation also generates societal churn; anxiety about 
 these changes has midwifed movements ranging from 
the Islamic State to #MeToo. Some technologies have 
led to radical shifts in the distribution of power among 
states, as countries like China and India have played 
catch-up to the advanced industrialized economies. 
The relationship between states and non- state actors 

has also been transformed, as anyone familiar with 
WikiLeaks or Facebook would acknowledge. A more 
interconnected world has also highlighted vulnerabili-
ties in the system, including exposure to pandemics 
such as Ebola. The speed of cross- border interactions 
has made diplomacy- by- tweet a  thing. Despite a surge 
in protectionism from the G-20 economies, globaliza-
tion continues apace. Technological change continues 
to lower the costs of cross- border exchange faster than 
governments can raise barriers.

As we mark the centenary of the academic study of 
International Relations in this issue, however, it is 
worth noting that almost  every po liti cal effect of tech-
nology described in the previous paragraph would 
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more technological innovation equals more power and 
plenty. Economists stress the unique importance of 
technological change to economic growth. Most 
econometric studies find that technological innovation 
is responsible for anywhere between 60 and 85  percent 
of economic growth in the developed world.2 The dif-
fusion of technology to less advanced economies is 
equally impor tant. According to one recent lit er a ture 
review, foreign sources of technology are responsible 
for approximately 90  percent of productivity growth 
in most countries.3 Regardless of where countries lie 
on the distribution of power or economic development, 
their primary engine of economic growth comes 
through technology. And it is through economic 
growth that states can convert plenty into power.

 Because of technology’s manifest salience to maxi-
mizing wealth and security, many scholars adopt a ra-
tionalist take on how actors  will promote innovation. 
This is most evident in the economics lit er a ture, which 
focuses on domestic economic variables to explain the 
variation in technological innovation.  Factors such as 
the availability and sophistication of capital markets, 
size of the market, or allocation of entrepreneurial abil-
ity are considered to be the causal  drivers. This is true 
even when economists consider the role of states. The 
economic historian David Landes, in explaining why 
China did not maintain its technological edge over 
Eu rope, argued “China lacked a  free market and in-
stitutionalized property rights” and that “the Chinese 
state was always stepping in to interfere with private 
enterprise.”4

Politics plays a minor role in  these narratives. In 
part, this is  because economists often view noneco-
nomic  factors as epiphenomenal in their causal sto-
ries. For example, Gregory Clark has argued that in-
stitutions are unimportant in determining the pace of 
technological innovation. Eventually, once a state hits 
upon the correct institutional formula for promoting 
innovation, that institutional form  will be  adopted by 
all governments interested in promoting economic 
growth.5 Clark’s assumption is that once the correct 
institutions are seized upon, other actors  will effort-
lessly switch to them.

Neorealists offer a causal logic that echoes econo-
mists. To them, the anarchy of the international sys-
tem forces all  great powers to exploit technological 
change or suffer the risk of not surviving. Kenneth 
Waltz and his acolytes posit that the self- help nature 
of the international system requires states to adapt to 
new technologies or face threats to their survival as 
they lag  behind other states in relative capabilities.6 For 
neorealists, the equation is  simple: anarchy forces the 
rapid diffusion of technology across the world. Emily 
Goldman notes that “most neorealists posit few barriers 
to diffusion, short of the need for adequate resources 
and information.”7 Both neorealists and neoclassical 

have applied with equal force in 1919. The First World 
War had just proven the awesome destructive capabili-
ties of the machine gun and chemical weapons. A criti-
cal cause of that war was Germany’s ability to catch 
up technologically to  Great Britain, and German con-
cerns with Rus sia’s imminent catch-up. Non- state ac-
tors like the Suffragette movement, Second Interna-
tional, and Red Cross exploited new technologies to 
build transnational movements. Lowered transporta-
tion costs gave rise to the Spanish flu, the most deadly 
pandemic of the twentieth  century. August 1914 was 
characterized by a flurry of rapid diplomatic and mili-
tary signaling following the June assassination of 
Archduke Ferdinand. And in the run-up to the First 
World War, most Eu ro pean governments had raised 
tariffs in an effort to reduce economic interdepen-
dence. That did not stop trade from increasing; the 
spread of railroads and steamships overwhelmed pro-
tectionist barriers.1 Perhaps the relationship between 
technological change and international relations might 
not be as transformative as technology enthusiasts 
believe.

Much IR scholarship treats technology as an exog-
enous shock, an in de pen dent variable that affects the 
contours of world politics through shifts in the distri-
bution of military or economic power.  There are two 
significant prob lems with this assumption, however. 
First, the causal arrow can also run in the other direc-
tion. Changes in the international system can also have 
pronounced effects on the pace of technological 
change. Second, not all kinds of technological change 
are created equal. Indeed, the development of nuclear 
weapons and the internet has had wildly dif fer ent ef-
fects on the international system.

This article reflects on the role of technology has 
played in the last  century of international relations. 
The economics of technological change are overwhelm-
ingly positive, which can lull social scientists into a 
straightforward rationalist account of how  great pow-
ers think about it. The international politics are far 
more fraught. Any technological change is also an ex-
ercise in re distribution. It can create new winners and 
losers, alter actor preferences, and allow the strategic 
construction of new norms. The nature of the technol-
ogy itself, and the degree to which the public sector 
drives innovation, generates differential effects on in-
ternational relations. To examine  these dynamics, spe-
cial emphasis is placed on two impor tant innovations 
of the last  century for international relations: nuclear 
weapons and the internet.

Rationalist Accounts of Technological 
Change . . .  and Their Discontents

The salience of technology to world politics is often re-
duced to the  simple equation that for sovereign actors, 
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This is the logic that multiple scholars have used to 
explain why the Industrial Revolution originated in 
 Great Britain.10  Because it was an island, the country 
possessed a greater degree of security than the conti-
nental Eu ro pean states. At the same time,  Great Brit-
ain was a part of the Eu ro pean state system. To main-
tain its relative position, it had an incentive to invest 
in science and technology as well.

Other IR approaches privilege the domestic politics 
of leaders and laggards as the key explanatory variable. 
Both long- cycle and power- transition theorists stress 
the domestic conditions of an aspiring hegemonic 
power as determining its relative rise. Countries ac-
quire hegemonic status  because they create fertile con-
ditions to develop a cluster of technologies in leading 
sectors. Acemoglu and Robinson, for example, argue 
that innovation is more likely to occur in governments 
with inclusive selectorates. More authoritarian govern-
ments are warier of innovations that could upset the 
domestic status quo. This is why, for example, Tsarist 
Rus sia proved to be a reluctant adopter during the In-
dustrial Revolution. More open polities, such as  Great 
Britain and the United States, emerged as technologi-
cal hegemons.11

Radical innovations in one sector generate spill-
over effects for the entire lead economy. This, in turn, 
leads to diffusion of growth and technological change 
across the global economy. Over time, however,  these 
“technological hegemons” fail to maintain the rate 
of innovations, a phenomenon that Joel Mokyr la-
beled Cardwell’s Law: “no nation has been (techno-
logically) very creative for more than a historically 
short period.”12

The reasons proffered for stagnation within the he-
gemonic actor are often po liti cal in nature. The most 
prominent po liti cal economy argument is that innova-
tion represents a threat to  those with a vested interest 
in the status quo. Schumpeter’s aphorism about “cre-
ative destruction” is commonly understood  today as 
meaning that the value added of new technologies dra-
matically outweighs the costs. This does not change 
the fact that innovation can also lead to massive re-
distributions of wealth.  Those who stand to lose have 
an incentive to lobby the state to prevent relative losses. 
For Mancur Olson, the paradox of po liti cal stability 
leads to an accrual of rent- seeking that blunts techno-
logical dynamism. For Robert Gilpin, the domestic 
politics of a complacent hegemon lent itself to promote 
consumption rather than investment in the necessary 
public goods for innovation. For Paul Kennedy, hege-
mons suffered the wages of “imperial overstretch,” di-
verting scarce capital from needed investments in 
technology. For Daron Acemoglu, the technological 
leader has to play the thankless role of “cutthroat cap-
i tal ist” to promote innovation, which in turn subsi-
dizes the more generous social safety nets of supporter 

economists agree that the incentives to acquire new 
technologies dominate all other  factors.

This is not how most po liti cal scientists think about 
institutional change.  There are several prob lems with 
frictionless theories of technological innovation and 
diffusion. The most obvious is that they ignore the 
ways that international relations is an in de pen dent 
variable affecting the pace of technological innovation. 
Consider, for example, Joseph Schumpeter’s five canon-
ical categories of innovation: invention, innovation in 
production pro cesses, finding new markets, discover-
ing new sources of supply, and developing new modes 
of economic organ ization.8 They are only partially 
about technology itself; they are also about how socie-
ties respond to new opportunities presented by tech-
nological change. Three of Schumpeter’s category of 
innovations are mediated through international rela-
tions to some degree.

Some economic historians acknowledge the role of 
international relations as an in de pen dent variable af-
fecting the pace of innovation. They reference the dis-
tribution of power to explain why the Industrial Rev-
olution originated in Eu rope rather than China. Both 
economic and military historians cite the anarchical 
politics of post- Westphalian Eu rope as a key permis-
sive condition, in contrast to China’s regional hege-
mony in East Asia. Joel Mokyr noted:

The West was po liti cally fragmented between more 
or less autonomous units that competed for sur-
vival, wealth, and power. . . .  The strug gle for sur-
vival guaranteed that in the long run rulers could 
not afford to be hostile to changes that increased 
the economic power of the realm  because of the real 
danger that an innovation or innovator would em-
igrate to benefit a rival.

Paul Kennedy similarly observed, “The warlike rival-
ries among [Western Eu rope’s] vari ous kingdoms and 
city- states stimulated a constant search for military 
improvements.”9

The inference to draw is that  there is a “sweet spot” 
among the pos si ble distributions of power that incen-
tivizes states to invest in technological innovation. Ac-
cording to this logic, unipolarity depresses the rate of 
technological innovation. The hegemon feels so secure 
that it has  little incentive to invest in disruptive inno-
vations. Other states see the gap between themselves 
and the hegemon as too  great to be overcome, blunt-
ing efforts to innovate. Similarly, a distribution consist-
ing only of small states facing the threat of extinction 
would be too focused on the short term to bother with 
technological investments that pay out in the far  future. 
Multipolarity, on the other hand, would generate the 
right mix of security and insecurity to spur more rapid 
innovations.
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manned space flight in 2003 triggered frenzied reac-
tions from peer competitors, including a pledge by the 
United States to return to the moon and send a manned 
mission to Mars. Other countries with significant bud-
get constraints nonetheless signaled interest in invest-
ing in outer space research. China’s landing of a probe 
on the dark side of the moon in January 2019 gener-
ated similar responses.

The rationalist story of why states invest in tech-
nological innovation makes intuitive sense. But such a 
narrative is at best incomplete and at worst an incor-
rect description of how international politics affects 
technological change. The distribution of power, the 
nature of domestic institutions in leading economies, 
and the allure of prestige goods all drive innovation in 
ways dif fer ent from the strictly rationalist account.

Va ri e ties of Technological Change  
in World Politics

Talking about technological change in the abstract 
runs the risk of treating all innovations similarly. 
 Whether one uses an economic or military lens of eval-
uation, not all technologies are created equal. Even 
though military necessity was a driver of both inven-
tions, for example, nuclear weapons have had very dif-
fer ent effects on world politics than the internet.

 There are two criteria that help to parse how to 
think about the effect of dif fer ent technologies on 
world politics. The first is the magnitude of fixed- cost 
investments necessary to develop or adopt a new in-
novation. Most inventions require significant fixed 
costs, but as a technology becomes more standardized, 
the investments necessary to develop them can decline.

That said, some technologies, even  after standard-
ization, still require considerable investments. This may 
be  because the economic costs of production are high. 
In other cases, the disruptive effects of an innovation 
on po liti cal organ izations or societal institutions are 
significant enough to make the costs of adaptation 
equally high. For example, the French navy pioneered 
several key technologies in the latter half of the nine-
teenth  century, including shell guns and steel- hulled 
warships.  Because it was unable to incorporate the 
orga nizational implications of  those innovations, how-
ever, France found itself overtaken by other navies in 
the adoption of  these technologies.19

The larger the fixed costs for acquiring innovations, 
the greater the barriers to entry for any actor attempt-
ing to acquire a new technology. The lower the fixed- 
cost investments, the greater the number of expected 
actors who  will be able to develop and consume the 
technology in question.

The other dimension is  whether the primary inno-
vator of a new technology caters to the public sector or 
the private sector. Most significant innovations qualify 

states.13 Eventually, the cost of this public goods pro-
vision ceases to be po liti cally popu lar in the hegemonic 
state.

 These explanations are not mutually exclusive, but 
they lead to the same outcome: a period of technologi-
cal catch-up for challengers to the hegemon. Indeed, 
according to some economists, technologically back-
ward countries have an advantage in catching up, as 
they can exploit their relative backwardness to leap-
frog over technological dead- ends.14 This period of 
stagnation and catch-up also triggers a period of 
geopo liti cal strife  until a new hegemon emerges.15

The long- cycle and diffusion lit er a tures have dif fer-
ent causal mechanisms than the decentralization argu-
ment. Mark Z. Taylor is likely correct when he argues 
that a synthesis of the two is most apt: “countries for 
which external threats are relatively greater than do-
mestic tensions should have higher national innovation 
rates than countries for which domestic tensions out-
weigh external threats.”16

 These explanations for how international politics 
can drive technological change are essentially rational-
ist in nature. Other research, however, suggests that 
the role of prestige has been neglected as an explana-
tory  factor in driving large- scale investments in science 
and technology.17 Prestige is a positional good; one 
only benefits from it by outperforming other actors in 
a designated social setting. Historically, many of the so-
cial settings designated as the most impor tant have 
been in the field of science and technology. This can 
lead actors to direct investments in technology proj ects 
that might have  limited military or economic value but 
generate  great prestige.

The most obvious example from the past  century 
of prestige investments in technology would be the 
massive sums allocated for manned space programs by 
the Cold War superpowers. The USSR’s 1957 launch 
of Sputnik and 1961 manned orbit of Earth had a pro-
nounced effect on the United States and its prestige. 
 These acts caused policy- makers to worry that the 
United States was falling  behind the Soviet Union in 
science and technology. Equally impor tant, policy- 
makers  were concerned about the perception that the 
United States was falling  behind. In October 1961, the 
US Information Agency commissioned surveys of Eu-
ro pean audiences on this question, and they found a 
strong majority of Eu ro pe ans believed the USSR to be 
winning the space race. Washington expended consid-
erable resources to catch up and overtake the Soviet 
Union. According to one estimate the US Apollo pro-
gram accounted for 2.2  percent of all federal govern-
ment spending at its peak, more than twice the level of 
the Manhattan Proj ect.18

 These kinds of prestige- based investments in science 
and technology continue to affect twenty- first- century 
investments in research and development. China’s first 
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category of general purpose tech.  These goods may 
have been developed with public- sector purposes in 
mind, but the commercial applications are so manifest 
that private- sector activity drives the direction of the 
technology. The most obvious current example of this 
kind of technology is the diffusion of drones— although 
the development of artificial intelligence could eventu-
ally fall  under this category as well.22

This typology is useful in considering how quickly 
certain technologies  will diffuse from invention to stan-
dardization, and how  great powers are likely to react 
to new innovations that can affect world politics. The 
more that a technology approaches the general pur-
pose category, the more quickly it  will diffuse across 
the globe. The lower the fixed costs— whether material, 
orga nizational, or societal in nature— the more rapidly 
a technology should diffuse from leader to laggards. 
Therefore, general purpose tech should diffuse the 
quickest, whereas prestige tech should have the most 
 limited degree of proliferation.

Public policy also plays a critical role in determin-
ing the degree of diffusion. States have multiple domes-
tic and international incentives to regulate the diffusion 
of new innovations. Governments on the technological 
frontier  will be more likely to advocate for strong intel-
lectual property rights. In theory, this should incentiv-
ize further innovations. The knock-on effect of such a 
policy is to limit the diffusion of technology across bor-
ders.23 Similarly, governments are also likely to restrict 
access to technologies that have significant effects on 
military capabilities. This applies to nuclear weapons; 
 there is an entire regime complex devoted to limiting 
the proliferation of that technology.

How Technology Affects  
International Relations

The rest of this article  will focus on two prominent 
technologies of the past  century: nuclear weapons and 
the internet. This is not  because they are typical, but 
rather  because they represent most- different forms of 
technological change. Nuclear weapons qualify as 
prestige tech, while internet applications primarily fall 
within general purpose tech. Exploring the effects of 
 these two significant innovations on dif fer ent dimen-
sions of international relations theory should offer 
some fruitful reflections.

 There are a  limited number of components to in-
ternational relations theory. Dif fer ent theories stress 
dif fer ent ele ments, but paradigms ranging from real-
ism to poststructuralism have to cope with concepts 
like power, interest, and norms. Technological change 
has affected each of  these dimensions of world politics. 
This section considers how the innovation of nuclear 
weapons and the internet have altered perceptions of 
each of  these concepts.

as “general purpose” technologies that both the secu-
rity and civilian sectors can exploit. Some technologi-
cal innovations, however, have  limited civilian appli-
cations. Nuclear fission, for example, proved extremely 
useful for military technology. As a source of civilian 
energy, however, its profitability is circumscribed, 
particularly during periods of low hydrocarbon prices. 
The principal sources of innovation in nuclear tech-
nology have come from the state sector. The internet 
is a dif fer ent story. While originally developed due to 
ample amounts of government funding, the data flows 
from its commercial applications have far outstripped 
its official purposes. Most online innovation has come 
from the private sector.

This creates a  simple 2 × 2 of the dif fer ent kinds of 
technological innovations (see figure 1).20  Those inven-
tions that have high fixed costs but significant civilian 
applications are strategic tech. Technologies with large 
fixed costs possess increasing- returns dynamics. This 
invites considerable amounts of great- power interven-
tion to promote national champions and avoid depen-
dence on foreign technologies, akin to strategic trade 
theory. The civilian aircraft sector fits nicely within this 
quadrant, as does the current development of 5G 
networks.

Technologies that have large fixed costs and  limited 
civilian applications fall  under the prestige tech cate-
gory. Only states have the incentive to develop  these 
technologies. Some of  these technologies, such as nu-
clear weapons, provide obvious utility to governments. 
All of the technologies in this box, however, function as 
prestige goods  because of their cost. Supersonic trans-
port planes like the Concorde would also fall squarely 
into this category, as would manned space exploration.

Technologies with low fixed costs but  limited 
private- sector opportunities would be considered pub-
lic tech. This label is apt  because if the barriers to en-
try are low but private- sector interest is minimal, then 
the innovation is likely to possess strong public goods 
qualities. The private sector has less of an incentive to 
develop technologies that are both nonrival and non-
excludable.21 If the technology offers considerable so-
cial benefits, however, then one could envision gov-
ernments having an incentive to make the necessary 
investments. Public health innovations, like vaccines, 
would fall  under this category.

Fi nally,  those innovations with lower fixed costs 
and significant private- sector possibilities fall  under the 

 Table 1.  A Typology of Technological Innovations

Public- sector 
dominance

Private- sector 
dominance

High fixed costs Prestige tech Strategic tech

Low fixed costs Public tech General purpose tech
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state when it was one of the poorest countries on Earth. 
Neither a fractious Pakistan nor an autarkic North 
 Korea  were thought to be on the technological fron-
tier, and yet  these countries  were able to develop nu-
clear warheads and the ballistic missile technology nec-
essary to deliver  these weapons. Once a state possesses 
nuclear weapons, however, it is afforded a dif fer ent 
place in the power hierarchy than other wise would be 
the case. This is true even in instances in which a state 
lags  behind in other areas. As Waltz notes, “So long as 
a country can retaliate  after being struck, or appears 
to be able to do so, its nuclear forces cannot be made 
obsolete by an adversary’s technological advances.”27 
This explains how Rus sia is viewed as one of the  great 
powers in the twenty- first  century despite controlling 
less than 4  percent of the global economy. This is why 
Iran and North  Korea have occupied so much great- 
power attention for the last few de cades.

While nuclear warheads are prestige tech, the in-
ternet and its myriad applications are general purpose 
tech. The commercialization of cyberspace generated 
two initial strands of scholarly thought about its ef-
fect on power. The first was that the internet altered 
the balance of power between states and non- state ac-
tors. In terms of communication speed, the internet 
was not much faster than the telegraph. What made 
the internet dif fer ent was its low cost and resultant 
ease of access. Cyberspace’s low barriers to entry dra-
matically lowered the transaction costs of non- state 
actors to or ga nize. Furthermore, the internet’s cre-
ators viewed state efforts to disrupt or prevent online 
activism with profound skepticism. The decentralized 
architecture of the internet ostensibly made it impos-
sible for states to regulate. John Perry Barlow famously 
told Time magazine in 1993, “The Net interprets cen-
sorship as damage and routes around it.” The use of 
social media and other online applications in color 
revolutions and the Arab Spring lent credence to this 
argument.

The second strand of thought was that the internet 
empowered liberal democracies over other regime 
types in world politics. Cyberspace originated with the 
United States and appeared to prize openness. It was 
viewed as enhancing all facets of Amer i ca’s soft power. 
The explosion of content in cyberspace demonstrated 
the vibrancy of American culture, as well as the US 
commitment to liberal values of open discourse. Its de-
velopment was also a credit to prior US policies and 
would also augment American soft power.28 Cyber-
space’s norm of openness also made it logical that 
 democracies would benefit the most. Helen Milner 
argued that the nature of a country’s demo cratic insti-
tutions determined how quickly it  adopted online 
technologies. Writing in 2006, she concluded that de-
mocracies  were far more likely to facilitate the spread 
of online tech than authoritarian regimes.29

Power

Nuclear weapons have existed since 1945, but as a 
form of prestige tech their diffusion has been restricted 
to fewer than ten actors. Despite this  limited diffusion, 
international relations theorists have concluded that 
their development has had system- transforming effects. 
Thomas Schelling noted in the mid-1960s, “Our era is 
epitomized by words like ‘the first time in  human his-
tory’ and by the abdication of what was ‘perma-
nent.’ ”24 Once all the  great powers became nuclear- 
armed nations, a large strain of international relations 
scholarship was dedicated to thinking about how nu-
clear weapons altered the dynamics of world politics.

This is most pronounced within the realist para-
digm. Kenneth Waltz’s structural realism was predi-
cated on the notion that the structure of anarchy has 
been a constant in global affairs for centuries. None-
theless, as the Cold War was ending, he concluded in 
multiple articles that nuclear weapons had altered the 
nature of the international system:

Never since the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, which 
conventionally marks the beginning of modern his-
tory, have  great powers enjoyed a longer period of 
peace than we have known since the Second World 
War. One can scarcely believe that the presence of 
nuclear weapons does not greatly help to explain 
this happy condition.25

How did nuclear weapons affect international pol-
itics so profoundly? This innovation transformed 
power politics by disconnecting the power to destroy 
with other capabilities previously thought to be neces-
sary for great- power status. Once a country possesses 
a perceived second- strike capability— either through 
hardened defenses or uncertainty about the location of 
their nuclear stockpiles— they possess the power to de-
ter.  There is no correlation, however, between nuclear 
deterrence and conventional mea sures of military 
power. As Waltz notes, “Nuclear weapons purify de-
terrent strategies by removing ele ments of defense and 
warfighting.” Schelling is even more stark on this point: 
“Nuclear weapons make it pos si ble to do monstrous 
vio lence to the  enemy without first achieving victory.”26 
At the same time,  because nuclear weapons accomplish 
nothing but destruction, their utility in other arenas of 
world politics is  limited. The power of nuclear weap-
ons is not terribly fungible, even when compared with 
other dimensions of military power.

A paradoxical effect of the development of nuclear 
weapons is that it disconnects mea sure ments of state 
power from other areas of technological innovation. 
Although the barriers to entry in the nuclear club are 
high, technologically backward states have been able 
to surmount it. Maoist China became a nuclear- capable 
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first de cade of existence. The United States had dem-
onstrated no compunction about using atomic weap-
ons to hasten the end of the Second World War. If, as 
realists claim, world politics is a strictly zero- sum 
game, then the United States should have used its 
weapons in the 1950s to launch a preemptive strike 
against the Soviet Union. Given its advantages in the 
arms race at that time, Washington would have secured 
itself a relative advantage in any ensuing conflict. At a 
minimum, it should have been willing to use its nuclear 
stockpile to secure victory in the Korean War.

Of course, the use of nuclear weapons in the 1950s 
is a non- event. While the United States had internal de-
bates about deploying atomic weapons in the Korean 
War, in the end policy- makers ruled out any first use.32 
The question of a preemptive strike on the Soviet 
Union was barely discussed. President Dwight  D. 
Eisenhower recognized that nuclear preemption was a 
 viable option. In his diary, however, he rejected the no-
tion as contravening US traditions and procedures.33

It is also striking to see how the emergence of nu-
clear weapons triggered a surprisingly strong regime 
complex devoted to arms control and nonproliferation. 
Beginning with the 1963  Limited Nuclear Test Ban 
Treaty, the United States and Rus sia agreed to a welter 
of arms control agreements limiting their nuclear 
stockpiles by warhead yield, type of delivery vehicle, 
and related systems. The rest of the world agreed to the 
Nuclear Non- Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1970, and 
then permanently extended it in 1995. The Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency was created to enforce 
the NPT. In recent de cades, an array of supporting and 
reinforcing agreements, including the Proliferation Se-
curity Initiative and the Nuclear Safety Summits, has 
also emerged. This kind of regime complex does not 
resemble the zero- sum description that is often as-
cribed to security issues. It would appear that the de-
structive power of nuclear weapons triggered higher 
levels of international cooperation than would other-
wise have been expected. Indeed, the regime complex 
for nuclear weapons is far more robust than the one 
for conventional weaponry.

As general purpose tech, the internet was expected 
to jumpstart increases in  labor productivity and eco-
nomic growth. It would therefore be unsurprising to 
expect a more cooperative, non- zero- sum approach to 
its regulation. Intriguingly, this has not been the case. 
A quick survey of negotiations over dif fer ent aspects 
of Internet regulation shows that national preferences 
and bargaining cleavages mirrored offline policy dis-
putes.34 The United States and the Eu ro pean Union 
have consistently been at loggerheads over questions 
of competition policy and privacy rights. As China and 
Rus sia have embraced the authoritarian uses of online 
activity, debates over internet governance have become 
far more contentious.

Recent scholarship and recent events offer a more 
muddled picture. States learned how to be able to reg-
ulate the internet to serve their national interest with 
relative rapidity. On issues ranging from content regu-
lation to copyright to privacy, great- power govern-
ments  were able to get their way in cyberspace.30 Do-
mestically, authoritarian regimes moved quickly down 
the learning curve in permitting internet access while 
still being able to regulate the flow of information.31 
Initial scholarship underestimated the ways in which 
top- down bureaucracies could harness online data to 
exercise greater control over civil society.  These actions 
have not eliminated the ability of non- state actors to 
influence world politics. But greater state capacity has 
likely redirected where non- state actors have had their 
greatest influence. WikiLeaks, for example, has focused 
its energies on Western democracies far more than au-
thoritarian  great powers such as Rus sia or China.

Furthermore, in recent years, authoritarian states 
have become more  adept at exploiting online technol-
ogies to attack liberal democracies. North  Korea re-
sponded to the release of a film satirizing Kim Jong Un 
by hacking into Sony Pictures and publishing embar-
rassing emails from its executives. The fallout cost 
Sony tens of millions of dollars. China exploited its 
cyber- capabilities to steal billions in intellectual prop-
erty from the Western democracies. Rus sia’s use of troll 
farms, sophisticated hacking, and disinformation cam-
paigns to influence elections in the West is well known. 
Over time, revisionist actors have become  adept at us-
ing  these techniques to counteract the soft power of the 
West.

The prestige tech of nuclear weapons augmented 
the power of  those actors who developed them, wid-
ening power inequalities between nuclear- armed states 
and nonnuclear states. The general purpose tech of cy-
berspace initially benefited liberal demo cratic actors 
more than  others. Over time, however, its diffusion and 
exploitation by revisionist actors had a leveling effect 
on the balance of power.

Interests

An ongoing scholarly debate is  whether actors view the 
international system as a zero- sum or non- zero- sum 
game. This difference in preferences is at the root of 
differences between realist and liberal theories of in-
ternational politics. How states reacted to the devel-
opment of nuclear and online technologies offer a use-
ful guide into how technologies can alter or reveal 
changes in state preferences.

What is striking about the effect of nuclear weap-
ons on world politics is that it falsified the notion that 
world politics was a zero- sum enterprise. Scholars of 
the nuclear age agree that the United States held an 
overwhelming superiority in nuclear weapons in their 
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lence against  women and gay marriage, for example, 
spread more quickly than similar twentieth- century 
norms.

Technological innovation has certainly facilitated 
the spread of norms. A more complex question is the 
role that norms play in the promulgation and use of 
new technologies. Almost by definition, new technolo-
gies emerge in environments that lack indigenous 
norms. The effect of a new technology on the social 
world is inherently uncertain. This uncertainty can 
make it difficult to envision which norms, rules, and 
codes of conduct are appropriate. New innovations 
might try to copy norms and practices from adjacent 
technologies, but  whether  those norms  will apply with 
equal force to a new technological arena is an open 
question. Attempting to analogize old norms to new 
areas can lead to significant misperceptions.40 As 
Finnemore and Sikkink noted, the promulgation of 
new norms is a strategic act.

This dynamic has been on display in the evolution 
of norms regarding nuclear weapons and cyberspace. 
Initially, the invention of the atomic bomb did not al-
ter US military doctrine. Indeed, its use in August 1945 
demonstrates that U.S. decision- makers did not view 
 these weapons differently from other forms of ordi-
nance. As Nina Tannenwald notes, “The atomic 
bombings  were simply an extension of strategic bomb-
ing during a war that had substantially elevated the 
scale of destruction, flattening  great cities in Eu rope 
and Japan.”41

As the destructive power of  these weapons became 
manifestly clear, however, a “nuclear taboo” emerged 
against the first use of  these weapons.42 This was ma-
terially harmful to the United States. In the 1950s, 
 there  were internal policy debates about using nuclear 
forces in the Korean War. More generally, the Soviet 
Union’s conventional military superiority in Central 
Eu rope necessitated a US doctrine of first- use in case 
of a Warsaw Pact attack on North Atlantic Treaty 
Organ ization (NATO) forces.

The Eisenhower administration engaged in vigor-
ous rhetorical efforts to make nuclear threats norma-
tively acceptable in world politics. US officials found 
themselves on the losing side of the argument, even 
though  there is suggestive evidence that nuclear threats 
are effective in international relations.43 Beginning 
with the United Nations construction of the “weapons 
of mass destruction” category, this technology was per-
ceived as being radically dif fer ent from other forms of 
ordinance. This was true even though conventional 
strategic bombing had incurred a much greater loss of 
life in the Second World War. A welter of non- state ac-
tors pushed the taboo rhe toric, aided by a Soviet 
Union that at the time was disadvantaged in the nu-
clear arms race. Continued innovations in nuclear 
weapons technology only reinforced the taboo. As their 

 There are several pos si ble explanations for this fail-
ure of online innovations to alter national preferences 
significantly. Since cyberspace’s effect is as much on 
state- society relations as interstate relations, national 
governments prioritize domestic po liti cal consider-
ations in the articulation of policy preferences. While 
all states are interested in the commercial opportuni-
ties afforded by online commerce, the past two de cades 
demonstrate that national and internal security consid-
erations  will have priority. It is therefore unsurprising 
that issues like content regulation have no international 
agreement.

Another pos si ble explanation is that the internet’s 
anticipated productivity boom has not come to pass. 
The one economic trend associated with the develop-
ment of online technologies has been the emergence of 
natu ral monopolies. Firms like Facebook, Google, and 
Weibo profit from considerable network externalities, 
achieving dominance in their par tic u lar fields. The cu-
mulative macroeconomic effect of this kind of corpo-
rate concentration is to drag down economic growth.35 
To date, the  actual effects of the internet on economic 
growth in the developed world have been far less than 
advertised.36

The effect of both prestige tech and general purpose 
tech on actor interests in world politics is indetermi-
nate. The destructive power of nuclear weapons led to 
more cooperation than a zero- sum set of preferences 
would have predicted. Cooperation on nuclear weap-
ons is a data point for liberals, demonstrating that 
complex interdependence can lead to cooperation in 
unlikely areas.37 At the same time, the positive- sum na-
ture of online innovation has not necessarily led to 
more cooperation in cyberspace. Conflict in cyberspace 
is a data point for realists, suggesting that greater in-
terdependence breeds greater conflict.38

Norms

Technology has been hypothesized to have a direct ef-
fect on the spread of norms in the international sys-
tem. In discussing the phenomenon of norm cascades, 
Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink explic itly tied 
the pace and scope of norm ac cep tance to technologi-
cal change:

Changes in communication and transportation 
technologies and increasing global interdependence 
have led to increased connectedness and, in a 
way, are leading to the homogenization of global 
norms. . . .  The speed of normative change has ac-
celerated substantially in the  later part of the twen-
tieth  century.39

This hypothesis would seem to hold with even greater 
force in the twenty- first  century. Norms regarding vio-
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security, researchers and defense strategists imported 
 wholesale the norms of deterrence from nuclear doc-
trine.52 According to this logic, the prospect of cata-
strophic cyberattacks required states to communicate 
the likelihood of retaliation.

Over time, however, initial governance and cyber-
security norms have come  under severe challenge. As 
the internet diffused, countries such as Rus sia and 
China began to lobby for governance norms to shift 
from multistakeholderism to multilateralism. To that 
end, they lobbied for control over internet governance 
to be shifted from the Internet Corporation for As-
signed Names and Numbers (ICANN) to the Interna-
tional Telecommunications Union (ITU), a more con-
ventional international governmental organ ization. 
This led to a series of contentious ITU conferences in 
Dubai and Busan in the 2010s. At  these meetings, 
the  United States and Western allies functioned as 
“antipreneurs,” creating power ful points of re sis tance 
to changing overall internet governance.53

On cybersecurity, the deepening of online activity 
could have strengthened the deterrence norm. As the 
internet diffused across the globe, the developments of 
cloud computing, social media, and smartphones 
meant that more aspects of daily life became inter-
twined with the online world. The greater degree of 
interconnectedness also meant that cyberattacks had 
the potential to pose a greater threat to economic 
growth and national security.

In recent years, however, it has become clear that 
the deterrence analogy has numerous flaws. The scope 
of cyberattacks has not been even remotely as signifi-
cant as  those involving nuclear weapons. Empirical re-
search into  actual cyberattacks reveals minimal nega-
tive feedback on bilateral interstate relationships.54 
Furthermore, the question of attribution dominates 
questions about cyberattacks. Cyberspace is a complex 
entity involving an array of state actors and networked 
non- state actors. The success of groups like WikiLeaks, 
Anonymous, and LulzSec, with varying degrees of 
great- power ties, confirms that this security environ-
ment resembles espionage far more than nuclear secu-
rity. As Tim Stevens notes, “The conditions pertaining 
in cyberspace are such that it has been difficult to 
transfer the procedures and techniques of Cold War de-
terrence to this domain.”55

The United States, in response to the failures of de-
terrence, has tried a dif fer ent normative approach. In 
2010, the US Deputy Secretary of Defense noted that 
“if  there are to be international norms of be hav ior in 
cyberspace, they may have to follow a dif fer ent model 
[than nuclear arms control], such as that of public 
health or law enforcement.”56 Joseph Nye argues that 
crime is the superior analogy to Cold War images of 
deterrence.57 NATO’s development of the Tallinn Man-
ual, as well as the US use of  legal norms to threaten 

theoretical destructive power increased, the use of  these 
weapons became less and less conceivable. By the end 
of Eisenhower’s second term, he acknowledged that 
“the new thermonuclear weapons are tremendously 
power ful; however, they are not . . .  as power ful as is 
world opinion  today in obliging the United States to 
follow certain lines of policy.”44

By the end of the Cold War, the taboo had been in-
ternalized by all the  great powers. As Tannenwald 
notes, “The taboo was no longer simply a ‘constraint’ 
but had itself become a foreign policy goal for a ‘civi-
lized’ state.”45 This can be seen in debates about the 
use of low- yield tactical nuclear weapons. Even though 
 these weapons could have been viewed as being useful 
during armed conflicts like the gulf wars, their  actual 
use was eventually ruled out.46

Norms are not set in stone, and recent research has 
focused on the myriad tactics and strategies that can be 
deployed to alter or constrain a par tic u lar norm.47 This 
parallels efforts by the two largest nuclear states to gain 
some degree of tactical flexibility within the nuclear ta-
boo. This  century has seen the end of the ABM and INF 
treaties, weakening the overall arms control regime. 
Rus sia has recently altered its nuclear doctrine to lower 
the threshold for the use of low- yield weapons. In re-
sponse, the United States has also changed its doctrine 
to “enhance the flexibility and range of its tailored de-
terrence options . . .  for the preservation of credible de-
terrence against regional aggression.”48  Whether this 
shift in doctrine leads to a shift in norms is unclear. 
Nonetheless, nuclear weapons are unique as a technol-
ogy that defines great- power relations even though they 
have not been used in more than 70 years.

As with nuclear weapons, the norms environment 
surrounding cyberspace has evolved over time. On 
governance issues, for example, the initial debates sur-
rounding how to run the internet echoed the norm of 
multistakeholderism, familiar to academic researchers 
that created the architecture of cyberspace.49 By the 
late 1990s, what emerged was a multi- stakeholder 
model built on public- private partnerships. As Jeffrey 
Lantis and Daniel Bloomberg characterized it, “The 
goal was to establish a decentralized network for cy-
berspace that would be ‘demo cratic’ and treat the 
views of major corporations, governments, civil soci-
ety, and even academics as equally impor tant to help 
establish standards for the Internet activity.”50

While multistakeholderism explained the norms 
governing early internet governance, the norms gov-
erning cybersecurity looked very dif fer ent from the 
outset. Security concerns about cyberspace emerged 
even before the internet became general purpose tech. 
As early as 1991, a US National Research Council 
study warned, “Tomorrow’s terrorist may be able to do 
more damage with a keyboard than with a bomb.”51 
From the early days of trying to theorize about cyber-
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can create temporary uncertainties in world politics. 
Over time,  human beings adapt.
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American  Grand Strategy
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• A state’s overall plan for providing national 
security by keeping national resources and 
external commitments in balance.5

• The full package of domestic and international 
policies designed to increase national power and 
security.6

All of  these definitions have certain key features in 
common, and point  toward a new conception of  grand 
strategy; that said, a number of them are rather broad. 
The danger with too general a definition of “ grand 
strategy” is that it leaves the term without any distinct 
meaning or utility. If, for example, it is used to refer to 
the pursuit of all national ends in international relations 
by all available means, it is difficult to see what distin-
guishes  grand strategy from foreign policy in general. In 
that case, the phrase is no longer of any par tic u lar use.7 
What precise limits can we bring to the definition of 
 grand strategy?

First, like all strategy,  grand strategy is (1) a calcu-
lated relationship of ends and means, (2) in the face of 
one or more potential opponents. The task of identify-
ing and reconciling goals and resources—of making 
difficult trade- offs and setting priorities in the face of 
potential resistance—is the essence of strategy.8 In a 
world of unlimited resources, without the possibility 
of conflict,  there is no need for strategy. But in a world 
of scarce resources, in which leading actors may or 
may not cooperate, strategic decisions are inevitable. 
In this sense, not all foreign policy is “strategic.” But 
insofar as international relations involve scarcity and 
potential conflict, it is a realm of strategic interaction.

Second, it seems reasonable to suggest that  grand 
strategy only exists when  there is the possibility of the 
use of force internationally.9 This restriction conforms 
to common usage. Generally, we do not refer to any 
nation’s  grand strategy, on a given issue or in a given 
region, when  there is absolutely no possibility of armed 
conflict. If strategy refers to the balancing of ends and 
means in the face of potential re sis tance, then  grand 
strategy refers to the same balancing act on the part of 
states, in the face of potential armed conflict with other 

The following [article provides] a conceptual basis for 
understanding patterns of U.S. strategic adjustment. I 
examine some of the most impor tant potential sources 
of change and continuity in American  grand strategy. 
I begin by defining the term “ grand strategy,” and in-
dicate the ways in which strategies can vary. Then I ex-
amine two potential explanations for changes in 
 grand strategy: first, a domestic cultural explanation, 
and second, a power- based explanation, emphasizing 
international conditions. Fi nally, I outline an alterna-
tive “neoclassical realist” model of strategic adjust-
ment, showing how cultural and power- based vari-
ables interrelate in the formation of strategic choice.

 Grand Strategy

What exactly is “ grand strategy”? The phrase was first 
used by British military theorist B. H. Liddell Hart to 
describe the “higher level” of war time strategy above 
the strictly military, by which the nation’s policymakers 
coordinate all of the resources at their disposal— 
military, economic, diplomatic— toward the po liti cal 
ends of any given war.1 As such,  grand strategy was 
considered by Liddell Hart to be an essentially po liti cal 
exercise, conducted by the highest state officials, and in-
volving a broad range of policy instruments besides the 
military. Still, he thought of it as a war time phenome-
non.2 In recent years,  there has been renewed interest in 
the concept of  grand strategy, but the definition of it has 
been stretched to include periods of peace as well as 
war. In this new conception, not only the means of 
 grand strategy, but also the ends have been expanded to 
include a broad range of peacetime goals— political, 
economic, and diplomatic. Recent definitions of  grand 
strategy include the following:

• Any broad- based policies that a state may adopt 
for the preservation and enhancement of its 
security.3

• A political- military “means- ends” chain, a state’s 
theory about how it can best “cause” security for 
itself.4

Power, Culture, and  Grand Strategy
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tegic plan literally exists, nations must make difficult 
choices on  matters of defense spending, alliance diplo-
macy, and military intervention. Decisions regarding 
trade- offs between ends and means are inevitable, even 
if they are neither coherent nor coordinated. This is as 
true for the United States as for any other country. We 
cannot assume the existence of a premeditated strate-
gic design on the part of any administration, but it is 
not unreasonable to speak of governments being forced 
to make strategic decisions, whenever po liti cal and 
military ends and means must be reconciled amidst the 
possibility of armed conflict.

How, then, should we define change in  grand strat-
egy?  There are a number of strategic typologies already 
in existence. Edward Luttwak contrasts “expansion-
ist” strategies with “status quo” strategies.14 Charles 
 Kupchan offers a slightly more refined typology, dis-
tinguishing between “compellent,” “deterrent,” and 
“accommodationist” strategies.15 Alastair Iain Johnston 
points out that states can follow defensive ends by ag-
gressive means, and vice versa; he therefore leaves po-
liti cal ends out of his typology, but creates three cate-
gories of  grand strategy other wise similar to  those of 
Kupchan: “accommodationist,” “defensive,” and “ex-
pansionist.”16 It is not difficult to imagine a number of 
dimensions along which we might categorize  grand 
strategies: conflictual as opposed to cooperative, real-
ist as opposed to idealist, unilateral as opposed to 
multilateral, and so on.

While the typologies offered by Luttwak, Kupchan, 
and Johnston do provide useful guidelines, it seems un-
likely that most states follow  either a purely defensive- 
status quo, offensive- compellent, or accommodation-
ist strategy.17 Nor is it likely that  these three broad 
categories capture the subtle changes that characterize 
shifts between strategies, even at times of  great up-
heaval. Presumably, it is quite rare that American 
 grand strategy moves from one of  these three catego-
ries to another, even assuming that it can be fitted into 
 these three strategic archetypes.

A more fruitful approach might be to simply ask 
 whether the United States has expanded, contracted, or 
in any way significantly changed its overall strategic 
capabilities and commitments: a pro cess known as 
“strategic adjustment.”18 Referring back to the policy 
instruments typically associated with strategic decision- 
making, we could mea sure such change along the fol-
lowing dimensions:

1. Is military spending raised or lowered?
2. Are alliance commitments extended or 

withdrawn?
3. Are military deployments overseas expanded or 

reduced?
4. Is foreign aid increased or decreased?

international entities: states, terrorists, and so on. This 
means that military policy instruments  will always be 
central to  grand strategy— not exclusively so, but cen-
trally. Foreign aid, diplomatic activity, even trade pol-
icy  ought,  under certain circumstances, to be consid-
ered crucial ele ments in a nation’s  grand strategy. But 
they are ele ments of a  grand strategy only insofar as 
they are meant to serve the overall pursuit of national 
goals in the face of potential armed conflict with po-
tential opponents.

Having narrowed down our definition of  grand 
strategy somewhat, let us specify what it still includes. It 
includes the pursuit of a wide variety of nonmilitary 
interests, ends, and objectives,  whether po liti cal, eco-
nomic, or ideological. It includes the use of nonmilitary 
means, subject to the restrictions already specified. It 
includes peacetime as well as war time policy- making—
in fact, this study  will focus primarily on peacetime 
 grand strategy. It thus conforms in many re spects to 
calls for a more expansive definition of the subject.10 
 Grand strategy is a branch of foreign policy, and  grand 
strategic outcomes are a subset of foreign policy out-
comes. This means that the actors,  causes, and pro cesses 
involved in strategic adjustment  will be similar to  those 
of foreign policy decision- making. But  grand strategy is 
not synonymous with foreign policy in general.

Any  grand strategy involves the identification and 
prioritization of (1) national interests, goals, and objec-
tives; (2) potential threats to such interests; and (3) re-
sources and/or means with which to meet  these threats 
and protect  these interests.11 A  grand strategy is both a 
conceptual road map, describing how to match  identified 
resources to the promotion of identified interests, and a 
set of policy prescriptions. The road map addresses the 
crucial question of how to rank interests, assess threats, 
and adapt resources; its essence is the attempted recon-
ciliation of ends and means.12 The specific policy pre-
scriptions follow from the road map. In the final analy-
sis, any  grand strategy must provide concrete guidelines 
on the use of policy instruments such as the form and 
level of defense spending; the nature and extent of stra-
tegic commitments abroad; the deployment of military 
forces abroad, peacefully or not; the use of foreign aid; 
the use of diplomacy with real or potential allies; and 
the diplomatic stance taken  toward real or potential 
adversaries.

It might be asked  whether or not most governments 
actually follow any sort of conscious, coherent, and 
intentional strategic “plan” over time. The United 
States, in par tic u lar, seems unlikely to do so, given its 
fragmented and decentralized po liti cal system.13 The 
short answer is that, for our purposes, it does not  really 
 matter.  Whether or not national governments actually 
design and follow through on any overarching  grand 
strategy, they act as if they do.  Whether or not a stra-
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ory that may have cross- national applications. The 
same may be said for cultural theories. An appropri-
ate method, then, in developing a model of US strate-
gic adjustment is to begin by considering the potential 
weight of broad, general  causes, such as power and 
culture, and subsequently to focus in on  those ele ments 
of the decision- making pro cess that are distinctive to 
the United States. This  ought to provide us with a 
model of strategic choice unique to the United States, 
but with potential applications to other countries.

I  will therefore begin with  those  factors and theo-
ries that possess the broadest potential for explaining 
strategic adjustment in comparative terms: specifically, 
international pressures (structural realist theory), and 
culture (constructivist theory).21

Power and Culture: The Debate

One potential explanation for strategic adjustment 
would refer to international pressures, such as the 
global distribution of power. Alternatively, one could 
refer to country- specific strategic cultures. In interna-
tional relations theory, realists refer primarily to inter-
national (“systemic” or “structural”) pressures, while 
constructivists refer primarily to culture. Realist theo-
ries and cultural- constructivist theories are both lead-
ing candidates for explaining changes in  grand strat-
egy. Thus far, however, constructivists and realists have 
tended to talk past one another, dismissing each oth-
er’s claims without a serious, competitive testing of al-
ternative approaches.22 How do culture and interna-
tional pressures “fit” together, if at all, in causing 
strategic outcomes? What is their exact relationship? 
What are the limits on each type of explanation?  These 
are the kinds of questions that have yet to be satisfac-
torily answered.

We can at least begin to answer  these questions by 
framing several potential theories of strategic adjust-
ment in a clear, competitive fashion, and then testing 
each of them against the evidence. Only then can we 
gain a sense of how much cultural, as opposed to 
international- structural or power- based,  factors actu-
ally explain, and how they may interrelate.23 What fol-
lows is a brief summary of three potential explanations 
of strategic choice: cultural, structural or power- based, 
and neoclassical realist.

Cultural Explanations

Cultural explanations of strategic adjustment start from 
the premise that international pressures are essentially 
indeterminate. For cultural theorists, such as Thomas 
Berger, Elizabeth Kier, and Edward Rhodes, interna-
tional pressures— like the “national interest”— must be 
interpreted and represented subjectively, through a cul-
tural pro cess, in order to have any effect on strategic 

5. Does the state engage in significant new diplo-
matic initiatives, or does it disengage from 
existing diplomatic activities?

6. Does the state adopt a more aggressive and 
confrontational stance  toward its adversaries, or 
does it adopt a less confrontational stance?

Note that the United States might expand its com-
mitments in one area while reducing them in another: 
for example, by extending new alliance commitments 
while reducing defense spending. It is nevertheless use-
ful to ask  whether the nation has expanded or con-
tracted its strategic commitments as a  whole, while 
keeping in mind the possibility of variation within each 
of  these six categories. It is also useful to distinguish 
between major change and minor change in US  grand 
strategy. A massive shift in the extent of strategic 
commitments—as in the case of the adoption of 
containment— can be described as a first- order change. 
A less fundamental alteration— for example, Dwight D. 
Eisenhower’s introduction of the “New Look”— can be 
described as a second- order change. Most strategic ad-
justments are of the second order. And of course, a 
 great deal of minor tinkering goes on within the frame-
work of any given strategic approach, without quali-
fying as  either a first-  or second- order alteration.

In sum, variation in American  grand strategy  will 
be defined as a significant overall change in the nature 
and levels of military spending, alliance commitments, 
foreign aid, diplomatic activism, and/or foreign policy 
stands  toward potential adversaries. This gives us a 
concrete set of strategic outcomes that vary in a pre-
cise and observable manner. We now know what must 
be explained when we ask how and why  grand strat-
egy changes. What are some potential explanations for 
such change?

Explaining Strategic Adjustment

It is quite probable that both the  causes and the pro-
cesses of strategic adjustment differ from one country 
to the next. The concept of  grand strategy can and has 
been fruitfully applied to a variety of countries.19 Our 
main concern in this book, however, is with the sources 
of American  grand strategy. What theories and ap-
proaches might be helpful in focusing specifically on 
the sources of strategic adjustment within the United 
States?

Whenever attempting to explain the  grand strategy 
of any country, it is always useful to begin with its po-
sition in the international system. The international 
system is a good place to start  because it constitutes a 
power ful, generalizable influence on any country’s 
 grand strategy.20 The further we get with this sort of 
“structural” explanation, in terms of testing its causal 
power, the further we have gone in developing a the-
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culture can be institutionalized within bureaucratic 
agencies. Informally, it can be institutionalized through 
regular discourse.38 The informal pro cess of institu-
tionalization is the less direct of the two but arguably 
the more power ful. As the assumptions of a given stra-
tegic culture are iterated again and again, the lan-
guage itself takes on real power. It becomes difficult to 
discuss or even conceive, much less to consider, strate-
gic alternatives that are not culturally sanctioned. Stra-
tegic assumptions that might other wise be open to 
debate are instead taken for granted. As a result of this 
pro cess of institutionalization, political- military culture 
tends to persist, in de pen dent of material changes; con-
sequently, policy- makers tend to resist strategic ad-
justment, and adhere to existing  grand strategies, in 
spite of changing international conditions.39

In sum, cultural theorists suggest that any state’s 
 grand strategy is best explained by the existence of 
distinct strategic cultures rather than by international 
material pressures. Culture determines strategic be hav-
ior by shaping the preferences, perceptions, and be-
liefs of a given nation’s citizens. It predisposes each 
state  toward certain strategic choices, in keeping with 
unique, deep- rooted cultural assumptions, which nec-
essarily vary from state to state. When culture is taken 
as a variable, then a change in strategic culture is said 
to explain variation in  grand strategy. When culture is 
taken as a constant, then each nation’s strategic culture 
is said to limit and influence policy choices, without 
directly “causing” strategic adjustment.40

Power- Based Explanations

A second approach to explaining strategic adjustment 
is to emphasize international pressures, by pointing to 
conditions like the international distribution of power. 
This is the approach taken by structural realists of vari-
ous types. Realists suggest that patterns of strategic 
adjustment are ultimately  shaped by material or “struc-
tural” pressures at the international level.41 The realist 
premise is that  because the international system is an 
anarchic system, in which violent conflict is always a 
possibility, states are forced to rely upon their own ma-
terial capabilities— along with  those of their allies—in 
order to survive. Consequently, international pressures 
are the primary cause of the strategic be hav ior of indi-
vidual states.42 Realists do not deny that each nation- 
state within the international system may have peculiar 
historical, cultural, and/or domestic po liti cal legacies, 
but they do insist that  these domestic- level differences 
tend to be washed out by the pervasive pressures of 
international competition. As a result, realists suggest 
that all states tend eventually to act in the same man-
ner: they pay close attention to their relative position 
in the international system, try to promote their own 
power and security, and act to check potential threats. 

choice.24 This cultural pro cess operates as follows. In 
formulating  grand strategy, as in foreign policy gener-
ally, leading officials are forced to rely upon precon-
ceived beliefs and assumptions in order to interpret and 
act upon a mass of incoming information.25  These 
beliefs and assumptions may be held  either by individu-
als or by groups of policy- makers as a  whole. “Culture,” 
as a general term, simply refers to any set of inter-
locking values, beliefs, and assumptions that are held 
collectively by a given group and passed on through so-
cialization.26 In the context of  grand strategy, then, the 
relevant cultural values and beliefs are  those that relate 
to the legitimate and efficient conduct of political- 
military affairs, while the relevant cultural unit or group 
is the citizenry of a given nation- state, and particularly 
its foreign policy elite.27 Consequently, cultural theorists 
of  grand strategy posit the existence of an interlocking 
set of values and beliefs held by the po liti cally interested 
 people of each nation- state that relate to strategic af-
fairs; a set of beliefs that can be referred to as a nation’s 
“strategic culture.”28

Cultural theorists go on to suggest that culture 
shapes strategic choice in several ways. First, culture 
influences the manner in which international events, 
pressures, and conditions are perceived.29 Second, it 
provides a set of causal beliefs regarding the efficient 
pursuit of national interests.30 Third, it helps determine 
the  actual definition of  those interests, by providing 
prescriptive foreign policy goals.31 In this last sense, it 
should be noted, political- military culture is normative 
as well as descriptive, and constitutive as well as cog-
nitive.32 Strategic culture not only provides a set of an-
alytical tools; it also meshes with a sense of national 
self- image, or sense of identity, which is itself a ground 
for action.33 For example, one constitutive effect of 
political- military culture may be that policy- makers are 
held to certain norms, or rules of be hav ior, not for con-
sequentialist reasons, but simply  because the violation 
of such rules is viewed as illegitimate and inappropri-
ate.34 The seeming violation of accepted norms, or the 
abandonment of culturally prescribed national goals, 
is likely to trigger domestic opposition that is not only 
strong, but emotional, since such norms and/or goals 
are closely linked to a basic and constitutive sense of 
national identity.35

Perhaps the most striking characteristic of cultural 
explanations is their claim that strategic culture can 
prevent meaningful choices by rendering certain plau-
sible strategic alternatives unacceptable or even un-
thinkable. Culture is said to delimit a set range of ac-
ceptable options, tactics, and policies as legitimate and/
or efficacious; any alternatives that fall outside this 
range  will not even be seriously considered.36 Cultural 
scholars would further suggest that the influence of 
strategic culture is entrenched through formal and/or 
informal institutionalization.37 Formally, a par tic u lar 
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strategy— and the new cultural beliefs— can be best 
explained by referring to international pressures.

Offensive realism has the virtue of conceptual clar-
ity and parsimony; it claims to explain a  great deal by 
referring to only a few  simple variables. But this parsi-
mony comes at a very heavy price. By suggesting that 
domestic- level variables are essentially irrelevant to 
strategic choice, offensive realism rests upon a dubious 
theoretical assumption. It is precisely for this reason 
that Kenneth Waltz never made any such claim.50 The 
fact is, as even many realists admit, that domestic- level 
motives and intentions vary from state to state, and 
that such intentions often have a dramatic and in de-
pen dent impact upon foreign policy be hav ior.51 Sim-
ply put, some states maximize power;  others do not.52 
In real ity, the  grand strategies of states are regularly 
and significantly influenced by domestic- level  factors, 
including cultural assumptions. By arguing the oppo-
site, offensive realists inadvertently demonstrate the 
limits of systemic influences on state be hav ior. Such 
pressures may be the most impor tant cause of foreign 
policy be hav ior without being entirely determinate. 
The challenge, for realists, is to create an internally 
consistent and empirically plausible theory that pre-
serves an appreciation for the importance of systemic 
pressures alongside an appreciation of their limits.53

A Neoclassical Realist Model  
of Strategic Adjustment

An alternative to both offensive realist and cultural the-
ories of strategic adjustment can be found in neoclassi-
cal realism. In recent years,  there has been a striking 
tendency among many realists to “layer in” domestic- 
level  factors when explaining foreign policy be hav ior. 
Authors such as Thomas Christensen, Aaron Friedberg, 
Randall Schweller, Stephen Walt, William Wohlforth, 
and Fareed Zakaria have all produced research that is 
recognizably realist in inspiration, but that admits a cer-
tain causal significance to domestic- level variables.54 
Gideon Rose has identified this trend as a revival of 
classical realist assumptions, albeit with a greater con-
cern for theoretical rigor— hence the term “neoclassical 
realism.”55 According to Rose, neoclassical realists are 
united by certain common assumptions. First, they seek 
to explain par tic u lar foreign policy be hav iors and not 
simply broad international outcomes. Second, they 
take the international system— understood in material 
terms—as the most impor tant long- term cause of 
changes in any nation’s foreign policy be hav ior. This is 
what makes them “realists.” Third, they layer domestic- 
level  factors into their explanatory models in order to 
achieve greater predictive and empirical precision. Sim-
ply put, they tend to be sensitive to the cultural legacies 
and domestic politics of specific countries. This is what 
makes them “neoclassical.”56

They become “undifferentiated” or alike in their 
strategic be hav ior, regardless of cultural differences, 
due to the overriding pressures of international 
competition.43

Realists, like cultural theorists, however, are often 
vague as to the exact causal significance of interna-
tional as opposed to domestic- level pressures when 
attempting to explain patterns of strategic adjustment. 
For “structural” realists, the prob lem of causal under- 
specification is particularly severe; the leading struc-
tural realist of the last thirty years, Kenneth Waltz, has 
stated quite consistently that his theory cannot be used 
to explain foreign policy outcomes.44 But many inter-
national relations theorists remain unconvinced that 
structural realism does not or cannot make foreign 
policy predictions.45 In practice, structural realism both 
requires and implies a theory of state be hav ior. This is 
hardly an insuperable obstacle for realists. But it does 
mean that realist theories of foreign policy must fill in 
the blanks left by Waltz; they must specify how far and 
to what extent systemic or structural pressures actu-
ally determine the foreign policy be hav ior of individ-
ual states. And on this question, realists divide into 
several distinct camps.

“Offensive” realists, such as John Mearsheimer, 
maintain that international systemic pressures and 
constraints exert an all- powerful influence on  grand 
strategy. According to offensive realists, the fiercely 
competitive nature of the international system forces 
states to adopt aggressive strategies, and to expand their 
relative power, whenever pos si ble.46 As states grow in 
relative capabilities, they adopt more expansive  grand 
strategies. According to Mearsheimer, such expansion is 
not necessarily intentional. Pervasive uncertainty over 
the intentions of other states forces policy- makers to 
seek a margin of safety internationally. Power ful states 
therefore end up acting as if they sought dominion, even 
if self- consciously they only seek security. The key point 
for offensive realists is that power ful states adopt more 
expansive  grand strategies,  because they have both the 
opportunity and the incentive to do so.47

Offensive realists also provide clear predictions re-
garding the relationship between international mate-
rial pressures, distinct national cultures, and strategic 
adjustment. According to the logic of offensive real-
ism, culture is essentially epiphenomenal or irrelevant 
to strategic choice.48 Distinct strategic cultures may ex-
ist, but they have  little or no in de pen dent impact on 
 grand strategy. International pressures not only deter-
mine strategic choice; they also override cultural con-
cerns. Cultural rhe toric may be used to justify chosen 
strategies, but the  actual explanation for  those strate-
gies lies in the international system.49 Fi nally, cultural 
beliefs may change, and  these new beliefs may be co-
incident with the se lection of new policies, but offen-
sive realists suggest that, in such cases, both the new 
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or even shape the cultural preferences and perceptions 
held by their constituents. That is to say, to a greater 
extent than is generally recognized by international re-
lations theorists, the cultural assumptions voiced by 
elite foreign policy officials may be internalized and 
genuine.61 And if national cultural assumptions regard-
ing  grand strategy are  either shared or  shaped by elite 
officials, then the beliefs of  those officials are a second 
means by which culture can act as an impor tant influ-
ence on patterns of strategic choice.

When applied to the subject of  grand strategy, a dis-
tinct contribution of neoclassical realist theory is that 
it provides us with a more precise and subtle under-
standing of the ways in which international and cul-
tural variables typically interact to shape and deter-
mine patterns of strategic choice. Neoclassical realists 
would concede that cultural  factors influence the man-
ner in which states respond to systemic conditions. 
Strategic adjustment is neither easy nor automatic, par-
ticularly when international pressures run up against 
deeply held cultural beliefs. For this very reason, the 
existence of nationally distinct strategic cultures often 
creates significant “lags” or discontinuities between in-
ternational changes and national responses.62 At the 
same time, however, neoclassical realists would argue 
that it is ultimately international conditions that drive 
the pro cess of both strategic adjustment and cultural 
change. That is to say, when national strategic cultures 
come  under intense international pressure, in the end 
they adjust and adapt.63 New state strategies are 
 adopted and state officials respond to international 
pressures by reframing cultural arguments in order to 
minimize the appearance of discontinuity;  those na-
tions that refuse to adapt or respond to systemic condi-
tions are punished in the international arena.64 Culture 
is thus best understood as a supplement to, and not a 
substitute for, realist theories of strategic choice.65 Stra-
tegic culture can certainly help to explain “deviations” 
from balancing be hav ior, but since the very concept of 
such deviations presumes some sort of appropriate 
or expected response to international conditions, it is 
only within a realist framework that such explana-
tions make any sense.66

A neoclassical realist model of strategic adjust-
ments promises to be useful in bridging domestic and 
international  factors, and in better understanding pat-
terns of adjustment  under a variety of circumstances. 
It sets the par ameters for strategic choice more con-
vincingly than  either a purely cultural or a purely 
power- based approach. But even this neoclassical re-
alist model cannot claim to completely explain spe-
cific policy decisions at the most detailed level. It still 
leaves room for other  factors, such as domestic poli-
tics, as well as for choice on the part of individual 
policy- makers.

How would neoclassical realism explain changes in 
 grand strategy? First, it would look to the international 
system as the single most impor tant overall cause of 
strategic be hav ior. It would suggest that strategic ad-
justment is encouraged by changes in the international 
distribution of power and/or changes in the level of ex-
ternal threat faced by the state.57 When a given state 
becomes more power ful, or when it  faces greater threats 
from abroad, it tends to adopt a more costly and ex-
pansive  grand strategy. Conversely, when a state be-
comes less power ful, or when it  faces fewer foreign 
threats, it tends to adopt a less costly and less expansive 
 grand strategy. At the same time, neoclassical realists 
would agree that  there is generally some indeterminacy 
in international conditions, some range of strategic op-
tions that might plausibly serve the national interest, 
and that within this  limited range, culture— along with 
other domestic  factors— can have an impact upon stra-
tegic choice.58 Neoclassical realists would agree, for 
example, with cultural theorists that country- specific 
cultural variables can influence the preferences and 
perceptions of a state’s foreign policy- makers; that cul-
ture can predispose a state  toward certain strategic 
choices rather than  others; and that culture can delimit 
the range of acceptable alternatives in a given situation. 
In other words, from a neoclassical realist perspective, 
cultural  factors can help to specify and explain the final 
choices made by foreign policy- makers.

What exactly is the pro cess by which strategic cul-
ture influences strategic choice? A neoclassical realist 
theory would suggest that the pro cess is twofold. First, 
foreign policy officials need domestic support for any 
new departure in  grand strategy.59 This is particularly 
true in a democracy like the United States. Changes in 
 grand strategy are often costly, involving the extraction 
and mobilization of considerable national resources. 
Such changes must be po liti cally feasible at home be-
fore they can be implemented; they must be viewed as 
legitimate. Officials that violate cultural preferences 
and expectations in formulating  grand strategy risk 
their own po liti cal support, as well as the success of 
their chosen policies. Consequently,  there are strong 
po liti cal incentives to frame strategic choices in terms 
that are culturally acceptable, and to modify  grand 
strategy in accordance with cultural preferences, in or-
der to maintain domestic po liti cal support for new 
strategic initiatives. In fact, po liti cal officials frequently 
anticipate such domestic cultural constraints before-
hand, and adapt their policies to them, precisely to 
avoid po liti cal controversy.60 In this way, through the 
need for domestic support, strategic culture can have 
an impact on strategic choice, even when state officials 
employ cultural symbols instrumentally. But the causal 
influence of culture is not necessarily  limited to the 
need for domestic po liti cal support. Foreign policy of-
ficials themselves may actually share, or come to share, 
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such as nuclear escalation—to sustain commitments 
on the cheap. Third, they can expand capabilities, 
thereby restoring strategic solvency.  Today, this ap-
proach would prob ably require a concerted, long- 
term defense buildup comparable to the efforts of Pres-
idents Jimmy Car ter and Ronald Reagan near the end 
of the Cold War.3

Much con temporary commentary  favors the first 
option— reducing commitments— and denounces the 
third as financially ruinous and perhaps impossible.4 
Yet significantly expanding American capabilities 
would not be nearly as eco nom ically onerous as it may 
seem. Compared to the alternatives, in fact, this ap-
proach represents the best option for sustaining 
American primacy and preventing a slide into strate-
gic bankruptcy which  will eventually be punished.

I

Since the Cold War, Amer i ca has been committed to 
maintaining overwhelming military primacy. The idea, 
as George W. Bush declared, that Amer i ca must pos-
sess “strengths beyond challenge” has been featured 
in  every major US strategy document and reflected in 
concrete terms.5 Since the early 1990s, for example, the 
United States has accounted for 35–45   percent of 
world defense spending and maintained peerless global 
power- projection capabilities.6 Perhaps more impor-
tant, US primacy was unrivaled in key strategic re-
gions such as Eu rope, East Asia, and the  Middle East. 
From thrashing Saddam Hussein’s million- man Iraqi 
military during Operation Desert Storm (1991) to de-
ploying two carrier strike groups off Taiwan during the 
third Taiwan Strait crisis (1995–1996) with impunity, 
Washington has been able to proj ect military power su-
perior to anything a regional rival could employ, even 
on its own geopo liti cal doorstep.

This military dominance has constituted the hard- 
power backbone of an ambitious global strategy.  After 
the Cold War, US policy- makers committed to avert-
ing a return to the unstable multipolarity of  earlier eras 
and to perpetuating the more favorable unipolar order. 
They committed to fostering a global environment in 
which liberal values and an open international econ-

Amer i ca is hurtling  toward strategic insolvency.1 For 
two de cades  after the Cold War, Washington enjoyed 
essentially uncontested military dominance and a his-
torically favorable global environment— all at a com-
paratively low military and financial price. Now, how-
ever, Amer i ca confronts military and geopo liti cal 
challenges more numerous and severe than at any time 
in at least a quarter  century— precisely as disinvest-
ment in defense has left US military resources far 
scarcer than before. The result is a creeping crisis of 
American military primacy, as Washington’s margin of 
superiority is diminished, and the gap between US 
commitments and capabilities grows. “Superpowers 
 don’t bluff,” went a common Obama- era refrain— but 
 today, Amer i ca is being left with a strategy of bluff as 
its preeminence wanes and its military means come out 
of alignment with its geopo liti cal ends.

Foreign policy, Walter Lipp mann wrote, entails 
“bringing into balance, with a comfortable surplus of 
power in reserve, the nation’s commitments and the na-
tion’s power.” If a statesman fails to preserve strategic 
solvency, if he fails to “bring his ends and means into 
balance,” Lipp mann added, “he  will follow a course 
that leads to disaster.”2 Amer i ca’s current state of stra-
tegic insolvency is indeed fraught with peril. It  will un-
dermine US alliances by raising doubts about the 
credibility of American guarantees. It  will weaken de-
terrence by tempting adversaries to think aggression 
may be successful or go unopposed. Should conflict 
actually erupt in key areas, the United States may be 
unable to uphold existing commitments or only be able 
to do so at prohibitive cost. Fi nally, as the shadows cast 
by US military power grow shorter, American diplo-
macy is likely to become less availing, and the global 
system less responsive to US influence. The US military 
remains far superior to any single competitor, but its 
power is becoming dangerously insufficient for the 
 grand strategy and international order it supports.

 Great powers facing strategic insolvency have three 
basic options. First, they can decrease commitments, 
thereby restoring equilibrium with diminished re-
sources. Second, they can live with greater risk by 
gambling that their enemies  will not test vulnerable 
commitments or by employing riskier approaches— 
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First, great- power military competition is back. The 
world’s two leading authoritarian powers— China and 
Russia— are seeking regional hegemony, contesting 
global norms such as nonaggression and freedom of 
navigation, and developing the military punch to un-
derwrite  these ambitions. Notwithstanding severe 
economic and demographic prob lems, Rus sia has con-
ducted major military modernization emphasizing 
nuclear weapons, high- end conventional capabilities, 
and rapid- deployment and special operations forces— 
and utilized many of  these capabilities in Ukraine and 
Syria.10 China, meanwhile, has carried out a buildup 
of historic proportions, with constant- dollar defense 
outlays rising from $26 billion in 1995 to $215 billion 
in 2015.11 Ominously,  these expenditures have funded 
power- projection and anti- access / area denial (A2/AD) 
tools necessary to threaten China’s neighbors and com-
plicate US intervention on their behalf. Washington 
has grown accustomed to having a generational mili-
tary lead; Rus sian and Chinese modernization efforts 
are now creating a far more competitive environment.

Second, international outlaws are no longer so 
weak. North  Korea’s conventional forces have atro-
phied, but Pyongyang has amassed a growing nuclear 
arsenal and is developing intercontinental delivery ca-
pability.12 Iran remains a nuclear threshold state, which 
continues to develop ballistic missiles and A2/AD ca-
pabilities while employing sectarian and proxy forces 
across the  Middle East. The Islamic State is headed for 
defeat, but has displayed military capabilities unpre ce-
dented for any terrorist group and shown that coun-
terterrorism  will continue to place significant opera-
tional demands on US forces. Rogue actors have long 
preoccupied American planners, but the rogues are 
now more capable than at any time in de cades.

Third, the democ ratization of technology has al-
lowed more actors to contest American superiority in 
dangerous ways. The spread of antisatellite and cyber-
warfare capabilities, the proliferation of man- portable 
air defense systems and ballistic missiles, and the in-
creasing availability of key ele ments of the precision- 
strike complex have had a military- leveling effect by 
giving weaker actors capabilities formerly unique to 
technologically advanced states. Indeed, as  these capa-
bilities spread, fourth- generation systems, such as F-
15s and F-16s, may provide decreasing utility against 
even non- great- power competitors, and far more fifth- 
generation capabilities may be needed to perpetuate 
American overmatch.

Fi nally, the number of challenges has multiplied. 
During the 1990s and early 2000s, Washington faced 
rogue states and jihadist extremism but not intense 
great- power rivalry. Amer i ca faced conflicts in the 
 Middle East, but East Asia and Eu rope  were compara-
tively secure. Now, old threats still exist, but the more 
permissive conditions have vanished. The United States 

omy could flourish and in which international scourges 
such as rogue states, nuclear proliferation, and cata-
strophic terrorism would be suppressed. And  because 
they saw military force as the ultima ratio regum, they 
understood the centrality of military preponderance.

Washington would need the military power to un-
derwrite worldwide alliance commitments and pre-
serve substantial overmatch versus any potential great- 
power rival. The United States must be able to answer 
the sharpest challenges to the international system, 
such as Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 or ji-
hadist extremism  today. Fi nally,  because prevailing 
global norms reflect hard- power realities, Amer i ca 
would need superiority to assure its own values remain 
ascendant. Saying US strategy and the international or-
der required “strengths beyond challenge” was im-
politic, but it was not inaccurate.7

American primacy, moreover, has been eminently 
affordable. At the height of the Cold War, the United 
States spent over 12  percent of gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) on defense; since the mid-1990s, the num-
ber has usually been 3–4  percent.8 In a historically fa-
vorable international environment, Washington has 
enjoyed primacy— and its geopo liti cal fruits—on the 
cheap.

 Until recently, US strategy also heeded the limits of 
how cheaply primacy could be had. The American mil-
itary shrank significantly during the 1990s, but US of-
ficials understood that if Washington cut back too far, 
US primacy would erode to a point where it ceased to 
deliver its geopo liti cal benefits. Alliances would lose 
credibility, stability of key regions would be eroded, ri-
vals would be emboldened, and international crises 
would go unaddressed. American primacy was thus 
like a reasonably priced insurance policy, requiring 
nontrivial expenditures— and protecting against far 
costlier outcomes.9 Washington paid the premiums for 
two de cades  after the Cold War. But more recently 
American primacy and strategic solvency have been 
imperiled.

II

For most of the post– Cold War era, the international 
system was—by historical standards— remarkably be-
nign. Dangers existed, and as the terrorist attacks on 
September 11, 2001, demonstrated, they could mani-
fest with horrific effect. But for two de cades  after the 
Soviet collapse, the world was characterized by re-
markably low levels of great- power competition, high 
levels of security in key theaters such as Eu rope and 
East Asia, and the comparative weakness of “rogue” 
actors— Iran, Iraq, North  Korea, and al- Qaeda— which 
most aggressively challenged American power. Now, 
however, the strategic landscape is darkening due to 
four  factors.
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is significantly smaller than the 1990s- era “base force,” 
which was designed as the “minimum force . . .  below 
which the nation should not go if it was to remain a 
globally engaged superpower.”19 “Strategy wears a dol-
lar sign,” Bernard Brodie wrote, and Washington is pay-
ing for less capability relative to the threats it  faces than 
at any time in de cades.20

IV

Cumulatively,  these developments have resulted in a 
creeping crisis of US military primacy. Washington still 
possesses vastly more military power than any chal-
lenger, particularly in global power- projection capa-
bilities. Yet even this global primacy is declining. The 
United States  faces a Rus sia with significant extra- 
regional power- projection capabilities as well as near- 
peer capabilities in areas such as strategic nuclear 
forces and cyberwarfare. China’s military bud get is 
now more than one- third of the US bud get, and Bei-
jing is developing its own advanced power- projection 
capabilities.21 Perhaps more importantly, US global pri-
macy is also increasingly irrelevant,  because  today’s 
crucial geopo liti cal competitions are regional contests, 
and  here the trends have been decidedly adverse.

In East Asia, China’s two- decade military buildup 
has allowed Beijing to contest seriously US power pro-
jection within the first island chain. “The balance of 
power between the United States and China may be 
approaching a series of tipping points,” RAND Cor-
poration analysts observe.22 The situation in Eastern 
Eu rope is worse.  Here, unfavorable geography and ag-
gressive Rus sian modernization have created signifi-
cant Rus sian overmatch in the Baltic; US and North 
Atlantic Treaty Organ ization (NATO) forces are “out-
numbered and outgunned” along NATO’s eastern 
flank.23 In the  Middle East, the balance remains more 
favorable, but Ira nian A2/AD and ballistic missile ca-
pabilities could significantly complicate US operations, 
while the reemergence of Rus sian military power has 
narrowed US freedom of action. In key areas across 
Eurasia, the US military edge has eroded.

This erosion, in turn, has profound implications for 
American strategy. For one  thing, US forces  will face 
far harder fights should conflict occur. War against Iran 
or North  Korea would be daunting enough, given their 
asymmetrical capabilities. Even Iran, for instance, 
could use its ballistic missile capabilities to attack US 
bases and allies, employ swarming tactics and 
precision- guided munitions against US naval forces in 
the Persian Gulf, and activate Shi’ite militias and proxy 
forces, all as a way of inflicting higher costs on the 
United States.24

Conflict against Rus sia or China would be some-
thing  else entirely. Fighting a near- peer competitor 
armed with high- end conventional weapons and 

confronts rogue states, lethal jihadist organ izations, 
and great- power competition;  there are severe chal-
lenges in all three Eurasian theaters. The United States 
thus  faces not just more significant but also more nu-
merous challenges to its military dominance than it has 
for at least a quarter  century.

III

One might expect the leader of a historically favorable 
international system to respond to such developments 
by increasing its relatively modest investments in main-
taining the system. In recent years, however, Washing-
ton has markedly disinvested in defense. Constant- 
dollar defense spending fell by nearly one- fourth, 
from $768 billion in 2010 to $595 billion in 2015.13 
Defense spending as a share of GDP fell from 
4.7  percent to 3.3  percent, with Congressional Bud get 
Office projections showing military outlays falling to 
2.6   percent by 2024— the lowest level since before 
World War II.14

Defense spending always declines  after major wars, 
of course. Yet from 2010 onward, this pressure was 
compounded by the legacy of Bush- era bud get deficits, 
the impact of the  Great Recession (2007–9), and Pres-
ident Barack Obama’s decision to transfer resources 
from national security to domestic priorities.  These 
forces, in turn,  were exacerbated by the terms of the 
Bud get Control Act of 2011 and the sequester mecha-
nism. Defense absorbed roughly 50  percent of  these 
spending cuts, despite accounting for less than 
20  percent of federal spending. By walling off most 
personnel costs and severely limiting flexibility in how 
cuts could be made, moreover, the sequester caused the 
Department of Defense to make reductions in blunt, 
nonstrategic fashion.15

This bud getary buzz saw has taken a toll. Readiness 
has suffered alarmingly, with all ser vices struggling to 
conduct current counterterrorism operations while 
also preparing for the ever- growing danger of great- 
power war. “The ser vices are very good at counterin-
surgency,” the House Armed Ser vices Committee noted 
in 2016, “but they are not prepared to endure a long 
fight against higher order threats from near- peer com-
petitors.”16 Modernization has also been  compromised; 
the ability to develop and field promising  future capa-
bilities has been sharply constrained by bud get caps 
and uncertainty. This prob lem  will only get worse—in 
the 2020s, a “bow wave” of deferred investments in 
the nuclear triad and high- end conventional capabili-
ties  will come due.17

Fi nally, force structure has been sacrificed. The Army 
has fared worst—it is slated to decline to 450,000 per-
sonnel by 2018, or 30,000 personnel fewer than prior 
to 9/11.18 But all the ser vices are at or near post– 
World War II lows in end strength, and the US military 
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United States is rapidly reaching, if it has not already 
reached, the point of strategic insolvency. And even be-
yond the aforementioned risks, this situation poses 
fundamental strategic challenges.

The cohesion of US alliances  will likely suffer, as 
American allies lose confidence in Washington’s abil-
ity to protect them. Adversaries, in turn,  will become 
more likely to test US commitments, to gauge Wash-
ington’s willingness to make good on increasingly 
tenuous promises, and to exploit its declining ability 
to respond decisively. Rus sian intimidation of the 
Baltic states, Ira nian expansionism in the  Middle 
East, and increasingly aggressive Chinese coercion of 
the Philippines and Japan illustrate  these dynamics in 
action.

Fi nally, as US military power becomes less impos-
ing, the United States  will find its global influence less 
impressive. Norms, ideas, and international arrange-
ments supported by Washington  will lose strength and 
increasingly be challenged by actors empowered to im-
print their own influence on global affairs. American 
 grand strategy and the post– Cold War system have 
rested on American military overmatch; as that over-
match fades, US  grand strategy and the order it sup-
ports  will come  under tremendous strain.

V

So how should Amer i ca respond? One option is reduc-
ing commitments. If the United States cannot sustain 
its existing global strategy, then it could pare back 
global obligations  until they are more commensurate 
with available capabilities.

The United States might, for instance, embrace a 
twenty- first- century Nixon Doctrine, by stating that it 
 will protect  Middle Eastern partners from conven-
tional, state- based aggression, but that they must de-
fend themselves against nontraditional threats such as 
the Islamic State.29 Or, Amer i ca could simply delegate 
Persian Gulf security to its Arab allies in the region. 
Most dramatically, if the United States  were  really se-
rious about slashing commitments, it could dispense 
with the obligations most difficult to uphold—to Tai-
wan and the Baltic states, for instance. In short, Amer-
i ca would reduce commitments proactively, rather than 
having their hollowness exposed by war.

 There are historical pre ce dents for this approach. 
The Nixon Doctrine and US withdrawal from Vietnam 
helped Washington retreat to a more defensible  strategic 
perimeter in the 1970s following strategic overstretch 
in the de cade prior. More significantly, beginning in 
the late nineteenth  century, the United Kingdom gradu-
ally conducted an elegant global retreat by first relying 
upon rising regional powers such as the United States 
and Japan to maintain acceptable regional  orders and 
 later encouraging Washington to shoulder many of 

precision- strike capabilities would subject the US mil-
itary to an environment of enormous lethality, “the 
likes of which,” Army Chief of Staff General Mark A. 
Milley has commented, it “has not experienced . . .  
since World War II.”25 American forces might still 
win— albeit on a longer time line and at a painfully 
high cost in lives— but they might not.

According to open- source analy sis, US forces 
would have  little chance of halting a determined Rus-
sian assault on the Baltic states. Facing severe disad-
vantages in tanks, ground- based fires, and airpower 
and air defenses,  those forces would likely be de-
stroyed in place. NATO would then face an agonizing 
dilemma— whether to mobilize its resources for a pro-
tracted war that would risk nuclear escalation or ac-
quiesce to an alliance- destroying fait accompli.26

Similarly, whereas the United States would have 
dominated any plausible conflict with China in the 
1990s, according to recent assessments the most likely 
conflicts would be nearer run  things  today. Consider a 
conflict over Taiwan. Beijing might not be able to de-
feat Washington in a long war, but it could establish 
air and maritime superiority early in a conflict and 
thereby impose unacceptable losses on US air and na-
val forces. The crucial tipping point in a Taiwan con-
tingency could come as early as 2020 or even 2017; in 
the Spratly Islands, it could come within another de-
cade.27 As US superiority erodes, Amer i ca runs a higher 
risk of being unable to meet its obligations.

In fact, Washington’s ability to execute its standing 
global defense strategy is increasingly doubtful.  After 
the Cold War, the United States  adopted a two major 
regional contingency standard geared  toward prevent-
ing an adversary in one region from undertaking op-
portunistic aggression to exploit US preoccupation in 
another. By 2012, bud get cuts had already forced the 
Obama administration to shift to a 1.5 or 1.7 war stan-
dard premised on decisively defeating one opponent 
while “imposing unacceptable costs” on another.28 Yet 
the US capacity to execute even this less ambitious 
strategy is  under strain, just as the international envi-
ronment raises questions about  whether the strategy is 
ambitious enough.

This doubt has arisen  because the Obama adminis-
tration’s 2012 defense strategy was announced prior to 
sequestration, and prior to Rus sian aggression in 
Ukraine in 2014— which raised the disturbing possi-
bility that one of Amer i ca’s wars might be against a 
nuclear- armed great- power competitor. And beyond 
 these issues, events in Eu rope and the  Middle East since 
2012 have raised doubts about  whether a 1.7 war stan-
dard is sufficient given the possibility the Pentagon 
might confront conflicts in three strategic theaters— 
against Rus sia in Eu rope, Iran or an Islamic State– like 
actor in the  Middle East, and China or North  Korea 
in East Asia—on overlapping time frames. In sum, the 
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likely to worsen. Moreover, the United States essen-
tially tried a version of this approach by withdrawing 
from Iraq in late 2011. But as soon became clear, Iraq, 
a vital state in a key region, could not withstand chal-
lenges from nontraditional foes such as the Islamic 
State on its own. In fact, US retrenchment actually en-
couraged developments that left Iraq more vulnerable 
to collapse, such as the increasingly sectarian nature of 
Nuri al- Maliki’s governance and the hollowing out of 
the Iraqi Security Forces.34 Retrenchment, then, may 
narrow the gap between capabilities and commitments 
in the short run, but only by inviting greater global 
dangers and instability.

VI

If the United States is unwilling to spend significantly 
more on defense, but does not wish to invite the geopo-
liti cal instability associated with retrenchment, a sec-
ond option is to live with greater risk. Living with 
greater risk could take two dif fer ent, but not mutually 
exclusive, forms. First, the United States could accept 
higher risk with re spect to its global commitments by 
wagering that even exposed commitments are unlikely 
to be tested  because US adversaries are risk averse and 
are unwilling to start a war, even a potentially success-
ful one, that might cause American intervention. In 
other words, the United States might not be able to de-
fend Taiwan effectively, but the mere prospect of an 
invasion provoking a Sino- American war would stay 
Beijing’s hand.

Second, the United States could bridge the capabilities- 
commitments gap through riskier strategies substituting 
escalation for additional resources. Most likely, this 
would entail relying more heavi ly on nuclear war– 
fighting and the threat of nuclear retaliation to defend 
vulnerable allies in East Asia or Eastern Eu rope.  Because 
US allies are already covered by the US extended nu-
clear deterrent, this approach would involve making 
more explicit nuclear threats and guarantees and inte-
grating greater reliance on nuclear weapons into US 
plans. Similarly, this approach could entail the use, or 
the threat of use, of power ful nonnuclear capabilities 
such as strategic cyberattacks against critical  enemy 
infrastructure for the same purpose— bolstering de-
terrence on the cheap by raising the costs an aggressor 
would expect to pay.35

Lest  these approaches sound ridicu lous, both have 
a distinguished pedigree. In the late 1940s, the United 
States could not credibly defend Western Eu rope from 
a Soviet invasion. But the Truman administration still 
undertook the security guarantees associated with 
NATO on the calculated  gamble that Moscow was un-
likely to risk global war by attacking US allies, par-
ticularly during the period of the US nuclear mono-
poly.36 And in the 1950s, to control costs and address 

London’s global burdens  after World War II. Graceful 
retrenchment, then, is not an impossibility.30

It is, however, extremely problematic  today. This 
approach— particularly the more aggressive variants— 
would be enormously difficult to implement. The US 
commitment to the Baltic states is part of a larger com-
mitment to NATO; shredding the former guarantee 
risks undermining the broader alliance. Even in Asia, 
where the United States has bilateral alliances, with-
drawing the US commitment to Taipei could cause 
leaders in Manila, Seoul, or Tokyo to won der if they 
might be abandoned next— and to hedge their strate-
gic bets accordingly. Alliances hinge on the credibility 
of the patron’s promises; revoking some guarantees 
without discrediting  others is difficult.31

This dynamic underscores another liability— the 
likelihood of profound geopo liti cal instability. Re-
trenchment works best when the overstretched hege-
mon can hand off excessive responsibilities to some 
friendly power. But  today,  there is no liberal super-
power waiting in the wings. Rather, the countries 
most sympathetic to Amer i ca’s view of the interna-
tional order— Japan, the United Kingdom, and key 
Eu ro pean allies— confront graver long- term economic 
and demographic challenges than the United States. 
The countries most likely to gain influence following 
US retrenchment— Russia and China— have very dif-
fer ent global visions.

In  these circumstances, US retrenchment seems un-
likely to succeed. Rather than simply forcing friendly 
local actors to do more to defend themselves and check 
revisionist powers, the outcome might easily be under- 
balancing—in which collective action prob lems, inter-
nal po liti cal divisions, or resource limitations prevent 
timely action against a potential aggressor—or band- 
wagoning, in which exposed countries buy a mea sure 
of safety by aligning with, rather than against, an ag-
gressive power.32 Meanwhile, although writing off 
Taiwan or Estonia might produce a near- term im-
provement of relations with Beijing or Moscow, the 
longer- term effect would be to remove a chief con-
straint on the aggressive be hav ior  these powers have 
been increasingly manifesting. If Moscow and Beijing 
seem  eager to bring their “near abroads” to heel now, 
just wait  until the United States retracts its security 
perimeter.33

If more aggressive variants of retrenchment are thus 
deeply flawed, even more  limited versions, such as a 
 Middle Eastern Nixon Doctrine, have weaknesses. As 
Iran’s military power continues to grow, and the recent 
removal of nuclear- related sanctions makes this seem 
likely, even the wealthy Persian Gulf kingdoms  will 
have  great difficulty dealing with Tehran’s advanced 
and asymmetric capabilities without US assistance. In 
fact, without US leadership, the long- standing collec-
tive action prob lems between the Gulf countries are 
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a sustained, multiyear buildup of a magnitude roughly 
similar to the Carter- Reagan buildup, when real de-
fense spending increased by around 50  percent. This 
buildup would require permanently lifting the Bud get 
Control Act caps to provide increased resources and 
bud getary stability. It would require not just procur-
ing larger quantities of existing capabilities but also 
investing aggressively in  future capabilities geared 
 toward defeating great- power challengers as well as 
middle- tier prob lem countries such as Iran and North 
 Korea. And crucially, greater resources would have to 
be coupled with developing innovative operational 
concepts, streamlining Defense procedures and acqui-
sition pro cesses, and maximizing the Pentagon’s other 
efforts  toward effectiveness and efficiency.

Recent proposals demonstrate the likely par ameters 
of this approach. If the goal was to restore an au then tic 
two major regional contingency capability, the United 
States might follow the recommendations issued in 
2014 by the National Defense Panel, which call for a 
force consisting, at minimum, of 490,000 active- duty 
Army personnel and 182,000 marines, a Navy of be-
tween 323 and 346 ships (versus 274  today), and an 
Air Force of unspecified size but substantially larger 
than the end- strength envisioned in late Obama- era 
bud gets.39 If, more ambitiously, the United States 
sought a two- plus or even a three- war standard, a more 
significant buildup would be required.

One recent estimate issued by Senator John McCain 
calls for a three- theater force— a Navy of over 330 
ships and nearly 900 frontline naval strike fighters, an 
Air Force of 60 combat squadrons and 1,500 combat 
aircraft, an Army of at least 490,000–500,000 active- 
duty soldiers, and a Marine Corps of at least 200,000 
active- duty marines.  Because McCain’s bud get reaches 
out only 5 years,  these numbers would presumably 
grow further over time.40 Another three- theater pro-
posal by the American Enterprise Institute advocates 
a 10- year expansion to 600,000 active- duty Army sol-
diers, over 200,000 active- duty marines, a Navy of 346 
ships, and an Air Force of unspecified but significantly 
increased end strength. The number of F-22s, for in-
stance, would rise from 185 to 450.41

 These proposals would require significant new in-
vestments. The McCain bud get calls for $430 billion 
in new money over 5 years, culminating in a Fiscal Year 
2022 bud get of roughly $800 billion.42 The American 
Enterprise Institute proposal, issued in late 2015, calls 
for $1.3 trillion in new money over 10 years.43 All of 
 these force constructs reflect a high- low mix designed 
to enable effective operations ranging from counterter-
rorism, to major conventional war against Iran or 
North  Korea, to high- end combat against a great- 
power adversary. All the proposals include robust re-
capitalization of the US nuclear triad. And although 
 these proposals differ on specifics, all are meant to 

the continuing deficiency of US and allied conventional 
forces, the Eisenhower administration relied heavi ly on 
nuclear threats to deter aggression.37 Throughout 
much of the Cold War, in fact, the United States com-
pensated for conventional inferiority— particularly in 
Central Europe—by integrating early recourse to nu-
clear weapons into its war plans. Accepting greater risk 
would mean updating Cold War– era approaches for 
 today’s purposes.

Yet substituting risk for cost entails serious liabil-
ities. Simply hoping exposed commitments  will not 
be challenged might work— for a while. But this 
strategy carries enormous risk of  those guarantees 
eventually being tested and found wanting, with dev-
astating effects on Amer i ca’s reputation and credibil-
ity. Meanwhile, a strategy of bluff could weaken de-
terrence and reassurance on the installment plan as 
allies and adversaries perceive a shifting balance of 
power and understand US guarantees to be increas-
ingly chimerical.

The second variant of this approach, embracing 
more escalatory approaches, lacks credibility. Consider 
threatening to employ strategic cyberattacks against an 
aggressor in a conflict over Taiwan or the Baltic states. 
Such threats are problematic,  because as President 
Obama acknowledged in 2016, “open socie ties” such as 
the United States are “more vulnerable” to massive cy-
berattacks than authoritarian rivals such as Rus sia or 
China.38 Amer i ca may simply lack the escalation domi-
nance needed to make a strategy of cyber- retaliation 
believable.

So too in the nuclear realm. Threats to punish Com-
munist aggression with nuclear retaliation might have 
been credible in the 1950s, when China lacked nuclear 
weapons: Washington had a massive nuclear advan-
tage over Moscow, and neither adversary could reliably 
target the US homeland. But  today, both rivals possess 
secure second- strike capabilities and could inflict hor-
rific damage on Amer i ca should nuclear escalation oc-
cur. This approach thus risks leading the United States 
into a trap where, if its interests are challenged, it  faces 
a choice between pursuing escalatory options carry ing 
potentially unacceptable costs and acquiescing to ag-
gression. Awareness of this dynamic may, in turn, make 
adversaries more likely to probe and push. Trading cost 
for risk may seem attractive in theory, but in practice 
the risks may prove far more dangerous than they ini-
tially seem.

VII

This leaves a final option— significantly increasing re-
sources devoted to defense, thereby bringing capabili-
ties back into alignment with commitments and 
strengthening the hard- power backbone of US strategy. 
Given current trends, this strategy would likely entail 
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tagon officials have acknowledged, right now the 
United States simply cannot field even promising tech-
nologies in numbers sufficient to have strategic impact. 
“ We’ll do the demo,  we’ll be very happy with the 
results, [but] we  won’t have the money to go on,” 
Undersecretary of Defense Frank Kendall warned in 
2016.47 Offsets and innovation are necessary for sus-
taining American primacy, but they are hardly suffi-
cient. Similarly, although virtually all experts consider 
defense reform essential, no one has identified a feasi-
ble reform program sufficient to close the capabilities- 
commitments gap.

The economic argument is also deceptive. Although 
a multiyear buildup would be very expensive, it would 
hardly be unmanageable. Even the most aggressive 
proposed buildups would push defense spending only 
to 4  percent of GDP. The United States has previously 
supported far higher relative defense burdens without 
compromising economic per for mance.48 One cannot 
draw a perfect parallel with  earlier eras, of course, 
 because during the 1950s Amer i ca enjoyed higher 
growth and lower levels of deficits and debt. But  these 
 factors do not make a major buildup eco nom ically 
impossible.

For one  thing, defense spending increases can actu-
ally stimulate growth. As Martin Feldstein, a former 
chair of the Council of Economic Advisers, has noted, 
“Military procurement has the . . .  advantage that al-
most all of the equipment and supplies that the mili-
tary buys is made in the United States, creating demand 
and jobs  here at home.”49 Moreover, defense spending 
simply does not drive federal spending or deficits to the 
extent often  imagined. In fiscal year 2016, defense 
consumed 16   percent of federal spending; domestic 
entitlements consumed 49  percent.50 As a result, the 
growth of federal debt is influenced far more by un-
constrained entitlement spending and insufficient tax 
revenues than by defense outlays. Put differently, if 
Washington can make po liti cally difficult decisions re-
garding tax increases and curbing entitlement growth, 
it can spend significantly more on defense while also 
getting its fiscal  house in order. If, conversely, the 
United States is unwilling to confront such po liti cally 
difficult decisions, then the deficit  will explode, the 
debt- to- GDP ratio  will skyrocket, and Social Security 
and Medicare/Medicaid  will go bankrupt regardless 
of how much or how  little the country spends on 
defense.

The third objection, regarding intensified competi-
tion with US rivals, is also problematic. It is hard to 
see how increased US defense spending could trigger 
an arms race with Rus sia or China, or Iran or North 
 Korea,  because  these countries are already developing 
significant military capabilities aimed at the United 
States. China, for instance, has averaged double- digit 
annual defense spending increases for two de cades. 

enable a range of investments necessary to maintain-
ing US primacy in a more competitive environment.

If the United States  were to undertake a buildup of 
this magnitude, it could, for instance, invest in a more 
survivable, multi- brigade presence in Eastern Eu rope. 
Amer i ca could significantly increase investments in 
capabilities— from additional Zumwalt- class destroy-
ers and nuclear attack submarines, to stealthy fighters 
and penetrating long- range bombers, to vastly en-
hanced stocks of precision- guided and standoff muni-
tions, to improved air and missile defenses necessary 
to retain air and sea control in high- end conflicts as 
well as to maintain the upper hand in fights with Iran 
and North  Korea.44 This approach would ease the 
tradeoffs between critical capabilities for  today’s fight, 
such as the A-10, and  those critical for tomorrow’s 
fight, such as the F-35. Crucially, this approach would 
also allow aggressive development and production of 
 future technologies in areas from hypersonics to 
 directed energy, which currently receive seed funding 
but cannot be adequately fielded without additional 
resources.45 Fi nally, this approach, particularly the 
more aggressive, three- theater option, would permit 
the increased force structure necessary to cover a larger 
number of contingencies and reduce stress on the cur-
rent force.

So how  viable is this option? Critics offer four pri-
mary objections. The first critique deems this approach 
unnecessary,  because the Pentagon can maintain US 
primacy at existing bud get levels  either by pursuing 
technological innovation and strategic offsets or by un-
dertaking business and acquisition reforms. The sec-
ond critique asserts a sustained, multiyear buildup  will 
overtax the US economy, given per sis tent bud get defi-
cits and a debt- to- GDP ratio of 76  percent.46 The third 
critique views this approach as self- defeating  because 
it  will spur arms races with American adversaries. The 
fourth critique holds this approach  will incentivize 
continued free- riding by US allies and partners by forc-
ing Washington to continue subsidizing their defense. 
All of  these arguments have some logic, but none is 
persuasive.

The first argument— about innovation, offsets, and 
defense reform—is alluring but unsatisfying. To be 
sure, repurposing existing capabilities, developing 
high- end  future capabilities to create significant dilem-
mas for competitors from Iran to China, and design-
ing innovative operational concepts— essentially, what 
former Secretaries of Defense Chuck Hagel and Ash-
ton Car ter termed the Third Offset Strategy— are ab-
solutely vital to restoring strategic solvency. Yet offsets 
and innovation cannot by themselves compensate for 
the lack of resources Washington  faces in covering the 
range of plausible contingencies.

Moreover, any meaningful offset strategy is depen-
dent on significantly greater resources. As se nior Pen-
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beneficial US military primacy has been in shaping a 
relatively stable, prosperous, and congenial interna-
tional order, and it makes the investments necessary 
to sustain as much of this order as pos si ble. This ap-
proach provides the United States with greater ability 
to meet aggression from a range of enemies and rivals 
without resorting to dangerously escalatory strate-
gies in the most operationally demanding scenarios. 
As a result, this approach is arguably best suited to 
avoid the use of force over the long term, by averting 
situations in which American adversaries from Iran 
and North  Korea to Rus sia and China think aggres-
sion might pay. “Peace through strength” is not a 
meaningless catchphrase; it is good strategy. Closing 
the capabilities- commitments gap by dramatically 
increasing the former therefore represents the best 
available approach.

VIII

“Without superior aggregate military strength, in being 
and readily mobilizable, a policy of ‘containment’ . . .  is 
no more than a policy of bluff.”55 This admonition, 
written by the authors of NSC-68 in 1950, reflected a 
dawning realization that insufficient military power en-
dangered Amer i ca’s global commitments. The United 
States  faces another crisis of strategic solvency  today as 
gathering international threats combine with dwin-
dling military resources to leave the American super-
power in an increasingly overextended and perilous 
state.

Amer i ca thus confronts a stark choice about how 
to proceed. Of the options considered  here, the best ap
proach is to find the resources necessary to bring 
American forces back into line with the  grand strategy 
they are meant to support. Undertaking a sustained, 
major military buildup  will not be cheap, but is not 
unaffordable for a wealthy superpower that has ben-
efitted so much from military primacy and its geopo-
liti cal benefits. Indeed, the fundamental question re-
garding  whether Amer i ca can undertake this course is 
not an economic one. It is  whether the country  will po-
liti cally prioritize the investments needed to sustain its 
primacy or allow itself to slip further into strategic in-
solvency with all the associated dangers for the United 
States and the global order.
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When  future historians think of the moment that 
marked the end of the liberal world order, they may 
point to the spring of 2020— the moment when the 
United States and its allies, facing the gravest public 
health threat and economic catastrophe of the postwar 
era, could not even agree on a  simple communiqué of 
common cause. But the chaos of the coronavirus pan-
demic engulfing the world  these days is only exposing 
and accelerating what was already happening for years. 
On public health, trade,  human rights, and the envi-
ronment, governments seem to have lost faith in the 
value of working together. Not since the 1930s has the 

world been this bereft of even the most rudimentary 
forms of cooperation.

The liberal world order is collapsing  because its 
leading patrons, starting with the United States, have 
given up on it. US President Donald Trump, who de-
clared in 2016 that “we  will no longer surrender this 
country . . .  to the false song of globalism,” is actively 
undermining 75 years of American leadership.1  Others 
in the US foreign policy establishment have likewise 
packed their bags and moved on to the next global era: 
that of great- power competition. Washington is settling 
in for a protracted strug gle for dominance with China, 
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The Prob lems of Modernity

The rivalry between the United States and China  will 
preoccupy the world for de cades, and the prob lems of 
anarchy cannot be wished away. But for the United 
States and its partners, a far greater challenge lies in 
what might be called “the prob lems of modernity”: the 
deep, worldwide transformations unleashed by the 
forces of science, technology, and industrialism, or 
what the sociologist Ernest Gellner once described as a 
“tidal wave” pushing and pulling modern socie ties into 
an increasingly complex and interconnected world sys-
tem. Washington and its partners are threatened less by 
rival  great powers than by emergent, interconnected, 
and cascading transnational dangers. Climate change, 
pandemic diseases, financial crises, failed states, nuclear 
proliferation— all reverberate far beyond any individ-
ual country. So do the effects of automation and global 
production chains on cap i tal ist socie ties, the dangers of 
the coming revolution in artificial intelligence, and 
other, as- yet- unimagined upheavals.

The coronavirus is the poster child of  these trans-
national dangers: it does not re spect borders, and one 
cannot hide from it or defeat it in war. Countries fac-
ing a global outbreak are only as safe as the least safe 
among them. For better or worse, the United States and 
the rest of the world are in it together.

Past American leaders understood that the global 
prob lems of modernity called for a global solution and 
set about building a worldwide network of alliances and 
multilateral institutions. But for many observers, the re-
sult of  these efforts— the liberal international order— has 
been a failure.3 For some, it is tied to the neoliberal poli-
cies that produced financial crises and rising economic 
in equality; for  others, it evokes disastrous military inter-
ventions and endless wars. The bet that China would 
integrate as a “responsible stakeholder” into a US- led 
liberal order is widely seen to have failed, too.  Little 
won der that the liberal vision has lost its appeal.

Liberal internationalists need to acknowledge  these 
missteps and failures.  Under the auspices of the liberal 
international order, the United States has intervened 
too much, regulated too  little, and delivered less than 
it promised. But what do its detractors have to offer? 
Despite its faults, no other organ izing princi ple cur-
rently  under debate comes close to liberal internation-
alism in making the case for a decent and cooperative 
world order that encourages the enlightened pursuit of 
national interests. Ironically, the critics’ complaints 
make sense only within a system that embraces self- 
determination, individual rights, economic security, and 
the rule of law— the very cornerstones of liberal inter-
nationalism. The current order may not have realized 
 these princi ples across the board, but flaws and fail-
ures are inherent in all po liti cal  orders. What is 
unique about the postwar liberal order is its capacity 

Rus sia, and other rival powers. This fractured world, 
the thinking goes,  will offer  little space for multilater-
alism and cooperation. Instead, US  grand strategy  will 
be defined by what international relations theorists call 
“the prob lems of anarchy”: hegemonic strug gles, 
power transitions, competition for security, spheres of 
influence, and reactionary nationalism.

But this  future is not inevitable, and it is certainly 
not desirable. The United States may no longer be the 
world’s sole superpower, but its influence has never 
been premised on power alone. It also depends on an 
ability to offer  others a set of ideas and institutional 
frameworks for mutual gain. If the United States aban-
dons that role prematurely, it  will be smaller and 
weaker as a result. A return to great- power competi-
tion would destroy what is left of the global institu-
tions that governments rely on for tackling common 
prob lems.2 Liberal democracies would further descend 
into disunion and thereby lose their ability to shape 
global rules and norms. The world that would emerge 
on the other side would be less friendly to such West-
ern values as openness, the rule of law,  human rights, 
and liberal democracy.

In the short term, the new coronavirus (and the re-
sulting economic and social wreckage)  will accelerate 
the fragmentation and breakdown of global order, has-
tening the descent into nationalism, great- power rivalry, 
and strategic decoupling. But the pandemic also offers 
the United States an opportunity to reverse course and 
opt for a dif fer ent path: a last- chance effort to reclaim 
the two- centuries- old liberal international proj ect of 
building an order that is open, multilateral, and an-
chored in a co ali tion of leading liberal democracies.

For guidance,  today’s leaders should look to the ex-
ample of US President Franklin Roo se velt. The col-
lapse of the world economy and the rapid spread of 
fascism and totalitarianism in the 1930s showed that 
the fates of modern socie ties  were tied to one another 
and that all  were vulnerable to what Roo se velt, using 
a term that seems eerily prescient  today, called “conta-
gion.” The United States, Roo se velt and his contempo-
raries concluded, could not simply hide within its bor-
ders; it would need to build a global infrastructure of 
institutions and partnerships. The liberal order they 
went on to build was less about the triumphant march 
of liberal democracy than about pragmatic, coopera-
tive solutions to the global dangers arising from inter-
dependence. Internationalism was not a proj ect of tear-
ing down borders and globalizing the world; it was 
about managing the growing complexities of economic 
and security interdependence in the pursuit of national 
well- being.  Today’s liberal democracies are the bank-
rupt heirs to this proj ect, but with US leadership, they 
can still turn it around.
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save the demo cratic way of life— a bulwark against an 
impending global calamity. His liberalism was a liber-
alism for hard times. And it is this vision that speaks 
most directly to  today.

Roo se velt’s core impulse was to put the liberal 
demo cratic world on a more solid domestic footing. 
The idea was not just to establish peace but also to 
build an international order that would empower gov-
ernments to deliver a better life for their citizens. As 
early as August 1941, when the United States had not 
yet entered World War II, Roo se velt and British Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill articulated this vision in 
the Atlantic Charter, writing that if the United States 
and other democracies vanquished the Nazi threat, a 
new international order would secure “improved  labor 
standards, economic advancement and social security.” 
In the words of a Chicago journalist writing at the 
time, the New Deal at home was to lead to a “New 
Deal for the world.”

Roo se velt’s vision arose from the belief that interde-
pendence generated new vulnerabilities. Financial cri-
ses, protectionism, arms races, and war could each 
spread like a contagion. “Economic diseases are highly 
communicable,” Roo se velt wrote in a letter to the Bret-
ton Woods conference in 1944. “It follows, therefore, 
that the economic health of  every country is a proper 
 matter of concern to all its neighbors, near and dis-
tant.” To manage such interdependence, Roo se velt and 
his contemporaries envisioned permanent multilateral 
governance institutions. The idea was not new: since 
the nineteenth  century, liberal internationalists had 
championed peace congresses, arbitration councils, 
and,  later on, the League of Nations. But Roo se velt’s 
agenda was more ambitious. International agreements, 
institutions, and agencies would lie at the heart of the 
new order. On issue  after issue— aviation, finance, agri-
culture, public health— multilateral institutions would 
provide a framework for international collaboration.

Another innovation was to redefine the concept of 
security. In the United States, the  Great Depression and 
the New Deal brought into existence the notion of 
“social security,” and the vio lence and destruction of 
World War II did the same for “national security.” Both 
 were more than terms of art. They reflected new ideas 
about the state’s role in ensuring the health, welfare, 
and safety of its  people. “You and I agree that security 
is our greatest need,” Roo se velt told Americans in one 
of his fireside chats in 1938. “Therefore,” he added, “I 
am determined to do all in my power to help you at-
tain that security.” Social security meant building a so-
cial safety net. National security meant shaping the 
external environment: planning ahead, coordinating 
policies with other states, and fostering alliances. From 
now on, national governments would need to do much 
more to accomplish the twin goals of social and na-
tional security— both at home and abroad.

for self- correction. Even a deeply flawed liberal system 
provides the institutions through which it can be 
brought closer to its founding ideals.

However serious the liberal order’s shortcomings 
may be, they pale in comparison to its achievements. 
Over seven de cades, it has lifted more boats— manifest 
in economic growth and rising incomes— than any other 
order in world history. It has provided a framework for 
struggling industrial socie ties in Eu rope and elsewhere to 
transform themselves into modern social democracies. 
Japan and West Germany  were integrated into a com-
mon security community and went on to fashion distinc-
tive national identities as peaceful  great powers. Western 
Eu rope subdued old hatreds and launched a  grand proj-
ect of  union. Eu ro pean colonial rule in Africa and Asia 
largely came to an end. The G-7 system of cooperation 
among Japan, Eu rope, and North Amer i ca fostered 
growth and managed a sequence of trade and financial 
crises. Beginning in the 1980s, countries across East 
Asia, Latin Amer i ca, and eastern Eu rope opened up their 
po liti cal and economic systems and joined the broader 
order. The United States experienced its greatest suc-
cesses as a world power, culminating in the peaceful end 
to the Cold War, and countries around the globe wanted 
more, not less, US leadership. This is not an order that 
one should eagerly escort off the stage.

To renew the spirit of liberal internationalism, its 
proponents should return to its core aim: creating an 
environment in which liberal democracies can cooper-
ate for mutual gain, manage their shared vulnerabili-
ties, and protect their way of life. In this system, rules 
and institutions facilitate cooperation among states. 
Properly regulated trade benefits all parties. Liberal de-
mocracies, in par tic u lar, have an incentive to work 
together— not only  because their shared values rein-
force trust but also  because their status as open socie-
ties in an open system makes them more vulnerable to 
transnational threats. Gaining the benefits of interde-
pendence while guarding against its dangers requires 
collective action.

The Roo se velt Resolution

This tradition of liberal internationalism is often 
traced to US President Woodrow Wilson, but the  great 
revolution in liberal thinking actually occurred  under 
Roo se velt in the 1930s. Wilson believed that moder-
nity naturally favored liberal democracy, a view that, 
de cades  later, led some liberals to anticipate “the end 
of history.” In contrast, Roo se velt and his contempo-
raries saw a world threatened by vio lence, depravity, 
and despotism. The forces of modernity  were not on 
the side of liberalism; science, technology, and industry 
could be harnessed equally for good and evil. For Roo-
se velt, the order- building proj ect was not an idealistic 
attempt to spread democracy but a desperate effort to 
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nance institutions. The United States could work with 
its G-7 partners to expand that group’s activities and 
membership, adding countries such as Australia and 
South  Korea. It could even turn the G-7 into a D-10, a 
sort of steering committee of the world’s ten leading 
democracies that would guide the return to multilat-
eralism and rebuild a global order that protects liberal 
princi ples. The leaders of this new group could begin 
by forging a set of common rules and norms for a re-
structured trading system. They could also establish an 
agenda for relaunching global cooperation on climate 
change and confer about preparing for the next viral 
pandemic. And they should better monitor and re-
spond to China’s efforts to use international organ-
izations to advance its national economic champions 
and promote its authoritarian mode of governance.

This club of democracies would coexist with larger 
multilateral organ izations, chief among them the 
United Nations, whose only entry requirement is to be 
a sovereign state, regardless of  whether it is a democ-
racy or a dictatorship. That inclusive approach has 
its merits,  because in many realms of international 
relations— including arms control, environmental reg-
ulation, management of the global commons, and com-
bating pandemic diseases— regime type is not rele-
vant. But in the areas of security,  human rights, and the 
po liti cal economy,  today’s liberal democracies have 
relevant interests and values that illiberal states do not. 
On  these fronts, a more cohesive club of democracies, 
united by shared values, tied together through alli-
ances, and oriented  toward managing interdepen-
dence, could reclaim the liberal internationalist vision.

A key ele ment of this effort  will be to reconnect 
international cooperation with domestic well- being. 
Put simply, “liberal internationalism” should not be 
just another word for “globalization.” Globalization 
is about reducing barriers and integrating economies 
and socie ties. Liberal internationalism, by contrast, is 
about managing interdependence. States once valued 
the liberal international order  because its rules tamed 
the disruptive effects of open markets without elimi-
nating the efficiency gains that came from them. In 
giving governments the space and tools they needed 
to stabilize their economies, the order’s architects 
tried to reconcile  free trade and free- market capital-
ism with social protections and economic security. 
The result was what the scholar John Ruggie has 
called the compromise of “embedded liberalism”: un-
like the economic nationalism of the 1930s, the new 
system would be multilateral in nature, and unlike the 
nineteenth- century visions of global  free trade, it 
would give countries some leeway to stabilize their 
economies if necessary. But by the end of the 1990s, 
this compromise had begun to break down as border-
less trade and investment overran national systems 
of social protection, and the order became widely 

What also made Roo se velt’s internationalism unique 
was that it was tied to a system of security cooperation 
among the big liberal democracies. The collapse of the 
post-1919 order had convinced internationalists on 
both sides of the Atlantic that liberal cap i tal ist democ-
racies would need to come together as a community for 
their common defense.  Free socie ties and security part-
nerships  were two sides of the same po liti cal coin. Even 
before US President Harry Truman and his successors 
built on this template, Roosevelt- era internationalists 
envisaged a grouping of like- minded states with the 
United States as, in Roo se velt’s words, “the  great arse-
nal of democracy.” With the rise of the Cold War, the 
United States and its fellow democracies formed alli-
ances to check the Soviet threat. The United States 
took the lead in fashioning a world of international 
institutions, partnerships, client states, and regional 
 orders— and it put itself at the center of it all.

Clubs and Shopping Malls

In the face of  today’s breakdown in world order, the 
United States and other liberal democracies must re-
claim and update Roo se velt’s legacy. As a start, this 
means learning the right lessons about the failures of 
the liberal international order in the past three de cades. 
Ironically, it was the success of the US- led order that 
sowed the seeds of the current crisis. With the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, the last clear alternative to liber-
alism dis appeared. As the liberal order grew from be-
ing one- half of a bipolar system to a truly global or-
der, it began to fragment, in part  because it no longer 
resembled a club. Indeed,  today’s liberal international 
order looks more like a sprawling shopping mall: states 
can wander in and pick and choose what institutions 
and regimes they want to join. Security cooperation, 
economic cooperation, and po liti cal cooperation have 
become unbundled, and their benefits can be obtained 
without buying into a suite of responsibilities, obliga-
tions, and shared values.  These circumstances have al-
lowed China and Rus sia to cooperate with the liberal 
system on an opportunistic, ad hoc basis. To name just 
one example, membership in the World Trade Organ-
ization has given China access to Western markets on 
favorable terms, but Beijing has not implemented sig-
nificant mea sures to protect intellectual property rights, 
strengthen the rule of law, or level the playing field for 
foreign companies in its own economy.

To prevent this sort of be hav ior, the United States 
and other liberal democracies need to reconstitute 
themselves as a more coherent and functional co ali-
tion. The next US president should call a gathering of 
the world’s liberal democracies, and in the spirit of the 
Atlantic Charter,  these states should issue their own 
joint statement, outlining broad princi ples for strength-
ening liberal democracy and reforming global gover-
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ing multilateral rules and norms, which amplified and 
legitimized American power. Why throw all this away?

 There simply is no other major state— rising, fall-
ing, or muddling through— that can galvanize the 
world around a vision of open, rules- based multilat-
eral cooperation. China  will be power ful, but it  will tilt 
the world away from demo cratic values and the rule 
of law. The United States, for its part, needed the part-
nership of other liberal states even in  earlier de cades, 
when it was more capable. Now, as rival states grow 
more power ful, Washington needs  these partnerships 
more than ever. If it continues to disengage from the 
world or engages in it only as a classic  great power, the 
last vestiges of the liberal order  will dis appear.

And so it is left to the United States to lead the way 
in reclaiming the core premise of the liberal interna-
tional proj ect: building the international institutions 
and norms to protect socie ties from themselves, from 
one another, and from the violent storms of modernity. 
It is precisely at a moment of global crisis that  great 
debates about world order open up and new possibili-
ties emerge. This is such a moment, and the liberal de-
mocracies should regain their self- confidence and pre-
pare for the  future. As Virgil has Aeneas say to his 
shipwrecked companions, “Brace up, and save yourself 
for better times.”

NOTES
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seen as a platform for global cap i tal ist and financial 
transactions.4

To counteract this perception, any new liberal in-
ternational proj ect must rebuild the bargains and 
promises that once allowed countries to reap the gains 
from trade while making good on their commitments 
to social welfare. Economic openness can last in lib-
eral democracies only if its benefits are widely shared. 
Without sparking a new era of protectionism, liberal 
democracies need to work together to manage open-
ness and closure, guided by liberal norms of multilat-
eralism and nondiscrimination. “Democracies have a 
right to protect their social arrangements,” the econo-
mist Dani Rodrik has written, “and, when this right 
clashes with the requirements of the global economy, 
it is the latter that should give way.” If liberal democ-
racies want to ensure that this right to protection does 
not trigger destructive trade wars, they should decide 
its exact reach collectively.

How, then, to deal with China and Rus sia? Both are 
geopo liti cal rivals of the United States, and both seek 
to undermine Western liberal democracies and the US- 
led liberal order more generally. Their revisionism has 
put blunt questions of military power and economic 
influence back on the diplomatic agenda. But on a 
deeper level, the threat emanating from  these states— 
particularly from China— only gives more urgency to 
the liberal international agenda and its focus on the 
prob lems of modernity. The strug gle between the 
United States and China is ultimately over which coun-
try offers a better road to pro gress. Chinese President 
Xi Jinping’s  great proj ect is to define an alternative 
path, a model of capitalism without liberalism and de-
mocracy.5 The jury is out on  whether a totalitarian re-
gime can pull this off, and  there is reason to be skepti-
cal. But in the meantime, the best way to respond to 
this challenge is for liberal democracies to work to-
gether to reform and rebuild their own model.

“Brace Up”

It would be a grave  mistake for the United States to 
give up any attempt to rescue the liberal order and in-
stead re orient its  grand strategy entirely  toward great- 
power competition. The United States would be forfeit-
ing its unique ideas and capacity for leadership. It 
would become like China and Rus sia: just another big, 
power ful state operating in a world of anarchy, noth-
ing more and nothing less. But in its geography, his-
tory, institutions, and convictions, the United States is 
dif fer ent from all other  great powers. Unlike Asian and 
Eu ro pean states, it is an ocean away from other  great 
powers. In the twentieth  century, it alone among the 
 great powers articulated a vision of an open, post- 
imperial world system. More than any other state, it 
has seen its national interest advanced by promulgat-
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contemplating the new states that might emerge in the 
Louisiana Territory, called them “ sister republics” and 
said, “Keep them in the  union, if it be for their good, 
but separate them, if it be better.”2 For Jefferson, the 
priority was republicanism not  union. Nations remain 
separate and sovereign, especially when it comes to de-
fense, but share republican virtues of self- government 
and commerce. Wilson envisioned the League of Na-
tions, Jefferson the demo cratic peace.

Second, conservative internationalism is “interna-
tionalist” in the sense that national security is not only 
about territorial defense and geopo liti cal balances, but 
also about the kind of “po liti cal” or “ideological” 
world in which defense is executed. Defending Amer-
i ca is much easier in a world in which democracies pro-
liferate than in one dominated by authoritarian pow-
ers. This fact is often overlooked by realists and 
nationalists who take the world “as it is,” and warn 
against ideological aims which pursue the world as “we 
wish it to be.” Yet, consider how much more difficult 
American defense would be if the world  today was 
like the world in 1914 or 1941. In short, regime type 
 matters, and increasing the number of democracies in 
the world— however slowly or incrementally—is a fun-
damental tenet of national security. As my colleague, 
Mike Barnett, once put it felicitously: “A community 
of Saddam Husseins is unlikely to  father a secure en-
vironment, while a community of Mahatma Gandhis 
 will encourage all to leave their homes unlocked.”3

Third, conservative internationalism believes that 
diplomacy works best when it is “armed.” This conten-
tion follows not  because conservatives are militarist 
while liberals are cooperative, but  because nondemoc-
racies use force congenitally and, if democracies nego-
tiate unarmed, nondemocracies  will achieve their ob-
jectives by arms outside negotiations. As Frederick the 
 Great once said, “Negotiations without arms are  music 
without instruments.”4 For conservative international-
ism, the use of military force does not disrupt diplo-
macy; it makes the adversary take negotiations seri-
ously. By contrast, liberal internationalism sees force 
as a “last resort”  after negotiations fail and then only 
with multilateral consent. When the Soviet Union de-
ployed missiles in Eastern Eu rope in the 1970s and 
waged proxy wars in Africa and Central Amer i ca, 

As John Maynard Keynes famously wrote, “Practical 
men who believe themselves to be quite exempt from 
any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some 
academic scribbler of a few years back.” That surely is 
the case for presidents and foreign policy. Republican 
presidents such as Teddy Roo se velt and Richard Nixon 
generally have employed a realist theory of world af-
fairs, attempting to maintain a balance of power in or-
der to preserve peace. Demo cratic presidents such as 
Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roo se velt have pre-
ferred a liberal internationalist approach, intended to 
strengthen multilateral institutions in an attempt to re-
place the balance of power. A few presidents, like An-
drew Jackson and perhaps Donald Trump  today, prac-
tice what might be called a minimal realist or 
nationalist approach. And some presidents, like 
Thomas Jefferson and Ronald Reagan, are claimed to 
be liberal internationalists even though they rejected 
the strengthening of centralized institutions,  either do-
mestic or international.

For some reason (perhaps  because most academics 
are liberals), academics have seldom written about a 
“conservative” internationalist tradition.  There is no 
broad lit er a ture to define this tradition as  there is for 
realism, liberal internationalism, and nationalism. For 
50 years, I wondered why this was so, even  after Ron-
ald Reagan fashioned a foreign policy strategy that 
explic itly deviated from both realism and liberal inter-
nationalism and produced an outcome, the end of the 
Cold War, that rivaled the achievements of Nixon or 
Wilson. My book, Conservative Internationalism, sets 
out to fill this gap.1

What Is Conservative Internationalism?

First, conservative internationalism is “conservative,” 
favoring  limited central government and a robust pri-
vate sector or civil society. In foreign affairs, that idea 
translates into a world of strong states not universal 
global institutions, and of in de pen dent national de-
fenses and competitive markets not expert- dominated 
collective security and globalization. Thomas Jeffer-
son’s view of the world rivals Woodrow Wilson’s vi-
sion. Wilson foresaw global institutions eventually re-
placing national sovereignty. Thomas Jefferson, when 
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a significant fascist, communist, or even confessional 
(that is, religious) party.

Where American conservatives and liberals differ, 
however, is on the priority they give to liberty versus 
equality. When  there is a trade- off, liberals are more 
willing to accept restraints on liberty to achieve greater 
equality; conservatives are more willing to accept 
greater in equality to preserve more liberty. Both views 
are justified and necessary  because, as Aristotle told us 
long ago,  there are two types of in equality: one, when 
equal  people are treated unequally— that is the liberal 
concern— and two, when unequal  people are treated 
equally— that is the conservative concern.

Logically, therefore, conservatives see the greatest 
threats to liberty primarily coming from centralized in-
stitutions that treat unequal  people equally and pre-
scribe one- size- fits- all solutions that restrict choice. 
They worry about the executive or administrative 
state— that is, an unconstitutional “fourth branch” of 
government made up of unaccountable bureaucrats, ex-
perts, and judges— and prefer to leave most decisions to 
local and civil society institutions where equal opportu-
nity does not preclude natu ral inequalities based on dif-
ferences in ambition, effort, and talent.

Liberals, on the other hand, see the greatest threats 
to liberty arising from a private sector that treats equal 
 people unequally and restricts opportunity, leading to 
poverty, racial discrimination, and corporate monop-
olies. They  favor an activist central state that regulates 
the private sector and redistributes resources, insuring 
greater justice in outcomes as well as opportunity.

 These differences have existed since the beginning 
of the Republic. Alexander Hamilton and the Federal-
ists worried about the unruly mobs that refused to pay 
their whiskey taxes (dispatching an army to suppress 
them). Thomas Jefferson and the Republicans worried 
about an oppressive government that passed the Alien 
and Sedition Acts (imprisoning Republican journalists 
for merely criticizing the government).

In a republic, this is a healthy competition that 
tracks threats to liberty from both the public and pri-
vate sectors.

What Is Internationalist?

Domestic differences between conservatives and liber-
als lead to significant and healthy differences in foreign 
policy.

First,  because of their greater faith in government 
and experts, liberals believe that per sis tent diplomacy 
in international institutions  will eventually temper and 
narrow differences between authoritarian and demo-
cratic regimes. They are willing to concede equality to 
authoritarian states in international institutions in or-
der to pull them  toward the “liberal” international or-
der. The idea, as John Ikenberry writes, is to capture 

liberal internationalists prioritized arms control (SALT 
I and II). That made “détente,” as Reagan saw it, “a 
one- way street.”5 The Soviet Union became serious and 
reduced arms through negotiations only  after the 
United States and Western allies boosted defense spend-
ing, deployed their own missiles in Western Eu rope, 
and backstopped freedom fighters in proxy wars.

Fourth, conservative internationalism sets “priori-
ties” and seeks “compromises,” recognizing that the 
pursuit of freedom through armed diplomacy, however 
incremental, raises the stakes. It prioritizes freedom 
where freedom counts the most, namely on the borders 
of Eu rope and Asia where strong  free nations and mar-
kets already exist. And it uses diplomacy to discipline 
the use of force. The objective is to lock in incremen-
tal gains in priority areas, not to seek to spread free-
dom everywhere at once. Reagan offered the Soviet 
Union off ramps as well as road blocks—an end to 
the arms race and participation in the information 
revolution— and he prioritized freedom in Central Eu-
rope, not in Lebanon or Af ghan i stan. He accepted 
compromises only  after he was convinced that  those 
compromises would lead to greater freedom.6

So, conservative internationalism means fighting for 
freedom incrementally by leveraging diplomacy with 
force to achieve a decentralized world of separate and 
sovereign nations that champion individual freedom 
and live together  under  limited government, the demo-
cratic peace. When it comes to the importance of re-
gime type for national defense, both conservative and 
liberal internationalists part com pany with realism and 
nationalism. And on the need for force to leverage di-
plomacy and the end goal of strong nations not inter-
national institutions, conservative internationalism 
parts com pany with liberal internationalism.

Let us take a closer look at each of the four aspects 
of conservative internationalism.

What Is Conservative?

 There are many ways to differentiate conservatives 
from liberals and most of them are po liti cally charged. 
Some are just downright partisan.

The fairest way to start is with the proposition that 
both conservatives and liberals care about the Ameri-
can experiment; that is, they all support the quest for 
liberty and equality, freedom and justice.

As Louis Hartz wrote in The Liberal Tradition in 
Amer i ca, all Americans are liberals.7 He meant classi-
cal liberals who advocate individual liberty, as laid out 
in the Declaration of In de pen dence, and “republican” 
institutions, as provided by the checks and balances of 
the Constitution.  There are no pre- Enlightenment con-
servatives in Amer i ca who believe in authoritarian-
ism, monarchy, aristocracy, class, or clericalism. For 
that reason, Amer i ca— unlike Europe— has never had 
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Both arguments are logical. The slippery slope is a 
real issue; it exposes conservative internationalist think-
ing to overreach and liberal internationalist thinking to 
appeasement. To escape this trap, conservative interna-
tionalism sets priorities and seeks compromises.

Setting Priorities

Conservative internationalism does not “support the 
growth of demo cratic movements and institutions in 
 every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of end-
ing tyranny in our world.”13 Rather, it cares about the 
plight of freedom ( human rights, democracy,  etc.) in 
some countries more than in  others. Specifically, it de-
fends and, to the extent pos si ble, extends freedom on 
the major borders of existing  free countries. In more 
remote regions where few democracies exist, it is con-
cerned primarily with threats, not with democracy 
promotion.

This means a greater concern for democracy on the 
major frontiers of freedom in Eu rope and Asia than in 
the  Middle East or Southwest Asia.  Today, the ideologi-
cal hotspots on  these borders are Ukraine and  Korea. 
In  these conflicts, conservative internationalism recom-
mends that the United States holds out for democracy 
over the long haul, as it did during the Cold War. This 
approach is both necessary and pos si ble. It is necessary 
 because the consequences of losing freedom on  these 
borders are far greater than in Iraq or Af ghan i stan. 
Think of the difficulties for freedom in Eu rope caused 
already by Rus sia’s interventions in Georgia, Ukraine, 
and Syria (refugees). And it is pos si ble  because the costs 
of fighting for freedom on  these borders are less, given 
the strong presence nearby of demo cratic alliances and 
cap i tal ist markets.

In remote regions such as the  Middle East and 
Southwest Asia, conservative internationalism recom-
mends that the United States downplay democracy 
promotion. Deal with threats, such as the Taliban and 
ISIS, but, except for training and advice, do not station 
large forces or spend massive sums of money in  these 
regions to transplant democracy. Above all, do noth-
ing to weaken existing democracies in  these regions 
like Israel or India.

Compromise

Conservative internationalism uses military leverage to 
achieve compromises that incrementally  favor freedom. 
This stance represents an impor tant difference from re-
alists who also seek compromise, but only to secure the 
status quo and from some neoconservatives who seek 
total victory and no compromise at all.

In short, while conservative internationalism arms 
diplomacy with force, it never uses force without fol-
low-up diplomacy, that is, without si mul ta neously of-

authoritarian states in an “iron cage of multilateral 
rules, standards, safeguards and dispute resolution pro-
cedures”8 and eventually to domesticate and indeed 
de moc ra tize their politics. What is needed in this pro-
cess is time, patience, and the realization that history 
is on freedom’s side.

Conservatives, by contrast, believe that ideological 
differences may be too  great to allow diplomatic out-
comes that  favor freedom. Treating authoritarian states 
equally in international institutions may only legitimize 
 these regimes. In December 1945, Secretary of State 
James Brynes warned President Harry Truman that 
ideological differences with the Soviet Union made UN 
agreements unlikely and potentially threatening to 
freedom in Central Eu rope.9 Truman recognized fairly 
quickly that  these differences would not be resolved by 
diplomatic compromises, but would need to be liti-
gated through deterrence and a competition between 
two ways of life. That was the vision he laid out in the 
Truman Doctrine.

What Is Armed Diplomacy?

Conservative internationalism expects that, in this ide-
ological competition, the role of force  will be more 
impor tant than liberal internationalism assumes. The 
reason is that authoritarian states use force at home to 
sustain their rule and are more likely than demo cratic 
states to use it abroad to advance their foreign policy 
interests.10 In short, authoritarian states can be ex-
pected to use force while they negotiate.

Thus, conservative internationalism arms diplo-
macy during negotiations with authoritarian states.11 
The purpose is not to scuttle negotiations, but to 
 counter uses of force by authoritarian states outside ne-
gotiations in order to get them to take seriously the 
discussions inside negotiations. By contrast, liberal 
internationalism seeks to avoid the use of force during 
diplomacy regarding it as a “last resort” to be deployed 
only  after diplomacy and economic sanctions have 
failed and then, for many, only with multilateral con-
sent. President Barack Obama and Secretary of State 
John Kerry differed on this issue in Syria.12 As the civil 
war heated up in that country, Kerry repeatedly coun-
seled Obama to intervene militarily to  counter the 
gains that Bashar al- Assad and his Rus sian and Ira nian 
backers  were making on the ground. The objective, 
Kerry said, was not to overthrow Assad, but to encour-
age him and his backers to take the peace negotiations 
seriously. As long as they had the upper hand on the 
battlefield, Kerry pointed out, they had no incentive to 
negotiate. Obama steadfastly resisted  these requests. 
He believed that the use of force during negotiations 
would simply increase distrust and lead to a slippery 
slope of escalating force. In fact, Obama predicted that 
Rus sia’s intervention would end up in a quagmire.
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means of realism (use force during negotiations, not as 
a last resort), and the purpose of nationalism (a world 
of sovereign, but  free nations, not global international 
institutions).
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fering a compromise or diplomatic off ramp for adver-
saries. A key ele ment of this strategy is to cash in 
military gains for compromise at the moment when 
 those gains are most significant.

James K. Polk was a genius at combining force and 
diplomacy. He kept diplomatic envoys in play through-
out the war with Mexico, initially to avoid war and 
then to find off ramps to end the war without a long 
occupation. He succeeded.  After conquering the entire 
country, American troops left Mexico within six 
months. George H. W. Bush also successfully leveraged 
military force in the First Persian Gulf War to launch 
the Madrid  Middle East Peace Conference and the 
Oslo Accords that followed indirectly from Madrid. 
His son, George W. Bush, however, missed similar op-
portunities to leverage military success in the Second 
Persian Gulf War. He did not take up in 2003 an Ira-
nian offer to negotiate its nuclear program and waited 
 until November 2007 to launch a wider  Middle East 
Peace Initiative, four- and- a- half years  after the invasion 
and  after his military leverage had waned enough to 
require a second military surge in Iraq.

How do we know when a compromise  favors free-
dom or the status quo? It is not always easy. But nego-
tiations in Ukraine offer an example. A conservative 
internationalist compromise would uphold the right 
for Ukraine to join NATO and the Eu ro pean Union 
someday, just as the West upheld that right for a di-
vided Germany during the Cold War. A realist compro-
mise would call for a buffer or bridge state, a Ukraine 
neither east nor west but neutral or both.14

Conservative Internationalism Summed Up

Thus, an internationalism that expands freedom con-
servatively means in sum the following:

• Upholding the importance of regime type and not 
just territorial defense in national security policy

• Recognizing the need to use force during negotia-
tions to get authoritarian states to take negotia-
tions seriously

• Setting priorities and using gains from armed 
diplomacy to secure compromises that weaken or 
at least do not legitimate authoritarian states

• Aiming for a world of “ sister republics” that 
remain separate and sovereign but share republi-
can or demo cratic values and bind together 
through robust volunteer markets and civil society 
exchanges

In the end, conservative internationalism embraces 
the goals of liberal internationalism (reforming the in-
ternational system, not settling for the status quo), the 
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both the left and the right are redefining their own 
objectives.3

The psychological basis of identity politics lies in 
the feelings of  humans that they possess an inner worth 
or dignity which the society around them is failing to 
recognize. The underappreciated identity may be 
unique to an individual, but more often it flows from 
membership in a group, particularly one that has suf-
fered some form of marginalization or disrespect. Iden-
tity is intimately linked to emotions of pride, anger, 
and resentment based on the kind of recognition that 
one receives (or does not receive). Although perceived 
economic injustices may stimulate the demand for rec-
ognition, this drive is distinct from the material mo-
tives that impel homo economicus, and can often lead 
to actions that run  counter to economic self- interest 
conventionally understood. Thus, for example, many 
who voted “Leave” in the Brexit referendum under-
stood that Britain might suffer eco nom ically  after 
parting ways with the EU, but judged this a price worth 
paying to restore British national identity. While 
 today’s nationalists and Islamists mobilize around dif-
fer ent issues, they hold in common a feeling that mem-
bers of their groups have been marginalized, and both 
demand re spect from global society.

This demand for dignity motivates populist voters 
in Hungary and Poland, who feel that their national 
identities are  under threat from immigration and lib-
eral social values, much as it motivates supporters of 
Brexit in Britain and of Donald Trump in the United 
States. But it also characterizes the Hindu- nationalist 
supporters of Narendra Modi in India, who want to 
base Indian national identity on Hinduism, or the mil-
itant Buddhists in Burma and Sri Lanka, who feel that 
their nations’ religious identities are  under threat.

The shift from economics to identity has also led 
to a reordering of left and right in the developed de-
mocracies. While the twentieth- century left,  whether 
communist, socialist, or social- democratic, promoted 
the interests of the broad working class,  today’s left is 
more likely to champion specific identity groups such 
as racial minorities, immigrants,  women,  people with 
disabilities, sexual minorities, indigenous  peoples, and 
so forth. An accompanying idea is that since each of 

What has changed in world politics over the thirty 
years since the Journal of Democracy published its in-
augural issue in January 1990, and how has the Jour
nal changed in response?

First, to get the obvious out of the way, we are now 
living in a po liti cal climate very dif fer ent from the one 
that existed in 1990. The Journal of Democracy began 
publication just past the midpoint of what Samuel  P. 
Huntington called the “third wave” of democ ratization. 
The Berlin Wall had just been torn down, and commu-
nist regimes had begun collapsing across Central and 
Eastern Europe— the most dramatic advance for de-
mocracy during the entire thirty- year period.  Today, by 
contrast, we are living in what Larry Diamond labels a 
“demo cratic recession,” with reason to worry that it 
could turn into a full- scale depression.1 Authoritarian 
 great powers such as Rus sia and the  People’s Republic 
of China are openly challenging the Western liberal- 
democratic model, even as populists and nationalists 
launch attacks on that model from within the West it-
self.  These setbacks have occurred not only in periph-
eral democracies, but in the very countries that led the 
demo cratic revolution, the United States and Britain.

The pages of the Journal have reflected this shift, 
 going from cautious optimism to a focus on the dif-
fer ent routes to demo cratic transition, to skepticism 
about  whether “transition” was an adequate concept 
to capture what was happening, and then to a far more 
defensive concern with new and emerging threats to 
democracy. In recent years, this analy sis has gingerly 
begun to include the threats emanating from within 
what had been considered “consolidated” democracies, 
as well as the new forms of “sharp power” that au-
thoritarian regimes are deploying to undermine liberal- 
democratic norms and regimes around the world.2 
Under lying  these changes has been a re orientation of 
the major axis of po liti cal polarization. In the twenti-
eth  century, politics was characterized by an ideologi-
cal divide between a left and a right defined largely in 
economic terms, with the former demanding greater 
socioeconomic equality and a redistributive state, 
while the latter favored individual freedom and strong 
economic growth.  Today the axis is shifting  toward 
a politics based on identity. As part of this change, 
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power ful correlate of populist voting both in the 
United States and in Eu rope is low population density.5 
The global economy has been concentrating work and 
opportunity in ever- larger cities.  These tend to produce 
more liberal voters, while populists are spread out in 
second—or third— tier towns and villages and in rural 
areas. Such voters tend to be older and less mobile, 
with fewer years of formal schooling. Population den-
sity has come to reflect not just economic opportunity, 
but cultural values as well.

Technology: From Friend to Foe?

The second major shift that has occurred in the thirty 
years of the Journal concerns the role of technology. 
This is a development not unrelated to the rise of iden-
tity as the major axis of world politics. The 1990s saw 
the birth of the global internet, which was almost uni-
versally touted at that time as offering help and sup-
port to aspiring demo crats worldwide. The internet’s 
model for distributed computing and communications 
seemed bound to upend existing authoritarian hierar-
chies and to spread information— and thus power—to 
a much broader range of  people. And so it did: The 
“color revolutions” in the post- communist world and 
uprisings such as  those of the Arab Spring all took ad-
vantage of the ability of activists to or ga nize spontane-
ously using new horizontal forms of communication.

Unfortunately, technological development did not 
stop  there, and the internet’s decentralization did not 
last. Network externalities and the rise of social me-
dia gave tremendous advantages to early movers such 
as Google and Facebook, which began to exercise mo-
nopolistic control over the internet. Authoritarian rul-
ers in Beijing and Moscow understood the threat that 
a decentralized internet posed to them, and they 
learned how to reshape it for their own purposes. 
 Today, the global internet has been bifurcated into a 
closed internet controlled by China and a more open 
internet operated by a handful of private companies in 
the United States. The Chinese internet is deliberately 
managed with the goal of supporting China’s authori-
tarian government, while the Western internet has been 
operated to serve the interests of the private compa-
nies that control it. The latter are not in princi ple op-
posed to democracy, but their self- interest has allowed 
them to be used by antidemo cratic actors who have 
discovered that conspiracy stories and fabricated infor-
mation often are rewarded with more clicks than the 
truth receives. Among the hierarchies disrupted by the 
internet was the one formed by the “legacy media” in 
demo cratic countries— media organ izations working in 
print, radio, and tele vi sion that had over time devel-
oped journalistic standards for vetting and verifying 
information. The rise of Google and Facebook under-
mined the old media’s business model, and  today it is 

 these groups was marginalized in specific ways, reme-
dies need to be tailored to each group. Over time,  these 
group identities have often come to be seen as essen-
tial characteristics of their members, defining them at 
the expense of their individual identities. This ideologi-
cal shift has had po liti cal consequences: Rather than 
focusing on the old working class and its trade  unions 
(the  great majority of whose members tended to belong 
to the dominant ethnic or racial group), leftist parties 
in the United States and other developed democracies 
now see themselves as representing the interests of vari-
ous minorities. An upshot of this drift away from the 
old working class has been the movement of voters be-
longing to that class away from traditional left- wing 
parties and  toward newer populist forces.

A similar transformation has been occurring on the 
right. Twentieth- century conservative parties defended 
 free markets and individual rights, often with the back-
ing of business interests that supported  free trade and 
welcomed immigrants. That old right is now being dis-
placed by one that emphasizes a traditional kind of eth-
nically based national identity and worries that “our 
country” is being taken over by a cabal of immigrants, 
foreign competitors, and elites who are complicit in the 
theft. Hence Prime Minister Viktor Orbán speaks explic-
itly about Hungarian national identity being based on 
Hungarian ethnicity, and endorses an “illiberal democ-
racy” in which demo cratic majorities do not necessarily 
feel themselves bound to re spect universal  human rights.

This emerging new type of conservatism also in-
cludes an international dimension that Rus sia has 
played a role in shaping.4 It is based on a defense of 
traditional national values and culture, and on oppo-
sition to liberal values such as rights for sexual minori-
ties and openness to immigration.  There is a deep and 
growing connection between Rus sia and parts of the 
Christian right in the United States, based on common 
opposition to gay marriage and on Vladimir Putin’s 
promotion of Rus sia as a Christian country. Rus sia in 
recent years has lent moral and financial support to Eu-
ro pean populists as well, including Marine Le Pen’s 
National Rally (formerly the National Front) in France 
and Matteo Salvini’s Lega in Italy.

When Putin first came to power in 2000 and started 
drifting away from the United States and Eu rope, he 
seemed to be in search of an ideology that would justify 
his opposition to Western policies. He experimented 
with ideas such as Vladislav Surkov’s “sovereign democ-
racy,” but  these never  really caught on, and Putin now 
seems to have found a role as the mentor of populist 
conservatives across the demo cratic world. It is unclear 
how seriously Putin himself takes any of  these ideas, but 
they suit his foreign- policy purposes by helping to 
weaken the elites in countries that he regards as rivals.

The sociology of polarization has also been chang-
ing. Jonathan Rodden has shown that the single most 
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When Putnam noted that  there had been a long- term 
decline in voluntary associations in the United States, 
critics pointed out that US society had also become 
much more diverse since the 1950s.  Women and racial 
minorities had been entering workplaces and organ-
izations from which they had previously been excluded. 
The “old- boy networks” that had been highly homoge-
nous in racial, gender, and religious terms engendered 
high levels of trust, but at the expense of excluding 
impor tant parts of the population. The decline of trust in 
institutions is thus in part a result of modern demo cratic 
socie ties having grown more inclusive and socially just.

The early apostles of the information revolution be-
lieved that it would act as a force for democracy 
partly  because they understood that the new technol-
ogies would have a direct impact at the level of the in-
dividual. In the 1980s, the advent of the desktop per-
sonal computer vastly multiplied the number of  people 
who could have computing power at their fingertips. 
The 1990s saw the rise of universal internet connec-
tions, while the 2000s put all this together in the por-
table and ubiquitous form of the smartphone.

More recent technological developments, however, 
have shifted power back in a more centralized direction. 
While artificial intelligence and machine learning can be 
embedded in personal devices— and in fact depend on 
the vast troves of information captured by such devices— 
individuals cannot easily master  these technologies, as 
they did the personal computer. Indeed, the datasets that 
allow machines to learn are so big that only large com-
panies, or in some cases large countries, can make full 
use of them. The kind of surveillance system being cre-
ated  today in China— which  will link hundreds of mil-
lions of sensors to large- scale machine learning—is fea-
sible primarily in authoritarian po liti cal systems.

Even in the most demo cratic socie ties, moreover, the 
emerging “internet of  things” is gathering mind- boggling 
mountains of information whose uses  will be even more 
opaque to individual users than is the case with  today’s 
internet. Large and technically  adept organ izations, 
 whether governments or private companies, can exploit 
“big data,” however— and are already beginning to do 
so. None of this is likely to bode well for demo cratic 
empowerment, though we are way too early in  these de-
velopments to predict their po liti cal consequences.

It would be wrong to focus solely on threats to de-
mocracy posed by the internet and social media.  There 
has been a big shift in legacy media as well. Their in-
creasing owner ship by oligarchs has supported the 
rise of populist nationalism: In a pattern pioneered 
by Italy’s Silvio Berlusconi, oligarchs have purchased 
legacy- media outlets and then used their owner ship to 
promote their po liti cal  careers. Once in office, such 
oligarchs can use po liti cal influence to protect their 
personal business interests. In Ukraine,  every major 
tele vi sion channel is connected to one of the half- dozen 

not clear what economic incentives  there are to pro-
vide reliable news to broad demo cratic publics.

The tendency of the new identity politics in both its 
leftist and rightist va ri e ties has been to fragment socie-
ties into ever smaller identity groups. In many ways, 
social media are perfectly suited to facilitate this de-
composition of society. They permit like- minded indi-
viduals to find one another, not just in their own na-
tions but around the world, while si mul ta neously 
shutting out criticism and disagreement. On the left, 
sexual politics and “intersectionality” have led to the 
proliferation of distinct and sometimes mutually hos-
tile identities, while on the right we have discovered the 
existence of communities such as “incels” (involun-
tarily celibate males) and of new vocabularies and 
symbols by which white nationalists can identify one 
another. Promoting all this have been external actors 
such as Rus sia, which seems less interested in recom-
mending its own po liti cal model than in heightening 
distrust and division within Western socie ties.

It would be wrong, however, to attribute growing 
social fragmentation simply to the rise of the internet 
or to Rus sian policy. The decline in the authority of 
traditional social institutions began before the year 
1990 and has been growing ever since.  These institu-
tions consist not just of governments, but the full range 
of mediating social structures, including po liti cal par-
ties, business corporations,  labor  unions, churches, 
families, media outlets, voluntary organ izations, and 
the like. This phenomenon was first noted in the Jour
nal of Democracy by Robert D. Putnam, who pub-
lished his widely read “Bowling Alone” essay in  these 
pages in 1995.6 Survey data capture the decline as well, 
showing how trust in  these institutions has fallen over 
time. While the declines vary by institution and by 
country, the overall shrinkage in trust is strikingly 
cross- national—it appears in place  after place through-
out the demo cratic world.7

This weakening of trust in mediating institutions is 
in part a byproduct of many of the good  things that 
are happening around the world. Populations are bet-
ter educated than they  were a few de cades ago, which 
inclines  people to think for themselves and not simply 
to defer to traditional sources of authority.  There is 
much more transparency in the operations of our so-
cial institutions than  there used to be, not just  because 
of the internet, but  because modern publics demand it. 
For example, it is very unlikely that sexual predation 
by Catholic priests is a new phenomenon; nor is sex-
ual assault by power ful men in large organ izations 
something that arose only in the twenty- first  century. 
 These have become major issues  because transparency 
norms have changed. More information is available 
 today, and  people are less willing to excuse abuses or 
to cover up damaging material for the sake of the 
greater good.
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of oligarchs who had figured out how to game the rap-
idly evolving situation.  These outcomes became asso-
ciated in the minds of many in the region with democ-
racy itself, paving the way for the rise of Putin and 
other strongmen in the following de cade.

 Every generation’s  mental framework is  shaped by 
the collective experiences that mark its members’ for-
mative years. For  people who lived through the Cold 
War and its finale, the word “socialism” had very neg-
ative connotations. For  people born  after 1990, it is 
neoliberalism and its associated policies of fiscal aus-
terity, privatization, and  free trade that have taken on 
a negative valence. The popularity of socialism among 
progressive members of the “millennial” generation in 
the United States and the hostility to the EU professed 
by young Central and East Eu ro pe ans are byproducts 
of this kind of generational forgetting.

Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes have suggested 
that  there was an even deeper issue  here. The commu-
nist regimes of Central and Eastern Eu rope and the for-
mer Soviet Union pretended that they had solved the 
prob lem of nationalism, but in fact they had simply 
swept it  under the rug.  After 1945, none of  these re-
gimes had made investments in trying to persuade the 
postwar generation of the evils of nationalism, as the 
West Germans had done with their own young  people. 
Indeed, for many in the region nationalism and na-
tional identity came to have positive meanings, since 
communist regimes had denied and tried to suppress 
them. As a result,  after 1989–91, the former “captive 
nations” embraced the demo cratic part of liberal de-
mocracy, but not necessarily the liberal part— that is, 
the idea that diverse  peoples can live peacefully to-
gether  under “equal laws, equally applied.” The result 
was the emergence of illiberal democracy in places such 
as Hungary and Poland.9

In the former Soviet Union, meanwhile, US eco-
nomic policy had a negative effect on demo cratic 
prospects that has not been fully acknowledged to this 
day. But US policy  mistakes harmed democracy’s out-
look in other re spects as well. The years from 1991 to 
2008  were an extraordinary period of US po liti cal and 
military hegemony, when Washington’s military bud-
get outpaced the total defense spending of the rest of 
the world combined, and the United States faced no 
“peer competitor” that could counterbalance US 
power. The relatively easy victory won by the US- led 
co ali tion in the 1991 Gulf War convinced US policy- 
makers that they had a unique instrument for reshap-
ing global politics. This led to a second enormous pol-
icy blunder, which was the 2003 invasion of Iraq. 
Fearing what turned out to be non ex is tent Iraqi weap-
ons of mass destruction, the George W. Bush adminis-
tration toppled Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship and 
pursued a broader “Freedom Agenda” that sought to 
remake the politics of the entire  Middle East. This 

oligarchs who dominate the economy; in Hungary, the 
mainstream media are now controlled by wealthy busi-
nessmen tied to Orbán’s ruling Fidesz party.

Neoliberalism and Its Discontents

A number of other slow- moving changes have shifted 
the environment in which democracy exists. The first 
has to do with economics. The early 1990s marked the 
apogee of the free- market revolution that had been un-
leashed a de cade before by Ronald Reagan and Mar-
garet Thatcher.8 In reaction to the stagflation of the 
1970s, the intellectual framework within which elites 
thought about economic policy was revised by schol-
ars such as Milton Friedman, Gary Becker, George Sti-
gler, Robert Lucas, Jr., and  others.  These thinkers pro-
vided a high- brow intellectual framework that 
essentially endorsed Ronald Reagan’s quip, “The nine 
most terrifying words in the En glish language are ‘I’m 
from the government and I’m  here to help.’ ” The once- 
dominant Keynesian economics had seen a helpful 
role for governments in countering business cycles. 
Keynesianism was replaced by strict monetarism and 
an effort to reduce government intervention across the 
board through tax cuts, deregulation, privatization, 
tariff reduction, and a relaxed attitude  toward corpo-
rate scale— the famous “Washington Consensus.”

This shift  toward what  today is derided as “neolib-
eralism” permitted the emergence of new global pow-
ers such as China and India, lifted hundreds of millions 
of  people out of poverty, and unleashed power ful en-
trepreneurial forces in the United States and other 
countries. But it had several baleful consequences in the 
years  after 1990. The first was exacerbating the income 
in equality that had been growing since the 1960s, with 
enormous wealth becoming concentrated in the hands 
of a very small elite across the world. The second was 
the financialization of wealth, and the destabilization 
of the financial sector as a consequence of its deregu-
lation, leading to major financial crises in Latin Amer-
i ca, East Asia, the United States, and the Eurozone. The 
subprime- lending crisis of 2008 and the euro crisis of 
2010 did much to discredit the elites who had pro-
moted the liberal international order, thereby setting 
the stage for pop u lism’s rise in the succeeding de cade.

The 1991 collapse of the former Soviet Union had 
seemed to validate the views of the extreme free- market 
advocates. “Dizzy with success” (as Stalin would say), 
they forgot that in a well- functioning market economy 
the state continues to play vital roles by enforcing the 
rule of law, maintaining po liti cal stability, and regulat-
ing economic activity. The advice coming out of West-
ern capitals in the early 1990s was to deregulate and 
privatize as rapidly as pos si ble, even where state weak-
ness was extreme. The results in such cases  were eco-
nomic chaos, deepening poverty, and the rise of a class 
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 These institutions are designed to constrain power 
even as they legitimize it— but they are predicated on 
the raw fact that power exists in the first place, in the 
form of a state deploying a mono poly of legitimate co-
ercion throughout a given territory. In Iraq and Af ghan-
i stan, US foreign policy confronted the need to build 
such states before it could even begin the task of build-
ing democracy. When it comes to the prob lem of state- 
building, however, con temporary po liti cal science has 
 little to say that is useful. The irony is that even in Hun-
gary and Poland, what had seemed in the early 2000s to 
be successful transitions to consolidated liberal democ-
racy have turned out to be much less than that.

As a result, US policy has become far more cautious— 
and rightly so— about the ability of outside powers to 
control what happens the day  after the dictator de-
parts. The last instance of this type of intervention was 
NATO’s action in Libya in 2011; Obama drew from 
this experience the lesson that he should avoid sig-
nificant military action in Syria.

The transitions lit er a ture, following a shifting pol-
icy agenda, has moved from a heavy focus on demo-
cratic institutions to the question of state capacity, and, 
as part of that, to reflections on the prob lem of cor-
ruption and what to do about it. Af ghan i stan and Iraq 
are extreme examples of state weakness, but  there was 
a growing recognition that many developing countries 
with stable governments nonetheless suffered from 
weak state capacity and high levels of corruption. In 
some cases, as in Rus sia, the corruption was or ga nized 
from the top and became the basis of state power. In 
other cases, such as in Brazil and Mexico, corruption 
has coexisted with functioning demo cratic institutions, 
but has delegitimized elected leaders. As a consequence, 
each of  these two Latin American countries is now led 
by a populist president (a rightist one in Brazil and a 
leftist one in Mexico).

What needs further investigation is the relationship 
between democracy, on the one hand, and the prob lem 
of corruption and state capacity on the other:  There is 
a widespread but seldom stated assumption that the 
solution to systemic corruption is more democracy, but 
the empirical relationship between the two is far more 
complicated.10

The recent rise of pop u lism has led to a question-
ing of parts of the consensus that existed a generation 
ago about demo cratic transitions. Back then, po liti cal 
scientists talked about “consolidated democracy,” usu-
ally mea sured by Huntington’s classic “two- turnover” 
test: If elections had led to power peacefully changing 
hands once, and then again, democracy could be said 
to have achieved consolidation. With the backsliding 
that has lately occurred in the most consolidated de-
mocracies (including the United States and Britain), the 
notion that democracy can never go backward once 
it reaches a certain point looks quaint. Journal of 

move had a number of unanticipated long- term con-
sequences: The invasion shifted the power balance in 
the region in  favor of the Islamic Republic of Iran and 
its Shia allies; this led to continuing instability in Iraq 
and the rise of a new terrorist group, the Islamic State; 
and it put severe strains on the Western alliance while 
also discrediting the British government, which had 
chosen to stand with Washington. Fi nally, in the minds 
of many around the world, the invasion and occupa-
tion of Iraq created an association between democracy 
promotion and the unilateral use of US military power.

The Iraq invasion together with the prolonged war 
in Af ghan i stan had a major impact on how the  people 
of the United States view their relationship with the 
outside world. Despite their many differences, Barack 
Obama and Donald Trump share a belief that the 
United States should reduce its presence in the  Middle 
East and avoid intervention (particularly for humani-
tarian purposes) when US interests are not heavi ly en-
gaged. All this has led to increased levels of cynicism 
on the part of younger Americans concerning prospects 
for successful democracy promotion.

Another long- term shift has lowered expectations 
regarding demo cratic transitions. The combined expe-
riences of the former communist world and the  Middle 
East have fortunately induced a greater degree of real-
ism in US views of democracy promotion (Eu ro pe ans 
generally  were much more skeptical to begin with). The 
seemingly rapid transition to liberal democracy of 
countries such as Hungary and Poland  after the sud-
den collapse of communism was in retrospect a highly 
contingent event from which many in the United States 
drew the wrong lesson. In 2005, George W. Bush’s sec-
ond inaugural address asserted the universality of 
demo cratic rights and aspirations, and dedicated the 
United States to the task of ending tyranny around the 
world— a task, Bush said, whose accomplishment 
would also ensure US national security. Overlooked 
amid the focus on ending tyranny was the sheer diffi-
culty of building a sustainable liberal democracy amid 
the wreckage that tyranny leaves  behind.

Democracy and State Capacity

The difficulty of building democracy was driven home 
in the most painful pos si ble way by Iraq. Saddam Hus-
sein’s removal did not lead to joyous crowds celebrat-
ing their liberation (as in Central and Eastern Eu rope), 
but rather to years of vio lence and chaos as the US oc-
cupation sought to rebuild an Iraqi state. The huge 
lit er a ture on demo cratic transitions, much of it pub-
lished in the Journal of Democracy, focused on demo-
cratic institutions such as elections, electoral rules, par-
ties, legislatures, and the like, or to a lesser extent on 
key building blocks of liberalism such as constitutions 
and  legal codes.
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Democracy authors such as Steven Levitsky have ar-
gued that the lethal threat to modern democracies is 
not the military coup, but rather a steady, gradual ero-
sion of norms and institutions of the sort that has 
been  going on in Hungary since 2011. Many  people 
see this pro cess unfolding in the United States itself.11

It would be wrong to end this overview on a purely 
pessimistic note. Over the past  century, democracy has 
gone through many ups and downs. The current crisis 
is not nearly as severe as the one that struck in the 
1930s, when fascism took hold in the heart of Eu rope. 
And that crisis arguably was rivaled by the loss of con-
fidence in democracy that beset the West during the 
manifold trou bles of the 1970s. The spark that ani-
mated the transitions of 1989–91 is still alive in many 
parts of the world. In just the past few years, Ukraine, 
Algeria, Sudan, Nicaragua, Armenia, and Hong Kong 
have all seen the emergence of mass protests against 
authoritarian government, even if  these did not always 
lead to successful demo cratic transitions. The Czech 
Republic, Georgia, Romania, Slovakia, and even Rus-
sia have seen popu lar pushback against corruption and 
oligarchic control of the demo cratic pro cess.

Brexit has fractured the British po liti cal system in 
a way that guarantees no other EU country  will soon 
follow the British path. It is not clear that British vot-
ers themselves, if they had a chance to redo their deci-
sion, would now make the same choice that they did 
back in June 2016. While Donald Trump has chal-
lenged many of Amer i ca’s check- and- balance institu-
tions, they have largely held; the most impor tant check, 
an electoral one, may be forthcoming in 2020. Over 
the long run, demographics do not seem to  favor pop-
u lism; young  people continue to move out of rural ar-
eas and into big cities.

In order to get to the long run, however, we must 
first survive the short run.  Today,  there are two oppo-
site trends in the world: The first is social fragmenta-
tion and its concomitant, the decline of the authority 
of mediating institutions, primarily in established de-
mocracies. The second is the rise of new centralized 
hierarchies in authoritarian states. Surviving the pre-
sent means rebuilding the legitimate authority of the 
institutions of liberal democracy, while resisting  those 
powers that aspire to make nondemo cratic institutions 
central. The Journal of Democracy has done a superb 
job of analyzing all  these phenomena over the past 
thirty years. Let us hope that it  will continue to do so 
as the de cades roll on, for its insights  will surely be 
needed.

NOTES

1. Larry Diamond, Ill Winds: Saving Democracy from 
Rus sian Rage, Chinese Ambition, and American Complacency 
(New York: Penguin, 2019).
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tic states, represented the most profound challenge to 
Eu ro pean security since the end of the Cold War. Ironi-
cally at the same time in Asia, many security elites ex-
pressed scepticism about the seriousness of the rebal-
ance. They questioned  whether the United States would 
 really be able to disentangle its forces and attention 
from the ongoing instability in the  Middle East and 
North Africa and, even if it could,  whether it would 
have the resolve to face down an increasingly confident 
and demanding China in the western Pacific.  These con-
cerns are likely to continue given the US air campaign 
against the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and its 
recent recommitment of forces to Eu rope in the after-
math of Rus sian aggression in Ukraine.

Thus, in the first de cade of the 21st  century, US allies 
in Eu rope and Asia had traced the full arc of their new 
condition of interdependence, first tasting the benefits 
of collaboration and solidarity, and then the anx i eties of 
competing for US commitment, attention and resources. 
Never before had NATO and the San Francisco system 
been so mutually significant. In 1949, the United States 
reversed 150 years of eschewing alliances by agreeing to 
a multilateral pact to shore up postwar Eu rope against 
an antagonistic and expansive Soviet Union. At the 
time, Washington had categorically ruled out a similar 
commitment in Asia, and rebuffed attempts by anxious 
war time partners, such as Australia, to be allowed in-
side the NATO tent, at least at a consultative level. 
Gradually, however,  whether as a condition for a peace 
deal with a rehabilitated Japan, or  under the threat of 
communist expansion into the Pacific, it reneged, sign-
ing a series of alliances with Japan, South  Korea, Tai-
wan, the Philippines, Thailand, Australia and New Zea-
land from 1951. Unlike NATO,  these would be bilateral 
(or trilateral, in the case of Australia, New Zealand, 
United States Security [ANZUS]), and their opera-
tive clauses in general much less compelling as secu-
rity guarantees than NATO’s Article 5.

For the next half- century, the two alliance systems 
operated in isolation. While some NATO members 
joined the United Nations’ enforcement action in  Korea 
in the 1950s, it was not a NATO operation. None of the 
San Francisco allies showed the slightest interest in sup-
porting the Asian commitments of Eu ro pean powers, 
even though Britain contributed to the postcolonial sta-

In October 2001, in response to the 9/11 terrorist at-
tacks on the United States, US forces invaded Af ghan-
i stan, the country from which the attacks had been 
planned and coordinated. Operation Enduring Free-
dom, the invasion and subsequent stabilisation and 
state- building proj ect in Af ghan i stan, saw the United 
States supported by the largest- ever co ali tion of its al-
lies: 10 from Eu rope and two from Asia.1 Over the 
next 13 years, US allies from Asia and Eu rope planned, 
fought and worked side by side in unpre ce dented num-
bers and intensity, battling a rising Taliban insurgency 
and supporting the consolidation of the Afghan Gov-
ernment and security forces. In the pro cess, the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organ ization (NATO) in Eu rope and 
the San Francisco System in Asia became global allies, 
collaborating not only in Af ghan i stan but also in the 
stabilisation of Iraq, the setting up of the Proliferation 
Security Initiative to prevent transnational nuclear pro-
liferation, and enforcing anti- piracy patrols in the 
Gulf of Aden. Japan, South  Korea, Thailand, the Phil-
ippines, Australia, New Zealand and Pakistan  were 
designated ‘major non- NATO allies’ and began attend-
ing issue- specific discussions among NATO members 
in Brussels.

A de cade  after the invasion of Af ghan i stan, in a 
speech to a joint sitting of the Australian parliament, 
US President Barack Obama proclaimed that ‘the 
United States is turning our attention to the vast po-
tential of the Asia Pacific region . . .  the United States 
 will play a larger and long- term role in shaping this re-
gion and its  future’.2 By mid-2012, the administra-
tion’s resolve had been written into strategic policy: the 
United States would ‘rebalance’ its attention away 
from the  Middle East  towards the Asia- Pacific region, 
where 60 per cent of its naval, space and cyber assets 
would be positioned.3 The American rebalance caused 
more than a  ripple of disquiet among US allies in Eu-
rope. Many responded to the understandable implica-
tion that a rebalance  towards Asia would mean a 
diminution of Amer i ca’s commitment to its security 
partnerships elsewhere. For many NATO members, 
the Chinese challenge to Amer i ca’s Pacific primacy 
was remote, whereas Rus sia’s increasingly assertive 
and aggressive policies  towards its near neighbours, 
Georgia, the Ukraine and NATO members in the Bal-
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agement in Eu rope and Asia. While it is impossible to 
tell  whether another 9/11  will happen to reinforce the 
interoperation of Asian and Eu ro pean allies of the 
United States, we believe  there are structural forces at 
play that  will reinforce the interdependence of the two 
alliance systems and that make the case for compar-
ing alliance management dynamics an enduring one. It 
is the purpose of this essay to explore what some of 
 these structural forces are. In the sections ahead, I ex-
amine the imperatives of alliance policy in an era of 
relative US power decline, of regional and global or-
der challenges by revanchist powers, and of the chang-
ing balance of costs and benefits in alliance commit-
ments. Rather than establish a framework for the 
detailed alliance- specific case studies that follow, this 
essay is intended to set the general scene against which 
 those case studies can be read.

Declining Relatives

The perennial debates about the relative decline of 
American power serve to underline how central US pri-
macy has been for the post– World War II global order. 
The unpre ce dented and prob ably never- to-be repli-
cated post– World War II power lead that allowed the 
United States to craft a world order according to its 
preferences, convince a large number of other states of 
its legitimacy, and defend it against its opponents, has 
been eroding steadily over the past 70 years. The col-
lapse of the Soviet Union led to two de cades of unipo-
larity but, unlike  after World War II, the United States 
was not able to craft a stable or enduring ‘new world 
order’ as its first post– Cold War president promised. 
Indeed, the past two de cades have demonstrated the 
complexity and intractability of threats to world order 
and the limits of American power to craft durable so-
lutions to them.

Perhaps the greatest challenge to American primacy 
has been the pervasive uncertainty within its own 
policy- making system about what US power can 
achieve and how and when it should be wielded. As the 
dust of the Soviet collapse settled, Washington was 
nonplussed at the seeming puniness of  those challeng-
ers that arose in defiance of George H. W. Bush’s new 
world order: a jumped-up Iraqi strongman; Serbian 
paramilitary thugs; an unhinged, jumpsuit- wearing 
North Korean dictator; and drug- addled Somali gangs. 
But, despite not even approaching the seriousness of 
the Cold War’s crises,  these new challenges would 
prove anything but routine  matters for the sole super-
power. American forces had  little trou ble in winning 
kinetic victories; what American power  couldn’t 
achieve was enduring solutions that  were acceptable to 
liberal consciences or the liberal order. What  these frus-
tratingly enduring challenges produced was a rising 
tide of criticism within the US of how  those in charge 

bilisation and defence of Malaya. The Vietnam War in 
the 1960s and 1970s mobilised the San Francisco allies 
minus Japan, but not a single NATO member. Iraq’s in-
vasion of Kuwait in 1990 saw US allies from Eu rope 
and Asia come together to support a UN enforcement 
operation, as in  Korea, but the experience was brief and 
had  little effect on the dif fer ent worlds of the two alli-
ance systems. NATO became consumed by its post– 
Cold War expansion and the wars of the former Yugo-
slavia, while the San Francisco system seemed in decline, 
with Taiwan’s loss of its formal alliance with the United 
States in 1978, New Zealand’s expulsion from ANZUS 
in 1986, and the closure of US bases in the Philippines 
in 1992. As the new  century dawned, it was not an at-
tack on any smaller ally, but on the superpower anchor 
of both alliance systems that brought about a new era 
of interdependence. Suddenly the rationale of both alli-
ance systems had shifted from deterring and defeating 
state- based aggression to addressing state dysfunction 
and battling transnational violent extremism. The new 
real ity in a unipolar world was that allies of the sole 
superpower had to anticipate, understand and integrate 
with their major ally’s new strategic imperatives. As a 
wounded Amer i ca  rose in fury, its long- time allies faced 
a choice of rising with it or being cast aside. For the first 
time, the thoughts and actions of remote US allies on 
the other side of the world became of abiding 
importance.

The Global Allies Proj ect brought together strate-
gic scholars from eight countries allied to the United 
States to discuss challenges in alliance dynamics and 
management. The proj ect is a response to a major la-
cuna in this new era of alliance interdependence. While 
 today Amer i ca’s Eu ro pean and Asian allies are inti-
mately aware of each other’s thinking on terrorism 
and counterinsurgency, counterproliferation, piracy 
and sea- lane security, cyber threats and hybrid chal-
lenges,  there has been remarkably  little discussion of 
the challenges of alliance management among the al-
lies of the United States. While  there are large and in-
evitable differences between dif fer ent alliances,  there 
are also significant commonalities, including dilemmas 
of commitment, trust and risk management, the diffi-
culties of managing American expectations and domes-
tic po liti cal re sis tance, issues of defence spending and 
interoperability, and reconciling alliance commitments 
with other foreign policy interests. For 60 years, US al-
lies have managed  these issues in mutual isolation, 
and sometimes in competition with each other. The 
Global Allies Proj ect seeks to add a crucial tile to the 
alliance interdependence puzzle, by systematically 
comparing the challenges and pro cesses of alliance 
management across a range of long- standing US allies 
in Eu rope and Asia.

Rather than look backwards, however, the Global 
Allies Proj ect looks  toward the  future of alliance man-
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sition as the world’s largest economy during this de-
cade. China is already the world’s largest economy in 
purchasing power parity terms, the world’s largest im-
porter of minerals and energy, the world’s largest ex-
porter, the world’s largest manufacturer, the world’s 
largest trading nation, and the primary trading partner 
for 130 countries. In the meantime, its military spend-
ing has been increasing rapidly, leading some observers 
to argue that China represents a more profound threat 
to US primacy than the Soviet Union ever did.

At this time of relative decline, the United States 
 faces some profound challenges to the liberal global or-
der it founded. The Arab ‘Spring’ of 2009–11 did not 
bring about a spread of representative democracy in 
the  Middle East but, rather, the collapse of po liti cal or-
der amid a virulent fanatical insurgency, deepening 
sectarian divisions and the growing assertiveness of re-
gional powers. The global financial crisis bequeathed 
a chronically weak and unstable global economy, in 
which the status quo powers in the international eco-
nomic order are faced with mounting debt and perva-
sive weaknesses in their currencies, and more and more 
countries are looking to decidedly illiberal means of 
returning to stability and growth.4 Meanwhile, three 
powers have begun new forms of military adventurism 
across the Eurasian landmass. Using the pretext of pro-
tecting ethnic Rus sian minorities outside its borders, 
Rus sia launched attacks on Georgia in 2008 and 
Ukraine in 2014, dismembering parts of both states’ 
territories. In the aftermath of the invasions of Af ghan-
i stan and Iraq, Iran used the resulting chaos to extend 
its influence into Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen. Ira-
nian forces are currently at war in Iraq, Syria and Ye-
men. In eastern Asia, China asserted territorial claims 
in the East China Sea and the South China Sea and 
across the line of control with India. Taken together, 
 these actions represent a challenge to the territorial or-
der across Asia, agreed in 1991 in Eu rope, 1915 in the 
 Middle East and 1945 in East Asia. And each of  these 
three revisionist powers, having closely watched US air 
and sea power in action since the end of the Cold War, 
has been patiently building up its anti- area access and 
denial (A2AD) capabilities— a development that has 
created an uncertainty of response in the United States 
and its allies. Fi nally, the world now  faces new threats 
to the global information commons. The increasingly 
interconnected information and control systems of 
socie ties have proven extremely vulnerable to criminal 
and coercive attack; at the same time, the resort of ma-
jor states to authoritarian control over their informa-
tion systems threatens a pos si ble Balkanisation of the 
global information network.

The combination of falling US relative power and 
rising systemic threats to that power creates a para-
dox of rising indispensability and falling credibility 
for the United States among its allies. On the one hand, 

of US foreign policy  were  handling the sword and 
shield of the Republic.

And so, American foreign policy lurched between 
extremes of aggression and restraint as the 21st  century 
began. The George W. Bush administration brought to 
power a critical mass of neoconservatives who believed 
that it was imperative to use the unipolar moment to 
reshape the world for another era of American domi-
nance and liberal peace. American power could not 
only recast an infinitely pliable world, it could create 
new realities.  Those who resisted would be crushed, 
 those who objected would be cast aside;  those who 
 were onboard would benefit from the new real ity. But 
the early swagger of the neoconservatives turned sour 
as global opinion turned against the projected invasion 
of Iraq, and as co ali tion troops in both Af ghan i stan 
and Iraq faced rising insurgencies. The 2008 presiden-
tial election campaign saw both Republican and 
Demo cratic contenders criticise the Bush administra-
tion’s recklessness in its use of force, its rhetorical ex-
cesses, and its cavalier treatment of long- time allies and 
partners of the United States. Bush’s successor, Barack 
Obama, replaced confrontation with conciliation with 
 those seen to be resisting the liberal global order— the 
Muslim world, China, Rus sia, Iran— and became as 
hesitant to use force as his pre de ces sor had been bel-
licose. Yet Obama’s foreign policy registered few suc-
cesses. Despite his search for a series of ‘resets’, Rus-
sia, China and Iran became more assertive and defiant 
and a series of Muslim states in the  Middle East and 
Africa succumbed to an even more brutal jihadist in-
surgency. The candidates in the 2016 presidential elec-
tion have united in distancing themselves from the 
Obama approach to the use— and particularly the 
non- use—of American power.

The backdrop to the oscillation of approaches to 
American power has been the slow vanis hing of the 
unipolar era due to a combination of  factors. One was 
the real demonstration of the limits of American power 
in Af ghan i stan and Iraq; unlike the Vietnam War, 
which was a proxy conflict against two Cold War op-
ponents,  these have been 21st- century insurgencies 
combining a millennial ideology, brittle structures of 
domestic order, deep sectarian divisions, and global 
support networks facilitated by new social media. The 
United States ran down its stocks of goodwill, public 
support, defence financing and tolerance for casualties, 
while the challenges of state dysfunction and Islamist 
insurgencies continue unabated. Meanwhile the global 
financial crisis mired the United States, Eu rope and Ja-
pan in debt, while dealing a major blow to the legiti-
macy of Western liberal dominance of the global econ-
omy. In the aftermath of the crisis, it became less and 
less controversial to observe the growing economic heft 
of emerging economies, particularly in Asia; on current 
trends, the United States  will yield its century- long po-
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In both Eu rope and Asia, the United States and its 
allies face a real paradox of liberal order maintenance 
that makes their commitments to uphold the liberal or-
der both conditional and unconditional. The condition-
ality of the liberal order arises from its commitment to 
certain values, such as democracy, the rule of law and 
 free assembly and exchange, as well as its belief that the 
liberal order  will not be complete  until  there is univer-
sal adherence to  these claims. Real prob lems arise 
when the liberal order is dependent on illiberal regimes 
for its stability. In  these cases, support for authoritarian 
allies is always conditional and unpredictable; the fate 
of Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak showed that long- 
term US support can be suddenly withdrawn when 
one’s authoritarian nature is suddenly on stark display. 
The parallel unconditionality of the liberal order arises 
from its commitment to liberal values and their even-
tual universality. This means that an attack on  these 
values anywhere is taken to be an attack on them ev-
erywhere, creating mounting demands on the United 
States and its allies to ‘do something’ when  these values 
are  under assault.  Whether or not  actual strategic inter-
ests are at stake becomes secondary and, once commit-
ted to, the draining defence of liberal values becomes 
very hard to walk away from.

Both the conditionality and the unconditionality of 
liberal- order maintenance create real opportunities for 
 those challenging the order. For a start, by definition 
 these are states that do not identify with the order or 
its maintenance; they are able to  free  ride on  those as-
pects they can benefit from, while avoiding, resisting 
or undermining ele ments they find threatening. The 
conditionality of US support for authoritarian or prob-
lematic allies creates opportunities for new partner-
ships, such as  those developing between China and 
Saudi Arabia or between Rus sia and Pakistan. The un-
conditionality of US and allied commitments to de-
fending liberal values generates a perpetual state of 
strategic chaos, as the upholders of the liberal order 
perpetually disperse their forces and resources based 
on maps not of interests but of values. The fanatical 
jihadists in the Muslim world can dependably draw the 
‘ Great Satan’ and its allies into what they believe to be 
a millennial  battle on their own turf simply through a 
growing cata logue of outrages.

Alliance Costs and Benefits

The long history of regarding alliances in accounting 
terms, weighing up the costs and risks against the ben-
efits and assurances they provide, is deeply embedded 
in po liti cal logics and the public mind. Arguably, one 
of the main reasons for the longevity of US alliances 
has been that their benefits have been seen to vastly 
outweigh their costs. For much of their history, US al-
liances have been relatively costless for both Amer i ca 

Washington is unsure  whether a decisive show of re-
solve  will only further illustrate the in effec tive ness of 
US power à la Iraq and Af ghan i stan; on the other, each 
case of perceived American hesitance is taken as more 
evidence of the recession of American primacy. Mean-
while, American allies face challenges to the liberal or-
der with a growing sense that any effective response 
must involve the full complement of allied commitment 
and solidarity, but such are the expectations of allies in 
Eu rope, Asia and the  Middle East that the American 
response  will almost inevitably be found wanting in 
each theatre. While Stephen Walt is right to observe 
that hard balancing against the unipole is unlikely even 
 under conditions of declining relative power, the dilem-
mas of alliance commitment and credibility are no less 
diminished.5

Shoring Up the Liberal Order

The frequency of US allies’ and partners’ recent exhor-
tations on the need to defend the liberal order is a 
compelling sign that they are increasingly worried 
about its integrity. The states system seems to be  under 
attack from above and below. In the  Middle East and 
North Africa, jihadist insurgencies explic itly reject the 
borders drawn between Muslim socie ties. Their goal of 
a transnational caliphate, if successful, seeks to recast 
the postcolonial order across the Muslim world. In 
place of state territorial bound aries would be a single 
confessional divide between the society of believers and 
 those of the unbelievers; across this divide would exist 
a state of perpetual war.

Empire states exist in the Caucasus and the West-
ern Pacific that are determined to expand their bound-
aries,  either through formal annexations of territory 
or through the creation of spheres of influence. Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin’s Rus sia grieves the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and the loss of territory, in Eu rope and 
Central Asia, but especially in the Caucasus. Both 
Georgia and Ukraine made the fatal  mistake of seek-
ing to align their countries more with the West and less 
with Rus sia; such a challenge to the Rus sian sphere of 
influence was met by direct aggression and the annex-
ation of strategically crucial territory. In the Western 
Pacific, China increasingly views the ‘first island chain’, 
stretching from Japan through the Ryukyus and Tai-
wan to the Philippines, as a scheme imposed on it by 
the Western postwar settlement, to hem China in 
through an archipelago controlled by states hostile to 
it and allied with the United States. Beijing is increas-
ingly intent on overturning this postwar settlement, ab-
sorbing Taiwan, building sea control in the South 
China Sea, and nibbling away at the Ryukyus via its 
claims to the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. As in the Cau-
casus, it is a pro cess of challenging the status quo 
through unilateral and unpredictable faits accomplis.
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coercion not  because allies particularly subscribed to 
the objectives of coercion with the same intensity as the 
United States, but  because they believed, and could ar-
gue to their publics, that ‘alliance maintenance’ re-
quired such a commitment to be shown.

 There are three dangers in this approach. The first 
is that the alliance becomes heavi ly politicised. Con-
troversial or costly actions taken in co ali tion with the 
intention of investing in alliance maintenance  will end 
up increasing opposition to the alliance among both 
American and allied publics. The second cost is for the 
United States,  because the imperative of alliance main-
tenance  will mean that it finds itself paired with co ali-
tion partners who are less interested in the  actual stra-
tegic objectives at hand than they are in keeping their 
major ally happy. This has been a prob lem in both Iraq 
and Af ghan i stan, where US allies have made decisions 
to pull out of operations long before the situation has 
been regarded as stable enough to justify withdrawal. 
The third danger of this approach to alliances is a ten-
dency for both the United States and its allies to turn 
situations into tests of alliance credibility. The best ex-
ample of this was the response to the 9/11 attacks, 
which the George W Bush administration clearly sig-
nalled was a test of how much allies  were committed 
to American security and American global- order pref-
erences. The result was broad buy-in to the invasion 
of Af ghan i stan, a country in which no Asian or Eu ro-
pean ally had any strategic stake. A  couple of years 
 later, Bush raised the alliance commitment bar by set-
ting his sights on an invasion of Iraq, based on highly 
tenuous connections to the 9/11 attacks and global se-
curity more broadly. In this case, the Bush administra-
tion was in effect asking its allies not only to place their 
alliance ties above their own non ex is tent interests in 
Iraq, but also above their commitments to the rule of 
international law and the substantial opposition of 
their own populations. In the end, two Eu ro pean al-
lies (Britain and Spain) and one Asian (Australian) 
joined the invasion, all three using the demonstration 
of their solidarity with Washington to gain significant 
concessions from a grateful Bush administration. Ulti-
mately, perhaps reflecting some realism on the part of 
the Bush administration,  there  were few negative con-
sequences for allies that did not join the Iraq invasion 
or its subsequent stabilisation phase.

 There are signs that the relatively costless nature of 
alliances is starting to be questioned in both Eu rope 
and Asia. In the face of direct Rus sian and Chinese 
challenges to the status quo and to American primacy, 
both the United States and its respective allies are 
aware of difficult choices.9 During the 2016 US presi-
dential election campaign, Republican candidate Don-
ald Trump committed to requiring US allies in Eu rope 
and Asia to pay more of the shared cost of their own 
security or risk the attenuation of  those alliances. It 

and its allies. While it has become commonplace for 
American defence policy- makers to complain of their 
allies’ underspending on defence,  there is  little to sug-
gest that Amer i ca’s alliance commitments contributed 
to higher US defence spending than would other wise 
have been the case, while for much of their tenure, 
most US basing commitments in Asia and Eu rope have 
been financially supported by its smaller allies. For 
 those smaller allies,  there has rarely been any serious 
doubt that their alliances with the United States al-
lowed them a level of security out of all proportion to 
their direct investments in the military and intelligence 
capabilities; or that an ending of their alliance with the 
United States would necessitate much greater defence 
expenditure to acquire the same level of protection.6 
Even when  there  were losses of blood and trea sure in 
fighting alongside the United States in regional con-
flicts, smaller allies  were aware that such exercises 
allowed their forces to maintain cutting- edge capa-
bilities and their agencies access to inner realms of 
American intelligence and strategy.

An argument could be made that, for both Amer i ca 
and its allies,  there has been a con ve nient security- 
political trade- off to be made through their security re-
lationships. Alliances in Asia and Eu rope provided the 
United States with po liti cal cover for its security com-
mitments; the willingness of major powers to partner 
with US security commitments across the globe pro-
vided a sense of universal legitimacy to US strategic 
goals, both during the Cold War and  after. For allies, the 
US guarantee provided security cover for their po liti cal 
alignments with the United States and the West; this 
meant that Eu ro pean states living  under the shadow of 
the Iron Curtain and Asian states concerned about the 
spread of communist insurgencies could reassure them-
selves that they  were safer as staunch members of the 
West than they would be if they tried to become neutral 
and avoid the confrontation. Nor has  there been a 
strong sense, on the part of the United States or its 
smaller allies, that the alliance has acted as a significant 
constraint on their freedom of foreign policy initiative.7

The politics of alliance maintenance have been sub-
tle and varied across the vari ous allied states. The vir-
tues of American strategic power tend to erode quickly 
among both American and allied publics soon  after 
that power is deployed. Consequently, alliance main-
tenance has always been an exercise in ‘two- level 
games’ in which allied governments must try to main-
tain domestic po liti cal ac cep tance for a range of alli-
ance commitments that are regarded as acceptable by 
US policy- makers.8 Repeatedly, the two- level logic of 
alliance maintenance, in combination with the alliance 
accounting (or insurance) meta phor, has led to allies 
casting the alliance as the objective, rather than the 
means, of foreign and strategic policy. This meant that 
the United States was often joined in the exercise of 
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plurilateralising as US allies develop security partner-
ships with each other, in Eu rope  there has been an ob-
servable pro cess of NATO allies quietly developing 
their own bilateral security relationships with the 
United States.
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remains to be seen  whether the president  will deliver 
on  these pledges. Victor Cha observes that, in Asia, an 
alliance security dilemma has developed: whereas US- 
alliance- initiated regional efforts are portrayed as la-
tent strategies for containing China, region- initiated 
attempts to engage China are seen as attempts to ex-
clude the United States.10 A similar situation may be 
emerging in Eu rope, where US initiatives aimed at 
deterring further Rus sian adventurism are being seen 
by some as only increasing Rus sian hostility, while 
Eu ro pean efforts to engage with Rus sia are seen by 
 others to be weakening NATO. Beyond this, the utility 
of alliances is starting to be questioned. In Asia,  every 
Chinese provocation is now taken as a litmus test of 
American resolve and alliance commitment, a situa-
tion that bears heavi ly on American policy- makers 
and cedes a  great deal of initiative to Beijing. In Eu-
rope,  there is a sense that NATO has been of  little 
utility in dealing with three pressing challenges: the 
war in the Levant, Rus sian adventurism in the Cauca-
sus, and the growing refugee crisis. It seems that alli-
ances, so often seen as the ends of security policy, are 
now being found wanting as the means to greater se-
curity in more challenging security environments in 
both Eu rope and Asia.

Conclusion

Against this background, the comparison of alliance- 
management challenges faced by Eu ro pean and Asian 
allies of the United States unfolds as a rich exercise. 
While clearly acknowledging the differences between 
the two regions— the nature of treaty commitments, 
multilateralism versus bilateralism, strategic geography 
and levels of development— what has been truly fasci-
nating has been the similarities between the two re-
gions. Indeed,  there have been more than a few points 
of convergence: the dilemmas of dealing with ‘grey 
zone’ / hybrid threats, the challenges of interoperabil-
ity and the tension between regional and global focus 
for alliance action. But perhaps the most intriguing 
convergence has been in relation to alliance structures: 
whereas in Asia a system of bilateral alliances is slowly 
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it be in the interest of some countries to contribute a 
larger proportion of their total resources to group un-
dertakings than other countries? The Eu ro pean mem-
bers of NATO are much nearer the front line than the 
United States, and they are less able to defend them-
selves alone. Thus, it might be supposed that they 
would have an interest in devoting larger proportions 
of their resources to NATO than does the United 
States, rather than the smaller proportions that they ac-
tually contribute. And why do the NATO nations fail 
to provide the level of forces that they have themselves 
described as appropriate, i.e., in their common inter-
est?  These questions cannot be answered without de-
veloping a logical explanation of how much a nation 
acting in its national interest  will contribute to an in-
ternational organ ization.

Any attempt to develop a theory of international 
organ izations must begin with the purposes or func-
tions of  these organ izations. One purpose that all such 
organ izations must have is that of serving the common 
interests of member states. In the case of NATO, the 
proclaimed purpose of the alliance is to protect the 
member nations from aggression by a common  enemy. 
Deterring aggression against any one of the members 
is supposed to be in the interest of all.4 The analogy 
with a nation- state is obvious.  Those goods and ser-
vices, such as defense, that the government provides in 
the common interest of the citizenry, are usually called 
“public goods.” An organ ization of states allied for de-
fense similarly produces a public good, only in this 
case the “public”— the members of the organ ization— 
are states rather than individuals.

Indeed, almost all kinds of organ izations provide 
public or collective goods. Individual interests nor-
mally can best be served by individual action, but 
when a group of individuals has some common objec-
tive or collective goal, then an organ ization can be use-
ful. Such a common objective is a collective good, 
since it has one or both of the following properties: (1) 
if the common goal is achieved, every one who shares 
this goal automatically benefits, or, in other words, 
nonpurchasers cannot feasibly be kept from consum-
ing the good, and (2) if the good is available to any one 
person in a group, it is or can be made available to 
the other members of the group at  little or no marginal 

I. Introduction

This article outlines a model that attempts to explain 
the workings of international organ izations, and tests 
this model against the experience of some existing in-
ternational institutions. Though the model is relevant 
to any international organ ization that in de pen dent 
nations establish to further their common interests, 
this article emphasizes the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organ ization, since it involves larger amounts of re-
sources than any other international organ ization, 
yet illustrates the model most simply. The United Na-
tions and the provision of foreign aid through the 
Development Assistance Committee are discussed more 
briefly.

 There are some impor tant re spects in which many 
observers in the United States and in some other coun-
tries are disappointed in NATO and other ventures in 
international cooperation. For one  thing, it is often 
argued that the United States and some of the other 
larger members are bearing a disproportionate share 
of the burden of the common defense of the NATO 
countries,1 and it is at least true that the smaller mem-
bers of NATO devote smaller percentages of their in-
comes to defense than do larger members.2  There is 
also some concern about the fact that the NATO alli-
ance has systematically failed to provide the number 
of divisions that the NATO nations themselves have 
proclaimed (rightly or wrongly) are necessary or opti-
mal.3 Similarly, many nations, especially smaller na-
tions, have failed to fulfill their quotas for UN con-
tributions with the result that the United States 
contribution rises to a degree that threatens the in de-
pen dence of the organ ization. The meager level of 
total support for the UN and the mean and haphaz-
ard state of its finances are also sources of concern.

Some suppose that the apparent disproportion in 
the support for international undertakings is due 
largely to an alleged American moral superiority, and 
that the poverty of international organ izations is due 
to a want of responsibility on the part of some other 
nations. But before resorting to any such explanations, 
it would seem necessary to ask  whether the dif fer ent 
sized contributions of dif fer ent countries could be ex-
plained in terms of their national interests. Why would 
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II. The Model

When a nation decides how large a military force to 
provide in an alliance, it must consider the value it 
places upon collective defense and the other, non- 
defense, goods that must be sacrificed to obtain addi-
tional military forces. The value each nation in an alli-
ance places upon the alliance collective good vis- à- vis 
other goods can be shown on a  simple indifference 
map, such as is shown in figure 1. This is an ordinary 
indifference map cut off at the pre sent income line and 
turned upside down. Defense capability is mea sured 
along the horizontal axis and valued positively. De-
fense spending is mea sured along the vertical axis and 
valued negatively. The cost curves are assumed to be 
linear for the sake of simplicity. If the nation depicted 
in figure 1  were not a part of any alliance, the amount 
of defense it would obtain (OB) could be found by 
drawing a cost curve coming out of the origin and find-
ing the point (point A) where this cost curve is tangent 
to the “highest” (most southeasterly) indifference 
curve.

In an alliance, the amount a nation spends on de-
fense  will be affected by the amount its allies provide. 
By moving the cost curve down along the vertical axis 

cost.5 Collective goods are thus the characteristic 
outputs not only of governments but of organ izations 
in general.6

Since the benefits of any action an individual takes 
to provide a public or orga nizational good also go to 
 others, individuals acting in de pen dently do not have an 
incentive to provide optimal amounts of such goods. 
Indeed, when the group interested in a public good is 
very large, and the share of the total benefit that goes 
to any single individual is very small, usually no indi-
vidual has an incentive voluntarily to purchase any of 
the good, which is why states exact taxes and  labor 
 unions demand compulsory membership.7 When—as 
in any organ ization representing a  limited number of 
nation- states— the membership of an organ ization is 
relatively small, the individual members may have an 
incentive to make significant sacrifices to obtain the 
collective good, but they  will tend to provide only sub-
optimal amounts of this good.  There  will also be a 
tendency for the “larger” members— those that place 
a higher absolute value on the public good—to bear a 
disproportionate share of the burden, as the model of 
alliances developed below  will show.

 Table 1.  Nato Statistics: An Empirical Test

Country
Gross National Product 
1964 (billions of dollars) Rank

Defense Bud get as 
Percentages of GNP Rank GNP per Capita Rank

United States 569.03 1 9.0 1 $2,933 1

Germany 88.87 2 5.5 6 1,579 5

United Kingdom 79.46 3 7.0 3 1,471 8

France 73.40 4 6.7 4 1,506 6

Italy 43.63 5 4.1 10 855 11

Canada 38.14 6 4.4 8 1,981 2

Netherlands 15.00 7 4.9 7 1,235 10

Belgium 13.43 8 3.7 12 1,429 9

Denmark 7.73 9 3.3 13 1,636 3

Turkey 6.69 10 5.8 5 216 14

Norway 5.64 11 3.9 11 1,484 7

Greece 4.31 12 4.2 9 507 12

Portugal 2.88 13 7.7 2 316 13

Luxembourg .53 14 1.7 14 1,636 4

Ranks

GNP 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

Defense Bud get as 
% of GNP

1 6 3 4 10 8 7 12 13 5 11 9 2 14

GNP per Capita 1 5 8 6 11 2 10 9 3 14 7 12 13 4

Source: All data are taken from the Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 1965–1966 (London, November 1965).
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curves intersect or not, the equilibrium output is nec-
essarily determinate and stable  unless defense is an in-
ferior good, in which case  there may be a number of 
equilibria, one or more of which may be unstable.11

In equilibrium, the defense expenditures of the two 
nations are such that the “larger” nation— the one that 
places the higher absolute value on the alliance good— 
will bear a disproportionately large share of the com-
mon burden. It  will pay a share of the costs that is 
larger than its share of the benefits, and thus the dis-
tribution of costs  will be quite dif fer ent from that 
which a system of benefit taxation would bring 
about.12 This becomes obvious when income effects— -
i.e., the influence that the amount of non- defense 
goods a nation has already forgone has on its desire to 
provide additional units of defense— are neglected.13 
This is shown in figure 3, which depicts the evaluation 
curves of two nations for alliance forces. The larger na-
tion, called Big Atlantis, has the higher, steeper valua-
tion curve, Vb,  because it places a higher absolute value 
on defense than  Little Atlantis, which has evaluation 
curve VL. The OC curve shows the costs of providing 
defense capability to each nation, since both, by as-
sumption, have the same costs. In isolation, Big Atlan-
tis would buy Bi units of defense and  Little Atlantis Li, 
for at  these points their respective valuation curves are 
parallel to their cost functions. If the two nations con-
tinued to provide  these outputs in alliance each would 
enjoy Bi plus Li units of defense. But then each nation 
values a marginal unit at less than its marginal cost. 
Big Atlantis  will stop reducing its output of deterrence 
when the sum applied by the two nations together is 
Bi. When this amount (or any amount greater than Li) 
is available, it is not in  Little Atlantis’ interest to sup-
ply any defense what ever. The two nations are there-
fore si mul ta neously in equilibrium only when Big At-
lantis provides of defense and  Little Atlantis provides 
Bi no defense what ever.

The disproportionality in the sharing of burdens 
is less extreme when income effects are taken into 

beneath the origin, we can represent the defense expen-
diture of allied nations as the distance between the 
origin and the juncture of the cost curve and the verti-
cal axis. If a nation’s allies spend OD on defense, and 
their cost functions are the same as its own, then it re-
ceives OH of defense without cost. This is directly 
equivalent to an increase in income of OD.8 The more 
defense this nation’s allies provide, the further the cost 
constraint moves to the southeast, and the less it spends 
on defense. By recording all the points of tangency of 
the total cost curve with the indifference curves, we can 
obtain this nation’s reaction function. The reaction 
function indicates how much defense this nation  will 
produce for all pos si ble levels of defense expenditure 
by its allies. The amount of defense that this nation 
provides  will in turn influence the defense output of its 
allies, whose reaction curves can be determined in the 
same way.

Figure  2 shows the reaction curves for a two- 
country model (which can easily be generalized to 
cover N countries).9 The intersection point of the two 
reaction curves indicates how much of the alliance 
good each ally  will supply in equilibrium.10 The two 
reaction curves need not always intersect. If one nation 
has a very much larger demand for the alliance good 
than the other, its reaction curve may lie at  every point 
outside that of the other, in which case it  will provide 
all of the defense. The equilibrium output  will then be 
the same as the isolation output of the country with 
the largest isolation output.  Whether the reaction 
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strength to the allied side. But the British war effort 
was maintained, if not increased, during this period.16

Although  there is then one exception to the rule 
that alliance burdens are shared disproportionately, 
 there is no equivalent exception to the rule that alli-
ances provide suboptimal amounts of the collective 
good. The alliance output  will always be suboptimal 
so long as the members of the alliance place a positive 
value on additional units of defense. This is  because 
each of the alliance members contributes to the point 
where its MRS for the good equals the marginal cost 
of the good. In other words, the result of in de pen dent 
national maximization in an alliance, when the cost 
function is linear and the same for all members, is that 
MRS1 = MRS2 = . . .  MRSn = MC.  There could be an op-
timal quantity of the collective good only if the total 
value which all of the alliance members together placed 
on an additional unit of the good equaled marginal 
cost, i.e., only if MRS1 + MRS2 + . . .  MRSn = MC. The 
individual nations in an alliance would have an incen-
tive to keep providing additional alliance forces  until 
the Pareto- optimal level is reached only if  there  were 
an arrangement such that the alliance members shared 
marginal costs in the same proportions in which they 
shared additional benefits (that is, in the same ratio as 
their marginal rates of substitution of money for the 
good). When  there is such a marginal cost- sharing 
scheme,  there need be no tendency  toward dispropor-
tionality in the sharing of burdens.

III. Qualifications and Elaborations

One simplification assumed in the foregoing model 
was that the costs of defense  were constant to scale and 
the same for all alliance members. Although military 
forces are composed of diverse types of equipment and 
manpower, and thus prob ably vary less both in cost 
from one country to another and with scale of output 
than many single products, it is still unlikely that costs 
are constant and uniform. For some special types of 
weapon systems  there are undoubtedly striking econ-
omies of large scale production, and for conventional 
ground forces  there are prob ably rising costs as larger 
proportions of a nation’s population are called to arms. 
 Because of this latter tendency, a small country can per-
haps get a considerable amount of conventional capa-
bility with the first few percentiles of its national in-
come. This tends to keep the military expenditures of 
small nations in an alliance above the very low level 
implied by our constant cost assumption. In any event, 
cross- country variations in marginal costs should not 
normally alter the basic conclusions deduced from the 
model. The differences in the amounts which member 
nations would be willing to pay for marginal units of 
an alliance good are typically so  great that the cost 
differentials could hardly negate their effect. Even if 

account, but it is still impor tant. This can be seen most 
easily by supposing that Big Atlantis and  Little Atlantis 
are identical in  every re spect save that Big Atlantis is 
twice the size of  Little Atlantis. Per capita incomes and 
individual tastes are the same in both countries, but the 
population and GNP of Big Atlantis are twice that of 
 Little Atlantis. Now imagine also that Big Atlantis is 
providing twice as much alliance defense as  Little At-
lantis, as proportionality would require.14 In equilib-
rium, the marginal rate of substitution of money for the 
alliance good (MRS) must equal marginal cost for each 
of  these countries, i.e., MRSBig = MRSLittle = marginal 
cost (MC). But (since each country enjoys the same 
amount of the collective good) the MRS of Big Atlantis 
is double that of  Little Atlantis, and (since the cost of 
an additional unit of defense is the same for each coun-
try)  either Big Atlantis  will want more defense or  Little 
Atlantis  will want less (or both  will be true), and the 
common burden  will come to be shared in a dispropor-
tionate way.

 There is one impor tant special case in which  there 
 will be no tendency  toward disproportionality. That is 
when the indifference maps of the member nations are 
such that any perpendicular from the ordinate would 
intersect all indifference curves at points of equal slope. 
In this case, when the nation’s cost constraint moves 
to the right as it gets more  free defense, it would not 
reduce its own expenditure on defense. In other words, 
none of the increase in income that the nation receives 
in the form of defense is spent on goods other than de-
fense. Defense in this situation is, strictly speaking, a 
“superior good,” a good such that all of any increase 
in income is used to buy the good.15

This special case may sometimes be very impor tant. 
During periods of all- out war or exceptional insecurity, 
it is likely that defense is (or is nearly) a superior good, 
and in such circumstances alliances  will not have any 
tendency  toward disproportionate burden sharing. The 
amount of allied military capability that  Great Britain 
enjoyed in World War II increased from 1941 to 1944 
as the United States mobilized, adding more and more 
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goal unrelated to the purposes of NATO, she may at the 
same time be increasing the total strength of the alliance. 
Similarly, allied nations may be suspicious of one an-
other, even as they cooperate in the achievement of 
common purposes, and may enlarge their military 
forces  because of conceivable  future conflicts with each 
other. In any situations in which the military forces of 
alliance members provide impor tant non- collective ben-
efits as well as alliance benefits, the degree of subopti-
mality and the importance of the disproportionality  will 
decrease  because the non- collective benefits give the 
member nations an incentive to maintain larger forces.

This fact leads to the paradoxical conclusion that 
a decline in the amity, unity, and community of inter
est among allies need not necessarily reduce the effec
tiveness of an alliance,  because the decline in  these al-
liance “virtues” produces a greater ratio of private to 
collective benefits. This suggests that alliances troubled 
by suspicions and disagreements may continue to work 
reasonably well. To be sure, the degree of coordination 
among the allies  will decline, and this  will reduce the 
efficiency of the alliance forces (in a sense leaving them 
on a poorer production function), but the alliance 
forces  will be larger.

However impor tant the non- collective benefits of 
alliances may be,  there can be  little doubt that above 
all alliances produce public goods. It is not easy to 
think of alliances that provide only private goods, 
though such alliances are perhaps conceivable. If na-
tions simply trade sites for military bases, no common 
interests or public goods would necessarily be involved. 
An alliance might also be set up simply to provide 
insurance in the sense that two nations without any 
common purpose or common  enemy would agree to 
defend each other in case of attack, but in which neither 
knew in advance which would suffer aggression. On the 
other hand, if  these two nations thought (as they pre-
sumably would) that the fact of their alliance would 
make it less profitable for other nations to attack  either 
of them, the alliance would provide a public good— a 
degree of deterrence that could deter an attack on  either 
or both of  these nations about as well as it could deter 
an attack on one alone.  There is, moreover, no reason to 
describe a mere transaction in private goods as an alli-
ance, and the word does not normally appear to be used 
in that way. A transaction in private goods would be 
quite as useful between enemies as between “allies,” 
and would normally be completed by a single pair of 
actions or a single agreement which would not require 
the continuing consultation, cooperation, and organ-
ization characteristic of alliances.

Normally, an additional member can be added to 
an alliance without substantially subtracting from the 
amount of defense available to  those already in the al-
liance, and any good that satisfies this criterion is by 
definition a public good.21 Suppose two nations of the 

 there  were very large differences in marginal costs 
among nations,  there is no reason to assume that na-
tional cost functions would vary systematically with 
the valuation a country places on alliance forces.17

A nation’s valuation of alliance forces obviously de-
pends not only on its national income, but also on 
other  factors. A nation on the  enemy’s border may 
value defense more than one some distance away. A na-
tion that has a large area and long frontiers in relation 
to its resources may want a larger army than a compact 
country. On the other hand, if bomb and missile at-
tacks are the main danger, a crowded country may 
wish to invest more in defense against attack by air. 
Similarly, a nation’s attitudes or ideologies may partly 
determine its evaluation of defense. Many observers 
think that the uniformity and intensity of anti- 
communism is greater among the NATO countries 
with the highest per capita incomes, and  these also hap-
pen to be the largest countries in the alliance. It also 
seems that many  people in small and weak countries, 
both inside and outside of NATO, tend to be attracted 
to neutralist or pacifist ideologies. This pattern of atti-
tudes may perhaps be partly explained by our model, 
for it suggests that small nations, which find that even 
large sacrifices on their part have  little effect on the 
global balance, would often be attracted to neutral or 
passive foreign policies, and that large nations which 
know that their efforts can decisively influence world 
events in their own interest  will continually need to em-
phasize the urgency of the strug gle in which they are 
engaged. The popularity of pacific ideologies, the fre-
quent adoption of neutralist policies in small and weak 
countries, and the activist attitudes and policies of the 
United States and the Soviet Union are at least consis-
tent with our model.18

What ever the reasons for the dif fer ent evaluations 
dif fer ent nations have for military capabilities in an alli-
ance, the model  here still applies. If two countries in an 
alliance had equal national incomes, but one was more 
concerned about the common  enemy for geographic, 
ideological, historical, or other reasons, the more con-
cerned nation would not only put a higher valuation 
on the alliance’s military capacity, but would bear a 
share of the total alliance costs that was even greater 
than its share of the total benefits.19 The model deals 
with the general case of differences in the absolute val-
uation that nations put upon additional units of an al-
liance good,  whether  these differences are due to differ-
ences in national income or to other reasons.20

Another assumption in the model developed in the 
foregoing section was that the military forces in an 
alliance provide only the collective benefit of alliance 
 security, when in fact they also provide purely national, 
non- collective benefits to the nations that maintain 
them. When Portugal mobilizes additional forces to sup-
press the in de pen dence movement in Angola, a national 
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small groups of firms, but in the NATO alliance at 
least, it seems to have been somewhat less impor tant 
(except with re spect to the infrastructure, which  will 
be considered  later).  There are at least two impor tant 
reasons why strategic bargaining interaction is often 
less impor tant in alliances than in oligopolistic indus-
tries. First, alliances are often involved in situations 
that contain a strong ele ment of irreversibility. Suppose 
that the United States  were to threaten to cut its de-
fense spending to nothing to get its allies to bear larger 
shares of the NATO burden. The Soviet Union, if it has 
the characteristics that American policy assumes, 
would then deprive the United States of its in de pen-
dence, in which case  future defense savings would 
have  little relevance. The United States’ threat would 
have only a  limited credibility in view of the irrevers-
ibility of this pro cess. The second  factor which limits 
strategic bargaining interaction among alliance mem-
bers stems from an impor tant difference between mar-
ket and non- market groups. In an oligopolistic group 
of firms, any firm knows that its competitors would be 
better off if it  were made bankrupt or other wise driven 
out of the industry. Large firms thus sometimes engage 
in price wars or cut- throat competition to drive out the 
smaller members of an oligopolistic group. By contrast, 
non- market groups and organ izations, such as alli-
ances, usually strive instead for a larger membership, 
since they provide collective goods the supply of which 
should increase as the membership increases. Since an 
ally would typically lose from driving another mem-
ber out of an alliance, a bargaining threat to that ef-
fect may not be credible. This  will be especially true if 
the excluded nation would then fall to the common 
 enemy and (as we argued before) thereby strengthen 
the  enemy at the expense of the alliance.

Even when strategic interaction is impor tant in al-
liances, the advantage paradoxically still rests in most 
cases with the smaller nations.23  There are two reasons 
for this.24 First, the large country loses more from with-
holding an alliance contribution than a small country 
does, since it values a given amount of alliance force 
more highly. In other words, it may be deterred by the 
very importance to itself of its own alliance contribu-
tion from carry ing out any threat to end that contri-
bution. Second, the large country has relatively less to 
gain than its small ally from driving a hard bargain. 
Even if the large nation  were successful in the bargain-
ing, it would expect only a relatively small addition to 
the alliance force from the small nation, but when the 
small nation succeeds in the bargaining, it can expect 
a large addition to the alliance force from the large na-
tion.  There is, accordingly, no reason to expect that 
 there is any disparity of bargaining in  favor of the 
larger ally that would negate the tendency  toward dis-
proportionality revealed by our model.

same size face a common  enemy with an army larger 
than  either of them provides by itself. They then form 
an alliance and maintain a level of military forces 
larger than  either of them had before, but smaller than 
the sum of their two pre- alliance armies.  After alliance 
both nations enjoy (1) more military security, and (2) 
lower defense costs, than they had before. This result 
comes about, not only  because a military force can of-
ten deter attack by a common  enemy against an ad-
ditional nation without a substantial increase in cost, 
but also  because an alliance may make a greater level 
of security eco nom ically feasible and desirable, and the 
gains from obtaining this extra security can leave both 
nations better off.22

Another defining characteristic that is sufficient (but 
not necessary) to distinguish a collective good is that 
the exclusion of  those who do not share the cost of the 
good is impractical or impossible. Typically, once an al-
liance treaty has been signed, a member nation is le-
gally bound to remain a member for the duration of 
the treaty. The decisions about how the common bur-
den is to be shared are not, however, usually specified 
in the alliance treaty. This procedure works to the dis-
advantage of the larger countries. Often the smaller 
and weaker nations gain relatively more from the ex-
istence of an alliance than do the larger and stronger 
powers, and once an alliance treaty has been signed the 
larger powers are immediately deprived of their stron-
gest bargaining weapon— the threat that they  will not 
help to defend the recalcitrant smaller powers—in any 
negotiations about the sharing of the common burden. 
Even at the time an alliance treaty is negotiated exclu-
sion may very well not be feasible, since most alliances 
imply an already existing danger or goal common to 
some group of states. That common danger or goal 
gives the nations that share it an incentive tacitly to 
treat each other as allies,  whether or not they have all 
signed a formal agreement. A nation can only lose from 
having another nation with whom it shares a common 
interest succumb to an  enemy, for that  will strengthen 
the  enemy’s side at the expense of the first nation. It 
may well be that most alliances are never embodied in 
any formal agreement. Sometimes a nation may have 
a geopo liti cal position (e.g.,  behind an alliance mem-
ber serving as a buffer state) such that it would be un-
usually difficult, if not impossible, to deny it the ben-
efits of alliance protection. Then, if it regards alliance 
membership as a special burden, it may have an incen-
tive to stay out of, or when legally pos si ble to with-
draw from, the alliance’s formal organ ization.

This paper also made the simplifying assumption 
that no alliance member  will take into account the re-
actions other members may have to the size of its alli-
ance contribution. The mutual recognition of oligopo-
listic interdependence can be profoundly impor tant in 
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1961 / normal assessment scale was .404. This result is 
significant at the .01 level.27 We thus accept H2 and re-
ject H0, for, as the model predicted, the larger nations 
in the UN did a better job of living up to their normal 
assessments. The fact that members may lose prestige 
and membership rights if they fail to meet their assess-
ments, i.e., that  there are distinctly private benefits 
from contributions to the UN, makes this high corre-
lation more striking.

The foreign aid that the industrialized democracies 
give to the underdeveloped countries is a collective 
good to  these aid- giving nations, at least to the extent 
that they all value the development of the less devel-
oped areas. On the other hand, individual aid- giving 
nations often concentrate all of their aid on par tic u lar 
underdeveloped areas, such as past or pre sent colonies, 
in which they have a special interest. To the extent that 
dif fer ent aid- giving nations are interested in dif fer ent 
underdeveloped areas, their aid allocations constitute 
private rather than collective goods. This tends to limit 
any tendencies  toward suboptimality and dispropor-
tionality in the provision of foreign aid. We can test 
for any such disproportionalities with the aid of the 
following hypotheses:

H3— Among a group of developed nations  there  will 
be a significant positive correlation between 
foreign aid expenditures as a percentage of 
national income and the size of the national 
income.

H0— There  will not be a significant positive correla-
tion between the variables in H3.

One set of data used to test  these hypotheses re-
vealed a correlation between real national income and 
total grants and loans to underdeveloped countries as 
a percentage of national income in 1960 of .770.28 This 
figure is significant at the .01 level. A dif fer ent set of 
data for a dif fer ent year (1962) showed a correlation 
between GNP and total aid as a percentage of GNP 
of .439.29 With the small sample of only 12 nations, 
this value falls slightly short of the .05 level of signifi-
cance (the borderline value is .506). Thus both sets of 
data yield correlation coefficients suggesting the ex-
pected positive relationship, but in one case the result 
is clearly statistically significant and in the other case 
it falls somewhat short of the .05 level of significance. 
We  will take the most conservative course and await 
further research before fi nally accepting  either H3 or 
the null hypothesis. The most reasonable inference at 
the moment is that  there is some tendency  toward dis-
proportionate burden sharing, but that the private, or 
purely national, benefits from foreign aid are prob ably 
also very impor tant. This is, moreover, about what 
might be expected from the fact that the industrialized 

IV. Empirical Evidence

When other  things are equal, the larger a nation is, the 
higher its valuation of the output of an alliance. Thus, 
if our model is correct, the larger members of an alli-
ance should, on the average, devote larger percent-
ages of their national incomes to defense than do the 
smaller nations. This prediction is tested against the 
recent data on the NATO nations in  table 1. The fol-
lowing specific hypotheses are used to test the model’s 
predictions:

H1— In an alliance,  there  will be a significant positive 
correlation between the size of a member’s 
national income and the percentage of its national 
income spent on defense. This hypothesis  will be 
tested against [the null hypothesis]:

H0— There  will not be a significant positive correla-
tion between the variables specified in H1.

Since  there is no assurance that the data are para-
metrically distributed, non- parametrical statistical tests 
must be used. The Spearman rank correlation coeffi-
cient for Gross National Product and defense bud get 
as a percentage of GNP is .490. On a one- tailed test 
this value is significant at the .05 level.25 We therefore 
reject the null hypothesis and accept H1.  There is a sig-
nificant positive correlation indicating that the large 
nations in NATO bear a disproportionate share of the 
burden of the common defense. Moreover, this result 
holds even when the level of per capita income is held 
constant.26

Our model predicts that  there are tendencies  toward 
disproportionate burden sharing, not only in military 
alliances, but also in other international organ izations, 
such as the United Nations. The test of this prediction 
is complicated in the case of the UN by the fact that the 
organ ization is supported primarily through assess-
ments levied against individual members.  These assess-
ments are determined by a formula constructed by a 
committee of experts. The model would, however, sug-
gest that the degree to which a member fulfills or over- 
subscribes its quota would be positively correlated 
with its size, and thus gives the following hypotheses:

H2— In a voluntary organ ization with quota 
assessments that are not always satisfied,  there 
 will be a significant positive correlation between a 
member’s GNP and the percentage of fulfillment 
or over- fulfillment of its quota.

H0— There  will not be a significant positive correla-
tion between the variables in H2.

The Spearman rank correlation coefficient between 
1961 GNP and percentage total UN contributions in 
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costs of the activities of the former type to his 
share of the costs of activities of the latter type 
 will have a significant positive correlation with 
national income.

H0— There  will be no significant positive correlation 
between the variables in H4.

To test  these hypotheses we calculated the correla-
tion coefficient between national income and variable 
T in  table 2. The Spearman rank correlation coefficient 
between  these variables is .582, which is significant at 
the .05 level. We therefore reject the null hypothesis 
and conclude that the larger members bear a larger 
proportion of the costs of the main NATO forces than 
they do of  those NATO activities for which the costs 
of each unit are shared. The difference between the dis-
tribution of infrastructure costs and the distribution 
of alliance burdens generally is quite striking, as the 
tests of the following hypotheses indicate:

H5— In the NATO alliance  there is a significant 
negative correlation between national income and 
the percentage of national income devoted to 
infrastructure expenses.

H0— There is no significant negative correlation 
between the variables in H5.

The Spearman rank correlation coefficient between 
national income and variable R in  table 2 is—.538, 
which is significant at the .05 level. Thus, not only is it 
the case that the larger nations pay a smaller share of 
the infrastructure costs than of other alliance costs; it 
is also true that  there is a significant negative correla-
tion between national income and the percentage of 
national income devoted to the NATO infrastructure, 
which is in vivid contrast to the positive correlation 
that prevails for other NATO burdens. This confirms 
the prediction that when  there are marginal cost– 
sharing arrangements,  there need no longer be any 
tendency for the larger nations to bear disproportion-
ately large shares of the costs of international organ-
izations. If it happens at the same time that the smaller 
nations get greater than average private benefits from 
their contributions, they may even contribute greater 
percentages of their national incomes than the larger 
members.30

IV. Conclusions and Recommendations

All of the empirical evidence tended to confirm the 
model. In the United Nations  there appear to be sys-
tematic forces tending to make the small nations fail 
to meet their quotas and leading larger nations to as-
sume larger shares of the costs. The larger industrial-
ized nations, moreover, seem to bear disproportionate 

Western nations express a common interest in the de-
velopment of the poor nations generally, while at the 
same time many of  these nations individually are in-
terested primarily in par tic u lar underdeveloped areas 
with which they have special relationships.

Our model indicated that when the members of an 
organ ization share the costs of marginal units of an al-
liance good, just as they share in the benefits of addi-
tional units of that good,  there is no tendency  toward 
disproportionality or suboptimality. In other words, if 
each ally pays an appropriate percentage of the cost of 
any additional units of the alliance good, the results are 
quite dif fer ent from when each ally pays the full cost 
of any amount of the alliance good that he provides. 
The costs of the NATO infrastructure (common sup-
ply depots, pipelines,  etc.), unlike the costs of provid-
ing the main alliance forces, are shared according to 
percentages worked out in a negotiated agreement. 
Since each ally pays some percentage of the cost of any 
addition to the NATO infrastructure, we have  here a 
marginal cost– sharing arrangement.

Thus our model suggests that the burdens of the 
NATO infrastructure should be borne quite differently 
from the rest of the NATO burden.  There are other rea-
sons for expecting that the infrastructure burden 
would be shared in a dif fer ent way from the main 
NATO burdens. For one  thing, the infrastructure fa-
cilities of NATO are all in continental Eu ro pean coun-
tries, and ultimately become the property of the host 
nation. Their construction also brings foreign exchange 
earnings to  these countries, which for the most part are 
the smaller alliance members. In addition, infrastruc-
ture costs are very small in relation to the total burden 
of common defense, so a small nation may get pres-
tige at a relatively low cost by offering to bear a larger 
percentage of the infrastructure cost.  There are, in 
short, many private benefits for the smaller alliance 
members resulting from the infrastructure expendi-
tures.  Because of  these private benefits, and more 
impor tant  because of the percentage sharing of mar-
ginal (and total) costs of the infrastructure, we would 
predict that the larger members of the alliance would 
bear a smaller share of the infrastructure burden than 
of the main alliance burdens.

This prediction suggests that the following hypoth-
eses be tested:

H4— In an alliance in which the marginal costs of 
certain activities are not shared (but fall instead 
upon  those members who have an incentive to 
provide additional units of the alliance good by 
themselves), and in which the marginal costs of 
other activities are shared (so that each member 
pays a specified percentage of any costs of  these 
activities), the ratio of a member’s share of the 
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two special types of situations in which  there need be 
no such tendency  toward disproportionality. First, in 
cases of all- out war or extreme insecurity defense may 
be what was strictly defined as a “superior good,” in 
which case a nation’s output of a collective good  will 
not be reduced when it receives more of this good from 
an ally. Second, institutional arrangements such that 
the members of an organ ization share marginal costs, 
just as they share the benefits of each unit of the good, 
tend to work against disproportionality in burden 
sharing, and it is a necessary condition of an efficient, 
Pareto- optimal output that the marginal costs be 
shared in the same proportions as the benefits of ad-
ditional units. The NATO nations determine through 
negotiation what percentages of any infrastructure ex-
penditure each member  will pay, and this sharing of 
marginal costs has led the smaller members to bear a 
very much larger share of the infrastructure burden 
than they do of the other NATO burdens. The fact that 
the model predicts not only the distribution of the 

shares of the burden of aid to the less developed coun-
tries. In NATO  there is again a statistically significant 
positive correlation between the size of a member’s na-
tional income and the percentage of its national in-
come devoted to the common defense.

As our model indicated, this is in part  because each 
ally gets only a fraction of the benefits of any collective 
good that is provided, but each pays the full cost of 
any additional amounts of the collective good. This 
means that individual members of an alliance or inter-
national organ ization have an incentive to stop provid-
ing the collective good long before the Pareto- optimal 
output for the group has been provided.31 This is par-
ticularly true of the smaller members, who get smaller 
shares of the total benefits accruing from the good, and 
who find that they have  little or no incentive to pro-
vide additional amounts of the collective good once the 
larger members have provided the amounts they want 
for themselves, with the result that the burdens are 
shared in a disproportionate way. The model indicated 

 Table 2.  Nato Infrastructure

Country

National Income 
1960a (billions of 

dollars)

Infrastructure % 
Reconsidered  

in 1960b R = (2)/(1)

Military Bud get 
1960 (billions of 

dollars) T = (4)/(2)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

United States 411.367 36.98 .0899 41.00 1.1087

Germany 51.268 13.77 .2686 2.072 .1504

United Kingdom 57.361 9.88 .1722 4.466 .4520

France 43.468 11.87 .2731 3.311 .2789

Italy 24.950 5.61 .2248 1.076 .1922

Canada 28.178 6.15 .2183 1,680 .2732

Netherlands 9.246 3.51 .3800 .450 .1282

Belgium 8.946 4.39 .4907 .395 .0900

Turkey 4.929 1.75 .3550 .244 .1394

Denmark 4.762 2.63 .5569 .153 .0582

Norway 3.455 2.19 .6338 .168 .0767

Greece 2.684 .87 .3242 .173 .1989

Portugal 2.083 .28 .1344 .093 .3321

Luxembourg .386 .17 .4404 .007 .0412

Ranks

(1) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

(3) 14 9 12 8 10 11 5 3 6 2 1 7 13 4

(5) 1 8 2 4 7 5 10 11 9 13 12 6 3 14

a United Nations, Yearbook of National Accounts Statistics (New York, 1964); Balance of Payments Yearbook, Vol. 15 (Washington, 
D.C.: International Monetary Fund, 1964).
b Charles Croot, “Coordination in the Sixties,” reprinted from NATO Letter (August 1960).
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agreement and community of interest among the mem-
bers. Though  there is obviously a point beyond which 
dissension and divergent purposes  will ruin any organ-
ization, it is also true that some differences of purpose 
may improve the working of an alliance,  because they 
increase the private, non- collective benefits from the 
national contributions to the alliance, and this allevi-
ates the suboptimality and disproportionality.34 How 
much smaller would the military forces of the small 
members of NATO be if they did not have their pri-
vate fears and quarrels? How much aid would the Eu-
ro pean nations give if they did not have private inter-
ests in the development of their past or pre sent 
colonies? How much would the smaller nations con-
tribute to the UN if it  were not a forum for the expres-
sion of their purely national enmities and aspirations? 
The United States, at least, should perhaps not hope 
for too much unity in common ventures with other na-
tions. It might prove extremely expensive.

NOTES

1. Hedley Bull, Strategy and the Atlantic Alliance: A Cri
tique of United States Doctrine (Prince ton: Center of Interna-
tional Studies, Prince ton University, 1964), 42; Edward  S. 
Mason, “The Equitable Sharing of Military and Economic Aid 
Burdens,” Proceedings of the Acad emy of Po liti cal Science, 
XXVII (May 1963), 256–269, especially 264; John A. Pincus, 
Sharing the Costs of Military Alliance and International Eco
nomic Aid (Santa Monica, CA: The RAND Corporation, RM-
3249- ISA, 1962), and Economic Aid and International Cost 
Sharing (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965); 
and Bernard Brodie, “What Price Conventional Capabilities in 
Eu rope,” The Reporter, XXVIII (May 23, 1963), 27.

2. See  table 1.
3. “NATO was created as, and is still  today officially pro-

claimed to be, the shield that protects Western Eu rope from a 
Soviet attack on land. Yet it has never been clear how NATO 
could perform that function with the forces actually at its dis-
posal or how it could have performed that function even with 
the much larger forces which its official spokesmen from time to 
time declared to be indispensable.” Hans J. Morgenthau, “Fore-
word,” in Robert Osgood, NATO: The Entangling Alliance 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962), vii. John Pincus 
speaks of “the relative willingness of countries to accept NATO 
force goals,” and the fact that “the trou ble comes in meeting 
 those goals,” Economic Aid and International Cost Sharing, 58.

4. “Peace is indivisible, and nuclear war even more so.” 
Prime Minister Harold Wilson, as quoted in The New York 
Times (Dec. 17, 1964), 2.

5. See John G. Head, “Public Goods and Public Policy,” 
Public Finance, XVII, No. 3 (1962), 197–219.

6. See Mancur Olson, Jr., The Logic of Collective Action: 
Public Goods and the Theory of Groups (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1965), which treats organ izations 
of individuals somewhat as this article treats organ izations of 
nation- states.

7. Olson, The Logic of Collective Action, 5–52.

principal NATO burdens, but also the greatly dif fer-
ent distribution of infrastructure costs, suggests that 
the results are in fact due to the pro cesses described in 
the model, rather than to some other cause.

The model’s implication that large nations tend to 
bear disproportionate shares of the burdens of inter-
national organ ization, and the empirical evidence tend-
ing to confirm the model, do not entail the conclusion 
that the small nations should be told they “ ought” to 
bear a larger share of the common burdens. No moral 
conclusions can follow solely from any purely logical 
model of the kind developed  here.32 Indeed, our analy-
sis suggests that moral suasion is inappropriate, since 
the dif fer ent levels of contribution are not due to dif-
fer ent moral attitudes, and in effec tive, since the less 
than proportionate contributions of the smaller na-
tions are securely grounded in their national interests 
(just as the disproportionately large contributions of 
the larger countries are solidly grounded in their na-
tional interests). Thus, American attempts to persuade 
other nations to bear “fair” shares of the burdens of 
common ventures are likely to be divisive and harm-
ful even to American interests in the long run.

The model developed  here suggests that the prob-
lems of disproportionality and suboptimality in interna-
tional organ izations should be met instead through in-
stitutional changes that alter the pattern of incentives. 
Since suboptimal provision is typical of international 
organ izations, it is pos si ble to design policy changes 
that would leave every one better off, and which accord-
ingly may have some chance of adoption. Appropriate 
marginal cost– sharing schemes, such as are now used to 
finance the NATO infrastructure, could solve the prob-
lem of suboptimality in international organ izations,33 
and might also reduce the degree of disproportionality. 
Substituting a  union for an alliance or international 
organ ization would also tend to bring about optimality, 
for then the unified system as a  whole has an incentive 
to behave in an optimal fashion, and the vari ous parts 
of the  union can be required to contribute the amounts 
their common interest requires. Even a  union of smaller 
members of NATO, for example, could be helpful, and 
be in the interest of the United States. Such a  union 
would give the  people involved an incentive to contrib-
ute more  toward the goals they shared with their then 
more nearly equal partners. What ever the disadvan-
tages on other grounds of  these policy possibilities, they 
at least have the merit that they help to make the na-
tional interests of individual nations more nearly com-
patible with the efficient attainment of the goals which 
groups of nations hold in common.

A final implication of our model is that alliances 
and international organ izations, as presently or ga-
nized,  will not work efficiently, or according to any 
common conception of fairness, however complete the 
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Class Characteristic

Income 
elasticity of 

expenditure = E

Inferior 
good

Expenditure on the good 
decreases or is unchanged as 
income increases

E ≤ 0

Inelastic 
good

Expenditure on the good 
increases, but by a smaller 
percentage than income 
increases

0 < E < 1

Elastic 
good

Expenditure on the good 
increases by a percentage that 
is as  great or greater than the 
percentage by which income 
increases, but by a smaller 
absolute amount

1 ≤ E < Y0/S0
a

Superior 
good

Expenditure on the good 
increases by as much or more 
than income increases

E > Y0/S0

a S0 is the expenditure on the good when income is Y0.

In terms of an ordinary indifference map (rather than the 
inverted form used in this article) an inferior good is a good that 
has an income consumption line that (in the relevant range) ap-
proaches (or is parallel to) the axis along which income is mea-
sured, as the income constraint shifts outward. A superior good 
is a good with an income consumption line that (in the relevant 
range) approaches (or is parallel to) the axis along which the 
quantity of the good is mea sured, as the income constraint shifts 
outward. If  there is an inferior good for an individual,  there 
must be at least one superior good for that individual (saving 
is  here considered a good) and all other goods in the aggregate 
must be superior. The converse is true for a superior good.

16. W. K. Hancock and M. M. Gowing, British War Econ
omy (London: HMSO, 1949), 369–370; and Mancur Ol-
son, Jr., The Economics of the War time Shortage: A History 
of British Food Supplies in the Napoleonic War and World 
Wars I and II (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1963), 
117–131.

17.  There could be pathological cost functions that 
would prevent any disproportionate burden sharing of the 
kind predicted by the model. If, for example, all of the nations 
had total cost curves with sharp kinks indicating abruptly ris-
ing costs  after a certain point, they might all have an incentive 
to choose the defense outputs suggested by  these kinks.  These 
kinks would not, except by accident, be such as to lead the 
larger allies to bear a disproportionate share of the common 
burden.

18. One  factor that might conceivably make small coun-
tries outside of an alliance spend  little or nothing on defense is 
that they might think that the maximum force they could raise 
alone would not be sufficient to defeat any potential  enemy, so 
that  there would be no point in having any military forces at 
all. In an alliance, on the other hand, a small nation might sup-
pose that its forces could provide the margin of victory and 
therefore increase its defense spending. The kink in the evalua-
tion function that this argument implies is, however, made 

8.  Free defense is not, however, the direct equivalent of an 
increase in income if the nation has already received so much 
defense that it would like to sell some if that  were pos si ble. 
This is what an ally would want to do if the OC curve had 
shifted so far to the right that it was no longer tangent to any 
indifference curve. In such a case,  there is a corner solution 
and the nation provides none of the collective good itself.

9. The reaction curve is an n- dimensional surface in the 
n- nation alliance. This surface is symmetrical about all axes 
except the one for the reacting nation. The equilibrium is 
found at the point of joint intersection of  these n surfaces. The 
symmetrical quality of  these surfaces enables us to convert 
them into two- dimensional reaction curves relating the spend-
ing of one nation to the spending of all its allies.

10. The general model being developed  here has several 
impor tant advantages over Erik Lindahl’s much dif fer ent 
analy sis of how two parties interested in a public good might 
interact, and over the very in ter est ing modern versions of Lin-
dahl’s theory put forth by Leif Johanson and Richard Mus-
grave. For example, unlike Lindahl’s model, it takes account 
of income effects, it shows that  there are generally a multitude 
of Pareto- optimal outcomes, and it reveals the tendencies 
 toward disproportionality and suboptimality.

11. To see this, suppose that A and B in figure 2 trade reac-
tion curves. Then the equilibrium point given by the intersec-
tion point  will be unstable, and  there  will be a tendency for one 
of the nations to provide all the defense. If one nation’s reac-
tion curve lies wholly outside that of the other,  there  will be a 
unique and stable equilibrium,  whether or not defense is an 
inferior good.

12. The authors do not advocate benefit taxation, but be-
lieve that proportionality of benefits and costs provides a use-
ful standard of comparison, particularly in alliances which 
nations join to further their national interests rather than to 
bring about any par tic u lar distribution of income among mem-
ber nations. The equilibrium outputs are not consistent with 
any ordinary conceptions of ability- to- pay  either. They would 
involve a very regressive sharing if the larger nation in an alli-
ance had the lower per capita income.

13. Income effects are prob ably very impor tant in prac-
tice, partly  because it is usually very difficult for a government 
to increase taxes enough to bring military or other government 
spending far above the customary levels. Moreover, large in-
creases in defense spending may lead to serious reductions in 
capital formation.  There appears to be a remarkable constancy 
of the percentage of GNP that is made up by the sum of defense 
spending and capital formation. See Richard Zeckhauser, “De-
fense Spending, Capital Formation, and Economic Growth” 
(to be published).

14. It could be the case that even in isolation Big Atlantis 
would buy proportionately more defense than  Little Atlantis. 
This would be the case if a nation’s income elasticity of de-
mand for the good  were greater than one in the relevant range.

15. Apparently the lit er a ture has neglected goods of this 
kind, and not made clear that they are simply the logical con-
verse of the much discussed inferior goods. When the phrase 
“superior good” has been used, it has usually been given an un-
symmetrical and unclear meaning. We therefore distinguish 
the following classes of goods, realizing that the category to 
which a good belongs may depend on the level of income.
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manuscript, Center of International Studies, Prince ton Univer-
sity, 23–24, and 28.

25. See Sidney Siegel, Nonparametric Statistics (New York: 
McGraw- Hill, 1956), 284. As a corroborative test, a dif fer ent set 
of data for a dif fer ent year (1960) was also used. With  these data 
the Spearman rank correlation coefficient for Gross National 
Product and defense bud get as a percentage of GNP was .635, a 
value significant at the .05 level on a one- tailed test. Once again 
Iceland was excluded; since she ranked fifteenth for both vari-
ables, her inclusion in  either test would have improved the cor-
relation. (Source: Stanford Research Institute, “The Economic 
Feasibility of Proposed Changes in NATO Strategy, 1962–1975” 
[Menlo Park, CA: Stanford Research Institute]).

26. This was done  because of concern that the positive 
correlation in H1 might be simply the result of a joint correla-
tion of both national income and the percentage of defense 
spending with per capita income, for it happens that the larger 
NATO nations often have the higher per capita incomes. The ef-
fects of differences in per capita income  were “held constant” 
with the aid of the Kendall partial rank correlation coefficient, 
which mea sures the relationship between two variables  after the 
effects of a third, possibly related, variable have been removed. 
The Kendall partial rank correlation coefficient of Gross Na
tional Product and defense bud get as a percentage of GNP, net 
of the effects of per capita GNP, is .445. To our knowledge  there 
is no test for the significance of the Kendall partial rank correla-
tion coefficient, but it is perhaps suggestive that this is virtually 
the same as the Kendall rank correlation coefficient (.384) that 
results when the effects of differences in per capita income are 
not partialled out. Moreover,  there is no statistically significant 
relationship between per capita GNP and defense bud get as a 
percentage of GNP; in fact, the correlation is slightly negative. 
Thus we concluded that the correlation between the size of an 
ally’s national income and the percentage of its national income 
spent on defense cannot be explained in terms of any relation-
ship of  these two variables with per capita income.

27. The data  were taken from Norman J. Padelford, “Fi-
nancial Crisis and the  Future of the United Nations,” World 
Politics, XV (July 1963), 531–568. Our sample included 97 of 
the UN members cited, since separate GNP statistics  were not 
given for the Ukraine or Byelorus sia. We employed the Stu-
dent’s “t” distribution with conversion from the Spearman 
rank correlation coefficient to test the significance of the cor-
relation (see Siegel, Nonparametric Statistics, 212).

28. The data  were taken from Irving  B. Kravis and Mi-
chael  W.  S. Davenport, “The Po liti cal Arithmetic of Burden 
Sharing,” Journal of Po liti cal Economy, LXXI (Aug. 1963), 
323 and 325. Though this article [Kravis and Davenport] does 
not explic itly rank the aid- giving nations by the percentage of 
their national incomes used for foreign aid, this ranking was 
none the less obtained from this article [Kravis and Davenport] 
by comparing the figures given for each nation’s aid as a per-
centage of total aid with the figures given for each nation’s 
national income as a percentage of the total income of the en-
tire group of nations.

29. The data are  those prepared by John Pincus and pre-
sented in his Economic Aid and International Cost Sharing, 
 Tables  5-9 and 5-12, 135 and 140. Pincus has usefully dis-
counted the value of the loans given as foreign aid at the inter-
est rate prevailing in the donor country in computing the value 
of each nation’s foreign aid.

much less likely by the fact that even a small military force may 
be quite valuable to a small, unaligned country, for it might in-
crease the costs and risks to an aggressor enough to deter him 
from attacking a small (and therefore prob ably not very valu-
able) country. This seems to be one argument used to support 
the French nuclear force.

19. Benefits are of course defined in terms of the preferences 
of the two countries, which we  here assume have been revealed.

20. The value which a nation puts upon alliance forces may 
also vary with alliance policies. An alliance must sometimes 
choose which of two or more alternative public goods to pro-
vide, and one public good may be more valuable to some alliance 
members and another more valuable to  others. The NATO alli-
ance, for example, provides conventional defense as well as nu-
clear protection, and  there have been disagreements about the 
proper mix between  these two goods. In such a case it is pos si ble 
that some nations may supply additional forces in return for 
more influence on alliance policy, whereas other nations may 
make policy concessions in order to get other members to as-
sume a greater share of alliance costs. Such trade- offs need not 
change the qualitative conclusions about disproportionate bur-
den sharing. They might simply mean that a nation can bear part 
of its alliance burden by making policy concessions rather than 
by providing additional forces. When this happens, though, the 
allies that obtained the policy they wanted find they value the 
alliance good more than before, and the opposite is true for  those 
who have relinquished some of their control over alliance policy. 
This in turn makes the former set of nations provide still more 
defense and the latter still less.

21. The number of  people defended by a given military 
force can clearly increase without reducing the security per per-
son. However, additional land area  will normally require some 
additional military forces, if the area previously protected is to 
have the same degree of security as before, and if  actual defen-
sive conflict, rather than deterrence, is at issue. When the addi-
tional land area has no common border with the  enemy, it can 
usually be defended without any significant extra cost. The ex-
tra cost to NATO of defending Belgium against a Soviet attack, 
once Germany and France are already defended, is negligible. 
Even when the extra land does have a common border with an 
 enemy it is not always true that it costs much more to defend it. 
If the French had believed they had to defend Belgium as well 
as France in World Wars I and II, they might have fared better.

22. This suggests that the conventional view, that a good is a 
pure public good if it can be offered to additional consumers for 
 free without any less being available to  those already consuming 
the good, is somewhat too  simple. For a good might be such that, 
if extra consumers enjoyed it,  there would be a  little less for  those 
who had already been consuming it. Yet it might pay to let new 
consumers enjoy the pre sent supply of the good at a zero price 
(or even less), if they would agree to share the costs of providing 
the additional amount of the good that it would be optimal to 
purchase once the additional consumers  were involved.

23. Perhaps the bargaining advantage of the smaller, 
weaker nations should not be surprising. Schelling has found 
many other situations in which, for dif fer ent reasons, weak-
ness can be a source of bargaining strength. See Thomas  C. 
Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1960), especially 22, 23, 37, 52, and 158.

24.  These two reasons came to our attention through 
Klaus Knorr, “Notes on a Theory of Alliances,” (unpublished 
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distributions among participating nations would be desirable. 
Jacques van Ypersele de Strihou, in “Sharing the Burden of De-
fense Among Allies,” an in ter est ing PhD thesis available at Yale 
University (1967), has shown that, if the British rates of progres-
sion are used as a standard of fairness, it appears that the larger 
Eu ro pean members of NATO pay an unfairly large share of the 
common costs, that the United States (partly  because of its high 
per capita income) pays about the right amount, and that the 
smaller NATO nations ( because of the same general forces ex-
plained in this paper) pay an unfairly small amount.

33. A similar proposal has been suggested by Thomas 
Schelling. He suggests that each country’s share of the alliance’s 
expenditure be fixed and the overall total spending be left open. 
Thus a country whose share of the cost was ten  percent would 
find that in return for spending this money it got not only the 
protection of the forces this money would buy, but also the 
forces created by  those nations that paid the other 90  percent. 
See his International Cost Sharing Arrangements, Essays in In-
ternational Finance, No.  24 (Prince ton, NJ: International Fi-
nance Section, Prince ton University Press, September 1955), 19.

34. Some other general reasons why alliances as presently 
or ga nized  will be inefficient, however complete the consensus 
among the members, are explained in our chapter in the forth-
coming Universities- National Bureau of Economic Research 
volume on “The Economics of Defense.” The model’s implica-
tion that increased non- collective benefits improve the function-
ing of an alliance, and other implications of our model, have 
been tested by James A. Robinson and Philip M. Burgess of the 
Mershon Social Science Program at Ohio State University, 
through a most in ter est ing gaming- simulation procedure. Their 
analy sis of the data is not yet complete, but we are informed 
that the data generally appear to support the hypothesis that 
private, noncollective benefits can strengthen an alliance, and 
prob ably also other hypotheses suggested by our model.

30. Irving Kravis and Michael Davenport, in their previ-
ously cited article, appear at first sight to come to conclusions 
in direct opposition to our own, for they say, “All in all,  there 
seems to be  little basis for the feeling that the United States is 
bearing a disproportionate share of the costs of international 
cooperation.” They examine the structure of contributions to 
the Universal Postal Union, the United Nations, the OECD, 
and the NATO infrastructure. Since each of  these organ izations 
usually shares marginal costs on a percentage basis, their re-
sults for  these organ izations are consistent with our predictions 
about the effects of marginal cost sharing and in accord with 
our findings about the NATO infrastructure. As we saw in 
note 28, Kravis and Davenport also examined the foreign aid 
given by a number of industrialized countries, but we found 
their aid figures confirmed the hypothesis suggested by our 
model in situations where marginal costs are not shared. That 
Kravis and Davenport’s article is not actually in conflict with 
our own is evident not only  because their data are generally 
consistent with our model, but also  because they are concerned 
in large part with ethical or ability- to- pay considerations that 
are not relevant to it.

31. We do not argue that the output of  every international 
institution  ought to be increased. This is partly a question of 
personal values, and we feel that sometimes spending on some 
alliances and other international organ izations might best be 
curtailed. The point in this article is rather that, given the val-
ues or preferences of the members of an international organ-
ization, they  will tend to provide less of the collective good 
than would be Pareto- optimal in terms of  those values.

32. We must strongly emphasize that we are not  here ques-
tioning the fairness of the pre sent distribution of the costs of 
any international undertaking. No statement about what dis-
tribution of costs  ought to prevail can be made  unless some 
(logically arbitrary) assumption is made about what income re-
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International organ izations are at the hub of most the-
oretical and historical discussions of global gover-
nance. Politicians, publics, and theorists alike believe 
that a globalizing world requires mechanisms to man-
age the growing complexity of cross- national interac-
tions, and international organ izations are the mecha-
nism of choice. As a result of this vision, states have 
established more and more international organ izations 
(IOs) to perform an increasingly varied array of tasks. 
IOs now manage conflicts, both international and civil. 
They promote economic growth and  free trade, they 
work to avert environmental disasters, and they are ac-

tively involved in protecting  human rights around the 
globe.

The reasons states turn to IOs and delegate critical 
tasks to them are not mysterious or controversial in 
most of the scholarly lit er a ture. The conventional wis-
dom is that states create and delegate to IOs  because 
they provide essential functions. They provide public 
goods, collect information, establish credible commit-
ments, monitor agreements, and generally help states 
overcome prob lems associated with collective action 
and enhance individual and collective welfare. This per-
spective generates impor tant insights, but the statism 
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in global governance, one that provides a theoretical 
basis for expecting autonomous action by IOs, suggests 
new ways of understanding the vari ous forms of IO 
power, and highlights the connections of IOs to global 
liberalism.1 The first section briefly develops the argu-
ment that rationalization and liberalism constitute 
IOs as par tic u lar kinds of actors, ones that are able to 
help or ga nize, regulate, and guide transnational inter-
actions in ways that promote cooperation and liberal 
values. The second section argues that IOs can be use-
fully characterized as bureaucracies and are conferred 
authority for reasons owing to their rational- legal 
standing, their delegated tasks, their moral position, 
and their expertise. A focus on the authority of IOs 
generates three impor tant insights: (1) it shows how 
authority provides the basis of IO autonomy; (2) it 
highlights how (often liberal) values and social purpose 
stand  behind IOs’ technocratic appearance, rules and 
routines; and (3) it shows how authority provides a re-
source that IOs use to exercise power in ways that di-
rectly shape be hav ior (compulsory power), indirectly 
shape be hav ior at a distance (institutional power), and 
contribute to the constitution of global governance 
(productive power). We conclude by considering sev-
eral normative issues raised by our argument regard-
ing IOs and global governance.

Liberal International Organ izations

Our con temporary architecture of IOs can be under-
stood as an expression of two central components of 
global culture— rationalization and liberalism. Max 
Weber introduced the concept of rationalization in or-
der to describe the pro cess whereby modes of action 
structured in terms of means and ends, often using im-
personal rules and procedures, increasingly dominate 
the world. Weber clearly saw rationalization as a his-
torical pro cess that was increasingly defining all 
spheres of life, including the economy, culture, and the 
state. Liberal ideas have seen a similar, perhaps related, 
expansion across the globe. Liberal po liti cal ideas 
about the sanctity and autonomy of the individual and 
about democracy as the most desirable and “just” form 
of government have spread widely, as have liberal eco-
nomic notions about the virtues of markets and capi-
talism as the best (and perhaps the only) means to 
“pro gress.”  These two cultural strands have constituted 
IOs in par tic u lar ways. Rationalization has given IOs 
their basic form (as bureaucracies) and liberalism has 
provided the social goals which IOs all now pursue 
(democracy,  human rights, and material pro gress via 
 free markets). We take up each of  these in turn.

IOs are bureaucracies and the modern bureaucracy 
is, in many ways, exemplary of the rationalization pro-
cess. It is defined by four central features (Beetham, 
1996: 9–12). Modern bureaucracies exhibit hierarchy, 

and functionalism of this view also obscures impor tant 
features of IOs, making it difficult to see the power they 
exercise in global governance. First, the functionalist 
treatment of IOs reduces them to technical accomplish-
ments, slighting their po liti cal character and the po liti-
cal work they do. It also presumes that the only in ter est-
ing or impor tant functions that IOs might perform are 
 those that facilitate cooperation and resolve prob lems 
of interdependent choice. However, IOs do much more. 
IOs also construct the social world in which coopera-
tion and choice take place. They help define the interests 
that states and other actors come to hold and, we  will 
argue  here, do so in ways compatible with liberalism 
and a liberal global order.  These are impor tant exercises 
of power that the functionalist view neglects.

Second, the statism of many con temporary treat-
ments of IOs treats them as mere tools of states and 
has difficulty seeing them as autonomous actors who 
might exercise power. Despite all their attention to in-
ternational institutions,  there is a tendency among 
many to treat IOs the way pluralists treat the state. IOs 
are mechanisms or arenas through which  others (usu-
ally states) act. The regimes lit er a ture is particularly 
clear on this point. Regimes are “princi ples, norms, 
rules, and decision- making procedures.” They are not 
purposive actors. IOs are thus passive structures; states 
are the agents that exercise power in this view. Yet IOs 
can, indeed, be autonomous actors with power to in-
fluence world events. IOs have autonomy  because they 
have authority. When scholars using neoliberal insti-
tutionalism and principal- agent models think about 
authority, they imagine delegated authority. In this 
view, authority is a commodity over which states have 
property rights; it can be transferred to (or withdrawn 
from) an IO. This is a highly  limited view of authority, 
both conceptually and substantively. Authority is not 
a commodity but an attribute generated from social re-
lations. An actor cannot have authority in a vacuum; 
actors have authority  because of the par tic u lar rela-
tions they have with  others. The reason IOs have au-
thority, we argue, is that the rationalization pro cesses 
of modernity and spreading global liberalism consti-
tute them in par tic u lar kinds of relations to  others. IOs 
are bureaucracies, and Max Weber recognized that bu-
reaucracy is a uniquely authoritative (and power ful) 
social form in modern socie ties  because of its rational- 
legal (i.e., impersonal, technocratic) character. But IOs 
are also conferred authority  because they pursue lib-
eral social goals that are widely viewed as desirable and 
legitimate. IOs are thus power ful both  because of their 
form (as rational- legal bureaucracies) and  because of 
their (liberal) goals. This authority gives them a sphere 
of autonomy and a resource they can use to shape the 
be hav ior of  others in both direct and indirect ways.

In this essay we offer an alternative framework for 
understanding the role of international organ izations 
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directly from some of the most fundamental theoreti-
cal tenets of classical liberalism: a belief in pro gress and 
in the capacity of technological change and markets to 
transform the character of global politics in positive 
ways by creating ever- expanding material resources 
that can ameliorate social conflicts. IOs, in the liberal 
view, are both promoters and man ag ers of  these 
changes. They bring the benefits of pro gress to  those 
in need and at the same time manage conflicts that may 
accompany  these changes in a nonviolent, impartial, 
and rational way (see Keohane, 1990; Zacher and 
Matthews, 1995; Doyle, 1995). They also are valued 
 because of the view that they help to bring about pro-
gress, nurturing development, security, justice, and in-
dividual autonomy (Boli and Thomas, 1999). Given 
 these virtues, it is hardly surprising that liberals have 
been the most ardent and longstanding champions of 
IOs in policy circles (and the most attentive to IOs in 
the scholarship).2

As a historical  matter, the creation of most interna-
tional organ izations has been part of a larger liberal 
proj ect emanating from the West. In this view, interna-
tional organ izations are purveyors of pro gress, mo-
dernity, and peace. The first public international  unions 
 were created in the  middle of the nineteenth  century 
with an eye to spurring greater commercial ties and in-
terdependence. The desire to introduce standardized 
weights and mea sures and to coordinate vari ous com-
munication and transportation lines  were justified on 
the grounds that they would promote greater com-
merce and interdependence between states (Murphy, 
1994).  These functional associations would not only 
provide the technical and bureaucratic means to fur-
ther economic liberalism; the growing interactions 
 were also hypothesized to lead to more pacific relations 
between states (Russett and O’Neal, 2001; Mitrany, 
1966). But IOs  were evaluated not only on the grounds 
that they would promote greater and more profitable 
and peaceful interactions between states.  There was 
also a liberal assumption that IOs would champion ba-
sic liberal values such as freedom, autonomy, and lib-
erty against the lingering absolutism of the day (Iriye, 
2002: 13). In other words,  these “technical” activities 
 were hardly apo liti cal and value- neutral and instead 
 were serving cultural ends (Murphy, 1994; Boli and 
Thomas, 1999).

The next big push of IO- building came  after World 
War I and is most closely associated with the liberal 
internationalism of Woodrow Wilson. He and other 
advocates of IOs saw them as able to sustain and 
promote basic liberal values such as national self- 
determination, group and minority rights,  free trade, 
and democracy.  These general ideas  were clothed in no-
tions of pro gress and order. As Martti Koskenniemi 
(2002) brilliantly chronicles,  those who gathered at 
Versailles believed that the League of Nations and 

for each official has a clearly defined sphere of compe-
tence within a division of  labor and is answerable to 
superiors; continuity, where the office constitutes a 
full- time salary structure that offers the prospect of 
regular advancement; impersonality, where the work 
is conducted according to prescribed rules and operat-
ing procedures that eliminate arbitrary and politicized 
influences; and expertise, where officials are selected 
according to merit, are trained for their function, and 
control access to knowledge stored in files. The mod-
ern bureaucratic form is distinguished by the breaking 
down of prob lems into manageable and repetitive 
tasks that are the domain of a par tic u lar office, and 
then coordinated  under a hierarchical command.

 These are the very qualities and traits that led Max 
Weber (1978a) to characterize modern bureaucracies 
as more efficient than other systems of administration 
or organ ization and reflective of the rationalization 
pro cesses that  were unfolding:

Bureaucracy exemplified “rationality” . . .   because it 
involved control on the basis of knowledge;  because 
it clearly defined spheres of competence;  because it 
operated according to intellectually analyzable 
rules;  because of the calculability of its operation; 
fi nally,  because technically it was capable of the 
highest level of achievement. (Beetham, 1985: 69)

Bureaucracies, in Weber’s view, are a  grand achievement 
in that they depoliticize and depersonalize decision- 
making, and subject decisions to well- established rules. 
Decisions, therefore, are made on the basis of technical 
knowledge and the possession of information. Decision- 
making procedures informed by  these qualities define a 
rationalized organ ization, one that can deliver preci-
sion, stability, discipline, and reliability.

Yet rationalization is not the only source of legiti-
macy for bureaucracies. We do not defer to bureau-
cracy and empower it simply  because it is a bureau-
cracy. We defer  because bureaucracies serve valued 
social goals.  These rationalization pro cesses are always 
linked to a broader collective purpose—to notions of 
“pro gress,” development, justice, security, and the au-
tonomy to develop self- fulfillment (Boli and Thomas, 
1999: 38). Historically, bureaucracy has been linked to 
a variety of social visions. Communism was particu-
larly  adept at calling bureaucracy into ser vice. Nation-
alist, theocratic, and authoritarian regimes of vari ous 
kinds have all made use of bureaucracy and provided 
it with purposes of dif fer ent kinds (Scott, 1998). But, 
internationally, liberalism has colored our attitudes 
 toward the role of international organ izations in global 
governance.

Liberalism has dominated thinking about IOs, both 
theoretically and in policy circles. Enthusiasm for in-
ternational organ izations as policy prescriptions flows 
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based associations and collectivities. The liberal tem-
plate is particularly noticeable when IOs attempt to 
“save failed states.” Drawing from liberal models of the 
state, the architects and administrators of  these re-
building tasks nurture liberal practices. Good states 
have the rule of law and elections that result in chang-
ing governments and market economies, and interna-
tional organ izations of all kinds work hard to promote 
this model (Barnett, 1997). Through their activities and 
programs, many IOs articulate a notion of pro gress 
that is defined largely by liberal princi ples.

Yet liberalism is not of a piece, and, as IOs have at-
tempted to spread and stabilize liberal values, they have 
confronted contradictions in liberalism and counterat-
tacks from opponents. Contradictions and  prob lems in 
the liberal vision are well known. Market economies 
tend not to produce equal distributions of wealth, 
thereby undermining equality and possibly  human 
rights. Public bureaucracies, often called in by liberal 
polities to ameliorate the worst effects of markets, 
are not noted for their efficiency or accountability 
(Finnemore, 1996: 131–35). Democracy, understood as 
majority rule and competitive elections, might very well 
clash with liberal tenets of the rule of law and individ-
ual rights when they fail to elect upholders of  either lib-
eralism or democracy, producing “illiberal democra-
cies” (Zakaria, 2003). Pos si ble contradictions such as 
 these within liberalism produce much of the politics we 
see within Western states, and as it spreads around the 
globe, exported in significant part by IOs, they have cre-
ated similar tensions both within and among non- 
Western states as well.

One of the most consequential tensions in the West-
ern (now global) liberal model that is currently fuel-
ing conflict around international organ izations is the 
tension between free- market capitalism (liberal eco-
nomics) and state autonomy (liberal self- determination 
norms). In the postwar “embedded liberal” compro-
mise, as described by John Ruggie (1982), states  were 
understood to have a legitimate role in protecting 
socie ties from the harshest features of free- wheeling 
capitalism, and  were accorded substantial autonomy in 
devising social policies to protect their  people from un-
welcome features of global markets. International in-
stitutions as they operated in the postwar period re-
spected, even celebrated, this buffering role of states 
as part of the rightful role po liti cal communities should 
play in the global order. Over time, and particularly 
since the 1980s, however, this buffering role for states 
has come  under attack by pro- market forces of global-
ization, and international organ izations have often been 
on the front lines of this dismantling of the embedded 
liberal compromise. The International Monetary Fund, 
World Bank, and the World Trade Organ ization have all 
consistently pushed for greater integration into world 

other international associations not only might help 
avoid a return to war but also could help civilize na-
tions and bring about pro gress. In their view, the cre-
ation of more liberal states would help to produce a 
more stable international order. Liberalism, in essence, 
operated at two connected levels: a liberal domestic or-
der would  favor a liberal international order, and a 
liberal international order would  favor a liberal domes-
tic order (Iriye, 2002: chap. 2). This transnational lib-
eral order would produce stability and pro gress. Inter-
national organ izations such as the League of Nations 
 were designed not only to more rationally steer the 
world but also to produce a more liberal world that 
would be self- regulating in more desirable ways.

Despite Cold War tensions, the period  after World 
War II saw an explosion of international organ izations, 
most avowedly liberal in their character and missions. 
Many of  those who  were involved in the creation of 
 these IOs  were self- identified liberals, but realists, too, 
valued  these international organ izations as valuable 
tools for projecting US power and constructing a lib-
eral international order (Murphy, 1994; Burley, 1993). 
The half- century of international organ ization activity 
between 1945 and 1989 reflects this conscious effort 
and was largely successful at achieving its goals. The 
economic institutions set up at Bretton Woods  were 
heavi ly involved in promoting and sustaining an “em-
bedded liberalism,” attempting to guide the interna-
tional economy away from the mercantilistic practices 
of the interwar period and  toward a regulated but in-
creasingly open international trade regime (Ruggie, 
1982). The United Nations was pivotal to the epochal 
change from the era of empires to the era of sovereign 
states, helping to engineer a relatively peaceful decol-
onization pro cess. The UN also assisted the birth of the 
 human rights regime in this period, laying the ground-
work for its extraordinary expansion since the end of 
the Cold War. IOs thus regulated the postwar world 
and helped to constitute a largely liberal world order.

With the end of the Cold War, major constraints on 
expanding liberalism dis appeared and the relationship 
between IOs and construction of a liberal global order 
became unmistakable. In both their discourse and their 
activities, IOs revealed a liberal self- understanding and 
a liberal vision of the role they could and should play 
in the world. As they have for a  century, advocates and 
staff of IOs hold that the world is being transformed 
by modernization pro cesses, and that IOs are essential 
to manage the worst and guide the best of  these pro-
cesses. They also forward  human rights and democ-
racy as impor tant princi ples for shaping and defining 
not only international but also domestic politics. While 
the state remains the cornerstone of international pol-
itics, many IOs attempt to promote the sanctity of the 
individual and give greater voice to vari ous identity- 
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understood and, indeed, does not exist apart from the 
social relations that constitute and legitimate it. Sec-
ond, one of authority’s most prominent features is the 
character of the social relations it entails: authority re-
quires some level of consent from other actors. An ac-
tor may be power ful regardless of what  others think, 
but she is only authoritative if  others recognize her as 
such. Other levers of power may be seized or taken, but 
authority must be conferred. Third, when actors con-
fer authority and defer to the authority’s judgment, 
they grant a right to speak and to have  those state-
ments conferred credibility.  There is always a range of 
opinions about any contentious po liti cal prob lem, but 
not all views receive equal weight or equal hearing. Au-
thority helps an actor’s voice be heard, recognized, 
and believed.

Fourth, this right to speak credibly is central to the 
way authority produces effects.  Because individuals de-
fer judgment to  those who are conferred authority, 
they are likely to alter their be hav ior in ways that are 
consistent with the directions laid out by that author-
ity. Authority involves more than the ability to get 
 people to do what they other wise would not; author-
ity often consists of telling  people what is the right 
 thing to do.  There is a persuasive and normative ele-
ment in authority that is tightly linked to its legitimacy. 
The exercise of authority in reasonable and norma-
tively acceptable ways bolsters its legitimacy. Con-
versely, it is  because we believe in the legitimacy of au-
thorities that we often follow their directives and 
think  those directives are right and necessary, even 
when we do not like them. This does not imply that 
compliance is automatic, however. Actors might recog-
nize an authority’s judgment as legitimate but still fol-
low an alternative course of actions for some other set 
of reasons. Indeed, sometimes  there are alternative 
voices, each viewed as an authority, that are giving dif-
fer ent judgments and instructions to actors.

IOs are conferred authority  because they embody 
rational- legal princi ples that modernity values and are 
identified with liberal values that are viewed as legiti-
mate and progressive. Bureaucracies, international and 
other wise, contain authority that derives from their 
rational- legal character. This argument is most closely 
associated with Weber’s claim that modern bureaucra-
cies are conferred authority  because they are or ga-
nized along rational- legal princi ples that modernity 
highly values. In contrast to  earlier forms of authority 
that  were invested in a leader, legitimate modern au-
thority is invested in legalities, procedures, and rules 
and thus rendered impersonal. This authority is “ratio-
nal” in that it deploys socially recognized relevant 
knowledge to create rules that determine how goals 
 will be pursued. The very fact that they embody ratio-
nality is what makes bureaucracies power ful and 

markets, even at the cost of domestic social compacts, 
as the only road to economic growth and prosperity 
(Stiglitz, 2002). Although international organ izations 
are not alone in pushing the agenda from regulation 
to deregulation (nor are they even the most conse-
quential actors), they are clearly among the most vis-
i ble proponents. They have been central in legitimat-
ing this move and, as a consequence, have become 
lightning rods for po liti cal opponents of it, as events in 
Seattle, Prague, and Washington show.

Rationalization and liberalism have helped to con-
stitute IOs. Certainly states are responsible for estab-
lishing them and delegating to them certain functions 
and tasks. States do this  because they expect IOs to be 
a more effective governance mechanism, enabling them 
to get the best and avoid the worst of globalizing pro-
cesses. But states create IOs in a specific historical and 
cultural context, one in which rationalization and lib-
eralism figure prominently, and  these two features have 
constituted IOs as par tic u lar kinds of subjects. IOs take 
the modern bureaucratic form  because of modernity’s 
belief that its organ izing princi ples provide a more ra-
tionalized, precise, and efficient way to govern the 
world. And IOs are valued  because of the liberal vi-
sion of “pro gress” they help realize for states and their 
citizens. As we  will see in the next section, this combi-
nation has been particularly power ful. As bureaucra-
cies pursuing valued goals, IO become authorities in 
modern life and are able to help create a liberal world 
that they are then particularly well suited to regulate.

The Authority of IOs

Dominant approaches to international organ izations 
all produce an image of IOs as lacking agency and au-
tonomy, even though they arrive at this conclusion 
through dif fer ent theoretical channels. Utilitarian, 
economistic, and regime approaches deny agency or 
autonomy by treating IOs only as arenas for action by 
 others, while more structural approaches like that of 
the institutionalists in sociology treat IOs as mere ac-
cretions of global culture, dutifully enacting their 
scripts. In neither case are IOs autonomous agents. The 
understanding we offer, of IOs as constituted by both 
rationalization pro cesses and global liberalism, pro-
vides a dif fer ent view. In this section we show how 
IOs have been constituted in very par tic u lar ways such 
that they are endowed with authority, ergo autonomy, 
precisely  because they are rationalized, liberal actors.

By authority we mean the ability of one actor to 
deploy discursive and institutional resources in order 
to get other actors to defer judgment to them (Lincoln, 
1994). Authority has several impor tant characteristics 
that concern us  here. First, authority is a social con-
struction and is part of social relations. It cannot be 
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from the mandate given to it by member states through 
the Security Council. The authority of the Office of the 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees derives from its 
statute created by member states. The Eu ro pean Com-
mission’s authority derives from the powers delegated 
to it by the Eu ro pean states. Member states delegate 
to the IMF the authority to act in certain domains re-
garding international financial  matters. International 
organ izations are thus authoritative  because they rep-
resent the collective  will of their members who are, 
themselves, legitimate authorities.

At first glance, this type of authority would not ap-
pear to provide any autonomy for international organ-
izations at all and is fairly consistent with the func-
tionalist view of international organ izations. However, 
the del e ga tion pro cess is not so  simple, nor is the kind 
of authority del e ga tion confers. States often delegate 
to international organ izations tasks which they cannot 
perform themselves and about which they have  limited 
knowledge. Mandates to international organ izations 
are often vague or broad, or contain conflicting direc-
tives. Consequently, mandates need to be interpreted 
and, even with oversight, the agenda, interests, experi-
ence, values, and expertise of IO staff heavi ly color any 
organ ization’s response to delegated tasks. Thus, inter-
national organ izations must be autonomous actors in 
some ways simply to fulfill their delegated tasks (Ab-
bott and Snidal, 1998).

As in the case of rational- legal authority, though, 
del e ga tion authorizes international organ izations to act 
autonomously only to the extent that they appear to be 
serving  others, in this case the delegators. Delegated au-
thority is always authority on loan. To use it, interna-
tional organ izations must maintain the perception that 
they are faithful servants to their mandates and mas-
ters. However, serving their mandates may often con-
flict with serving par tic u lar desires of par tic u lar (often 
power ful) state masters, and sorting out  these tensions 
can be a major activity for many international organ-
izations. What ever solution is worked out, though, in-
ternational organ izations must be presented as not au-
tonomous, but instead as dutiful agents.

International organ izations also can embody moral 
authority. IOs are often created to embody, serve, or 
protect some widely shared set of princi ples and use 
this status as a basis of authoritative action. The UN 
secretary- general, for example, often uses the organ-
ization’s status as protector of world peace and  human 
rights to induce deference from governments and citi-
zens. The Office of the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees similarly uses its moral duty to protect refu-
gees as a basis for autonomous action on their behalf. 
In addition to such straightforward mandated moral 
authority, however, international organ izations often 
traffic in another kind of moral appeal. IOs of all kinds 

makes  people willing to submit to this kind of author-
ity. According to Weber (1978b: 299),

In  legal authority, submission does not rest upon 
the belief and devotion to charismatically gifted 
persons . . .  or upon piety  toward a personal lord and 
master who is defined by an ordered tradition. . . .  
Rather submission  under  legal authority is based 
upon an impersonal bond to the generally defined 
and functional “duty of office.” The official duty— 
like the corresponding right to exercise authority: 
the “jurisdictional competency”—is fixed by ratio
nally established norms, by enactments, decrees, 
and regulations in such a  matter that the legiti-
macy of the authority becomes the legality of the 
general rule, which is purposely thought out, en-
acted, and announced with formal correctness.

It is  because national and IO staff are perceived as per-
forming “duties of office” and as implementing “ra-
tionally established norms” that they are viewed as 
possessing authority.

Yet this instrumental character of bureaucracy— 
their need to serve  others— means that rational- legal 
authority, alone, is not sufficient to constitute it. 
Rational- legal authority gives international organ-
izations their basic form (bureaucracy) and behavioral 
vocabulary (general, impersonal rule- making), but the 
form requires some substantive content. Bureaucracy 
must serve some social purpose (as Weber and  others 
have noted). It is the values and  people it serves that 
make bureaucracy, including international organ-
izations, respected and authoritative. We identify three 
broad categories of such substantive authority that un-
dergird international organ izations and make them au-
thoritative actors: del e ga tion, morality, and expertise. 
Central to our analy sis is that IOs are viewed as pursu-
ing goods and ends that are culturally valued— and 
 doing so through means that are viewed as technical, 
apo liti cal, and rational. Thus, international bureaucra-
cies are hardly the value- neutral, technical instruments 
that they often pre sent themselves as being, and instead 
are authorities that are invested with cultural content. 
In the case of IOs, that content has a strong liberal char-
acter. Del e ga tion to IOs tends to happen within a dis-
tinctly liberal framework of participation, accountabil-
ity, and transparency; and the moral purposes IOs draw 
on for legitimacy (for example, promoting  human rights 
and democracy) are decidedly liberal.

At a rudimentary level the authority of interna-
tional organ izations is delegated authority from states 
(Sarooshi, 1999; Keohane and Nye, 2001; Abbott and 
Snidal, 1998). International organ izations are author-
ities  because states have put them in charge of certain 
tasks. The UN’s authority to do peacekeeping comes 
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the world. They influence what prob lems are vis i ble to 
staff and what range of solutions are entertained (Brint, 
1994; Schein, 1996).

Like delegated and moral authority, expert authority 
also creates the appearance of depoliticization. By em-
phasizing the “objective” nature of their knowledge, in-
ternational organ izations are able to pre sent themselves 
as technocrats whose advice is unaffected by partisan 
squabbles. Some kinds of expertise make this pre sen ta-
tion easier than  others. For instance, quantification 
vastly enhances the power of  these claims of po liti cal 
neutrality and impartiality. Ironically, the more success-
ful experts are at making numbers “speak for them-
selves” and yield clear policy prescriptions without in-
terpretation from bureaucrats, the more power ful  those 
policy prescriptions are. The greater the appearance of 
depoliticization, the greater the power of the expertise.

 These four types of authority— rational- legal, del-
egated, moral, and expert— each contributes in dif fer-
ent ways to making international organ izations auton-
omous actors. However, in exercising each type, IOs 
must manage an impor tant paradox. On the one hand, 
bureaucracies are always created to defend or promote 
values, and their promotion of (or embodiment of) 
widely held social values is what gives them authority 
and legitimacy. Bureaucracy is inevitably linked to a 
broader normative order that gives purpose and mean-
ing to all social action, including that of bureaucrats 
(Zabusky, 1995; Herzfeld, 1993). On the other hand, 
bureaucracies often justify their power on the basis of 
their supposedly objective and rational character. In 
fact, however, such objectivity does not and prob ably 
cannot exist, but the myth of such objectivity is cen-
tral to their legitimacy.

To reconcile contradictory demands of rational ob-
jectivity and ser vice to social values, bureaucracies 
rely on self- effacement. They pre sent themselves as em-
bodying the values of the collectivity and as serving 
the interests of  others— and not as power ful and com-
manding deference in their own right. To be authori-
tative, international organ izations must be seen to 
serve some valued and legitimate social purpose, and, 
further, they must be seen to serve that purpose in an 
impartial and technocratic way. The power of interna-
tional organ izations, and bureaucracies generally, thus 
lies with their ability to pre sent themselves as imper-
sonal and neutral—as not exercising power but instead 
serving  others (Fisher, 1997; Shore and Wright, 1997). 
The pre sen ta tion and ac cep tance of  these claims are 
critical to their legitimacy and authority. IOs work 
hard to preserve this appearance of neutrality and ser-
vice to  others. The need to appear as impartial servants 
is central to understanding IO be hav ior, particularly 
since in many situations  there is no neutral or apo liti-
cal ground for international organ izations to occupy.

often emphasize their neutrality, impartiality, and objec-
tivity in ways that make essentially moral claims against 
particularistic self- serving states. Thus, we see the heads 
of international organ izations expending considerable 
energy attempting to demonstrate that they are not 
 doing the bidding of the  great powers but instead are 
the representative of “the international community.” 
The moral valence  here is clear: international organ-
izations are supposed to be more moral (ergo more au-
thoritative) in  battles with governments  because they 
represent the community against self- seekers.

This aspect of moral authority also allows interna-
tional organ izations to pre sent themselves as depoliti-
cized and impartial. Obviously, defending moral claims 
is po liti cal and in some sense partisan, but to the ex-
tent that international organ izations pre sent them-
selves as champions of the shared values of the com-
munity against particularistic interests, they draw 
support for their actions. IOs defending peace and 
 human rights, for example, can claim their actions are 
neutral and impartial  because  these are motherhood- 
and- apple- pie values that we all profess to love.

Fi nally, international organ izations also contain ex
pert authority. One impor tant reason why states cre-
ate bureaucracies is that states want impor tant social 
tasks to be done by individuals with detailed, special-
ized knowledge about  those tasks. Nuclear prolifera-
tion should be monitored by physicists and engineers 
who know about nuclear weapons; the HIV/AIDS epi-
demic should be handled by doctors and public health 
specialists who know about disease prevention. Spe-
cialized knowledge derived from training or experi-
ence persuades us to confer on experts, and the bureau-
cracies that  house them, the power to make judgments 
and solve prob lems. Deployment of specialized knowl-
edge is central to the very rational- legal authority 
which constitutes bureaucracy in the first place since 
what makes such authority rational is, at least in part, 
the use of socially recognized relevant knowledge to 
carry out tasks (Brint, 1994: 7).

Expertise thus makes international organ izations 
authoritative, but it also shapes how  these organ-
izations  will behave in impor tant ways. Just as inter-
national organ izations authorized by a moral princi-
ple must serve that princi ple and make their actions 
consistent with it to remain legitimate and authorita-
tive, so too, when international organ izations are au-
thorized by expertise, they must serve that specialized 
knowledge and make their actions consistent with it. 
The IMF cannot propose any policies it chooses. It can 
only offer policies that are supported by the economic 
knowledge it deploys. In fact, the organ ization  will not 
readily entertain policy options not supported by its 
expertise. Professional training, norms, and occupa-
tional cultures strongly shape the way experts view 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   117 5/24/21   11:49 PM



118  The Power of Liberal International Organ izations

IOs also can use normative resources to shape the 
be hav ior of state and non- state actors. In this instance 
of compulsory power, IOs use their normative (and 
sometimes material) resources to try and get other ac-
tors to alter their be hav ior. IOs are quite candid in their 
beliefs that one of their principal functions is to try to 
alter the be hav ior of states and non- state actors in or-
der to make sure that they comply with existing nor-
mative and  legal standards. Officials in international 
organ izations often insist that part of their mission is 
to spread, inculcate, and enforce global values and 
norms. Although IOs often use techniques of teaching 
and persuasion that fall outside power, they also use 
vari ous sorts of shaming techniques or material sanc-
tions to get states and non- state actors to comply with 
existing or emergent international practices (Katzen-
stein, 1996; Finnemore, 1996; Legro, 1997). Armed 
with a notion of pro gress, an idea of how to create the 
better life, and some understanding of the conversion 
pro cess, many high- ranking staff of IOs claim that 
their goal is to shape state action by establishing “best 
practices,” by articulating and transmitting norms that 
define what constitutes acceptable and legitimate state 
be hav ior. The Eu ro pean Union, for example, is hard 
at work persuading members to reconfigure domestic 
institutions and practices in ways that harmonize with 
Eu ro pean and international standards. The Organ-
ization for Security and Cooperation in Eu rope is 
similarly engaged. The greater the material sanctions 
used to alter be hav ior, the more this activity looks like 
what Andrew Hurrell calls coercive socialization.

IOs, like all other actors using rhe toric to shape the 
be hav ior of  others, can and do use a variety of tech-
niques for this purpose. They may frame issues in par-
tic u lar ways, so that desired choices seem particularly 
compelling or manipulate incentives so that the sanc-
tions and penalties associated with par tic u lar policies 
are excessively high. They may exploit emotions of 
decision- makers and publics, creating empathy for 
landmine victims, refugees, and genocide survivors. 
They may use information strategically, gathering some 
kinds of information but not  others. They may manip-
ulate audiences strategically, inviting or including only 
some kinds of participants in their bureaucratic pro cess 
(for example, the economists and bankers “ doing” de-
velopment) but not  others (peasants and informal la-
borers who are the objects of development).3

Normative resources are certainly not the only 
forces shaping the policies of the state and non- state 
actors with which IOs deal. Rhe toric and authority are 
frequently supported by material resources, sometimes 
(but not always) held by resource- rich states. But to 
overlook how states and orga nizational missionaries 
work in tandem is to overlook a fundamental way in 
which they are able to directly change be hav ior.

IOs are constituted by both rationalization pro-
cesses and liberalism, and, accordingly, their practices 
are reflections of  these relations of social constitution. 
On the one hand, they try to act in impartial, techno-
cratic ways as required by the rational- legal authority 
that constitutes them. On the other hand, their mis-
sions for which they  were created require them to 
pursue and promote social goods that may be deeply 
politicized. It is this paradoxical blending of their tech-
nical form with deeply held values that generates au-
thority and autonomy for IOs, but also creates contra-
dictions and tensions to be managed. In the next 
section, we examine the way IOs use their authority 
and show how IOs are able not only to regulate di-
rectly and at a distance, but also to help constitute the 
world that needs to be regulated.

IOs, Authority, and Power

By recognizing that IOs have authority (i.e., that  others 
defer to their judgment), we gain a new perspective on 
how IOs can exercise power. In this section we show 
how IOs are able to use their authority to regulate 
what already exists and thus exhibit compulsory and 
institutional power. We also show how IOs contribute 
to the social constitution of the world and thus play 
an impor tant role in shaping subjectivities, fixing 
meaning, and weaving the liberal international order; 
in this way, they exhibit productive power.

Compulsory Power: Authority as a Normative 
Resource to Direct Be hav ior

Typically international relations scholars discount the 
ability of IOs to exercise power  because they assume 
that the most meaningful and significant resources are 
material. Certainly  there are times when IOs have this 
kind of power. Sometimes IOs do have material re-
sources. They often have money, even guns, and can use 
 these to influence the be hav ior of  others. The World 
Bank can use its money to get small farmers to do what 
it wants. The UNHCR can use food and other re-
sources to shape be hav ior of refugees. UN peacekeep-
ers sometimes have guns (or can call upon  those who 
do have guns) to coerce parties in conflicts. Such power 
over non- state actors is often overlooked by our state- 
centric discipline, but IOs also, on occasion, shape state 
be hav ior. For example, the IMF can coerce states into 
adopting policies they would not other wise adopt 
 because of its ability to deny funds or to categorize a 
country as not on the “right track.” While IOs never 
have the material might to coerce the strongest states 
into actions they actively oppose, IOs do have material 
means to shape the be hav ior of many states on many 
occasions— a fact often overlooked by IR scholars.
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cy’s greatest sources of power. This power is frequently 
treated by the objects of that power as accomplished 
through caprice and without regard to their circum-
stances, but is legitimated and justified by bureaucrats 
with reference to the rules and regulations of the bu-
reaucracy. The IMF has a par tic u lar way of categoriz-
ing economies and determining  whether they are on the 
“right track,” defined in terms of their capital accounts, 
balance of payments, bud get deficits, and reserves. To 
be categorized as not “on track” can have impor tant 
consequences for the ability of a state to get external 
financing at reasonable rates, to get access to IMF 
funds, or to escape the IMF’s conditionality demands. 
The world is filled with individuals who have  either 
been forced or chosen to flee their homes, and the UN-
HCR operates with a classification scheme that distin-
guishes between refugees, mi grants, internally displaced 
 peoples, and other sorts of displaced  peoples or  those 
who cannot return home. The UNHCR’s unwillingness 
to extend refugee status to groups or individuals can 
leave them on the margin or physically vulnerable 
(Harrell- Bond, 2002). Similarly, classification of a con-
flict as a “civil war” or “genocide” triggers one set of 
responses by international actors rather than another.

Productive Power: Constitution

Authorities not only regulate but also help to consti-
tute the world. IOs are an impor tant part of a broader 
pro cess that is helping to constitute a liberal global or-
der that is productive of par tic u lar kinds of actors and 
associated practices. This is consistent with the argu-
ment we made in the first section. To recall, we sug-
gested that IOs are constituted by rationalization and 
liberalism and that they, in turn, are central to the dif-
fusion and deepening of this rationalized and global 
liberal order. IOs, in this crucial re spect, are involved 
not only in helping to regulate the social world (as neo-
liberal institutionalists claim), but also in constituting 
that world that needs to be regulated. IOs do constitu-
tive work, helping to shape the under lying social rela-
tions that create categories of action, fix meanings, 
shape subjectivities, and define the good life. IOs are 
not alone in this pro cess. International NGOs have 
played a crucial role. So, too, have resource- laden  great 
powers. But IOs,  because of their number and, cru-
cially,  because of their authority, are central actors in 
this pro cess.

One impor tant aspect of this power is that IOs are 
often the actors who help to constitute the prob lems 
that need to be solved. Prob lems do not simply exist 
out  there as objective facts; they are defined as prob-
lems by some actor (often an IO) through a pro cess of 
social construction (Edelman, 1988). Thus, coordina-
tion and cooperation prob lems are not part of some 

Institutional Power: Guiding Be hav ior at a Distance

IOs can also guide be hav ior in ways that are both in-
direct and unintended. IOs can structure situations and 
social understandings in ways that channel be hav ior 
 toward some outcomes rather than  others.  There may 
be no overt conflict in this exercise of power. Indeed, 
part of the power exercised  here is the creation of non-
decisions when situations are structured such that ac-
tors perceive no choice to be made. Furthermore, 
power can operate indirectly. Power need not be a lo-
cal phenomenon, and IOs often change be hav ior in 
ways that are historically and spatially distant. This is 
most obvious in instances when international organ-
izations’ rules and norms have lingering effects, when 
policies and rules established at one time have echoes 
long into the  future. It is also apparent when be hav ior 
is not directly caused by the institution but when it is 
an “intervening variable” or operating in conjunction 
with other  causes.

One example of this is the way international organ-
izations can exercise power through their agenda- 
setting activities (Cox and Jacobson, 1971; Pollack, 
2003). IO staff frequently have the formal and infor-
mal capacity to determine the agenda at fora, meetings, 
and conferences. This capacity gives them a substan-
tial role in determining what is— and is not— discussed. 
Therefore, agenda- setting capacity gives IO staff con-
siderable influence over what policies are passed and 
motions are carried. This sort of agenda- setting power 
is not hard to find. The UN secretary- general frequently 
structures the options for par tic u lar peacekeeping op-
erations and, therefore, establishes the par ameters and 
the directions of the debate in the Security Council. The 
UN secretary- general’s decision to make humanitarian 
intervention a defining theme of his 1999 address to 
the General Assembly  shaped subsequent discussions. 
EU officials are renowned for possessing this sort of 
influence. UNHCR staff shape the discussions at Ex-
ecutive Committee meetings. World Bank officials are 
directly involved in drawing up the agenda for meet-
ings. In this significant way, IO staff can help to orient 
discussions and actions in some directions and away 
from  others.

Another way in which IOs have institutional and 
indirect power over be hav ior is through classificatory 
practices. An elementary feature of bureaucracies is 
that they classify and or ga nize information and knowl-
edge. This classification pro cess is a form of power 
 because it “moves persons among social categories 
or . . .  invent[s] and appl[ies] such categories” and, 
therefore, constitutes a way of “making, ordering, and 
knowing social worlds” (Handelman, 1995: 280; see 
also Starr, 1992). The ability to classify objects, to shift 
their very definition and identity, is one of bureaucra-
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goals as transforming self- sufficient “peasants” into 
market- dependent “farmers.” Although development 
officials see the introduction of the market as a techni-
cal solution to the prob lem of development, the con-
sequence of this technical solution is deeply po liti cal 
 because it completely upends social relations in the 
 family, between producers and consumers, and be-
tween the village and the state apparatus. In this way, 
as development agencies attempt to bring about pro-
gress and development, they introduce par tic u lar so-
lutions to par tic u lar prob lems that not only regulate 
what currently exists but also help to constitute new 
social relations that require regulation.

Another example comes from peacekeeping and 
peacebuilding activities. The second- generation peace-
keeping operations that emerged  after the end of the 
Cold War  were designed to help states move from civil 
war to civil society. As the UN intervened in order to 
save failed states, it attempted to redeem the fallen by 
producing states modeled on the image of the Western 
state. Accordingly, peace operations  were designed to 
create a par tic u lar kind of state, one that had working 
markets, was a working democracy, had the rule of 
law, and the like. In short,  these  were intended to be 
liberal, demo cratic states (Paris, 1997; Barnett, 1997). 
Many parts of the UN system  were involved in this 
constitutive work (as  were NGOs and INGOs, other 
IOs, and states), and the expectation was that liberal 
states would be self- regulating and would not require 
repeated intervention by the international community.

IOs thus help to make a more liberal and rational-
ized world. They help determine what is pro gress and 
what constitutes the good life, both for their own work 
and for the rest of us. Their notions of pro gress and 
the good life, though, are inextricably tied to liberal 
categories and ideas. They emphasize individual auton-
omy, democracy, and market economics as the pre-
ferred progressive forms of social organ ization, and re-
make social institutions which do not conform to 
 these notions. In this impor tant sense, IOs are consti-
tuting the world in ways that reflect the same global 
values that constitute them as social actors.

Conclusion

For much of the past half- century, international organ-
izations have been praised and have benefited from 
the presumption that globalization requires IOs at the 
hub of any system of global governance. The reasons 
for this enthusiasm  were many. Historically, traditional 
liberal sentiments favored international organ izations 
as champions of community interests over self- seeking 
states, and as clearly preferable to the alternative mode 
of conflict resolution, war, which was so painfully evi-
dent in the first half of the twentieth  century. Theoreti-
cally, neorealists and neoliberals might have disagreed 

objective real ity that stands outside experience but are 
subjectively defined and constituted within social 
experience— and authorities help create that subjective 
real ity (Raz, 1990). Authorities are often the ones who 
help to determine  whether a prob lem exists to be 
solved; they define the prob lem for  others, offering 
judgments about what kind of prob lem it is. As author-
ities, IOs do much of this work in global governance. 
Development agencies, for instance,  were very much 
involved in determining that “development” was an 
omnibus solution to a set of prob lems associated with 
the inability of countries to apply resources in efficient 
ways to further economic growth (Escobar, 1995). In 
this re spect, authorities help to define prob lems in re-
lationship to a category of actions and goals that they 
view as good and legitimate.

Not only do authorities, such as IOs, help identify 
prob lems, they also help solve prob lems by crafting 
par tic u lar solutions to them and persuading  others to 
accept them. Often  there are a  great many ways in 
which a prob lem might be addressed. Identifying the 
par tic u lar solution to be pursued is extremely conse-
quential and an impor tant exercise of power. Once 
such a prob lem is identified and a solution is proposed, 
the next logical step is to identify a set of actors that 
should take responsibility for implementing the solu-
tion. Authorities such as IOs once again step into the 
breach. They are often viewed as qualified to manage 
 these solutions to already identified prob lems and to 
coordinate the activities of  others.

IOs thus use their rules to define prob lems, craft so-
lutions, and assign responsibilities for action. Their 
rules may be contested at times. They may also con-
flict with other rules. But  because authorities are fre-
quently defined in terms of their expertise and knowl-
edge, they are viewed as eminently qualified to render 
a judgment on  these  matters. They are oftentimes per-
ceived as  doing good, and,  because their intentions are 
honorable and they are experts in their field, they are 
given the legitimate right to intervene (Fisher, 1997).

A good example of this pro cess in action is offered 
by James Ferguson’s (1994) analy sis of development 
organ izations in Lesotho. Development agencies have 
as their very raison d’être the production of (economic) 
development. Third World countries are in par tic u lar 
need of their assistance  because they are lacking in 
both development and the expertise and resources to 
accelerate development. But development agencies 
have a readymade solution to the prob lem of 
development— more market mechanisms. If develop-
ment is not occurring, then it is  because the economy 
and polity are not or ga nized properly. So, the develop-
ment agencies propose vari ous policies that are de-
signed to institutionalize market mechanisms but also 
to teach producers how to respond efficiently and 
properly to market signals. In this way, they view their 
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the same rate or with the same reflexiveness,  whether 
international organ izations  will be able to claim the 
same degree of expert authority in relationship to other 
expert claims, and  whether international organ izations 
 will be able to maintain the same level of moral author-
ity. What this portends is a challenge to IO legitimacy 
on at least three dimensions. First,  these developments 
threaten procedural legitimacy, which considers ac-
tions legitimate to the extent that they follow a deci-
sion pro cess that is viewed as proper and right, which 
in this context means conforming to demo cratic princi-
ples. Increasingly, legitimate procedures involve trans-
parency, demo cratic deliberation, and local participa-
tion. On all three counts, IO procedures have been 
found wanting. Second, they threaten substantive le-
gitimacy, which involves not pro cess but decision out-
put and  whether that output is consistent with the val-
ues of the broader po liti cal community. Refugee 
policies that violate refugee rights, development poli-
cies that impoverish  people, and peacekeeping missions 
that fuel, rather than end, conflicts have all undermined 
the legitimacy of vari ous international organ izations. 
This legitimation prob lem is exacerbated by the  simple 
fact that, increasingly, international organ izations are 
involved in multifaceted governance proj ects that leave 
them accountable to dif fer ent po liti cal constituencies 
at dif fer ent moments, and  those constituencies do not 
all agree on what constitutes substantive success. Fi-
nally, the legitimacy of international organ izations is 
very much bound up with ongoing debates over who, 
exactly, are “the governed” in global governance. Are 
international organ izations governing a community of 
states or are they governing a community of  peoples? 
Much of the current dissatisfaction with global gover-
nance generally and international organ izations specif-
ically stems from champions of “the  people” who be-
lieve their interests are being forgotten. This is certainly 
true in the protests against international financial in-
stitutions, but the issue is also central in the discussions 
within the EU, where opinion polls consistently show 
that publics believe the  union is an elite proj ect and are 
deeply skeptical about its virtues.

Neither international organ izations nor the tensions 
that are inherent in their liberal mission are likely to 
dis appear any time soon. This rather fatalistic obser-
vation we owe to Max Weber. One hundred years ago 
he observed that his Prus sia was becoming bureau-
cratic. He welcomed this development, recognizing 
that it would enable an increasingly complex society 
to coordinate its activities in a more rational, objective, 
and peaceful manner. He was further heartened by the 
realization that the bureaucracy was helping to incul-
cate in his fellow citizens the very liberal, rational values 
that he prized. But his joy was quickly moderated by his 
concern that a bureaucratic world had its own perils, 
producing increasingly power ful and autonomous 

about the conditions  under which international organ-
izations might be effective, but they agreed that they 
could do impor tant work in furthering state interests 
where they  were allowed to work. For both policy- 
makers and scholars, international organ izations pro-
vided solutions to an array of policy prob lems, and 
challenges to their essential goodness  were few and far 
between.4

This general enthusiasm has waned over the last de-
cade.  There is growing concern that the “pro gress” 
IOs bring comes at a steep price as individuals,  peoples, 
and states all find it increasingly difficult to control 
their own fate. Consequently,  there are subtle signs of 
a growing interest in reining in the reach of interna-
tional organ izations. Whereas once international law 
operated on the implied- power doctrine— international 
organ izations can move into new areas of competence 
 unless it is specifically denied by member states— over 
the past de cade international courts have been increas-
ingly likely to rely on the specialty (or attribution) 
doctrine— international organ izations are  limited to 
the powers specifically delegated to them (Klabbers, 
2001: 231). Similarly, IOs are increasingly interested 
not in regulating but rather in deregulating— a devel-
opment that mimics what has taken place at the state 
level (Klabbers, 2001: 238). Subsidiarity and the pos-
sibility of opting out, once a concern only in the EU, 
have become impor tant princi ples for many areas of 
governance. Further,  there is also a growing sense that 
formal, bureaucratic international organ izations are 
too ossified and slow to respond efficiently in a global-
izing world. Informal networks and similar decentral-
ized, less bureaucratic forms of governance have be-
come all the rage in many policy circles as an antidote 
to perceived bureaucratic sclerosis. Thus,  there is a 
growing interest in protecting the local over the uni-
versal, an implicit recognition that bureaucracy’s pre-
sumption that “one- size- fits- all” mentality can be 
highly inefficient.  There is also a growing interest in us-
ing policy networks that use dif fer ent architectures to 
address specific issues (Keohane and Nye, 2001; United 
Nations, 2000: chap. 2).  There is a growing concern 
about  whether IOs are truly promoting social justice, 
and whose vision of social justice they are promoting 
(Weber, 2000).  There is a growing interest in IO ac-
countability, transparency, and the demo cratic deficit. 
The more international organ izations are pushed to the 
forefront of global governance, the more frequent are 
the catcalls and criticisms— and the more interested are 
social movements and states keen to question their ac-
tions, to limit their powers, and to search for 
alternatives.

 These developments speak directly to the question 
of the authority and legitimacy of international organ-
izations. They challenge  whether states are likely to 
continue to delegate to international organ izations at 
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and rationalist approaches to the study of organ izations.  These 
approaches come out of economics departments and business 
schools and are rooted in assumptions of instrumental rational-
ity and utility maximization. The fundamental theoretical prob-
lem for this group, laid out first by Coase and more recently by 
Williamson, is why we have business firms. Within standard 
microeconomic logic, it should be much more efficient to con-
duct all transactions through markets rather than “hierarchies.” 
Consequently, the fact that economic life is dominated by huge 
organ izations (business firms) is, itself, an anomaly. The body of 
theory developed to explain this focuses on organ izations as ef-
ficient solutions to contracting prob lems, incomplete informa-
tion, and other market imperfections.

3. For a taxonomy of tools of persuasion, see Finnemore 
(2003: chap. 5).

4. As several observers have noted,  there was automatic ap-
proval for almost any sort of “international proj ect” to the ex-
tent that “anything international is good, as long as it is interna-
tional.” See Kennedy (1994), cited in Klabbers (2001: 225). The 
first quote is from Kennedy, the second from Klabbers.
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The term “rival,” by contrast, has been the subject 
of an extensive lit er a ture. International relations schol-
ars point to a number of  factors as being necessary for 
a rivalry: it is typically “militarized,” characterized over 
time by wars or militarized disputes,3 though precisely 
how much it has to be characterized by military action 
is the subject of some dispute.4 One leading scholar of 
rivalry, William Thompson, contends that states are ri-
vals when by mutual threat perceptions they believe 
themselves to be so.5 To be counted as rivals, a pair of 
states must generally regard one another as both “com-
petitive” and “threatening.”6 The term “rival” therefore 
implies a greater degree of hostility than “competitor”: 
rivals, in classic international relations, are countries 
that are often on the brink of war and tend to be ac-
tively seeking to undermine the power and sometimes 
the stability of the other countries involved in the 
rivalry.

From Rival to  Enemy: Nations in Conflict

A critical message of international relations theory is 
that, given the perpetual contest for power, security, 
and other goods in world politics, we should expect 
countries, especially major powers, to be competitors 
as a standard practice.  These competitions may be 
highly compartmentalized, as in US- European trade 
and economic competition, for example, or US com-
petition with rising countries like India and Brazil for 
control of the global diplomatic agenda. In other cases, 
as with Rus sia and China  today, competitions can be 
more generalized and comprehensive. In some cases, 
such as the Cold War, they can become zero- sum, with 
each nation or system predicated on the objective of 
undermining or transcending the other.

Even at their most confrontational, however, com-
petitors typically do not rise to the level of an  enemy 
or adversary.  Those terms are usually reserved for 
countries actively seeking, through war or other usu-
ally violent means, to do severe damage to a nation, to 
the point of occupying or even destroying it. This dis-
tinction can become very blurry;  today, for example, 
given that Rus sia and China each have doctrines of 
per sis tent competition, they may take on some charac-
teristics of a classic competitor and war time adversary 
at the same time.

Basic dictionary definitions offer some help in un-
derstanding the commonsense concept of an  enemy. 

The concept of an “ enemy” is central to traditional un-
derstandings of national security. The purpose of na-
tional security policies and institutions is to defend a 
nation against enemies; an  enemy is usually the “other” 
who helps to define a nation or other in- group;1 sup-
port for enemies has been outlawed and punished by 
death. If a nation cannot clearly identify its enemies, it 
is far more difficult to have a coherent national secu-
rity policy.

This essay argues that, given the evolving charac-
ter of conflict, it is becoming much more challenging 
to distinguish between nations that  ought to be con-
sidered outright enemies and  those that are merely 
competitors, rivals, or not formally aligned. This de-
velopment may become especially problematic for the 
United States, which has depended on unambiguous 
distinctions between friends and enemies in its tradi-
tional approaches to national security.

International Relations Theory: 
Competitors and Rivals

Theoretical accounts of international relations consider 
the drive for power, security, prosperity, and prestige 
among nations jostling for position in a partly orderly 
and partly chaotic international system. Conflicts and 
contests for supremacy are the rule, not the exception. 
As a result, international relations theory tends to em-
ploy terms other than “ enemy” in describing most 
other actors in the international system. Nations may 
become enemies when war is declared, but more typi-
cally they are viewed as competitors or rivals.

Despite its widespread use in the theoretical lit er a-
ture, the term “competitor” is badly undertheorized 
and not well defined. A recent RAND study on the sub-
ject reviewed the available definitions of competition 
and competitors and proposed a new definition: com-
petition is “the attempt to gain advantage, often rela-
tive to  others believed to pose a challenge or threat, 
through the self- interested pursuit of contested goods 
such as power, security, wealth, influence, and status.”2 
That two nations (or a nation and competing non- state 
groups) are competitors does not presume that they are 
trying to injure one another; they are engaged in a con-
test for material or nonmaterial gains, sometimes in 
absolute terms and sometimes relative to one another. 
But in theory, nations can compete without trying to 
harm one another through direct attack.

The Growing Challenge of Defining an “ Enemy”

MICHAEL J. MAZARR
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An Increasingly Zero- Sum and Hostile Era

One trend complicating any conception of enemies is 
the return to an era of generalized hostility among ma-
jor powers. Although a comparison to the Cold War 
misleads in many ways, it does accurately convey the 
real ity of a time when major states—in this case the 
United States and both Rus sia and China, with Iran 
and North  Korea playing similar if less dominant 
roles— view each other as  bitter rivals engaged in a 
largely zero- sum standoff. The result is that, as during 
the Cold War, countries tend to view one other as “en-
emies” even in peacetime.

Hardening this perception is that according to 
widespread open- source reporting, the governments of 
Rus sia and China (as well as Iran and North  Korea) 
view themselves as being already “at war” with the 
United States in geopo liti cal and ideological, if not mil-
itary, terms.12 This is partly the United States’ fault, 
due to its support of “color revolutions” and repeated 
implications that it is seeking a version of regime 
change that would overturn the governments in  these 
countries. One effect is that all four of  these rivals have 
begun to actively undermine American power, influ-
ence, and credibility and in some cases— such as direct 
cyberattacks—to bring damage to the US homeland.

The question is how to characterize powers that en-
gage in such hostile acts while remaining formally at 
peace. They certainly meet the criteria for competitors. 
Rus sia and China also meet the criteria for rivals in a 
classic sense: the United States has a history of open 
conflict with China and de cades of clandestine and 
proxy conflict with both during the Cold War. It is not 
clear, however, if  either of China or Rus sia should be 
described as an “ enemy.” It is one  thing to identify a 
nation such as China as a competitor: the implication 
is of a constrained if vigorous contest for influence. But 
such competition does not imply a zero- sum strug gle 
with existential overtones. Nor does it suggest that the 
countries involved in a competition  will attack each 
other directly and violently.  Those more extreme forms 
of conflict are typically reserved for  enemy 
relationships— yet they may be increasingly character-
izing major power relations.

At the same time, numerous third parties are caught 
in between the big players in this intensifying compe-
tition. Many of  these in- between nations have  adopted 
vari ous forms of hedging or balancing as their primary 
strategy, rather than making a decisive and uncondi-
tional choice of one “side” or another. Some— including 
India, Vietnam, Indonesia, and Serbia— have long 
championed versions of nonalignment as essential to 
their identity on the world stage.

The result is a secondary version of the blurring 
boundary between competitor and  enemy— namely, a 
similarly weakening distinction between friend and ri-

Merriam- Webster defines an  enemy as “one that is an-
tagonistic to another,” which hardly distinguishes the 
category from a rival.7 Dictionary . com refers to “a per-
son who feels hatred for, fosters harmful designs 
against, or engages in antagonistic activities against 
another; an adversary or opponent.”8 Both also point 
to a narrower conception: an  enemy is some entity 
with which a country is formally and actively at war. 
But just what it means to be “at war” with someone 
or something takes many forms; historically, the term 
“ enemy” has even been used to refer to specific hated 
or demonized groups said to pose an ethnic, religious, 
cultural, or other threat to the country. The Nazis de-
fined Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, and selected other 
persecuted groups as the enemies of Germany in this 
way; ethnic wars in the Balkans in the 1990s also saw 
the widespread use of such demonization.

The concept of an  enemy is not strongly defined in 
most academic treatments, which generally do not take 
the concept far beyond  these commonsense notions. 
Carl Schmitt’s binary conception of friend and  enemy 
as the basis of politics— which has been severely 
criticized— nearly engages in a tautology in under-
standing an  enemy as that foreign power which 
threatens a nation.9 Broadly speaking, the implication 
is that an  enemy is always a country or group that is 
posing an identifiable threat to a nation.

When forced to formally define an  enemy in legis-
lation—as the United Kingdom and United States did 
when passing Trading with the  Enemy Acts in 1939 
and 1917, respectively— states often begin by referring 
to the narrower conception of a foreign country (or 
any of its supporting individuals or corporations) that 
exists in a state of war with one’s own.10  Later modi-
fications of the US version of this legislation broadened 
the definition to include any state designated as being 
an  enemy during war or “any other period of national 
emergency declared by the president.”11 The act was 
 later applied to the Soviet Union during the Cold War 
and gradually became a justification for economic and 
other forms of warfare even during peacetime.

Drawing on  these vari ous definitions, we can say 
that the concept of an  enemy extends beyond formally 
declared war to any state or non- state group that is (1) 
hostile to the country and seeking to harm it, and (2) 
engaged in some form of active campaign or conflict 
to achieve that end. This wider conception already be-
gins to blur the distinction between competitor and 
 enemy, and now multiple developments in the twenty- 
first  century— most notably, the degree of competitive 
be hav ior among major powers and the evolving char-
acter of conflict— are accelerating this blurring of cat-
egories and making it even more difficult to identify a 
true  enemy.
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tists, and US drone strikes against terrorist cells. Such 
tools are becoming more widespread. For instance, 
Benjamin Wittes and Gabriella Blum have chronicled 
the rise of such new technologies as insect- sized attack 
drones and engineered biological weapons. They con-
clude that “in a world that generates such a ferocious 
capacity for small groups to launch attacks, individu-
als and groups at all levels of society— and socie ties 
and states themselves— will face enormous vulnerabil-
ity as a daily fact of life.”16

The result is a context in which aggression becomes 
more gradual, per sis tent, and in some cases deniable.17 
Countries can attack one another’s homeland in much 
more fundamental ways than before without ever de-
claring “war” or dispatching any “military” forces. And 
yet countries engaged in an escalating  battle using tools 
such as economic sanctions or cyber warfare are much 
more than competitors or even rivals. They are, in  every 
way that  matters, enemies— but enemies in a strange, 
cloudy, often unacknowledged way, which constantly 
threatens to spill over into major war. And many third 
parties stand by, hesitant to take sides and unwilling to 
formally join  these clandestine campaigns— and thus, in 
the eyes of many Americans, likely unwilling to clearly 
identify themselves as friends. The geopo liti cal context 
is becoming very murky indeed.

A Proliferation of Enemies

Together  these trends are creating an increasingly dan-
gerous situation in which competing and rivalrous na-
tions have both the means and the ways of intruding 
into one another’s socie ties and launching vari ous 
forms of attack to disrupt and undermine one anoth-
er’s economic and po liti cal systems. More countries are 
beginning to seem like “enemies,” in active confronta-
tion with the United States. Fewer are appearing to be 
true “friends,” unquestioningly aligning themselves 
with the United States and following its lead on most 
international issues. As it was during the Cold War, 
managing threat perceptions in such an era— avoiding 
extreme overreactions and assessing the be hav ior and 
hostility of  others in a calm and objective way—is be-
coming a major test for US national security strategy.
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val (or  enemy). The United States is having to deal 
with a growing number of “frenemies” on the interna-
tional stage.  These include countries such as Pakistan, 
which has some goals aligned with  those of the United 
States but whose own threat perceptions, identity, and 
national strategies cause it to take actions that Wash-
ington considers unjust and sometimes traitorous to a 
true partnership. Living in a world of such hedging and 
balancing powers— partly friends, sometime partners, 
occasional rivals and critics and even sponsors of hos-
tile acts against the United States—is becoming the 
norm.

The Evolving Character of Conflict

A second major engine of the blurring definitions of an 
 enemy is the gradual move away from classical, Na-
poleonic forms of military aggression to more  limited 
and constrained forms of competition and conflict that 
nonetheless pose significant threats to homelands. The 
nuclear revolution and other developments have re-
duced the chances of encountering other states as “en-
emies” in the traditional sense—in major war, with 
armies clashing in  grand combat. The result is that the 
most traditional concept of an “ enemy” nation, as a 
neighboring or nearby country threatening one’s terri-
torial integrity, has lost much of its currency. At the 
same time, new technologies and operational concepts 
have provided competitors with the tools to perpetrate 
the kinds of damage that enemies do.

One of  these means of aggression is economic sanc-
tions, which have long been a tool of statecraft but 
have become more precise in recent years, in being em-
ployed against specific companies and even individu-
als in target countries. One leading assessment of such 
techniques refers to them as “war by other means.”13 
They furnish states with an ability to manipulate the 
economic well- being of other nations from a  great 
distance.

Information warfare tools typically referred to as 
“cyber weapons” provide a second category of adver-
sarial aggression.  These take multiple forms and have 
many degrees of seriousness. Some involve mere tem-
porary disruption;  others target critical infrastructure 
ele ments of other socie ties.14 The effect of cyber aggres-
sion is potentially becoming even more pronounced in 
an era of more densely networked information econo-
mies, created by developments such as the Internet of 
 Things (IoT). A recent RAND report describes  these 
emerging capabilities as “virtual societal warfare”— 
capable of  doing tremendous damage to target nations 
without a single soldier crossing a single frontier.15

A third category is more targeted vio lence against 
specific individuals or groups in other countries. Ex-
amples include Rus sian assassinations of po liti cal en-
emies, alleged Israeli killing of Ira nian nuclear scien-
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In the introduction to his history of the  great war be-
tween the Spartans and the Athenians, Thucydides 
wrote that he was addressing “ those inquirers who de-
sire an exact knowledge of the past as an aid to the 
interpretation of the  future, which in the course of 
 human  things must resemble if it does not reflect it. . . .  
In fine, I have written my work, not as an essay which 
is to win the applause of the moment, but as a posses-
sion for all time.”1 Thucydides, assuming that the be-
hav ior and phenomena that he observed would repeat 
themselves throughout  human history, intended to re-
veal the under lying and unalterable nature of what is 
 today called “international relations.”

In the language of con temporary social science, 
Thucydides believed that he had uncovered the general 

law of the dynamics of international relations. Al-
though differences exist between Thucydides’ concep-
tions of scientific law and methodology and  those of 
present- day students of international relations, it is sig-
nificant that Thucydides was the first to set forth the 
idea that the dynamic of international relations is pro-
vided by the differential growth of power among states. 
This fundamental idea— that the uneven growth of 
power among states is the driving force of international 
relations— can be identified as the theory of hegemonic 
war.

This essay argues that Thucydides’ theory of hege-
monic war constitutes one of the central organ izing 
ideas for the study of international relations. The fol-
lowing pages examine and evaluate Thucydides’ the-
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and eventually find themselves propelled into a war. In 
effect, one  thing leads to another  until war is the con-
sequence of the interplay of foreign policies.

Most wars are the consequence of such an escala-
tory pro cess. They are not causally related to structural 
features of the international system, but rather are due 
to the distrust and uncertainty that characterizes rela-
tions among states in what Waltz has called a self- help 
system.3 Thus, the history of ancient times, which in-
troduces Thucydides’ history, is a tale of constant war-
ring. However, the Peloponnesian War, he tells us, is 
dif fer ent and worthy of special attention  because of the 
massive accumulation of power in Hellas and its im-
plications for the structure of the system. This  great 
war and its under lying  causes  were the focus of his 
history.

Obviously,  these two theories do not necessarily 
contradict one another; each can be used to explain 
dif fer ent wars. But what interested Thucydides was a 
par tic u lar type of war, what he called a “ great war” 
and what this article calls a “hegemonic war”— a war 
in which the overall structure of an international sys-
tem is at issue. The structure of the international sys-
tem at the outbreak of such a war is a necessary, but 
not a sufficient cause of the war. The theory of hege-
monic war and international change that is examined 
below refers to  those wars that arise from the specific 
structure of an international system and in turn trans-
form that structure.

Assumptions of the Theory

Under lying Thucydides’ view that he had discovered 
the basic mechanism of a  great or hegemonic war was 
his conception of  human nature. He believed that 
 human nature was unchanging and therefore the events 
recounted in his history would be repeated in the 
 future. Since  human beings are driven by three funda-
mental passions— interest, pride, and, above all  else, 
fear— they always seek to increase their wealth and 
power  until other  humans, driven by like passions, try 
to stop them. Although advances in po liti cal knowl-
edge could contribute to an understanding of this pro-
cess, they could not control or arrest it. Even advances 
in knowledge, technology, or economic development 
would not change the fundamental nature of  human 
be hav ior or of international relations. On the contrary, 
increases in  human power, wealth, and technology 
would serve only to intensify conflict among social 
groups and enhance the magnitude of war. Thucydides 
the realist, in contrast to Plato the idealist, believed that 
reason would not transform  human beings, but would 
always remain the slave of  human passions. Thus, un-
controllable passions would again and again generate 
 great conflicts like the one witnessed in his history.

ory of hegemonic war and con temporary variations 
of that theory. To carry out this task, it is necessary 
to make Thucydides’ ideas more systematic, expose 
his basic assumptions, and understand his analytical 
method. Subsequently, this article discusses  whether 
or not Thucydides’ conception of international rela-
tions has proved to be a “possession for all time.” 
Does it help explain wars in the modern era? How, if 
at all, has it been modified by more modern scholar-
ship? What is its relevance for the con temporary nu-
clear age?

Thucydides’ Theory of Hegemonic War

The essential idea embodied in Thucydides’ theory of 
hegemonic war is that fundamental changes in the in-
ternational system are the basic determinants of such 
wars. The structure of the system or distribution of 
power among the states in the system can be stable or 
unstable. A stable system is one in which changes can 
take place if they do not threaten the vital interests of 
the dominant states and thereby cause a war among 
them. In his view, such a stable system has an unequiv-
ocal hierarchy of power and an unchallenged domi-
nant or hegemonic power. An unstable system is one in 
which economic, technological, and other changes are 
eroding the international hierarchy and undermining 
the position of the hegemonic state. In this latter situa-
tion, untoward events and diplomatic crises can pre-
cipitate a hegemonic war among the states in the sys-
tem. The outcome of such a war is a new international 
structure.

Three propositions are embedded in this brief sum-
mary of the theory. The first is that a hegemonic war is 
distinct from other categories of war; it is caused by 
broad changes in po liti cal, strategic, and economic af-
fairs. The second is that the relations among individ-
ual states can be conceived as a system; the be hav ior 
of states is determined in large part by their strategic 
interaction. The third is that a hegemonic war threat-
ens and transforms the structure of the international 
system;  whether or not the participants in the conflict 
are initially aware of it, at stake is the hierarchy of 
power and relations among states in the system. 
Thucydides’ conception and all subsequent formula-
tions of the theory of hegemonic war emerge from 
 these three propositions.

Such a structural theory of war can be contrasted 
with an escalation theory of war. According to this lat-
ter theory, as Waltz has argued in Man, the State, and 
War, war occurs  because of the  simple fact that  there 
is nothing to stop it.2 In the anarchy of the interna-
tional system, statesmen make decisions and respond 
to the decisions of  others. This action- reaction pro cess 
in time can lead to situations in which statesmen de-
liberately provoke a war or lose control over events 
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in terms of its po liti cal, economic, and strategic 
interests.

2. The antithesis or contradiction in the system is the 
growing power of the challenging state, Athens, 
whose expansion and efforts to transform the 
international system bring it into conflict with the 
hegemonic state.

3. The synthesis is the new international system that 
results from the inevitable clash between the 
dominant state and the rising challenger.

Similarly, Thucydides foresaw that throughout history 
new states like Sparta and challenging states like Ath-
ens would arise and the hegemonic cycle would repeat 
itself.

Conception of Systemic Change

Under lying this analy sis and the originality of 
Thucydides’ thought was his novel conception of clas-
sical Greece as constituting a system, the basic compo-
nents of which  were the  great powers— Sparta and 
Athens. Foreshadowing  later realist formulations of 
international relations, he believed that the structure 
of the system was provided by the distribution of 
power among states; the hierarchy of power among 
 these states defined and maintained the system and de-
termined the relative prestige of states, their spheres 
of influence, and their po liti cal relations. The hierarchy 
of power and related ele ments thus gave order and sta-
bility to the system.

Accordingly, international po liti cal change involved 
a transformation of the hierarchy of the states in the 
system and the patterns of relations dependent upon 
that hierarchy. Although minor changes could occur 
and lesser states could move up and down this hierar-
chy without necessarily disturbing the stability of the 
system, the positioning of the  great powers was cru-
cial. Thus, as he tells us, it was the increasing power of 
the second most power ful state in the system, Athens, 
that precipitated the conflict and brought about what 
I have elsewhere called “systemic change,” that is, a 
change in the hierarchy or control of the international 
po liti cal system.5

Searching  behind appearances for the real ity of in-
ternational relations, Thucydides believed that he had 
found the true  causes of the Peloponnesian War, and 
by implication of systemic change, in the phenomenon 
of the uneven growth of power among the dominant 
states in the system. “The real cause,” he concluded in 
the first chapter, “I consider to be the one which was 
formally most kept out of sight. The growth of the 
power of Athens, and the alarm which this inspired in 
Lacedaemon [Sparta], made war inevitable.”6 In a like 
fashion and in  future ages, he reasoned, the differen-
tial growth of power in a state system would under-

Methodology

One can understand Thucydides’ argument and his be-
lief that he had uncovered the under lying dynamics of 
international relations and the role of hegemonic war 
in international change only if one comprehends his 
conception of science and his view of what constituted 
explanation. Modern students of international rela-
tions and of social science tend to put forth theoreti-
cal physics as their model of analy sis and explanation; 
they analyze phenomena in terms of causation and of 
models linking in de pen dent and dependent variables. 
In modern physics, meaningful propositions must, at 
least in princi ple, be falsifiable— that is, they must give 
rise to predictions that can be shown to be false.

Thucydides, by contrast, took as his model of analy-
sis and explanation the method of Hippocrates, the 
 great Greek physician.4 Disease, the Hippocratic school 
argued, had to be understood as a consequence of the 
operation of natu ral forces and not as a manifestation 
of some super natural influence. Through dispassionate 
observation of the symptoms and the course of a dis-
ease, one could understand its nature. Thus, one ex-
plained a disease by recognizing its characteristics and 
charting its development from its genesis through in-
evitable periods of crisis to its final resolution in recov-
ery or death. What was central to this mode of expla-
nation was the evolution of the symptoms and the 
manifestations of the disease rather than the search for 
the under lying  causes sought by modern medicine.

Thucydides wrote his history to fulfill the same prog-
nostic purpose, namely, to recognize that  great wars 
 were recurrent phenomena with characteristic manifes-
tations. A  great or hegemonic war, like a disease, dis-
plays discernible symptoms and follows an inevitable 
course. The initial phase is a relatively stable interna-
tional system characterized by a hierarchical ordering of 
the states in the system. Over time the power of a subor-
dinate state begins to grow disproportionately, and that 
rising state comes into conflict with the dominant or he-
gemonic state in the system. The ensuing strug gle be-
tween  these two states and their respective allies leads to 
a bipolarization of the system, to an inevitable crisis, and 
eventually to a hegemonic war. Fi nally,  there is the reso-
lution of the war in  favor of one side and the establish-
ment of a new international system that reflects the 
emergent distribution of power in the system.

The dialectical conception of po liti cal change im-
plicit in his model was borrowed from con temporary 
Sophist thinkers. This method of analy sis postulated a 
thesis, its contradiction, or antithesis, and a resolution 
in the form of a synthesis. In his history this dialectic 
approach can be discerned as follows:

1. The thesis is the hegemonic state, in this case, 
Sparta, which organizes the international system 
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mastery of naval power, which had facilitated the ex-
pansion of commerce among the Greek states and the 
establishment of the hegemony of Hellas in the Eastern 
Mediterranean.  After the defeat of Troy, Thucydides tells 
us, Hellas attained “the quiet which must precede 
growth” as the Greeks turned to commerce and the ac-
quisition of wealth. Although Athens and other seafar-
ing cities grew “in revenue and in dominion,”  there was 
no  great concentration of power in Hellas prior to the 
war with Persia: “ There was no  union of subject cities 
round a  great state, no spontaneous combination of 
equals for confederate expeditions; what fighting 
 there was consisted merely of local warfare between 
rival neighbors.”8 The technical innovation of naval 
power, the introduction into Greece of fortification 
techniques, and the rise of financial power associated 
with commerce, however, made pos si ble an unpre ce-
dented concentration of military and economic power. 
 These developments, by transforming the basis of mili-
tary power, created the conditions for the forging of 
substantial alliances, a profound shift in the power 
balance, and the creation of large seaborne empires. In 
this novel environment, states interacted more inti-
mately, and an interdependent international economic 
and po liti cal system took shape.  These military, techno-
logical, and economic changes  were to  favor the growth 
of Athenian power.

The final  factor leading to the war was po liti cal: the 
rise of the Athenian empire at the conclusion of the war 
with Persia. That war and its aftermath stimulated the 
growth of Athenian power at the same time that the 
war and its aftermath encouraged Sparta, the reigning 
hegemon and the leader of the Greeks in their war 
against the Persians, to retreat into isolation. With the 
rise of a wealthy commercial class in Athens, the tradi-
tional form of government— a hereditary monarchy— 
was overthrown, and a new governing elite represent-
ing the rising and enterprising commercial class was 
established; its interest lay with commerce and imperial 
expansion. While the Athenians grew in power through 
commerce and empire, the Spartans fell  behind and 
found themselves increasingly encircled by the expand-
ing power of the Athenians.

As a consequence of  these developments, the Greeks 
anticipated the approach of a  great war and began to 
choose sides. In time, the international system divided 
into two  great blocs. “At the head of the one stood 
Athens, at the head of the other Lacedaemon, one the 
first naval, the other the first military power in Hel-
las.”9 The former— commercial, demo cratic, and 
expansionist— began to evoke alarm in the more con-
servative Spartans. In this increasingly bipolar and un-
stable world a series of diplomatic encounters, begin-
ning at Epidamnus and culminating in the Megara 
Decree and the Spartan ultimatum,  were to plunge the 
rival alliances into war. In order to prevent the dynamic 

mine the status quo and lead to hegemonic war be-
tween declining and rising powers.

In summary, according to Thucydides, a  great or he-
gemonic war, like a disease, follows a discernible and 
recurrent course. The initial phase is a relatively sta-
ble international system characterized by a hierarchical 
ordering of states with a dominant or hegemonic power. 
Over time, the power of one subordinate state begins to 
grow disproportionately; as this development occurs, it 
comes into conflict with the hegemonic state. The strug-
gle between  these contenders for preeminence and their 
accumulating alliances leads to a bipolarization of the 
system. In the parlance of game theory, the system be-
comes a zero- sum situation in which one side’s gain is by 
necessity the other side’s loss. As this bipolarization oc-
curs the system becomes increasingly unstable, and a 
small event can trigger a crisis and precipitate a major 
conflict; the resolution of that conflict  will determine the 
new hegemon and the hierarchy of power in the system.

The  Causes of Hegemonic War

Following this model, Thucydides began his history of 
the war between the Spartans and the Athenians by 
stating why, at its very inception, he believed that the 
war would be a  great war and thus worthy of special 
attention. Contrasting the beginnings of the Pelopon-
nesian War to the constant warring of the Greeks, he 
began in the introduction to analyze the unpre ce dented 
growth of power in Hellas from ancient times to the 
outbreak of the war. Although, as we have already 
noted, Thucydides did not think of  causes in the mod-
ern or scientific sense of the term, his analy sis of the 
 factors that altered the distribution of power in ancient 
Greece, and ultimately accounted for the war, is re-
markably modern.

The first set of  factors to explain the rise of power 
in Athens and the expansion of the Athenian empire 
contained geo graph i cal and demographic ele ments. 
 Because of the poverty of its soil, Attica (the region 
surrounding Athens) was not envied by any other 
 peoples; it enjoyed freedom from conflict. As a conse-
quence, “the most power ful victims of war or faction 
from the rest of Hellas took refuge with the Athenians 
as a safe retreat,” became naturalized, and swelled the 
population.7 With an increase in population Attica be-
came too small to sustain its growing numbers, and 
Athens began to send out colonies to other parts of 
Greece. Athens itself turned to commerce to feed her 
expanding population and became the “workshop of 
ancient Greece,” exporting manufactured products and 
commodities in exchange for grain. Thus, Athens be-
gan its imperial  career from demographic pressure and 
economic necessity.

The second set of influences was economic and 
technological: the Greek, and especially the Athenian, 
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contribution of Thucydides’ theory, its applicability to 
modern history, and its continuing relevance for inter-
national relations.

The theory’s fundamental contribution is the con-
ception of hegemonic war itself and the importance of 
hegemonic wars for the dynamics of international re-
lations. The expression “hegemonic war” may have 
been coined by Aron; certainly he has provided an ex-
cellent definition of what Thucydides called a  great 
war. Describing World War I as a hegemonic war, Aron 
writes that such a war “is characterized less by its im-
mediate  causes or its explicit purposes than by its ex-
tent and the stakes involved. It affect[s] all the po liti cal 
units inside one system of relations between sovereign 
states. Let us call it, for want of a better term, a war of 
hegemony, hegemony being, if not the conscious mo-
tive, at any rate the inevitable consequence of the vic-
tory of at least one of the states or groups.” Thus, the 
outcome of a hegemonic war, according to Aron, is the 
transformation of the structure of the system of inter-
state relations.11

In more precise terms, one can distinguish a hege-
monic war in terms of its scale, the objectives at stake, 
and the means employed to achieve  those objectives. A 
hegemonic war generally involves all of the states in the 
system; it is a world war. What ever the immediate and 
conscious motives of the combatants, as Aron points 
out, the fundamental issues to be de cided are the leader-
ship and structure of the international system. Its out-
come also profoundly affects the internal composition of 
socie ties  because, as the be hav ior of Athens and Sparta 
revealed, the victor remolds the vanquished in its image. 
Such wars are at once po liti cal, economic, and ideologi-
cal strug gles.  Because of the scope of the war and the 
importance of the issues to be de cided, the means em-
ployed are usually unlimited. In Clausewitzian terms, 
they become pure conflicts or clashes of society rather 
than the pursuit of  limited policy objectives.

Thus, in the Peloponnesian War the  whole of Hel-
las became engaged in an internecine strug gle to deter-
mine the economic and po liti cal  future of the Greek 
world. Although the initial objectives of the two alli-
ances  were  limited, the basic issue in the contest be-
came the structure and leadership of the emerging in-
ternational system and not merely the fate of par tic u lar 
city- states. Ideological disputes, that is, conflicting 
views over the organ ization of domestic socie ties,  were 
also at the heart of the strug gle; demo cratic Athens and 
aristocratic Sparta sought to reorder other socie ties in 
terms of their own po liti cal values and socioeconomic 
systems. As Thucydides tells us in his description of 
the leveling and decimation of Melos,  there  were no 
constraints on the means employed to reach their goals. 
The war released forces of which the protagonists had 
previously been unaware; it took a totally unantici-
pated course. As the Athenians had warned the Spar-

and expanding Athenians from overturning the inter-
national balance of power and displacing them as the 
hegemonic state, the Spartans eventually delivered an 
ultimatum that forced Athens to declare war.

In brief, it was the combination of significant envi-
ronmental changes and the contrasting natures of the 
Athenian and Spartan socie ties that precipitated the 
war. Although the under lying  causes of the war can be 
traced to geo graph i cal, economic, and technological 
 factors, the major determinant of the foreign policies 
of the two protagonists was the differing character of 
their domestic regimes. Athens was a democracy; its 
 people  were energetic, daring, and commercially dis-
posed; its naval power, financial resources, and empire 
 were expanding. Sparta, the traditional hegemon of the 
Hellenes, was a slavocracy; its foreign policy was con-
servative and attentive merely to the narrow interests 
of preserving its domestic status quo. Having  little in-
terest in commerce or overseas empire, it gradually de-
clined relative to its rival. In  future ages, in Thucydides’ 
judgment, situations similar to that of Athens and 
Sparta would arise, and this fateful pro cess would re-
peat itself eternally.

The Contribution of Thucydides’ Model

Thucydides’ history and the pattern that it reveals have 
fascinated students of international relations in all eras. 
Individuals of  every po liti cal persuasion from realist to 
idealist to Marxist have claimed kinship to him. At 
critical moments scholars and statesmen have seen 
their own times reflected in his account of the conflict 
between demo cratic Athens and undemo cratic Sparta. 
The American Civil War, World War I, and the Cold 
War between the United States and the Soviet Union 
have been cast in its light. In a similar vein, Mackinder 
and other po liti cal geographers have interpreted world 
history as the recurrent strug gle between land power 
(Sparta, Rome, and  Great Britain) and sea power (Ath-
ens, Carthage, and Germany) and have observed that 
a  great or hegemonic war has taken place and trans-
formed world affairs approximately  every 100 years. 
The writings of Wright and Toynbee on general war 
are cast in a similar vein. The Marxist theory of 
intra- capitalist wars can be viewed as a subcategory of 
Thucydides’ more general theory. More recently, a 
number of social scientists have revived the concept of 
hegemonic war. The “power transition theory” of Or-
ganski, Modelski’s theory of long cycles and global 
war, and the pre sent writer’s book on international 
change are examples of elaborations of Thucydides’ 
fundamental insights into the dynamics of interna-
tional relations.10 Although  these variations and ex-
tensions of Thucydides’ basic model raise many in ter-
est ing issues, they are too numerous and complex to 
be discussed  here. Instead, the emphasis  will be on the 
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wars and revolutions. The Thirty Years’ War was at 
once a revolutionary crisis, a conflict, within Germany, 
between the rival parties of Protestants and Catholics, 
and an international war between the Holy Roman 
Empire, Sweden, and France.”13 Similarly, Halévy con-
tinues, the wars of the French Revolution and Napo-
leon as well as World War I must be seen as upheavals 
of the  whole Eu ro pean social and po liti cal order.

The profound changes in po liti cal relations, eco-
nomic organ ization, and military technology  behind 
hegemonic war and the associated domestic upheav-
als undermine both the international and domestic sta-
tus quo.  These under lying transformations in power 
and social relations result in shifts in the nature and 
locus of power. They give rise to a search for a new 
basis of po liti cal and social order at both the domestic 
and international levels.

This conception of a hegemonic war as associated 
with a historic turning point in world history is exem-
plified by the Peloponnesian War. A basic change in the 
nature and hence in the location of economic and mili-
tary power was taking place in Greece during the fifth 
 century B.C. This changing economic and technological 
environment had differing implications for the fortunes 
of the two major protagonists. The Peloponnesian War 
would be the midwife for the birth of the new world. 
This  great war, like other transforming wars, would em-
body significant long- term changes in Greece’s econ-
omy, military affairs, and po liti cal organ ization.

Prior to and during the Persian wars, power and 
wealth in the Greek world  were based on agriculture 
and land armies; Sparta was ascendant among the 
Greek city- states. Its po liti cal position had a secure eco-
nomic foundation, and its military power was unchal-
lenged. The growth in the importance of naval power 
and the accompanying rise of commerce following the 
wars transformed the basis of power. Moreover, the in-
troduction into Greece of fortification technology and 
the erection of walls around Athens canceled much of 
the Spartan military advantage. In this new environ-
ment, naval power, commerce, and finance became in-
creasingly impor tant components of state power. Thus, 
whereas in the past the nature of power had favored 
the Spartans, the transformed environment favored 
Athens and other rising commercial and naval powers.

Athens rather than Sparta benefited from this new 
military and economic environment. Domestically, 
Athens had experienced po liti cal and social changes 
that enabled it to take advantage of the increased im-
portance of sea power and commerce. Its entrenched 
landed aristocracy, which had been associated with the 
former dominance of agriculture and land armies, had 
been overthrown and replaced by a commercial elite 
whose interests lay with the development of naval 
power and imperial expansion. In an increasingly mon-
etarized international economy, the Athenians had the 

tans in counseling them against war, “consider the vast 
influence of accident in war, before you are engaged in 
it.”12 Furthermore, neither rival anticipated that the 
war would leave both sides exhausted and thereby 
open the way to Macedonian imperialism.

The central idea embodied in the hegemonic theory 
is that  there is incompatibility between crucial ele ments 
of the existing international system and the changing 
distribution of power among the states within the sys-
tem. The ele ments of the system— the hierarchy of 
prestige, the division of territory, and the international 
economy— became less and less compatible with the 
shifting distribution of power among the major states 
in the system. The resolution of the disequilibrium be-
tween the superstructure of the system and the under-
lying distribution of power is found in the outbreak 
and intensification of what becomes a hegemonic war.

The theory does not necessarily concern itself with 
 whether the declining or rising state is responsible for 
the war. In fact, identification of the initiator of a par-
tic u lar war is frequently impossible to ascertain and 
authorities seldom agree. When did the war actually 
begin? What actions precipitated it? Who committed 
the first hostile act? In the case of the Peloponnesian 
War, for example, historians differ over  whether Ath-
ens or Sparta initiated the war. Whereas most regard 
the Megara decree issued by Athens as the precipitat-
ing cause of the war, one can just as easily argue that 
the decree was the first act of a war already begun by 
Sparta and its allies.

Nor does the theory address the question of the ex-
plicit consequences of the war. Both the declining and 
rising protagonists may suffer and a third party may 
be the ultimate victor. Frequently, the chief beneficiary 
is, in fact, a rising peripheral power not directly en-
gaged in the conflict. In the case of the Peloponnesian 
War, the war paved the way for Macedonian imperial-
ism to triumph over the Greeks. In brief, the theory 
makes no prediction regarding the consequences of the 
war. What the theory postulates instead is that the sys-
tem is ripe for a fundamental transformation  because 
of profound ongoing changes in the international dis-
tribution of power and the larger economic and tech-
nological environment. This is not to suggest that the 
historic change produced by the war must be in some 
sense progressive; it may, as happened in the Pelopon-
nesian War, weaken and eventually bring an end to one 
of mankind’s most glorious civilizations.

Under lying the outbreak of a hegemonic war is the 
idea that the basis of power and social order is under-
going a fundamental transformation. Halévy must 
have had something like this conception of po liti cal 
change in mind when, in analyzing the  causes of World 
War I, he wrote that “it is thus apparent why all  great 
convulsions in the history of the world, and more par-
ticularly in modern Eu rope, have been at the same time 
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When agriculture and land armies became less vital to 
state power and commerce and navies became more 
impor tant, the Spartans  were unable to adjust. There-
fore, the locus of wealth and power shifted to the Athe-
nians. Although the Athenians lost the war when they 
failed to heed the prudent strategy laid down by Peri-
cles, the basic point is not altered; the war for hege-
mony in Greece emerged from a profound social, eco-
nomic, and technological revolution. Wars like this one 
are not merely contests between rival states but po liti-
cal watersheds that mark transitions from one histori-
cal epoch to the next.

Despite the insight that it provides in understanding 
and explaining the  great wars of history, the theory of 
hegemonic war is a  limited and incomplete theory. It 
cannot easily  handle perceptions that affect be hav ior 
and predict who  will initiate a hegemonic war. Nor can 
it forecast when a hegemonic war  will occur and what 
the consequences  will be. As in the case of the theory of 
biological evolution, it helps one understand and ex-
plain what has happened; but neither theory can make 
predictions that can be tested and thereby meet rigor-
ous scientific standard of falsifiability. The theory of 
hegemonic war at best is a complement to other theo-
ries such as  those of cognitive psy chol ogy and ex-
pected utility and must be integrated with them. It has, 
however, withstood the test of time better than any 
other generalization in the field of international rela-
tions and remains an impor tant conceptual tool for un-
derstanding the dynamics of world politics.

Hegemonic War in the Modern 
International System

In the modern world, three hegemonic wars have suc-
cessively transformed the international system. Each of 
 these  great strug gles not only involved a contest for su-
premacy of two or more  great powers, but also repre-
sented significant changes in economic relations, tech-
nological capacities, and po liti cal organ ization. The 
war arose from profound historical changes and the 
basic incongruity between new environmental forces 
and existing structures. Each was a world war involv-
ing almost all of the states in the system and, at least in 
retrospect, can be considered as having constituted a 
major turning point in  human history.  These long and 
intense conflicts altered the fundamental contours of 
both domestic socie ties and international relations.16

The first of the modern hegemonic wars was the 
Thirty Years’ War (1619 to 1648). Although this war 
may be regarded as a series of separate wars that at 
vari ous times involved Sweden, France, Spain, Poland, 
and other powers, in sum it involved all the major 
states of Eu rope. As Gutmann points out, the origins 
of the war  were deeply embedded in the history of the 
previous  century.17 At issue was the organ ization of the 

financial resources to outfit a power ful navy and ex-
pand its dominion at the expense of the Spartans.

By contrast, the Spartans, largely for domestic eco-
nomic and po liti cal reasons,  were unable or unwilling 
to make the necessary adjustment to the new economic 
and technological environment. It was not merely 
 because Sparta was land- locked, but also  because the 
dominant interests of the society  were committed to 
the maintenance of an agricultural system based on 
slave  labor. Their foremost concern was to forestall a 
slave revolt, and they feared external influences that 
would stimulate the Helots to rebel. Such a rebellion 
had forced them to revert into isolation at the end of 
the Persian wars. It appears to have been the fear of 
another revolt that caused them eventually to challenge 
the Athenians. The Megara decree aroused the Spar-
tans  because the potential return of Megara to Athe-
nian control would have opened up the Peloponnesus 
to Athenian influence and thereby enabled the Athe-
nians to assist a Helot revolt. Thus, when Athenian ex-
pansionism threatened a vital interest of the Spartans, 
the latter de cided that war was inevitable, and deliv-
ered an ultimatum to the Athenians.14

The differing abilities of the Athenians and the 
Spartans to adjust to the new economic and techno-
logical environment and the changed nature of power 
ultimately led to the war. The development of naval 
power and acquisition of the financial resources to pur-
chase ships and hire sailors necessitated a profound 
reordering of domestic society. Whereas the Athenians 
had reformed themselves in order to take advantage of 
new opportunities for wealth and power, the Spartans 
would or could not liberalize due to a constellation of 
domestic interests and their fear of unleashing a rebel-
lion of the Helots. The result was the uneven growth 
of power among  these rivals that Thucydides viewed 
as the real cause of the war.

The critical point arrived when the Spartans began 
to believe that time was moving against them and in 
 favor of the Athenians. A tipping- point or fundamen-
tal change in the Spartan perception of the balance of 
power had taken place. As certain con temporary his-
torians assert, Athenian power may have reached its 
zenith by the outbreak of the war and had already be-
gun to wane, but the real ity of the situation is not par-
ticularly relevant, since the Spartans believed that Ath-
ens was growing stronger. The decision facing them 
had become when to commence the war rather than 
 whether to commence it. Was it better to fight while 
the advantage still lay with them or at some  future date 
when the advantage might have turned? As Howard 
has written, similar perceptions and fears of eroding 
power have preceded history’s other hegemonic wars.15

The stability of the Greek international system fol-
lowing the Persian wars was based on an economic and 
technological environment favoring Spartan hegemony. 
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Britain, operating within the framework of the classi-
cal balance of power system, had been fighting a series 
of  limited conflicts both in Eu rope and overseas to es-
tablish the primacy of one or the other. This “hundred 
years’ war,” to use Seeley’s expression, culminated in 
the  great or hegemonic wars of the French Revolution 
and Napoleon Bonaparte (1792 to 1815).20 As in other 
hegemonic conflicts, profound po liti cal, economic, and 
ideological issues  were joined: French or British hege-
mony of the Eu ro pean po liti cal system, mercantilistic 
or market princi ples as the organ izing basis of the 
world economy, and revolutionary republicanism or 
more conservative po liti cal forms as the basis of do-
mestic society. The ensuing conflagration engulfed the 
entire international po liti cal system, resulting in unpre-
ce dented vio lence and the opening of a new age of 
economic and po liti cal affairs.

During the second half of the eigh teenth and the 
first de cade of the nineteenth  century, economic, tech-
nological, and other developments transformed the na-
ture of power and undermined the relative stability of 
the previous system of  limited warfare. At sea the Brit-
ish gained mastery of the new tactics and technology 
of naval power. On land the military genius of Napo-
leon brought to a culmination the revolution wrought 
by gunpowder as the new weaponry, tactics, and doc-
trine  were integrated. The most significant innovations, 
however,  were orga nizational, po liti cal, and so cio log i-
cal. The conception of the levée en masse and the na-
tion at arms made it pos si ble for the French to field 
mass armies and overwhelm their enemies.  Under the 
banner of nationalism the era of  peoples’ wars had ar-
rived. The new means of military organ ization had 
transformed the nature of Eu ro pean warfare.21

 After twenty years of global warfare extending to 
the New World and the  Middle East, the British and 
their allies defeated the French, and a new international 
order was established by the Treaty of Vienna (1815). 
On the continent of Eu rope, an equilibrium was cre-
ated that was to last  until the unification of German 
power in the  middle of the  century. British interests and 
naval power guaranteed that the princi ples of the mar-
ket and laissez faire would govern global economic 
affairs. Under neath the surface of this Pax Britannica, 
new forces began to stir and gather strength as the de-
cades passed. Following a  century of relative peace, 
 these changes in the economic, po liti cal, and techno-
logical environment would break forth in the modern 
world’s third hegemonic war.

Like many other  great wars, World War I com-
menced as a seemingly minor affair, even though its 
eventual scale and consequences  were beyond the com-
prehension of con temporary statesmen. In a  matter of a 
few weeks, the several bilateral conflicts of the Eu ro-
pean states and the cross- cutting alliances joined the Eu-
ro pe ans in a global strug gle of horrendous dimensions. 

Eu ro pean state system as well as the internal economic 
and religious organ ization of domestic socie ties. Was 
Eu rope to be dominated and or ga nized by Habsburg 
imperial power or autonomous nation- states? Was feu-
dalism or commercial capitalism to be the dominant 
mode of organ izing economic activities? Was Protes-
tantism or Catholicism to be the prevalent religion? 
The clash over  these po liti cal, economic, and ideologi-
cal issues caused physical devastation and loss of life 
not seen in Western Eu rope since the Mongol invasions 
of  earlier centuries.

Under lying the intensity and duration of the war 
was a profound change in the nature of power. Al-
though the power of a state continued to be based 
primarily on the control of territory, technology and 
organ ization  were becoming more impor tant in mili-
tary and po liti cal affairs. From classical times to the 
seventeenth  century, military technology, tactics, and 
organ ization had hardly changed; the pike, the Greek 
phalanx, and heavy cavalry continued to characterize 
warfare. By the close of that  century, however, mobile 
artillery, professional infantry in linear formations, and 
naval innovations had come to dominate the tactics of 
war. In conjunction with what has been called the Mil-
itary Revolution, the modern bureaucratic state also 
came into existence. This development greatly en-
hanced the ability of rulers to mobilize and increase 
the efficient use of national resources. With  these mili-
tary and po liti cal innovations, the exercise of military 
power became an instrument of foreign policy; war 
was no longer “the [unrestrained] clash of socie ties” 
that was characteristic of warfare in the ancient and 
medieval worlds.18

The Thirty Years’ War transformed the domestic and 
international po liti cal scene. The Habsburg bid for uni-
versal empire was defeated, and the nation- state became 
the dominant form of po liti cal organ ization in the mod-
ern world. In the Treaty of Westphalia (1648), the 
princi ple of national sovereignty and non- intervention 
was established as the governing norm of international 
relations; this po liti cal innovation ended the ideological 
conflict over the religious ordering of domestic socie ties. 
For the next  century and a half, foreign policy was 
based on the concepts of national interest and the bal-
ance of power; as a result, the scale of Eu ro pean wars 
tended to be  limited. The commercial revolution tri-
umphed over feudalism, and the pluralistic Eu ro pean 
state system provided the necessary framework for the 
expansion of the global market system.19 With their su-
perior armaments and organ ization, the several states of 
Western Eu rope created overseas empires and subdued 
the other civilizations of the globe.

In the closing de cade of the eigh teenth  century, a 
second  great war or series of wars once again trans-
formed international affairs and ushered in a new his-
torical epoch. For nearly a  century France and  Great 
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opments and utterly destroyed by a hegemonic war 
fought with weapons of mass destruction is the fun-
damental question of our time.

The Nuclear Revolution and  
Hegemonic War

Although the theory of hegemonic war may be helpful 
in understanding the past, one must ask  whether it is 
relevant to the con temporary world. Has it been super-
seded or somehow transcended by the nuclear revolu-
tion in warfare? Since no nation that enters a nuclear 
war can avoid its own destruction, does it make any 
sense to think in terms of  great or hegemonic wars? 
Morgenthau was referring to this profound change in 
the nature of warfare and its po liti cal significance when 
he wrote that the “rational relationship between vio-
lence as a means of foreign policy and the ends of for-
eign policy has been destroyed by the possibility of all- 
out nuclear war.”24

That a revolution in the nature of warfare has oc-
curred cannot be denied. Nuclear weapons have indeed 
profoundly transformed the destructiveness and con-
sequences of a  great war. It is highly doubtful that a 
war between two nuclear powers could be  limited and 
escalation into a full- scale war prevented. Nor is it 
likely that  either protagonist could escape the terrible 
devastation of such a  great war or find the conse-
quences in any sense acceptable.25 In the nuclear age, 
the primary purpose of nuclear forces should be to de-
ter the use of nuclear weapons by one’s opponent and 
thereby prevent the outbreak of hegemonic warfare.

It does not necessarily follow that this change in the 
nature of warfare, as impor tant as it surely is, has also 
changed the nature of international relations. The fun-
damental characteristics of international affairs unfor-
tunately have not been altered and, if anything, have 
been intensified by the nuclear revolution. International 
politics continues to be a self- help system. In the con-
temporary anarchy of international relations, distrust, 
uncertainty, and insecurity have caused states to arm 
themselves and to prepare for war as never before.

To be able to say that nuclear weapons have changed 
the nature of international relations and thus made 
impossible the outbreak of hegemonic war, a trans-
formation of  human consciousness itself would have 
to take place. Humankind would have to be willing to 
subordinate all other values and goals to the preser-
vation of peace. To insure mutual survival, it would 
need to reject the anarchy of international relations 
and submit itself to the Leviathan of Thomas Hobbes. 
 Little evidence exists to suggest that any nation is 
close to making this choice. Certainly in this world 
of unpre ce dented armaments of all types, no state is 
behaving as if nuclear weapons had changed its over-
all set of national priorities.

The British- German naval race, the French- German 
conflict over Alsace- Lorraine, and the German / Austrian- 
Russian rivalry in the Balkans drew almost all of the 
Eu ro pean states into the strug gle that would determine 
the structure and leadership of the Eu ro pean and even-
tually of the global po liti cal system.

The scope, intensity, and duration of the war re-
flected the culmination of strengthening forces and 
novel forms of national power. The French  under Napo-
leon had first unleashed the new religion of nationalism. 
During the ensuing de cades of relative peace, the spread 
of nationalistic ideas tore at the traditional fabric of Eu-
ro pean society, undermined stable po liti cal structures, 
and set one  people against another. The Industrial Rev-
olution also had diffused from  Great Britain to the Con-
tinent. War had become industrialized and fused with 
the passion of nationalism. An era of rapid economic 
change and social upheaval had also given rise to radi-
cal movements threatening revolution and challenging 
the domestic status quo of many states.22 In this new 
environment of industrialized and nationalistic warfare, 
the po liti cal leaders lost control over the masses, and 
war reverted to what it had been in the premodern era: 
an unrestrained clash of socie ties. Nations threw men 
and machinery at one another causing massive carnage 
and social dislocations from which Eu rope found it dif-
ficult to recover. Only mutual exhaustion and the inter-
vention of a non- European power— the United States— 
ended the destruction of total war.

The terrible devastation of the war brought to a 
close the Eu ro pean domination of world politics and 
resulted in a new attitude  toward war. The democ-
ratization and industrialization of war had undermined 
the legitimacy of military force as a normal and legiti-
mate instrument of foreign policy. In the Treaty of Ver-
sailles (1919), statesmen outlawed war, and the revo-
lutionary concept of collective security was embodied 
in the charter of the League of Nations. States for the 
first time  were legally forbidden to engage in war ex-
cept in self- defense and  were required to join together 
in the punishment of any aggressor. In contrast to the 
other  great peace conferences and treaties of Eu ro pean 
diplomacy the settlement failed to reflect the new re-
alities of the balance of power and thereby was un-
able to establish a new and stable Eu ro pean po liti cal 
order.23 This failure laid the foundation for World 
War II, which should be seen as the continuation of the 
hegemonic strug gle begun in 1914 with the breakdown 
of the Eu ro pean po liti cal order.

The postwar international order has been based on 
American- Soviet bi polar ity and the concept of mutual 
deterrence. Peace has been maintained and war as a 
means of settling conflicts between the superpowers 
has been stayed by the nuclear threat and the possibil-
ity of mutual annihilation.  Whether or not this system 
 will also one day be undermined by historical devel-

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   136 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Robert Gilpin  137

which ended the primacy of Eu rope over other civiliza-
tions, anticipated by Eu ro pean statesmen. In both cases, 
the war was triggered by the belief of each protagonist 
that it had no alternative but to fight while the advan-
tage was still on its side. In neither case did the protago-
nists fight the war that they had wanted or expected.

The advent of nuclear weapons has not altered this 
fundamental condition. A nation still might start a war 
for fear that its relative strength  will diminish with time, 
and an accident still might precipitate unpre ce dented 
devastation. It is not inconceivable that some state, per-
haps an overpowered Israel, a frightened South Africa, 
or a declining superpower, might one day become so 
desperate that it resorts to nuclear blackmail in order to 
forestall its enemies. As in war itself, an accident during 
such a confrontation could unleash power ful and un-
controllable forces totally unanticipated by the protago-
nists. Although the potential vio lence and destructive-
ness of war have been changed by the advent of nuclear 
arms,  there is unfortunately  little to suggest that  human 
nature has also been transformed.

Conclusion

One can hope that the fear of nuclear holocaust has 
chastened statesmen. Perhaps they have come to ap-
preciate that a nuclear order based on mutual deter-
rence should be their highest priority. But against this 
expectation one must set the long history of  human 
foibles and mankind’s seeming inability to sustain 
peace for very long. Only time  will tell  whether the 
theory of hegemonic war holds true in the nuclear age. 
In the meanwhile, avoidance of a nuclear war has be-
come imperative.
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Confusion  after Kosovo

NATO’s military intervention in Kosovo dramatically 
raises a larger prob lem: how should the United States 
define its interests in  today’s world?  After the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, what are the limits of Amer i ca’s 
concerns abroad? Can one define interests convention-
ally in the information age? The “national interest” is 
a slippery concept, used to describe as well as prescribe 
foreign policy. Hence the considerable debate about it. 
Some scholars have even regretted the waning of the 
very idea of a “national” interest  today. Writing in 
 these pages, Samuel P. Huntington argued recently that 
“without a sure sense of national identity, Americans 
have become unable to define their national interests, 
and as a result subnational commercial interests and 
transnational and nonnational ethnic interests have 
come to dominate foreign policy.”

For almost five de cades, the containment of Soviet 
power provided a North Star to guide American for-
eign policy. From a longer historical perspective, how-
ever, the Cold War was the anomalous period, and even 
it involved some  bitter disputes over where our inter-
ests lay— during the Vietnam War, for example. Be-
fore World War II, confusion was more often the rule. 
For example, ethnic differences colored appraisals of 

 whether the United States should enter World War I. 
Peter Trubowitz’s recent study of American definitions 
of national interests in the 1890s, 1930s, and 1980s 
concludes that “ there is no single national interest. 
Analysts who assume that Amer i ca has a discernible 
national interest whose defense should determine its 
relations with other nations are unable to explain the 
per sis tent failure to achieve domestic consensus on in-
ternational objectives.”

With all that said, it would be a  mistake to discard 
the term. As the Commission on Amer i ca’s National 
Interests declared in 1996, “National interests are the 
fundamental building blocks in any discussion of for-
eign policy. . . .  In fact, the concept is used regularly 
and widely by administration officials, members of 
Congress, and citizens at large.” The commission goes 
on to identify five vital interests that most agree would 
justify the unilateral use of force. Not every one would 
agree with this par tic u lar list. Economic and humani-
tarian interests are also widely thought impor tant. 
Many experts argue that vital strategic concerns are 
more widely shared than other interests, and deserve 
priority  because  were we to fail to protect them, more 
Americans would be affected and in more profound 
ways. Leaders and experts are right to point out dan-
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with the United States, Eu rope, and Japan accounting 
for two- thirds of world production. But the bottom— 
representing transnational relations that cross bor-
ders and lie outside the control of governments— has 
a more dispersed structure of power. This complexity 
makes policy- making  today more difficult. It means 
playing on several boards at the same time. Moreover, 
although it is impor tant not to ignore the continuing 
importance of military force for some purposes, it is 
equally impor tant not to be misled into thinking that 
American power can always get its way in nonmili-
tary  matters. The United States is a preponderant, but 
not a dominant, power.

Another distinction to keep in mind is that between 
“hard power” (a country’s economic and military abil-
ity to buy and coerce) and “soft power” (the ability to 
attract through cultural and ideological appeal). It is 
impor tant that half a million foreign students want to 
study in the United States each year, that Eu ro pe ans 
and Asians want to watch American films and TV, and 
that American liberties are attractive in many parts of 
the world. Our values are significant sources of soft 
power. Both hard and soft power remain vital, but in 
the information age soft power is becoming more com-
pelling than ever before.

Massive flows of cheap information have expanded 
the number of contacts across national borders. In a 
deregulated world, global markets and nongovernmen-
tal actors play a larger role. States are more easily pen-
etrated  today and less like the classic realist model of 
solid billiard balls bouncing off each other. As a result, 
po liti cal leaders are finding it more difficult to maintain 
a coherent set of priorities in foreign policy, and more 
difficult to articulate a single national interest.

Yet the United States, with its demo cratic society, 
is well placed to benefit from the rapidly developing 
information age. Although greater pluralism may di-
minish the coherence of government policies, our in-
stitutions are attractive and the openness of our soci-
ety enhances credibility— a crucial resource in an 
information age. Thus the United States is well placed 
to make use of soft power. At the same time, the soft 
power that comes from being a “city on the hill” does 
not provide the coercive capability that hard power 
does. Alone, it does not support a very venturesome 
foreign policy.

Hence dif fer ent aspects of the information age 
mean dif fer ent  things for Amer i ca’s national interests. 
On the one hand, a good case can be made that the in-
formation revolution  will have long- term benefits for 
democracies. Demo cratic socie ties can create credible 
information  because they are not threatened by it. Au-
thoritarian states  will have more trou ble. Governments 
can limit their citizens’ access to the internet and global 
markets, but they pay a high price if they do so. Singa-
pore and China, for example, are currently wrestling 

gers to the public and to try to persuade it. Yet even 
“objective” threats are not always obvious. The con-
nection between a par tic u lar event (Iraq’s invasion of 
Kuwait or Serbia’s rejection of the Rambouillet agree-
ment) and an American interest may involve a long 
causal chain. Dif fer ent  people see dif fer ent risks and 
dangers. And priorities vary: reasonable  people can dis-
agree, for example, about how much insurance to buy 
against remote threats and  whether to do so before 
pursuing other values (such as  human rights). In a de-
mocracy, such po liti cal strug gles over the exact defini-
tion of national interests— and how to pursue them— 
are both inevitable and healthy. Foreign- policy experts 
can help clarify causation and trade- offs in par tic u lar 
cases, but experts alone cannot decide. Nor should 
they. The national interest is too impor tant to leave 
solely to the geopoliticians. Elected officials must play 
the key role.

In a democracy, the national interest is simply the 
set of shared priorities regarding relations with the rest 
of the world. It is broader than strategic interests, 
though they are part of it. It can include values such 
as  human rights and democracy, if the public feels that 
 those values are so impor tant to its identity that it is 
willing to pay a price to promote them.

The American  people clearly think that their inter-
ests include certain values and their promotion 
abroad— such as opposition to ethnic cleansing in the 
Balkans. A demo cratic definition of the national inter-
est does not accept the distinction between a morality- 
based and an interest- based foreign policy. Moral val-
ues are simply intangible interests. Leaders and experts 
may point out the costs of indulging  these values. But 
if an informed public disagrees, experts cannot deny 
the legitimacy of public opinion. Polls show that the 
American  people are neither isolationist nor  eager to 
serve as the world’s police. But finding a  middle course 
is proving difficult and complex.

The Impact of the Information Age

Strategists advise that interests should be defined in re-
lation to power— but how would one describe the dis-
tribution of power in the information age? Some think 
the end of the bipolar world left multipolarity in its 
stead. But that is not a very good description of a world 
in which one country, the United States, is so much 
more power ful than all the  others. On the other hand, 
unipolarity is not a very good description  either, 
 because it exaggerates the degree to and ease with 
which the United States is able to get what it wants— 
witness Kosovo.

Instead, power  today is distributed like a three- 
dimensional chess game. The top, military board is 
unipolar, with the United States far outstripping all 
other states. The  middle, economic board is multipolar, 
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Perry speculate that this is  because of the disappear-
ance of “A list” threats since the end of the Cold War. 
But another reason is that “C list” issues dominate me-
dia attention in the information age. Dramatic visual 
portrayals of immediate  human conflict and suffering 
are far easier to convey to the public than “A list” ab-
stractions like the possibility of a “Weimar Rus sia,” the 
rise of a hegemonic China and the importance of our 
alliance with Japan, or the potential collapse of the in-
ternational system of trade and investment. Yet if 
 these larger, more abstract strategic issues  were to turn 
out badly, they would have a far greater impact on the 
lives of most Americans.

How should Americans set priorities in such a 
world? We should start by understanding our power. 
On one hand, for reasons given above, American 
power is now less fungible and effective than it might 
first appear. On the other, the United States is likely to 
remain preponderant well into the next  century. For a 
variety of reasons, the information revolution is likely 
to enhance rather than diminish American power.

As a wealthy status quo power, the United States 
has an interest in maintaining international order. 
 Behind the abstractions about rising interdependence 
are changes that make it more difficult to isolate the 
United States from the effects of events in the rest of 
the world. More concretely,  there are two  simple rea-
sons why Americans have a national interest in pre-
venting disorder beyond our borders. First, events and 
actors out  there can hurt us; and second, Americans 
want to influence distant governments and organ-
izations on a variety of issues such as the proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, drugs, 
shared resources, and the environment.

To do so, the United States cannot merely set a good 
example—it needs hard- power resources. Maintaining 
 these  will require an investment that Americans have 
recently been unwilling to make— witness the decline 
in the foreign affairs bud get and the reluctance to take 
casualties. It is difficult to be a superpower on the 
cheap. Second, the United States has to recognize a ba-
sic proposition of public- goods theory: if the largest 
beneficiary of a public good (such as international or-
der) does not provide disproportionate resources 
 toward its maintenance, the smaller beneficiaries are 
unlikely to do so. This puts a dif fer ent twist on Secre-
tary of State Madeleine K. Albright’s phrase that the 
United States is “the indispensable nation,” and one 
less palatable to the public and to Congress.

Third, we should make sure that top priority is 
given to  those aspects of the international system that, 
if not attended to properly, would have profound ef-
fects on the basic international order and therefore on 
the lives and welfare of Americans. Some analysts have 
suggested that we can learn something from the lesson 
of the United Kingdom in the nineteenth  century, when 

with  these prob lems. Moreover, transparency is becom-
ing a key asset for countries seeking investments. 
Governments that want rapid development  will have 
to give up some of the barriers to information flows.

On the other hand, some aspects of the information 
age are less benign. The  free flow of broadcast infor-
mation in open socie ties has always had an impact on 
public opinion and the formulation of foreign policy. 
But now the flow has increased in volume, and short-
ened news cycles have reduced the time for delibera-
tion. By focusing on certain conflicts and  human rights 
prob lems, the media pressure politicians to respond to 
some foreign prob lems and not  others— for example, 
Somalia rather than southern Sudan in 1992. The so- 
called CNN effect makes it hard to keep items that 
might other wise warrant a lower priority off the top 
of the public agenda. Now, with the added interactiv-
ity of groups on the internet, it  will be harder than ever 
to maintain a consistent agenda.

Also problematic is the effect of transnational in-
formation flows on the stability of national communi-
ties. The Canadian media guru Marshall McLuhan 
once prophesied that communications technologies 
would turn the world into a global village. Instead of 
a single cosmopolitan community, however, they may 
have produced a congeries of global villages, each with 
all the parochial prejudices that the word implies, but 
with a greater awareness of global in equality. Trans-
national economic forces are disrupting traditional life-
styles, and this increases economic integration and 
communal disintegration at the same time. This is par-
ticularly true in the post- Soviet states and the old 
European- built empires of Africa. Po liti cal entrepre-
neurs use inexpensive information channels to mobi-
lize the discontented on subnational tribal levels: some 
to the cause of repressive nationalism, and some to 
transnational ethnic and religious communities. This in 
turn leads to increased demands for self- determination, 
increased vio lence, and other violations of  human 
rights— all in the presence of tele vi sion cameras and the 
internet.

American Power and Priorities

William Perry and Ashton Car ter have recently argued 
that we should rethink the way we understand risks to 
US security. At the top of their new hierarchy they put 
“A list” threats like that the Soviet Union once pre-
sented to our survival. The “B list” features imminent 
threats to US interests— but not to our survival— such 
as North  Korea or Iraq. The “C list” includes impor-
tant “contingencies that indirectly affect U.S. security 
but do not directly threaten U.S. interests”: “the Koso-
vos, Bosnias, Somalias, Rwandas, and Haitis.”

What is striking is how the “C list” has come to 
dominate  today’s foreign policy agenda. Car ter and 
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command massive media attention. Such crises raise 
moral concerns that the American  people consistently 
include in their list of foreign policy interests. Policy 
experts may deplore such sympathies, but they are a 
demo cratic real ity.

Some might object that a strategy based on “A list” 
issues does not take account of the ongoing erosion of 
Westphalian national sovereignty that is occurring 
 today. It is true that old- fashioned state sovereignty is 
eroding— both de facto, through the penetration of na-
tional borders by transnational forces, and de jure, as 
seen in the imposition of sanctions against South Africa 
for apartheid, the development of an International 
Criminal Court, and the bombing of Yugo slavia over its 
policies in Kosovo. But the erosion of sovereignty is a 
long- term trend of de cades and centuries, and it is a 
mixed blessing rather a clear good. Although the erosion 
may help advance  human rights in repressive regimes by 
exposing them to international attention, it also por-
tends considerable disorder. Recall that the seventeenth- 
century Peace of Westphalia created a system of sover-
eign states to curtail vicious civil wars over religion. 
Although it is true that sovereignty stands in the way of 
national self- determination, such self- determination is 
not the unequivocal moral good it first appears. In a 
world where  there are some two hundred states but 
many thousands of often overlapping entities that might 
eventually make a claim to nationhood, blind promo-
tion of a  human rights policy of self- determination 
would have highly problematic consequences.

So what do we do about the humanitarian concerns 
and strong moral preferences that Americans want to 
see expressed in their foreign policy? Americans have 
rarely accepted pure realpolitik as a guiding princi ple, 
and  human rights and the alleviation of humanitarian 
disasters have long been impor tant aspects of our for-
eign policy. But foreign policy involves trying to accom-
plish varied objectives in a complex and recalcitrant 
world. This entails trade- offs. A  human rights policy is 
not itself a foreign policy; it is an impor tant part of a 
foreign policy. During the Cold War, this balancing act 
often meant tolerating  human rights abuses by regimes 
that  were crucial to balancing Soviet power— for ex-
ample, in South  Korea before its transition to democ-
racy. Similar prob lems persist in the current period— 
witness our policy  toward Saudi Arabia, or our efforts 
to balance  human rights in China with our long- term 
strategic objectives.

In the information age, humanitarian concerns 
dominate attention to a greater degree than before, of-
ten at the cost of diverting attention from “A list” stra-
tegic issues. Since pictures are more power ful than 
words, arguments about trade- offs become emotional 
and difficult. Of course, acting on humanitarian values 
is often appropriate. Few Americans can look at tele vi-
sion pictures of starving  people or miserable refugees 

it was also a preponderant but not dominating power. 
Three public goods that Britain attended to  were main-
taining the balance of power among the major states, 
promoting an open international economic system, and 
maintaining open international commons such as the 
freedom of the seas. All three translate relatively well 
to the current American case. In terms of the distribu-
tion of power, we need to continue to “shape the envi-
ronment” (in the words of the Pentagon’s Quadrennial 
Defense Review), and that is why we keep 100,000 
troops based in Eu rope, another 100,000 in Asia, and 
some 20,000 near the Persian Gulf. Our role as a sta-
bilizer and a reassurance against the rise of hostile 
hegemons in impor tant regions has to remain a top 
priority, an “A list” issue.

Meanwhile, promoting an open international eco-
nomic system is good not just for Amer i ca’s economic 
growth but for other countries’ as well. In the long 
term, economic growth is likely to foster stable demo-
cratic middle- class socie ties around the world. To keep 
the global system open, the United States must resist 
protectionism at home and strengthen international 
monitoring institutions such as the World Trade Organ-
ization, the International Monetary Fund, and the Bank 
for International Settlements. In regard to international 
commons, the United States, like nineteenth- century 
Britain, has an interest in freedom of the seas, but also 
in the environment, in the preservation of endangered 
species, and in the uses of outer space and of the new 
cyberspace.

Beyond the nineteenth- century analogy, in  today’s 
world the United States has a general interest in devel-
oping and maintaining the international laws and 
institutions that deal not just with trade and the envi-
ronment, but with arms proliferation, peacekeeping, 
 human rights, and other concerns.  Those who deni-
grate the importance of law and institutions forget 
that the United States is a status quo power. They also 
ignore the extent to which legitimacy is a power real-
ity. True realists would not make such a  mistake.

Fi nally, as a preponderant power, the United States 
can provide an impor tant public good by acting as a 
mediator and convener. By helping to or ga nize co ali-
tions of the willing and by using its good offices to me-
diate conflicts in places like Northern Ireland, the 
 Middle East, or the Aegean Sea, the United States can 
help to shape the world in ways that are beneficial to 
us as well as to other nations.

The C List

If we did not live in the information age, the foregoing 
strategy for prioritizing Amer i ca’s national interests 
might suffice. But the real ity is that nonvital crises like 
Somalia, Bosnia, Haiti, and Kosovo continue to force 
their way to the foreground  because of their ability to 
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both humanitarian values and the strategic concerns of 
Eu ro pean allies and NATO. We should try to involve 
other regional actors, preferably in the lead role when 
pos si ble. In Africa  after 1995, the United States offered 
to help with training, intelligence, logistics, and trans-
portation if African countries provided the troops for a 
peacekeeping force.  There  were few takers. If African 
states are unwilling to do their part, we should be wary 
of  going it alone. In Eu rope, we should welcome the 
idea of combined joint task forces that would be sepa-
rable but not separate from NATO and encourage the 
Eu ro pe ans to take the lead on such issues.

We should also be clearer about what are true cases 
of genocide. The American  people have a real humani-
tarian interest in not letting another Holocaust occur. 
Yet we did just that in Rwanda in 1994. We therefore 
need to do more to or ga nize prevention and response to 
real cases of genocide. Unfortunately, the Genocide 
Convention is written so loosely and the word is so 
abused for po liti cal purposes that  there is danger of the 
term becoming trivialized. But a strict historical inter-
pretation of the crime, based on the pre ce dents of the 
Holocaust and Rwanda, can help to avoid such pitfalls.

Fi nally, Americans should be very wary about in-
tervention in civil wars over self- determination. The 
princi ple is dangerously ambiguous; atrocities are of-
ten committed by activists on both sides and the pre-
ce dents can have disastrous consequences.

How could  these rules of prudence have helped in 
the case of Kosovo? At an  earlier stage, they would have 
produced more caution. In December  1992, President 
George  H.  W. Bush issued a vague threat that Serbia 
should not attack ethnic Albanians in its Kosovo prov-
ince while he remained  silent on Bosnia. A year  later, 
the Clinton administration reiterated the warning. The 
United States was saved from having to back up  these 
threats by the Kosovar Albanians’ pacifist leader, Ibra-
him Rugova, who espoused a Gandhian response to Ser-
bian oppression.  After 1996, the rise of the militantly 
pro- independence Kosovo Liberation Army undermined 
Rugova’s leadership. According to journalist Chris 
Hedges, the radicals of the KLA, who combine “hints of 
fascism on one side and whiffs of communism on the 
other,” have been labeled a terrorist organ ization by US 
government officials. A KLA victory might well have in-
volved atrocities and ethnic cleansing of the Serb minor-
ity in Kosovo. The KLA’s refusal to sign the Rambouillet 
agreement in the first round of talks in February let the 
NATO alliance off the moral hook and should have 
been used as an opportunity to step back. Instead, the 
United States “fixed the prob lem” by pretending to be-
lieve the KLA’s promise to accept autonomy within 
Yugo slavia. The United States then threatened to bomb 
Serbia. Milošević called the American bluff and initiated 
his planned ethnic cleansing of Kosovo.

and not say that their country should do something 
about them. And the United States often does respond 
to such catastrophes. Sometimes this is quite easily 
done, such as hurricane relief to Central Amer i ca or the 
early stages of famine relief in Somalia. But apparently 
 simple cases like Somalia can turn out to be extremely 
difficult to resolve, and  others, like Kosovo, are difficult 
from the start.

The prob lem with such hard cases is that the hu-
manitarian interest that instigates the action often 
turns out to be a mile wide and an inch deep. The 
American public’s impulse to help starving Somalis 
(whose food supply was being interrupted by vari ous 
warlords) vanished in the face of televised pictures of 
dead US soldiers being dragged through the streets of 
Mogadishu. Such transience is sometimes attributed to 
popu lar reluctance to accept casualties. But that is too 
 simple. Americans went into the Gulf War expecting 
and willing to accept casualties. As this suggests, Amer-
icans are reluctant to accept casualties in cases where 
their only foreign policy goals are unreciprocated hu-
manitarian interests. Ironically, when opinion turns 
against such cases, this may not only divert attention 
and limit willingness to support “A list” interests but 
may also undermine support for action in other, more 
serious humanitarian crises. One of the direct effects 
of the Somalia disaster was Amer i ca’s failure (along 
with other countries’) to support and reinforce the 
United Nations peacekeeping force in Rwanda that 
could have  limited a true genocide in 1994.

 There are no easy answers for such cases. We could 
not simply turn off the tele vi sion or unplug our com-
puters even if we wanted to. The “C list” cannot sim-
ply be ignored. But  there are certain rules of prudence 
that may help the integration of such issues into the 
larger strategy for advancing the national interest. 
First,  there are many degrees of humanitarian concern 
and many degrees of intervention to reflect them, such 
as condemnation, sanctions targeted on individuals, 
broad sanctions, and vari ous uses of force. We should 
save violent options for the most egregious cases. When 
we do use force, it is worth remembering some princi-
ples of the “just war” doctrine: having a just cause in 
the eyes of  others; discrimination in means so as to not 
unduly punish the innocent; proportionality of means 
to ends; and a high probability of good consequences 
(rather than wishful thinking).

We should generally avoid the use of force except in 
cases where our humanitarian interests are reinforced 
by the existence of other strong national interests. This 
was the case in the Gulf War, where the United States 
was concerned not only with the aggression against 
Kuwait, but also with energy supplies and regional al-
lies. This was not the case in Somalia. In the former 
Yugo slavia (Bosnia and Kosovo), our interests combine 
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credibility of the NATO alliance). The “A list” also in-
cludes the  future of Rus sia and of international laws 
and institutions such as the United Nations. NATO, 
Rus sia, and the United Nations must all figure in how 
we resolve the Kosovo crisis. And the rules of prudence 
must still be applied as we insist on the return of the 
refugees and the withdrawal of Serbian forces. If moral 
outrage or unilateralist temptations blind Americans to 
their other “A list” priorities, the United States may 
dangerously overreach itself and turn a just cause into 
a counterproductive crusade.

Prudence alone cannot determine the national in-
terest in the information age. But better consequences 
 will flow if American values and goals are related to 
American power, and interests are rationally pursued 
within prudent limits. Determining the national inter-
est has always been contentious throughout US history. 
That is to be expected in a healthy democracy. But the 
debate about the American national interest in the in-
formation age should pay more attention to the pecu-
liar nature of American power  today; it should estab-
lish strategic priorities accordingly; and it should 
develop prudential rules that allow the United States 
to meld its strategic, economic, and humanitarian in-
terests into an effective foreign policy.

At that point, new facts on the ground raised 
Kosovo from the “C list” to the “B list” of US foreign 
policy concerns. The scale and ferocity of Milošević’s 
ethnic cleansing could not be ignored. Eu ro pean allies 
such as the United Kingdom, France, and even Ger-
many joined the United States in calling for NATO 
action. If the United States had then pulled the rug out 
from  under its pro- interventionist allies, it would have 
produced a NATO crisis on the scale of Suez in 1956. 
The humanitarian impact had grown im mensely and 
was now reinforced by a strategic interest in the 
 future of the American alliance with Eu rope. Skeptics 
argue that one should never pursue “sunk costs.” By 
this argument, if Kosovo was not worth intervention 
before, it is not worth it now. But history is path- 
dependent, since choices, once made, eliminate certain 
options and create  others. In calculating the costs and 
benefits of  future actions, policy- makers must realisti-
cally assess the current situation, not the past. It does 
no good to lament the more prudent paths not taken 
at an  earlier stage.

Kosovo illustrates how a “C list” issue can migrate 
to the “B list” of national interests that merit the use 
of force. Kosovo itself is not a vital American interest, 
and it only touches tangentially on an “A list” issue (the 
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The fourth industrial revolution  will provide insur-
gents and terrorists with capabilities that,  until very 
recently,  were the preserve of large, power ful, wealthy 
states. The convergence of new technologies  will pro-
vide them access to relatively cheap, long- range, au-
tonomous weapons. To define the prob lem this pre-
sents to the United States, this paper  will first explore 
the technologies— power ful small warheads, autono-
mous drones, task- specific artificial intelligence, and 
advanced manufacturing— that are providing increased 
range, numbers, and lethality for dramatically lower 
cost  today. It  will close the technology discussion with 
a brief examination of biotechnology, which has enor-
mous potential as a weapon but, fortunately, remains 
mostly beyond the reach of non- state actors  today.

However, the most impor tant point to remember is 
that while new technologies  will make tactical opera-
tions against insurgents much more difficult, US failures 

against non- state actors have consistently been caused 
by strategic deficiencies not tactical ones. Therefore, fol-
lowing the discussion of emerging technologies, this es-
say  will examine how changing po liti cal, social, and 
economic conditions are changing the strategic environ-
ment of state versus non- state conflicts. Then, tying the 
technology to  these new strategic conditions, it  will sug-
gest ways in which non- state actors  will exploit the new 
technologies and new conditions to defeat states. The 
paper  will close with a discussion of what approaches 
have worked for the United States in the past and how 
they may be adapted to the new conditions.

Key Technologies

The starting point of the technology discussion must 
be the recent history of non- state actors’ use of tech-
nology. In the 1980s, the author worked with ten dif-
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explosive.” Rather than building a system to deliver a 
large warhead, this concept uses a small, smart drone 
to detonate the very large explosive potential pre sent 
in society, such as commercial aircraft, fuel trucks, or 
fixed facilities with fuel, fertilizer, and other industrial 
chemical storage sites. This is not a theoretical ap-
proach. It has already been used repeatedly. From 
2015 through 2017, Rus sian operatives or Ukrainian 
separatists used drones to drop  simple thermite gre-
nades in a series of attacks on Ukrainian government 
ammunition dumps that detonated hundreds of thou-
sands of tons of explosives.4

A second approach for increasing the destructive 
power of a small warhead is the use of an explosively 
 shaped penetrator (EFP). An EFP approximately 1 inch 
in dia meter with as  little as 1 ounce of high explosive 
can penetrate up to 1/2 inch of steel.5 Such a device is 
small enough to be mounted on a wide variety of small 
drones to serve as the detonator. It could easily detonate 
the commercial fuel trucks that have been essential to 
US operations in Af ghan i stan and Iraq. It is also power-
ful enough that if fired into the hood of a motor vehicle, 
it  will destroy the engine, resulting in a mobility kill. 
And they are capable of attacking moving vehicles. As 
early as 2013, hobbyists  were using drones with GoPro 
cameras to film individual trucks and  drivers in off- road 
races.6 Simply mounting a small EFP next to the lens of 
the GoPro camera would allow the operator to fire the 
EFP where the camera is pointed. An operator can select 
a specific vehicle even in fast- moving traffic.

While EFPs have been used widely in Iraq, the in-
surgents  were  limited to placing ground IEDs and hop-
ing the target passed over it. Drones allow the at-
tacker to actively hunt selected targets even if they are 
 behind blast walls. It is also pos si ble to create warheads 
with multiple penetrators7 and self- forging fins8 to in-
crease stand- off ranges and lethality.

Advanced Manufacturing

Advanced manufacturing  will allow the production of 
tens of thousands of small, smart, but inexpensive 
drones. It combines additive manufacturing (a.k.a. 3D 
printing), robots, and artificial intelligence to massively 
increase the speed and quality of manufacturing. In the 
last de cade, as 3D pioneers mastered vari ous materi-
als and techniques, they began to focus on speed of 
printing. Of par tic u lar importance in small- drone pro-
duction is rapid printing of composite material. In 
April  2016, Carbon introduced a commercial 3D 
printer that was 100 times faster than previous print-
ers. In addition to speed, the continuing massive invest-
ment in 3D printing has improved both quality and 
complexity of manufactured products while reducing 
prices. Prices have dropped to the point that weekend 

fer ent insurgent groups in dif fer ent regions. Despite US 
efforts to encourage  these groups to use cutting- edge 
technology, uniformly they refused. Further, if one 
studies their use of technology, one finds that non- state 
actors, with the exception of certain drug cartels, pri-
marily use technology that is widely available in their 
socie ties. They seemed to do so for two reasons. First, 
they lacked confidence in cutting- edge technology— 
and since they  were betting lives on it, they  were re-
luctant to use it. They wanted to use technology they 
 were comfortable with and confident in. For instance, 
when US forces  were conducting security operations 
in Iraq from 2003 to 2008, the Iraqis used common 
 house hold items such as cell phones, base station 
phones, and garage door openers to detonate their im-
provised explosive devices. They did so for good rea-
son.  Every neighborhood had a shop that sold and re-
paired  these devices and so had the knowledge to 
modify them for use in weapons. As an added benefit, 
the use could spread easily across the insurgency.

In contrast, while commercial drones first began fly-
ing in the late 1990s, they did not show up in insur-
gent arsenals  until 2014 for surveillance and 2016 for 
attack.1 It was not  until then that hobbyist and com-
mercial drones  were widespread in global society. Even 
then, ISIS required a focused effort to build and oper-
ate them. A special unit kept detailed rec ords of oper-
ations to improve their effectiveness.2 By 2018, insur-
gent drone use had spread to Af ghan i stan. And criminal 
ele ments have begun to use drones both for surveil-
lance and to disrupt police operations.3

While it is a bit comforting to know non- state ac-
tors have not been at the leading edge of technology 
historically, we do have to expect insurgent and terror-
ist groups to use technology as it becomes widely 
available in civil society.

With that as a caveat, it’s time to look at the new 
technologies that  will pre sent non- state actors with 
greatly enhanced capabilities in the immediate  future. 
The fourth industrial revolution has already prolifer-
ated a series of technological advances that have created 
a generation of small, smart, and cheap weapons. Pro-
gress in small warheads, drones, task- specific artificial 
intelligence, advanced manufacturing, and cheap space 
capabilities have converged to provide insurgents with 
capabilities that used to be the preserve of large, techno-
logically advanced states. This paper  will first examine 
the technologies themselves, then look at how they em-
power non- state actors.

Small Warheads

While new explosives are increasing the power of war-
heads, the most effective use of small warheads is to 
adopt the concept of “bringing the detonator not the 
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gence. While the lit er a ture normally refers to this type 
of AI as “ limited,” “task- specific” is more accurate. It 
is better than any  human at the specific task it is de-
signed to do. Thus in its niche area, task- specific AI cre-
ates a distinct advantage for the nation that fields it 
first.

To create the AI necessary for truly autonomous at-
tack drones, designers had to address two issues— 
navigation and target identification. Task- specific arti-
ficial intelligence has clearly mastered both. The Israeli 
Harop drone, initially fielded in 2005, uses GPS guid-
ance to arrive in a target area and then shifts to visual, 
infrared, and electronic search modes to identify and 
attack a target.18

Striking the target is a separate prob lem. It requires 
the autonomous system to identify a specified target 
and then maneuver through obstacles to strike it. While 
this is a very challenging issue, commercial firms are 
already deploying autonomous air taxis and ground 
vehicles based on a range of ever more effective, pre-
cise, and inexpensive sensors, which have obvious 
applications in improving the hunting capability of 
autonomous drones. In fact, as of January  2019, 
commercial firms  were offering 9 dif fer ent models of 
drones that could autonomously follow and film an 
athlete, including mountain bikers riding trails.19

While western states continue to debate  whether 
autonomous drones  will be required to maintain a 
command and control link so the mission can be can-
celed or diverted, insurgents and terrorists  will not ac-
cept that limitation.  Doing so would increase the tech-
nical complexity of the systems as well as increase the 
vulnerability to  enemy cyber or micro wave defenses. 
Thus non- state actors are likely to treat a drone as a 
round of ammunition— fire and forget. By employing 
autonomous drones without a command link, they 
eliminate the possibility the drone can be defeated by 
electronic jamming of the command signal.

Current drones still remain vulnerable to GPS jam-
ming. However, commercial drone developers are 
working to make their autonomous drones GPS- 
independent and hardening them against micro wave 
signals. By shifting from GPS- dependent navigation to 
inertial plus visual navigation, delivery drones  will be 
able to operate in the urban canyons where GPS sig-
nals are often blocked. And, if drone delivery systems 
are to succeed, the drones must also be immune to 
local high- power emissions from airport radars, high- 
power transmission lines, and other commercial sources. 
This  will mitigate one of the most promising defenses 
against autonomous drones— electronic magnetic 
pulses generated by high- powered micro waves. As 
commercial drones become hardened to electronic in-
terference, non- state actors  will take advantage of 
that capability.

hobbyists are printing their own drones. A popu lar 
website even rates the top 10 3D printed drone kits for 
sale commercially.9

Drones

The dramatic increase in 3D printing speeds has ma-
jor implications for warfare. In 2014, researchers at the 
University of  Virginia successfully 3D- printed a drone 
in one day. By snapping in place an electric motor, two 
batteries, and an Android cell phone, they made an au-
tonomous drone with a range of approximately 50 
kilo meters. It took about 31 hours to print and assem-
ble the drone at a total cost (excluding the printer) of 
about $800.10 While it could be controlled by a ground 
station, the GPS in the phone allowed the drone to fly 
a specified route autonomously. Such a system is vul-
nerable to GPS jamming but a number of new ap-
proaches are being developed that  will allow drones 
to navigate in GPS- denied environments.11

Other programs allow a cell- phone camera to iden-
tify  people and objects even  under low light condi-
tions.12 Combining small warheads, GPS- independent 
navigation, and cell- phone target identification can cre-
ate autonomous, inexpensive drones that can range for 
dozens of miles, then hunt and engage specific targets. 
Think of them as IEDs that hunt you.

Long- range air13 and undersea autonomous drones14 
are also being produced  today, and manufacturers are 
competing hard to reduce the price even as they dra-
matically increase range and payload. The Aerovel 
Flexrotor has a range of 1,500 miles, the Defiant Lab 
DX-3 over 900 miles,15 and the Volans- I over 500 
miles while carry ing a 20- pound payload at sustained 
speeds of 150 miles per hour.16 While not technically 
stealthy, the small size of  these systems mean they 
have the radar signature of a small bird.17 And, like 
most new technologies,  these systems can be greatly 
improved for relatively  little money. Thus naval and 
air forces  will also be at risk from inexpensive, smart, 
long- range weapons. In par tic u lar, fixed facilities like 
air bases  will be vulnerable.

Globally, state militaries are developing very high- 
capability drones. However, this paper  will not discuss 
them since they remain beyond the reach of most in-
surgent and terrorist organ izations— unless a state 
sponsor chooses to make them available.

Task- Specific Artificial Intelligence

 There is a  great deal of disagreement over when or 
even if general artificial intelligence  will emerge. While 
an in ter est ing discussion, it is irrelevant for the pur-
poses of this paper. Much more impor tant is the cur-
rent state of  limited or task- specific artificial intelli-
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unknown number of animals and then reporting their 
infection to media outlets, a terror group could cause 
major economic damage by attacking the US  cattle in-
dustry. In 2017, it generated almost $90 billion in meat 
and milk products.23 Yet, to date, the biological terror 
attacks in the United States have been very minor, such 
as the 1984 Rajaneeshee poisoning of salad bars, the 
2001 Amerithrax attacks on Capitol Hill, and the ri-
cin letters mailed in 2003 and 2004.

While bioweapons have the most potential, the dif-
ficulty in producing them has so far prevented non- 
state actors from using them. However, states must 
carefully monitor pro gress in this area.  Because while 
states  will hesitate to use such a weapon due to poten-
tial infection of its own population as well as massive 
retaliation, nihilistic terrorist organ izations are prob-
ably the most likely to consider loosening a contagious 
disease on the planet.

This brief examination of how non- state actors can 
exploit new technologies indicates the depth of the tac-
tical prob lem. However, to understand the strategic 
prob lem, we must examine the emerging strategic con-
ditions that  will govern state versus non- state conflicts.

 Drivers of Insurgency

Military institutions and the manner in which they 
employ vio lence depended on the economic, social 
and po liti cal conditions of their respective states.

Even as technology is providing weapons that exploit 
current western vulnerabilities, the fact remains that 
economic, social, and po liti cal conditions of the vari-
ous entities in the conflict  will determine how the tech-
nology is employed.24 Emerging technologies  will 
challenge  every aspect of the current US operational 
approach to counterinsurgency. An even greater chal-
lenge is the fact that changes in the primary po liti cal 
driver of insurgency  will make US counterinsurgency 
doctrine obsolete.

It is essential to understand that the primary  causes 
driving post– World War II insurgencies have evolved. 
The initial major driver— anticolonialism— has obvi-
ously passed. Colonial powers  were driven out. Un-
fortunately, their withdrawals led directly to the sec-
ond major driver of insurgencies— conflicts over who 
would rule the state the colonists established and left 
 behind. The National Union for the Total In de pen-
dence of Angola (UNITA)’s long war with the Popu lar 
Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) over 
who would rule Angola is a clear example of this mo-
tivation. Despite its ethnic and tribal aspects as well as 
its 20- year duration, the conflict did not change the ter-
ritorial borders of Angola.

Now a third driver is gaining prominence— the de-
sire to change the old colonial borders. The colonial 

Cheap Space Capabilities

Given the very long range of new autonomous drones, 
a third major technical prob lem is locating the targets 
precisely. Years ago, Google Maps and Google Earth 
solved the prob lem of finding major installations like 
airfields, ports, and industrial and po liti cal facilities for 
insurgents. If one wants to know where the C-17s and 
larger commercial aircraft park at Bagram Air Base in 
Af ghan i stan, simply look it up on Google Maps. Shift 
to satellite mode and you have sufficient resolution to 
direct a smart drone to within a  couple hundred feet 
of the target. Given Google Maps’ global coverage, it 
provides a first rate intelligence source for anyone with 
an internet connection. Admittedly  these images are 
dated, but it is a pretty safe assumption the big air-
planes still park in the same place and thus a drone 
with visual target identification could fly to the park-
ing apron and then select a target.

More recently, current imagery has become avail-
able to anyone with an internet connection and a credit 
card. Over the last two de cades, the development of 
cube satellites and the infrastructure to launch them 
cheaply in large numbers have made space imagery 
commercially available.20 Planet, a private com pany, 
uses its cube satellite network to take submeter resolu-
tion imagery of the entire planet daily, and it sells  these 
images on line.21 Planet can provide images based on 
visual or infrared cameras as well as synthetic aperture 
radar. Apple now provides the SpyMeSat, “the only 
mobile app to offer on- demand access to the latest 
commercial high resolution satellite imagery, and with 
the release of v3.1, the only mobile app offering users 
the ability to task high resolution commercial imaging 
satellites.”22 The bottom line is that multiple companies 
now or  will soon offer near real- time imagery of any-
where on the planet. The days of hiding military move-
ment on the surface are clearly drawing to a close.

Biotechnology

Synthetic biology and rapid advances in gene editing 
have truly frightening potential. Therefore, while the 
impact of biotechnology in state versus non- state con-
flicts is a bit farther out, readers need to understand it 
has by far the greatest destructive potential. Fortu-
nately, it is very unlikely that non- state actors have the 
necessary skills and resources to use  these advanced 
tools to create biological weapons. As noted  earlier, 
non- state actors have rarely used cutting- edge technol-
ogy. Thus any biological attack they generate is much 
more likely to use commercially available products. For 
de cades, we have speculated that a terror cell could 
conduct a devastating economic attack on the United 
States by introducing hoof and mouth disease or mad 
cow disease into our livestock industry. By infecting an 
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Fi nally, identity- based insurgencies are likely to be 
very long. The counterinsurgent is not simply trying to 
build a functioning state to run an existing nation. He 
is trying to create a nation from a variety of other iden-
tities. In Eu rope and Asia, it took between 400 and 
1,000 years to create nations with a common identity. 
Unfortunately, it also involved a  great deal of warfare 
and often ethnic cleansing. Thus, we should anticipate 
identity- based insurgencies  will be long— think de cades 
not years.

The dif fer ent  drivers have dramatically changed the 
character of the insurgencies, their organ izations, and 
their approaches to gaining power. But they have not 
changed the fact they  will use force to achieve their 
goals.

Insurgent Strategy

While a number of insurgents have provided theories 
of insurgency (Mao, Che, Giap, et al.),  there is no gen-
eral insurgent strategy. However,  there is a practical ap-
proach that has often worked to convince outside pow-
ers to quit fighting and go home. Successful insurgencies 
have focused on wearing down the po liti cal  will of the 
outside power via a campaign of attrition. In the past, 
the attrition has been  limited primarily to attacking the 
outsiders that have entered the insurgent’s country. As 
 will be discussed below,  today’s technology may open 
entirely new paths for the insurgents to attack the  will 
of outside powers. Then, as always, the insurgents  will 
have to win the internal civil war against the host na-
tion government. Unfortunately, new technologies  will 
provide new tools for that fight too.

Insurgent Tactical Options Created  
by 4IR Technologies

With insurgent strategy focused on destroying the  will 
of outside policy- makers, insurgents have  adopted tac-
tics to maximize outside casualties while “proving” 
the government is making  little or no pro gress in de-
feating them. They do not have to seize territory but 
only visibly continue the fight to prove the government 
is not succeeding. In the past, equipment limitations 
meant insurgents  were usually  limited to direct attacks 
on counterinsurgent forces and the population in the 
country. And, they often fought at a range and fire-
power disadvantage.

New technology is changing that. The arrival of 
commercial drones means insurgents can launch at-
tacks from outside the range of most government sur-
veillance and weapon systems. Unfortunately, current 
US approaches to fighting insurgents are extremely vul-
nerable to this type of attack. US forces travel into a 
theater via large aircraft and then operate from easily 
identified fortified bases, and move about in distinctive 

borders  were drawn without any consideration of the 
historical ethnic, cultural, or religious networks on the 
ground.  Today, we are seeing an increase in conflicts in 
regions where the colonial borders artificially divided 
much older cultures. The Balouch of Af ghan i stan, Pak-
istan, and Iran are prime examples. Their society was 
divided for the con ve nience of the British colonial 
government. This has left them as ignored and often 
persecuted minorities in each of the three existing coun-
tries. In response, they have conducted a decade- long 
insurgency in an attempt to establish a homeland. They 
join the Kurds of the  Middle East in struggling against 
the colonial bound aries. The intra- state conflicts across 
the Sahel between Arab northern socie ties and southern 
African ones also illustrate the failure of colonial pow-
ers to create national identities. At the same time, sub-
national movements are redefining borders in other ar-
eas. The  peoples of the old Yugo slavia, Sudan, and 
Somalia are still working through the pro cess.

The third driver means insurgencies are increasingly 
transnational, trans- dimensional co ali tions of the will-
ing and opportunists. And they  will be long. Each as-
pect creates significant prob lems for the United States.

Third- driver efforts to redraw po liti cal bound aries 
to align with social bound aries means most insurgen-
cies  will be transnational. This very fact stymies US 
counterinsurgency doctrine, which is based on work-
ing with the host nation. Af ghan i stan illustrates the 
prob lem. The insurgency is primarily Pashtun yet more 
Pashtuns live in Pakistan than Af ghan i stan. So  there 
are  really two host nations. Further complicating the 
prob lem is the fact the two host nations’ strategic in-
terests do not align. Pakistan feels it must maintain re-
lations with the Taliban as a strategic hedge against 
India. Yet the Afghan government cannot accept con-
tinued Pakistani support for its primary  enemy. The 
United States and its co ali tion partners have been un-
able to resolve this fundamental difference of strategic 
outlooks.

 Today insurgencies are also trans- dimensional in 
that they operate in both the real and the cyber world. 
Driven by necessity, many non- state actors have learned 
to use the internet both to communicate and to recruit. 
 Because bound aries are about identities, it is easier to 
use social media to involve ethnic diasporas. We have 
seen the impact of this in recruiting for the conflict in 
Syria as well as the continuing strug gle in Somalia.

In addition, identity- based insurgencies reflect the 
socie ties they live in. Given the nonhierarchical nature 
of many postcolonial socie ties, they have tended to be 
co ali tions rather than hierarchies. The Afghans, Kurds, 
Iraqis, Chechens, and Syrians  were/are not unified in-
surgencies but rather co ali tions of the willing and the 
opportunistic. This vastly complicates the counterin-
surgent’s task  because  there is no single po liti cal entity 
to  either defeat or negotiate with.
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Another major component of US counterinsurgency 
operations is fixed outposts. While much smaller than 
airfields, they are also very numerous. They range from 
major support facilities with stores of fuel, lubricants, 
and ammunition to individual platoon outposts and 
police checkpoints. How can the government protect 
the thousands of military, police, and government out-
posts across a nation from drone attack? Consolidat-
ing bases would reduce the prob lem but also dramati-
cally curtail the contact between the population and 
the government. And of course the capability to direct 
air attacks means the use of public meetings, or “shu-
ras,” a key ele ment of US counterinsurgency doctrine, 
becomes a much more difficult and hazardous prob-
lem. This threat can further reduce the critical contact 
between the government and the  people.

Perhaps the most difficult to protect from cheap, 
fast drones are the ground convoys and patrols that are 
an essential part of counterinsurgency operations. In-
surgents in both Iraq and Af ghan i stan have severely 
restricted ground movement of co ali tion forces through 
the use of improvised explosive devices. Despite enor-
mous effort by co ali tion forces hunting IEDs and the 
networks that produce them, government forces have 
been unable to neutralize this threat. The addition of 
fast, small drones  will complicate the prob lem im-
mensely. If a cheap commercial drone can autono-
mously identify and track a runner in motion, it can 
identify and fly into a vehicle or a patrol. The IEDs  will 
now be actively hunting both moving and stationary 
government assets.

As early as January 2017, ISIS was conducting at 
least one drone mission a day over co ali tion forces.28 
To increase the impact of their attacks, they released 
numerous videos of their drones attacking co ali tion 
forces.29 One even showed a complex attack with a 
drone dispersing the personnel at a checkpoint to clear 
the way for a suicide car bomb attack.30 Clearly the 
sophistication of the attacks  will continue to improve. 
And as 3D printing of drones becomes more wide-
spread, we should expect to see a significant increase 
in the number of drones employed.

In addition, very long- range drones like the Flexro-
tor, Volans- I, and DX-3  will become widely available. 
Well- funded insurgent or terrorist groups  will inevita-
bly arm one or more. They can then reach out of the-
ater to threaten US forces in transit. Drawing a 
1,500- mile- range ring around ISIS or Taliban territory 
gives an idea of how deeply  these systems can strike 
into Amer i ca’s logistics pipeline.

A more sophisticated group could blackmail other 
nations to refuse US transit rights. Recent events at 
Heathrow and Gatwick demonstrated the difficulty of 
preventing drones from entering airspace around an 
airfield. And a small drone can easily carry enough ex-
plosives to damage a 777 or an A380 parked at a gate 

vehicles. In the last 18 years, both Arab and Afghan in-
surgents focused their attacks on the bases and com-
munications links between them using IEDs and am-
bushes. They also constantly refined their suicide 
attacks against fixed positions and public gatherings. 
While co ali tion forces developed more effective tactics, 
techniques, and procedures to defend against this type 
of attack,  doing so required the dedication of enor-
mous resources and severely restricted co ali tion oper-
ations. Through de cades of effort, the United States has 
developed very effective defenses against ground at-
tacks by non- state actors. Physical barriers backed by 
armed personnel who are alerted by extensive surveil-
lance systems have prevented hundreds of attacks from 
reaching the vulnerable interiors of US facilities. De-
spite  these efforts, co ali tion forces have only signifi-
cantly reduced the number of attacks when the mass 
of the population shifted allegiance to the government

 These attacks became less of a prob lem with the 
withdrawal of major combat forces from Iraq and Af-
ghan i stan. Since then US involvement has focused on 
advising and providing fire support. The majority of US 
forces operate from fortified bases.  Those that move off 
base do so in armored vehicles or by air. The combi-
nation has dramatically reduced US casualties. Since 
2015, more ser vice  people have died in peacetime 
training than combat.25

However, each node within the US system,  whether 
US forces are actively fighting the insurgents or are in 
an advisory role, is vulnerable to attack by autono-
mous drones. Airfields are the most vulnerable. The 
very large perimeter and vulnerability of key ele ments 
of the system from radars to fuel farms to the aircraft 
themselves  will make  these a prime target for insurgent 
or terrorist attacks. Using Google Maps, insurgents can 
see the entire layout of airfields that US forces use. 
Shifting to the satellite image, one can locate the park-
ing apron for C-17s and other large aircraft at Bagram 
Airfield, Af ghan i stan. Clearly, if a C-17 or large com-
mercial aircraft is damaged or destroyed on the ground, 
the United States  will discontinue airlift into the at-
tacked airfield— and perhaps all airfields in the theater 
 until the threat can be addressed.

Unfortunately, neither the United States nor any 
other nation has created truly effective defenses against 
drones. And insurgents recognize the value of attack-
ing aircraft on the ground. While the Rus sians claim 
to have defeated all 23 drone attacks against their main 
air base in Syria,26 other reports show images of dam-
aged Rus sian aircraft.27 Further, it is essential to note 
most of the Rus sian success came from using electronic 
warfare to defeat the drones’ very crude control sys-
tems or jam the signal from the pi lot. As noted, auton-
omous drones do not have a link to a pi lot and can be 
hardened against high- energy micro waves. Soon they 
 will not be susceptible to GPS jamming  either.
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drones at each target airfield, terrorists can be relatively 
certain of hitting at least one target. Of course, they 
would video the attack and release the video on line 
immediately. The financial impact of striking multiple 
key nodes in the global air system  will be enormous. 
 Today air cargo accounts for 35% of global trade by 
value— not including the value of transporting passen-
gers.33 If multiple nodes are struck at once, air opera-
tions  will have to cease while risk assessment and miti-
gation are conducted. Given the current state of defense 
against drones, it is likely the shutdown  will endure for 
weeks if not months as governments try to solve this 
exceptionally difficult security issue.

A second approach is to use precision to strike just 
key government officials or uniformed security forces. 
This has three effects. It shows the  people the terrorists 
are only fighting the government and not the  people; 
it separates the security forces from the  people as they 
build barriers between themselves and the populations; 
and it shows the government cannot even protect it-
self, much less the population. And of course, precision 
drones can be used for high- profile attacks or assassi-
nations. Drones have already been flown very close to 
two national leaders— German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel and Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro.

Criminal Organ izations

While not strictly speaking a form of insurgency, crime 
has also become a major driver of instability in many 
nations. Criminal organ izations across the globe are 
challenging governments for control of territory. They 
emerge in numerous forms from gangs to drug cartels 
to transnational criminal networks that deal in com-
modities from guns to drugs to  people. With the ex-
ception of first- generation street gangs,  these criminal 
organ izations have a common motivation— profit.34 
While some commentators dismiss this as a law en-
forcement prob lem, criminal organ izations have dem-
onstrated the ability both to ally with insurgents (Co-
lombia) or effectively seize and rule territory within a 
state (Mexico).  These cases demonstrate how criminals 
can impact the security of the United States.

As commercial drone usage expands, criminals have 
been quick to see the possibilities. In 2017, Australian 
police arrested members of a drug gang that  were us-
ing drones to warn them if police  were in the area.35 In 
May 2018, reports emerged that criminals had used a 
swarm of drones to disrupt an FBI hostage rescue 
operation by repeatedly buzzing the FBI surveillance 
team.36 Numerous drones have been intercepted smug-
gling drugs, phones, or money over prison walls as 
well as smuggling drugs across international bound-
aries. As drone capabilities increase, we can expect to 
see increased usage by criminals with a focus on smug-
gling, surveillance, and intelligence operations. And we 

on a major airfield— with accurate placement it could 
ignite a secondary explosion from the fuel on board. 
Thus an insurgent or terror group could offer a state 
like Germany or Kuwait a choice: terminate US sup-
port flights passing through your nations or face at-
tacks on your air transportation industry. A single suc-
cessful attack  will result in billions worth of economic 
damage if the nation refuses the insurgent demands.

In short, the emergence of large numbers of auton-
omous armed drones  will require the United States 
to  rethink its entire concept of counterinsurgency 
operations.

Terrorist Options

If terrorists adapt drones, they effectively neutralize 
95% of all anti- terror physical barriers. The last few 
de cades have taught security forces that layered pro-
tection against a ground attack is essential. Govern-
ments, businesses, and even private individuals have 
invested in walls, barriers, vehicle mazes, ditches, 
barbed wire, and other physical obstacles, all backed 
up by armed guards. For the most part, standoff dis-
tance and defense in depth have prevented attacks 
against fixed facilities.

Fortunately,  today’s commercial drones carry rela-
tively small payloads so they  will not cause  great dam-
age by themselves. Unfortunately, a precisely delivered 
small payload can be used in a  couple of creative ways. 
First, it can serve as a detonator for the explosive 
power that is pre sent in any modern society— fuel de-
pots, fertilizer storage facilities, key ele ments of the 
power grid, and chemical plants. In 1947, the SS 
Grandcamp caught fire, which resulted in the detona-
tion of 2,200 tons (a 2- kiloton equivalent) of ammo-
nium nitrate fertilizer that killed over 500  people and 
flattened the Port of Texas City.31 The 1984 Union Car-
bide disaster in Bhopal, India, released tons of methyl 
isocyanate that resulted in thousands dead and hun-
dreds of thousands injured.32  These two accidents 
clearly demonstrate the massive level of destructive 
power embedded in the commercial sector. New tech-
nologies  will provide terrorists with the ability to pre-
cisely deliver the detonator to set off the explosive en-
ergy spread across modern society.

For high visibility attacks, terrorists have consis-
tently attacked aircraft.  Today’s airport security has 
made that very difficult. However, a small drone by-
passes virtually all current airport defenses and can de-
liver high explosive or incendiary devices directly to an 
aircraft parked at a gate. For a terrorist group intent on 
 doing maximum economic damage to the global econ-
omy, simultaneous attacks on key international air 
hubs  will fit the bill. By selecting airports in nations that 
lack global reach for counterattacking, the terrorists can 
also reduce the risk to themselves. Using 5–10 small 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   149 5/24/21   11:49 PM



150  Technology Converges; Non State Actors Benefit

States is what works best for an expeditionary power. 
When discussing the  future of US counterinsurgency, 
it is absolutely essential to differentiate between  those 
approaches that work for domestic campaigns and 
 those that work for expeditionary campaigns. Unfor-
tunately, FM 324 Counterinsurgency drew most of its 
best practices from the domestic counterinsurgency ef-
forts of the British in Malaya and North Ireland and 
the French in Algeria. In all three cases, the counterin-
surgent was also the government. Thus, they could 
make the government legitimate by removing any per-
son or organ ization that was hurting that legitimacy.

It is much more difficult for an outside power to 
force the host country to make the necessary po liti cal 
changes. As the United States experienced in Vietnam, 
Iraq, and Af ghan i stan and the Soviets in Af ghan i stan, 
an outside power cannot force the government to be 
legitimate. Even removing illegitimate leaders and re-
placing them with  those picked by the expeditionary 
power failed for the United States in Vietnam and for 
the Soviets in Af ghan i stan.

That said, the United States has been successful at 
expeditionary counterinsurgency. US efforts to assist 
the Philippines in 1950s and again since 2001, Thai-
land from the 1950s to the 1970s, El Salvador in the 
1980s, and Colombia against its insurgents in the 
1990s and 2000s have all been successful. In each case, 
the United States used an indirect approach rather than 
a direct approach. The indirect approach meant that 
US personnel provided advice and support to host- 
nation forces as  those nations fought. While this sup-
port at times even included tactical leadership, the fo-
cus was always on assisting the host nation and not on 
US ele ments engaging the  enemy. In addition,  these ef-
forts  were kept relatively small. This had two major 
benefits. First, it kept the US presence from distorting 
the local po liti cal and economic real ity too badly. Sec-
ond, it prevented impatient Americans from attempt-
ing to do the job themselves  because they simply lacked 
the resources to do so.

Based on our historical rec ord, Amer i ca should only 
provide advice and assistance to the host nation or na-
tions in a counterinsurgency campaign. As insurgents 
employ larger numbers of more effective, longer- range 
precision weapons, the United States  will have to mod-
ify its approach to even this mission. It  will want to 
minimize the presence of US government personnel in 
the country and adopt a more austere, expeditionary 
footprint. In par tic u lar, while continuing to pursue 
technological approaches to defeating drones, it must 
fall back on ancient methods. Overhead protection— 
even something as  simple as dirt— can defeat the vast 
majority of drones. All US government facilities  will 
require overhead protection of key nodes or sources of 
explosive energy like fuel tanks, large vehicles,  etc. The 
second approach is to strive to blend into the popula-

have to assume criminals  will soon be using suicide 
drones for attacks on opponents.

How Can the United States Respond?

In short, the  drivers of insurgency, terror, and criminal 
activity are not  going away. Their widespread distribu-
tion means it is inevitable  these conflicts  will destabi-
lize impor tant allies or impinge on world energy sup-
plies. The United States may also have to respond when 
a party or parties to a conflict provides sanctuaries for 
terrorists targeting the United States or its allies.

To do so, we have to develop a strategic approach to 
each separate prob lem— insurgency, terror, and crime.

Unfortunately, the very phrases “counterinsurgency 
or counterterror strategy” confuse methods or ways of 
fighting with a complete strategy. Neither is a strategy. 
They are merely one approach in a range of pos si ble 
ways in the ends, ways, and means formulation of 
strategy.

Population- centric counterinsurgency, as docu-
mented in FM 324 Counterinsurgency, is only one 
pos si ble approach to such a campaign. A disturbingly 
large portion of the discussion within the United States 
government simply accepts FM 324’s recommended 
best practices and believes that, if applied as package, 
they create a strategy. Yet by nature, best practices in 
counterinsurgency are essentially tactical or, at the 
most, operational- level efforts.

In fact,  there is no general counterinsurgency or 
counterterror strategy just as  there is no anti- submarine 
or anti- aircraft strategy. One  doesn’t develop a strat-
egy against an operational technique. Each conflict re-
quires the development of a case- specific strategy that 
includes assumptions, coherent ends- ways- means, pri-
orities, sequencing of events, and a theory of victory. 
And it must be flexible enough to respond to the 
changes that are an inevitable part of any conflict.

Rather than unquestioningly accepting that “coun-
terinsurgency or counterterror strategy” is the correct 
solution to a conflict, planners must start by first un-
derstanding the specific conflict. Since it  will be impos-
sible to know every thing necessary to develop a strat-
egy, they must next think through and clearly state 
their assumptions about that specific conflict. With this 
level of understanding, they  will be ready to start the 
difficult pro cess of developing coherent ends, ways, and 
means, prioritizing and sequencing their actions, and 
developing a theory of victory. Only then  will they have 
a strategy that is appropriate for the  actual conflict.

What Has Worked for the United States as 
an Expeditionary Power?

In considering the vari ous counterinsurgency ap-
proaches, the most impor tant question for the United 
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to the United States. However, the sheer magnitude of 
the prob lem prohibits the United States from “fixing” 
the dozens of countries that are both the source and 
target of terror groups.  There is an emerging under-
standing that, like many wicked prob lems, terror can-
not be fixed but only managed. Thus the United States 
continues to conduct operations globally to reduce ter-
rorists’ capabilities to strike. Sometimes referred to as 
“mowing the grass,” this ongoing campaign recognizes 
it is only an attempt to manage a prob lem beyond our 
capability to solve.

Unfortunately, the capabilities emerging from the 
fourth industrial revolution make it inevitable that ter-
rorists  will be able to conduct more effective attacks 
on US facilities and personnel overseas and even in the 
United States. Thus resilience  will become a much 
greater part of the US counterterror approach. The 
American  people must understand that some attacks 
 will get through and that the United States  will NOT 
launch a multi- decade, multi- trillion- dollar effort to fix 
the country that was the source of the attacks. Rather 
the United States  will continue to work to preempt at-
tacks and improve its resilience but  will have to ac-
cept that terrorists  will occasionally succeed.

Dealing with Crime

Profit- seeking criminals  will be happy to exploit new 
technology but  will use it mostly to avoid contact with 
the police. Contact, potential conflict, and confinement 
greatly increase the cost of  doing business. Dealing 
with  these groups should be based on police methods— 
adapted as necessary to deal with increasing criminal 
capability. Unfortunately, this is likely to result in fur-
ther movement of policing to a paramilitary basis, 
which historically has not boded well for the  people 
of the nation.

In contrast,  those criminals who choose to carve 
territory out of a state to prevent state interference in 
their business have  really moved into the realm of in-
surgency. They are seizing po liti cal control of a region. 
Dealing with  these groups  will require more of a coun-
terinsurgency concept like that described above.

Conclusion

The converging technologies of the fourth industrial 
revolution are shifting the military balance between 
states and non- state actors in  favor of the non- state 
actors. Insurgents, terrorists, and criminals now have 
access to capabilities formerly reserved for major 
powers. The United States  will have to adapt accord-
ingly. But the most impor tant point to remember is 
that our failures since World War II have not been the 
result of an inability to solve tactical prob lems but 
rather the consistent failure to match US strategy to 

tion. Rather than moving about in high profile armored 
vehicles,  whether military or armored Chevy Subur-
bans, US personnel should travel in local vehicles 
without ostentatious security.

A further major benefit of keeping any supporting 
effort small is that it extends the timeline. By remain-
ing small, the effort remains below the interest level of 
the vast majority of Americans and thus can be sus-
tained for the very long timelines of a nation- building 
effort. Just as impor tant, if despite our assistance, the 
government fails to reform and achieve popu lar sup-
port, the United States needs to admit it cannot fix an-
other country and withdraw. By keeping the effort 
small, it allows us to do so without a major loss of in-
ternational credibility.

Does the United States Need a 
Counterinsurgency Capability?

The high cost and lack of success in Iraq and Af ghan-
i stan mean hostility to counterinsurgency as a concept 
is rising. Yet, the capability has enduring relevance. 
Nor is it only relevant in the event of some distant 
 future conflict. It is an essential ele ment of national se-
curity  today. One of the critical issues facing  today’s 
Pentagon is designing and building the appropriate 
force structure in the resource constrained, post- 
Afghanistan period. The United States must balance 
the risk of not being prepared in some mission areas 
against the ongoing cost of maintaining readiness across 
the spectrum of conflict. If the counterinsurgency skep-
tics prevail, then the United States may choose to se-
verely reduce or eliminate the capabilities necessary for 
fighting an insurgency. In short, the Pentagon could 
choose the same route that left the nation intellectually 
unprepared for the conflicts in Iraq and Af ghan i stan. It 
failed to anticipate the insurgencies that  were almost in-
evitable and when it did accept the insurgencies  were 
happening, responded very slowly.

Rather than arguing about the effectiveness or in-
effec tive ness of a non ex is tent strategy, we need to be 
discussing if the United States needs to maintain coun-
terinsurgency capabilities in its national security tool 
kit. If so, what should such capabilities focus on? Is 
 there an approach or approaches that have been suc-
cessful for expeditionary forces in insurgencies? How 
do we modify them to the new capabilities that insur-
gents are already using? Answers to  these questions are 
an essential part of answering the larger question con-
cerning  future US force structure.

Counterterrorism Strategy

As US strategic documents from the National Security 
Strategy to the US Director of National Intelligence as-
sessments have noted, terrorist groups remain a threat 
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moves into the broader profession of arms, describing 
fundamental changes in force structure and identity; 
and chapter  7 updates the tools of American defense 
policy with a discussion of bud get, acquisitions, and the 
role of National Guard and reserve forces.

In Chapter 5, Gordon Adams starts the conversa-
tion on civil- military relations with the perennial issue 
of institutional imbalance in the making of American 
foreign policy. Drawing from his book, Mission Creep, 
Adams begins with the premise that the military appa-
ratus in the form of the Department of Defense has 
acquired overwhelming influence in foreign policy- 
making, squeezing out its civilian counter parts in the 
Department of State and beyond. He attributes this to 
a variety of  factors, including size, funding, and coher-
ence of the institutions; their differing constituencies in 
Congress, society, and industry; orga nizational culture; 
and planning capacity. The sum of  these  factors yields a 
civil- military imbalance that pervades American policy- 
making, from threat identification, through planning 
and strategy, to resource allotment and, ultimately, 
owner ship and execution. Implicit in Adams’s account 
is the notion that as the international environment gets 
increasingly complex and “threats” with nonmilitary 
dimensions emerge (climate change, refugee flows, and 
ungoverned spaces to name a few), the disproportion-
ate power the military possesses in setting agendas and 
planning responses induces risk— and sometimes fail-
ure. This militarization of American foreign policy has 
profound impact, and, as Adams argues, “not examin-
ing and correcting this imbalance poses serious risks 
for the long- term success of American statecraft.”

If  there is an imbalance in the institutions of state-
craft, so too is  there an imbalance in the execution of 
civilian control. In a particularly unique piece, Sena-
tor John McCain offers a personal viewpoint as a se-
nior statesman, longtime leader of the Senate Armed 
Ser vices Committee, and decorated veteran in his own 
right. His argument is  simple: Congress has abdicated 
its constitutional role as a demo cratic check on an in-
creasingly power ful executive, particularly in the realm 
of national security where thoughtful deliberation and 
a long view are critical. Citing historical and personal 
examples, McCain articulates the unique role of bipar-
tisan cooperation in the legislature in informing de-
fense policy and strategy and suggests that Congress’s 
failure in “deliberating and debating the strategy to ad-
dress the global challenges and opportunities we face 

The study of American defense policy has long been a 
juxtaposition of continuity and change. In this edition 
of American Defense Policy, that truism holds. The 
overarching theme of turbulence— the changing char-
acter of war and the accelerating pace of change— 
drives scholars and policy- makers to constantly assess 
to what extent the status quo is an analog for chal-
lenges on the horizon. Part I outlined many of the 
consistent themes and theories that underpin defense 
policy and strategy, updating our current understand-
ings of concepts such as great- power politics and alli-
ance dynamics for the con temporary international en-
vironment. Part III, in contrast, reflects a world of 
change in the modern battlefield driven by new tech-
nologies and evolving missions, which in turn may ag-
gregate to tectonic shifts in defense policy.

The concepts discussed in part II— that of American 
defense policy, pro cess, and institutions— usually fit 
somewhere in the  middle ground of this change dy-
namic, with key issues such as civil- military relations 
and the profession of arms remaining reliably static, 
and minor pro gress being made on the mechanics 
of defense policy, such as bud geting, organ izing, and 
equipping for American defense. However, this edition 
of American Defense Policy catches us in a time of vola-
tility across even the traditionally quiet fields of civil- 
military relations. Fundamental questions are being 
asked about the American military force: its relation-
ship to both society and civilian oversight bodies, its 
nature and composition, and its ability to meet the chal-
lenges that confront the United States  today as well as 
 those that are emerging. Not since the establishment of 
the all- volunteer force nearly fifty years ago have such 
fundamental questions arisen in the realm of defense 
policy, questions driven by many of the transformations 
captured in this edition: an exhausting two de cades of 
war against an  enemy that refuses to conform to mili-
tary expectations, advances in space and cyber technol-
ogy and their associated vulnerabilities, and the evolu-
tion of hybrid and grey- zone conflicts deliberately 
designed to keep military forces “on the bench.”

The authors in part II all seek to unravel both what 
is the same and what is dif fer ent in the fabric of identity 
and pro cess in American defense policy, at times provid-
ing more questions than answers. The section flows as 
follows: first, chapter 5 dives into the currents of civil- 
military relations, incorporating updated analyses of the 
classic civil- military concepts and debates; chapter  6 
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endeavors, civilian contractors and industry partners 
operate at the tip of the spear, and competition and 
conflict occur in  every domain, medium, and location— 
including the bank accounts and ballot boxes of the 
American heartland— Miller suggests that our out-
dated understandings of  these basic concepts threaten 
the cohesiveness and efficacy of the profession of arms.

Jeffrey Donnithorne takes up Miller’s thesis, con-
tributing a revolutionary analy sis of the role ser vice 
culture plays in the development of defense policy. His 
premise is that despite pro gress in operational capabil-
ity as a Joint Force, the identity of the military remains 
at the ser vice level.  These individual ser vice identities in 
turn drive defense priorities, perception of threats, 
mission flexibility, and reactions to input from civilian 
control bodies. Breaking down the fundamentals of 
identity into who, what, when, where, and why for 
each ser vice yields insights into their institutional be-
hav ior and lends predictive power as to how each may 
adapt to the changing battlespace described through-
out this edition. In addition to the helpful portraits 
Donnithorne paints of ser vice identities, he leaves us 
with a prediction for the  future identity of the new 
Space Force based on the same methodology.

One of the most monumental changes in defense 
policy made in recent years is captured by Megan 
MacKenzie in her article on  women in combat. In De-
cember  2015, Secretary of Defense Ash Car ter an-
nounced the end of the military’s ban on  women in 
combat and the opening of combat units across all 
military branches to  women. MacKenzie charts the his-
tory of  women in combat roles, then captures— and 
 counters— the primary objections to further inclusive-
ness on the eve of full integration. From physical ca-
pability to unit cohesiveness, MacKenzie outlines the 
arguments against  women in combat units and offers 
the compelling argument that spurred this monumen-
tal change: that success in overcoming the myriad chal-
lenges inherent in con temporary warfare requires di-
versity and that the overall level of talent in the armed 
forces  will increase if gender is no longer a limiting 
 factor. The full implications of this enormous (and 
enormously controversial) policy change have yet to be 
fully felt; but, as  women begin to gradu ate from the 
military’s most arduous courses and lead troops in 
combat, questions about Selective Ser vice, military ca-
pability, and American society’s tolerance for war re-
main. We  will look to the next edition of American 
Defense Policy to provide updates and answers on the 
full integration of  women in combat units.

The integration of  women in the US military was 
no doubt a milestone for defense policy, but it is not 
the only diversity challenge the armed forces— and 
indeed the country— currently face. As this volume 
came together, the United States was rocked by pro-
tests and demonstrations confronting racial injustice 

is one of the  great tragedies of our modern po liti cal 
system.”

Closing out the perspective of the rising military in-
fluence in civil- military relations, Jessica Blankshain 
offers a con temporary piece assessing the role of the 
military in the Donald Trump administration. The pur-
pose of including this piece is not to pre sent a critique 
of current civilian control but to demonstrate con-
temporary civil- military relations as a clear culmina-
tion of the trends over the preceding de cades. As the 
military has accrued increasing foreign policy cachet 
and unquestioning public support, American presi-
dents have staffed greater proportions of their non-
military executive positions with retired general and 
flag officers. The Trump administration elevated this to 
a new level, and Blankshain explores the twin concerns 
of an increasingly uniform- wearing cadre of advisors. 
The first, focused on policy- making, worries that the 
military perspective  will dominate foreign policy deci-
sions to the exclusion of alternative perspectives or that 
 every challenge  will become a prob lem for the military 
to solve, further extending an already hollow force. 
The second concerns the risk of increasing politiciza-
tion of the American military eroding its nonpartisan 
ethic,  either in actuality or in the eyes of the society it 
serves. The article wraps up with a warning about a 
slow- moving crisis in civil- military relations with un-
known consequences.

With the extraordinary power of the defense insti-
tution, increasing influence of military members, and 
Congress sitting on the sidelines, the ethical obligations 
of  those who serve become an impor tant and provoc-
ative issue. Writing from the Army War College, Don 
Snider picks up this question of moral agency in the 
military with a deep dive into the appropriateness of 
dissent from civil authority. In what is more than just 
a treatise on the bounds of civilian control, Snider en-
gages the ideas of disobedience and loyalty along a 
spectrum that includes public resignation. His discus-
sion of the professional ethic and the “moral work-
space” of the profession of arms is a necessary corner-
stone piece for con temporary and  future military 
leaders and the perfect way to close this chapter on the 
troubling state of civil- military relations.

Fueling this changing relationship between civilian 
and military instructions are foundational shifts in the 
profession of arms itself. It is therefore no accident that 
chapter 6 kicks off with a profound exploration of the 
evolving nature of the military profession. Christopher 
Miller leverages his military and academic experience 
to push the bound aries of the profession of arms, ask-
ing if scholars and prac ti tion ers of defense are even us-
ing the right terminology when they conceptualize war 
and peace, soldier and civilian, combatant and non-
combatant, battlefield and home front. In a world 
where uniformed military often support civil society 
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tary members with specific talents are mismatched to 
jobs that do not capitalize on their skills and billets that 
need them go unfilled. Kane’s research in Bleeding Tal
ent has helped inform a transformation in personnel 
policy across the Department of Defense, as policy 
leaders endeavor to shift from “personnel manage-
ment” to “talent management” to retain and maximize 
the quality workforce they recruit.

In the intellectual space between Kane’s recruitment 
and retention dynamics lie the policies for educating 
and developing  future leaders of the defense policy en-
terprise. Daniel McCauley’s article on developing 
twenty- first  century strategic leaders explores the ne-
cessity to change the skillset (and hence education) of 
se nior leaders and thinkers based on the rapidly evolv-
ing information space. As military operations enter 
the information age, uncertainty, task unfamiliarity, 
and disagreement are increasing. McCauley argues that 
leaders cannot be trained to respond to nonattributable 
cyber hacks nor taught how to build foreign bureau-
cracies; rather, they need  mental agility and the criti-
cal thinking skills to act across functions, domains, and 
organ izations and lead in the myriad unforeseen chal-
lenges inherent in the current and  future battlespace.

Having discussed the evolutions and revolutions in 
the foundations of civil- military relations and the pro-
fession of arms, part II moves to chapter 7’s treatment 
of the complicated and often unglamorous pro cesses of 
defense policy. James Miller and Michael O’Hanlon be-
gin with a snapshot of the trade- offs of con temporary 
defense spending. Acknowledging that US defense 
spending is huge— roughly three times that of China, 
the world’s second largest military power— these expe-
rienced prac ti tion ers argue that it is still not enough to 
meet the variety and difficulty of the challenges of hege-
mony. Like all  things bud get related, their prescription 
is controversial: focus on quality over quantity and on 
modernization and readiness over force size and struc-
ture. They prioritize repairing the readiness gap that has 
grown  after nearly two de cades at war, then turning the 
focus to a force that can win in great- power competi-
tion. The challenge, they say, is to maintain a force that 
is “modernized for greater lethality, and made more re-
silient and survivable against the kinds of cyber, anti- 
satellite, and other asymmetric attacks  future adversar-
ies would be sure to employ.”  Doing so is no easy task 
even given  today’s high- dollar defense authorizations.

Keeping in the vein of defense spending, Sue Pay-
ton and Sally Baron address how  these bud gets are 
spent, charting the evolutions in defense acquisitions 
princi ples, policy, and pro cess. The tools and platforms 
the defense establishment invests in are foundational 
to its ability to deter, fight, and win the nation’s wars. 
Thus, the procurement pro cess is the proverbial “sau-
sage factory” for American security and success. Given 
the enormous growth of defense spending over the pre-

and discrimination that spilled well beyond civilian 
domestic issues. The editors considered how this mon-
umental movement connected to defense policy and 
ultimately selected two pieces that speak to its impor-
tance. First, Bishop Garrison argues that racial in-
equality undercuts national security and defense policy 
in interconnected ways, reducing military effectiveness 
and undermining the beacon of American exceptional-
ism. Second, a short collection of speeches point to 
the civil- military implications of American troops be-
ing positioned in opposition to protestors, as well as 
internal failures to integrate and promote non- white 
 ser vicemembers within the ser vices. Though racial 
integration officially occurred in the armed forces 
many de cades ago,  these pieces indicate it is far from 
complete.

Of course, the expansion of US military forces has 
not been  limited to toppling gender barriers or seeking 
racial equality. Though military contractors are not a 
new phenomenon, the quantity, quality, and scope of 
contracted missions have grown exponentially in the 
de cades of war against terrorist organ izations across 
Africa, the  Middle East, and Asia. Deborah Avant and 
Renée de Nevers tackle the evolving role of military 
contractors and their increasing indispensability to the 
American way of war. They begin with the startling fact 
that more than half of US personnel deployed to Iraq 
and Af ghan i stan have been contractors and proceed to 
trace the benefits and risks associated with  legal, soci-
etal, and governmental differences between the uni-
formed military and vast swath of private military and 
security contractors. In keeping with the theme of an 
ever- widening array of requirements for military force, 
contractors may provide instant expertise, surge capac-
ity, and moral deniability not pos si ble in the uniformed 
military. The consequences for defense policy are pro-
found: increasingly able to purchase capability and ca-
pacity, the American way of war is irrevocably reliant 
on contracted forces to do every thing from laundry ser-
vices to armed security. However, as Avant and Nevers 
conclude, for all the benefits of expertise they provide, 
contracted ser vices may also create a sticky melee in 
which war is both easier and less accountable than ever 
before.

The changing landscape of force structure in Amer-
ican defense policy also includes new concern with the 
quality of the force. This worry is primarily expressed 
in terms of talent management and talent retention, a 
topic raised by Tim Kane in his piece capturing the ex-
odus of the best and brightest from the Army. Part of 
a larger book, Bleeding Talent, and his follow-on work 
on reforming the All- Volunteer Force, the economist 
describes two types of bleeding: external, when prom-
ising young officers leave the force  because outdated 
personnel systems force untenable choices due simply 
to bureaucratic inflexibility, and internal, where mili-
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a Cold War hy po thet i cal of sequential backfill for ac-
tive duty units to the major changes wrought by the 
Global War on Terror, Gambone hones in on a pro-
found transformation in defense policy: the shift from 
a strategic to an operational reserve force. Although 
the “total force” concept barely passed the stress test 
of two de cades of war, it not only saved the all- volunteer 
force from resorting to a draft, but also catapulted it-
self (if temporarily) into bud getary and operational 
relevance on par with the active military component. 
More interestingly, it was this link to the traditional 
citizen- soldier that spurred numerous policy changes 
to better care for the  career and  family stability, de-
ployment time, and  mental health of both the active 
and reserve components.

In its entirety, part II leaves the reader with an im-
pression that  there is more revolution than evolution 
in the fundamental fabric of defense policy, pro cess, 
and institutions. The demands on military structure, 
bud gets, and identity levied by two de cades of war, new 
technologies and strategies, and the rapidly changing 
battlespace have resulted in fundamental questions on 
issues once thought to be largely solved. New think-
ing on relationships, pro cesses, personnel, equipment, 
defense spending and acquisitions, and culture and 
identity all seek to mitigate or solve the myriad chal-
lenges facing the American defense establishment. Per-
haps Christopher Miller best articulates the task fac-
ing defense policy when he observes that “we must 
summon the  will to think beyond war, boots, and 
bombs to understand and respond to the fundamen-
tals of  future consequential contests— small or large, 
vis i ble or invisible— that  will find us,  whether or not 
we choose to find them.”

vious de cades, the onus and urgency for meaningful 
acquisitions reform have increased commensurately. 
Beginning with a brief history on reform efforts dat-
ing from the landmark 1986 Packard Commission, the 
authors build a case that the defense acquisition pro-
cess is fundamentally flawed, and suggest that “much 
has been done to study the prob lem, identify candidate 
solutions, and execute reforms, only to return to the 
conclusion that more reform is needed.” Their hopes 
for meaningful reform short of orga nizational trans-
formation are slim— a dismal prediction for such a cru-
cial, if understudied, area of defense policy.

In echoes of Donnithorne’s argument about ser vice 
culture driving policy, Michael McInerney, Lin Con-
way, Brandon Smith, and Joseph Lupa, Jr., make their 
case for fundamental revisions in the logic of defense 
acquisitions. As much as the American armed forces 
have increasingly come to train, learn, operate, and 
fight as a single joint force, the authors suggest that ba-
sic incentives in the acquisitions pro cess hamstring 
operational effectiveness. Ser vices, as the force provid-
ers, drive decision- making on where, when, and in 
what to invest their precious defense dollars, and, in 
seeking the platforms and systems that reify their 
unique identities, they are often unresponsive to the 
needs of combatant commanders fighting  today’s con-
flicts. Their conclusion—to empower the chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs and secretary of defense—is controver-
sial to say the least, but indicative of the problem- 
solving leaps policy- makers must consider in crafting 
policy for the twenty- first  century.

Michael Gambone rounds out chapter 7 and the 
 whole of part II with a discussion of the changing role 
of Guard and reserve forces. Tracing their origin from 
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ferences have in turn affected the way the two sets of 
institutions are dealt with in the White House and in 
the Congress.

 There is  little research focusing on this institutional 
imbalance and virtually no analytical writing on the 
evolution of the civilian institutions or the conse-
quences of this trend for civilian foreign policy institu-
tional evolution and capacity.1 This is a critical research 
gap. Merely reassigning programs and authorities from 
one set of institutions to the other  will fail,  unless 
 these deeper orga nizational and cultural differences are 
understood.

Institutional and Structural Size  
and Coherence

The disparity in size and institutional coherence be-
tween the military and civilian institutions is a signifi-
cant source of the imbalance and the trend  toward the 
militarization of American statecraft. At nearly $600 
billion a year in fiscal year 2013, the defense bud get is 
twelve times the size of the bud get available to the civil-
ian foreign policy institutions. The Defense Department 
work force is more than a hundred times as large as that 
of the State Department and USAID. DoD employs over 
1.5 million active duty forces, another million in the Re-
serves and National Guard, and nearly 770,000 civil-
ians, nearly 28  percent of the federal civil ser vice (Office 
of Personnel Management 2012; US Department of De-
fense 2012b).2 At 68,000, the Special Operations forces 
of the Pentagon are larger than the personnel of the ci-
vilian foreign policy agencies. The State Department, by 
contrast, employs roughly 19,000 Foreign Ser vice offi-
cers and civil servants, while USAID’s total employment 
is slightly over 2,000.3 The Defense Department’s over-
seas presence also dwarfs that of State/USAID. DoD has 
more than 660 overseas bases and permanent installa-
tions in 40 countries, while the State Department/US-
AID have 250 embassies, consulates, and missions 
spread across 196 countries (US Department of Defense 
2012a). In 2008, for example, for  every single USAID 
employee deployed overseas,  there  were 23 State De-
partment employees, and 600 DoD military and civil-
ian personnel (Adams et al. 2010).4

It is impor tant . . .  that the habits of thinking in a  free 
country should inspire caution in  those entrusted 
with its administration, to confine themselves within 
their respective constitutional spheres, avoiding in 
the exercise of the powers of one department to 
encroach upon another. The spirit of encroachment 
tends to consolidate the powers of all the depart-
ments in one, and thus to create, what ever the form 
of government, a real despotism.

— President George Washington,  
Farewell Address, 1796

Over the past seventy years, the Defense Department 
and the military ser vices have increasingly become “full 
ser vice” institutions, with broad and deep involvement 
in strategic planning, diplomacy, public diplomacy, 
economic development and reconstruction, and many 
other areas of policy (Adams and Murray 2014). Today, 
DoD is simply larger, better financed, and has a much 
broader array of capabilities than the civilian foreign 
policy institutions, principally the State Department 
and USAID. The evolution of US strategic purposes in 
the Cold War, rooted in a military confrontation with 
the Soviet Union, played an impor tant role in the emer-
gence of a serious imbalance between the military and 
the civilian institutions of American statecraft. But the 
imbalance is not purely a result of the larger size and 
bud getary endowment of the Defense Department; it 
also grows out of cultural and institutional weak-
nesses and realities internal to the civilian foreign pol-
icy institutions.

This [essay] argues that the imbalance between the 
military and civilian institutions of American statecraft 
is the result of a combination of  factors. One is the dif-
ference in sheer size and in the coherence of the two 
sets of institutions. A second is the mea sur able differ-
ence in the constituencies in the Congress, the econ-
omy, and American society that support the institutions 
and their missions. A third is the distinct differences in 
the orga nizational culture of the military and that of 
diplomacy and foreign assistance. A fourth is the differ-
ence between the two when it comes to planning ca-
pacity for strategy and resources.  These multiple dif-

The Institutional Imbalance of American Statecraft
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with permission; © Georgetown University Press, 2014.
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chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is the first among 
equals among the military ser vice chiefs (Locher 2004).

By contrast, the secretary of state does not have the 
same broad authority over all the civilian institutions in-
volved in US foreign policy. She does not have the capac-
ity to carry out coherent strategic, program, or bud-
getary planning for all of the institutions that play a 
foreign policy role. Nor does she have substantive au-
thority over all the nonmilitary ways in which the United 
States engages overseas: trade, finance, diplomacy, eco-
nomic and security assistance, or exchanges. This is one 
of the most impor tant and fundamental sources of the 
institutional imbalance between the military and civilian 
institutions. While the military instrument was being 
unified  after World War II, US civilian engagement un-
derwent an institutional “diaspora” that grew directly 
out of the way the civilian foreign policy institutions and 
programs evolved  after World War II and reflects the in-
stitutional culture of the State Department itself.

Before World War II, US foreign relations had essen-
tially two features: diplomacy  toward other nations and 
US involvement in international trade and financial 
 matters— missions that  were already divided between 
the State Department and the Trea sury Department.7 
However, the agenda of US global engagement broad-
ened substantially  after the war. The trade and financial 
missions expanded as the US emerged as the dominant 
global economy and new institutions like the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF), the International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development, and the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade  were created, largely 
 under American leadership. The responsibility for US 
involvement in the expanded set of international finan-
cial institutions, however, remained largely with the 
Trea sury Department, while leadership in trade negotia-
tions was removed from State in the 1960s and ulti-
mately given to the White House when the Office of the 
US Trade Representative (USTR) was created in 1962.

Beyond finance and trade, other new missions be-
came part of American foreign policy, including foreign 
economic assistance, security assistance, public diplo-
macy, and arms control negotiations. None of  these 
missions had much pre ce dent in US foreign operations 
and none had a clear institutional home. As each mis-
sion began to grow it was  housed, fully or in part, in 
some other institution than the State Department, 
which did not assert strong claims for leadership in 
 these areas of policy that had not been ele ments of tra-
ditional US diplomacy.

The institutional diaspora that occurred— with 
other or even new agencies being responsible for plan-
ning, bud geting, and implementing  these missions— has 
been a major obstacle to the ability of the State Depart-
ment to oversee and direct the civilian ele ments of over-
seas US engagement, and an impor tant source of State’s 
declining role relative to DoD. The patchwork quilt of 

In sheer size and capabilities, the US military not 
only dwarfs the civilian foreign policy institutions; it 
is exponentially more significantly endowed than the 
military forces of any other country, making it a power-
ful tool for US policy officials. It is the world’s only 
truly global military force: it could, if needed, deploy 
to any country, fly in any airspace, sail to any port. It 
has the only global logistics, infrastructure, transpor-
tation, communications, and intelligence. Neither the 
civilian institutions, nor any other country, have equiv-
alent capacity, resources, flexibility, or readiness.5

The capability “gap” alone is a critical source of the 
institutional imbalance. But it is reinforced by a signifi-
cant difference in institutional coherence, one rarely 
mentioned in research and writing on foreign policy 
institutions. Despite de cades of analy sis of the divi-
sions, differences, and conflicts among the military ser-
vices and much scholarly and policy attention to the 
difficulties the secretary of defense has imposing cen-
tral discipline on the defense bureaucracy, DoD has 
had significantly greater institutional unity and coher-
ence than the civilian foreign policy institutions. Hun-
tington’s observation is astute: “a group which is 
structurally united possesses  great advantages in deal-
ing with a group which is structurally disunited” (Hun-
tington 1957, 87).

This disparity in institutional coherence began in 
the 1940s and has grown over time. The secretary of 
defense and the Defense Department can think, plan, 
strategize and speak with a significantly more unified 
voice in national security policy deliberations than the 
civilian institutions. When the DoD was created, the 
military ser vices retained considerable autonomy over 
resource and force planning and  there was at best only 
a  limited capacity in the Office of the Secretary to con-
trol strategic or resource planning across the ser vices 
(Hitch 1965). Nonetheless all significant military ca-
pabilities  were grouped  under one institutional roof, an 
impor tant first step, and the secretary could begin to 
play a role as the single voice on defense policy.

Faced with the real ity that greater orga nizational 
unity was needed, the central authority of the secretary 
and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was 
strengthened in 1958. The true revolution in central 
authority, however, was the arrival of Secretary of De-
fense Robert McNamara, whose reforms constituted a 
quantum leap in centralized management of the mili-
tary ser vices and the empowerment of his office. The 
Planning, Programming and Bud geting System (PPBS) 
McNamara created cemented a central role for the sec-
retary in defense planning, bud geting, and manage-
ment. It allowed the secretary greater access to and 
control over force and bud get planning with re spect to 
all military capabilities.6  Today, for all the internal in-
stitutional politics of the Defense Department, the sec-
retary is its most impor tant voice and leader and the 
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port Funds (ESF) and economic assistance to Central 
Eu rope and the former Soviet Union countries. ESF, 
a roughly $5 billion program, provides economic assis-
tance closely linked to US foreign policy objectives and 
only secondarily to development objectives. State, how-
ever, lacks the internal capacity to implement programs 
with economic goals, which is not a core competence of 
the Foreign Ser vice. Hence, to add to the institutional 
complexity, State has the policy lead over ESF decisions 
with re spect to countries and overall funding levels, but 
implementation is largely the responsibility of USAID.

The management of security assistance programs is 
even more complex.11 State has direct authority over 
bud gets and country se lection for the traditional secu-
rity assistance portfolio, namely Foreign Military Fi-
nancing (FMF), Foreign Military Sales (FMS), and In-
ternational Military Education and Training (IMET).

However, lacking military expertise and appropri-
ate personnel, State shares responsibility for the devel-
opment of security assistance programs with the com-
batant commands and the military ser vices, while 
implementation is the responsibility of a DoD agency— 
the Defense Security Cooperation Agency (DSCA)— 
and the military ser vices. In addition, as noted below, 
DoD has also developed its own direct portfolio of se-
curity cooperation programs.

Authority over US public diplomacy (exchange pro-
grams, overseas cultural centers, and international 
broadcasting) has also been dispersed over the years. 
Some public diplomacy programs and activities (such 
as exchanges) have been inside State, then outside, then 
back inside. From 1953 to 1999, the United States In-
formation Agency (USIA) had responsibility for pub-
lic diplomacy including the Voice of Amer i ca. In 1999, 
it was absorbed into the State Department in a rever-
sal of the diaspora trend. However, at the same time, 
international broadcasting operations (largely the 
Voice of Amer i ca)  were spun off from USIA and merged 
into yet another in de pen dent agency— the Broadcasting 
Board of Governors— whose responsibilities now also 
include funding and oversight of surrogate broadcast-
ing (see Carlson 2014).12

As noted, the Defense Department itself has been 
part of this foreign policy diaspora. Its global deploy-
ments and operations overlap substantially with State 
Department and even USAID operations, including 
such missions as development assistance, governance 
advice, diplomacy, and public diplomacy. Nor is DoD 
the only federal agency with an expanding interna-
tional agenda and presence. As the array of issues on 
the US foreign policy agenda has grown, most of the 
other federal agencies have created international pro-
grams and operate out of US embassies abroad. This 
trend has included a sizable contingent from the De-
partment of Justice and FBI dealing with international 
crime and terrorism, growing activity by the Depart-

departments and agencies has weakened the coherence 
of US foreign relations, sapped the secretary of state’s 
influence in interagency discussions, and hamstrung the 
secretary’s ability to make a coherent, strategic case for 
foreign affairs bud gets to the Congress.

State has always been the home of the elite Foreign 
Ser vice, whose members represent the United States, 
negotiate on its behalf, report back to Washington, DC, 
and advise the president on foreign policy  matters. 
Rather than expand the State Department’s mission to 
accommodate the growing agenda of US statecraft, the 
Foreign Ser vice resisted this evolution, reflecting cul-
tural characteristics discussed below.8

In the realm of economic assistance, the Marshall 
Plan (Eu ro pean Recovery Program) was the first such 
decision. Although it was designed at the State Depart-
ment, it was soon lodged in an in de pen dent institu-
tional home as the Economic Cooperation Administra-
tion.9 Over time, responsibility for US international 
economic engagement was distributed to several insti-
tutions, each with its own agenda, bud get, and rela-
tionship with the Congress. The Export- Import Bank, 
supporting the financing of US exports, remained an 
in de pen dent agency. The US Agency for International 
Development, created in 1961, was intentionally sep-
arated from State, so as to focus on long- term devel-
opment and be (ostensibly)  free of direct ties to near- 
term US policy objectives. The Peace Corps was created 
in 1961, similarly  free of a formal connection to US 
foreign policy goals as  shaped at State.

The Trea sury Department’s role in such assistance 
also expanded over the years. To its IMF and World 
Bank responsibilities, it has added bud getary and plan-
ning control over the US role in the regional develop-
ment banks (the Inter- American, African, Asian Devel-
opment Banks and Funds, and the Eu ro pean Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development). Trea sury was also 
given responsibility for US debt forgiveness to low- 
income countries (HIPC, for Heavi ly Indebted Poor 
Countries) and directly administers its own technical 
assistance program providing advice on financial and 
bud getary practices to developing countries and the 
former Soviet Union.

This diaspora of foreign economic assistance pro-
grams has continued to the pre sent day. President 
George W. Bush created two innovative foreign assis-
tance programs: the Millennium Challenge Corpora-
tion (MCC) and the President’s Emergency Program for 
AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). The former was established as a 
separate institution by statute, while the latter was lo-
cated at the State Department, but is headed by a coor-
dinator who has substantial bud getary and planning 
autonomy, including the coordination of HIV/AIDS 
programs in other federal agencies.10

With regard to economic assistance programs, State 
has direct responsibility and control over Economic Sup-
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agency and the society, economy, and politics of the 
country can create a constituency that reinforces the 
agency’s mission and capabilities. The linkages can be 
both direct, between the agency and its stakeholders, 
and indirect, through the Congress. The differences be-
tween the military and civilian institutions along this 
dimension are one of the most significant sources of the 
institutional imbalance and mission creep at DoD. The 
military and civilian agencies are at opposite extremes 
with re spect to their domestic networks and constitu-
ency inside the United States.15

The Defense Department and the military ser vices 
have a significant domestic presence, providing an am-
ple local, regional, and congressional constituency, 
which the civilian foreign policy agencies do not have.16 
The Department of Defense, its contractors, and its 
supporters in the Congress are not reluctant to mobi-
lize this national constituency on behalf of their 
needs.17 As noted, employment in the Defense Depart-
ment is a large proportion of total US government em-
ployment. In addition,  there are over a million National 
Guard and military reservists, more than 2 million 
military retirees (plus their spouses and dependents), 
and over 20 million military veterans.

This directly employed and retiree population is 
based at more than 2,500 defense installations— bases, 
offices, depots, and headquarters— scattered across the 
country, with some kind of economic impact in  every 
location. While the number of defense installations has 
shrunk since the mid-1980s, as the military has shrunk 
and bases have been closed, the military presence is no-
table in Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, California, Ha-
waii, Missouri, New Jersey, Texas, and  Virginia, in par-
tic u lar. Moreover, this same constituency is or ga nized 
into active- duty, veterans, and retiree organ izations 
with strong grass roots and a presence in Washington 
such as the Military Officers Association of Amer i ca, 
the Reserve Officers Association, the National Guard 
Association, the Navy League, the Association of the 
US Army, and the Air Force Association.

Contracting is another vehicle for constituency de-
velopment. Over time, the impact of defense spending 
on US economic activity has declined, with the share of 
defense spending in the gross domestic product fall-
ing from an average of 9.4   percent in the 1950s to 
3.8  percent in the first de cade of the 21st  Century.18 
Nevertheless, defense funds that buy weapons, other 
products, and ser vices constitute more than 40  percent 
of the defense bud get in any given year, a market of 
more than $300 billion. DoD buys 75   percent of all 
goods and ser vices purchased by the federal govern-
ment. While the prime contracting firms  doing business 
with DoD have become more geo graph i cally concen-
trated, the local economic impact of  these firms can be 
significant.19 Dollars for prime contracts continue to 
flow into the economies of such states as California, 

ment of Health and  Human Ser vices and the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, and an expand-
ing overseas presence from the Department of Home-
land Security.13

The secretary of state has no authoritative over-
sight responsibility or internal capacity to coordinate 
this broad inventory of international funding, pro-
grams, and policies among the civilian agencies. In 
2005, a State Department office to coordinate bud get 
planning for foreign assistance programs was created. 
It has authority only over State and USAID programs, 
and even that relationship is an uneasy one (Adams 
and Williams 2010, 32–65).

The real ity of this institutional diaspora makes it vir-
tually impossible for the secretary of state to provide the 
same kind of strategic direction to US civilian engage-
ment, build integrated programs, or manage bud getary 
trade- offs among agencies and policy priorities the sec-
retary of defense can provide at DoD. She cannot coor-
dinate  these instruments and programs abroad, deploy 
or redeploy capabilities, or respond quickly to crisis and 
opportunity. While diplomats suggest that coordination 
works better in the field than it does in Washington, 
making integration work in the field depends greatly on 
the ability of the ambassador to coordinate at the mis-
sion level (Marks 2014). This ability is not routinely 
found in  every embassy, nor has such coordination been 
successfully transplanted back to Washington, DC. 
Over time, this has led to a weakening of the civilian 
side of the institutional balance with DoD.

This institutional weakness is exacerbated by inter-
nal structural realities at State that make coordination 
of policy and programs even more challenging. The re-
gional bureaus are at the apex of the department, in 
terms of prestige, influence, and institutional authority, 
but uneven structural changes over de cades have left the 
department somewhat fractured internally. Functional 
bureaus and offices, intended to deal with policy and 
program issues that cut across regions, are undervalued 
in an institution driven by regional and country bureaus 
and offices. The leadership role played at State by the 
Foreign Ser vice has led to an undervaluing of the de-
partment’s sizable civil ser vice staff, who are frequently 
the  actual man ag ers of State Department programs. Re-
peated efforts to reform the  human resources and struc-
tural challenges inside State have generally fallen short 
of changing this real ity.  These internal challenges fur-
ther weakened the capacity of the State Department to 
balance the capabilities of DoD.14

Constituencies

The bud gets and capabilities of US government organ-
izations are substantially strengthened by their link-
ages within American society, its economy, and its po-
liti cal culture. The network that exists between an 
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dispersed than DoD contractors.  There are several 
national- level organ izations based in Washington, DC, 
supporting USAID, principally Interaction (1984), a 
co ali tion of 165 American and international nonprof-
its, consulting groups, and nongovernmental organ-
izations, many with grassroots membership, who sup-
port the agency and advocate for foreign assistance 
dollars.  These organ izations have generally supported 
the autonomy of USAID and the other foreign assis-
tance agencies, which reinforces the institutional dias-
pora of the civilian institutions.

The same can be said for the foreign policy agencies 
responsible for trade, investment, and financial pro-
grams and policies. This constituency is more elite than 
grassroots, but includes, for example, the major ex-
porting companies in energy and commercial aircraft; 
foreign investors in technology,  hotels, and tourism; 
and oil and engineering infrastructure firms that use 
and support the funding for the Export- Import Bank, 
Overseas Private Investment Corporation, and Trade 
and Development Agency. Exporting firms support an 
open trade policy and trade negotiations, and are also 
or ga nized into such associations as the National For-
eign Trade Council (1914) with three hundred corpo-
rate members. While  these businesses clearly constitute 
a constituency for overseas engagement, their work 
also reinforces the institutional diaspora on the civilian 
side of the government.

In sum, defense programs, bud gets, and policies 
have a substantial constituency inside the United States, 
consistent with the size and geographic dispersal of 
the defense institutions, bases, and DoD’s contrac-
tors. The civilian foreign policy and foreign assis-
tance agencies do not have the same domestic con-
stituency, making it more difficult to win public and 
congressional  support for institutional needs and for-
eign policy programs.

Orga nizational Culture

Institutional resources, coherence, and constituency are 
major sources of the institutional imbalance. Differ-
ences in orga nizational culture, which are rarely in-
cluded in research on foreign policy institutions, also 
play an impor tant role.22 Institutional culture means 
their dif fer ent values, customs and operating norms, 
and the behavioral consequences of the training and 
operational experience they provide for their employ-
ees.23  There are impor tant differences between the mili-
tary and civilian institutional cultures, particularly 
DoD and the State Department, that make an impor-
tant contribution to the institutional balance, the way 
the agencies participate in the interagency policy pro-
cess, and the militarization of statecraft. One analyst 
of the cultural differences put it this way:

 Virginia, Texas, Mary land, and Connecticut, among 
 others.20 Moreover, this economic impact expands as 
the prime contractors subcontract work out to the 
thousands of technology and parts suppliers and ven-
dors supplying metal parts, materials, wiring, electron-
ics, communications, information, and other gear and 
ser vices, reaching widely into the broader economy.

This broad constituency for DoD and the military is 
actively engaged in the business and politics of defense 
bud gets and policy.21 Contractors mobilize local work 
forces and communities and encourage them to engage 
in direct grassroots lobbying aimed at the appropriate 
members of Congress. The industrial community serv-
ing the defense market is also or ga nized into national- 
level organ izations such as the Aerospace Industries 
Association, the Electronics Industries Association, and 
the National Defense Industrial Association.

When it comes to constituency development  there 
could hardly be a more striking contrast than with the 
civilian foreign policy agencies. Few of the civilian for-
eign policy institutions have as direct a penetration 
into American society and the economy. The much 
smaller federal employment base of  these institutions 
is largely concentrated in the Washington, DC, area 
(roughly 13,000 State Department employees, for ex-
ample) or deployed overseas. Aside from a finance cen-
ter in South Carolina and twenty- five passport offices 
in major cities, State Department and USAID installa-
tions are not scattered widely across the country.

The local and national constituency for diplomacy 
outside of Washington, DC, is relatively small, concen-
trated in groups and national organ izations with an 
interest in foreign affairs: World Affairs Councils, the 
Chicago Council on Global Affairs, the Pacific Coun-
cil on International Policy, the Council on Foreign Re-
lations in New York, for example.  There are few “trade 
associations” linked to diplomacy, the most prominent 
being the relatively new (1995) US Global Leadership 
Campaign, founded with the explicit purpose of sup-
porting the bud get for all civilian foreign policy agen-
cies, whose members include corporations, as well as 
retired military officers and diplomats and former se-
nior policy officials.

USAID and the other foreign economic assistance 
organ izations have their own constituency, albeit a 
small one. The bulk of foreign economic assistance dol-
lars are spent in the United States, buying goods and 
ser vices and paying con sul tants and contractors. The 
funding is small, however, less than a tenth of what 
DoD spends annually, with a relatively small footprint 
in the American economy. The bulk of development as-
sistance con sul tants and contractors, for example, are 
in the Washington, DC, area or overseas.  These firms, 
and the nongovernmental organ izations that support 
foreign assistance, are smaller and less geo graph i cally 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   166 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Gordon Adams  167

entire spectrum of public sector activities, from pro-
gram management, to strategic planning, to adminis-
tration, to finance and accounting, to field and hos-
pital medicine, to education and training, to basic 
and applied research. For almost  every aspect of gov-
ernmental responsibility and many functions in soci-
ety,  there is likely to be an equivalent somewhere in 
DoD.

The diplomatic culture at the State Department is a 
sharp contrast. To cite, again, the perceptive analy sis by 
Col o nel Rife, the diplomatic community, whose core 
culture is that of the Foreign Ser vice, is from Venus. The 
diplomatic culture values competence, intellectual abil-
ity, and individual achievement; they “believe in intu-
ition and psy chol ogy. Planning is not a core value to 
most Venutians. . . .  They prefer a more fluid approach 
that is event driven” (Rife 1998, 7). Diplomats are more 
“feeling” than “thinking” oriented. They see the world 
in terms of “endless possibilities,” and prefer to keep 
decisions open to evolve with events (Rife 1998, 11). 
Rife quotes Ambassador Robert Beecroft, summing it 
up: “The military wants a roadmap before they start the 
journey, the foreign ser vice officer gets in the car, starts 
driving, and then says, ‘OK— who has the compass?’ ” 
(Rife 1998, 13).  There is no judgment implied  here; the 
cultures are simply dif fer ent. But in response to the 
challenges of the first de cade of the 21st   century, this 
difference has been impor tant in the way the military 
and civilian institutions respond. They also make a dif-
ference in the way in which the two sets of institutions 
have developed internally.

While similarly hierarchical in structure, the For-
eign Ser vice culture emphasizes skills in negotiation, 
po liti cal analy sis, and report writing in comparatively 
narrow stovepipes of responsibility. The culture and 
training tend not to include skills in program manage-
ment, strategic planning, or administration.26 Or gan i-
za tion ally,  these latter functions are largely carried out 
by State Department civil servants. Training programs 
for the Foreign Ser vice focus on culture and language, 
reporting and negotiation, and policy analy sis. Train-
ing of this kind takes place only at the start of a  career 
or with a change in country, with  little or no further 
training opportunities or requirements as a Foreign 
Ser vice  career develops.27  Career paths take place 
along fairly circumscribed stovepipes, usually called 
“cones”— management, consular, po liti cal, economic, 
and public diplomacy. The po liti cal cone has the most 
prestige, taking a  career Foreign Ser vice Officer over-
seas with regularity, an ambassadorship being the ulti-
mate rank.  Career paths based solely in the United 
States are less valued, as are interagency assignments 
(to USAID, for example), management, and strategic 
and resource planning. Such assignments are unlikely 
to be  career enhancing.28

 These two cultures are as alien as life forms from 
two competing planets, the warrior from Mars and 
the diplomats from Venus. Similar in many re-
spects— professionalism, dedication and 
competence— Martians and Venutians often have 
an antagonistic relationship. They are generally po-
lar opposites in character, in approach to prob lem 
solving, and in worldview. (Rife 1998, 3)24

The uniformed military is at the center of the DoD 
culture. While generalizations are risky, the culture of 
the military ser vices and the military personnel system 
value hierarchy, discipline, and organ ization. As Col o-
nel Rife described it, the military culture values “com-
petence, efficiency, achievement . . .  [ people who are] 
mission/task oriented . . .  ‘give me a mission and get 
out of my way’ types.”25

The military system rewards personnel who are or-
ga nized and disciplined, and prepared to range across 
multiple tasks. Military training focuses on strategy, 
warfighting skills, and technical know- how. At the out-
set,  there is relatively  little attention to a specific country 
or region where combat might take place. The core mili-
tary skill is prevailing over adversaries, at sea, in the air, 
or on land. The military  career pro cess assigns its offi-
cers across a broad variety of job categories, including 
combat command, program management, resource 
planning, policy- making, even relations on Capitol Hill, 
valuing the experience obtained in each assignment. It 
provides systematic, career- long training opportunities. 
A  career military officer might rise through onboard 
posts in the Navy, company- regiment- battalion respon-
sibilities in the Army, or air wing positions in the Air 
Force, followed by a base management slot or a pro-
gram acquisition position, as they move up the promo-
tion ladder. Se nior officers might be detailed to defense 
strategy and policy offices, the Joint Staff, and such ex-
ternal responsibilities as the National Security Council, 
or to the office of a member of Congress.

As a result, in the se nior military ranks, one finds of-
ficers with this combination of experiences. They might 
have worn both uniforms and civilian dress, know how 
the equipment works, understand the planning and bud-
get pro cesses, what their counter parts in the other ser-
vices and the Pentagon civilians do, and how the se nior 
appointed officials and members of Congress do their 
jobs. They arrive at the se nior level with a sense of disci-
pline and hierarchy and a “can do” attitude. Once a de-
cision is made on doctrine, programs, policies, or bud-
gets, military members and the military system are 
or ga nized, responsive, and ready to execute.

In addition, the Department of Defense is or ga nized 
to execute across a wide spectrum of activities. Its 2.2 
million military and civilian personnel function as a 
virtual government, with functions ranging across the 
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policy actors. . . .  In addition to influence, military 
leaders also command more capabilities than lead-
ers from other government departments and are 
consistently viewed by presidential administrations 
as capable of “getting the job done.” (Reveron 
2010, 42)

Strategic and Bud getary Planning

The cultural difference between the military and civil-
ian institutions is apparent when it comes to strategic 
thinking, planning, and bud geting.  Here, the culture of 
the State Department contributes noticeably to the im-
balance in the department’s impact on national secu-
rity policy- making and implementation. As noted 
above, the Department of Defense gained considerable 
institutional coherence with the introduction of the 
Planning, Programming, and Bud geting System (PPBS) 
in the 1960s.30 Although the PPBS system was initially 
resisted by the ser vices, in real ity it fit well within a 
culture where combat and campaign planning was al-
ready the norm.31 The addition in the early 1990s of a 
statutory requirement for a quadrennial review of 
strategy was not a stretch for an institution already 
steeped in planning culture.32

Strategic thinking and planning for forces and re-
sources became a norm for the military and the De-
fense Department during the Cold War. The adversary 
was clearly defined and his military capabilities known. 
The objective was military “containment” of the So-
viet Union, with a force that could deter, defend, and 
prevail if conflict occurred. However overstated that 
threat might be, the technological and military require-
ments could be defined. The first and most significant 
PPBS exercise was to shape and proj ect US strategic 
nuclear forces, across ser vices, in response to a defined 
requirement (Gordon, McNichol, and Jack 2009).

The strategy and planning exercise for the military 
and DoD necessarily focused on the long term: deter-
rence and containment  were long- term strategic goals 
and recruiting, training, and equipping the force— DoD 
“outputs”— took much longer than one or two years 
to deliver.33 While the effectiveness of PPBS has been 
debated (and it was eroded by the decision to plan 
funding for the wars in Iraq and Af ghan i stan outside 
the PPBS pro cess), the basic DoD commitment to a 
multiyear, structured planning pro cess and culture re-
mains largely intact.34 Even if predictions turn out to 
be wrong, the  simple act of forecasting forces the mili-
tary to focus on the relationship between means and 
ends over time.

Moreover, despite the criticisms of DoD manage-
ment (especially financial management), the outputs 
and even many of the outcomes of military planning 
can largely be mea sured.35 DoD can mea sure the 

Foreign Ser vice Officers who are part of USAID 
have greater management responsibilities, but their 
professional orientation is largely external to the 
United States. They, and the other civilian foreign as-
sistance professionals, receive greater management 
training, as they are directly involved in shaping and 
implementing assistance programs overseas or are 
overseeing private contractors, who are implementing 
programs. Training and mobility in the foreign assis-
tance culture, however, focus on activities in countries 
and regions outside the United States, and on the tech-
nical dimensions of economic assistance— agriculture, 
 water supply, education, humanitarian aid, economic 
planning, or governance. International knowledge—of 
other governments and international organ izations— 
takes pre ce dence in  career advancement over an under-
standing of domestic policy- making, bud geting, or US 
po liti cal pro cesses. And as with the traditional diplo-
matic corps, foreign assistance  career paths are ori-
ented  toward overseas missions.

The diaspora of foreign assistance agencies away 
from State is reinforced by another cultural feature of 
the development community. The dominant value of 
“economic development” is power ful, leading to a re-
sis tance to linking development work with other for-
eign policy and national security strategy goals being 
pursued by the State Department. Development pro-
fessionals are often wary of the link between their 
work and the broader foreign policy goals of the 
United States. Development, itself, separate from other 
strategic goals, is viewed as a long- term US interest, 
rather than focusing on assistance to countries of stra-
tegic importance in the pursuit of more immediate po-
liti cal or security needs.29 This aspect of foreign as-
sistance culture can make it difficult to persuade policy 
officials at State, the White House, or Congress that 
foreign assistance investments pay appreciable divi-
dends for US national security. It tends to sideline devel-
opment professionals in the policy pro cess, and poses 
prob lems for obtaining foreign assistance funding.

 These marked differences in personnel and in orga-
nizational culture have real consequences for the balance 
between the military and civilian institutions. Senior- level 
policy- makers tend to see the military institutions as or-
ga nized, disciplined, and capable of taking on a task they 
 will perform efficiently and effectively. In the interagency 
pro cess, diplomatic institutions are seen as impor tant for 
negotiating and advising policy, but not for planning and 
management, or program delivery. Inside the State De-
partment, planning and management are not a central 
value, reinforcing this disparity in the way the institu-
tions are viewed. As Derek Reveron has put it:

Military leaders typically command more attention 
than civilian leaders do, and they see themselves as 
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Condoleezza Rice created the position of director of 
foreign assistance (known as “F”) to coordinate bud-
get planning for foreign assistance programs. While F 
is clearly a step  toward a more institutionalized plan-
ning pro cess, its authority and range of coverage are 
 limited. F does not have statutory standing; it oversees 
foreign assistance programs, but not State Department 
operations and management; and it has responsibility 
only for State and USAID programs, not  those of other 
agencies involved in foreign assistance.40

Mea sur ing the outputs and outcomes of civilian 
foreign policy is also uneven and more difficult than 
for the military. Some outputs can be measured— 
diplomats trained, dollars provided for par tic u lar 
countries. Some diplomacy output mea sures would be 
trivial; the number of demarches, cables, and diplo-
matic facilities tells us  little about the success or fail-
ure of statecraft. Even significant outputs— treaties, for 
example— take years to negotiate and the outcome of 
 those treaties may take even longer to observe, often 
in non- events, such as the nonproliferation of nuclear 
weapons.

Much of the outcome of diplomacy is difficult to 
mea sure or is disputed: maintenance of good relations, 
promotion of national interests, effectiveness and lon-
gevity of international organ izations. Does the appar-
ent failure of economic assistance over de cades to 
Egypt constitute a negative per for mance outcome or 
is it a consequence of events over which the United 
States has no control? Is a de cade of peace with Israel 
the appropriate per for mance mea sure ment for the as-
sistance program to Egypt? Does the deferral of the 
North Korean nuclear program as a result of the 1994 
Agreed Framework constitute success, or did the North 
Koreans simply end- run the terms of the agreement, 
thereby making it a per for mance failure? Was negoti-
ating the Kyoto Protocol on climate change a success, 
while deferring its ratification by the Senate a failure? 
The goals of diplomacy are often so broad— democracy 
and economic freedom in the Muslim world, or 
strengthened alliances and partnerships— that the out-
come is difficult to mea sure, especially in the near term. 
Moreover,  because many other countries and interna-
tional organ izations, as well as international events, 
 will affect  these goals and events, it is often difficult to 
draw causal links between US diplomatic activity and 
the outcomes.

Outputs are more numerically mea sur able with 
re spect to foreign economic assistance— dollars spent, 
wells drilled, schools and health clinics built. Outcomes— 
development itself— are also mea sur able, but establish-
ing a link with bilateral US assistance programs is often 
problematic, making it challenging to justify the fund-
ing to the Congress. US foreign assistance agencies 
regularly cite success stories. But was South  Korea’s 

forces, equipment, and training funded by the defense 
bud get. Force size and organ ization, equipment ac-
quired, training provided, sailing, flying, driving days 
and hours, and readiness can all be quantified. The 
cost, quantity, and per for mance of equipment can be 
evaluated, and become a subject of frequent po liti cal 
argument as a result. Even the outcome of military op-
erations can be observed and, to some degree, mea-
sured, as well as disputed.36

The unique strategic and resource planning pro cess 
at DoD gives defense plans an unusual degree of trans-
parency, clarity, and consistency, and facilitates the 
justification of  these plans, and the bud gets that sup-
port them, to OMB and the Congress. It provides ma-
jor po liti cal “heft” to the defense bud get request that 
the civilian foreign policy agencies lack.37 They do not 
have an equivalent planning culture or pro cess. The re-
quirement for an overall report from the White House 
on national security strategy is relatively recent 
(1986).38  There is no statutory requirement for a State 
Department strategic plan equivalent to the QDR.39 In 
2009, for the first time, Secretary of State Hillary Clin-
ton undertook a top- down strategic planning pro cess, 
the Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review 
(QDDR), modeled  after the Defense Department’s 
QDR, covering both State and USAID. This first effort 
was not the same as the QDR or linked to a PPBS- type 
pro cess, however. The secretary provided no strategic 
guidance at the start of the QDDR and the focus of the 
effort was on “capabilities,” not foreign policy goals. 
The QDDR pro cess was ad hoc, not institutionalized 
in the two agencies. And the outcome was some re-
structuring of pro cesses and offices at State and US-
AID, but not a set of planning guidelines that might 
influence resource planning in  either agency.

Strategic and resource planning at State has been an 
institutional challenge for de cades. The output of diplo-
macy does not lend itself to the same kind of mea sure-
ment as the outputs of the Defense Department. Inter-
national events and diplomatic relations are notoriously 
difficult to forecast. The secretary’s span of control over 
other civilian foreign affairs agencies is  limited. The 
Foreign Ser vice culture has not encouraged training in 
strategic planning, program management, or bud geting. 
Bud gets in the foreign policy world are, as a result, 
planned year by year, not over a longer term.

 Until 2005, the department did not have a formal 
bud get office or pro cess at the level of the secretary of 
state. Bud gets for State Department personnel and ad-
ministration  were prepared by the  under secretary of 
state for management, while foreign assistance bud gets 
 were prepared separately by relevant regional and 
functional bureaus.  There was no review pro cess at 
State for the bud gets of other foreign affairs agencies. 
In 2005, building on a small staff for the secretary, 
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ings,  there are two military participants— the Office of 
the Secretary of Defense and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 
The secretary of state participates, but a representative 
from USAID is not usually at the  table,  unless specifi-
cally invited.42

On the resource side, the White House Office of 
Management and Bud get is deeply involved in the DoD 
planning pro cess, well before the defense bud get ar-
rives at the White House, through a pro cess known as 
the “joint review.” This pro cess, which is unique to 
DoD, permits OMB bud get examiners to meet with 
military ser vice bud get offices as they prepare the ini-
tial stage of the PPBS process— programming—in the 
preparation of the ser vices’ Program Objective Mem-
orandums (POMs). Once the ser vices have reported 
their POMs to the secretary of defense, OMB partici-
pates directly in the DoD meetings that prepare the 
program and bud get decisions at the Pentagon. OMB 
also conducts its own internal review of DoD bud get 
issues, so that by the time DoD transmits its bud get 
numbers formally to OMB,  there are no surprises for 
the White House, and the few remaining issues can be 
resolved at a se nior, even presidential level.

OMB does not conduct a joint review with State/
USAID or the other civilian foreign policy agencies, al-
though it may be invited to some of the hearings 
State’s Office of the Director of Foreign Assistance (F) 
conducts to review its bud gets. OMB is the only ex-
ecutive branch organ ization where the bud gets of all 
of the foreign affairs agencies come together, but it pro-
vides minimal strategic or program integration of 
 those requests.43

The consequence of this disparity in capabilities and 
treatment is that the views, preferences, and operational 
capabilities of the military weigh heavi ly in the White 
House decision- making pro cess. The Defense Depart-
ment can deliver capability; the State Department  faces 
a greater challenge.

The civilian/military institutional imbalance is re-
flected in the Congress, as well. The authorizing com-
mittees for the two sets of institutions are strikingly 
dif fer ent in composition and impact in the congressio-
nal pro cess (Cushman 2014).44 The Armed Ser vices 
Committees in the two chambers legislate authorities 
and programs for the Defense Department  every year, 
hold high- visibility hearings, and over the years have 
played a significant role in legislating what scholars call 
“structural” provisions with re spect to the defense in-
stitutions.45 In par tic u lar,  these committees legislate the 
authorities that have expanded the military’s role into 
missions beyond deterrence and combat.46

In contrast, the House and Senate Foreign Af-
fairs / Relations committees, while prestigious, have 
significantly less legislative impact. On the foreign as-
sistance side, in par tic u lar, while the committees have 
been able to pass legislation authorizing specific new 

economic growth the result of US aid, or of de cades of 
foreign investment and internal savings? Is the slow de-
velopment of African economies due to assistance fail-
ures or a more complex mixture of internal culture, 
health, infrastructure, education, commodity prices, 
debt, and weak or corrupt governance?

The civilian foreign policy agencies are still a long 
way from having the strategic and resource planning 
pro cesses available to the Defense Department. The ci-
vilian agencies’ planning pro cesses are poorly institu-
tionalized, their strategic and resource planning staffs 
are small, and they lack coherence as a group of insti-
tutions. Outputs and outcomes are more intractable. 
As a result, defense agencies can prepare, pre sent, and 
defend an apparently more credible, long- term strat-
egy and plan and display results more persuasively 
than the civilian institutions. This real ity exacerbates 
the funding gap and incentivizes policy- makers to call 
on the military institutions to execute additional mis-
sions, and thus advance the pro cess of militarizing US 
foreign policy.

The Impact of the Imbalance on the White 
House and Congress

The imbalance between DoD and the civilian foreign 
policy institutions clearly has an impact on how the 
two sets of institutions are dealt with in the White 
House, both in crisis and in longer- term planning. DoD 
and the military bring to the  table significant assets: an 
institutional capacity to act quickly, a constituency of 
public support, a “can-do” operational culture, long- 
term strategic and planning capabilities, and the capac-
ity to mea sure and demonstrate results. The civilian 
foreign policy institutions are hampered by fewer re-
sources, internal and interagency coordination chal-
lenges, a small public constituency, a culture of nego-
tiation, deliberation, and deferral, a much smaller 
operational capability, an absence of strategic plan-
ning, and difficulty demonstrating results.

While both sets of institutions and cultures have 
value in the policy pro cess, the White House generally 
likes to act quickly and with impact. Some secretaries 
of state, such as Henry Kissinger, command personal 
influence that can outweigh the institutional imbal-
ance.41 But the ability to deliver plays an impor tant 
role in shaping how a national security issue is defined 
and which agency is asked to execute policy.

The White House offices are also or ga nized in a 
way that both recognizes and perpetuates DoD’s in-
fluence. The National Security Council is or ga nized 
with a specific office dedicated to defense issues, but 
more than one for the diplomatic, regional, and assis-
tance issues. Functional offices at the NSC operate on 
an interagency basis, with both DoD and State par-
ticipating. At the NSC Principals Committee meet-
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significant domestic constituency, stands in sharp con-
trast to a dispersed set of agencies with less funding 
and the absence of a domestic constituency.

Conclusion

Over time, the Defense Department and the military 
ser vices have been asked to develop the capability to 
provide a growing number of missions and functions 
that are not core to military combat or deterrence. This 
has led to a growing imbalance in the resources and 
capabilities of the major institutions of American state-
craft. As this [essay] demonstrates, this imbalance and 
the reliance on the military is not a new trend, nor is it 
solely the result of a national security strategy that fo-
cused on a military confrontation with the Soviet 
Union or the unintended consequences of the decision 
to invade Iraq. This [essay] argues that the trend has 
its origins in the way the institutions of American state-
craft have developed, their size, coherence, constituen-
cies, and culture. History plays an impor tant role. The 
Cold War clearly emphasized the capabilities of the De-
fense Department and incentivized its growth. But 
DoD and the ser vices also benefited from the real ity 
that they became a large, institutionalized presence in-
side the United States, creating a strong constituency 
for their programs and bud gets. History also played a 
role in the evolving weaknesses of the civilian institu-
tions, especially a series of decisions that dispersed re-
sponsibility for civilian foreign policy across a variety 
of agencies and programs the State Department does 
not coordinate or plan.

Culture has also played a significant role in the im-
balance and the militarization pro cess. The military 
provides a focused, planned, coordinated, “can-do” op-
portunity to the White House. The State Department 
culture is slower and less operationally driven. The im-
pact of this difference was strikingly apparent in the 
invasions and occupations of Iraq and Af ghan i stan (see 
Reveron 2014). State and USAID  were both blocked 
from the task, and slow to rise to the challenge, leav-
ing the responsibility with the military.

It is not obvious how this trend might be reversed. 
The weaknesses of the State Department and USAID 
can become a self- fulfilling prophecy; each slow re-
sponse, lack of capacity or resources, or absence of a 
long- term plan further reinforces the sense policy- 
makers have that the civilian institutions are not ca-
pable of providing the strategic leadership and opera-
tional capabilities they require. This, in turn, reinforces 
the policy- makers’ tendency to call upon DoD for 
rapid response and planning, exacerbating the dispar-
ity in resources and capabilities. Removing  these capa-
bilities from DoD and returning them or grafting 
them on to the State Department, without cultural and 
institutional changes at State, runs the risk of failure. 

foreign assistance programs, such as the Support for 
East Eu ro pean Democracy (SEED) and the Freedom 
Support Act (FSA, for the former Soviet Union states), 
the foreign relations authorizers have not passed a bill 
authorizing US foreign assistance programs overall 
since 1986, leaving it to the Appropriations Commit-
tees to waive the need for authorization to provide ap-
propriated funds.47

As for its treatment of bud gets, the congressional 
pro cess tends to fund the military bud get request fully 
while diplomatic and foreign assistance bud get re-
quests are often a residual category in the bud get pro-
cess. The congressional bud get committees set ceilings 
for bud get “functions.” The “function” for national 
defense consists largely of the Department of Defense 
(plus nuclear weapons programs at the Department of 
Energy), while the International Affairs function cov-
ers the many bud gets in the foreign policy institutional 
diaspora. From 1990 to 2002, when overall discretion-
ary spending was  limited by statutory caps,  there  were 
also subcaps (1991–93 and again for 1996–99) that 
provided a specific funding level for “national defense.” 
“International affairs” funds, on the other hand,  were 
included in the overall cap for “non- defense discretion-
ary” spending. This disparity of treatment meant that 
defense would generally be fully funded, while inter-
national affairs funds had to be weighed against the 
bud get requests for domestic agencies. Given the weak 
constituency for foreign affairs, the Bud get Commit-
tee has typically reduced international affairs funds be-
low the administration’s bud get request, using the ex-
cess funds to support domestic programs, at  little 
po liti cal cost to legislators.

Once the Bud get Committee has set the overall 
funding ceilings, the bud gets for the two sets of agencies 
arrive at the Appropriations Committee, where DoD 
also fares better than the civilian agencies. Allocations 
by the Appropriations Committee chair to the appro-
priations subcommittees generally provide full funding 
for defense, while the allocations for international af-
fairs are frequently below the requested level, even be-
low the level set in the Bud get Committee. Both DoD 
and the foreign affairs agencies have dedicated appro-
priations subcommittees.48 The impact of the ample 
constituency for defense is seen in the appropriations 
pro cess, through “earmarks” and member requests for 
programs with local impacts. Civilian foreign policy 
agencies do not have comparable constituency support. 
Reinforced by the general congressional skepticism 
about State Department and USAID planning and man-
agement capabilities, diplomacy and foreign assistance 
programs have never been popu lar in Congress.

The civil/military institutional imbalance in the ex-
ecutive branch is reflected and sometimes magnified in 
the Congress. The military organ ization, with plans, 
heft, and coherence, and a large bud get request with a 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   171 5/24/21   11:49 PM



172  The Institutional Imbalance of American Statecraft

11. This and the  later discussion of security assistance pro-
grams draw substantially on Adams and Williams (2011) and 
Serafino (2011).

12. Surrogate radios provide news- like ser vices prepared 
by nationals of the ser viced countries, such as Radio  Free Eu-
rope / Radio Liberty, Radio Sawa, Radio  Free Asia, and Radio 
and Tele vi sion Marti.

13. For an early inventory of the international efforts of 
other federal agencies, see US Senate (1998).

14.  There have been a number of reform studies focusing 
on the State Department. The most recent include Stimson Cen-
ter/American Acad emy of Diplomacy (2008), Advisory Com-
mittee on Transformational Diplomacy (2008), and the HELP 
Commission (2007). For incisive discussions of the depart-
ment’s internal issues, see Rubin (1985) and Schake (2012).

15. This is an impor tant, if commonly underestimated, 
source of the difference in civil- military relations when the US is 
compared with other countries, most of which have parliamen-
tary systems of government, with substantially more disciplined 
legislative bodies. A disciplined party majority translated into 
government can provide considerable autonomy for defense and 
foreign policy decisions in a country like the United Kingdom, 
compared with the more dispersed po liti cal authority character-
istic of the American system.

16. The terms frequently used to describe this relationship— 
“military industrial complex,” or “iron triangle”— capture some 
of the essence of the relationship, though they may ascribe more 
effective control over policy and resources at all times than is the 
case.

17.  There is substantial lit er a ture on the politics of defense 
lobbying,  going back to the well- known Eisenhower farewell 
address, warning of the consequences of this relationship. See 
Adams (1981), among many such studies. William Olson 
(2012) notes: “Power in Washington is a function of manpower 
and money. . . .  DOD has developed into the largest lobbying 
organ ization in the country, working Congress and the Execu-
tive Branch not so much with finesse as with sheer weight of 
numbers.” For a discussion of the role of constituencies in na-
tional security bud get decision making, see Adams and Williams 
(2010, 221–44).

18. “National Defense” (bud get function 050) as a pro-
portion of US GDP, from US Department of Defense (2012b 
 Table 7, 264–66).

19. Major prime contractors like Boeing continue to be 
impor tant employers in St. Louis, Missouri; Long Beach, Cali-
fornia (both former McDonnell Douglas facilities); and Seat-
tle, Washington. Lockheed Martin is eco nom ically impor tant 
to Georgia and Texas, while General Dynamics is significant to 
the local economy of eastern Connecticut and San Diego, Cali-
fornia, among  others.

20. See www . statemaster . com / graph / mil _ def _ con _ exp -mil 
itary -defense -contracts -expenditures for state- by- state data.

21. See, for example, the major 2012 campaign against 
allowing automatic cuts (sequester) to impact the defense bud-
get, led by the Aerospace Industries Association at www . aia 
- aerospace . org / .

22. On the role of institutional culture in the national secu-
rity agencies, see George and Rishikof (2011).

23. George and Rishikof define orga nizational culture as 
“a system of shared meaning or values that the organ ization’s 

However, not examining and correcting this imbalance 
poses serious risks for the long- term success of Ameri-
can statecraft.

NOTES

1. Glain (2011) deals largely with the strategic perspec-
tives of se nior policymakers. Reveron (2010) focuses on secu-
rity cooperation policies and programs, but not on the institu-
tional trends in depth. Priest (2003) deals with the diplomatic 
activities of regional commanders, but not the broader insti-
tutional relationships.

2. In addition, DoD contracting for ser vices, alone, em-
ployed the equivalent of 767,000 workers as of 2009 (Govern-
ment Accountability Office 2011, 13).

3. The State Department also employs over 30,000 non- 
Americans overseas, known as “Foreign Ser vice Nationals.” 
 There are no data available on DoD employment of non- 
Americans overseas or on the number of State/USAID ser vices 
contracting personnel, though that is likely to be small.

4. The military/civilian number would be 356, if one sub-
tracted active- duty personnel then in Iraq, Af ghan i stan, and 
counterterror operations. All figures derived from the US Office 
of Personnel Management, with the exception of military per-
sonnel taken from DoD’s Statistical Information Analy sis Divi-
sion, available at siadapp . dmdc . osd . mil / personnel / MILITARY 
/ miltop . htm. Reveron (2010, 4, 87) notes that the Combatant 
Command for Africa, AFRICOM, has 1,200  people on its staff; 
the State Department’s Africa Bureau has 80; the military has 
2,000  people deployed in East Africa; State/USAID have only a 
few hundred. And, he notes, the Navy has more construction 
personnel than the entire Foreign Ser vice. Owens underlines the 
impact of this disparity: “Unfortunately, the power of a theater 
combatant commander, which exceeds that of just about  every 
civilian in government except the president and secretary of de-
fense, makes it tempting for him to go beyond implementing 
policy to presuming to make it” (Owens 2011, 74).

5. As Owens puts it: “Of course, when it comes to the in-
fluence of the military, the fact is that the size, bud get, available 
manpower, and attitude of the American defense establishment 
enable the military to take on challenges that are not within 
the capacity of other government agencies” (Owens 2011, 79).

6. On the origins and development of the PPBS system, see 
Enthoven and Smith (2005), Hitch (1965), and Gordon, Mc-
Nichol, and Jack (2009).

7. In addition to  these major functions, trade policy re-
sponsibility was scattered between Trea sury and Commerce, 
while the Export- Import Bank for trade promotion was created 
in 1934 largely to ensure that US exports to the Soviet Union 
would be guaranteed.

8. Much of the following discussion is drawn from Ad-
ams and Williams (2010, 8–92).

9. Economist Tom Schelling described this decision as “a 
Congressional vote of ‘no confidence’ in the executive talents 
of the State Department” (Schelling 1968, 7).

10. Suggestive of the dilemmas created by the “diaspora,” 
USAID implements the MCC “threshold” country agreements, 
but not its larger “compacts,” and also implements a number of 
global health programs, beyond  those it executes for PEPFAR.
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34. See, for example, Business Executives for National Secu-
rity (2001, 20–21), based on two papers by Tom Davis, “Fram-
ing the Prob lem of PPBS” and “Changing PPBS,” unpublished, 
2000.

35. See, for example, Government Accountability Office 
(2012).

36. This is not always the case. The Cold War military 
was designed to deter attack, defend the nation and its allies, 
and prevail in conflicts.  These desired outcomes  were a non-
event in the Cold War— success meant no Soviet attack, or no 
expansion of Soviet influence. Proving the negative, however, is 
not  simple; other  factors such as internal weakness or lack of 
intention could explain the absence of Soviet military action 
and the outcome.

37. Other agencies have tried, with mixed success, to 
emulate the PPBS system, notably the Departments of Energy 
and Homeland Security. See, for example, US Department of 
Energy (2003).

38. The first and prob ably most comprehensive such strat-
egy document was NSC 68, “United States Objectives and Pro-
grams for National Security” (US National Security Council 
1950). President Nixon and Henry Kissinger undertook a 
similar effort known as NSSM 3 in 1970.

39. In 1993, the Government Per for mance and Results 
Act required all federal agencies to develop a strategic plan. 
State and USAID drafted several plans consistent with this 
requirement. However, it sets no priorities and has not been 
integrated into any overall program or resource planning at 
State. The last such report, covering the years 2007–12, was 
released in May 2007. See US Department of State (2007).

40. In the 1960s, economist Thomas Schelling examined 
the applicability of PPBS to foreign policy programs and bud-
geting. He urged that recipient countries be the focus of such a 
planning effort, but argued that the diaspora of organ izations 
and the difficulties of mea sur ing outputs and outcomes would 
make such an effort difficult (Schelling, 1968, 26–36).

41. One might argue that Henry Kissinger was such a 
secretary of state, but his influence stemmed from his relation-
ship with the president as national security advisor, rather 
than representing the strength of the State Department.

42. For a detailed discussion of NSS structure and prac-
tices, see Whittaker, Smith, and McKune (2011).

43. For the difference in OMB treatment of the defense 
and foreign policy agencies, see Adams 2011.

44. The lit er a ture on Congress and foreign and national 
security policymaking is relatively thin and somewhat dated. 
See Lindsay and Ripley 1993; McCormick 1993; and Deering 
1993. Though dated, the general conclusions and analyses of 
 these three pieces continue to reflect congressional realities.

45. One of the most significant such structural legislative 
actions was the passage of the Goldwater- Nichols Act in 1986, 
which made the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff the prin-
cipal military adviser to the president, enhanced the role of the 
combatant commanders, and required “joint” ser vice as a pre-
requisite for promotion to flag officer. See Locher (2004).

46. The authorities that allowed the military to engage in 
development- oriented reconstruction and governance assistance 
in Iraq and Af ghan i stan (the Commander’s Emergency Re-
sponse Program, CERP), to educate foreign militaries’ counter-
terrorism personnel ( Counter Terrorism Fellowship Program), 

membership holds and that distinguish it from other groups” 
(George and Rishikof 2011, 4). Huntington describes the impact 
of cultural differences on the institutional balance having been 
established during World War II, when the civilian institutions 
left the economic aspects of the war to the military, out of disin-
terest: “This was due primarily to the lack of interest in the non-
military aspects of the war by the civilian branches of the gov-
ernment, and the absence of civilian institutions equipped to 
perform  these functions. As a result, the War Department as-
sumed the job of mobilization planning. The civilians imposed 
a civilian war function on a military agency. In this sense, the 
national mobilization planning of the War Department in the 
thirties was a forerunner of the vast civilian abdication of func-
tion which was to take place during and  after World War II” 
(Huntington 1957, 309).

24. The Myers- Briggs data is based on interviews done by 
Ted Strickler (1985).

25. On the Myers- Briggs Type Inventory, he reports, mili-
tary personnel are 30   percent introverted, sensing, thinking, 
and judging, as opposed to 6  percent of the US population as a 
 whole (Rife 1998, 10).

26. Schake writes: “State has a terrible reputation on Capi-
tol Hill for pulling rabbits out of its bud getary hat instead of 
carefully costing and tracking programs in ways that would 
build congressional confidence in its ability to manage larger 
bud gets” (Schake 2012, 11). Ted Strickler, who retired from the 
Foreign Ser vice, writes: “While recognizing the need for true 
management skills in se nior leadership positions, the Foreign 
Ser vice has never been able to take the necessary actions to in-
sure that  these skills are developed and tested throughout an 
officer’s  career. . . .  [T]he Foreign Ser vice fills its se nior manage-
rial positions with ambassadors . . .  based on the assumption 
that success in managing policy  will equate to success in manag-
ing resources. . . .  Management functions are viewed with con-
siderable disdain by most FSO’s” (Strickler 1985, 43–44, 52).

27. Strickler calls this an “aversion to formal training as an 
impor tant part of  career development” (Strickler 1985, 51).

28.  There is  little interest in changing this culture, according 
to Schake: “The Foreign Ser vice is content to replicate itself rather 
than evolve, and has been permitted to” (Schake 2012, 36).

29. This orientation is reflected in the proposal to estab-
lish an in de pen dent cabinet- level department for economic 
development. See Modernizing Foreign Assistance Network 
(2008).

30. For a detailed description of the PPBS pro cess (now 
known as PPBES with the addition of “Execution” to the name), 
see Keehan and Land (2010).

31. For a discussion of the early years of PPBS and the 
ser vices’ reactions, see Gordon, McNichol, and Jack (2009), 
and Hitch (1965).

32. For the most recent QDR, the fifth since the require-
ment was created, see US Department of Defense (2014).

33. A ready division for the Army, air wing for the Air 
Force, or  battle group for the Navy takes years to assem ble, has 
a long, predictable, and mea sur able cycle between preparation, 
deployment, downtime, and new preparation, and has costs 
over that time that can be predicted with reasonable accuracy. 
Military hardware takes a long time to develop (well over ten 
years for major equipment) and production can run for many 
years.
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 were all legislated by the Armed Ser vices committees. See Adams 
and Williams (2011) and Serafino (2011).

47. The two foreign relations/affairs committees did pass 
legislation in 2008 authorizing the State Department’s office 
of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization and 
the creation of a civilian corps for reconstruction operations, 
but the program has been weakly funded, limiting its activities. 
See Serafino (2012).

48.  Until 2005–07, State operations (personnel and adminis-
tration) and foreign assistance funds  were divided between two 
appropriations subcommittees, forcing a trade- off between State’s 
operating funds and the funds for Commerce and Justice. This 
division was ended in 2005 and 2007, when State operations 
 were folded into the existing Foreign Operations subcommittee, 
creating a single subcommittee for State and Foreign Operations. 
Defense bud gets are considered in three subcommittees, but two 
of them— Defense Appropriations, and Military Construction 
and Veterans Affairs— focus almost entirely on defense- related 
funding. The third— Energy and  Water— covers the bud get for 
nuclear weapons programs of the National Nuclear Security Ad-
ministration (NNSA— Department of Energy), which generally 
has significant po liti cal support.
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Restoring the Vision
Overcoming Gridlock to Reassert Congress’s Role in Deliberating 
National Security

JOHN MCCAIN

John McCain, “Restoring the Vision: Overcoming Gridlock to Reassert Congress’s Role in Deliberating National Security,” 
Texas National Security Review (November 2017).

In recent years, Congress’s role in shaping American 
national security strategy has diminished due to parti-
san gridlock from both parties. It’s time to reassert our 
status as a coequal branch of government and do our 
part to ensure our national security.

One of the early strokes of genius by the architects 
of the American system was entrusting to Congress the 
sacred duty of supporting and providing for our mili-
tary. The founding  fathers did so to guard against an 
all- powerful executive and protect the foundations of 
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by the authorization of policies and appropriation of 
resources to support  those requirements. Fi nally, it 
provides vigorous oversight of  those policies and re-
sources. At its best, this is how Congress can— and 
has— functioned.

In recent years, however, Congress has become only 
a shadow of the deliberative body it was intended to 
be. Po liti cal polarization has led to partisan gridlock. 
No  matter which party is in power, the majority seems 
intent on imposing its  will, while the minority seems 
solely interested in preventing any accomplishments. 
As we lurch from one self- created crisis to another, we 
are proving incapable of not only addressing the coun-
try’s most difficult prob lems but also fulfilling our 
most basic legislative duties. “Compromise” has be-
come a dirty word and working across the aisle a po-
liti cal liability. But  these very princi ples  were meant to 
define our legislative pro cess.

Over time, regular order— the set of pro cesses, 
rules, customs, and protocols by which Congress is 
supposed to govern itself and do business on behalf of 
the American  people— has totally broken down. This 
has led to a paralysis that has rendered the institution 
largely incapable of exercising its unique responsibil-
ity to thoughtfully consider broader strategic ques-
tions. In  doing so, Congress has diminished its role 
and, ultimately, disempowered itself.

This has wrought havoc, most crucially, on our 
country’s national security policies. Nowhere is this 
more apparent than our defense bud get. For years, US 
military spending has been senselessly constrained by 
sequestration— perhaps the single greatest legislative 
failure that I have seen. Never intended to become law 
at all, sequestration was meant to be a threat so grave 
that it would force bipartisan agreement to reduce the 
deficit. But bipartisanship proved too difficult for Con-
gress, and the result was that arbitrary spending caps 
and sequestration became the law of the land.

 There is broad agreement on both sides of the 
aisle that defense has been woefully underfunded 
since the spending caps and sequestration came into 
effect. Even still, Congress has not been able to mus-
ter the po liti cal  will to find a permanent solution to 
the prob lem. Instead, we have fallen into the habit of 
funding our government through short- term bud get 
deals that we all know have a harmful impact on our 
military. Congress has all but given up on the appro-
priations pro cess, and we regularly threaten the pos-
sibility of government shutdown. If we cannot fund 
the government, we are failing to fulfill even the most 
basic constitutional duties in a reliable and proper 
way— and, in  doing so, we are ceding power to the 
executive and further weakening our own branch of 
government.

I am proud to say that the Senate Armed Ser vices 
Committee has long been one of the rare exceptions to 

individual liberty. However, two centuries of demo-
cratic governance, separation of powers, and dedica-
tion to the propositions of our founding revealed their 
true brilliance and foresight.

As Amer i ca has realized the limitless potential of 
its ideals, its citizens, and its destiny, the US military 
has been transformed from a potential threat to liberty 
to the indispensable guardian of it—at home and 
around the world.  Today, the challenge for Congress 
is navigating how to fulfill its constitutional duties in 
accordance with Amer i ca’s global responsibilities.

Through the years, as the country grew into its role 
as a world power, the obligation of Congress to ensure 
Amer i ca lived up to the hopes and dreams of the 
found ers only became more impor tant. The post– 
World War II global order relies fundamentally on 
American leadership. The role of Congress, there-
fore, is not only to serve as the legislature of our  great 
nation, but also—as a co- equal branch of government 
for the most power ful country in the world—to help 
maintain the stability and prosperity of the liberal or-
der. We cannot take this charge seriously enough.

That is why the diminished role of Congress in de-
liberating and debating the strategy to address the 
global challenges and opportunities we face is one of 
the  great tragedies of our modern po liti cal system.

Congress has a fairly straightforward set of consti-
tutional roles and responsibilities: raising and support-
ing armies; providing and maintaining a Navy; provid-
ing advice and consent on treaties and nominations; 
controlling the purse strings; conducting oversight of 
executive branch departments and agencies; and exer-
cising checks and balances as a co- equal branch of 
government.

Yet, Congress has a more fundamental role in shap-
ing American national security strategy than conven-
tional constitutional wisdom would dictate. Unfortu-
nately, we have allowed  these impor tant duties to 
wither away.

The legislature, and in par tic u lar the Senate, is in-
tended to be a deliberative body— one that is capable 
of providing a thoughtful, reasoned, and mea sured 
approach to  matters of national import. In the na-
tional security sphere, the benefits of this delibera-
tive approach are clear. Where the executive branch 
is consumed with the urgency of day- to- day events, 
the legislature can take time for precious debate and 
careful consideration of both current prob lems and 
 future potentialities.  Free from the paralysis of deal-
ing with crisis management, Congress should be able 
to provide the strategic thinking that national secu-
rity demands.

Practically speaking, the pro cess for Congress’s role 
starts with a sober assessment of national security 
threats. It then proceeds with spirited debate about the 
requirements necessary to meet  those threats, followed 
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was the most consequential reform of the Department 
of Defense since its creation. Passed in 1986, my last 
year in the House of Representatives before I came to 
the Senate, this legislation was the result of years of 
hard work by the Armed Ser vices Committee.

Goldwater- Nichols came about in response to a 
series of military failures— the Vietnam War, the failed 
hostage rescue in Iran, and difficulties during the in-
vasion of Grenada.  After years of meticulous deliber-
ation and study, the committee identified the root 
 causes of  these failures and enacted sweeping orga-
nizational reforms to fix the prob lems, increase effi-
ciency, reduce waste, and encourage a more unified 
force. On the  whole,  those reforms have served our 
country well.

The third episode demonstrates the power of shift-
ing the paradigm during a crisis—in the face of strong 
path de pen dency from the administration. In 2006, the 
situation in Iraq was rapidly spiraling out of control. 
 Those dark days saw slow pro gress, rising casualties, 
and dwindling public support for the war. The Bush 
administration continued to pursue the same strategy 
in the face of mounting evidence of its catastrophic fail-
ure. In Congress, we knew a new approach was ur-
gently needed to turn the tide. As the representatives 
of the  people, we understood that a mood of defeat-
ism was rising, as critics who would have preferred 
failure called for unconditional troop withdrawal.

Together with a group of highly regarded national 
security experts, Congress demanded a change in strat-
egy. The intellectual contributions of thought leaders 
 were central to crafting the troop surge strategy, and 
Congress played an impor tant role in building public 
support—in part through high- profile hearings like the 
one that allowed Gen. David Petraeus and Ambassa-
dor Ryan Crocker to make the case against accepting 
defeat. In 2007, President George  W. Bush fi nally 
changed course and  adopted a strategy that could lead 
to victory, working tirelessly to earn public support for 
the surge. While the gains made  after the surge have 
since been squandered, we should not underestimate 
how the change in strategy turned the tide.

It is time to get back to this way of  doing business. 
To be sure, Congress is not perfect— least of all, its 
members. We have all made our fair share of  mistakes 
and have gotten the details wrong on more than one 
occasion.

Even so, we owe it to  those who put our system in 
place to become the deliberative body we  were in-
tended to be. When it comes to asserting our role in 
national security, we owe it also to the men and  women 
serving in our armed forces who put their lives at risk 
 every day to keep our nation  free.

By reinvigorating the pro cesses, rules, protocols, 
and customs of Congress, we can get back to fulfilling 
our unique role in national security decision- making. 

the breakdown of regular order. For more than 50 con-
secutive years, Congress has enacted the National De-
fense Authorization Act in a bipartisan manner, and 
presidents of both parties have signed  those bills into 
law.

Unfortunately, even the bipartisanship surrounding 
the defense authorization bill has proven fragile. In re-
cent years, we have strug gled to reach agreement on a 
pro cess to debate and vote on amendments  under an 
open pro cess on the floor of the Senate— undercutting 
one of its central purposes. While in the end a large 
majority of senators from both parties vote for the leg-
islation each year, it is disappointing that we can no 
longer find a way to openly debate  matters of such con-
sequence to our military and our national security.

It is essential that we find a way to restore Con-
gress’s unique role in providing the deliberative, stra-
tegic approach that is so needed in our national secu-
rity decision- making— especially in  today’s increasingly 
dangerous and unstable world. To do so, we should 
look to our own past. At several key moments in re-
cent history, Congress has demonstrated the courage 
and moral fortitude to do the hard work of thought-
ful deliberation and strategic thinking to enact vision-
ary reforms, policy changes, or shifts in national secu-
rity strategy.

 There are a few episodes that stand out during my 
time in Washington. The first demonstrates the ability 
of a small group of members of Congress with strong 
personal convictions to change the trajectory of na-
tional security— despite determined opposition from a 
president. In the late 1970s, President Jimmy Car ter 
was considering withdrawing all US troops from the 
Korean Peninsula in an effort to negotiate with the 
Chinese and the Soviets to prevent another war. As a 
Navy liaison in the Senate at the time, I escorted a 
bipartisan del e ga tion of senators, including Henry 
“Scoop” Jackson and William Cohen, on a visit to 
South  Korea. That on- the- ground experience led  these 
leaders to conclude that troop withdrawal would ag-
gravate rather than alleviate the security situation.

Upon our return to Washington, the senators went 
to the White House and worked hard to convince the 
president that a troop withdrawal would not be the 
right course of action.  These senators  were highly re-
garded for their national security experience and ex-
pertise. While one of them might not have made a dif-
ference, the bipartisan group was able to change his 
mind and, in  doing so, change the course of history. 
The results of withdrawing troops from South  Korea 
would have been disastrous for our interests and  those 
of our allies in the region.

The second episode demonstrates the value of care-
ful study, oversight, and reform— even when faced with 
bureaucratic opposition from the executive branch. 
The Goldwater- Nichols Defense Reor ga ni za tion Act 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   177 5/24/21   11:49 PM



178  Trump’s Generals

Only then can we— imperfectly— help our country 
move forward, secure our interests, defend our values, 
and protect the world order that has brought peace and 
prosperity to so many.

Through deliberation, debate, and regular order, we can 
overcome our current polarized, para lyzed moment— 
just as the founding  fathers intended us to. By  doing so, 
we can reassert our status as a coequal branch of gov-
ernment and do our part to ensure our national security. 

Trump’s Generals
Mattis, McMaster, and Kelly

JESSICA BLANKSHAIN

Jessica Blankshain, “Trump’s Generals: Mattis, McMaster, and Kelly,” in “Policy Roundtable: Civil- Military Relations Now 
and Tomorrow,” chaired by Celeste Ward Gventer, special issue, Texas National Security Review, March 27, 2018.

All views are the author’s own and do not represent the views of the United States Government, Department of Defense, De-
partment of the Navy, or US Naval War College.

In the weeks and months leading up to President Don-
ald Trump’s inauguration, many national security 
analysts— both academics and prac ti tion ers— expressed 
concern over the number of retired general officers the 
new president planned to appoint to se nior positions.1 
Trump’s original appointees included retired Marine 
four- star James Mattis as secretary of defense, retired 
Marine four- star John Kelly as secretary of homeland 
security, and retired Army three- star Michael Flynn as 
national security advisor. Of primary concern was that 
having so many se nior individuals with close ties to the 
military would undermine civilian control (or at the 
very least, perceptions of civilian control). More spe-
cifically, many feared that the prominence of military 
voices around a president inexperienced in foreign 
affairs and the armed forces would lead to a further 
militarization of US foreign policy.2  These concerns 
 were revived when, a month into the new administra-
tion, Trump appointed Lt. Gen. H. R. McMaster, an 
active- duty Army officer, to replace Flynn as national 
security advisor.3 In July  2017, when the president 
moved Kelly from the Department of Homeland Se-
curity to a traditionally more po liti cal role as White 
House chief of staff, the conversation broadened to 
more explic itly include the risks of politicizing the 
military.4  These fears, however,  were balanced by 
hope that seasoned national security professionals 
like Mattis, McMaster, and Kelly would be the 
“grown- ups in the room,” steering the new, inexperi-
enced president  toward better decisions and bringing 
stability to an erratic and impulsive administration.5

 These appointment- related concerns about civil- 
military relations in the era of Trump can be grouped 
into two broad categories: concerns related to policy- 
making within government, and  those about the rela-

tionship between the military and the society it serves. 
The perceived risk to policy- making is that Trump’s ap-
pointment of, and deference to, se nior officials with 
strong, recent ties to the military would give the military 
too much influence in foreign policy, harming percep-
tions of civilian control. This strand of concerns has 
both a relational component— the prospect of normal-
izing the privileging of military over civilian views— and 
a policy content component— a further “militarization” 
of American foreign policy. Militarization, in this con-
text, does not necessarily mean starting more wars, or 
using military force more often. Evidence suggests that 
in general,  those with military experience are less likely 
to want to initiate conflict, but are more likely to use 
overwhelming force once a conflict has started.6 Rather, 
it reflects a concern that the military perspective  will 
dominate a wide range of foreign policy decisions to the 
exclusion of alternative perspectives, or that  every issue 
 will become a prob lem for the military to solve,  whether 
that is through traditional use of force or not.7

The other area of apprehension— the relationship 
between the military and society— centers on the risk 
that Trump’s use of the military as a po liti cal prop 
would drag it into the po liti cal arena, harming its re-
spected status with the American public. Normalizing 
the use of  those connected to the military as po liti cal 
actors risks creating an environment where criticism of 
the military is completely off limits for some segments 
of society, while trust in the military is equally as un-
thinkable in  others.8

Just over one year into the Trump administration, 
what evidence have observers seen to support or refute 
 these concerns?

It is too early for definitive answers, but the evi-
dence thus far suggests that the disquiet over both sets 
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ministration. The decision was much discussed in par-
tic u lar  because the 1947 legislation that created the 
modern national security establishment, as well as the 
position of secretary of defense, included a provision 
that the person filling that position must not have been a 
member of the military within the previous ten years.11 
Amer i ca has a long tradition of fearing a large standing 
army.12 When the post– World War II drawdown was 
 limited by the onset of the Cold War, the prospect of 
maintaining a substantial, permanent force for the fore-
seeable  future raised hackles on the Hill and beyond. 
Congress viewed a civilian secretary of defense— without 
recent, close ties to the military—as one of the keys to 
maintaining civilian control in such an environment. 
Congress passed a one- time exception to the ten- year 
rule for George Marshall in 1950, and changed the limit 
to seven years in 2008.13 Congress similarly granted a 
waiver to allow Mattis, who had been retired for fewer 
than five years, to serve as secretary of defense.

Most analysts who worry about a secretary of de-
fense who is too closely tied to the military focus on 
the question of civilian control. As Peter Feaver points 
out, this is partially about symbolism: “The secretary 
of defense is the person in government who embodies 
civilian control 24-7. . . .  That it is a civilian face, wear-
ing civilian clothes, receiving salutes and courtesies 
from uniformed personnel, is a power ful vis i ble sym-
bol of civilian control.”14 But  there are also concerns 
about what such an appointment would mean for the 
military’s influence over policy. As a Cabinet- level po-
liti cal appointee, the secretary is supposed to be the 
president’s representative, overseeing the Department 
of Defense and the military, working to further admin-
istration policy objectives, and ensuring compliance 
with administration directives. A defense secretary who 
is too closely linked to the military might be suscepti-
ble to serving the military’s interests more than the 
president’s interests.

One can already see indications that the president 
is happy to defer to Mattis’s military expertise. To be-
gin with, Trump backed down from his campaign- trail 
support for “enhanced interrogation”  after learning 
that Mattis  didn’t support it.15 By most accounts, Mat-
tis (with support from McMaster) convinced the pres-
ident to support an increased troop presence in Af-
ghan i stan, despite the president’s campaigning against 
protracted military interventions around the world.16 
The answer from the Pentagon, populated by many se-
nior officers who have enormous personal and profes-
sional investment in that conflict, was to keep Ameri-
can troops  there.

Feaver raises an additional concern:

[I]f recently retired as a four- star, that means the in-
dividual has reached the pinnacle of their individual 
ser vice and so has developed exceptionally strong 

of issues was well founded. Trump’s generals, as he 
likes to call them, do seem to be extremely influential 
in policy- making, and the administration has done 
 little to distance  these se nior officials from their mili-
tary backgrounds. Some observers have suggested that 
the generals have been a moderating influence on the 
president, steering Trump  toward better foreign policy 
decisions.9 In a Texas National Security Review round-
table, Emma Ashford and Joshua R. Itzkowitz Shifrin-
son argue that the Trump administration’s first year, 
including its first National Security Strategy (NSS), was 
far more in keeping with status- quo American foreign 
policy than the president’s rhe toric would have sug-
gested.10 But if this is true, it suggests that civilian 
control may in fact be eroding, at least insofar as en-
acted policy and strategic documents have been incon-
sistent with the stated po liti cal preferences of the 
president. Since active or former military officers  were 
so instrumental in policy- making, including the draft-
ing of the NSS, it appears that it is their preferred poli-
cies that won the day. Meanwhile, evidence of politici-
zation of the military abounds, although it is difficult 
to mea sure how enduring an erosion of social and po-
liti cal norms might be in such a short time span.

While the active and retired military officers in the 
administration are often discussed as a  whole, when it 
comes to considering the implications for civil- military 
relations discussed above, it  will be helpful to consider 
each of the most prominent players separately. The 
three most impor tant generals throughout the full first 
year of the administration have been Mattis, McMas-
ter, and Kelly. Despite their similarities,  these three in-
dividuals hold three very dif fer ent positions that one 
would expect to have dif fer ent impacts on civil- military 
relations. It is useful to examine how each of  these in-
dividuals has  either confirmed or refuted the early 
anx i eties about their appointments. While all three 
concerns apply to each appointment, each of their po-
sitions underscores a dif fer ent one in par tic u lar. In the 
case of the secretary of defense, the question of civil-
ian po liti cal preferences prevailing over military ones, 
“relational control,” is most at play. Militarization of 
foreign policy is more of a  factor in the case of the na-
tional security advisor, while politicization of the mili-
tary, or at least of one par tic u lar former general, is 
most strongly vis i ble in the case of the White House 
chief of staff. While McMaster is set to depart the ad-
ministration in early April, it is still impor tant to con-
sider the impact of his time as national security advi-
sor, and what it might mean for the  future of American 
civil- military relations.

Mattis: Ceding Civilian Control

James Mattis’s appointment as secretary of defense was 
one of the first nominations announced by the new ad-
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It’s clear that military leaders have found a formula 
for saluting their commander in chief while keep-
ing his worst excesses at bay. In this, they are prob-
ably aided by a secretary of defense and White 
House chief of staff who have literally worn their 
shoes. . . .  [Mattis and Kelly] almost certainly pro-
vide cover for se nior military leaders  behind closed 
doors, where they can explain to the president why 
the generals are behaving a certain way.21

An in ter est ing question is what this “disobedience” 
 will mean for long- term civil- military norms if Mattis’s 
pushback on the administration is seen as military in-
subordination in a way that it  wouldn’t be with a truly 
civilian secretary of defense.

On the surface, Mattis’s per for mance thus far 
would seem to be reassuring for  those concerned about 
his appointment. He has proven more capable of sep-
arating himself from the politics of the administration 
than perhaps any other official serving in it. Mattis also 
appears to have been a moderating force on a range of 
policy issues, from torture to openly transgender ser-
vice members. But the idea that the president’s defer-
ence to se nior military leaders, even recently retired 
ones, is saving the country is precisely what concerns 
many scholars of civil- military relations. Through no 
fault of his own— simply by  doing the job he was asked 
to do— Mattis may subtly undermine long- standing 
civil- military norms, precisely as feared.

McMaster: Militarization of Foreign Policy

H. R. McMaster presented a dif fer ent set of concerns. 
Much of the discussion in civil- military relations cir-
cles surrounding his appointment as national security 
advisor centered on the fact that he was still an active- 
duty Army officer. While he was certainly not the first 
active- duty officer to hold the position—he joins John 
Poindexter and Colin Powell— these individuals have 
been the exception, not the rule.22  There are many rea-
sons to regard this kind of appointment with caution. 
First, being national security advisor requires a mili-
tary officer to stray “outside their lane,” advising the 
president on issues far afield from their core military 
expertise. The national security advisor is supposed to 
help the president integrate all levers of American 
power— economics, information, diplomacy, and law 
enforcement— most of which are well outside the core 
experience and education of a se nior military officer.

Second, making an active- duty officer a vis i ble rep-
resentative of administration policy potentially turns 
that officer from a defender of the Constitution to a de-
fender of a po liti cal administration. This phenomenon 
was underscored when McMaster authored (with Gary 
Cohn, now  former Director of the National Economic 
Council) a Wall Street Journal op-ed in support of 

ser vice loyalties and ties. It  will be harder for such a 
person to then move into an honest broker position 
that is supposed to be above ser vice rivalry.17

In Mattis’s case,  there is some early evidence that this 
phenomenon has not, in fact, occurred. The public ver-
sion of the 2018 National Defense Strategy repre-
sented Mattis’s first chance to make a public statement 
of his priorities for the Department of Defense. In it, 
he emphasizes preparing for a  future of great- power 
rivalry— a priority that has been pushed by the Air 
Force and the Navy in recent years— over counterin-
surgency and counterterrorism missions in the  Middle 
East, both of which have been led primarily by the 
Army and the Marine Corps.

Of course, Mattis’s appointment did not only rouse 
concerns. In the current administration, the possibility 
that he would stand up to the president and prevent 
him from enacting some of his more radical policies 
seemed to be precisely why many outside observers 
critical of the new president  were optimistic about 
Mattis’s appointment. Conservative columnist Jennifer 
Rubin recently wrote a column celebrating Mattis’s 
ser vice in this re spect:

The country should be im mensely grateful that Sec-
retary of Defense Jim Mattis is  there— not only 
 because he is a steady hand and speed bump on 
President Trump’s rash decisions, but  because  every 
week he demonstrates how one can serve without 
degrading one’s self in this administration.18

Perceptions of Mattis’s pushback on presidential di-
rectives may be more impor tant than the  actual sub-
stance of his influence. It has been suggested that Mat-
tis has explic itly resisted some of the president’s policy 
changes, such as the proposed ban on transgender 
troops. But  these tales of pushback have, at times, been 
exaggerated or misleading. For example, some claimed 
that Mattis went against the president’s order on the 
transgender ban, when Mattis was in fact drafting a 
memo implementing the policy.19 Other reports sug-
gested that the Department of Defense was refusing to 
enact a presidential order when it was, in fact, simply 
complying with court  orders.20 Still  others have as-
serted that Mattis’s close relationship with the current 
ser vice chiefs, and especially with the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Marine General Joseph Dunford, 
has allowed them to take liberties in resisting the pres-
ident’s agenda that they  wouldn’t other wise take.

Philip Car ter names this new stance “respectful dis-
obedience,” and uses the label to describe what he sees 
as se nior military pushback with re spect to the trans-
gender troop ban and the president’s statements  after 
the deadly rally and counterprotest in Charlottesville, 
VA. Car ter argues:
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most significant issue from a civil- military relations 
point of view was not the appointment itself but that 
Kelly would be the third recently retired general, two 
of them Marines, serving at high levels in the adminis-
tration. This risked limiting the views the president was 
exposed to and creating the perception that a military 
junta was  running the show.

When he was appointed chief of staff, however, the 
potential for politicization of the military seemed a far 
greater danger. In his new role, it would be difficult for 
Gen. Kelly (as most would continue to call him) to 
avoid identification with the administration’s policy 
agenda and po liti cal actions. Furthermore, the justifi-
cation for putting Kelly in such a position was less 
clear than the rationale for putting him, a recent com-
mander of Southern Command, in charge of the De-
partment of Homeland Security. The chief of staff is an 
explic itly po liti cal position with no clear need for mili-
tary expertise. While many hoped Kelly’s military 
background would allow him to bring order to a cha-
otic White House, chiefs of staff are more often se-
lected for their po liti cal acumen.

Kelly has entered the po liti cal arena to a far greater 
degree than the other two generals discussed above 
have, thus raising much greater concerns about civil- 
military relations. Since becoming chief of staff, he has 
made multiple statements that effectively widened the 
civil- military divide, further separating the military 
from, and elevating it over, the civilian public it is in-
tended to serve. For example, when Kelly took the po-
dium in the White House briefing room to defend the 
president’s  handling of a phone call to the wife of an 
American soldier killed in Niger, he said,

We  don’t look down upon  those of you who that 
 haven’t served. In fact, in a way  we’re a  little bit 
sorry  because you’ll have never have experienced 
the wonderful joy you get in your heart when you 
do the kinds of  things our ser vice men and  women 
do— not for any other reason than they love this 
country. So just think of that.26

At the same press conference, Kelly only took ques-
tions from reporters with a connection to a gold star 
 family. The next day, when a reporter asked press secre-
tary Sarah Sanders about Kelly’s accusations against a 
member of Congress, Sanders responded, “If you want 
to go  after Gen. Kelly, that’s up to you, but I think that 
if you want to get into a debate with a four- star Marine 
general, I think that that’s something highly inappro-
priate.”27 This is precisely the type of statement that 
worries scholars of American civil- military relations— 
the assertion that as a recently retired four- star general, 
the president’s chief of staff is above reproach. This is 
particularly worrisome when that military credibility is 
attached to a par tic u lar administration.

Trump’s Amer i ca First foreign policy.23 This would be 
an unremarkable  thing for a national security advisor to 
do, but it is quite uncommon for an active- duty military 
officer to publicly argue in support of a broad adminis-
tration policy of this nature. Moreover, the symbolism 
to the rest of the world  matters— the primary source of 
advice to the president on overall national security is 
coming from someone wearing a uniform.

In many analyses of the administration’s 2017 Na
tional Security Strategy, observers have noted that they 
could see a tension between Trump’s “Amer i ca First” 
approach and the more traditional approach of Mc-
Master and the National Security Council se nior 
 director for strategy, Nadia Schadlow. Kori Schake, 
writing of the strategy, applauded Schadlow and Mc-
Master “for pulling the president’s well- known views 
that far into reasonable territory.”24 McMaster also 
reportedly clashed with then- White House strategist 
Steve Bannon over Af ghan i stan policy, siding with 
Mattis on keeping troops in that country. One won-
ders  whether the president would have been inclined 
to listen to civilians in  either position arguing for a 16- 
year war that shows no signs of ending, particularly 
when the president campaigned against it, as Bannon 
and even Attorney General Jeff Sessions  were  eager to 
remind him.25 What ever the content of McMaster’s 
views, it seems clear that he was working an agenda 
that was not wholly consistent with the stated aims of 
the president.

It is very difficult to judge  whether H. R. McMas-
ter contributed to the militarization of foreign policy, 
as it  isn’t always clear what the “military” view of a 
policy would be. But he does seem to have been instru-
mental in pushing the president to send additional 
troops to Af ghan i stan, and in keeping the administra-
tion on high alert with re spect to North  Korea. While 
some level of politicization is inherent in the position, 
it  isn’t clear that this has bled over to the military more 
generally in McMaster’s case. McMaster’s imminent 
replacement by John Bolton  will remove this vis i ble 
source of military influence from the White House (al-
though it should be noted that the current deputy na-
tional security advisor is Ricky Waddell, an Army Re-
serve two- star general). But McMaster’s tenure as 
national security advisor may yet have long- lasting im-
pacts on civil- military norms. Much  will depend on 
what McMaster chooses to do in retirement— whether 
he speaks publicly about his time in the White House, 
and  whether he remains a po liti cal figure.

John Kelly: Politicization of the Military

What ever concerns may exist about Mattis and Mc-
Master, they are modest compared to  those surround-
ing White House Chief of Staff John Kelly. When he 
was appointed as secretary of homeland security, the 
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latter to a much greater degree. Has this politicized the 
military? It has certainly politicized  those two indi-
viduals. What larger effect this might have is not yet 
clear.

Kori Schake has suggested a potential upside to the 
politicization, and public failings of, military officers. 
In a tweet about Mike Flynn, Schake argued that Flynn 
was “making fast pro gress getting Americans to take 
military leaders off pedestals and treat as regular citi-
zens when po liti cally active.”33 The military, like any 
other large group, contains individuals of all types, 
some of whom  will act dishonestly, commit crimes, or 
hold controversial po liti cal views. While this may de-
crease public re spect for the military from its recent 
lofty heights, if accompanied by a decrease in unques-
tioning deference, the change might not be all bad.

The first year of the Trump administration does not 
seem to have changed the public’s generally high regard 
for the US military. In October 2016, a Pew Research 
Center survey found that 79  percent of US adults re-
ported having “a  great deal” or “a fair amount” of con-
fidence in the military “to act in the best interests of 
the public.” This was compared to 27  percent having 
similar confidence in elected officials.34 A January 2018 
poll by NPR/PBS News Hour/Marist found that “the 
only institution that Americans have overwhelming 
faith in is the military—87  percent say they have a 
 great deal or quite a lot of confidence in the military.” 
This was compared to 51  percent reporting the same 
levels of confidence in the courts, 43  percent in the 
presidency, and 25  percent in Congress.35 The polls are 
not directly comparable, but they do suggest that 
confidence in the military has not declined in the first 
year of the Trump administration, and may even have 
increased.

While a first- year assessment is useful, two of the 
primary concerns associated with  these appointments— 
the normalization of civilian policy- makers deferring 
to military experts and the increased politicization of 
the military— are about trust relationships and societal 
norms,  things that change slowly over time. We have 
certainly seen evidence of shifts and cracks, but it is too 
soon to tell  whether  these  will lead to seismic changes. 
With re spect to the concern about militarization, pol-
icy can shift more quickly than norms, but it is diffi-
cult to determine what “militarization”  really means. 
We  will need more studies on how military policy pref-
erences and world views differ from  those of civilians, 
and how much  these differences remain when a mili-
tary officer retires.

The somewhat peculiar character of this adminis-
tration, which has already challenged American po liti-
cal norms of all va ri e ties, makes judging the impact of 
any short- term trends in civil- military relations espe-
cially difficult.  After all, concerns about the health of 
the civil- military relationship  were alive and well in 

Kelly has also made controversial comments on 
topics unrelated to the military. When asked about the 
debate over Confederate monuments, Kelly argued 
that “the lack of an ability to compromise led to the 
Civil War.”28 This led many to ask what, exactly, Kelly 
believed the two sides should have compromised 
about. Kelly also drew criticism based on a discussion 
of why the number of registered Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals (known as DACA) participants 
was lower than the number eligible: “The difference 
between 690 and 1.8 million  were the  people that some 
would say  were too afraid to sign up,  others would say 
 were too lazy to get off their asses, but they  didn’t sign 
up.”29 Kelly had already established himself as an im-
migration hard- liner during his time at the Department 
of Homeland Security, but this indelicate statement cer-
tainly underscored  those views.30

Most recently, Kelly was criticized for protecting 
White House staff secretary Rob Porter when credible 
allegations that Porter had abused two ex- wives pre-
vented him from obtaining a security clearance. Kelly 
reportedly offered to resign over the incident, but, as 
of the writing of this piece, had not been asked to do 
so.31 The incident rekindled discussions of the Marine 
Corps’  handling of domestic vio lence, sexual assault, 
and harassment cases, with some arguing that Kelly 
was a product and perpetuator of a Marine Corps cul-
ture that protects abusers.32

In  these ways, Kelly seems to have gone above and 
beyond the initial concerns about his role as chief of 
staff. It was always  going to be a difficult role for a re-
tired military officer, but Kelly has become more in-
volved in White House politics and scandals than any-
one initially predicted. If he, and the administration, 
continue to use his military ser vice as a po liti cal shield, 
the broader military may eventually find itself dragged 
into the fray as well.

Conclusion

It seems clear that “Trump’s Generals”— Mattis, Mc-
Master, and Kelly— have had a significant influence on 
this administration’s policy- making, as one would ex-
pect from any secretary of defense, national security 
advisor, and chief of staff. But what role do their posi-
tions as retired or active military officers play in that 
influence? The picture is unclear. All three seem to have 
held considerable sway in the administration, in large 
part due to their military credentials. Mattis and Mc-
Master have clearly been able to pursue policy prefer-
ences in a way that civilians may not have, although 
we cannot know for certain what policies civilians in 
 these roles would have advocated. In that sense, con-
cerns about military influence over policy, if not fully 
realized, are not to be fully dismissed  either. Both Mc-
Master and Kelly have entered the po liti cal arena, the 
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other recent administrations, from Bill Clinton to 
Barack Obama, but never resulted in catastrophe. 
Still, it is impor tant that scholars and observers con-
tinue to keep a close eye on the role men and  women 
in (or recently out of) uniform play in policy- making, 
and on their relationship with society more broadly. 
The effects of the president’s approach to staffing his 
administration, and relating to the military, may last 
long beyond the tenure of any par tic u lar appointee. A 
true crisis in civil- military relations may be slow to 
develop. But if it arrives, it  will be extremely difficult 
to reverse.
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I am delighted to participate with my colleagues Peter 
Fever, Richard Kohn, and James Dubik in this forum 
on a timely and impor tant subject, that of the appro-
priateness of principled resignation by se nior military 
leaders. That said, as  will be clear, we do not agree. 
This fact all the more boosts my delight to be able to 
pre sent a par tic u lar view.

To do that I  will proceed in three steps. First, I  will 
point out what we do agree on, the historical pre ce-
dents for the currently perceived norm of “no princi-
pled resignations allowed, period.” Then I  will pre-
sent two related arguments to establish my position 
that in very rare cases they are to be allowed, indeed 
even perhaps obligatory. In the first argument, I  will 
draw very clear distinctions between modern military 
professions and military bureaucracies, their charac-
teristics, and the expected be hav ior of each. Second, I 

 will look carefully at the content and motivation of 
the means of social control of each institution— their 
ethics— for understanding of the moral obligations of 
their leaders. And, as we  shall see,  there is a small 
space for loyal dissent by se nior military leaders, even 
principled resignation.

Our Starting Point

I agree with my colleagues in this forum on the start 
point for our diverging views—it is the fact established 
in history that se nior military leaders in our ser vices 
simply have not resigned their position as a form of 
dissent to civilian decisions. In his influential study of 
 every use of American forces since the end of World 
War II, Richard Betts stated in 1977, “ There is also a 
myth that high- military figures have extraordinary in-
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We can also see in the content of Taylor’s admoni-
tions another likely reason why the positive became 
normative— the im mense influence of Samuel Hunting-
ton and his theories of civil- military relations on our 
ser vices in the post– World War II era, and particularly 
on the US Army (Coffman, 1991). Huntington’s central 
contribution of civilian control of the military as best 
manifested by “objective” means granted the military 
the autonomy needed to be a profession in return for 
their neutrality on  matters of politics and policy, areas 
which he believed  were beyond the competency of mili-
tary leaders (Huntington, 1957). In his words, then, the 
military was to be controlled so as to be only “a tool of 
the state.” Thus, he posited a clear distinction between 
the spheres of responsibility and action by the civilian 
leaders in contrast to  those of the military leaders— 
civilians to set policy and strategy with the advice of 
the military and the military then  were to execute faith-
fully such policy with  little interference from civilian 
leaders. Eliot Cohen has subsequently shown that such 
“bright lines” between policy and strategy and their ex-
ecution in war time have seldom existed, nor should 
they in his view (Cohen, 2002). Yet, when published 
this theoretical ideal of American civil- military rela-
tions strongly appealed to our armed ser vices. Such 
ideas and arrangements seemed to match the experi-
ences of  those leading our massed, conscripted armies 
of World War II; and they  were taught in the postwar 
military schools even though the same leaders  were 
then fighting the suffocating “centralization and over 
control” of bureaucracy within the occupational Army 
in Eu rope (Davidson, 1961).

However influential, Huntington’s ideas have not 
all stood the test of time (Nielsen & Snider, 2009). And 
this returns us to the issue at hand, principled resigna-
tion, or as some call it, resignation in protest,  because 
it is my contention that two misconceptions in Hun-
tington’s theory of objective control still fuel our di-
vergence on the appropriateness of this par tic u lar prac-
tice of dissent.

My Position I— Military Professions and 
Their Essential Character

Huntington’s view of the character of our post– World 
War II military institutions was ambivalent as to 
 whether they  were bureaucracy or profession, a dis-
tinction he never resolved. His view of military pro-
fessions was derived from his own historical research 
and held that they  were “more narrowly defined, 
more intensively and exclusively pursued, and more 
clearly isolated from other  human activity than most 
occupations. . . .  The military function is performed 
by a public bureaucratized professional expert in the 
management of vio lence and responsible for the mili-
tary security of the state.” Thus, notwithstanding an 

fluences and prevent their superiors from over ruling 
them  because of a unique tendency to resign and at-
tack their administrations. But the evidence does not 
support the theory.” He continued, “Chiefs have been 
fired, not reappointed when it was expected they would 
be, or carried along with short appointments, but none 
in the post- war period has ever resigned” (Betts, 1977, 
p. 7). In the second edition of his book published some 
14 years  later, having found no contradictory evidence 
in the intervening period, he concluded, “So my point 
in the first edition stands” (Betts, 1991, p. xii).

So the historic fact is established, and not just by 
Betts;  others including members of this forum have ar-
rived at the same conclusion (Kohn, 2009; Feaver, 
2015). But the reasons why se nior military leaders have 
never resigned in protest are much less clear.  Those of-
fered vary widely. One is that resignation is very per-
sonally expensive to the se nior leader involved— they 
forfeit their retirement pay and all other emoluments 
to which they would be eligible for their de cades of ser-
vice, not a trivial amount by any means given the so-
cialized medical care they  will receive for life, and so 
on. Researchers of this mind go on to state,

Quitting [resignation in protest] is viewed by many 
as the ultimate means of expressing opposition to 
official policy or slight. Despite its seeming attrac-
tiveness as a way of making an emphatic point, 
 there are complications and principals involved 
which make it a rarely exercised alternative. (Mat-
thews, 1990, p. 12)

Another reason offered is that over time the positive 
became normative, meaning the tradition of “no resig-
nations” was gradually accepted as the right  thing to 
do and as such was incorporated into the evolving 
ethos of our military ser vices. As just one example, 
General Maxwell Taylor wrote for the Army’s premier 
professional journal in 1980, “A Do- It- Yourself Profes-
sional Code.” In it Taylor notes,

In the absence of authoritative means to identify an 
unjust war in time to avoid participation, an offi-
cer has  little choice but to assume the rightness of 
a governmental decision involving the country in 
war. Having made this assumption, he is honor- 
bound to carry out all  legal  orders and do his best 
to bring the war to a prompt and successful con-
clusion. (Taylor, 1980, p. 13)

This is a splendid example of one way that military 
professions create their expert knowledge and pass it 
on as authoritative to succeeding generations of 
leaders— the role of the respected se nior professional 
and mentor. And in this case, one who like his peers at 
the time allowed  little room for principled resignation.
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vital to the flourishing of the protected society. Yet, 
such work is clearly beyond the ability of the members 
of most socie ties to provide for themselves. Thus, a 
deeply moral and mutual relationship of trust is cre-
ated between the profession, its individual members as 
“professionals,” and the society served. Simply stated, 
the society perishes if their profession fails to provide 
for the common defense. The military profession, 
which exists only to serve and protect the society which 
created it, is thus morally obligated as a “social trustee” 
type of profession to use its military expertise only in 
accordance with the values held by that society, values 
which also so strongly inform the profession’s ethic. 
And,  these social values do evolve over time— recent 
examples are the inclusion of openly serving gay sol-
diers and civilians and allowing  women to serve in 
combat roles.

Second, unlike bureaucracies in the purest sense, 
professions create and work with expert knowledge de-
veloped into  human expertise, performing uniquely 
expert work. Such work is not often the routine or re-
petitive work of a bureaucracy. A professional’s ex-
pertise is most often applied within new, often unex-
pected, situations. Military professionals require years 
of study and practice before they are capable of such 
expert work,  either as individuals or as a unit. Effec-
tiveness, rather than strict efficiency, is the key to the 
work of professionals— the sick want a cure, the sin-
ner wants restoration, the accused and the victim want 
justice, and the defenseless want security. Although the 
professional must always aim for both effectiveness 
and efficiency, effectiveness is what counts most to 
their client.

Third, when a profession’s work is done effectively 
and ethically, the institution and its individual mem-
bers are granted significant autonomy. Members of 
professions are trusted to perform their expert work 
without close supervision. The professional’s  actual 
work is the continuous exercise of discretionary judg
ments, acted upon and followed up by the professional 
for effectiveness (Army Doctrinal Reference Publica-
tion 1, 2015). Think of an Air Force doctor  doing sur-
gery during an air evacuation, a ju nior Army leader 
conducting security operations in a combat zone, or a 
Defense Department civilian scientist  doing research in 
a government laboratory. All have trained for years, all 
are surrounded by im mensely expensive technology, 
and all are granted extensive autonomy in the execu-
tion of their own discretionary judgments and actions. 
Each is working as a professional, within a military 
profession.

The word “discretionary” in the definition above 
was carefully chosen by Army leaders as they estab-
lished for the first time ever official doctrine on what 
it means for that institution to actually be a profession 
with a culture and be hav ior that overmatch its origi-

unresolved conception of  whether the military was to 
be a military profession or a hierarchical government 
bureaucracy, he posited that “loyalty and obedience” 
 were the two cardinal virtues of military institutions. 
To him, such normative responses  were simply owed 
to the state through its civilian leaders via our Consti-
tutional arrangements and  were most applicable for 
his theory of the military as a “tool of the state.”

With re spect to the essential character of American 
military institutions, Huntington failed to recognize 
what is now known, particularly from the sociology of 
professions, that they do not have a single character, 
but rather are of a dual character— that of government 
bureaucracy and military profession. Thus,  there exists 
a constant, often ferocious, internal tension between 
them with uniformed leadership determining at any 
time and location which culture and be hav ior are pre-
dominant (Snider, 2015). Absent strong leadership, the 
default position is that of government bureaucracy as 
mandated in the Constitutional provision for executive 
departments. This is clearly not what is needed for the 
security of the Republic in the 21st  century nor desired 
by its polity who would prefer that their military ser-
vices be both effective and ethical. So, what prob lems 
does this dual character cause?

Unlike government bureaucracies that deal in rou-
tine, often repetitive, nonexpert work, a profession is 
“a relatively high status occupation whose members 
develop and apply expert knowledge as  human exper-
tise to solve prob lems in a par tic u lar field of endeavor” 
(Burk, 2005, p. 41).  There are five aspects of a profes-
sion that are inferred in this definition: (1) professions 
provide a unique and vital ser vice to the society served, 
one it cannot provide itself, (2) they do so by the ap-
plication of expert knowledge and practice, (3)  because 
of their effective and ethical application of their exper-
tise, they earn the trust of the society, (4) professions 
self- regulate; they police the practices of their members 
to ensure it is effective and applied only by following 
the profession’s ethic. This includes the responsibility 
to educate and certify professionals, ensuring only the 
most proficient members actually apply their expertise 
on behalf of the client, and (5) professions are there-
fore granted significant autonomy in their practice on 
behalf of the society.

Traditionally, the law, medicine, and theology  were 
considered professions within Western democracies. 
More recently, the military, accountancy, architecture, 
and a few other ser vice vocations have been accorded 
the status of professions by the socie ties they serve. Let 
me expand a bit on  these characteristics as they apply 
in par tic u lar to military professions and their civil- 
military relations including the norms applicable to 
dissent by se nior leaders.

First, the ser vice provided by military professions— 
providing for the “common defense”—is obviously 
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behalf of the society they serve. Thus, it is the society 
served that  will determine  whether the profession has 
earned the high status of a noble occupation and the 
autonomy that goes along with it. It is not true as 
Huntington implied that once a profession, always a 
profession. Simply stated, modern professions die (Ab-
bott, 1988). And in my own experiences, this includes 
military ones.

I served in the US Army in 1970–1971 in Vietnam 
when it was not a military profession in any sense of 
the so cio log i cal, or military, construct. Modern profes-
sions do die, and in the case of the US Army at the end 
of the Vietnam War that means having morphed into 
its alternative character of big government bureaucracy 
with very  limited military effectiveness, utterly un-
trusted and “spat upon” by the society it served. The 
professional culture had died and within it, also its 
ethic. The institution was then controlled more like an 
untrusted government bureaucracy than a profession. 
Its professional renewal with a new all- volunteer force 
and a re- professionalized noncommissioned corps was 
accompanied by more detailed, top- down policy guid-
ance from both civilian and military leaders covering 
every thing from organ ization to individual training, 
greatly restricting previously granted autonomy (Kit-
field, 1995; Millett and Maslowski, 1994; Powell, 
1995) This continued  until the Army once again proved 
itself as a military profession by contributing greatly to 
the successful outcome of the Cold War and then deci-
mating Saddam’s forces in Kuwait in 1990. My point, 
contra Huntington, is simply that the be hav ior of a 
single military institution can vary widely over time be-
tween its two orga nizational characters; and, military 
professions do on occasion die.

One major reason for this is that, again unlike gov-
ernment bureaucracies, the means of social control 
within professions is their ethic. It controls and guides 
the actions of the institution, the individual profession-
als, and the effectiveness of their work. A professional 
ethic is the evolved set of laws and moral values and 
beliefs deeply embedded within the core of the profes-
sion’s culture, which binds individual members to-
gether in common purpose to do the right  thing for 
the right reason in the right way. The ethic sets the con-
ditions for the creation and maintenance of a motiva-
tional, meritocratic culture for all who volunteer to 
serve. The ethic provides a set of standards which in-
dividual professionals willingly impose on each other 
to keep trust both internally and externally with their 
client. Hence, an actively self policed ethic is a neces-
sity for any military profession; non- policing bystand-
ers are simply not professionals. This is of special im-
portance for a military profession given the lethality 
inherent in its expertise.

A profession’s ethic also serves powerfully to moti-
vate members of the profession (Snider, 2014).  Today, 

nal, founding character of a government bureaucracy. 
Obviously, such discretion increases as leaders rise in 
rank and responsibility. But the point is that at all lev-
els military professionals are not to act as compliance- 
based, rule- following, job holders in a big government 
bureaucracy. Rather, discretionary judgments based on 
expert knowledge and its effective and ethical applica-
tions are the coin of the realm in military professions 
and in their trust relationship with the society they 
protect, and so it is with their se nior leaders— the stew-
ards of the profession.

Stated another way, such discretion is to be in-
formed by the professional ideology of ser vice that 
goes beyond serving  others’ choices. Rather, it claims 
a devotion to a transcendent value. Moral phi los o phers 
call this the moral or common good; in our military 
profession, we call it the security of the Republic, or 
in Constitutional language “the common defense.” Ac-
cording to one scholar of professions,

This transcendent value infuses the profession’s spe-
cialization with a larger and putatively higher goal 
which may reach beyond  those they are supposed 
to serve. Each body of professional knowledge and 
skill is attached to such a value. . . .  It is  because 
they claim to be a secular priesthood that serves 
such transcendent and self- evidently desirable val-
ues that professionals can claim in de pen dence of 
judgment and freedom of action rather than mere 
faithful ser vice. (Freidson, 2001, p. 122)

Contrast now, if you  will, this doctrine with Hunting-
ton’s idea that “loyalty and obedience are to be the car-
dinal virtues” within the military. If so, what is left to 
discretion? For that let’s turn next to a discussion of 
the content and power of the profession’s means of 
self- control, its ethic. So the question I  will address 
next is loyalty and obedience to whom and for what 
reason. As we  shall see, it is not as straightforward as 
Huntington would make it seem.

My Position II— The Power of a Professional 
Ethic and the Se nior Leaders’ 
Responsibility to It

His second idea that fuels current debate is Hunting-
ton’s weak understanding of the content and power of 
the ethic that informs the be hav ior of professions as 
institutions, and their members including their leaders. 
In this area, more recent research has established new 
understandings about competitive military professions 
and their ethics, particularly  those of the US Army (Ab-
bott, 2002; Cook, 2002; Mattox, 2005; Pfaff, 2005).

The new understanding is that professions earn 
and maintain the trust of their clients through their 
effective and ethical application of their expertise on 
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are preserved: the unquestioned subordination of 
military officers to Constitutionally legitimate civil-
ian leadership; and the equally impor tant role of 
the officer corps in providing professional military 
advice, unalloyed with extraneous po liti cal or cul-
tural considerations. (Cook, 2004, p. 55)

As Cook believes, part of that judgment must rest on 
the idea that professionals are obligated not only to 
serve the client (in this case, ultimately, the state and 
its polity) but also obligated to have “their own highly 
developed internal sense of the proper application of 
the professional knowledge” (Cook, 2004). In other 
words, dissent without insubordination to civilian au-
thority can rightly be based on loyalty to the profes-
sion’s expert knowledge and its appropriate applica-
tion. If this  were not the case,  there would be no need 
for military professions— the Republic’s security could 
be provided by businesses and bureaucracies.

In a more recent paper, Cook helpfully notes two 
examples of parallel cases from other professions where 
the scope and limits of a professional’s moral autonomy 
 will cause acts of dissent: (1) physicians must refuse to 
provide medical ser vices that are “not medically indi-
cated” regardless of how strenuously the patient may 
ask for it, and (2)  lawyers  will not violate disclosure 
rules even if the information disclosed is detrimental to 
their case  because the integrity of our adversarial justice 
system rests on the “fair fight” (Cook, 2015).

Professor James Burk, currently the President and 
Chair of the Inter- University Seminar on Armed Forces 
& Society, has expressed a similar view in more detail. 
In a challenge to Huntington’s functionalist assertion 
that loyalty and obedience are the cardinal military vir-
tues, James Burk contends that

military professionals require autonomy, to include 
moral autonomy, to be competent actors held re-
sponsible for what they do. By autonomy, I mean 
the ability to govern or control one’s actions with 
some degree of freedom. Autonomous action is a 
condition for responsible obedience and the oppo-
site of blind obedience. . . .  [ There is a] conceptual 
space within which military professionals exercise 
moral discretion. The map includes a definition of 
responsible obedience and disobedience. But it also 
includes two types of actions that do not fit the clas-
sic definitions of  these alternatives. They each ex-
hibit a defect in which discretion is used  either to 
do what is morally wrong or to do what was explic-
itly not authorized. Nevertheless, they are not sim-
ply forms of disobedience. They are “protected” ac-
tions, protected  because the discretion to commit 
them preserves the autonomy on which the moral 
responsibility of the military profession depends. 
(Burk, 2010, pp. 162–163)

businesses and bureaucracies motivate their workers 
primarily through extrinsic  factors such as salary, ben-
efits, and promotions. In contrast, professionals them
selves place the greatest value on the intrinsic satisfac
tions inherent in the ser vice they render to society, and 
they value  those more than the remunerations society 
extends them. This is why ser vice and sacrifice within a 
profession is a calling— something far more impor tant 
and satisfying to the professional than just a job. And 
that also is why the inspirational power of our ser vice’s 
ethic produces more effective units via transforma-
tional leadership than does the obligatory ethic of loy-
alty and obedience within a government bureaucracy.

Concluding Arguments

Turning now to the issue at hand, acts of dissent in-
cluding resignation by se nior military leaders at the 
nexus of American civil- military relations, I should be 
clear that I am only discussing relationships in which 
the military partner is a professional in the context I 
have been describing. The be hav ior of military bureau-
crats is no longer being discussed  here.

Now, I want to recall from Huntington that the re-
sponsibilities of the military leader to the state are 3- 
fold: (1) the representative function (to represent the 
claims of military security within the state machinery), 
(2) the advisory function (judgments on alternative 
courses of state action from the military point of view), 
and (3) the executive function (to implement state de-
cisions with re spect to military security even if it runs 
violently  counter to his military judgment).

Note that the repre sen ta tional and advisory func-
tions are by many understood to be the same, and most 
often in practice they are. But what we are discussing 
 here in this forum is the possibility of  those few instances 
when, in the discretionary judgment of the se nior stew-
ard of a military profession, they must of necessity di-
verge and by what cause. In other words, are the stew-
ard’s duties from his or her oath to “support and defend” 
the Constitution, and their fiduciary responsibilities to 
the profession, its expert knowledge, and its ethical use, 
always the same? This is the critical question it seems to 
me. Might  there be rare exceptions when their Constitu-
tional duties to “advise” and then “execute” civilian 
 orders clash with their professional responsibilities to 
“represent the profession” and the effective, ethical ap-
plication of its expertise— that which they alone hold as 
a fiduciary trust for the American  people.

Professor Martin Cook, the holder of the Stockdale 
Chair of Ethics at the Naval War College has noted 
that  these two obligations might diverge on occasion. 
He states, the challenge is:

how to understand professionalism so that two 
equal values, somewhat in tension with each other, 
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Rather, I believe that the office which Army profes-
sionals enter when taking their oath is not a physical 
workspace; it is a moral workspace. And  because of the 
nature of their fiduciary trust as stewards of the Ameri-
can  people’s military professions, se nior military lead-
ers can never relinquish their individual moral agency 
within that trust. Thus, it may in rare cases require 
them to act with public dissent which, of course, can 
include a principled resignation in protest. Without the 
ability to exercise such authoritative discretionary judg-
ment, which distinguishes professions from all other 
occupations, they “would become  little more than ser-
vants in a cafeteria . . .   doing what ever is demanded of 
them, and seeking above all  else to please.” (Freidson, 
1994, p. 211).

NOTES

An accompanying podcast for this article is available at http:// 
journals . sagepub . com / doi / suppl / 10 . 1177 / 0095327X166 
57322.
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we value and honor in the twenty- first- century war-
rior?  These questions in themselves suggest that a re-
orientation of the profession of arms is taking place, 
but our understanding of this change has not kept 
pace; given the tectonic changes in technology, society, 
and the execution of war, is it still appropriate to de-
fine our military as mere warriors who are members 
of the profession of arms that manage vio lence? Are 
they not something more?

Meaningful Definitions in the Profession  
of Arms

Nowhere is the turbulence of con temporary interna-
tional relations more relevant than for the American 
profession of arms, whose membership has varied over 
time and whose history includes a rec ord of tactical 
and operational success that predates nearly all living 
Americans. Fortified by a sense of insulation from 
likely military threat to American territory and lacking 
the fearful urgency of the early Cold War, con temporary 
Americans understandably have a propensity to view 
the use of military force as mostly expeditionary and 
elective— despite clear evidence that technology in-
creasingly makes geography less of a barrier to foresee-
able physical and virtually- inflicted harm, and threats 
to US interests, allies, and homeland continue to multi-
ply.1 This under lying sense of sanctuary, combined with 
habits of proactive power projection in response to cri-
ses and to bolster allies, strongly shapes civilian leaders’ 
and the public’s instinctive views of the role of military 
force.

Elsewhere in this volume, Jeffrey Donnithorne 
(chapter 6) explores the nature of professions in gen-
eral, how ser vice orga nizational cultures evolved, and 
the ways they manifest in the Department of Defense. 
 There are many competing definitions of “a profes-
sion,” all of which have value for understanding the 
broad and significant concept, and all of which, to one 
degree or another, identify relatively exclusive posses-
sion and regulated use of specialized knowledge as req-
uisite for a profession to be so called. Older views 
tend to prescribe specific milestones as necessary for a 
profession to exist, such as associations and journals. 
More recent observers, such as sociologist James Burk, 
have written that a profession can be defined more 
functionally as “a relatively ‘high status’ occupation 
whose members apply abstract knowledge to solve 

The difficulty lies, not in the new ideas, but in 
escaping from the old ones, which ramify, for  those 
brought up as most of us have been, into  every 
corner of our minds.

— John Maynard Keynes, The General Theory of 
Employment, Interest, and Money

American military professionals, like their counter parts 
worldwide, seek to maintain capability, capacity, and 
relevance in order to fulfill their historic role as pro-
tectors of territories and  people and principal arbiters 
of victory and defeat in violent confrontations. Yet the 
past several de cades of technological advancements 
and societal trends have increasingly assaulted time- 
honored foundational assumptions about the military 
ethos, the bound aries between civilian and military oc-
cupations, the habits of civil- military relations, and the 
organ ization for national security. As the very words we 
use to describe war and peace, battlefields and weapons, 
and warriors themselves are being stretched to the 
breaking point, it is impor tant to ask if it is time to re-
tire the idea of the profession of arms in  favor of the less 
evocative but more useful concept of the military pro
fession.  Doing so may allow us to develop a common 
perspective among military members and the society 
they serve that focuses beyond the tools of war,  toward 
its ends: beyond the “management of vio lence” to the 
“mastery of lethal competition.”

This essay sets out to formulate the questions that 
 will guide  those forthcoming investigations. It starts by 
examining the concept of the profession of arms and 
then turns to the changing conduct of war in the 
twenty- first  century. Subtly and without heralds, we 
have crossed a Rubicon, and modern conflict has be-
come fundamentally dif fer ent— however, we have yet 
to sort out the effects of the ever- smaller gap between 
politics and war on the stability of the international 
system. What constitutes the boundary between poli-
tics and war and what defines moderation in  these new 
competitive spaces? Turning to military expertise, what 
are the consequences of changing the location and 
timelines of war on the men and  women who fight it? 
As conflict expands more definitively into new domains 
and effectively both shrinks the time and transforms 
the  human face society has come to associate with war, 
the role and identity of the military professional is be-
ing morphed, stretched, and challenged. What should 
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seen as “managing peace,” but neither have they been 
perceived as waging war to a definitive conclusion. 
Thus, no slogan as crisp as “managing peace” has yet 
emerged for the  future military profession. On the con-
trary, the degree of sacrifice associated with multiple, 
frequent deployments and the tactical mastery exhib-
ited by American military forces have served as a basis 
for the American military  today to be given  professional 
status. Such recognition implicitly recognizes its central 
role in preservation of a technologically complex, 
po liti cally tumultuous, geo graph i cally vast, and eco-
nom ically dynamic nation. It competes for resources, 
prestige, the ability to self- police and to determine its 
own standards and membership, based on its ability 
to deliver that societal good. It does so as part of a 
complex, disparately resourced and supervised na-
tional security enterprise charged with mastering the 
extraordinary demands a complex, connected global 
society inevitably imposes on it. Where jurisdictional 
bound aries are drawn and how well they are navigated 
within the military is impor tant to joint war- fighting 
effectiveness in the classical sense; where bound aries 
are drawn within the larger national security enterprise 
is equally, if not more impor tant in countering evolv-
ing national security threats.

War and its core constituents, the risking and tak-
ing of life, have had such a power ful imprint on mili-
tary ethos and public imagination that any change is 
likely to be extraordinarily difficult.  Matters of tech-
nology, acquisition, resources, doctrine, or strategy are 
always pressing, often critically impor tant, and rou-
tinely draw  great attention from all involved in gov-
ernment decision- making. Yet it is arguably far more 
impor tant to reconsider the way we think about and 
perpetuate military ethos, often encapsulated in the 
phrase “profession of arms,” so as to ensure that the 
profession’s ethos actually prepares it to reliably mas-
ter tomorrow’s contests. An honest examination of 
fundamental, mostly unspoken, assumptions about 
war and warriors, and the link between them, is peren-
nially necessary and now long overdue. Such an ex-
amination should encompass what society values, how 
traditional military virtues and attributes should be 
manifest in the  future, and by whom, how defense pro-
fessionals and elected leaders holistically understand 
and communicate about threats to national security 
and prioritize  people, energy, and resources to address 
 those threats; and it should examine and recognize dis-
connects in the language that describes  human conflict, 
including the civil- military communications that re-
main central to success and failure. Accordingly, failure 
to grapple with deeply held assumptions and evolve the 
national security enterprise— its ethos, organ ization, or 
both—is likely to be devastating.

At its core, understanding the modern profession of 
arms is not an exercise in sociology; it is an exercise in 

prob lems in a par tic u lar field of endeavor.”2 The Air 
Force and Army have recently defined professions spe-
cific to each ser vice, with nuances involving certifica-
tion and type of ser vice and a distinction made between 
the institution and the orga nizational bureaucracy that 
constitutes its personnel.3 One of the earliest writers 
to specifically address the military profession, Samuel 
Huntington, asserted that “the distinguishing charac-
teristics of a profession as a special type of vocation 
are its expertise, responsibility, and corporateness.”4 
Not all would agree that  there is such a  thing as a uni-
versal military profession; instead of being guided by 
the universal ethos of a profession, per for mance in the 
military setting depends on individual judgment and 
orga nizational proficiency.5

Setting aside  these very real definitional questions, 
however, it is most relevant in the context of this dis-
cussion to recognize that occupational groups are gen-
erally accorded “professional” status not by autono-
mous decree, but by the society to whom they provide 
essential and distinctive functions. Their claim to a par-
tic u lar jurisdiction and the degree of autonomy they 
are granted to operate within that jurisdiction depend 
on their expertise and their legitimacy in developing, 
extending, and employing it to achieve the outcomes 
society values.6 Moreover, jurisdictional bound aries are 
not fixed,7 and in the case of the American military, 
they can be redrawn both within the larger military 
profession and outside it: in evolutionary practice and 
competition between the ser vices themselves, by exec-
utive decision of the secretary of defense, or by law 
when Congress acts. When considering the  future of 
the profession of arms and when considering national 
security writ large, it is impor tant to recognize that the 
military possesses neither formal nor informal exclu
sive jurisdiction. In this regard, it operates within what 
Andrew Abbot calls an “interdependent system” of 
professions.8

As a profession, the American military remains very 
highly regarded by the public, as reported by succes-
sive years of reputable opinion polling.9 From the early 
1900s,  there was a general recognition that the officer 
corps possessed a necessary, specialized expertise. 
James Burk notes that the military’s professional pro-
gression can be “reduced to slogan form by saying the 
Army has moved from the management of war early 
in the  century to the management of defense (a wider 
concern) during the Cold War to the management of 
peace (an even wider concern)” during the Global War 
on Terror.10 From the early years of counterterror op-
erations to the pre sent day, the public narrative has ar-
guably been a dialectic involving ideal ends— seen as 
infeasible— and very real ongoing costs in blood and 
trea sure, which have been seen as increasingly unbear-
able. The last two de cades of military operations in 
Af ghan i stan, Iraq, and Syria have arguably not been 
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of chess pieces, between adversaries who may or may 
not be able to see each other. As Mike Mazarr points 
out in chapter 4 of this volume, blurring of categories 
makes it increasingly difficult to define entities that are 
“enemies.”

In the world of land armies,  castles, and moats, a 
prince would surrender when the inhabitants of his 
fortification  were starved, killed, or in revolt and un-
willing to fight. In  today’s world, “If you can win the 
internet, you can win silly feuds, elections, and deadly 
serious  battles alike. You can even warp how  people 
see themselves and the world around them.”11 In short, 
the desired effect of militaries and politicians at war, 
since time immemorial, has been to convince the  enemy 
to yield;  whether by force of arms or by altering the 
 enemy’s view of the world and willingness to fight, the 
effect is the same.

The difficulty of adapting to this new kind of con-
flict environment is illustrated by the oft- heard Clause-
witzian truism that “the nature of war is constant; 
only the character of war changes.”12 In venerating the 
nature of war as a constant, the unstated assumption 
is that warriors remain responsible for conducting it 
and that the only challenge is anticipating and master-
ing changes in its character. In other words, with the 
right resources, technology, training, strategy, opera-
tional plan, and partners, “war” can be identified, pre-
pared for, initiated, prosecuted, concluded, and won at 
some level—by military forces. However, as we  shall 
discuss below, this comforting thought is misleading. 
It is analogous to saying that  water  doesn’t change, 
thus implicitly equating the effects of years of drip- by- 
drip erosion with the impact of a tsunami on a city— 
and expecting the same kinds of  people to deal with 
the full range of prob lems that “ water” pre sents.

The United States retains allies, interests, and com-
mitments across the globe that it continues to support, 
defend, and honor as it has for de cades. Si mul ta-
neously, the panoply of real threats to US territory and 
population is significant and growing. It includes the 
familiar— such as conventional and direct nuclear 
attack— and the less familiar, such as attack on space- 
based commercial or military infrastructure; electro-
magnetic pulse; cyberattack on the electrical grid; 
compromise and functional destruction of self- driving 
transportation; genet ically targeted biological attack; 
misinformation directed against educated, po liti cally 
empowered citizens; and exfiltration of im mense vol-
umes of scientific, technical, and personal data. All of 
 these less- familiar threats share a common character-
istic in that they are, or  were recently thought to be, 
highly improbable. They do not draw the same urgency 
and public understanding as insurgencies, terrorism, 
civil wars, and preparation for potential state- on- state 
warfare. As Thomas Schelling wrote in 1962, however, 
“ There is a tendency in our planning to confuse the 

clarity of thought and alignment with the world as it is 
becoming, not the world that has been. If we do not 
understand the  battle itself, who fights it on our be-
half, the tools and partners they fight with, the values 
they bring to the fight and the enemies they fight 
against, we cannot expect to succeed. Looking inward 
is difficult but it is the sine qua non for a  viable mili-
tary profession.

The Twenty- First  Century Is Dif fer ent

“War” is a short word with a long history. It is still 
used as a definitive marker for a phenomenon that has 
actually mutated into something far more ambiguous. 
This mutation is critical  because as concepts of war 
change, so too should understanding of the profession 
of arms and a ser vice member’s role in the military. 
Conflict  today— whether or not recognizable as war— 
must be understood to encompass the real harm that 
can be invited by, inflicted through, or suffered by the 
complex physical and virtual connections between 
socie ties. The  future of conflict  will only occasionally 
involve what militaries like to call “war.” Combat may 
look like it has for centuries— identifiable combatants 
using lethal force, ranging in magnitude from knives 
to nuclear weapons, exposing themselves and  others to 
risk of life and limb, enduring and inflicting privation 
and sacrifice in order to achieve victory, however it is 
defined. Yet we are actually living in the sum of an-
cient and modern worlds, where attacks can be as hor-
rific as a beheading, as instantly destructive as a ther-
monuclear blast, or as subtle as insertion of lines of 
malign code in essential war- fighting or national infra-
structure systems. The former attacks demand and 
would be likely to receive immediate response. For the 
latter, the members and organ izations that compose the 
profession of arms may lack the mission, tools, or 
awareness to repel them  until  after substantial damage 
is inevitable in the fabric of the society they are charged 
to defend. Thus for twenty- first- century militaries, the 
range of actions required to succeed in managing  those 
 future conflicts is an “and,” not an “or,” conundrum. 
Violent death is not  going away, but it is no longer the 
clear harbinger of very real lethal intent.

The fate of nations in this  century  will also, and 
increasingly, depend on nonlethal actions of varying 
visibilities, magnitudes, and objects, whose conse-
quences are less direct and predictable than traditional 
combat, but which could be equally—if differently— 
devastating.  Future conflict  will increasingly traverse 
lines on the map through tangible and less- tangible do-
mains and involve groups of widely varying and in-
commensurate sizes. War was once fought solely on 
land or sea, analogous to a chessboard; potentially le-
thal conflict is pursued  today on a multilevel  chessboard, 
for  mental as well as physical terrain, with new kinds 
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military theorists. Carl von Clausewitz made two tell-
ing assertions: “War is not a mere act of policy but a 
true po liti cal instrument, a continuation of po liti cal ac-
tivity by other means,”16 and “the end for which a 
soldier is recruited, clothed, armed, and trained, the 
 whole object of his sleeping, eating, drinking, and 
marching is simply that he should fight at the right 
place and at the right time.”17

This binary  mental model, in which peace and war 
are clearly delineated, is gradually being supplemented 
by terms such as “gray zone,” “hybrid warfare,” “cy-
ber warfare,” and the like. In an alternative  mental 
model, modern conflict is more like a matrix of paral-
lel and perpendicular beams of light passing through 
a misty three- dimensional battlespace, where the beams 
represent interests— possessed by states, organ izations, 
alliances, and even individuals— and the intersection of 
beams represents the interaction of  those interests. 
When they intersect in such a way that they reinforce 
each other,  there is coexistence and cooperation; but 
where they collide, the result can be constructive com-
petition, adversarial conflict, or combat in one or more 
domains for some period of time. The interests are con-
tinuously variable, changing the position and size of 
the nodes of intersection where they collide or cohere. 
Major war can flare at any of  these nodes when con-
flicting interests are vital or perceived to be so; con-
versely, conflict and competition at  these intersections 
may exist chronically, never escalating to something as 
easily identifiable as “war.” Depending on the domain, 
geography, and other  factors, any conflict may be more 
or less vis i ble to the  people and nations involved.

The location and timeline of war have changed. 
Sharply contrasting with World War I a  century ago, 
where logistical preparations and operations plans 
 were concrete, pervasive, and time- consuming and 
 battle was joined with  great vio lence on now- hallowed, 
distant physical battlefields, modern conflict is capable 
of occurring in the silicon of sensors and data stores 
that shape  human perception and can develop in mi-
croseconds to minutes, not months. An attack on a na-
tion’s infrastructure might have required a lengthy 
physical deployment and days or months of combat 
operations in years past, but is now conceivably 
achieved through far quicker cyber action; as General 
Paul Nakasone, commander of US Cyber Command, 
testified in 2019, “Our adversaries in cyberspace are 
acting and taking risks in seeking to gain advantage 
without escalating to armed conflict; they are conduct-
ing campaigns to gain cumulative advantage ( these 
include theft of intellectual property and personal in-
formation, malign influence and election interference, 
efforts to circumvent sanctions, and probes and posi-
tioning to threaten critical infrastructure).”18 Stanley 
Hoffmann, writing in 1965, addressed the stability of 
systems in an international conflict by asserting that 

unfamiliar with the improbable. The contingency we 
have not considered seriously looks strange; what 
looks strange is thought improbable; what is improb-
able need not be considered seriously.”13 We have re-
cent experience, with the COVID-19 pandemic, of a 
stressor on the US population and economy, and the 
rapid adoption of tech- enabled virtual work illustrates 
both agility and the potential vulnerability associated 
with reliance on such systems. Neither of  these phe-
nomena was unanticipated before the opening months 
of 2020; their magnitude and interaction, however, 
came as a surprise. Emerging threats look strange only 
 because of the lenses we use to examine them.

This is perhaps so  because millennia of history have 
 shaped a pervasive Western assumption that the activ-
ity known as war, when it involves military force, is 
about attacking and defending lines on the ground. 
 Human experience of war has  shaped our language 
and public discourse around sacrifice, physical action, 
proximate conflict, comradeship strengthened by 
shared risk and privation, and stakes that clearly and 
compellingly involve life and death. Such power ful 
shared assumptions, particularly in the United States, 
are both compelling and confining when it comes to 
comprehending evolving conflict modalities. On a 
practical level, that same experience has been system-
atically codified in vari ous “princi ples of war” that 
proceed directly from the demands of waging physical 
combat, such as mass, maneuver, simplicity, surprise, 
and  others.

For example, the nominal course of an armed con-
flict is codified in US joint doctrine, which states that 
each phase is a “definitive stage or period during a joint 
operation in which a large portion of the forces and 
capabilities are involved in similar or mutually sup-
porting activities for a common purpose.”14  These no-
tional phases include shaping, deterring, seizing initia-
tive, dominating, stabilizing, and enabling civil 
authority.15 While not necessarily pre sent or sequen-
tial in any given conflict, they reflect assumptions that 
military action  will largely focus on physical control 
of territory and lines of communication  because  these 
 things have historically been prerequisites for main-
taining the security of  people and nations or the ob-
jectives for acquisitive powers desiring to accumulate 
greater resources.

Regardless of the  causes of armed conflicts— 
whether religious, ethnic, ideological, resource, or 
miscalculation— the idea that peace and war are two 
somewhat mutually exclusive sides of a coin has been 
a consistent thread throughout the history of warfare, 
shaping the way states have or ga nized, trained, 
equipped, and conceived of using their military forces. 
The dichotomy has  shaped models of civil- military re-
lations, and it is embedded in language— from the US 
Constitution to common discourse to the writings of 
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ants fight and not all support personnel are immune 
from  enemy action, so the distinction has been more 
rhetorical than real depending on the war, the kind of 
fighting force, and the era. Yet what has changed re-
cently is crucially impor tant: with the rise of remotely 
pi loted aircraft and the increasing likelihood that con-
flict in space and cyberspace  will result in real harm to 
platforms and socie ties, “warriors” in  these areas no 
longer inherently incur physical risk but can inflict di-
rect or indirect physical harm, with or without classi-
cal vio lence. As Morris Janowitz foreshadowed, tech-
nology has indeed affected this traditional combatant/
noncombatant categorization, with long- term implica-
tions for the idea of the “profession of arms.”

Writing in the de cade following the Second World 
War, during the early years of the Cold War and about 
a force still largely made up of conscripts, Samuel Hun-
tington closely associated the profession of arms with 
management of vio lence. His definition of the military 
professional was centered on the experienced military 
officer, whose special expertise was developed with 
long experience and specific military education; it 
explic itly excluded the lower officer and enlisted ranks 
whose skills  were technical, not managerial, and who 
applied rather than managed force. All of his elabora-
tions of core military expertise  were oriented  toward 
discharging a distinctive responsibility, “the military 
security of his client, society.”21 Huntington also fa-
mously proposed what he called an “objective con-
trol” model for civil- military relations, in which the 
military gains a greater degree of autonomy in ex-
change for remaining explic itly apo liti cal with regard 
to civilian society and partisan politics.22 The concep-
tual clarity and deconflicted prerogatives associated 
with this model remain powerfully attractive and have 
generally been reflected in words and actions on both 
sides of the civil- military relationship, despite much 
evidence that real ity is far more complicated.

Shortly  after Huntington wrote in 1957, Morris 
Janowitz advanced an alternative view, still firmly an-
chored in the Cold War’s under lying tension between 
fear of nuclear Armageddon and the real ity of contin-
ued use of conventional arms, that the “use of force in 
international relations has been so altered that it seems 
appropriate to speak of constabulary forces, rather than 
of military forces . . .  continuously prepared to act, 
committed to the minimum use of force, [seeking]  viable 
international relations, rather than victory,  because 
[they have] incorporated a protective military pos-
ture.”23 Janowitz predicted that military and civilian 
technologies and functions would become increasingly 
intermingled, with consequences for the nature of that 
force, noting that “the effectiveness of the military es-
tablishment depends on maintaining a proper balance 
between military technologists, heroic leaders, and mili-
tary man ag ers.”24 Samuel Moskos, in turn, noted the 

“when one major actor’s decision to discard [modera-
tion] coincides with or brings about a revolution in the 
technology of conflict or a change in the basic struc-
ture of the world (or both), the system is particularly 
unstable.”19 In this case, technology appears to have 
changed the temporal, as well as the strategic, stability 
of the system.

 Future conflict is also  going to be dif fer ent  because 
public awareness of events is rapid, but understanding 
of the instability of national and international systems 
is not robust. Unlike tanks massed on a border or 
bombers overhead, which are within common imagi-
nation, few  people know which spacefaring nations 
and industries provide their personal phones with sat-
ellite navigation and timing signals, earth- sensing for 
weather and precision agriculture applications, or com-
munications for every thing from power distribution 
to on- demand logistics to daily news and information. 
From their generally military origin and application to 
commercial development and deployment,  these sys-
tems have grown to have tremendous impact on daily 
life.20

 These evolutions are one of the reasons for the fray-
ing of ele ments of post– World War II international 
consensus. Wherever their interests intersect, global ac-
tors (nations and  others) have always engaged in poli-
tics, cooperation, competition, and conflict. Combat-
ants prepare for and conduct wars when other ele ments 
of national power fail to achieve their objectives. The 
stakes have expanded beyond control of territory, how-
ever, and the international system has become less 
stable  because it is increasingly difficult to ascertain 
what constitutes the boundary between politics and 
“war” and what defines moderation in  these new com-
petitive spaces.

Military Expertise and Values

Just as the foundational definitions of war versus peace 
and the geography and timelines of conflict have ad-
justed or frayed, so too has the role and identity of the 
military professional. The traditional uniformed man-
ag ers of vio lence have taken on increasingly nonvio-
lent roles in con temporary conflict—as nation- builders, 
government advisors, and emergency responders. And 
conversely, new players have assumed the mantle of de-
fending society from harm: hackers and cyber opera-
tors, remote controllers of aircraft and satellites, data 
analysts and po liti cal affairs specialists, uniformed and 
civilian, all only marginally connected to the prototyp-
ical notion of “arms” and yet inextricably members of 
a profession that defends the nation. In some re spects, 
this is not a new dynamic; militaries over millennia 
have been divided by combatant and support roles, of-
ten referred to as “tip of the spear” and “rear echelon” 
troops. The real ity has also been that not all combat-
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bloodshed,30 is seen in the market success of myriad 
war movies, is written in the language of national de-
fense policy documents, or appears in the con-
temporary, omnipresent “thank you for your ser vice,” 
 there remains a rhythmic undertone of soldiers stand-
ing in the breach as defenders of society. It resounds 
over time, power ful and seemingly immutable.

The under lying assumption that the uniformed mil-
itary is about what Don Snider has called the “killing 
and  dying business”31 is reflected in the articulated val-
ues of the US military ser vices and vis i ble in  every ar-
tifact associated with the ser vices, from uniform insig-
nia to the words used in evaluations and decorations 
to the pre ce dence of  those decorations themselves. An 
instructive example of this is the creation of the Dis-
tinguished Warfare Medal (DWM), announced by Sec-
retary of Defense Leon Panetta in February 2013. In 
Panetta’s words, “The medal provides distinct, depart-
mentwide recognition for . . .  extraordinary achieve-
ments that directly impact on combat operations, but 
that do not involve acts of valor or physical risk that 
combat entails.”32 This medal, which was the first new 
combat decoration since the Bronze Star was created 
in 1944, would have ranked below Distinguished Ser-
vice and Flying Cross awards; but it was rescinded by 
Panetta’s successor, Secretary Chuck Hagel, a mere two 
months  later in a memo that recognized the evolving 
nature of warfare while doubling down on warrior 
tradition:

The character of modern warfare has changed and 
 will continue to evolve. Technological advance-
ments have led to remarkable military accomplish-
ments that have direct bearing on battlefield success 
even though they entail less direct physical risk to 
our force. Extraordinary achievements of our Ser-
vice men and  women  under  these circumstances de-
serve distinct recognition. . . .

Utilizing a distinguishing device [on noncombat 
decorations] to recognize impacts on combat oper-
ations reserves our existing combat medals for 
 those Ser vice members who incur the physical risk 
and hardship of combat, perform valorous acts, are 
wounded in combat, or as a result of combat give 
their last full mea sure for our Nation.33

One inference that can be drawn from this decision 
is that the military ser vices place a higher value on risk 
and sacrifice than they do on battlefield effect, again 
reinforcing the supremacy of the warrior ethos— the 
armed and armored knight— implicit in Huntington’s 
description of the military profession. This tension be-
tween “valor and value” is made clearer by two ex-
amples. First, consider that for remotely pi loted air-
craft operators,  after rescission of the DWM, the Air 
Force elected to approve an “R” (remote) device to be 

postmodern military’s “ge ne tic self- image is that of a 
specialist in vio lence” while positing the ascendance of 
soldier- scholars and soldier- statesmen to deal with 
post– Cold War substate military challenges.25 Of  these 
three, Janowitz may have been most prescient in de-
scribing the trends that have resulted in  today’s Ameri-
can military composition, missions, and organ ization.

More recent scholars have described nuances of 
civil- military relations and the military’s be hav ior as a 
bureaucratic actor with greater precision and more cur-
rent empirical data. Paula Thornhill articulated a con-
trast in concepts of military organ ization and identity 
when she noted that the American military  faces a 
dichotomy between a historically validated, force- 
employment- focused “overseas” paradigm and an 
emerging “guardian” paradigm. This echoes in some 
re spects Huntington’s and Janowitz’s models, with their 
differing emphases on where, how, and  under what cir-
cumstances force is an appropriate tool for militaries 
and the composition of the force wielding it.26 Peter 
Feaver cogently portrayed the military’s ability to  either 
support or undermine civilian leaders within the con-
text of a principal- agent relationship, as well as the 
range of consequences that actions within that context 
can have for civil- military relations.27

Despite the validity and accuracy of competing 
analyses of the military profession’s nature and its role 
in society, Huntington’s description of the military pro-
fessional’s unique expertise in “management of vio-
lence” has arguably had the most powerfully sustained 
influence on the core identity of the American military 
professional.28 This conception reflects solidification of 
a long trajectory in the evolution of the military as a 
professional endeavor, what Sir John Winthrop Hack-
ett called “the ordered application of force in the reso-
lution of a social or po liti cal prob lem,  under an unlim-
ited liability.”29

 Because the ancient lexicon of discord— words like 
“war,” “arms,” “force,” “military,” “vio lence,” “death,” 
“battlefield,” and many  others— has retained all of its 
resonance while losing some of its relevance, it is be-
coming dangerously incomplete and misleading in de-
scribing modern military professionals or the kinds of 
 battles they can be required to fight. Power ful emotions 
associated with tangible, lethal vio lence reinforce in-
creasingly outdated ste reo types of all meaningful con-
flict as violent, episodic, and valorous, which in turn 
substantially shape and often circumscribe military, 
popu lar, and prevailing elite approaches to modern 
conflict and constrain the breadth and utility of civil- 
military dialog.

From the bugles of the traditional battlefield to the 
cacophony that is modern social media, this visceral 
drumbeat about war and warriors has been audible for 
millennia.  Whether it rings clear in the words of Shake-
speare’s Henry V as he exalts the bond of shared 
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maximize the value of possession of nuclear weapons 
but avoid their use.

Throughout the post– Cold War de cades, American 
military operations achieved an enviable rec ord of bat-
tlefield success in conventional operations and coun-
terinsurgencies alike, leveraging highly trained military 
personnel, extraordinarily effective weapon systems, 
and an unpre ce dented fidelity and volume of combat- 
relevant intelligence information. In many re spects, the 
modern American military has done— and has been 
seen to do— every thing that civilian leaders and citizens 
expected of it in the face of geopo liti cally difficult con-
flicts. Yet this rec ord of success on the battlefield— 
which adds natu ral momentum to the desire to do the 
same kinds of  things better— does not necessarily pres-
age victory in  future conflicts. Rather than dissecting 
and assessing all of the counterinsurgencies and con-
ventional military operations over the last half- century, 
engaging in a thought experiment encompassing a hun-
dred years of history (1945–2045) may better serve to 
underscore the complexity of  future national security 
prob lems and illuminate the challenge of anticipating 
and mitigating complex, novel threats.

In the 1940s, tens of thousands of Allied aircraft at-
tacked Axis targets in order to destroy transportation 
and other infrastructure. Over a period of years, tens 
of thousands of airmen perished, along with greater 
numbers of combatants and noncombatants in the 
places that  were targeted. The success of the effort was 
uneven and the cost, in lives and suffering, im mense. 
No nation wished to repeat such horrors or to suffer 
air attack of any kind. Thus, in the 1950s and 1960s, 
when a nuclear- armed Soviet Union threatened North 
Amer i ca with long- range bombers, the United States 
and Canada allied to create NORAD (North Ameri-
can Aerospace Defense), a bi- national military struc-
ture to provide long- range detection of attacking air-
craft and air defense of their territory. NORAD built 
a vast radar network, deployed more than a thousand 
air defense fighters and hundreds of surface- to- air mis-
siles, and  later developed the ability to detect ballistic 
missiles as they came into the Soviet arsenal. While im-
perfect even when fielded, this classical military re-
sponse to a tangible challenge sufficed to defend terri-
tory and population for its time. In short, a physical 
threat emerged, a military response ensued, and a na-
tional security objective was achieved.

By 2045, it is reasonable to assume industry  will be 
in the pro cess of successfully fielding a North Ameri-
can network of autonomous, mostly electrically pow-
ered vehicles. Projections vary for how widespread au-
tonomous vehicles  will be, but the long- haul trucking 
industry is likely to be the leading edge of the transi-
tion. Compared to defending rail lines, highways, 
power plants, and the like against kinetic attack, the 
dynamics of ensuring an autonomous, electrically pow-

attached to peacetime decorations to recognize the 
“direct impact Remotely Pi loted Aircraft aircrews have 
on the battlefield.”34 While significant, and despite the 
fact that RPA crewmembers routinely employ lethal 
force and risk moral injury similarly, if not more acutely, 
than combatants in a  battle where the risks of  dying 
and killing are more symmetrical, this is not a combat 
decoration. Second, the creation of the US Space Force 
in late 2019 implies that, for the first time, members of 
an entire US military ser vice  will have no real path to 
winning a traditional, recognized combat decoration, 
despite being responsible for launching, operating, 
and actively defending im mensely valuable space sys-
tems that themselves provide vital systemic informa-
tion and ser vices to the United States and allied mili-
taries, governments, and populations. Alignment of 
recognition with the magnitude of nontraditional war-
riors’ value to national security remains, for now, an 
open question.

Past Operational and Tactical Excellence 
Does Not Guarantee Strategic Success

Emerging from the Second World War’s unconditional 
victories against the Axis powers, the American mili-
tary establishment was reinforced in its belief in the 
value of industrial, logistical, and operational mass; the 
efficacy of firepower; the importance of maneuver; and 
the criticality of superior technology.  These touch-
stones, bound together with sufficient training and 
professional leadership,  were seen as fully sufficient 
to take and hold territory and compel an adversary 
to yield. Conscripted citizen- soldiers, led by a stand-
ing cadre of officers and noncommissioned officers, 
brought skill, courage, per sis tence, and the full pano-
ply of traditional warrior values to bear in bloody 
strug gle that, apart from the technologies used to 
prosecute it, resembled the campaigns of Nelson, 
Napoleon, or Alexander the  Great. The ethos of the 
modern US military is seen and revisited partly 
through unit campaign streamers, unit designations, 
and shared heritage that would have been novel in de-
tail but not in kind to  those ancient warriors.

The emergence of oppositional blocs and the pro-
liferation of atomic weapons rapidly imposed strong 
disincentives for the kind of mass warfare that charac-
terized the World Wars. Even the Korean conflict—as 
bloody and protracted as it was— reflected the sharply 
dif fer ent calculus of a world where weapons of mass 
destruction existed in the hands of opposing nations. 
Thus, the US military increasingly adapted to the exis-
tence of this ceiling on vio lence over time. Doctrine, 
force structure, training, operational concepts, and pub-
licly articulated strategies favored deterrence and mini-
mized risk of inadvertent escalation beyond the nuclear 
threshold; US military actions  were calibrated to 
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lines of po liti cal oversight, resourcing, professional 
jurisdiction, orga nizational ethos, and  legal authority 
for the military and nonmilitary national security 
organ izations not just as traditional markers of orga-
nizational power or control, but as seams in our na-
tional security architecture they can exploit.

Re orienting the Profession of Arms

The pace and precise direction of the re orientation de-
scribed above is unclear. However, the December 2019 
creation of the United States Space Force36 can be con-
sidered a warning shot across tradition’s bow, mark-
ing three impor tant and telling shifts: the loss of juris-
diction by one ser vice due to a perception that national 
needs could be better met by a distinct organ ization; 
the creation of a military ser vice whose primary tools 
of the trade are not “arms” in any classic sense; and 
the legitimization of an entire ser vice whose members 
 will not, in any significant way, be routinely called 
upon to risk their lives in order to fully and honorably 
fulfill the functions the nation has asked of them.  These 
three  things arguably make the Space Force fundamen-
tally dif fer ent from all traditional services— and from 
“noncombatant” functions in  those services— and this 
difference has implications for recruiting and acces-
sion, personal development, recognition, and longev-
ity of ser vice, which are only now coming into partial 
focus. Members of the new Space Force should logi-
cally profess the same values their comrades in other 
ser vices do— honor, courage, loyalty, commitment, in-
tegrity, ser vice, duty, excellence— yet in order to allow 
the Space Force to prevail in its operational environ-
ment, the way many of  these values  will manifest in 
practice  will be very dif fer ent. The Space Force  will be 
an impor tant test case for American society’s ability to 
understand, value, and appropriately support  those 
new members of the armed forces.

Foreseeable real conflict with real consequences in 
space and cyberspace makes it increasingly clear that 
the warrior ethos and  mental models that have made 
American forces successful in combat to date must be 
questioned and expanded to cover the full range of 
 future threats to national security. Ironically, the term 
“profession of arms” has gained currency and popu lar 
use within the military ser vices even as the threats to 
national security that do not necessarily involve arms 
in the classical sense have proliferated. The term itself 
contains a reinforcement of Huntington’s construct 
by elevating the tool— the arms—to a defining charac-
teristic of the profession, leading some to propose that 
the military profession should be recrafted as a “pro-
fession of effects” in order to focus military and civil-
ian attention on desired outcomes rather than the 
tools of the trade.37 This is not likely to gain traction 
in the face of tradition, but the concept has merit.

ered transportation network remains capable of 
carry ing the commerce required to sustain life and en-
able prosperity are entirely dif fer ent. Intellectual prop-
erty rights and commercial incentives  will largely 
determine the design of the autonomous vehicles and 
supporting systems of the  future. The military has no 
clear responsibility or authority to mandate, develop, 
or fund their resiliency against cyberattacks on electri-
cal power or the software and sensors of the vehicles 
themselves. Economic disincentives  will make it less 
likely they  will be designed with backup means of op-
eration, and  future generations  will not naturally de-
velop the skills to navigate or control vehicles. In 
March 2020, the congressionally chartered Cyber So-
larium Commission highlighted the need to build col-
lective understanding, national  will, and mechanisms 
to increase resilience of transportation and other criti-
cal digital systems against adversary attack, but the 
magnitude of the tasks is im mense.35

What is crystal clear, however, is that we can no lon-
ger defend against World War II– style effects on mod-
ern infrastructure with an after the fact, uniformed 
military defense based on lines on a map. Defending 
something as critical as the North American transpor-
tation network fifty years ago was nearly exclusively a 
military function; defending it fifty years hence may be 
barely a military function. This raises the question of 
 whether “fighting and winning Amer i ca’s wars,” as 
shorthand for the purpose of US military ser vices’ ex-
istence, retains the same explanatory power it has had 
in the past. Tactical success— even operational suc-
cess—as valued in the  battles of the past simply does 
not guarantee strategic success in the  future,  because 
the battlespace is dif fer ent. Put another way, war is 
very often not what it used to be. Ensuring  future na-
tional security  will demand overcoming instinct and 
inertia: the instinct to think of war as primarily physi-
cal, discontinuous, and military; and the inertia of hav-
ing very successfully waged it for the last  century us-
ing  people, weapons, and organ izations whose ethos 
dates back to the days before Thucydides.

Thus, even as the US military grapples with the 
technology and nature of  future conflict in an era of 
renewed great- power competition, it must also rethink 
the essence of the American profession of arms, the 
ways citizens relate to  those who defend them, and 
perhaps the organ izations intended to maintain na-
tional security. Physical courage  will be required in 
the  future, just as it has in the past. Moral courage, 
along with the training and education to understand 
new  faces of old ethical issues,  will be equally impor-
tant in continuous conflict beyond line of sight, in 
space, or in cyberspace. Military functions have al-
ready stretched to include vital roles that do not in-
volve “arms” in the classical sense of the word— and 
potential adversaries see con temporary American 
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from greater clarity on the question of “who defends 
us.” Against what does each entity defend us? When 
and where do our military professionals fight, given 
that conflict is omnipresent, not always violent, and 
sometimes inside our own shoreline? Fi nally, why they 
fight is complex yet critical; how do we define an ethos 
that is power ful enough and flexible enough to guide 
a soldier’s decision to kill or a cyber operator’s deci-
sion to deny a city or a country its power? Regardless 
how difficult it may be to answer  these questions, any 
blurring in language and responsibility that exists is 
worthy and impor tant to bring into focus.

For all of the reasons outlined above, changing the 
prevailing culture of the profession of arms is likely to 
be extraordinarily challenging. Yet if the profession 
cannot grow to visibly master the demands of new 
forms of conflict and to work at scale and speed with a 
much wider spectrum of civilian national security enti-
ties to mitigate the threats they pose, it  will inevitably 
fail, be reor ga nized further, or both. Before the creation 
of the Space Force in 2019, the last fundamental reor-
ga ni za tion of the US defense establishment occurred 
in 1947. The National Guard has transformed from 
strategic reserve during the Cold War to an opera-
tional reserve over the last two de cades. As with the 
Space Force, some have called for creation of a Cyber 
Force in response to perceived deficits in existing US 
government capabilities.38 All of  these orga nizational 
changes, as well- advised and useful as they may have 
been, have scarcely altered the defense establishment’s 
under lying assumptions. It is not inconceivable that 
space and cyber professionals, if not fully incorporated 
in  every aspect of military ethos, might eventually be 
seen as better aligned with nonmilitary national secu-
rity organ izations.

War is changing. What we do not describe accurately, 
we cannot fight competently. And as “war” changes, the 
profession of arms must change with it. The tangibility 
and immediacy of any par tic u lar  battle and the magni-
tude of its impact on national security bear no neces-
sary relation to one another. We still and  will always 
need modern professionals to manage vio lence ex-
pertly, using force ethically to kill in combat when 
called upon. In recent de cades, we have demanded our 
military professionals take on less obvious, but still po-
tentially lethal, competition on land and sea, in air, 
space and the cyber domain. Yet it is not enough to 
merely continue adding brushstrokes of better weap-
ons and tactics to the ancient and aging canvas of mili-
tary conflict. Rather, we must summon the  will to think 
beyond war, boots, and bombs to understand and re-
spond to the fundamentals of  future consequential 
contests— small or large, vis i ble or invisible— that  will 
find us,  whether or not we choose to find them. Per-
haps it is time to retire the profession of arms in  favor 
of the less evocative but more useful concept of the 

More fundamentally, an expansion of the warfight-
ing ethos to better account for the inherent “team of 
teams” nature of any modern national security ap-
proach would also require a tectonic shift in the lan-
guage used to talk about it. Words as basic as “war,” 
“combat,” “victory,” “battlefield,” and “warrior” have 
deep historical meaning but caricature the modern dy-
namic under lying them. Alternative words such as 
“conflict,” “contest,” “advantage,” “battlespace,” and 
“guardian” might shift the orga nizational culture of 
the military  toward focus on effects rather than arms; 
but this, too is a challenging prospect. The same emo-
tion that makes civilian leaders and commanders ex-
traordinarily careful about sending soldiers, sailors, 
airmen, and marines “into harm’s way” should make 
them equally solicitous before they send  those same 
professionals in to be “on point for the nation.”

To succeed in the complex  future outlined above, 
the American profession of arms must realize a much 
fuller mea sure of the diversity and inclusion it has been 
pursuing for de cades.  These include racial integration 
efforts in the mid-1900s, the more complete incorpora-
tion of  women into the ser vices in the late 1900s and 
into combat roles in the early 2000s, and incremental 
removal of barriers to ser vice based on sexual orienta-
tion and other previously barred categories. While en-
suring equitable opportunities and advancement for all 
ser vice members regardless of demographic is still a 
“work in pro gress,” the military now  faces an even 
more difficult challenge with greater implications for 
its existing orga nizational culture and unspoken as-
sumptions: the full integration, inclusion, and leverag-
ing of ser vice members whose cognitive styles and 
physical attributes may not fit classical ste reo types but 
whose contributions to the multidomain, physical, and 
nonphysical competitive environment in which the mil-
itary operates are increasingly essential. In practical 
terms, this  will require military leaders, civilian policy- 
makers, and society to consider cost and benefit, for 
example, of recruiting the prototypical hacker or the 
brilliant engineer into the military itself and  whether 
deployability and appearance are relevant to an all- 
domain force or only to  those whose inherent function 
requires them to fight forward. This is a new variant of 
the military/civilian total force calculus that has existed 
for de cades, but it is impor tant to resolve.

It is worth taking a brief and final look at the im-
plied social contract fulfilled by the profession of arms. 
For most of American history, “who” bore responsibil-
ity for protecting citizens was very tangible: the indi-
vidual, a local law enforcement entity, and the military. 
In  today’s world, where the Department of Defense 
shares responsibility with the Department of Home-
land Security for some aspects of that protection, and 
large portions of American infrastructure are the sole 
responsibility of their  owners, we would only benefit 
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Identity Politics
How Ser vice Cultures Influence the Evolving Profession of Arms

JEFFREY DONNITHORNE

From the beginning of man’s recorded history 
physical force, or the threat of it, has always been 
freely applied to the resolution of social prob lems. 
This phenomenon seems to persist as a fundamental 
ele ment in the social pattern.

General Sir John Hackett, The Profession of Arms

Scholars of military strategy insist that the nature of 
war endures, while its character evolves.1 The same 
pattern holds true for the profession whose craft is war. 
“The function of the profession of arms,” argues Gen-
eral Sir John Hackett, “is the ordered application of 
force in the resolution of a social prob lem.”2 Hackett’s 
spare definition holds true across the millennia of mil-
itary history. Like the professions of medicine or law, 
the profession of arms claims a canon of expert knowl-
edge, a coherent membership, tailored education, a 
suite of supporting institutions, defined  career path-
ways, and an avowed ser vice to society.3 Its nature 
and function reliably endure. The character of the pro-
fession of arms, however, must evolve with the char-
acter of war itself. In his contribution to this volume, 
“Redefinitions and Transformations of the Profession 
of Arms,” Lieutenant General (Ret) Christopher Miller 
describes the stressing conditions that prompt new 
thinking about the profession of arms for the  future. 

Pushing  those ideas further, this essay considers what 
that new thinking might look like and how it might 
vary across the United States military ser vices.

The Evolving Character of War

Military professionals strive to bring order, stability, 
and peace to a world that is changing faster than our 
ability to make sense of it.4 Our inherited assumptions 
about warfare, the warrior ethos, and the profession 
of arms are all  under challenge, as  today’s empirical 
patterns stretch the conceptual bound aries of old cat-
egories and definitions. We are left with more ambigu-
ity than clarity, and  today’s military professionals in-
herit more questions than answers. Addressing the 
basic framework of what, when, where, who, and why 
helps to characterize  these rapid evolutions. The plat-
forms for coercion and risk- taking are converting from 
analog to digital (what); temporal distinctions between 
war and peace have blurred into per sis tent ambiguous 
competition (when); the terrain of adversarial access 
expands daily (where); distinctions between combat-
ants and noncombatants erode in a world of pervasive 
societal exposure (who); yet warfare remains a coer-
cive application of power to bend another group to 
one’s  will— the why remains largely unchanged. The 
following discussion highlights  these trends further.
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lessness, among  others. In the era described above, 
however, where distinctions between war and peace are 
blurred, where the battlespace is entangled in the daily 
life of citizens, and where contests may be de cided 
through bits not bombs, what kind of ethos  will prevail? 
Who is a warrior, by what standard, and sustained by 
what virtues?

War remains a clash of  wills to address social and 
po liti cal prob lems— its nature endures. Its character, 
however, appears to be evolving rapidly, and with it the 
profession of arms.  Today’s military professionals must 
make sense of a fast- changing corpus of expert knowl-
edge. At the same time, they must reform the practices 
through which their expertise protects and serves 
society.

This essay offers a new perspective on how the US 
military ser vices  will likely navigate  these changes. It be-
gins by explaining why the burden of change falls largely 
on  these military services— the Army, Navy, Air Force, 
Space Force, and Marine Corps—as the dominant 
organ izations within the United States national security 
establishment.5 The argument holds that each ser vice 
 will diagnose and address the ambiguity in the strategic 
environment differently, based on each ser vice’s beliefs 
about its strategic core: why it exists, what resources it 
needs, where it operates, when it is optimized for maxi-
mum effect, and who its individual members understand 
themselves to be. The essay focuses primarily on the four 
long- standing ser vices in the Department of Defense, as 
performing this analy sis on the newly created Space 
Force would be premature. Still, it  will consider the cul-
tural implications of establishing the Space Force, then 
conclude with summary insights.

A Service- Centric Approach to Change

Over the past several de cades, the US military has un-
doubtedly become more “joint” in its thinking, plan-
ning, and employing. Due in part to the altered incen-
tives imposed by the Goldwater- Nichols Act of 1986, 
combined with nearly 20 years of active combat op-
erations in the  Middle East, the Department of Defense 
(DoD) now plans and employs force more jointly than 
ever. Soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines are accus-
tomed to working in deployed environments with 
members of other ser vices. The joint staffs,  whether in 
the Pentagon or at combatant command headquarters, 
are increasingly filled with the ser vices’ most talented 
and upwardly mobile personnel. Officers rising through 
the ranks must complete joint professional military 
education at regular intervals, with a goal of achiev-
ing joint acculturation across the se nior ranks.6 The 
combined weight of  these initiatives has as suredly 
 shaped a modern military force that better understands 
and even appreciates the respective contributions of the 
other ser vices.

The information age accelerated into the net-
worked age, where ever more of our  human experi-
ence is captured, digitized, networked, and exposed. 
When daily life is digitally mediated, potential vectors 
for malign interference increase exponentially. Life in 
the networked age brings untold opportunity, but con-
nections do something for us and to us. We are coding 
a world of pervasive exposure, infected with zero- day 
exploits lying in wait. Our bodies, homes, identities, 
perceptions, infrastructure, and po liti cal systems have 
become the new terrain of coercion. In this saturated 
battlespace, hackers, scammers, and defenders pursue 
code supremacy: the power to define real ity in the digi-
tal age. In such a world, what does it mean for a war-
rior class to bear societal risk to defend the American 
way of life?

Historically, war and peace  were meaningful cate-
gories, distinguishable from one another empirically 
and temporally. Nations once at peace declared war, 
fought violently, sued for peace, and negotiated settle-
ments. Like night and day,  there was war, and  there 
was peace.  Today, the clock seems frozen at twilight, 
with shadows of conflict that are neither war nor peace 
as classically understood. While competition between 
nations has always been per sis tent, new networked op-
portunities for access and coercive leverage bring ad-
versaries within range as never before. With fraying 
distinctions between war and peace, how does the pro-
fession of arms define the proper jurisdiction of its 
expertise?

The jurisdiction is  under threat both conceptually 
and geo graph i cally. Military history reveals that groups 
perpetually seek new and clever corridors of access to 
coerce their neighbors. From land to sea, into air, space, 
cyberspace, and the electromagnetic spectrum, groups 
maneuver to impose their  will on  others. The steady 
expansion of  these access corridors defines the expand-
ing contours of a complex battlespace. As more of the 
 human experience migrates onto a digitally connected 
grid, we create new strategic chokepoints and wrap the 
battlespace more tightly around civil society. In such a 
world, how does the profession of arms partition the 
experience of war? How can war be sequestered to the 
professionals when the contested terrain has been at-
omized across society?

The atomized terrain of coercion erodes distinctions 
between combatants and noncombatants, as once un-
derstood. When leverage against neighbors was exclu-
sively physical, men- at- arms threatened or destroyed 
what  others held dear through violent means.  Those 
entrusted with the ordered application of vio lence  were 
held in high esteem, as they bore risk of physical, psy-
chological, and moral injuries on behalf of  others. 
Naturally, a warrior ethos developed around this 
shared sacrificial experience, uplifted by martial vir-
tues: courage, valor, sacrifice, honor, loyalty, and self-
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tion creates unique “diagnostic and choice propensities” 
for each ser vice as it makes sense of the world and its 
place within it.12 The bulk of the discussion is focused 
on  these service- level approaches: How  will each ser-
vice’s culture condition its approach to the shifting de-
mands of its profession?

The following discussion addresses five questions 
that shape each ser vice’s approach to change. The first 
considers why each ser vice exists and evaluates the se-
curity of its professional jurisdiction. A ser vice’s sense of 
orga nizational security—or vulnerability— conditions a 
par tic u lar posture  toward change. The second question 
focuses on the what— the significance of physical assets 
within the ser vice. How strongly does each ser vice feel 
about its kit, and why? During a period of rapid techno-
logical change, each ser vice’s approach to its gear en-
ables and constrains its professional evolution. The 
third question probes the role of physical geography in 
each ser vice’s mindset— the where of strategy. Military 
history is a story of explorer- strategists pursuing new 
corridors of access to gain leverage against neighbors. 
 These physical bound aries between operational do-
mains tend to define the professional bound aries be-
tween ser vices. Operational geography underwrites 
each ser vice’s sense of power and purpose.

The fourth question asks when. What is each ser-
vice’s relevant operational time scale? Each ser vice 
clicks along to its own metronome for common pac-
ing. In an age of accelerated change, a ser vice’s rela-
tive sense of fast and slow is a key ingredient in man-
aging change. Fi nally, the fifth question asks who. To 
what orga nizational level does the identity of ser vice 
members tend to gravitate? Some ser vices elevate na
tional loyalties, for example, while  others privilege the 
primacy of the ser vice.  These dif fer ent reference points 
create further variation among the ser vices in their pro-
fessional evolution.

Why: The Security of Professional Jurisdictions

Why does each ser vice exist, and how does its under-
standing of mission and purpose shape its posture 
 toward change? In a crowded marketplace of expert 
 labor, professional organ izations seek stable jurisdic-
tions within which to practice.13 The military ser vices 
are no exception. Each ser vice thrives when its profes-
sional jurisdiction is clearly defined, with a mission and 
purpose that serve the nation and align with the ser-
vice’s preferred self- conception. A ser vice’s sense of 
orga nizational security casts a long shadow over its ap-
proach to strategy and change.

The Army rarely wrestles with its sense of why. 
Land armies have been essential to defending po liti cal 
communities across the millennia. If you want to se-
cure your borders and defend your interests, you have 
an army. And if you want to reject colonial subjuga-

Despite  these meaningful gains, however, thinking 
jointly reaches a natu ral limit for the ser vices and their 
members. Two core realities create this limit. First, the 
military ser vices retain  legal authority in Title 10 of the 
United States Code for three major verbs of military 
life: or ga nize, train, and equip.7  These responsibilities 
of organ izing, training, and equipping are the budget- 
driven foundation of all military operations. This seem-
ingly straightforward work, owned and dominated by 
the ser vices, consumes the focus of se nior military and 
civilian leaders in the Pentagon. The combatant com-
mands fight the wars of  today, but the ser vices recruit, 
acquire, or ga nize, train, and prepare forces for the un-
certain conflicts of the  future.

The second core real ity that drives service- centric 
thinking is a  simple but critical technicality: no one ac-
tually joins the “United States Military” per se. Mili-
tary personnel enter and develop through one of the 
ser vices, with all of its par tic u lar traditions, customs, 
uniforms, ranks, incentives, and cultural assumptions. 
The ser vices are the colorful meaning- makers, answer-
ing elemental questions of daily life: What  will I wear? 
What  will I be called? Where  will I live? What  will I 
do? What gear  will I use? When, where, and for how 
long  will I deploy? Who promotes me? Who hires and 
fires me? Who pays me? The ser vices determine the 
facts of daily life for real  people.

Furthermore, the combatant commands fighting 
 today’s wars do not grow their own joint personnel; 
no one actually wears purple.8 The joint commands 
fight with the equipment, personnel, and ideas grown 
by the ser vices. The ser vices provide the raw material 
of military force, and each does so through its own 
logic of power and purpose. At its core, the Army is a 
force of ultimate occupation— fueled by the conviction 
that wars are ultimately de cided by a “man on the 
scene with a gun.”9 The Navy wields power through 
forward projection; its carriers and ships maneuver 
steel acres of sovereign US firepower across the world, 
when and where strategic logic dictates. The Marine 
Corps delivers the power of responsive intervention; 
whenever the call, what ever the task, “Send in the Ma-
rines!” is a cherished refrain.10 Lastly, the Air Force 
offers power through strategic interdiction; airmen 
hold key targets at risk across the globe, with rapid de-
structive power that none other can provide.  These 
logics of power are not just the conceptual ingredients 
of joint operations; they are the ser vices’ heuristic 
framework for how to pursue advantage in the  future.

This essay builds on existing works that posit the 
ser vices as emergent cultural agents,  shaped by the in-
teraction of their operational nature and po liti cal nur-
ture.11 Each ser vice has a unique strategic culture, 
molded by the physical characteristics of its opera-
tional environment interacting with the po liti cal char-
acteristics of its orga nizational history. This combina-
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third dimension for observation, reconnaissance, and 
even aerial bombardment of fielded forces. The Navy 
and Marine Corps likewise developed aerial tactics for 
supporting maritime fleet operations. But a separate 
tribe of air- minded enthusiasts, largely within the Ar-
my’s aviation units, began to argue for a separate ser-
vice and to conceive of the air domain in fundamen-
tally dif fer ent ways.  These ambitious secessionists 
believed air power changed the face of warfare; the air 
domain, they believed, offered new war- winning ap-
proaches that the other ser vices would not be inclined 
to pursue.

The Air Force’s quest for orga nizational in de pen-
dence— achieved in 1947— continues to echo across 
the ser vice. The viability of the Air Force’s founding ar-
gument  either motivates or haunts the ser vice, depend-
ing on the par tic u lar tranche of evidence that supports 
or challenges its existential hypothesis. Since its cre-
ation, moreover, the Air Force has sought to lead the 
search for new domains of coercive access. The ser vice 
has added space and cyberspace to its core portfolio, 
and it espouses a culture of innovation, novel thinking, 
and a propensity for  going “over, not through” con-
ventional prob lems.17 While fostering a truly innova-
tive culture is as difficult for the Air Force as it is for 
any large organ ization, the Air Force’s self- styled nar-
rative welcomes change, as newness is at the heart of 
the ser vice’s core contribution. Whereas the Army and 
Navy offer the nation an enduring sameness of purpose 
over time, the Air Force sees its role as offering perpetu-
ally new thinking and novel capabilities.

The Marine Corps has historically felt the least or-
gan i za tion ally secure of the ser vices. Unlike the other 
three ser vices, the Marine Corps is not defined by a 
single domain, but offers an integrated, all- domain 
striking force. In a sense, it offers at reduced scale what 
the entire joint force offers in full. Consequently, if an 
outsider merely scanned the balance sheet of the DoD, 
the Marine Corps could appear unnecessarily duplica-
tive of the other ser vices. “In terms of cold, mechanical 
logic,” observed Lieutenant General Victor Krulak, 
“the United States does not need a Marine Corps. 
However, for good reasons which completely tran-
scend cold logic, the United States wants a Marine 
Corps.”18 Absent a rational need, the Marines have to 
be wanted; the corps is therefore passionate about 
being— and being seen as— useful to the nation.

The Marines’ fight for secure orga nizational terrain 
is a natu ral by- product of their founding charter. Cre-
ated within the Department of the Navy, but chartered 
to perform army- like functions, the Marine Corps 
was bureaucratically wedged between the Army and 
Navy— and loved by neither. A favorite Marine legend, 
in fact, recounts the end of the Revolutionary War, 
when all the kit that supposedly remained was a corps 
of mules and two battalions of marines. The Army and 

tion and stake a claim to a new nation, you need an 
army to fight and make it so.  Today’s US Army proudly 
traces its heritage to George Washington’s scrappy 
Continental Army— the resilient underdog that beat 
back the dominant imperial power of its day. The Army 
sees itself as so closely aligned with the birth and de-
velopment of the United States that its reason for be-
ing speaks for itself. A former chief of staff of the 
Army— the senior- most four- star general leading the 
service— once commented, “ There has always been an 
Army. . . .  We  don’t have to justify the need or rele-
vancy of an Army. Amer i ca requires an Army. The 
other ser vices have to justify themselves in terms of 
their platforms or weapon systems. . . .   There  will al-
ways be an Army.”14 While the shape, size, and means 
of the Army evolve over time, its existential why 
 remains constant and confers a robust sense of orga-
nizational security. This deep sense of enduring pur-
pose gives the Army a profound conservatism in its 
approach to change.

The Navy likewise has no difficulty defending its 
purpose for the nation. Its settled sense of self benefits 
from a national debate 230 years ago, when Alexan-
der Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay served as 
its leading advocates. An impor tant thread in The Fed
eralist Papers connected a blue- water seafaring navy 
with national prestige and power. In Federalist 11, 
Hamilton argued that even a small US Navy could af-
fect the Eu ro pean balance of power by its friendship 
or neutrality, but “a nation, despicable by its weakness, 
forfeits even the privilege of being neutral.”15 In view 
of the power ful British and French fleets marauding the 
Atlantic corridor, Edward Rutledge of South Carolina 
concurred: “We must hold our country by courtesy, 
 unless we have a navy.”16 When the US Constitution 
was  later signed, it provided for a national navy, and 
the US Navy has generally been on firm bureaucratic 
ground ever since. If anything, the Navy is so secure in 
its purpose that it can feel entitled to autonomy. Life 
at sea is sufficiently unknowable to land- dwellers, the 
thinking goes, that  matters of naval operations and 
strategy must be fully entrusted to sailors alone, with 
minimal interference from unsalted amateurs. To 
change the Navy generally requires the advocacy of a 
trusted insider.

Unlike the Army and Navy, the Air Force does not 
enjoy the settled confidence of a clear jurisdiction. For 
the Air Force, the mere existence of the air domain is 
not sufficient justification to have an in de pen dent ser-
vice that owns (in a bureaucratic sense) the domain. 
Instead, the Air Force had to argue its way into exis-
tence with prophecy, logic, and evidence. As military 
aviation developed in the early de cades of the twenti-
eth  century, the existing ser vices found novel utility in 
exploiting the air domain to support existing models 
of battlefield operations. The Army clearly valued the 
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What: The Significance of Physical Assets

The military ser vices are responsible for organ izing, 
training, and equipping combat- ready forces. This task 
of equipping the American military is massive in scope, 
with implications that extend across the DoD, the US 
government, the industrial base, international alliances, 
and the global economy. The ser vices obligate hun-
dreds of billions of dollars annually, investing in mate-
rial capabilities to achieve coercive leverage. Life in the 
Pentagon is ordered by the gravitational force of the 
defense bud get; planning, programming, bud geting, 
and executing taxpayer dollars consume the lives of 
ser vice staff officers.

Physical means define an essential ele ment of strat-
egy, as means must co- evolve with ends. What we have 
determines what we can do, and what we want to do 
informs what we should buy. Each ser vice’s strategic 
culture conditions a strong preference for the kind of 
physical assets that give form its preferred warfighting 
concept. Each expends  limited resources on the  things 
it believes  will most likely confer advantage. What a 
ser vice buys reflects both identity and values, making 
tangible its theories of advantage for the  future. In 
short, a ser vice’s approach to physical assets is a proxy 
for its truest sense of purpose and identity.

For the Air Force, its existence is predicated on de-
signing, building, and operating sophisticated technol-
ogies that overcome the force of gravity. The Air Force 
is no force at all without its aircraft, satellites, ballistic 
missiles, and other machines. The ser vice prospers 
through its technological marvels, giving the Air Force 
an acute focus on the quality of its machine fleet. In 
his study of ser vice personalities, defense analyst Carl 
Builder suggested of the Air Force that “to be outnum-
bered may be tolerable, but to be outflown is not. The 
way to get the American flier’s attention is to confront 
him with a superior machine.”24 The Air Force’s pur-
suit of better, higher, and faster comports with the ser-
vice’s self- conception as the ser vice of new: fresh think-
ers, pioneers of new domains, and strategist- hackers 
with sleek technology who find new ways to win.

But is higher quality always the better buying op-
tion? Given bud get constraints, functional suitability, 
or portfolio diversification, when might less sophisti-
cated machines be the better acquisition choice for the 
Air Force?  These questions surfaced in a 2019 debate 
on acquiring new air superiority fighters. The ser vice is 
clearly betting on the fifth- generation multi- role F-35 
Joint Strike Fighter as the bulk- buy fighter aircraft for 
the  future. As a complement to the F-35 acquisition, 
some Pentagon analysts have argued for a hedging 
strategy: buying upgraded versions of the fourth- 
generation F-15 Ea gle.25 The F-15, in all its variants, has 
been an indisputably capable fighter aircraft for nearly 
forty years. Defense contractor Boeing continues to 

Navy flipped a coin to divide them up; the Army won 
and chose the mules.19

Despite this apparent lack of esteem from  either the 
Army or Navy, marines  were an essential component 
of a navy ship in the eigh teenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. Marines served as boarding parties, assault 
forces, sharpshooters, and martial guards to protect the 
ship’s officers from a potentially unruly ship’s com-
pany. But impor tant evolutions within the Navy forced 
a reckoning for the corps. As the Navy professional-
ized in the late nineteenth  century, the presence of ma-
rines on ships fostered a “penal colony” atmosphere of 
suspicious supervision.20 At the same time, the Navy 
was moving from sails and wood to steam and steel, 
and  these changes in ship architecture spurred new 
duties for  those onboard.  These evolutions in naval 
equipment, operations, and culture eroded the ratio-
nal basis for stationing marines on Navy ships. The 
Navy asked to remove marines from their surface fleet, 
putting at risk the very purpose of the corps. Amid a 
flurry of presidential and congressional activity, the 
tension climaxed in 1909 and ultimately yielded legis-
lation that protected the original Marine Corps’ mis-
sion afloat— even though that purpose had become 
largely outdated. This contest to define the proper 
place of the Marine Corps was one of many— the 
corps claims it has survived fifteen attempts on its life— 
that define its history and confer a constructive para-
noia on the ser vice.21

Across its history, the Marine Corps has survived 
or gan i za tion ally by  doing any and  every job asked of 
it, while maintaining an emotional connection with the 
American  people— and their representatives in Con-
gress. This approach makes the Marine Corps “para-
doxically committed to both tradition and change.”22 
In pursuit of orga nizational survival, the corps heralds 
its tradition of ser vice to the American  people, while 
scrambling to pursue the operational changes neces-
sary to maintain a  viable mission.

In view of  these service- level variations in orga-
nizational security, how might the ser vices vary in 
their approach to changes in the profession of arms? 
In general, this dimension of orga nizational security 
tends to keep the Army and Navy content with their 
historic status quo, while the Air Force and Marine 
Corps are more readily postured to evolve and change 
to maintain orga nizational viability. While all of the 
ser vices  will no doubt evolve to meet new security de-
mands, the Army and Navy are more likely to evolve 
their means— designing new approaches to enduring 
tasks.23 The Air Force and Marine Corps  will likely be 
more entrepreneurial in their approach, conceptualiz-
ing new opportunities, strategies, and mission concepts 
that are not yet part of their core portfolio. Airmen and 
marines are incentivized to pursue not only new means, 
but new ways and new ends as well.
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ing diverse distributed needs, at enterprise scale, in an 
integrated way with Army doctrine, organ ization, and 
existing equipment.29

The Marine Corps focuses far more on marines 
themselves than the gear they employ. “For the Marine 
Corps,” writes historian Allan Millett, “the first priority 
in defining the Corps has always been its  people, not its 
functions or its technology.”30 When it comes to phys-
ical assets, the corps boasts a proud history of being 
scrappy, creative, frugal, and effective with its gear. 
Marines see themselves as faithful stewards of the na-
tional trust. If the American  people  will trust the Ma-
rine Corps enough to keep it alive, the corps  will honor 
that trust by husbanding its tax dollars effectively and 
creatively. This princi ple has been central to the corps 
from its earliest days. Funded through the Navy De-
partment, but requiring weapons and gear like the Army, 
the early Marine Corps fought creatively for  every re-
source. Without a separate bud get or cabinet- level 
repre sen ta tion, the corps relied on the secretary of the 
Navy for advocacy. In practice, this often meant that 
marines received second- hand goods or manufacturing 
defects from the Army. Consequently, marines cared 
religiously for the gear they did receive. Commandant 
of the Marine Corps Archibald Henderson, who led the 
corps for thirty- nine years (1820–1859), wasted noth-
ing and “set the tune in establishing institutional fru-
gality as a Marine Corps princi ple.”31  Future com-
mandants extended Henderson’s legacy, as Lieutenant 
General John Lejeune made it a point as commandant 
(1920–1929) to return a portion of the Marine Corps’ 
appropriation back to the US Trea sury each year. In 
short, the Marine Corps generally cares less about the 
exact specifications of the gear it acquires—as long as 
it gets something to do its mission.

The one piece of kit that marines do care about pas-
sionately is the  rifle. Complete with a creed that ven-
erates the role of the  rifle in the hands of a marine, the 
corps believes, preaches, and lives the dictum that  every 
marine is a rifleman. The most impor tant resource on 
the Marine equipment ledger is the low- tech but highly 
effective coupling of a marine and his  rifle. The marine 
infantryman, equipped with his  rifle, is the venerated 
icon of the Marine Corps and the critical resource for 
the corps’ success.32

For all of the ser vices, the rapid pace of technologi-
cal change has and  will continue to stress the ponder-
ously long acquisition timelines within the DoD. Tech-
nology is changing quickly, but the DoD buys  things 
slowly, painfully, and inefficiently.33 Additionally, the 
gear the ser vices buy reflects their hypotheses about 
how to achieve coercive leverage in  future conflicts. 
But the shifting landscape of armed conflict casts a 
veil of uncertainty over how militaries  will be used in 
the  future. If military assets are the  union of techno-
logical capability and a theory of  future victory— both 

upgrade versions of the F-15, often for foreign military 
sales, and an internal Pentagon analy sis argued that 
buying new models of this proven aircraft would be a 
smart addition to the Air Force fighter portfolio. The 
intensity of the debate highlights the countercultural 
nature of stepping back a generation in fighter tech-
nology: Why, the Air Force won ders, would we 
double- down on the past instead of committing to the 
technologies of the  future?

The Navy’s principal focus centers on the number 
of ships in its seafaring fleet— and how big  those ships 
must be. Naval strategy hinges on position. Control of 
the seas,  whether for conventional  battle or to ensure 
freedom of commercial navigation, requires the right 
ships at the right place at the right time. Position de-
mands numbers, so the total number of ships in the US 
Navy is a con ve nient short- hand for its capability. Dur-
ing the Reagan administration, for example, Secretary 
of the Navy John Lehman fixed his sights on a 600- 
ship Navy as the force required to defeat the Soviet 
Navy and preserve world order.26 Fast- forwarding to 
late 2019, acting Secretary of the Navy Thomas Modly 
laid down a marker for the Navy to reach 355 ships 
within a de cade.27 Reduced to a soundbite, the num-
ber is the strategy.

But if quantity  matters to the Navy, the quality of 
 those ships ranks a close second. The Navy arranges 
its fleet around major capital ships, from its first six 
frigates of the eigh teenth  century, to the battleships of 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to the air-
craft carriers of  today. A consistent belief that “bigger 
is better” runs throughout the Navy’s history, with 
vari ous alternatives for smaller or more diverse fleets 
sparking heated re sis tance from the ser vice core.

For the Army, the basic task of equipping a force 
so large and diverse is a herculean effort. As a massive 
organ ization tasked to perform a wide array of mis-
sions, the US Army must be varied and subspecialized 
in its structure. The core of the Army lives in its three 
main combat arms branches— the infantry, field artil-
lery, and armor— but over two dozen other branches 
complement  these three.28 Furthermore, the Army or-
ganizes forces  under both state and federal control, 
across vari ous degrees of readiness, from active duty 
through guard and reserve forces. The Army is there-
fore the largest and most fragmented of the ser vices, 
driving a strong imperative to coordinate, synchronize, 
and standardize.

This enormous Army machine, distributed globally 
across its component pieces, tends to prioritize suffi-
ciency, standardization, and interoperability in its ap-
proach to physical assets. What ever the Army buys, it 
must get enough to serve its entire force, in a standard-
ized plug- and- play model, as a component piece of 
the tightly coupled Army machine. Any signature Army 
acquisition proj ect is a complex undertaking of meet-
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frameworks  will challenge the ser vices in dif fer ent 
ways, depending on their baseline sense of operational 
geography.

For the Army and Navy, lines on the map are a de-
fining real ity. The Army is a map- driven ser vice that 
brings order out of chaos by drawing clarifying lines. 
For a massive land force that must live in its battlespace 
and synchronize its maneuver, lines mean  things: the 
forward edge of the  battle area (FEBA) and the for-
ward line of troops (FLOT), as well as phase lines for 
synchronizing maneuver and deconfliction lines that 
divide terrain between units are among the defining 
features of Army operations. The Army defines places 
based on grid coordinates and gives names to promi-
nent terrain features based on demarcated elevations 
on published maps. Maps and their associated signs 
and symbols— lines, grids, terrain features, and bound-
aries— form the common layer of abstraction that 
unifies positioning, maneuvering, and employing of 
fielded forces on real terrain.

Even in new eras of prominence for space and cy-
berspace, the Army  will likely remain committed to the 
irreducible demands of life on the ground. At least in 
the near term, Army soldiers are likely to view space 
and cyber as enabling domains that assist Army units 
in their core responsibility to shoot, move, and com-
municate on land. To the extent that the Army pursues 
positional advantage in the shifting terrain of cyber-
space, the dominant meta phor of physical territorial-
ity  will likely serve as the unifying abstraction for de-
fining cyberspace. One might expect that Army- led 
efforts  will appropriate a “lines on the map” approach 
to making sense of cyber terrain and coordinating ef-
fects within it.

The Navy likewise defines real ity with maps— 
though sailors insist on properly calling them charts. 
The Navy operates  under the tyranny of oceanic dis-
tance. With 70  percent of the world’s surface covered 
in  water, 80  percent of the world’s population living 
on or near a coastline, and 90  percent of global com-
merce moving by  water, the Navy wields the distrib-
uted tentacles of American power globally and per sis-
tent ly.36 The Navy must patrol thousands of square 
miles, but it cannot adjust the position of its ships at a 
greater rate than 20–30 knots. Imagine if a single pre-
cinct of the New York Police Department had respon-
sibility for all five boroughs of the city— but had no 
police cars and could patrol only by foot. Distances are 
large, reaction times are slow, so presence is key.

Naval power therefore follows a logic of position, 
defined by strategic chokepoints of con spic u ous land- 
sea conjunction. While most oceanic traffic crosses a 
vast undefined (and not easily governed) commons, 
corridors of predictable passage become especially 
impor tant. The Straits of Gibraltar, Hormuz, Malacca, 
Bosporus, and Dardanelles, for example, are natu ral 

of which are steeped in uncertainty— a coherent strat-
egy of military acquisition  will be especially difficult 
to derive.

This dynamic may be especially stressing for the Air 
Force and Navy, whose investment choices get pooled 
in large material assets (i.e., ships and planes) with long 
timelines for research, development, production, and 
testing. Staying current with new technology to build 
and buy highly technical systems at scale  will be a sig-
nificant challenge. The Air Force has recognized this 
tension and is experimenting with new approaches to 
fielding fighter aircraft in the twenty- first  century. The 
Air Force’s assistant secretary for acquisition, technol-
ogy, and logistics, Dr.  Will Roper, has outlined a vision 
for the “Digital  Century Series” of fighter aircraft. 
Roper plans to use agile software development, open 
architecture systems, and digital engineering to build 
digital prototypes of  future aircraft that can be virtu-
ally tested, e- flown, and debugged hundreds of times 
before ever committing to bending metal.34 While the 
concept  will no doubt be challenging to execute, the 
vision reflects the changing demands and opportuni-
ties of a new era.

Where: The Geographic Determinants of Strategy

Military ser vices operate in, from, and through specific 
domains— for the purpose of setting conditions that 
(should) lead to better po liti cal outcomes. A sense of 
geography is central to military strategy. Geography 
strongly conditions the po liti cal outcomes that military 
force strives to affect. And geography enables and con-
strains the kinds of effects that militaries deliver. The 
four ser vices approach geography differently, however, 
 because where one operates affects how one thinks. 
Each ser vice brings a set of assumptions and  geographic 
preoccupations to its operational tasks.

Geography plays an enduring role in military strat-
egy, but the conditions of the networked age challenge 
traditional ideas of territoriality. New layers of strate-
gic geography overlay the core grid of land, sea, and 
sky. The domain of outer space is no longer just a func-
tional extension of the air for communication, navi-
gation, and reconnaissance assets, but has taken on 
greater strategic significance. Now considered a warf-
ighting domain, space is an arena in which states ac-
tively compete for advantage. Additionally, the domain 
of cyber is metastasizing aggressively, as the physical 
world converts to data, shrinking and connecting the 
globe in real- time. Fi nally, faster weapons such as hy-
personic missiles destabilize familiar rhythms of detec-
tion and response.35 Hypersonic weapons, ripping 
through the atmosphere at speeds of Mach 5, on non-
ballistic trajectories, put acute pressure on decision- 
makers whose time to react collapses to nearly zero. 
 These evolutions in territoriality and time- distance 
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the Marines may be the closest to thinking across do-
mains. This could give the Marine Corps a cognitive 
advantage in making sense of an all- domain  future 
battlespace.

Lastly, the Air Force’s sense of geography is the 
most fluid of the ser vices. It prizes its ability to go over, 
not through conventional prob lems. For the Air Force, 
geography is merely a planning  factor, rarely a limiting 
constraint. With bases positioned around the world and 
concentrations of vari ous aircraft surrounding key con-
tested areas, airmen routinely pull off a precise rendez-
vous of far- flung assets in space and time. A mission to 
drop bombs in the Pacific may originate with US- based 
bombers, refueled by airborne tankers rejoining from 
still a third continent, supported by in- theater fighter 
escorts from yet another region, all synchronized and 
informed by satellites in vari ous Earth- circling orbits. 
Time and distance are just variables to be solved with 
good planning and sound math; rarely are they immov-
able obstacles.

Curiously, the Air Force’s domination of air and 
space confers a keen sense of thinking in the third di-
mension, but not necessarily agility in thinking in three 
dimensions. Airmen looking down on the Earth’s sur-
face from above do not necessarily or intuitively ap-
preciate the two- dimensional realities that so strongly 
determine operations and tactics on land and sea. For 
airmen, borders and bound aries are more to be crossed 
than reified. Developing an intuitive feel for terrain, as 
both enabler and constraint, is an uncommon and 
hard- earned skill among airmen whose natu ral mode 
of thinking and operating is more nonlinear.

The Air Force’s sense of geography is nearly un-
bounded in scope. The ser vice prides itself as the na-
tion’s pioneer- strategists, exploring and exploiting new 
domains for coercive access. Air, space, cyberspace, the 
electromagnetic spectrum, information, and the cogni-
tive domain all represent physical or conceptual do-
mains the Air Force seeks to control for advantage. 
Looking to the  future, the Air Force  will likely continue 
its flexible and dynamic approach to operational ge-
ography. In fact, the ser vice’s pursuit of multidomain 
operations is ultimately a bid to shrink the globe even 
further and redefine operational geography. As an in-
tegrator of joint capabilities, the operational goal for 
airmen is to have global situational awareness, with the 
ability to bring military effects to bear on any situa-
tion on demand. In pursuing this vision, airmen reveal 
their strategic propensity for mastering a fluid all- 
domain geography in which physical terrain is more 
footnote than real ity.

When: Timeliness Is Relative

The variable of time dominates strategy. Time is the 
universal resource that all parties have and spend at the 

bottlenecks of  human relations, where critical volumes 
of activity— commercial, military, and other wise— 
must squeeze through thin nautical corridors. Patrol-
ling and controlling  these straits confers positional ad-
vantage; you  don’t have to be everywhere if you can 
be where it counts. For the Navy, geography is radi-
cally asymmetrical. Controlling what  matters is what 
 matters.

Like the Army, the Navy is unlikely to be distracted 
by new conceptions of territoriality or virtual geogra-
phy. The tightly coupled relationship between human-
kind and the sea means that controlling the oceanic 
commons is an enduring mission. Strategic chokepoints 
remain. Straits such as Malacca and Hormuz are not 
shrinking or swelling just  because space and cyber-
space grow in importance. Physical goods,  whether 
raw or finished, still need transport, and the sea still 
offers the most cost effective way of  doing so. The 
Navy  will certainly find enabling advantages from 
space, cyberspace, and the electromagnetic spectrum— 
and  will pursue them as such. The Navy’s approach to 
 these domains should include a keen eye  toward posi-
tion, chokepoints, and presence, as  these attributes of 
naval power offer ready templates for making sense of 
the alternative geographies in other domains.

True to its hybrid charter between land and sea, the 
Marine Corps’ sense of geography reflects a liminal 
sense of place. Marines dominate littoral spaces, clas-
sically understood as the coastal boundary zones be-
tween land and sea. The Marine Corps deploys afloat 
on one domain, with a mission of achieving a beach-
head of presence on another. Transitioning power be
tween domains is therefore one of the signature mis-
sions of the Marine Corps. Marines operate in and 
across the major domains of land, sea, air, and cyber-
space, with a common orga nizational model, unity of 
command, singularity of purpose, and a unifying war-
rior culture. For  these reasons, geographic thinking in 
the Marine Corps may be the most holistic, balanced, 
and proportional of the four ser vices. Domain or geo-
graphic bound aries are less constraining or defining for 
the corps, as their mission is to operate across domains 
with an effective transition of presence from one do-
main to another.

The Marine Corps could be well- positioned to in-
novate new approaches to multidomain conflict in the 
years ahead. All of the ser vices are wrestling, individu-
ally and collectively, to define joint concepts that  will 
harmonize military effects across multiple domains. As 
a multidomain ser vice whose signature mission is to 
transition power between domains, the Marines may 
be the right pioneer- strategists to characterize the con-
ceptual littorals between space and cyberspace or be-
tween cyberspace and the physical domains of air, land, 
and sea. The ser vices’ evolution in jointness has given 
each ser vice better language ability across domains, but 
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nation loses a war, the Army gets blamed,” lamented 
one se nior Army officer. “No one  will blame the other 
ser vices for losing our nation’s wars. If the Air Force 
screws it up, it just means the Army has to finish it.”39 
At its best, the Army therefore plans with sober judg-
ment about the utility of force and beginning a con-
flict with the end in sight,  because while all the ser vices 
contribute, the Army commits. Looking to the  future, 
one can expect the Army to resist reactive engagements 
in the world’s frozen conflicts, while seeking to rechar-
acterize war and peace as distinct categories with 
meaningful differences— despite the current blurring 
between the two.

The Marine Corps operates on a highly responsive 
time scale as the nation’s first responders for urgent 
military crises. Marine leaders consistently trumpet the 
corps as “this nation’s force in readiness . . .  a small, 
highly mobile, efficient, combat- ready striking force, 
which could be deployed rapidly as this nation’s ‘first 
strike’ capability.”40 Indeed, the rallying cry of “first to 
fight” is enshrined in the Marine Corps hymn, hailing 
the corps’ timely interventions from the halls of Mon-
tezuma to the shores of Tripoli. The Marine Corps pos-
tures itself as a quick reaction force, ready to move 
into the world’s messiest hotspots to bring quick reso-
lution or establish a beachhead of American presence 
for  later reinforcement. But the corps, like the Army, 
does not have its own strategic lift capability. Marines 
need a  ride to the fight, so the responsiveness of Ma-
rine Corps forces typically depends on the current po-
sition of the Navy ships on which the marines are em-
barked or the availability of Air Force transports to 
carry them to the fight. In its planning, posture, and 
attitude, the Marine Corps operates on a short time 
cycle; in its execution, the Marines operate as fast as 
the other ser vices can get them to the fight. Fueled by 
an existential urgency, the  future Marine Corps may 
look for creative ways to remain “first to fight,” whether 
through new prepositioning schemas, deployment mo-
dalities, or conceiving of cyberspace as a new quick- 
reaction battlespace.

The Air Force flies at the fastest end of the time- 
scale spectrum. Airmen understand their no- fail contri-
bution to the nation as holding targets at risk, anytime, 
anywhere. In fact, the 2005 version of the Air Force 
mission statement (which has since been updated) be-
gan: “Deliver sovereign options for the defense of the 
United States of Amer i ca.”41 In releasing the new mis-
sion statement, the Air Force secretary and chief of staff 
explained, “Our task is to provide the president, the 
combatant commanders, and our nation with an array 
of options . . .  options that are not  limited by the tyr-
anny of distance, the urgency of time, or the strength of 
our  enemy’s defenses. With one hand the Air Force can 
deliver humanitarian assistance to the farthest reaches 
of the globe, while with the other hand we can destroy 

same rate. A military, state, or business that competes 
favorably in time transforms a commodity into a com-
parative advantage. John Boyd, the Air Force col o nel 
and maverick genius  behind the design of the F-15 and 
F-16 (among other  things), famously outlined his ele-
gant model of competing in time: the OODA loop of 
observe, orient, decide, and act.37 In military parlance, 
strategists and tacticians seek to dominate the  enemy’s 
OODA loop, by spinning through our OODA cycles 
faster or better than they do. But not all OODA loops 
are created equal. OODA loops are scalable, with ap-
plications ranging from fighter aircraft making split- 
second decisions in a dogfight to issues of  grand strat-
egy in which states compete against other strong 
powers for de cades. The US military ser vices have their 
own baseline OODA loops as well, an operational cir-
cadian rhythm that gives the ser vice metronomic sta-
bility and a shared sense of pace. In an age of acceler-
ated change, each ser vice’s general approach to time 
and timing influences the rate at which it co- evolves 
with the environment.

At one end of the spectrum, the Navy holds the lon-
gest view of operational time. Naval power operates 
through a logic of presence and per sis tence. The mis-
sion of the US Navy is to be forward, at sea or in for-
eign ports, showing the artful mix of the flag and the 
guns in what ever proportion the situation requires. As 
The Armed Forces Officer guide explains, “The Navy 
culture is a deployment culture; deployments form the 
rhythm of Navy life for the Sailors and for their fami-
lies.”38 Being deployed at sea is the operational expec-
tation of the Navy; life ashore at home port is the ab-
errant state. The tactical pace of Navy operations is 
likewise patient, almost leisurely, given the physics of 
turning thousand- foot ships and the time- distance 
challenges of covering millions of square miles at a clip 
of 25–30 knots. From force planning to strategy to op-
erations and tactics, the Navy’s body clock ticks at a 
long and patient interval. The acceleration of the pre-
sent age is unlikely to force a false sense of urgency on 
the Navy, which  will hold fast to its steady course of 
naval strategy and the inherent patience it requires.

The Army also thinks on long time horizons, but 
for the opposite reason: that is, being permanently de-
ployed should not be the default position of the Army. 
Deploying the US Army in force represents a massive 
logistical undertaking and should be reserved for seri-
ous commitments of the national  will. When the big 
Army machine goes somewhere, it does not go lightly, 
quietly, or especially quickly. And if getting the Army 
into a hotspot is difficult, getting the Army out of that 
spot may be even tougher. The Army is the nation’s 
long- term heavyweight force, tasked to occupy terri-
tory and finish the task. And since wars are typically 
much easier to start than finish, the Army inherits com-
plex po liti cal tasks that defy easy completion. “If the 
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prominence in the minds of US military personnel. As 
the ser vices wrestle or gan i za tion ally and strategically 
with adapting to the  future of the profession of arms, 
the individuals in  those ser vices  will likewise need to 
grapple with what it means to be a member of the pro-
fession of arms.  These two layers of sense- making are 
occurring si mul ta neously and interdependently, as 
individual understandings of the profession shape 
service- level adaptations, and vice- versa. For each ser-
vice, the baseline significance of being a member of the 
profession of arms forms the starting point for identity- 
based adjustments in the  future.

Of all the ser vices, the Army most prominently es-
pouses its role as the national steward of the profes-
sion of arms, focusing less on the orga nizational Army 
per se. While the other three ser vices are more apt to 
advocate for their interests and herald their glories, the 
Army often deflects its orga nizational loyalty  toward 
the loftier ideals of the nation and the enduring pro-
fession of arms. In describing the tenets of the Army’s 
professional ethic, for example, a se nior Army officer 
put “[an embrace of] national ser vice” and “loyalty to 
the Constitution” in the two highest spots on the list.44 
Similarly, the Army’s extensive proj ect on “The  Future 
of the Army Profession,” published in 2005, listed four 
dimensions of the Army officer’s identity: warrior, 
member of profession, servant of country, and leader 
of character.45 Notably, none of  these identities calls 
out the Army or gan i za tion ally; instead, they point to 
higher callings of national ser vice and professional 
legacy.

Given the Army’s avowed dedication to being a na-
tional steward of the profession of arms, one can ex-
pect the Army to take a cautiously conservative stance 
on the extent to which changing strategic conditions 
require new conceptions about the profession itself. 
The Army is more likely to nurture the historical con-
tinuity of its role, rather than quibbling over a series 
of potential discontinuities, none of which threatens to 
change the identity of an Army officer as warrior, mem-
ber of profession, servant of country, or leader of 
character. In pondering changes to the  future of the 
profession, one can expect the Army to think carefully 
and change slowly.

Life in the Marine Corps fosters a dif fer ent salient 
identity than life in the Army. While both institutions 
boast a warrior culture, the Marine Corps tends to fo-
cus on the corps as the defining identity for all its mem-
bers. Being a marine means forging a new identity— a 
new self- conception that supersedes all competing 
claims. While members of the other three ser vices tend 
to speak of being in the Army, Navy, or Air Force, 
members of the Marine Corps declare an identity: they 
are marines. This identity transformation begins imme-
diately. From their first moments at Marine Corps ba-
sic training, recruits are physically and emotionally 

a target anywhere in the world.”42 The Air Force’s sense 
of timing is therefore the most immediate, urgent, and 
responsive of all the ser vices. Through the speed, range, 
and flexibility of its air and space assets, its airmen 
collapse geography and time to deliver beans or bombs 
anywhere, anytime.

This eagerness to deliver timely options to decision- 
makers shrinks the default time horizon of airmen in 
their operational art and strategy. Unlike Army leaders 
who are more likely to ask tell me how this ends, the 
more natu ral question for airmen is what can we 
deliver— and how soon? Its deliveries are not always ex-
plosive, of course, as moving gear,  people, and aid is a 
critical ele ment of strategic air power. This default mode 
of thinking gives the Air Force a well- developed sense of 
targeting, coercion, and creating effects. While  these 
sensibilities yield good theories of combat, operations, 
or even campaigning, they do not typically sum to a 
long- view theory of war as a po liti cal instrument.43

The age of acceleration only fuels the Air Force’s 
drive to collapse geography and time. As a technical 
ser vice with a passion for  going fast and delivering op-
tions, the Air Force of the  future  will likely chase an 
ever- smaller OODA loop down to the idealized state 
of an OODA point— a mythic place where complete 
information and a diverse arsenal of coercive options 
are united by perfect anticipatory decisions. The oper-
ational time- scale for airmen of the  future  will be faster 
than ever.

Who: The Locus of Personal Identity

Most of this essay has treated the ser vices as anthro-
pomorphic characters with unique meta- personalities, 
 shaped by each ser vice’s operational nature and po liti-
cal nurture. In this section, the level of analy sis shifts 
down to the individual  people within  those ser vices. A 
military ser vice is co- constituted with its members; the 
ser vice is the sum of the  people within it, as well as an 
emergent force that shapes the worldview of the  people 
who compose it. Each ser vice uses internal narratives, 
telling meaningful stories of what makes the ser vice 
unique: accepted legends of why it exists, the resources 
it requires, and where and when it prefers to operate. 
In  doing so, each ser vice confers upon its members a 
salient identity, defining who they are as members of 
that proud organ ization. As a culminating ele ment of 
the ser vice’s strategic culture,  these identity frames tend 
to differ from one ser vice to the next. The ser vices ac-
centuate dif fer ent ele ments of their task and purpose, 
resulting in dif fer ent levels of salient identity that pre-
dominate across the members of  those ser vices.

This focus on personal identity within the ser vices 
is especially relevant for a discussion of the  future of 
the profession of arms. Being a “professional” is in fact 
one of the overlapping identities that compete for 
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prosperity of the nation—an obligation highlighted by 
none of the other military ser vices. One of the earliest 
nineteenth- century textbooks at the United States Na-
val Acad emy, for example, reminded  future Navy of-
ficers of this impor tant purpose: “To maintain the un-
varnished honor of the government and of the nation 
and, at the same time, promote its commercial inter
ests in peace, is an obligation upon the Naval Officer 
equal with his obligation to defend his ship to the last 
moment in the hour of  battle.”49

The uniqueness of naval power for the nation gives 
the Navy a national sense of purpose along with a pro-
nounced service- level identity. In fact, some particularly 
strong voices argue that the Navy should be understood 
not merely as a separate ser vice but as a separate profes
sion. Former Secretary of the Navy John Lehman, for 
example, criticized service- unification initiatives, to in-
clude the Goldwater- Nichols Act of 1986, as a failure to 
recognize that the Army and Navy are “very, very dif fer-
ent professions.”50 According to Lehman, the institu-
tional separation between the War Department and 
Navy Department between 1798 and 1949 was a dis-
tinction rooted in the Constitution, reflecting elemental 
differences in their founding charters. The Constitution 
gives Congress power to “raise and support armies” for 
two- year periods, but a more enduring and expansive 
authority to “provide and maintain a navy.”51 The Navy 
thus operates  under dif fer ent Constitutional authority, 
the thinking goes, creating a form of national power 
that is not subordinate to general military power, 
but alongside it— stewarded by its own body of 
professionals.

It is difficult to appraise the extent to which this 
thread of unique professionalism holds sway among 
Navy sailors  today. Looking forward, as the  future of 
the profession of arms is considered, debated, and chal-
lenged, the Navy may well rekindle a renewed sense 
of in de pen dence in its professional obligations. While 
the Navy is unlikely to reject the prevailing currents of 
jointness— the ser vices have come too far for outright 
resistance— the Navy may still pursue pockets of au-
tonomous uniqueness in making sense of the ambigu-
ous  future. The Navy may not join close ranks with the 
Army as stewards of the national profession of arms; 
instead, it may advance a complementary identity as 
stewards of the adjacent profession of naval power. 
This raises the intriguing possibility that  future debates 
about the profession of arms may spur two distinct 
threads, with the Army and Navy leading two dif fer-
ent conversations.

Lastly, the Air Force fosters still a dif fer ent sense of 
self among its airmen. The Air Force does so many dif-
fer ent  things for the nation that it strug gles to find the 
unifying narrative that brings all airmen  under a com-
mon mission, legacy, or identity.52 In a ser vice where 
structures and operations are often built around ma-

stripped of personally identifiable traits such as haircuts, 
personal space, or even proper names— they must iden-
tify themselves only as “this recruit.” In a pro cess once 
described as an “egoectomy,” recruits forcibly extract 
their self- centered persona and replace it with a new 
Marine identity.46 Once recruits become marines, they 
inherit the full heritage of the corps and are expected to 
sustain the elite warrior spirit that defines it.

This dominant Marine identity unifies the corps. 
The other three ser vices tend to have pronounced 
subcultures and internal hierarchies of prestige, but 
Marines resist such internal distinctions within an 
already prestigious outfit. Other than aviator wings, 
dive qualification badges, and airborne badges, ma-
rines do not wear job specialty insignia on their uni-
forms, nor do they display unit patches for division, 
regimental, or battalion affiliations.47 Even the statu-
tory and institutional divide between officer and en-
listed ranks is minimized in the Marine Corps, as all 
marines are marines, stewards of a common legacy.

This salience of the Marine identity above all  others 
tends to unite the professional and orga nizational ad-
justments that Marines  will make in the  future. While 
the Marine Corps implicitly sees itself as part of the 
profession of arms, life in the corps tends to foster a 
much stronger affiliation with the Marine Corps itself, 
and not with an impersonal service- agnostic member-
ship in a larger profession. For example, in his 2019 
Commandant’s Planning Guidance to the Marine 
Corps, the commandant of the Marine Corps, General 
David Berger, offered this opening epigram: “I believe 
in my soul that Marines are dif fer ent. Our identity is 
firmly rooted in our warrior ethos. This is the force that 
 will always adapt and overcome no  matter what the 
circumstances are. We fight and win in any clime and 
place.”48 In his thoughtful, far- sighted articulation of 
planning guidance for the corps, General Berger of-
fered a series of compelling adjustments that Marines 
would need to make in coming years. Nowhere does 
the document explic itly mention the profession of 
arms, however, or the Marine Corps’ institutional role 
in stewarding it as such. For the Marine Corps, adapt-
ing to the  future  will most likely be a series of internal 
orga nizational adaptations—in concert with its mari-
time partner, the US Navy— that  will perpetuate the 
corps’ ability to be first to fight and ready to win.

With both national and service- level identities, the 
Navy appears to be a hybrid of the characteristics just 
described. The Navy takes  great pride in its unique na
tional role of promoting US interests abroad and pro-
tecting the commercial interests of the nation. From the 
dawn of the republic, Navy captains served as a de-
ployed cadre of American diplomats and ambassa-
dors, negotiating positions of advantage for the grow-
ing republic. Similarly, the Navy nurtures a unique 
obligation to defend the economic and commercial 
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cal characteristics work together with the  human ele-
ments of po liti cal intrigue, military history, and orga-
nizational be hav ior to shape a ser vice’s prevailing sense 
of preferred ends, ways, and means. Looking ahead to 
the new Space Force, how  will  these two key ele ments 
combine, and what  will the broader implications be 
across the DoD?

The physical characteristics of the space domain  will 
exert a power ful influence on the culture of the new 
Space Force. The shape of that influence may depend, 
however, on the scope of the mandate given to the ser-
vice and the technological requirements of that man-
date. In short, the culture of the Space Force may hinge 
on  whether it follows Johannes Kepler or Captain Kirk: 
maintaining predictable orbits or boldly  going where no 
one has gone before. Some commentators frame the 
choice as a brown- water space force versus a blue- water 
one.55 Extending the maritime analogy, a brown- water 
force controls close-in territorial spaces, while a blue- 
water force moves beyond the littorals into the ungov-
erned commons.  Will the new ser vice double- down on 
the status quo in brown- water space or expand into 
more ambitious blue- water space- guardian roles?  Will 
it focus largely on strengthening current missions such 
as reconnaissance, navigation, and communication, or 
 will it be more like a Coast Guard in space, focused not 
only on homeland defense but also exploration, law en-
forcement, search and rescue, freedom of navigation, 
and rule- based commerce?

Current technologies do not yet permit a blue- water 
space force to begin operating in the blue immediately— 
Kepler still reigns at pre sent. Limitations in propulsion 
systems, affordable launch and recovery, and  human 
life- support systems (among other  things) prevent the 
Space Force from operating immediately as an empow-
ered galactic coast guard.  These technological limits, 
however, do not have to function as limits to the char-
tered mission of the Space Force. Congress can charter a 
force that reflects current capabilities, or it can charter 
an aspirational force that demands new technologies 
for the  future.  Either choice is defensible, but each has 
implications. If the Space Force receives a Keplerian 
mandate to mature and defend what is already done in 
space, that decision  will have cascading effects on the 
culture. It  will foster cultural norms of predictability, 
situational awareness, and orbital mastery. Dedicated 
space professionals  will look for new and clever ways to 
dominate low- earth and geosynchronous orbits with 
dynamic constellations of better satellites, launched 
faster and more cheaply than ever before.  These are 
worthy objectives and may be the prudent strategy for 
the new Space Force.

Conversely, an aggressively aspirational charter for 
the Space Force would likewise shape the culture for 
de cades. The aspirational charter may fuel  technological 
breakthroughs that would never be funded other wise. 

chines, the loyalties of airmen naturally migrate  toward 
 these machines. Given the visceral experiences afforded 
by the human- machine  union, airmen commonly iden-
tify themselves with their primary aircraft, weapons 
system, or functional occupation. Familiar introduc-
tions include, “I’m a Predator pi lot,” or “She’s a C-130 
crew chief,” or “He’s a cyber guy.” This identity dy-
namic tends to dilute common bonds of task and pur-
pose across the ser vice and to give rise to a “fraction-
ated confederation of sub- cultures rather than a cohesive 
military ser vice.”53 The Air Force finds it difficult to 
craft a collective narrative among such diverse clans and 
tribes, with each subgroup defined largely by the ma-
chine it operates.

This technological identification has impor tant im-
plications for the ser vice’s adaptation to the  future of 
the profession of arms. The Air Force of course under-
stands, and even expresses, its role in stewarding the 
historic profession of arms. But the daily practice of life 
inside the ser vice’s culture does not prioritize that iden-
tity frame. Instead, an occupational rather than a pro-
fessional or institutional orientation tends to prevail 
among airmen.54 This occupational orientation shifts 
the locus of identity to the task, the machine, or the 
function— and away from broader concerns of profes-
sional identity, responsibility, and stewardship on be-
half of society. Consequently, the Air Force may be 
least likely to wrestle with the ways in which current 
trends put stress on the historic profession of arms. Air-
men feed on change, discovering new platforms and 
machines that produce coercive leverage against com-
petitors. The burden felt by airmen is not to maintain 
deep continuities with the past, but to stay ahead of the 
 future.

Making Room for a Fifth: The Cultural 
Implications of a New Space Force

A major development in evolving the profession of 
arms is the addition of a new military ser vice. In De-
cember 2019, Congress passed the National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2020, which estab-
lishes the Space Force as an in de pen dent military ser-
vice within the Department of the Air Force. This final 
analy sis section offers prospective ideas on how the 
operational nature and po liti cal nurture of this fledg-
ling Space Force may define the ser vice’s founding cul-
ture. As both civilian and military leaders think care-
fully about the kind of force they want to create, they 
should consider how  these founding moments estab-
lish cultural pre ce dents that  will long endure.

This essay views the origins of a ser vice’s strategic 
culture as the contingent interaction of its operational 
nature and po liti cal nurture. The general characteris-
tics of the ser vice’s operating domain tend to shape 
par tic u lar disciplines of mind and action.  These physi-
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sure  will likely be even more acute than the Air Force 
faced.  Unless bold space leaders provide extraordinary 
top cover to the  middle ranks, the Space Force  will 
find it difficult to carve out experimental spaces to in-
novate, fail forward, learn, and try again. Failure of 
almost any sort may be po liti cally untenable.  These 
validation pressures could become defining— though 
uncomfortable— ele ments of the Space Force’s strate-
gic culture.

The cultural implications of the Space Force  will 
not be  limited to that force alone. Creating a new mil-
itary ser vice forces a renegotiation of professional ju-
risdictions among the existing ser vices as well. The 
orga nizational structure of the DoD makes a statutory 
distinction between force development (the organ izing, 
training, and equipping done by the ser vices) and force 
employment (the operational warfighting done by the 
combatant commands). As an interim step in strength-
ening US capabilities in space, the unified combatant 
command of US Space Command was reestablished in 
a White House Rose Garden ceremony on August 29, 
2019.58 US Space Command brings together space ca-
pabilities  under a common warfighting commander to 
achieve unified effort in that domain. Reestablishing 
this combatant command  after its seventeen- year hi-
bernation was a responsible and impor tant step— and 
a far less contentious one than creating a new ser vice. 
Within the defense ecosystem, force employment finds 
easy agreement; force development does not.

The ser vices dominate the defense establishment, 
controlling huge bud gets,  career incentives, and profes-
sional identities. Combatant commands come and go, 
formed and disbanded as geopo liti cal conditions evolve 
over time. The ser vices, however, are practically perma-
nent. With a Space Force now created, all of the ser-
vices must redraw the conceptual bound aries of their 
professional jurisdiction. In effect, the ser vices must re-
negotiate peace treaties as they carve up the finite ter-
rain of national security expertise: “I work over  here; 
you work over  there;  here are our borderlands, and this 
is how we  will work together.” The four current ser-
vices all rely heavi ly on space for their operations, and 
all of them have some amount of space equipment on 
their ledger. Making  these capabilities available for uni-
fied employment  under US Space Command was not 
especially controversial. But in the  future, if the Space 
Force lays claim to owner ship— not just employ-
ment—of all or most space- based assets, new rounds 
of heated interser vice negotiation  will ensue. The 
four existing services— especially the Air Force— will 
likely want to retain in de pen dent space capabilities 
to meet service- specific needs. Moving from a posture 
of in de pen dent execution to dependent reliance on 
another ser vice breeds suspicion and frustration. 
The non- space- owning Air Force  will likely chafe at 
that de pen dency.

It would foster cultural norms of creativity, explora-
tion, innovation, and cross- sector collaboration with 
commercial partners. Such a charter could also be 
problematic—it could be so aspirational that it fuels a 
perpetual “say-do gap,” with ambitious space pioneers 
promising game- changing capabilities that are almost 
 here but perpetually remain three to five years away. 
A too- ambitious culture could create credibility gaps 
that would undermine its effectiveness as part of the 
joint force; establishing trust as part of the joint force 
should be of paramount concern to the new ser vice.

The po liti cal circumstances that create a new mili-
tary ser vice also cast a long shadow over its strategic 
culture. New organ izations must solve prob lems of 
both external adaptation and internal integration; as 
they solve  these prob lems well enough to stay alive, 
early provisional solutions become reified as the way 
 things are done around  here.56 The founding context 
of the Space Force appears to be unique among the ser-
vices. While the 1947 secession of the Air Force from 
the Army looks like a close analog, a key difference 
suggests other wise. Most prominently, the case for an 
in de pen dent Air Force was largely made from within, 
argued with logic and battle- tested evidence by air- 
minded secessionists with a mature sense of what in-
de pen dent airpower could do differently for the nation. 
Since its founding, the Air Force has felt pressure to 
confirm the hypothesis of its origin story, making good 
on its promise to use airpower decisively for the na-
tion. This pressure to perform has been a feature of 
Air Force strategic culture ever since.

Creating an in de pen dent space force, however, has 
been spurred largely by external agents. While some 
space professionals have certainly been in the conver-
sation, they have not been the leading provocateurs. 
Instead, vari ous high- level commissions, key commit-
tee leaders in Congress, Vice President Mike Pence, 
and President Donald Trump have been the prominent 
agenda setters for the new Space Force. The president, 
vice president, and Congress forced the national 
conversation— even if some of it happened on late- 
night comedy talk shows— and pushed the DoD to 
draft a legislative proposal, over the initial objections 
of the secretary of the Air Force and chief of staff of 
the Air Force.57 The Space Force now exists as the vis-
i ble offspring of a highly publicized presidential direc-
tive. As such, the force  will face significant and rapid 
pressure to prove its value and confirm the prudence 
of creating it. Even in its early months and years, while 
still preoccupied with finding office space, choosing 
uniform colors, and hiring administrative assistants, 
the Space Force  will be expected to prove its in de pen-
dent value to the DoD and the nation. It  will be ex-
pected to do  things in and through space that the Air 
Force would not have done or been able to do. Given 
its external presidential origins, this per for mance pres-
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pervasiveness of coercive competition are changing 
faster than our ability to make sense of them.

The second proposition of this argument is that the 
military ser vices within the Department of Defense serve 
as the principal sense- making agents in adapting to the 
 future demands of the profession of arms. The ser vices 
represent the appropriate level of analy sis; focusing 
broadly on “the military” overlooks core differences 
between the ser vices, while looking narrowly at specific 
platforms, subgroups, or individuals admits endless vari-
ation. The ser vices control hundreds of billions of dol-
lars annually; they design, acquire, train, and field the 
weapon systems used in  battle; and they hold sway over 
the dominant incentives of daily life for their hundreds 
of thousands of members. Moreover, the ser vices exhibit 
lifelike qualities, with vivid personalities and enduring 
beliefs  shaped by their operational environments and 
unique histories. The ser vices, in fact, are co- constituted 
with their personnel: soldiers make up the Army, but the 
Army makes the soldiers. An aggregate ser vice personal-
ity bears down on its members, exerting a power ful nor-
malizing influence on individual minds and actions; 
 those individuals in turn become cultural carriers, ani-
mating the hive mind of ser vice personality. To under-
stand how the United States military might respond to a 
given impulse, a specific analy sis of the ser vices and their 
strategic cultures is the right place to begin.

The third main proposition of the essay— the one 
explored at greatest length—is that each of the ser vices 
 will approach the evolving profession of arms uniquely, 
informed by its par tic u lar sense of jurisdiction, re-
sources, geography, timing, and identity. In each of 
 these areas, the ser vices’ strategic cultures give them 
“diagnostic and choice propensities,” baseline scripts 
for making sense of ambiguity— one of the signature 
features of the current geopo liti cal environment.63 The 
pre sent age of accelerated change cloaks more of the 
defense environment in ambiguity and uncertainty. 
 These conditions suggest that long- proven strategic 
cultures  will be more prominent than ever, providing 
reliable waypoints to navigate uncertain terrain.

The fourth and final proposition of the chapter is 
largely speculative in character but firm in pre ce dent: 
with the new Space Force created by Congress, civil-
ian and military leaders must pay careful attention to 
its early cultural foundations. The scope of the Space 
Force’s nascent charter, the external po liti cal pressures 
to prove its value quickly, and the consequent renego-
tiation of professional jurisdictions in the DoD  will 
combine to establish the way  things are around  here 
for de cades. “Founding moments loom large” for ma-
jor bureaucratic organ izations such as military ser-
vices.64 Legislative, executive, and military leaders 
must be savvy orga nizational designers, paying close 
attention to the interaction of operational nature and 
po liti cal nurture thrust upon the infant Space Force.

Lastly, se nior leaders in the Air Force and Space 
Force must proactively manage the interpersonal rela-
tionships between the sibling ser vices to maintain trust. 
Members of the Space Force, who  were airmen yester-
day, see themselves differently  today. Someone  else now 
controls the dynamics of daily life: what to wear, where 
to live, what to do, what to buy, when to deploy, and 
who gets promoted and why. In defining its new iden-
tity, the Space Force may find the Air Force to be a useful 
foil— the repressive motherland of fighter pi lots that 
never  really appreciated their talents and potential. De-
fining oneself in contrast to an other can bring helpful 
clarity to an organ ization, but it can also create seams 
of distrust. To or ga nize into groups is to create an “us” 
and a “them,” invoking the “fundamental constraint in 
the empathetic bandwidth of the  human mind.”59 To be 
effective in its joint warfighting mission, the Space 
Force must do every thing pos si ble to set a culture of 
trust- building collaboration, keeping “the point at 
which every one  else sucks” at distant remove.60

The space domain  matters greatly for  today’s joint 
force and the global economy. Creating a new military 
ser vice to control that domain is a strategic move— one 
that does something for the nation and to it. As Con-
gress and other defense leaders nurture the infancy of 
the new Space Force, close attention to  these cultural 
implications may help the decision pay long- lasting 
dividends at a reasonable price.

Conclusion

The words of General Sir John Hackett opened this 
discussion, affirming society’s perpetual need to defend 
itself by force. In closing, Hackett’s orga nizational in-
sights on societal defense now ring true: “What is best 
for his ser vice  will always be sought by the serving of-
ficer, and if he believes that in seeking the best for his 
ser vice he is rendering the best ser vice he can to his 
country, it is easy to see why. He may have to be re-
strained. He can scarcely be blamed.”61 The preceding 
analy sis strongly endorses Hackett’s view on the pri-
macy of service- oriented thinking in the minds of mili-
tary officers.

This essay’s contribution to American Defense Pol
icy has advanced four main propositions. First, the 
profession of arms in the United States is evolving in 
its character, while its nature steadfastly endures. War 
remains a po liti cal instrument, “an act of force to com-
pel our  enemy to do our  will,” while the character of 
that compellence and the par tic u lar expressions of 
force evolve over time.62 New stressing conditions in 
the character of warfare fracture  today’s inherited as-
sumptions. Traditional categories, definitions, and dis-
tinctions blur, throwing into confusion what it means 
to defend the American way of life in an accelerated 
networked age. The geography, timing, technology, and 
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 women in all the military departments. This was con-
sidered a step forward at the time, but it is also the ori-
gin of the current combat ban. The act  limited 
 women’s number to 2  percent of total ser vice members 
and formally excluded them from combat duties. The 
exclusion policy was reinforced in 1981, when the US 
Supreme Court ruled that the all- male draft did not 
constitute gender- based discrimination since it was in-
tended to increase combat troops and  women  were al-
ready restricted from combat.

Despite this restriction, the share of  women in the 
US armed forces increased in the 1980s and 1990s, 
from 8.5  percent to 11.1  percent, as a result of the tran-
sition to an all- volunteer force in 1973 and high de-
mand for troops.  Today, the Air Force is the most open 
ser vice for  women.  Women have been flying in com-
bat aircraft since 1993, and they now make up 70 of 
the 3,700 fighter pi lots in the ser vice.

In the rest of the military, restrictions on  women 
have also been slipping for some time, albeit more 
slowly, due to an increase in female enlistment and the 
public’s growing sensitivity to equal  labor rights. In 
January 1994, a memorandum from then– Secretary of 
Defense Les Aspin rescinded the “risk rule” barring 
 women from any positions that could expose them to 
direct combat, hostile fire, or capture; the rule was re-
placed by the “direct ground combat assignment rule,” 
which more narrowly tailored the restriction to front-
line combat positions.

Recent policy changes have also blurred the distinc-
tion between combat and support roles. In 2003, the 
army began reor ga niz ing units and increasing the num-
ber of brigades within each division.  Under this system, 
forward support companies, which provide logistical 
support, transportation, and maintenance to battal-
ions, are now grouped together on the same bases as 
combat units. Since  women are permitted to serve in 
such support units, a major barrier designed to keep 
them away from combat has almost vanished.

The assignment of  women to combat- related tasks 
has further undermined the strength of the ban. Begin-
ning in 2003, for example, so- called Lioness teams 
 were deployed to assist combat units in Iraq searching 
 women for weapons and explosives. Drawing from this 

 Today, 214,098  women serve in the US military, repre-
senting 14.6  percent of total ser vice members. Around 
280,000  women have worn American uniforms in Af-
ghan i stan and Iraq, where 144 have died and over 600 
have been injured. Hundreds of female soldiers have 
received a Combat Action Badge, awarded for actively 
engaging with a hostile  enemy. Two  women, Sergeant 
Leigh Ann Hester and Specialist Monica Lin Brown, 
have been awarded Silver Stars— one of the highest 
military decorations awarded for valor in combat— for 
their ser vice in Af ghan i stan and Iraq.

Yet the US military, at least officially, still bans 
 women from serving in direct combat positions. As ir-
regular warfare has become increasingly common in 
the last few de cades, the difference on the ground be-
tween the frontline and support roles is no longer 
clear. Numerous policy changes have also eroded the 
division between combat and noncombat positions. 
More and more military officials recognize the contri-
butions made by female soldiers, and politicians, veter-
ans, and military experts have all begun actively lob-
bying Washington to drop the ban. But Congress has 
not budged.

Proponents of the policy, who include Duncan 
Hunter (R- Calif), former chair of the House Armed 
Ser vices Committee, and former Senator Rick  Santorum 
(R- Pa.), rely on three central arguments: that  women 
cannot meet the physical requirements necessary to 
fight, that they simply  don’t belong in combat, and 
that their inclusion in fighting units would disrupt 
 those units’ cohesion and  battle readiness. Yet  these ar-
guments do not stand up to current data on  women’s 
per for mance in combat or their impact on troop dy-
namics. Banning  women from combat does not ensure 
military effectiveness. It only perpetuates counterpro-
ductive gender ste reo types and biases. It is time for the 
US military to get over its hang- ups and acknowledge 
 women’s rightful place on the battlefield.

 Women in a Man’s World

 Women have long served in vari ous auxiliary military 
roles during wars. Further, the 1948  Women’s Armed 
Ser vices Integration Act created a permanent corps of 
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rine Corps announced in April 2012 that for the first 
time,  women can enroll and train, but not yet serve, as 
infantry combat officers. The Army has also opened six 
new combat- related occupational specialties to  women. 
In June 2012, Cicely Verstein became the first  woman 
to serve in one of  these newly opened combat support 
roles when she enlisted as a Bradley Fighting Vehicle 
systems maintainer.  Women such as Verstein can now 
operate with combat arms units in select positions, yet 
they are still technically restricted from infantry and 
special operations roles.

Although the ban still exists on paper, the military 
is finding vari ous ways to lift it in practice, and so the 
complete repeal of the policy would not constitute a 
radical change in operational terms. But it would be 
an acknowl edgment of the contributions that  women 
are already making to US military operations. As Anu 
Bhagwati, a former Marine captain and now executive 
director of the Ser vice  Women’s Action Network, ex-
plained in a BBC News interview, “ Women are being 
shot at, are being killed overseas, are being attached to 
all of  these combat arms units. . . .  The [combat exclu-
sion] policy has to catch up to real ity.” Indeed, all sol-
diers, female as well as male, have been given extensive 
combat training since 2003, when the army altered its 
basic training procedures in response to the growth of 
irregular warfare in Af ghan i stan and Iraq. The main 
obstacle that remains for  women who want to serve 
their country is an outmoded set of biased assumptions 
about their capabilities and place in society.

Why  Women Can Keep Up

The argument that  women are not physically fit for 
combat is perhaps the most publicized and well- 
researched justification for their exclusion from fight-
ing units. In her 2000 book, The Kinder, Gentler Mili
tary, the journalist Stephanie Gutmann summarized 
the position this way: “When butts drop onto seats, 
and feet grope for foot pedals, and girls of five feet one 
(not an uncommon height in the ranks) put on  great 
bowl- like Kevlar helmets over a full head of long hair 
done up in a French braid,  there are prob lems of fit— 
and  those picayune fit prob lems  ripple outward, even-
tually affecting per for mance, morale, and readiness.”

This argument continues to receive a significant 
amount of attention in the United States, despite the fact 
that other militaries across the world have found that 
with proper training and necessary adaptations,  women 
can complete the same physical tasks as men. In the 
1970s, the Canadian military conducted  trials that tested 
 women’s physical, psychological, and social capacity for 
combat roles. The results informed the final decision of 
the Canadian  Human Rights Tribunal to remove Can-
ada’s female combat exclusion.  After similar tests, Den-
mark also lifted its combat ban in the late 1980s.

model, the military created several other female- only 
units in 2009, including “female engagement teams.” 
In their first year of operation,  these teams conducted 
over 70 short- term search- and- engagement missions in 
Af ghan i stan. Paying lip ser vice to the exclusion policy, 
the military specified that  these units could not contrib-
ute to hunt- and- kill foot patrols and should stay at 
combat bases only temporarily. In practice, however, 
this meant that female soldiers  were required to leave 
their combat bases for one night  every six weeks be-
fore immediately returning. Not only did this practice 
put  women at risk with unnecessary travel in an inse-
cure environment, it also exemplifies the waste and 
hardship that the preservation of the formal ban im-
poses on the military.

Meanwhile, the US military is finding dif fer ent ways 
to recognize the fact that  women now fight in the coun-
try’s wars. Members of forward support companies 
and female engagement teams now receive combat pay, 
also known as “hostile fire” or “imminent danger” pay, 
acknowledging the threats  women regularly face. And 
78  percent of the deaths of female US ser vice members 
in Iraq  were categorized as hostile, yet another sign of 
how American  women in uniform regularly put their 
lives at risk.

In light of all  these changes, in 2011 the Military 
Leadership Diversity Commission recommended that 
the Department of Defense remove all combat restric-
tions on  women. Although the total number of jobs 
closed to  women is now relatively low, at 7.3  percent, 
the commission found that “exclusion from  these oc-
cupations has a considerable influence on advancement 
to higher positions” and that eliminating the exclusion 
is essential “to create a level playing field for all ser-
vice members who meet the qualifications.” Echoing 
this sentiment, Senator Kirsten Gillibrand (D- N.Y.) in-
troduced the Gender Equality in Combat Act in 2012, 
which seeks the termination of the ground combat ex-
clusion policy. In addition, Command Sergeant Major 
Jane Baldwin and Col o nel Ellen Haring, both of the 
Army Reserve, filed a lawsuit in May against the sec-
retary of defense and the Army’s secretary, assistant 
secretary, and deputy chief of staff claiming that the 
exclusion policy violates their constitutional rights.

Responding to growing scrutiny, the Pentagon’s 
press secretary, George  Little, announced on Febru-
ary 9, 2012, that the Department of Defense would 
continue to remove restrictions on  women’s roles. Since 
then, the military has made a slew of policy revisions 
and commissioned a series of reviews. In May 2012, 
for example, the army opened up more than 14,000 
combat- related jobs to  women. Much of this increase, 
however, came from officially recognizing the combat- 
related nature of the jobs conducted by medics and 
intelligence officers, among  others, positions that are 
already open to  women. More substantially, the Ma-
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sion. The commission identified several  factors re-
lated to having  women serve in combat roles that 
could negatively impact troop dynamics, including 
the “real or perceived inability of  women to carry 
their weight without male assistance, a ‘zero privacy’ 
environment on the battlefield, interference with male 
bonding, cultural values and the desire of men to pro-
tect  women, inappropriate male/female relationships, 
and pregnancy— particularly when perceived as a 
way to escape from combat duty.”

While campaigning for the Republican presidential 
nomination this year, Santorum, the former senator, 
echoed  these concerns, arguing that “instead of 
focus[ing] on the mission, [male soldiers] may be more 
concerned about protecting . . .  a [female solider] in a 
vulnerable position.”  Others fear that men  will not be 
able to restrain themselves sexually if forced to fight 
and work in close proximity to  women. The conserva-
tive In de pen dent  Women’s Forum strongly supports 
the ban  because of the “power of the sex drive when 
young  women and men,  under considerable stress, are 
mixed together in close quarters.”

Even as  these false assumptions about the inherent 
nature of men and  women persist, many in the mili-
tary and the general public have changed their minds. 
In 2010, Admiral Mike Mullen, then chairman of the 
US Joint Chiefs of Staff, said, “I know what the law 
says and I know what it requires, but I’d be hard 
pressed to say that any  woman who serves in Af ghan-
i stan  today or who’s served in Iraq over the last few 
years did so without facing the same risks as their male 
counter parts.” Similarly, Bhagwati contends that “as 
proven by ten years of leading troops in combat in Iraq 
and Af ghan i stan,  there are  women that are physically 
and mentally qualified to succeed . . .  and lead infan-
try platoons.” Meanwhile, a 2011 survey conducted by 
ABC News and the Washington Post found that 
73  percent of Americans support allowing  women in 
combat.

Despite such shifts in opinion, defenders of the sta-
tus quo argue that lifting the ban would disrupt male 
bonding and unit cohesion, which is thought to build 
soldiers’ confidence and thereby increase combat readi-
ness and effectiveness. In 2007, Kingsley Browne, a for-
mer US Supreme Court clerk and the author of Coed 
Combat: The New Evidence That  Women  Shouldn’t 
Fight the Nation’s Wars, argued that “men fight for 
many reasons, but prob ably the most power ful one is 
the bonding— ‘male bonding’— with their comrades. . . .  
Perhaps for very fundamental reasons,  women do not 
evoke in men the same feelings of comradeship and ‘fol-
lowership’ that men do.”  These comments betray the 
widely held fear that  women would feminize and there-
fore reduce the fighting potential of the military. The Is-
raeli military historian Martin van Creveld has echoed 
this sentiment, writing, “As  women enter them, the 

The physical fitness argument, which tends to fo-
cus on differences between average male and female 
bodies, is also undermined by the fact that  women who 
join the military tend to be more fit than the average 
American. Additional training and conditioning fur-
ther decrease the gap between female and male ser vice 
members, and evidence indicates that  women usually 
benefit substantially from fitness- training programs. 
More to the point, per for mance is not necessarily de-
termined by gender; it is determined by other attributes 
and by an individual’s determination to reach physical 
prowess. To put it bluntly,  there are physically fit, tough 
 women who are suitable for combat, and weak, feeble 
men who are not.

The US armed ser vices would do a better job rec-
ognizing this  were it not for the fact that, as critics have 
pointed out, the military’s physical standards  were cre-
ated to mea sure male fitness, not job effectiveness. As 
Matthew Brown, a US Army col o nel and director of 
the Arizona Army National Guard, found in a US 
Army War College study, “ There is no conclusive evi-
dence that all military members, regardless of occupa-
tional specialty, unit assignment, age or gender, should 
acquire the same level of physical fitness.” The US Gen-
eral Accounting Office (now the Government Ac-
countability Office) also admitted in a 1998 report that 
physical fitness tests are not necessarily a useful gauge 
of operational effectiveness, explaining, “Fitness test-
ing is not aimed at assessing the capability to perform 
specific missions or military jobs.” To be sure, men and 
 women have dif fer ent types of bodies, but growing re-
search points to the limitations of having a single 
male- centered standard for fitness and equipment. Re-
cently, for example, the Army has moved to design 
body armor for  women rather than force them to con-
tinue wearing equipment that restricts their movement 
and cuts into their legs  because it was designed for 
men. With proper training and equipment,  women can 
contribute to missions just as well as men.

Breaking Up the Band of  Brothers

Even though the physical argument does not hold up 
to scrutiny, many in the military establishment con-
tinue to instinctively oppose the idea of  women serv-
ing in combat roles. In a 1993 New York Times ar-
ticle, General Merrill McPeak, former chief of staff of 
the Air Force, admitted that he had “a culturally 
based hang-up.” “I  can’t get over this image of old 
men ordering young  women into combat,” he said. “I 
have a gut- based hang-up  there. And it  doesn’t make 
a lot of sense in  every way. I apologize for it.” This 
belief had  earlier been spelled out in the 1992 report 
of the Presidential Commission on the Assignment of 
 Women in the Armed Forces, which was established 
by George H. W. Bush to review the combat exclu-
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Despite claims in the 1940s that mixed- race units 
would be in effec tive and that white and black ser vice 
members would not be able to trust one another, for 
example, integration proceeded without any major hic-
cups. A 2011 study of the impacts of racial integration 
on combat effectiveness during the Korean War found 
that integration “resulted in improvements in cohesion, 
leadership and command, fighting spirit, personnel re-
sources and sustainment that increased the combat 
effectiveness.” Initial research indicates that mixed- 
gender units could provide similar benefits.

Leora Rosen, a former se nior analyst at the National 
Institute of Justice, found that when  women  were ac-
cepted into mixed- gender units, the groups’  effectiveness 
actually increased. Similarly, a 1993 RAND Corpora-
tion paper summarizing research on sexual orientation 
and the US military’s personnel policy found that di-
versity “can enhance the quality of group problem- 
solving and decision- making, and it broadens the 
group’s collective array of skills and knowledge.”  These 
conclusions are supported by a 1993 report by the 
General Accounting Office, which found that “mem-
bers of gender- integrated units develop brother- sister 
bonds rather than sexual ones. . . .  Experience has 
shown that  actual integration diminishes prejudice 
and fosters group cohesiveness more effectively than 
any other  factor.” The same report also found that gen-
der homogeneity was not perceived by soldiers to be a 
requirement for effective unit operations.

It should come as no surprise that ele ments of the 
military want uniformity in the ranks. The integration 
of new groups always ruffles feathers. But the US mili-
tary has been ahead of the curve in terms of the inclu-
sion of most minority groups. It was the first federal 
organ ization to integrate African Americans. And with 
the repeal of the “ don’t ask,  don’t tell” (DADT) policy, 
the military now has more progressive policies  toward 
gay employees than many other US agencies. In fact, 
DADT was repealed despite the fact that  there are no 
federal laws preventing employment discrimination on 
the basis of sexual orientation.

In September 2012, one year  after the repeal of 
DADT, a study published by the Palm Center found 
that the change “has had no overall negative impact 
on military readiness or its component dimensions, in-
cluding cohesion, recruitment, retention, assaults, ha-
rassment or morale.” The research also found that 
overall, DADT’s “repeal has enhanced the military’s 
ability to pursue its mission.” Previous claims about the 
negative impact that gay ser vice members might have 
on troop cohesion mirror  those currently used to sup-
port the female combat exclusion.

Unlike the military’s treatment of other groups, its 
current policies  toward  women are much more con-
servative than  those of other federal and state gov-
ernment bodies.  Women who choose military ser vice 

armed forces in question  will become both less willing 
to fight and less capable of  doing so.”

And as Anita Blair, former assistant secretary of the 
Navy, warned, “The objective for many who advocate 
a greater female influence in the armed ser vices is not 
so much to conquer the military as conquer manhood: 
they aim to make the most quintessentially masculine 
of our institutions more feminine.” By such lights, 
 women fundamentally threaten the unified masculine 
identity of the military and could never properly fill 
combat roles  because they are inherently incapable of 
embodying the manly qualities of a soldier.

This argument is intuitive and plausible. It is also 
dead wrong. It assumes that a key objective of the mili-
tary is enhancing masculinity rather than national secu-
rity and that unit bonding leads to better task per for-
mance. In fact, a 1995 study conducted by the US Army 
Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences 
found that “the relation between cohesiveness and per-
for mance is due primarily to the ‘commitment to the 
task’ component of cohesiveness, and not the ‘interper-
sonal attraction’ or ‘group pride’ components of cohe-
siveness.” Similarly, a 2006 study in Armed Forces and 
Society, written by the scholars Robert MacCoun, Eliza-
beth Kier, and Aaron Belkin, concluded that “all of the 
evidence indicates that military per for mance depends on 
 whether ser vice members are committed to the same pro-
fessional goals, not on  whether they like one another.”

 There is significant evidence that not only male 
bonding but any sort of closeness can actually hinder 
group per for mance. In a 1998 study on demographics 
and leadership, the group management experts Andrew 
Kakabadse and Nada Kakabadse found that “excessive 
cohesion may create a harmful insularity from exter-
nal forces,” and they linked high cohesion to “high 
conformity, high commitment to prior courses of ac-
tions, [and a] lack of openness.” In her analy sis of gen-
der integration in the military, Erin Solaro, a researcher 
and journalist who was embedded with combat troops 
in Af ghan i stan and Iraq, pointed out that male bond-
ing often depended on the exclusion or denigration of 
 women and concluded that “cohesion is not the same 
as combat effectiveness, and indeed can undercut it. 
Supposedly ‘cohesive’ units can also kill their officers, 
mutiny, evade combat, and surrender as groups.”

The mechanisms for achieving troop cohesion can 
also be problematic. In addition to denigrating  women, 
illegal activities, including war crimes, have sometimes 
been used as a means for soldiers to “let off steam” and 
foster group unity. In sum,  there is very  little basis on 
which to link group cohesion to national security.

Strength in Diversity

Over the last  century, the military has been strength-
ened when attitudes have been challenged and changed. 
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Unsubstantiated claims about the distracting nature 
of  women, the perils of feminine qualities, and the in-
herent manliness of war hardly provide a solid foun-
dation on which to construct policy. Presumably, some 
levels of racism and homophobia also persist within 
the military, yet it would be absurd, not to mention un-
constitutional, for the US government to officially 
sanction such prejudices. The US military should en-
sure that it is as effective as pos si ble, but it must not 
bend to biases, bigotry, and false ste reo types.

Just as when African Americans  were fully inte-
grated into the military and DADT was repealed, lifting 
the combat ban on  women would not threaten national 
security or the cohesiveness of military units; rather, it 
would bring formal policies in line with current prac-
tices and allow the armed forces to overcome their mi-
sogynistic past. In a modern military,  women should 
have the right to fight.

confront not only restricted  career options but also 
a higher chance of harassment, discrimination, and 
sexual vio lence than in almost any other profession. 
The weak rec ord on addressing  these issues gives the 
impression that the military is an unwelcome place 
and an unsafe  career choice for  women. In an inter-
view with National Public Radio in 2011, Sergeant 
Kayla Williams, who served in Iraq, explic itly linked 
the combat exclusion and harassment: “I believe 
that the combat exclusion actually exacerbates 
 gender tensions and prob lems within the military 
 because the fact that  women  can’t be in combat 
arms jobs allows us to be portrayed as less than 
fully soldiers.” Fully integrating  women could there-
fore begin to address two major issues for the US 
military: enhancing diversity and equality and also 
weakening the masculine culture that may contrib-
ute to harassment.

 The Fight against Racial Injustice in Amer i ca and 
Its Necessary Connection to National Security

BISHOP GARRISON

The United States once again finds itself at a cross-
roads. Stricken by heartache and disbelief over the 
continued loss of innocent Black lives at the hands of 
authorities, citizens have marched through the streets; 
they have in one collective voice begun to demand ac-
tion. Communities are desperate to see change reflected 
in a variety of aspects of their daily lives— the busi-
nesses we invest in, the conversations we have among 
friends and loved ones, even the entertainment we con-
sume. In the months following the George Floyd trag-
edy, early efforts for change appear to be taking root 
in a variety of forms, allowing hope for a more diverse 
 future blossom for many for the first time in years. It 
is a moment that has given rise to an opportunity to 
fi nally address the under lying issues of systemic racism 
and in equality in our society. Hope may shine bright, 
however, it is not without darkness.

The United States remains imperfect as it strives for 
the “shining city” standard. The militarization of po-
licing remains an issue to be resolved; the country con-
tinues a scattered, un co or di nated, pandemic response 
hurtling  toward 200,000 deaths; and socio- economic 
disparities and in equality are rampant in our society. 
 These are not individual circumstances to be addressed 
through siloed policies, but instead a group of collec-
tive crises whose outcomes  will create long- term dam-

age to the United States’ global persona. Each of  these 
circumstances has fundamental connections not only 
to national security, but also to unequal outcomes for 
communities of color.

It has become increasingly difficult to understand 
how we can continue to debate global national secu-
rity and foreign policy issues— from nuclear nonpro-
liferation to great- power competition to intervention-
ism in fragile states— when a significant segment of our 
population feels unsafe in their own neighborhoods, 
and, at times, even in their own homes. The latest in-
stance of police vio lence in the shooting of Jacob Blake, 
mere months following the death of George Floyd, and 
the subsequent demonstrations that have resulted in 
death and destruction reignite this debate.

Nefarious actors have coopted peaceful protests in 
an attempt to breed chaos and elicit real terror in the 
community. They wish to have  those who advocate for 
change seen simply as violent actors. At the same time, 
the social media  giant Facebook has uncovered a re-
newed plot by international actors aimed at interfer-
ence in yet another election cycle. Both actions have 
disproportionately targeted communities of color.1

 These domestic issues are continuing to cause an 
upheaval that has already begun to affect how the 
United States engages in issues of diplomacy. For 
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justice be fully respected and embraced by the na-
tional security and foreign policy communities, but 
also both the root  causes of and potential methods to 
address systemic racism must be viewed as a pivotal 
policy practice area akin to defense, security coopera-
tion, or any other functional area. Leaders must con-
sider the intersection of racial injustice and national 
security as a key policy concern for US stability and 
the nation’s global image moving forward.

 There are three basic pillars that should be lever-
aged to help guide the development of policy goals and 
discussion concerning racial injustice and national se-
curity: empathy, repre sen ta tion, and unification.

Defining the Nexus: The Three Pillars

 There are many ways to define, specifically, what 
princi ples make up a nation’s security. Since its incep-
tion, the United States has lived by basic freedoms and 
princi ples that continue to shape its society  today; the 
vast majority of  these are enshrined in the text of the 
Constitution, its amendments, and  legal interpretations 
throughout history. The priorities of the national secu-
rity apparatus, however, are controlled by the execu-
tive. While the aforementioned freedoms may produce 
 legal par ameters and bedrock traditions, it is the Na
tional Security Strategy that provides the framework 
for how the  whole of the national security community 
engages the many threats facing the nation.4 Its priori-
ties shift from administration to administration, but 
broadly speaking,  these documents, in their vari ous it-
erations, focus on what that executive believes  will be 
necessary to protect the United States and its interests.

Empathy is a necessary pillar of any security strat-
egy. How can a military force smartly and safely work 
with locals in a combat zone to conduct operations and 
maintain order without understanding what the pop-
ulation has experienced? How can a diplomatic corps 
engage in meaningful dialogue and negotiations with-
out understanding their counterpart’s interests and role 
in the global community? And how can allied nations 
maintain confidence in their relationships if a distress 
call is answered only when it is beneficial for the stra-
tegic partner to do so? It is through a lens of empa-
thy, or an ability to understand, translate, and share 
the feelings of  others, that our discussions of domestic 
and international security should be  shaped and de-
fined. According to Joshua Baker, lecturer in History, 
Politics, and International Relations at the Univer-
sity of Leicester,

The nexus between empathy and the security di-
lemma is a productive site for scholarship on emo-
tions and IR [international relations] as empathy 
has occupied an implicit yet impor tant place in se-
curity dilemma thinking for de cades. John Herz, 

 example, when the nation attempted to address the 
antidemo cratic actions of the Chinese government with 
re spect to ongoing demonstrations in Hong Kong, Hua 
Chunying, the spokeswoman of China’s Foreign Min-
istry responded with the words, “I  can’t breathe,” the 
final words of George Floyd prior to his death.2 The 
domestic issue of racial injustice and its relation to se-
curity can no longer be ignored.

 There continues to be a disconnect between the im-
age that the United States strives to proj ect to the 
world and the realities that are unfolding in cities 
across the country. In that stark contrast, we see how 
in equality undermines our diplomatic and security 
goals.

Racial in equality undercuts the nation’s interna-
tional status, actions, and aims in three interconnected 
ways. First, as we speak of diplomacy, a lack of equal-
ity within our own society diminishes our message. Ad-
vocating for the advancement of  human rights while 
the world watches in horror at autocratic responses by 
authorities to protests against police brutality trans-
lates, at best, into a hypocritical hollow message. Sec-
ond, the military  will not be the effective fighting force 
that the United States requires if it fails to diversify the 
leadership in its armed forces and policy communities. 
Study  after study indicates that a diverse work envi-
ronment produces better outcomes and happier, more 
successful teams. If subordinates do not see proper 
repre sen ta tion in their officer corps, which is almost 
80  percent White,3 as well as the potential to move for-
ward in their own  careers, they  will find other indus-
tries with a greater appreciation for their talent. Third, 
a defense policy is a reflection of its society. If that so-
ciety remains fractured, then, overtime, its security 
 will reflect  those schisms. That is to say, if society 
speaks of security, defense, and diplomacy, whose in-
terests are ultimately reflected in that question? If the 
United States remains hyper- partisan and divided, then 
who is security for? If Americans increasingly answer 
the question differently, then the military’s ability to 
protect the homeland and proj ect power abroad  will 
certainly diminish.

Still, the national security apparatus cannot take a 
tactical pause. Its mission is vital to the ongoing safety 
of American citizens and interests. Thus, the introspec-
tion it  will take to forge a path forward must occur in 
concert with the ongoing fulfillment of that mission. 
The community must constantly pursue its national se-
curity objectives while finding new ave nues for critical 
engagement in topics not previously considered. How 
can this community identify strategic threats while at 
the same time giving due consideration to this emerg-
ing connection between domestic racial injustice and 
security interests? To properly address this long- 
overlooked issue, a paradigm shift is in order. Not only 
must the study, scholarship, and practice of racial in-
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how to respond to the death of Michael Brown in Fer-
guson, Missouri, in 2014.8 Pressed by his son, General 
Brown found the words to engage an issue that few, if 
any, se nior military leaders had ever dared to broach 
publicly. General Brown ultimately de cided to release 
a video shortly before his confirmation as chief of staff 
in which he discusses the “im mense expectations” to 
respond, given both his new position and current pub-
lic discourse.9

As events unfolded, other ser vices saw the necessity 
of speaking up about racial injustice and the moment 
in which the nation found itself. Chief Master Sergeant 
of the Air Force Kaleth Wright spoke candidly about 
his experiences of often being the only person of color 
in the room.10 As Chief Master Sergeant Wright re-
called in an interview on preparing for his remarks in 
the wake of the tragedy of George Floyd’s death, he 
said to himself, “Who am I? . . .  I am George Floyd. . . .  
It got to a point where I just felt like, man, enough is 
enough.”11 Even as the Donald Trump Administration 
denied the existence of systemic racism in the country, 
military leaders continued to strike a much dif fer ent 
tone.  After initially calling protests of racial injustice a 
“battlespace,” Secretary of Defense Mark Esper revised 
his views and his language when briefing the Pentagon 
press corps: “Racism is real, in Amer i ca, and we must 
do our very best to recognize it, to confront it, and to 
eradicate it.”12 In addition, then Chief of Staff of the 
Air Force David Goldfein joined Chief Master Sergeant 
Wright in a video to speak of his outrage over the is-
sue, while Chief of Staff of the Army James McCon-
ville, Sergeant Major of the Army Michael Grinston, 
US Space Force Commander General John Raymond, 
Chief Master Sergeant of the US Space Force Roger 
Towberman, and Chief of Naval Operations Admiral 
Mike Gilday all released their own statements and vid-
eos expressing their outrage over and disgust with 
racism and George Floyd’s death.13 The collective uni-
formed leadership of the military views the challenge 
not only as a serious issue, but as a threat to the com-
radery and collaborative team environment military 
leaders are constantly seeking to cultivate.

In their opinion piece, former  Under Secretary for 
Policy at the Department of Defense Michèle Flournoy 
and former Se nior Policy Advisor at the Department 
of Homeland Security Camille Stewart surmise that the 
need for the nation’s most diverse workforce lies 
heavi ly in the national security community. As they 
state, “Nowhere  will a qualified team of advisers with 
a diversity of lived experience and expertise be more 
impor tant at  every level than in the national security 
realm.”14 This premise is in line with the aforemen-
tioned discussion of why diversity is of such  great im-
portance in the national security sector both generally 
and given the moment the United States currently 
 faces.

who first coined the term “security dilemma” 
(1950), was the first to theorize that if leaders could 
attempt to understand their adversaries by putting 
“oneself in the other fellow’s place,” and consider 
that they too may be motivated by fear as opposed 
to aggression, then this may hold the key to the de- 
escalation of conflicts.5

If empathy is an ability to understand another’s po-
sition, then it would follow that a diversity of back-
grounds, experiences, and thought within an organ-
ization can be key, if not critical, to mission success. 
As stated in a 2020 Harvard Business Review article, 
“Diversity, equity, and inclusion attempt to level the 
playing field to allow the best ideas to flourish, con-
nect talented individuals from underrepresented back-
grounds with opportunities that  those in the majority 
often have unfair access to, and empower the best 
organ izations to thrive.”6 To ensure proper diversity 
throughout an orga nizational structure, leaders must 
engage in thoughtful repre sen ta tion for as many con-
stituencies as pos si ble.

Next, an effective US foreign policy requires that 
 those diverse and marginalized voices see their own life 
experiences reflected in their leadership. Repre sen ta-
tion ensures that  those diverse and other wise margin-
alized voices are properly heard and included in orga-
nizational activity. Moreover,  these voices provide a 
depth of understanding of substantive content that is 
 shaped by their own personal perspective. This princi-
ple again emphasizes the importance of empathy 
within any system. If  there is no clear desire to under-
stand their needs, marginalized communities are often 
overlooked and their voices go unheard, exacerbating 
the societal conflicts the nation continues to experi-
ence. It is the desire to understand that  will allow the 
space necessary for proper repre sen ta tion. And proper 
repre sen ta tion creates the teams that develop thought-
ful policies and dialogue designed to reduce domestic 
stresses and addressing racial injustice.

The importance of repre sen ta tion at all levels 
throughout an organ ization cannot be understated. It 
is impor tant for subordinates to see orga nizational di-
versity reflected in both frontline and se nior leadership. 
A more diverse workforce helps to create a healthier 
work environment that  will lead to more quality solu-
tions for complex issues. Further, if the nation main-
tains the  will to engage with issues of racial injustice, 
it  will require the acumen and experience of a diverse 
group of experts to develop solutions to the issues. Re-
cently, the new chief of staff of the Air Force, General 
Charles Brown, spoke about a discussion with his son 
and wife that moved him to speak out on the racism 
and lack of diversity he has experienced in his own 
 career.7 As a former commander of the Pacific Air 
Forces, General Brown explained that he was not sure 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   224 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Bishop Garrison  225

are governed below the interests of the government it-
self. To say the least, it is difficult to hold a nation ac-
countable for infringing on its citizens’ right to protest 
when global news is littered with footage of US fed-
eral authorities clashing with protesters night  after 
night or a law enforcement official kneeling on a sus-
pect’s neck. If the United States is to regain interna-
tional prominence and our traditional seat at the  table, 
the United States must unequivocally declare once again 
its values to the world and demonstrate them through 
active participation in the global community. Isolation-
ism  will do nothing but ensure that the United States 
stands cold and alone in a chaotic time.

Fi nally, the nation must find a way to reduce the 
hyper- partisanship that has engulfed the country for 
more than a de cade. Although citizens view a variety 
of issues, ranging from immigration policy to climate 
change, nuclear modernization, and a host of other 
concerns, along partisan lines and there may have been 
different opinions about how these issues should be 
addressed, there was little disagreement that national 
security and foreign policy were issues that remained 
above the political fray. Even  today, the only bill that is 
regularly introduced, debated, amended, and passed is 
the National Defense Authorization Act. It has often 
been said that “politics end at the  water’s edge,” mean-
ing our diplomatic relations are focused on what is in 
the best interest for the American  people and not a seg-
ment of it.  There has to be an effort to overcome our 
po liti cal differences and find common ground in issues 
not only of international security concern, but also do-
mestic issues as well, that help to ensure our infrastruc-
ture is sound and address under lying issues of in-
equality that can create the aforementioned domestic 
challenges in the first place. Provisions for  free or sub-
sidized childcare, education, and healthcare, for in-
stance, could go a long way  toward helping to remove 
some of the long- standing barriers to opportunity for 
communities of color and socioeco nom ically stressed 
populations.  There are no “silver bullets” or sure- fire 
solutions to  these challenges. However, it is clear that 
the national security apparatus, including the military, 
 will continue to miss out on recruiting diverse talent if 
many of  these domestic issues are not addressed. In-
stead, the likelihood of tensions causing unrest  will 
persist and cause greater prob lems in the near  future.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the promise of the United States is directly 
connected to the country’s image on the international 
stage and its ability to engage in thoughtful diplo-
matic action as well as proj ect power. For far too long 
the  trials and tribulations facing Black, Indigenous, 
and  People of Color have been treated as lesser issues 
of po liti cal interest by many in the national security 

Fi nally, it is unification— the pro cess of being made 
whole— that  will help the nation address  these historic 
divides. The national security community can help lead 
the way in achieving solidarity, safety, and providing a 
new paradigm for diversity, inclusion, and equity by 
looking to a historically diverse team of thoughtful ex-
perts who can recommend policies aimed at maintain-
ing order, protecting rights, and creating opportunities 
for growth for all. Providing scholarships and educa-
tional programs for the study of national security and 
foreign policy in socioeco nom ically depressed areas, 
supporting grassroots and local elected leaders in the 
development of new policing strategies, and creating 
programs geared  toward fighting radicalization 
through community engagement are just a few exam-
ples of how government at  every level can help create 
solutions geared  towards the eradication of the intol-
erance and injustice.

Recommendations

While the national security and foreign policy commu-
nity has identified the need for greater diversity, they 
can also lead this pivotal societal conversation through 
action and dialogue. Committing to a more diverse 
workforce is a good step  toward addressing the per-
sis tent prob lems that have plagued the nation in  whole, 
but developing policies at the nexus of domestic and 
national security interests  will be key to creating per-
manent relief. The first step should be a complete re-
view of the militarization of policy and policing. The 
federal government must work with state and local of-
ficials to determine both how to best review current 
systems and procedures and how to plot a course  going 
forward that keeps communities and law enforcement 
officials safe, thereby rebuilding trust and relationships 
between the police and the communities they serve. 
Any programs or initiatives to reallocate funding 
should be crafted thoughtfully, with both elected and 
community leadership and law enforcement working 
alongside each other, so as to address root  causes of 
criminal activity and not superficial or ste reo typical 
concerns of what criminal nature might be.

Second, a larger effort to reestablish the definition 
of American values both home and abroad must take 
place. In recent years, the United States has withdrawn 
from several traditional seats of strategic and policy 
leadership from a variety of security concerns, while 
si mul ta neously redefining long- held relationships with 
several of its allies.  These actions have taken place 
while civil unrest over the loss of innocent Black life 
continues to send shockwaves through public dis-
course, and this real ity not only hampers the nation’s 
ability to engage in thoughtful diplomacy, but also de-
creases its moral authority when dealing with bad ac-
tors who place the  human rights and lives of  those who 
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community. American society must realize that the pro-
tests we are witnessing are not a temporal inflection 
point but a product of a modern culture that has col-
lectively ignored systemic racial injustice. This injustice 
must be addressed at  every level of government, and, in 
the pro cess, it must be recognized that taking action 
accordingly—or not  doing so— will have an impact on 
our national security. When the national security com-
munity fails to address not only its own shortcomings 
and broader domestic concerns, but also both in rela-
tion to each other, it does so at the risk of the long- term 
safety and stability of our country and its standing in 
the global community. A nation cannot maintain itself 
or achieve its true potential without collaborative ef-
forts and tangible connection between domestic con-
cerns and international interests. Unfortunately, now 
 after years of failing to address  these domestic con-
cerns, we see the consequences in our fractured po liti-
cal discourse and civil upheaval.
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During the production of this volume, our country was 
shocked by the circumstances surrounding the deaths 
of Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, Jacob Blake, and so 
many other African Americans. As protests against 
police vio lence filled the streets of many major cities 
across the United States, and the predictable backlash 
ensued, it felt like the country was experiencing a piv-
otal moment. However, what was the connection, if 
any, to American defense policy?

The events on June 1, 2020, at Lafayette Square 
helped illuminate the first answer. Insofar as the mili-

tary is an imperfect reflection of American society, it 
cannot extricate itself from the debates surrounding 
race, equality, and justice; rather, it is inextricably— 
perhaps to its leadership’s chagrin— intertwined in the 
collective search for answers.

 After days of protests, the White House activated the 
National Guard, which was called in to clear the federal 
property. Shortly thereafter, President Donald Trump 
and an entourage of his staff walked across the square 
to Saint John’s Church for a photo opportunity. In-
cluded in this group was Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
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Amer i ca. I am outraged by the senseless and brutal 
killing of George Floyd. His death amplified the 
pain, the frustration, and the fear that so many of 
our fellow Americans live with day in, day out. 
The protests that have ensued not only speak to 
his killing, but also to the centuries of injustice 
 toward African Americans. What we are seeing is 
the long shadow of our original sin in Jamestown 
401 years ago, liberated by the Civil War, but not 
equal in the eyes of the law  until 100 years  later in 
1965. We are still struggling with racism, and we 
have much work to do. Racism and discrimina-
tion, structural preferences, patterns of mistreat-
ment, and unspoken and unconscious bias have no 
place in Amer i ca and they have no place in our 
Armed Forces.

We must, we can, and we  will do better.

And we should all be proud that the vast majority 
of protests have been peaceful. Peaceful protest 
means that American freedom is working. And I’m 
also proud of the response of our National Guard 
forces, who provided excellent support to local and 
state law enforcement  under the control of state 
governors in more than 30 states across the coun-
try. We never introduced federal troops on the 
streets of Amer i ca as a result of the combined ef-
forts of the Guard and law enforcement at quelling 
the vio lence and de- escalating very, very tense situ-
ations. We all know that our system in the United 
States is imperfect, full of passionate debate, and 
continually evolving, and we in the military  will 
continue to protect the rights and freedoms of all 
the American  people.

The foundational value that underpins American 
rights embedded in the Constitution is that all 
 people, no  matter who you are, are born  free and 
equal, and I want to address this value in the con-
text of our military.

Our military has a mixed rec ord on equality. We 
fought World War II with a racially- segregated mili-
tary. The Tuskegee Airmen are just one example of 
courageous men who fought for freedoms they 
themselves did not enjoy at home. Racial segrega-
tion of the armed forces ended in 1948, and  today 
the military has come to reflect the diversity of our 
nation— the strength of our nation.

In recent de cades, millions of Soldiers, Sailors, Air-
men, Marines, and Coast Guardsmen have been 
part of cohesive teams consisting of  people of dif-
fer ent races, genders, religions, and orientations 
working to accomplish their mission in peace and 

of Staff General Mark Milley. His participation sparked 
debate on the status of civil- military relations during a 
contentious time in American politics. In his commence-
ment speech to the National Defense University one 
week  later, General Milley stated that his participation 
was a  mistake and commented on the status of race re-
lations and po liti cal cleavages within the nation:

The United States military  faces many challenges. 
Abroad, China and Rus sia are increasing their mili-
tary capabilities and taking assertive actions to ex-
ert global influence and challenge the existing inter-
national order. North  Korea threatens our regional 
Allies and potentially our homeland with the devel-
opment of nuclear and ballistic missile capabilities. 
Iran is the world’s largest state sponsor of terrorism, 
and they have taken advantage of instability to ex-
pand their malign influence and challenge the inter-
ests of the United States and our Allies and partners 
in the  Middle East. And violent extremism remains 
a generational, trans- regional strug gle requiring 
sustained po liti cal, fiscal, and military solutions.

The international order born from the ashes of the 
Second World War is  under assault. The world has 
enjoyed unpre ce dented economic development and 
relative peace and stability since more than 150 mil-
lion  people  were killed in the conduct of  Great 
Power War in the 31 years between 1914 and 1945. 
Twice before in history that I’m aware of— from 
1648 to 1750 and 1815 to 1914— there was an in-
ternational order established on the continent of 
Eu rope. Both lasted about 100 years. We are now 
in the 75th year of the current order and it is  under 
stress. We are in the return of  great power compe-
tition and we need to remain in competition and 
prevent the return of  great power war.

Our contribution as a military to that end state is a 
highly capable, agile, and ready Joint Force. We 
have taken significant steps to increase investment 
in current readiness in order to deter and defend 
against  today’s threats, while modernizing our force 
through innovative concept development, advanced 
technology, and new capabilities for the security 
challenges of tomorrow. We are, indeed, leading the 
Joint Force in dynamic and uncertain times. The re-
cent medical crisis has cost over 100,000 American 
lives, and it has stressed our health system, our 
economy, and the social fabric of our communities. 
All of  these challenges and many more  will exist in 
the national security framework  under which you, 
each of you,  will operate as se nior officers.

But we have also seen over the last two and a half 
weeks an especially intense and trying time for 
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Specifically, reach out to ju nior officers and enlisted 
members whose background is dif fer ent than yours 
and mentor them. It may be uncomfortable at first, 
but you  will help them grow into  future leaders, and 
they  will help you grow to be a better leader your-
self. Equality and opportunity [are] a  matter of read-
iness. [They are] the basis of cohesion. We fight wars 
as teams and we cannot tolerate anything that 
divides us.

Let me conclude with two  simple pieces of advice, 
based on 40 years in uniform, that you may find use-
ful as many of you  will surely go on to be flag offi-
cers. First is always maintain a keen sense of situa-
tional awareness. As se nior leaders, every thing you 
do  will be closely watched. And I am not immune.

As many of you saw, the result of the photo graph 
of me at Lafayette Square last week sparked a na-
tional debate about the role of the military in civil 
society. I should not have been  there. My presence 
in that moment and in that environment created a 
perception of the military involved in domestic pol-
itics. As a commissioned uniformed officer, it was a 
 mistake that I have learned from, and I sincerely 
hope we all can learn from it. We who wear the 
cloth of our nation come from the  people of our na-
tion, and we must hold dear the princi ple of an 
apo liti cal military that is so deeply rooted in the 
very essence of our republic. And this is not easy. It 
takes time, and work, and effort, but it may be the 
most impor tant  thing each and  every one of us does 
 every single day.

And, my second piece of advice is very  simple: em-
brace the Constitution; keep it close to your heart. 
It is our North Star; it is our map to a better  future. 
Though we are not a perfect  union, believe in the 
United States, believe in our country, believe in your 
troops, and believe in our purpose. Few other na-
tions have been able to change for the greater good, 
and that is  because of the rights and values embed-
ded in our Constitution. The freedoms guaranteed 
to us in the Constitution allow  people to demand 
change, just as the peaceful protestors are  doing all 
across the country. That is why we serve in the 
military.

On day one, you and I, we all swore an oath to sup-
port and defend the Constitution, and its essential 
American princi ple: that all men and  women are 
born  free and equal. That is the foundation of our 
military ethos— who we are as ser vice members and 
as an institution. All of us in uniform are willing to 
die for the idea, the idea that is Amer i ca. And so we 

war, all over the globe. Our troops demonstrate 
 every day their ability to thrive as a result of their 
diversity. The diversity of Amer i ca is one of the core 
strengths of our nation, and therefore, it is a core 
strength of our military.

And while the military sets an example for civil so-
ciety through our inclusiveness, we too have not 
come far enough. We all need to do better. For ex-
ample, although the United States military has a 
higher proportion of African Americans serving in 
our ranks than in society at large, only 7% of our 
flag and general officers are African American. The 
Navy and Marine Corps have no African Ameri-
cans serving above the 2- star level, and the Army 
has just one African American 4- star.

The United States Air Force  will soon swear in 
our  first African American Ser vice chief—an 
achievement long overdue. We cannot afford to 
marginalize large portions of our potential talent 
pool or alienate certain demographic groups. 
No—we need all the talent that American society 
can muster. Our responsibility as military leaders 
is to ensure that each and  every one of our ser vice 
members is treated fairly, with dignity and re-
spect, and each of them is given equal opportu-
nity to excel.

So what can we do? We  will collectively take a hard 
look at how we recruit, retain, and promote talent 
within our Ser vices. We must ensure that diverse 
candidates have equal opportunity to branch into 
the  career fields and serve in key positions most 
likely to produce our  future se nior leaders. And we 
must ensure fairness and equity at all key gateway 
se lection boards, including promotion, command, 
and war college. We must take advantage of the di-
versity committees, councils, and offices in each of 
the Ser vices to identify best practices in talent man-
agement and act on them.

Mentorship also plays a vital role. All of us in the 
military must engage in more meaningful mentor-
ing  today. So, how do you do that? As se nior lead-
ers we reach down into the pool of rising stars 
among our troops from all walks of life and put 
into action what  you’ve learned in your  career. 
None of us got to where we are by ourselves. We 
all have had a helping hand. Take an active interest 
in providing the next generation of leaders the tools 
they need to succeed. And be inclusive. Make a 
commitment to seek out and surround yourselves 
with  those who  don’t look like you, think like you, 
and who come from dif fer ent backgrounds.
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find a way to move beyond the rage and do what 
you think is right for the country, for your com-
munity, for your sons,  daughters, friends and col-
leagues . . .  for  every Black man in this country 
who could end up like George Floyd. Part of my 
group’s solution involves helping to bridge the 
communication and understanding gap between 
law enforcement and young Black men. You decide 
what works best for you, where you can have the 
most meaningful impact and most importantly, 
what you can stay committed to. . . .  We  didn’t get 
 here overnight so  don’t expect  things to change 
tomorrow. . . .  We are in this for the long haul. Vote, 
protest peacefully, reach out to your local and 
state officials, to your Air Force leadership and 
become active in your communities. . . .  We need 
all hands on deck.

If you  don’t do anything  else, I encourage every one 
to fight, not just for freedom, justice and equality 
but to fight for understanding. You might think you 
know what it’s like to grow up, exist, survive and 
even thrive in this country as a Black person . . .  but 
let me tell you, regardless of how many Black 
friends you have, or how Black your neighborhood 
was, or if your spouse or in- laws are Black . . .  you 
 don’t know.

You  don’t know the anxiety, the despair, the heart-
ache, the fear, the rage and the disappointment that 
comes with living in this country, OUR country 
 every single day. So, take the time to talk to 
someone— your brand new Airmen, your [Non- 
Commissioned Officer in Charge] or your Flight 
Commander— about their experiences so that you 
have a better understanding of who they are, where 
they come from and what drives them. Frankly, you 
owe this to  every Airmen, but I’m asking you spe-
cifically to pay attention to the Black Airmen in 
your ranks during this trying time.  Don’t misunder-
stand me, they  don’t need, nor do they want any 
special treatment . . .  but they deserve to be treated 
fairly and equally, both by our United States Air 
Force and  these United States of Amer i ca. . . .  This 
begins with you, and I am asking, no fighting, for 
your understanding.

Like you, I  don’t have all of the answers, but I am 
committed to seeing a better  future for this na-
tion. A  future where Black men must no longer 
suffer needlessly at the hands of White police of-
ficers, and where Black Airmen have the same 
chance to succeed as their White counter parts. 
Trust me, I understand this is a difficult topic to talk 
about . . .

must also be willing to live for that idea. Freedom of 
speech, freedom of the press, freedom to peacefully 
assem ble, freedom to vote, and freedom to believe as 
you wish and your religion:  These are essential free-
doms that are the cornerstone of our country. Amer-
icans have spilled their blood to protect them in the 
past and they continue to be worth fighting for.

This we  will defend.1

General Milley’s statement that “equality and op-
portunity [are] a  matter of readiness” struck a chord 
with us. As professors Orlando Richard and Carliss 
Miller argue, “Diversity is associated with better cre-
ative prob lem solving, innovation, and improved deci-
sion making.”2 Similarly, a Congressional Research 
Ser vice report argues that “a more diverse force has 
the potential to be more efficient and flexible, able to 
meet a broader set of challenges.”3 US Army strategist 
Col o nel Joe Funderburke would agree, arguing that 
“diversity creates a synergy of dif fer ent perspectives. 
This is particularly useful when trying to find solu-
tions to perplexing and wicked prob lems such as the 
ones the national- security profession encounters 
daily.”4 More generally, the Congressional Research 
Ser vice report indicates that a “broadly representative 
military force is more likely to uphold national values 
and to be loyal to the government— and country— 
that raised it.”5

Questions of diversity, equity, and justice in the US 
military are as foundational to the country’s defense as 
any weapon system or debate over  grand strategy. The 
United States  will be able to defend successfully its role 
in the world and the values for which it abides only if 
the armed forces take stock of where it has led and 
failed to lead on  these first- order princi ples. This analy-
sis, however, has been found lacking in certain areas. 
A recent report by the Government Accountability Of-
fice (GAO) on racial disparity in military justice finds 
that “the Department of Defense (DOD) has taken 
some steps to study disparities but has not comprehen-
sively evaluated the  causes of racial disparities in the 
military justice system,” despite Black ser vicemembers 
being twice as likely to be tried in courts- martial than 
their White counter parts.6 Such disparities accumulate, 
and when paired with high- visibility events such as the 
death of George Floyd, they result in public outcries 
by our nation’s highest military leaders.

In response, we turn to a social media post, written 
by only the second African American to hold the posi-
tion of Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force, Kaleth 
Wright:

Like me, acknowledge your right to be upset about 
what’s happening to our nation. But you must then 
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Difficult . . .  not impossible.

Difficult . . .  but necessary.

Who am I . . .

I am Kaleth. I am a Black Man who happens to be 
the Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force and I am 
committed to making this better.7
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More than one- half of the personnel the United States 
has deployed in Iraq and Af ghan i stan since 2003 have 
been contractors. Part of the global private military 
and security industry, contractors are deeply inter-
twined with the American military and US foreign 
policy.1 What ever one chooses to call them— 
mercenaries, contractors, or private military and secu-
rity companies (PMSCs)— they have a dif fer ent rela-
tionship to the US government, the American public, 
and domestic and international law than do military 
personnel.  These differences pose both benefits and 
risks to the effectiveness, accountability, and values 
represented in American actions abroad.

In the best case, American use of PMSCs can pro-
vide or enhance forces for global governance. PMSCs 
can recruit from around the world to quickly mobilize 
expertise as needed. If their employees are instilled 
with professional values and skills and engaged in a 
way that is responsive to the demands of the US pub-
lic, the international community, and local concerns, 
 these forces could contribute to managing a global 
demand for security that US forces alone cannot meet. 
In the worst case, PMSCs can provide a means for 
pursuing agendas that do not have the support of 
American, international, or local publics. They may 

siphon off US dollars for practices that are wasteful, 
are antithetical to US interests, or undermine global 
stability. Thus far, the use of PMSCs has produced 
mixed results: it has increased effectiveness somewhat, 
but often at the expense of accountability and with 
dubious attention to the values the United States and 
the international community hold dear. Moving for-
ward in a way that maximizes the benefits of contrac-
tors and minimizes their risks  will require careful 
management of the uncomfortable trade- offs  these 
forces pose.

The degree to which the United States relies on pri-
vate security vendors has become clear during the hos-
tilities in Iraq and Af ghan i stan, as contractors have 
provided logistical support for US and co ali tion troops. 
Less well known is that as US forces  were stretched 
thin by the lawlessness resulting from the fall of Sad-
dam Hussein in 2003, the first “surge” involved private 
personnel mobilized to protect expatriates working in 
the country and train the Iraqi police force and army; 
and a private Iraqi force was hired to guard govern-
ment facilities and oil fields.2 Retired military or po-
lice from all over the world, employed by a wide array 
of PMSCs, worked for the US government (and  others) 
throughout the country.
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from military actions.13 They  were  later joined by 
newer companies such as  Triple Canopy, Crescent Se-
curity Group, and Custer  Battles.14

Reconstruction ser vices incorporate every thing 
from building physical infrastructure (for roads, com-
munication,  water, and power) to strengthening insti-
tutions (for example, by training government employ-
ees, including military, police, and justice personnel at 
the national, provincial, and local levels; supporting 
civil society groups; and promoting rule of law and 
democ ratization). A wide range of PMSCs, along with 
other contractors, have delivered  these ser vices. Dyn-
Corp, an old com pany with roots in technical support 
and an increasing presence in policing and police train-
ing, has trained Iraqi police, constructed police and 
prison facilities, and built capacity for a justice sys-
tem.15 Three companies that provided training for the 
new Iraqi Army early in the conflict are Vinnell Corpo-
ration, a com pany with a long history of providing 
military training in Saudi Arabia; MPRI, a firm that 
gained prominence by training Croatian and then Bos-
nian troops in the 1990s; and USIS, which was estab-
lished as the result of an Office of Management Person-
nel privatization effort in 1994.16 Parsons Corporation, 
another older firm with a long rec ord in the building of 
infrastructure, has worked on many large infrastruc-
ture proj ects. Myriad  others have delivered vari ous 
capacity- building ser vices.17

Though their use in Iraq and Af ghan i stan domi-
nates the discussion of contractors in the US context, 
PMSCs are impor tant players in all aspects of the US 
military and US foreign policy.18 Contractors working 
for the Departments of Defense (DoD) and State con-
tribute significantly to US foreign policy proj ects aimed 
at enhancing development and security in a number of 
states; they also support US troops and diplomats. 
Their tasks cover all three categories noted above. Con-
sider, for instance, the contractor support for US for-
eign assistance policies in Africa and Latin Amer i ca.

In Africa, the United States has relied on the pri-
vate sector to support missions such as military train-
ing and peacekeeping operations.  These programs fall 
within AFRICOM, the US military command for Af-
rica established in 2007, and the State Department’s 
Africa Peacekeeping program (AFRICAP), which is 
similar in structure to the army’s LOGCAP contract. 
In 2008, AFRICAP’s stated objectives  were to enhance 
regional peace and stability in Africa through training 
programs in peacekeeping and conflict management 
and prevention for African armed forces, as well as 
through logistics and construction activities in support 
of peacekeeping and training missions.19 AFRICOM’s 
stated purposes are “to build strong military- to- 
military partnerships,” to help African countries bet-
ter address the threats they face by improving African 
military capacity, and to bolster peace and security 

Although precise figures are difficult to determine, 
by 2008, the number of personnel in Iraq  under con-
tract with the US government roughly equaled or was 
greater than the number of US troops on the ground.3 
In September 2009, two months prior to the Barack 
Obama administration’s announcement of the troop 
surge in Af ghan i stan, contractors made up an esti-
mated 62  percent of the US presence in that country.4 
The use of contractors in  these conflicts represents a 
dramatic expansion in the US military’s reliance on 
PMSCs. During the 1991 Gulf conflict, the ratio of 
troops to contractors was roughly ten to one; in 2007, 
the ratio of troops to contractors in Iraq was roughly 
one to one.5 In Af ghan i stan in 2010,  there  were roughly 
1.43 contractors for  every American soldier.6 The 
Commission on War time Contracting (CWC), estab-
lished by Congress in 2008, estimates conservatively 
that at least $177 billion has been obligated in con-
tracts and grants to support US operations in Af ghan-
i stan and Iraq since 2001.7

PMSCs offer a wide range of ser vices, including 
tasks associated with military operations, policing, and 
the gray area between the two that is an increasingly 
large part of twenty- first  century conflict. Common ser-
vices include support for weapon systems and equip-
ment, military advice and training, logistical support, 
site security (armed and unarmed), crime prevention, 
police training, and intelligence.8 While some firms spe-
cialize in a specific area,  others provide an array of 
ser vices, and a few offer the entire range. The CWC di-
vides the ser vices provided by contractors into three 
categories: logistics, security, and reconstruction.9

Logistics ser vices include the supply of food, laun-
dry, fuel, and base fa cil i ty construction. Kellogg Brown 
and Root (KBR) held the US Army’s logistics civil aug-
mentation contract (LOGCAP) in the early years of the 
Iraq and Af ghan i stan conflicts. In June 2007, the new 
contract (LOGCAP IV) was awarded to three compa-
nies: DynCorp International LLC, Fluor Intercontinen-
tal, Inc., and KBR. In Iraq alone, the LOGCAP contract 
paid out $22 billion between 2003 and 2007.10

Security ser vices include guarding  people, buildings, 
and convoys. Many security contractors are armed; in 
carry ing out their duties, they routinely shoot and are 
shot at.11 The Congressional Bud get Office estimated 
that in 2008, 30,000 to 35,000 of the contractors 
working in Iraq  were armed; in early 2010, private se-
curity contractors numbered roughly 11,000.12 Black-
water (now Xe) employees, recruited to support both 
the military and the US State Department, have re-
ceived the most notoriety for their security work in 
Iraq and, more recently, in Af ghan i stan. Working  under 
the State Department’s Worldwide Personal Protective 
Ser vices (WPPS) contract in Iraq, Blackwater person-
nel carried weapons, had their own he li cop ters, and 
defended against insurgents in ways hard to distinguish 
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avoid a variety of po liti cal restrictions and diminish 
visibility when the United States is undertaking more 
controversial missions. For instance, Congress restricted 
the number of American contractors the United States 
could use  under Plan Colombia to three hundred 
(raised to four hundred in 2001); PMSCs bypassed 
this restriction by hiring personnel from Peru, Guate-
mala, and other Latin American countries.28

In addition to nationality, personnel hired by PMSCs 
vary in their employment backgrounds. PMSCs that of-
fer military training primarily hire former military offi-
cers.  Those that offer armed security ser vices hire a 
broader range of military veterans.  Those that offer po-
lice training often hire former police officers. As the 
number of companies and the range of ser vices they of-
fer have expanded to meet market demand, companies 
have hired employees with more diverse experience.

Contracting for military and security ser vices has 
raised questions about the effectiveness of using force, 
po liti cal accountability for the use of force, and the so-
cial values to which force adheres. Some concerns 
vary according to which ser vice is provided, while 
 others apply more generally across dif fer ent tasks.

Military effectiveness rests on a range of compo-
nents, including skill of personnel, quality of materiel, 
and military responsiveness to contextual or external 
constraints. A critical component noted in recent re-
search is integration: that is, the degree to which mili-
tary plans follow from overarching state goals and to 
which activities are internally consistent and mutually 
reinforcing.29

Contracting can influence both the military’s effec-
tiveness and its broader mission. For example, when 
US goals change, as they did  after the Cold War’s end, 
contracting enhances the military’s ability to integrate 
forces with (new) po liti cal goals. Speed and flexibility 
are the hallmark benefits of contracting, and contrac-
tors can quickly provide tools or skills for new mis-
sions that regular military forces may lack—or cannot 
identify rapidly within their ranks. Using a contract 
with MPRI, for instance, the Africa Crisis Response 
Initiative (ACRI) military training courses for French- 
speaking African countries  were staffed with employ-
ees who spoke French. The US military was also able 
to mobilize civilian police forces, first for Haiti in 1994, 
and then for contingencies in the Balkans, via contracts 
with DynCorp.

Dif fer ent concerns regarding effectiveness emerge 
with contracting for logistics, security, and reconstruc-
tion ser vices. Logistics ser vices are fundamental to the 
military’s ability to operate. Without personnel to pro-
vide logistics ser vices, the US military simply cannot 
go to war. Contracting for logistics also requires strong 
oversight. Early in the Iraq conflict, serious concerns 
 were raised about adequate staffing for logistics con-
tracts. General Charles S. Mahan, Jr., then the Army’s 

 there.20 Since its inception, AFRICOM has awarded 
contracts for training, air transport, information tech-
nology, and public diplomacy to companies such as 
DynCorp, which is training Liberia’s armed forces, and 
PAE, a com pany specializing in infrastructure, mission 
support, and disaster relief.21

US foreign policy in Latin Amer i ca, dominated 
since at least 2000 by antinarcotics and counterterror-
ism efforts, also relies heavi ly on contractors.22 Plan 
Colombia, the central ele ment of a counterdrug initia-
tive focused on the Andean region, has sought to re-
duce drug production in Colombia and strengthen 
Colombian security forces to better secure the state 
against threats posed by terrorists, drug traffickers, and 
paramilitary groups. The program has failed to slow 
drug production  there, but military and police train-
ing conducted by both US troops and civilian contrac-
tors has led to security improvements.23 Roughly half 
of the military aid to Colombia is spent on private con-
tractors funded by the DoD and the State Depart-
ment. Like Plan Colombia, the 2007 Mérida Initiative, 
a US- Mexico assistance agreement, seeks to disrupt 
drug- trafficking activities by providing equipment and 
training to Mexican security forces.24

PMSCs are incorporated in many countries and em-
ploy a mix of US citizens, local citizens, and “third 
country nationals” (recruits from neither the United 
States nor the host state). That combination changes 
over time and from contingency to contingency. For ex-
ample, an April 30, 2008, census by the US Army Cen-
tral Command found that the 190,200 contractors in 
Iraq included about 20   percent (38,700) US citizens, 
37   percent (70,500) Iraqis, and 43   percent (81,006) 
third country nationals.25 In March  2010, the total 
number of contractors had dropped to 95,461, 
26  percent of which  were US citizens, 56  percent third 
country nationals, and 18  percent Iraqis.26 The number 
of locals working as private security contractors (as op-
posed to logistics or reconstruction contractors) in Iraq 
has been relatively low: about 10  percent of private se-
curity contractors in 2010  were Iraqi. In Af ghan i stan, 
the DoD has relied more heavi ly on locals. The total 
number of contractors in March  2010 was 112,092, 
14  percent of which  were US citizens, 16  percent third 
country nationals, and 70   percent Afghans. Also, the 
numbers of locals who work in private security are 
higher than  those who provide other ser vices. About 
93  percent of the private security contractors in 2010 
 were Afghans.27

When the United States hires PMSCs to train mili-
taries abroad, the contractor may take a small team of 
US personnel (as MPRI did in Croatia), or it may re-
cruit an international team (as DynCorp did in Libe-
ria). Companies providing logistics support abroad of-
ten rely on locals or third country nationals to cut 
costs. Hiring locals or third country nationals can also 
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times”; another 15  percent of this population witnessed 
such coordination prob lems “often.”36

In  today’s conflicts, reconstruction tasks— 
particularly training— are often more crucial for achiev-
ing the goals of the war effort than  either logistics or 
security ser vices. Often, reconstruction tasks must be 
coordinated so that police training and justice reform, 
for instance, complement one another, and so that civil-
ian leaders understand the military they are expected to 
oversee. Contractors who provide reconstruction ser-
vices must not only deliver quality work but coordinate 
that delivery with other contractors, the US military, 
and other government agencies. Thus,  these ser vices are 
among the most crucial for US goals and the most chal-
lenging to coordinate. Moreover, concerns have been 
raised about the military’s ability to ensure that  these 
tasks are carried out effectively when they have been 
outsourced. Notably, DynCorp’s training of the Afghan 
National Police and Army is widely regarded as a fail-
ure, but the DoD has been unable to move the training 
contract to a dif fer ent com pany  because of DynCorp’s 
 legal protest regarding contract competition.37 Yet  these 
jobs are less impor tant to the functioning of military 
units than logistics support, and they pose less deadly 
risk than security operations do. Prob lems with integra-
tion of activities—or unity of effort— were among the 
most significant challenges to reconstruction, as noted 
by the CWC’s 2009 interim report.38

Thus, the overall picture of how contractors shape 
effectiveness is complicated. Clearly, contractors can 
quickly deploy skilled personnel, and the majority of 
contractors are good at what they do. But the United 
States does not have the capacity to oversee  these con-
tracts successfully, and this failure has led to waste, 
fraud, and particularly with regard to security con-
tracts, abuse. Furthermore, the level of integration 
needed for the most effective delivery of ser vices has 
lagged in Iraq and Af ghan i stan.

How does contracting for military and security ser-
vices affect the United States’ capacity to take po liti cal 
accountability for forces? Mobilization via contract 
operates differently than military enlistment, with con-
sequences for the relationship between the force and 
civilians— the po liti cal elite and the public included. 
The US experience in Iraq suggests that forces raised 
via contract operate much more opaquely than mili-
tary forces. Largely  because of this reduced transpar-
ency, Congress has strug gled to exercise constitutional 
authorization and oversight. Furthermore, the public 
has less information about the deployment of contrac-
tors. Though evidence suggests that the public is just 
as concerned about the deaths of contractors as it is 
about military deaths, statistics on the former are much 
less likely to be known.39

Using contractors speeds policy response but limits 
input into the policy pro cess. As the insurgency grew 

top logistics officer, complained of troops receiving in-
adequate support  because of prob lems deploying con-
tractors.30  After the Co ali tion Provisional Authority 
appointed him the new Head of Contracting Author-
ity in February 2004, Brigadier General Stephen Seay 
hired more acquisition staff, enabling over burdened 
contracting officers to do their jobs more effectively.31 
More recently, military personnel have expressed gen-
eral satisfaction with the quality of logistics ser vices.32 
Many worries over logistics contracting in Iraq and Af-
ghan i stan have focused on lack of oversight (particu-
larly inadequate numbers of contract officers), along 
with waste and fraud.33 But logistics contracts require 
fewer skills specific to military personnel, and logistics 
contractors do not need to work as closely with mili-
tary personnel on the ground as do security and recon-
struction contractors.

The activities of contractors who provide security 
ser vices are most similar to  those performed by soldiers. 
Many are armed and, in carry ing out their duties, pose 
deadly risks to  those working around them. Periodic ten-
sions between contractors and regular forces— 
aggravated by disparities in pay and responsibilities— 
have raised the issue of  whether  these two types of forces 
can work together effectively. A recent survey of DoD 
personnel and their perceptions of private security con-
tractors suggests that combining  these forces in conflict 
zones is problematic. Lower- ranking and younger per-
sonnel in par tic u lar claim that pay disparities between 
military personnel and contractors are detrimental to 
the morale of their units in Iraq.34 However, many se-
curity ser vices tasks do not require close interaction 
with military personnel. Roughly one- third of military 
personnel surveyed in Iraq, for example, had no first-
hand experience with private security contractors.35 
 These tasks are also frequently less crucial to the per-
for mance of military units than are logistics ser vices.

Nonetheless, the be hav ior of contracted security 
personnel  matters to the overall US mission. The 
 hazards of questionable be hav ior  were demonstrated 
most vividly in the September 2007 Blackwater shoot-
out in Nisoor Square. Both Iraqis and Americans, how-
ever, had consistently reported this type of be hav ior 
long before that dramatic incident. Private forces have 
tended to focus on the strict terms of their contracts 
(protecting par tic u lar  people or facilities) rather than 
on the overarching goals of the United States (effec-
tively countering the insurgency). Some of the tactics 
developed to protect clients, such as driving fast 
through intersections and rapid resort to force, alien-
ated the local population in ways that undermined the 
broader counterinsurgency strategy. Similar prob lems 
persist in Af ghan i stan. Among military personnel who 
had experience with security contractors, approxi-
mately 20   percent reported firsthand knowledge of 
PMSC failure to coordinate with military forces “some-
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A final point of evaluation is to look at  whether 
contractors allow the exercise of force in a way that is 
consistent with the larger values, culture, and expecta-
tions of the society they represent. Over the course of 
the Cold War and in its aftermath, military profession-
alism within advanced industrial states increasingly 
enshrined princi ples drawn from theories of democracy 
(civilian control of the military and abidance by the 
rule of law), liberalism (re spect for  human rights), and 
the laws of war.42 Though marginal differences exist, 
the values that govern US military personnel are largely 
shared with their Western partners. The ease of mobi-
lization that contracting offers is viewed by some as 
consistent with the United States’ evolving concerns 
with global security and global governance. But in 
practice, the use of PMSCs has not fit well within the 
normative and  legal frameworks that underpin global 
security.

Two  factors strain the impact of contracting on the 
values represented by military forces. First, precisely 
which professional norms inform the PMSC industry 
remains unclear. Americans employed by PMSCs have 
a range of military and law enforcement backgrounds— 
some distinguished and  others less so. However, the 
industry increasingly recruits from a global market. As 
recruiting and subcontracting have become more trans-
national, personnel are from countries as diverse as the 
United Kingdom, Nepal, Fiji, South Africa, El Salvador, 
Colombia, and India.  These geographic differences 
bring an even more diverse array of professional norms. 
Concerns about lax industry vetting of employees have 
raised the question of  whether PMSCs are increasingly 
hiring employees with less distinguished ser vice rec-
ords.43 Fi nally, many PMSCs also hire local personnel. 
In addition to lower costs,  these forces bring many ben-
efits: local knowledge and ties that can aid companies’ 
effectiveness. However, they also bring local values that 
may not be consistent with democracy, liberalism, or 
the laws of war. For instance, evidence suggests that 
local companies hired by the United States to provide 
convoy security in Af ghan i stan funneled money to Tali-
ban forces or  were other wise engaged in corrupt prac-
tices that promise to undermine US goals and the val-
ues it seeks to support in Af ghan i stan.44

Even if all contractors  were well- socialized military 
or police professionals, they nonetheless operate in a 
dif fer ent environment— vis- à- vis both the law and 
command and control— than troops do. Commanders 
are less likely to notice or to punish offenses commit-
ted by contractors than offenses committed by troops. 
Over time, a lack of punishment can be expected to 
lead to more lax be hav ior; indeed, many have claimed 
that this outcome is the case in Iraq and Af ghan i stan. 
Though reliable, systematic evidence is not yet avail-
able, a wealth of anecdotal evidence lends credibility 
to this conclusion.45 Military officers have expressed 

in Iraq, for example, the United States mobilized 
150,000 to 170,000 private forces to support the mis-
sion  there, all with  little or no congressional or public 
knowledge— let alone consent. President Bush was not 
required to appeal to Congress or the public for  these 
additional forces, which doubled the US presence in 
Iraq. As evidence from the reaction to the request for 
a mere 20,000 troops for the 2007 surge suggests, the 
president may well not have been allowed to deploy 
additional personnel if he had been required to obtain 
permission.  Because the use of PMSCs garners  little at-
tention, their employment reduces public arousal, de-
bate, commitment, and response to the use of force.

How contracted forces relate to civilian leaders is 
an impor tant question. Some claim contracted forces 
can be more responsive (given the potential for losing 
their contracts) than the military bureaucracy. Flexibil-
ity in how contracts are written can accelerate mobili-
zation in ways that military organ izations often can-
not deliver. Certainly, contractors are designed to 
deliver what ever the client wants. They are thus much 
less prone to standard operating procedures or orga-
nizational bias that can inhibit responsiveness in mili-
tary organ izations.

Not at all apparent, however, is the US govern-
ment’s capacity to oversee contracts in a manner suf-
ficient to generate responsiveness. Even as DoD con-
tract transactions increased by 328  percent between 
2000 and 2009, the staff responsible for reviewing con-
tractor purchasing at the Defense Contract Manage-
ment Agency declined from seventy in 2002 to four-
teen in 2009.40 Contracting in individual ser vice 
branches faced similar prob lems. The dearth of con-
tract officers makes it difficult to effectively oversee 
contracts at home, but concerns about adequate over-
sight are even more pressing when PMSCs are operat-
ing abroad. The relevant contracting officer is often not 
even in theater. Inadequate contract staffing and over-
sight have been impor tant complaints in both Iraq and 
Af ghan i stan and have been tied to numerous prob-
lems— from poor per for mance to waste, fraud, and 
abuse. Though the risks of poor oversight vary accord-
ing to task, difficulties in overseeing contractors have 
been common to all three areas of contract ser vices. 
The challenge of overseeing expeditionary operations 
may undermine companies’ responsiveness to contrac-
tual obligations.

Overall, then, the use of contractors has skirted ac-
countability, making half of US mobilization largely 
invisible to Congress and the public; as a result, it has 
masked the number of conflict- related casualties.41 
Though one could argue that contractors are more re-
sponsive to po liti cal leaders, this likelihood can only 
be the case once po liti cal leaders know what contrac-
tors are  doing— and evidence shows that this has not 
been the case in Iraq and Af ghan i stan.

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   234 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Deborah D. Avant and Renée de Nevers  235

 These tensions, though not insurmountable, are not 
easily resolved. They require per sis tent management by 
US leaders in cooperation not only with the American 
public but also with other governments and the vari-
ety of additional stakeholders that have an interest in 
how contractors behave. Thus, while contracting is 
likely to remain, it is also likely to continue to gener-
ate unease in US foreign policy.
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The increasing mechanization and complexity of 
defense forces make technical skills and a wide 
background of experience vastly more impor tant 
than ever before. . . .  But at this time when we must 
still maintain large forces  under arms and alerted 
throughout the world, it is difficult to attract and 
retain volunteers, both enlisted and commissioned.

— President Dwight D. Eisenhower, Special Message 
to the Congress, January 13, 1955

The Army knew it had a prob lem  after a few years of 
occupying Iraq, and it  wasn’t long before the public 
knew it too. On April 10, 2006, a headline in the New 
York Times announced: “Young Officers Leaving Army 
at a High Rate” and noted that the retention rate for 
West Point gradu ates had collapsed.1 This was a recur-
rent prob lem that the Pentagon had strug gled with 
since at least the end of World War II, although the 
shift to an all- volunteer force in the 1970s and conse-
quent improvement in the quality of life had, it was 
thought, solved the prob lem.

Higher- than- normal attrition rates  wouldn’t  matter 
so much if it  weren’t the young Mitchells, Nimitzes, 
and Eisenhowers quitting, but in the modern military 
the cream of the crop tend to leave fastest. A series of 
official Army research reports published in 2010 by 
Major David Lyle and fellow West Point faculty mem-
bers Casey Wardynski and Michael Colarusso showed 
higher attrition rates among the Army’s best ju nior of-

ficers: “[P]rospects for the Officer Corps  future have 
been darkened by an ever- diminishing return on this 
investment, as evidenced by plummeting company- 
grade officer retention rates. Significantly, this leakage 
includes a large share of high- performing officers.” 
They noted that the captain- retention situation had 
been becoming “untenable”2 even before the 9/11 at-
tacks in 2001.

Captains in par tic u lar  were the source of anxiety 
for Army planners, since they  were choosing to resign 
just as their initial commitments  were up, leaving 
 behind a smaller class of midcareer officers than was 
needed. The numbers of officers in each cohort was 
essentially set in stone  because Army policy generally 
“grows its own” from lieutenant to general, and does 
not allow anybody to join the  middle of the ranks. As 
for the cause of the exodus, which also included cap-
tains commissioned through the Reserve Officers’ 
Training Corps (ROTC) at universities, the Times 
pointed to the “end of a burst of patriotic fervor” and 
the ongoing “burden of deployments” to both Iraq and 
Af ghan i stan.

What I’ll try to show in this chapter is how severe 
the exodus was (and still is), but also that the larger 
prob lem of bleeding talent cuts deeper than retention 
of ju nior officers.  We’ll look at a number of surveys— 
including one I conducted for this book—to under-
stand the motivations of departing officers as well as 
retained officers.  These surveys also provide recom-
mendations for a personnel system that can improve 
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Tilghman argued that the strain of the Iraq War, vis-
ibly depreciating the military’s equipment, was at the 
same time invisibly depreciating its  human capital. 
Looking back on that story  after five years (and a rel-
atively successful conclusion to the Iraq War), I won-
der if something may have been missed by Tilghman 
and  others in the media. Captains are only half of the 
story, the superficial half;  these are young warriors in 
harm’s way with young spouses and toddlers back 
home. The more nuanced and more impor tant other 
half of story is about the col o nels.

Getting a  great first assignment  after commission-
ing is essential in climbing the ladder, especially given 
the nature of Army promotions. When merit is all but 
erased from formal metrics, soldiers need to check ex-
actly the right boxes— get the right jobs, go to the right 
professional schools on time, earn “distinguished 
gradu ate” from  those schools—to prove themselves. 
And getting into the infantry, armor, or other combat- 
arms branches is considered impor tant. If one is “ going 
infantry,” the ideal path is to get light but not too light. 
Specialized units such as the US Navy SEALs or the 
Army’s Delta Force might be too far off the beaten 
path (too light), whereas mechanized infantry might be 
a shade too heavy.

Like Kapinos, Dick Hewitt graduated near the top 
of the class from West Point. And also like Kapinos, 
his first assignment was with the legendary Eighty- 
Second Airborne Division at Fort Bragg, North Caro-
lina. Hewitt, like Kapinos, also de cided to leave the 
Army a few years  after the 9/11 attacks. But  here’s the 
difference: Hewitt had served a full 20- year  career. He 
had checked all the right boxes, even getting tapped to 
command a battalion when he was just a major. So 
when Hewitt de cided to leave, it was not  because the 
Army had a minor morale prob lem causing retention 
heartburn, but rather it was  because of a deeper and 
more nuanced institutional dysfunction.

“I can still remember how he first impressed all of 
us during a platoon attack exercise that he commanded 
one night,” remembers Brigadier General Wayne 
Grigsby about the time they met at the infantry officer 
basic school (IOBC).4 “His charisma, his intellect, the 
way he carried himself, the way he commanded his sol-
diers, his physical prowess, the way he worked with his 
peers— I have never seen a finer leader in my 28 years 
of ser vice and 50 months in combat. I thought I’d be 
working for Dick by now and was sure he was  going to 
be wearing two or three stars, easy.” Although the path 
to general is a narrow one, Hewitt did every thing the 
Army asked and more to stay out front, getting all the 
right jobs and impressing peers and subordinates along 
the way. So what happened that got him put onto the 
Personnel Command (PERSCOM) black list?

In the summer of 1980, Hewitt was a freshman at 
West Point. He graduated with the class of 1984 dur-

the military. I’ll also explain what makes  these survey 
results scientifically valid, which is the knee- jerk objec-
tion to studies critical of the status quo, especially sur-
veys of active duty attitudes the generals prefer to pre-
tend  aren’t representative. In the end, the exodus is a 
symptom of a larger prob lem, one that might even 
seem to be lessening as the wars draw down. The real-
ity is that bad human- resource policies damage the 
military from the first day an officer pins on bars and 
long  after that officer resigns.

Captains and Col o nels

Matt Kapinos was one of half a dozen cadet regimen-
tal commanders in the class of 2001 and graduated 
near the top of his class at West Point. For that class in 
par tic u lar, the attacks of 9/11  will forever hold a spe-
cial meaning. No American  will ever think back on 
that year and forget what happened, much less anyone 
in the military. Like the infamous attacks on Pearl Har-
bor in 1941, the al Qaeda– master- minded suicide hi-
jackings that destroyed the Twin Towers and a full 
wing of the Pentagon marked 2001 as a year of war.

Lieutenant Kapinos was assigned to the Eighty- 
Second Airborne, the unit led by Jack Gavin in World 
War II. In early 2003, he was leading a platoon of 40 
men in Af ghan i stan.  After a brief rotation home where 
he was re united with his young wife, the newly pro-
moted Captain Kapinos was commanding a com pany 
of nearly 200 soldiers in Iraq. Andrew Tilghman de-
scribed Kapinos’s story in an excellent essay called the 
“Army’s Other Crisis,” which was published in the 
Washington Monthly in 2007:

In Af ghan i stan, [Kapinos] had suggested that in-
stead of merely conducting nighttime raids, his 
men should camp in small villages to help local 
leaders root out insurgents and their sympathizers. 
His commanders repeatedly rejected the idea. In 
Iraq, he was full of similarly innovative proposals, 
but felt his commanders disregarded his input. 
“ After a while, you just stop asking,” he said.

 . . .  Kapinos, however, is no longer in the Army. 
Fifteen days  after his initial five- year ser vice agree-
ment expired, he left military life entirely. When I 
met him, it was near the downtown campus of the 
Georgetown University Law Center, where he was 
taking a break from classes on corporate income 
tax law. Tall and fit, with close- cropped sandy 
brown hair and a green cable- knit sweater, he re-
sembled both the  lawyer he is preparing to be and 
the Army captain he once was. “I was a true be-
liever at West Point. When Af ghan i stan kicked off, 
I  don’t want to say I bought the propaganda, but I 
wanted to change the world,” he said. “I thought I 
was  going to be a four- star general.”3
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to slate the officers and issue  orders through the ac-
quiring commanders.

As you might guess, a few weeks passed, and then 
Hewitt received a phone call. It was Major General 
Dees, calling from South  Korea. “Congratulations, 
Dick. Welcome to the team.”

Hewitt said all the right  things on the phone that 
day and even accepted the first month of command 
training at Fort Benning in Georgia before realizing 
the outcome just  wasn’t acceptable. He had two con-
versations with se nior officers  after slating to see if 
 there was any flexibility in the pro cess to change the 
assignment— maybe he could trade with someone?— 
and was told it was a done decision.

In a move that sent tremors through the Army, 
Hewitt called the planners at the Hoffman Building 
and declined command. The staffer on the other end 
of the phone was surprised and calmly warned: “Do 
you understand that this means your rec ord  will be 
marked ‘declination with prejudice’?” He offered 
Hewitt 24 hours to think it over. Not necessary, Hewitt 
answered. In his mind, it was a choice between  career 
suicide and tearing apart his young  family.

Even though he seemed destined for high rank, that 
one clash with the inflexible Army personnel system 
essentially ended his  career  after 15 flawless years. 
Hewitt committed no crime, disappointed no com-
mander, and lost the faith of none of his troops. In fact, 
his  career was flying high when he made the  mistake 
of asking for a one- year reprieve from the fast track.

 Today, Hewitt is a successful entrepreneur. He pre-
sides over a small, thriving financial firm in Carmel, 
California. “I can control my own destiny and work 
with partners I trust.” His partner is Jerry Lidzinski, a 
1995 gradu ate of the Air Force Acad emy. Hewitt made 
a vow  after retiring from the Army never to work for 
someone  else, where he was not in control.

The story of Hewitt’s departure from the Army has 
two footnotes.

First, in early 2000 he received a phone call from 
the Pentagon. The chief of staff of the Army, General 
Eric Shinseki, was having a bad year  because, among 
other  things, dozens of officers had declined battalion 
command. Hewitt  wasn’t alone. In armor, engineers, 
infantry, and aviation, all the branches  were suffering 
from high rates of dissatisfaction with the command 
slating. So Hewitt and  others like him  were invited to 
the Pentagon to give feedback to the vice chief, Gen-
eral Jack Keene. Questions  were asked, data collected, 
and the day ended.

As Hewitt changed into civilian clothes for his flight 
home, another officer asked what assignment he had 
turned down.

“ Korea.”
“Funny,” said the other officer. “My wife is from 

 Korea. I would have loved that job.”

ing the height of the Cold War, and was promoted to 
captain exactly four years  later, just like every one  else 
in his year group. Hewitt’s second assignment was a 
one- year tour of duty as the battalion maintenance of-
ficer for the 1–5 Infantry Mechanized, Second Infan-
try Division. A year  later, Hewitt was given a com pany 
command at Fort Ord, California. Next, he was sent 
to the University of Chicago’s Gradu ate School of Busi-
ness, followed by a two- year assignment as a profes-
sor of economics back at West Point’s famous Sosh de-
partment. At some point, he was selected a year before 
his peers for promotion to major.  After a year of ad-
vanced military training at the Command and General 
Staff College (CGSC) at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, 
Hewitt was sent “home” to Fort Bragg where he 
checked all the boxes: one year on division staff, one 
year as battalion ops officer, and so on. This is where 
his story gets in ter est ing.

At that moment, Major Hewitt was a prime candi-
date to serve as a general officer someday, maybe even 
lead the Army if he played his cards right. He had been 
tapped for promotion to lieutenant col o nel (known as 
“major P” for “promotable”), and now awaited the 
outcome of the Army’s boards— formal committees of 
se nior officers who rank- order officers in the zone for 
battalion command openings in the coming year. This 
is a cohort of lieutenant col o nels and a few major Ps 
all across the Army. In November 1999 a personnel of-
ficer visited Bragg and told Hewitt that he was a 
“fifty- fifty” for one of the openings, which actually 
meant it was a sure  thing. The officer was the chief of 
the section that doled out jobs for PERSCOM, then lo-
cated in the Hoffman building in Washington, DC. In 
real ity, Hewitt was again at the top of the list. Of all 
the battalion command positions the Army awards 
each year, the top ones are given to tactical officers. 
Hewitt was one of  those, and he was a year younger 
than  others in the year group. Once the list was an-
nounced in early 2000, buzz around the Army and 
congratulations rolled in.

The next step for the selected officers— there  were 
16 that year for light / airborne /air- assault  infantry 
commands— was to submit a list of their preferences 
to PERSCOM. The staff at the Hoffman Building 
would sort through the preferences in order to produce 
an optimized match, a pro cess known as “slating.” 
Hewitt submitted his preferences, ranking the 16 op-
tions from first to last with a remote tour of duty in 
South  Korea ranked last. He told the officers at Hoff-
man over the phone that the  Korea job in par tic u lar 
would be hard on his  family. With two preschool sons 
and another  little one on the way, the separation re-
quired by the  Korea assignment might be more than 
the  family could bear. “It  will not be well received in 
my  house,” he bluntly told the assignments officer. 
Now it was in the hands of the planners at PERSCOM 
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dropped again to slightly less than 66  percent, the high-
est departure rate in 16 years. Not since the end of the 
Cold War had so many young officers left the ser vice 
 after their initial commitment. In the late 1990s, ju nior 
officers  were being asked to leave, but by 2005 the 
military was begging them to stay.

While all branches of the military experienced chal-
lenges, only the Army was in crisis. According to a 
March 2007 story in USA  Today, the retention rate of 
West Point gradu ates was “as much as 30 percentage 
points lower than the rates for gradu ates of the Navy 
and Air Force academies.”5 A common complaint was 
that the elitist acad emy gradu ates  were the prob lem, 
not the Army per se, since ROTC and Officer Candi-
dates School (OCS) officers remained at high rates, but 
that’s a myth. Retention prob lems afflicted ROTC 
scholarship officers even more than West Point gradu-
ates. The 2010 Strategic Studies Institute monograph 
by Col o nel Casey Wardynski, Major David Lyle, and 
Michael Colarusso (the Wardynski monograph) ana-
lyzed the retention of officers in the 1996 cohort by 
commissioning source. While it is true that the percent-
age of West Pointers in the class of 1996 drops dra-
matically at the 5- year point (from 90 to 60  percent), 
it must also be said that OCS officers started the year 
at 70   percent. And while the USMA rate declined 
steadily to 41  percent at the 8- year mark, this mirrored 
the ROTC officers who had 3- year scholarships, and 
was higher than the 35  percent 8- year retention of 4- 
year ROTC scholarship officers.6

I faced similar skepticism about West Point elitism 
 after presenting my survey of 250 West Point grads— 
but the Wardynski monograph made it clear that the 
exodus was as real as it was widespread. But the puz-
zle as to why remained. As author Wardynski asked: 
“How did the [the Army] move from a se nior captain 
surplus, then to shortage, then to crisis in the de cade 
following the end of the Cold War?”7 A report by the 
Government Accountability Office (GAO) in Janu-
ary 2007 provided even more details:

The Army, which continues to be heavi ly involved 
in combat operations in Iraq and Af ghan i stan,  faces 
many retention challenges. For example, the Army 
is experiencing a shortfall of mid- level officers, such 
as majors,  because it commissioned fewer officers 
10 years ago due to a post– Cold War force reduc-
tion. It proj ects a shortage of 3,000 or more officers 
annually through FY 2013. While the Army is im-
plementing and considering initiatives to improve 
officer retention, the initiatives are not integrated 
and  will not affect officer retention  until at least 
2009 or are unfunded. As with its accession short-
falls, the Army does not have an integrated strate-
gic plan to address its retention shortfalls.8

The irony  here is painful.
Second, consider what the Army did with Hewitt 

afterward. In mid-2000, Hewitt had only one year left 
at Bragg, then three years before he could retire with 
the standard 20- year military pension. He had an MBA 
from one of the top schools in the nation, so it was a 
no- brainer for the dean of West Point, Dan Kauffman, 
to bring him to campus as the director of the econom-
ics program. While at West Point, Hewitt impressed the 
superintendent, General William Lennox, who asked 
him to stay for another four or more years as perma-
nent faculty. Hewitt agreed. Lennox sent a letter to 
Hoffman asking for them to “rebranch” Hewitt in stra-
tegic plans, making official what was already the un-
official end of his infantry  career. The commandant of 
cadets, Leo Brooks, sent a letter of support, as did the 
dean.

At that time in 2004, the folks at PERSCOM un-
derstood fully that Hewitt had no further obligation 
to stay in uniform, and that if he was not allowed to 
rebranch, he could simply retire. But in their rec ords, 
his file was stamped with a bright red “declination with 
prejudice.” So the story ends this way: Hewitt’s wife 
received a letter from PERSCOM while he was teach-
ing classes at the acad emy, so she called him during his 
 free hour and read him the jargon- filled letter over the 
phone. It explained that the needs of Army prevented 
his rebranching.

“What does that mean?” she asked.
“It means  we’re retiring,” he said.
In May 2004, at the age of 42, Lieutenant Col o nel 

Dick Hewitt left the Army, driving out the same gates 
at West Point that he had entered more than two de-
cades before. The last five years that concluded Hewitt’s 
 career are what I refer to as “internal bleeding.”

The Retention Crisis

All cadets who gradu ate from the US Military Acad-
emy commit to serve a minimum of 5 years as a mili-
tary officer,  after which they can resign their commis-
sions or continue on, presumably  toward the full 
20- year  career. Retirement is available to every one who 
serves 20 years or more, which means half of one’s 
monthly pay for the rest of one’s life, plus full benefits. 
A few cadets agree to longer commitments (2–5 addi-
tional years) in exchange for gradu ate school or flight 
training.

When the US Military Acad emy (USMA) class of 
1999 reached its 5- year mark in 2004, 72  percent of 
the gradu ates chose to stay in uniform, and 28  percent 
resigned. This net retention rate sends a signal about 
the overall health of the ju nior officer corps, and 2004 
was an early warning sign compared to the normal 
range of 75–80  percent. A year  later, the retention rate 
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tion rates simply collapsed late during the Vietnam 
conflict, down to 34  percent for OCS officers in 1969 
and 11  percent for ROTC officers in 1970. All this goes 
to show that the current crisis has a long pre ce dent.15

RAND Corporation’s Hosek produced another 
study in 2006 that examined the “unpre ce dented 
strains on the all volunteer force” to identify the  causes 
 behind the most recent exodus.16 The study was com-
prehensive in scope, reviewing published lit er a ture and 
surveys of military personnel conducted by the Defense 
Manpower Data Center (DMDC), as well as original 
focus groups of active- duty ser vice members. What 
Hosek found was the deployments alone  were a posi-
tive, not a negative,  factor in retaining soldiers. Ser vice 
members valued deployments as an opportunity to 
participate in an activity and mission that they believed 
in and that also enhanced their  career prospects; how-
ever, the frequency and duration of deployments  were 
weighing negatively on soldiers. “High op tempo” is 
the phrase used to describe the high demands on sol-
diers’ time— long hours of work  every day with few 
days truly off. War time means  there is im mense stress 
placed on soldiers, but also on their families, with 
troops facing  mental fatigue or worse from multiple 
deployments.

Now, half a de cade  after the crisis broke into the 
public’s consciousness, the  matter may seem resolved. 
Already history. The war is over, so we can forget about 
how hard it was, right? That would be an error.

Bleeding talent still happens  every day in the Army, 
Marines, Air Force, Navy, and Coast Guard. It hap-
pens in peacetime as well as war time. The talent that 
was lost and mismanaged during the Iraq War  will 
have consequences for de cades to come, and the unre-
solved dysfunction in the personnel system is likely to 
get worse if the armed forces use force- shaping tech-
niques based on se niority instead of merit. A potential 
drawdown in the years ahead must draw lessons from 
what caused the mid- war manpower malfunction.

The West Point Survey

In 2010, I conducted a survey of the West Point gradu-
ates from the classes of 1989, 1991, 1995, 2000, 
2001, and 2004, and highlights  were featured in the 
Atlantic magazine in early 2011. Before the article ap-
peared, I was able to brief the survey’s results to offi-
cers and key policy- makers in Washington, DC, dur-
ing the fall of 2010. I incorporated feedback from 
 those sessions into a second part of the survey.

An email solicitation to each member of class was 
sent from a fellow gradu ate who serves as the class 
scribe. The initial survey (Part One) was conducted 
from late August through mid- September of 2010 us-
ing an online survey tool. A total of 250 individuals 

 There  were many reasons for the crisis, but the ex-
planation that seems most obvious is the ongoing wars 
in the  Middle East. As Tilghman wrote, the exodus was 
sending “alarming warnings about the strain that the 
Iraq War has placed on the military.”9 Remember that 
late 2006 to early 2007 was the lowest point in the 
war. The George W. Bush administration was starting 
to admit what troops on the ground had been saying 
all along: the strategy in Iraq was not working. In the 
words of Col o nel Jeff Peterson, now a permanent 
member of West Point’s faculty: “We  were losing in 
Baghdad in 2006. We  were losing. The  enemy was win-
ning. It had to change.”10

Relying on a volunteer force is challenging, espe-
cially when the economy is strong (meaning demand 
for talent is high), but even more so during a conflict 
that the public dislikes. That’s all the more reason to 
think carefully about the intertwining issues. Peterson 
 wasn’t saying that the war or the volunteer force was 
the source of retention and recruiting woes. He was 
simply commenting on the nature of fighting an insur-
gency. Peterson, like almost all officers, supports the 
all- volunteer force and he also disagrees with charac-
terizations of the personnel system as being in crisis. 
The news media, however, found the war explanation 
too con ve nient.

 Here’s the catch. None of the war explanations can 
explain why retention prob lems preceded the 9/11 at-
tacks. In a 2002 RAND report, James Hosek and Beth 
Asch “identified a roughly 5  percent decline in officer 
annual continuation rates among  those [officers] in 
their midcareer.” The authors argued that the number 
is deceptively small, but “small declines in annual con-
tinuation rates can translate into dramatic declines in 
manpower over a several- year period. Therefore, this 
decline must be taken seriously.”11 Likewise, Wardyn-
ski et al. argued that declining retention has been a 
prob lem since 1983 and that “by 2001 the captain re-
tention situation was becoming untenable.”12 In fact, 
the Army has been plagued with talent bleeding for 
de cades, and its personnel practices have never been 
reformed to address the prob lem.13,14 President Harry 
Truman appointed a committee to consider the prob-
lem in 1949, and the secretary of defense asked the 
Brookings Institution’s Harold Moulton to do the same 
in 1950. Two more task forces  were commissioned 
early in the Dwight D. Eisenhower administration, call-
ing attention to an annual retention rate of enlistees 
of just 20  percent. Then in 1954,  after the  Korea hos-
tilities  stopped, the Senate Armed Ser vices Committee 
called attention to the “critical and delicate” prob lem 
of the officer brain drain. Arthur Coumbe, a military 
historian, attributes the severity of the competency 
weaknesses in the officer corps to the centralization of 
command and control in the 1960s. Regardless, reten-
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ture of top- down evaluations that skewed promotions 
to meritorious be hav ior aimed not at productivity or 
mission, but at supporting the immediate rater in the 
chain of command. A final  factor was that promotions 
had become less meritorious once the se niority system 
cracked  under such low retention rates, meaning offi-
cers  were pulled up to captain and major faster than 
the norm out of a need for warm bodies more than as 
a reward for their competence. In short, the top- down 
structure had no native capacity to  handle scarcity, 
which is exactly what markets do.

Next, the survey asked respondents to grade, on an 
A– F scale, vari ous aspects of the military in terms of 
fostering “innovative and entrepreneurial” leadership. 
As a benchmark, the raw talent (recruitment) received 
55  percent As and Bs, the fourth highest. The other as-
pects can be understood in terms of this ratio as  either 
improving or degrading the initial entrepreneurial tal-
ent. In general, formal training programs received aver-
age marks, including every thing from ser vice academies 
and war colleges to initial through se nior officer train-
ing. Even doctrine received good marks. The weakest 
 factors  were all in the personnel system: evaluations 
(with an AB/DF ratio of 0.6), job assignments (0.5), 
promotions (0.4), and compensation (0.3). For exam-
ple, only 8 out of 250 respondents gave the job- 
assignment system an A grade, compared to 39 who 
gave it an F. While  these vari ous personnel systems may 
serve other Army missions, they are perceived as failing 
to promote entrepreneurial leadership.

An active- duty col o nel recommended that I add a 
question to assess the culture of innovation at the unit 
level, in contrast to the larger organ ization. Brilliant 
idea, and he was right. More than two- thirds of re-
spondents agreed (18  percent agreeing strongly) with 
the statement: “Creative thinking and new ideas are 
( were) valued in your military units.” This is a power-
ful finding that Army culture and Army soldiers are in-
novative and entrepreneurial, which is exactly what 
the talent paradox was claiming. One respondent sum-
marized the dilemma with some additional color: “For 
the most part, creative thinking is valued, but  there is 
only so much leeway given the crushing hand of the 
Army regulatory system and the constant turnover of 
leadership at all levels.”

The last question on the survey is the most direct 
exploration of why soldiers had left the military. Since 
this question speaks so directly to the subject of this 
[essay], I’ll pre sent the full results in  table 1.

Four reasons stand out as the most frequently cited 
by officers in explaining why they left the ranks. High 
op tempo during war, other life goals, and  family in-
come all play a role. But even then— during wartime— 
the top reason this panel cited for leaving the military 
is frustration with military bureaucracy, with 82  percent 
agreeing and 50  percent agreeing strongly.

completed the survey. Of  those respondents 78 
(31  percent)  were on active duty. A follow-up survey 
(Part Two) was created based on their comments and 
feedback, sent to the initial 250 respondents in mid- 
September, and completed by 126 of them by the Oc-
tober deadline.17

Survey— Part One

The first question asks: “Do the best officers leave the 
military early rather than serving a full  career?” The 
survey did not define “best” or “early” in an effort to 
ensure that respondents would not bracket the ques-
tion in terms of external criteria (e.g., I might have 
framed it as the “most entrepreneurial leaders,” while 
other scholars might frame it in terms of effectiveness, 
inspiration, management excellence, and so on. I 
thought a neutral framing was the least biased). Only 
7  percent of respondents believed that most of the best 
officers stay in the military. Among the active- duty re-
spondents, only 17  percent believed that most of the 
best officers are staying in the military. Younger gradu-
ates  were more negative than older. It must be said 
that the 45  percent of responses held that “about half 
the best leave,” and another 45   percent held that 
“MOST of the best leave, some stay.”

One respondent wrote in the optional comments 
box: “Good leaders,  those with entrepreneurial tenden-
cies, are crushed by the military in spirit and in deed. I 
think this type of leader is attracted to the military, and 
during their [sic] personal growth stage, do well. But 
they soon ‘outsmart’ the norm and become frustrated 
by the confines of their se nior leaderships’ bound aries.” 
Another wrote, “The best ju nior officers have spent 
8  years  doing more work for the same pay as their 
peers who contribute only the bare minimum.  There is 
no system to reward the best officers prior to the BZ 
[i.e., ‘below the zone’ or one year early] Major board at 
8 years of ser vice.”  These  were comments made before 
the respondents saw other questions about entrepre-
neurial values and personnel- specific questions.

The second question asked respondents to compare 
military and civilian promotions systems on a 1–10 
scale of merit versus se niority. The results  were signifi-
cant by any technical metric, with a plurality giving the 
private sector a three and the US military an eight. This 
view holds, albeit less strongly, when the sample is 
 limited to active- duty officers. Younger cohorts tend to 
view the military as less of a meritocracy, but all respon-
dents give the private sector similar scores on average.

Attitudes  were consistent in the comments, along 
the lines of: “In the civilian world, my per for mance is 
all that  matters.  There are no year groups. For the most 
part, a promotion is based on talent, not se niority. The 
year group system is one of the most asinine  things the 
Army uses.” Other comments pointed to the biased na-
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curity, while 65   percent (68   percent among active 
duty) agree that it leads to a less competent general of
ficer corps. Typical responses in conversations about 
military retention are that high turnover is normal in 
the con temporary US economy and that high attrition 
rates are normal in the “up or out” military rank struc-
ture. While turnover may be high, turnover of top tal-
ent is the issue  under scrutiny in this survey.

I also asked a new question about the  causes of at-
trition. Recall the question in Part One was directed in 
a very personal way (“What  were the reasons you left 
the military?” rather than “What are the top reasons 
some officers leave the military?”), which runs the risk 
of getting feedback that dodges self- criticism. Al-
though anonymity was promised to all respondents, I 
de cided to ask a more general question using the lan-
guage: “Many of the best officers who leave the ser vice 
would stay if . . .” Of the respondents 90  percent agreed 
that the best officers would be more likely to stay if 
“the military was more of a meritocracy.”  There was 
overwhelming support for other core princi ples as 
well, including if “job assignments  were matched 
with a market mechanism instead of central plan-
ning” (87  percent), if “the military had a more entre-
preneurial personnel system” (88  percent), and if “pay 
was based on per for mance instead of time in ser vice” 
(70  percent). A few other options had far less support, 
so personnel flexibility  really did seem to dominate the 
perceived  causes of high attrition, but I offered one 
catch- all option just to confirm the departing officers 
 weren’t simply headed for the exits no  matter what. 
Only 30.6  percent of respondents agreed that many of 

Survey— Part Two

The nice way to introduce this section is this: Part Two 
of the survey was developed in response to feedback 
based on private pre sen ta tions of the initial results. A 
more honest introduction would say: The initial impact 
of my West Point survey was tremendous, including 
some very high- level briefings at the Pentagon; how-
ever,  there was some very aggressive pushback. Incred-
ibly, one full col o nel reacted to my pre sen ta tion of the 
results of Part One by saying that the findings  were 
unimportant. To paraphrase, he said: “Sure,  you’ve de-
scribed the personnel system, which has pluses and 
minuses like any system. But your results  don’t claim 
any harm to national security, and I think  you’re over- 
interpreting your poll results.” I de cided a few weeks 
 later to extend the survey with Part Two. An email mes-
sage was sent directly to the initial 250 respondents, 
and 126 of  those individuals engaged in the follow-up.

The questions in Part Two  were very direct, but I felt 
they had to leave no room for misinterpretation. [. . .] 
Only one- fifth of active- duty respondents (18  percent) 
think the military does a good job matching talents with 
jobs, and the same number thinks the Army is weeding 
out the weakest leaders. The final option asks  whether 
the personnel system should be radically reformed, 
something we asked as a contrast with common calls 
for incremental change, and 55  percent of respondents 
agree.

It was seen that 78  percent of all respondents (and 
78  percent of active- duty respondents) agree that the 
current exit rate of the best officers harms national se

 Table 1.  What  Were The Reasons You Left the Military? Agree or Disagree If They  Were Impor tant Reasons for Your 
Decision

Strongly 
Agree 

(%)
Agree 

(%)
Disagree 

(%)

Strongly 
Disagree 

(%)

Frustration with military bureaucracy 50 32 16 2

 Family 57 24 15 5

Other life goals 35 45 15 5

Higher potential income 45 35 14 4

Frequent deployments 31 32 30 4

 Limited opportunity in military 17 40 32 10

Pace of military promotions 22 31 39 7

Weak role models/commanders 24 22 35 19

Higher education 20 25 45 9

Better leadership opportunity 7 25 53 14

Retirement age (20 years+) 5 6 44 44

Medical discharge 2 4 25 68

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   243 5/24/21   11:49 PM



244  Exodus

describe the under lying population. As Fowler notes, 
 there are a handful of ways that a survey can produce 
flawed results. Margin of error is what the lay public 
assumes is the big issue. Sample quality is another con-
cern. But the biggest  factor is question design.

I chose for my sample to target officers who  were 
produced from only one commissioning source: the 
United States Military Acad emy, including classmates 
who  were on and off active duty. Critics imply this is 
a biased source, but subsequent surveys that include of-
ficers from other commissioning sources have con-
firmed my findings.

Furthermore, I narrowed the target population to 
officers who served during a period of time that was 
generally consistent and relevant, graduating between 
the years 1989–2004. Why not older gradu ates? Mix-
ing attitudes of officers who served in the 1970s or 
1980s with  those serving  today would mix apples and 
oranges. If the sample included older officers, critics 
would no doubt say their experiences  were irrelevant 
to  today’s military.

What about sheer size? Two hundred and fifty 
 people may seem unrepresentative, but it’s actually in 
the same ballpark of national surveys that use three or 
four hundred respondents to mea sure the attitudes of 
the entire nation. My West Point survey had a maxi-
mum margin of error of 6.2  percent at 95  percent con-
fidence. So when 93   percent of Army officers in my 
survey say that most of the best officers leave the mili-
tary, statistics says the lowest the number could be for 
the full population is “only” 87  percent of all Army 
officers agreeing.21

Let’s turn now to question design. Solid statistical 
bona fides are no seal of approval. Surveys that report 
a small margin of error are easily corrupted with 
poorly designed questions or by flawed sample recruit-
ment. For example, a widely reported Zogby poll was 
found to use deeply flawed question design, but not 
 until  after it garnered massive media attention ques-
tioning the US military effort in the  Middle East. In 
early 2006, Zogby asked an anonymous sample of de-
ployed US troops about the war in Iraq, which the 
media cited widely with the headline “72  Percent of 
Troops Say It’s Time to Leave Iraq.”22 The  actual sur-
vey question asked how long the United States should 
stay, not leave, but three of the four answers  were 
phrased in terms of when to withdraw, and then  those 
responses  were summed up as a majority opinion. The 
only other option: stay in defi nitely.

The design of my questions was intentionally neu-
tral in the sense that each question  either offered a bal-
anced response set (with an equal number of positive 
and negative response options) or a mix of positive and 
negative statements that an individual could agree 
with. No one, in fact, has suggested the questions  were 

the best officers would leave “regardless of reforms to 
the personnel system.”

The Dregs Who Remain

On January 4, 2011, the Atlantic published the findings 
in the essay “Why Our Best Officers Are Leaving,” a 
modified version of the first chapter of this [original] 
book. Within hours, the essay went viral among US 
Army officers worldwide and then troops from all the 
ser vices. It was reprinted in the influential “Early Bird” 
daily clippings distributed around the Pentagon. Within 
a few days, many military blogs had their own reac-
tions,18,19 each with dozens of comments. Nothing I’d 
ever written had caught fire like this, and I received hun-
dreds of letters, including a long, carefully typed letter 
from a World War II veteran who lamented that nothing 
had changed since his time. One email from Iraq stands 
out in my mind, as it represents the level of frustration 
that apparently my essay had given voice to:

I read your article in the Atlantic Monthly and 
could have cried tears of joy. I am a prior enlisted 
1LT and have 11 years in ser vice. I was a Distin-
guished Military Gradu ate through the ROTC, 
quantified top 10% in  every military course I at-
tended and deployed to Iraq for a total of 39 
months. I have chosen to leave the Army due to [sic] 
their inability to assess talent. The only way to af-
fect change is to publicize a need for it and circum-
vent the obdurate system.

Respectfully,
Name Withheld

Questioning the Survey’s Validity

The Defense Media Network published a major story 
on the survey by Eric Tegler on February 25, 2011.20 
Tegler requested an interview with US Army  Human 
Resources Command and with Army headquarters, 
but  those  were declined; however, he was able to in-
terview Col o nel Thomas Collins, chief spokesman for 
Army Public Affairs. Collins, speaking for the Army, 
questioned the survey’s validity and dismissed the idea 
of a more flexible assignments system. “I’m not sure 
that a survey of only 250  people is enough to make 
such a sweeping judgment. Personally, I simply  don’t 
believe the best are leaving.” Collins also claimed that 
the “battle- tested force” serving in Iraq and Af ghan i-
stan proves my under lying premise wrong.

Questioning the validity of the survey is a power ful 
point, and seems to be about the only serious objection 
I face, so let me be clear. According to the fourth edition 
of the textbook Survey Research Methods by Floyd J. 
Fowler Jr., the goal of a sample survey is to accurately 
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What does  matter? Two  factors emerged as ar-
eas of surprising consensus among former officers: 
orga nizational inflexibility, primarily manifested in 
the personnel system, and a lack of commitment to 
innovation within the military ser vices.24

Specifically, Falk and Rogers found that “the num-
ber one reported reason for separation among our re-
spondents was  limited ability to control their own 
 careers.” The active- duty component was no more for-
giving of the personnel system, with a majority agree-
ing that the personnel system does not do a good job 
of “matching talent to jobs (75%) or weeding out the 
weakest leaders (82%).”25

Another surprising feature of the Falk- Rogers study 
was the confirmation that deployments and high op 
tempo  were not decisive  factors. As the authors put it:

[L]ess than 7% indicated that deployment strain 
was their most impor tant reason for leaving. This 
tends to reinforce the argument that deployment, 
even with combat, is not a primary driver of attri-
tion among ju nior officers. Nearly three- fourths of 
the ju nior officers we surveyed commissioned dur-
ing or  after 2001, suggesting that not only did they 
understand they would deploy and see combat, but 
in fact that was precisely why they joined.26

Reaction

The Army’s initial reaction to the exodus was slow. 
Bleeding talent had been the norm for de cades, and fur-
thermore the Army was in the  middle of two very dif-
ficult wars. As Falk and Rogers point out: “By 2007, 
the Army was predicting a total shortfall of over three 
thousand officers, particularly in the crucial se nior cap-
tain and major range.”27

Once it realized the prob lem, the Pentagon reacted 
like a bureaucracy typically does: It threw money at the 
prob lem using generic one- size- fits- all cash bonuses, of-
fered to any officer who would stay, while the manage-
ment system itself remained unchanged. The aforemen-
tioned studies demonstrate that this was bandaging the 
wound rather than addressing the under lying  causes of 
the prob lem. “Although it now appears as if the Army 
has righted its ship when it comes to retaining the right 
number of officers, it did so largely by filling shortages 
via across- the- board promotions to field- grade officer 
rank,”28 wrote Falk and Rogers. “Less than 85% of 
available billets at  those ranks  were filled by officers 
with the requisite rank and time in service— a critical 
shortfall, by the Army’s own definition— and  today’s 
se nior lieutenants and ju nior captains spend less time 
than ever before in critical development positions such 
as com pany command.”29

designed poorly. What is most telling is that defenders 
of the status quo who objected to my survey have put 
forth no facts or studies claiming attitudes of the sol-
diers or commanders are dif fer ent.  There has been no 
counterpoint. Instead, what has emerged is a chorus of 
support from voices including, to my surprise, Secre-
tary of Defense Robert Gates.

Falk- Rogers

Other studies of ser vice members’ attitudes seem to sup-
port or echo my West Point study. In its 2011 annual 
survey, the Center for Army Leadership at Fort Leaven-
worth reported numerous frustrations among Army 
leaders, a group that included officers, warrant officers, 
and se nior noncommissioned officers (NCOs).23 Only 
38  percent agreed that “the Army is headed in the right 
direction,” which was unchanged from 2006. Of  those 
who thought it was heading in the wrong direction, the 
second most- cited reason (by 58  percent of the subset) 
was the Army’s inability to retain quality leaders. About 
one- fourth (24   percent) of Army leaders believe that 
honest  mistakes are held against them in their unit/
or ga ni za tion, while one- third (30  percent) believe that 
their unit/or ga ni za tion promotes a zero- defect mental-
ity (emphasis added).

In March 2011, a pair of gradu ate students at Har-
vard’s John F. Kennedy School published a survey that 
was very similar to mine. Sasha Rogers and Sayce Falk 
(a Marine veteran who served in Iraq) reached out to 
former ju nior military officers from the Army, Navy, 
Marines, and Air Force who had left the ser vice between 
2001 and 2010. They recruited their sample with the 
goal of including a proportional number of ROTC and 
OCS officers, and did so by reaching out through ROTC 
university alumni networks, graduate- school military 
organ izations, and other veterans groups. While this ap-
proach assured a diversity of recently active ju nior offi-
cers (all respondents  were O-2 through O-4), the lack of 
active- duty participants might have tainted the results. 
To  counter such potential bias, Falk and Rogers also sur-
veyed a group of 30 active- duty ju nior officers across the 
ser vices. The executive summary states:

Fully 80% of our respondents reported that the best 
officers they knew had left the military before serv-
ing a full  career. Yet some  factors widely portrayed 
as driving young officers from ser vice  were less 
impor tant to our ju nior officer cohort than we an-
ticipated. For instance, only 9% of respondents in-
dicated that deployment cycles and operational 
tempo  were their most impor tant reason for leav-
ing. In the same vein, nearly 75% ranked compen-
sation and financial reasons as their least impor tant 
consideration.
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ically inspired incentives was controversial, but we 
now know that they worked.

Losing Security

Doug Webster is a se nior executive at Cisco. In the 
spring of 1991, he was a college se nior on Yale’s track 
team and one of the few Ivy League members of ROTC. 
 After graduation, most of his classmates would head 
to Wall Street or gradu ate school, but Webster was 
waiting for his  orders from the Air Force. And wait-
ing. And still waiting. To the Air Force, Webster was at 
the bottom of the totem pole. The Cold War had just 
ended, and the Air Force had more  people than it could 
use. So as graduation came and went, the US Air 
Force’s Military Personnel Command (MPC, now re-
named Air Force Personnel Command, or AFPC) told 
Webster that his  orders  were to wait for a few months 
 until they found him a job. He still owed his four years, 
but they  wouldn’t let him start.

So Webster did what any enterprising Yale track 
star with academic honors would do: He took a temp 
job selling men’s clothing at a department store for the 
summer as he waited to be called for active duty. And 
then the fall. And then the winter. Eventually, 51 weeks 
 after waiting, just one week shy of authorized limit, the 
Air Force commissioned Webster and sent him to 
Goodfellow Air Force Base in Texas for back- to- back 
programs in military intelligence. Within four years, 
Lieutenant Webster was lauded as the top intelligence 
collector of 1994 in the military by the CIA at its Lang-
ley headquarters. By then it was the spring of 1995, 
and Webster realized he wanted more challenges than 
the military was  going to let him have. The Cold War 
drawdown and subsequent force- shaping, conducted 
using cash incentives for early retirement that many of 
the most impressive se nior officers  were taking, on top 
of a narrow  career path made the Air Force look in-
creasingly less in ter est ing. It  wasn’t hard for Webster 
to decide that he wanted out, too.33

In the early 1990s, computer security was in its 
infancy. Each branch of the military was wrestling 
with the issue: How can we protect our secrets from 
foreign hackers? The new technology was beyond the 
expertise of se nior and midlevel officers, so ju nior of-
ficers fresh from ROTC programs at engineering 
schools  were tasked with developing solutions. One 
of Webster’s friends at Yale was another Air Force 
lieutenant, named Scott Waddell, a computer pro-
grammer who was assigned to the nascent US Air 
Force Information Warfare Center.  After building a 
program that worked won ders for the Air Force, the 
Navy, the Army, and a handful of other government 
agencies started adopting the technology. But Wad-
dell and his team  were constrained. They  were only 

The money throwing took the form of a 2007–2008 
program called CSRB, which stands for “critical skills 
retention bonus.” It offered lump- sum payments rang-
ing from $25,000 to $35,000 in exchange for three ad-
ditional years of ser vice commitment. Wardynski and 
colleagues called it “ counter to the sound market 
princi ples that should underpin any retention policy.”30 
CSRB cost the taxpayers half a billion dollars, with 
scant evidence that it improved retention. The flaw 
with such programs is that most of the recipients  were 
planning to stay in uniform anyway.

By addressing its quantity prob lem— not enough 
captains— the Army’s cure had a side effect in terms 
of exacerbating its quality prob lem. It suspended 
forced distribution ratings for lieutenants and cap-
tains in 2004  because by identifying its weakest 
young officers, it would risk losing them. But by 
keeping them, and in a sense hiding them from  future 
commanders and themselves, the effect on peer offi-
cers was lower morale and thus retention of the best 
and brightest. Wardynski warned: “By promoting 
and advancing officers who previously would have 
been culled from the ser vice, however, the Army only 
accelerated talent flight.”31 Despite the governing 
federal legislation known as DOPMA (Defense Offi-
cer Personnel Management Act), which in theory 
constrains the percentage of promotions (80  percent 
to major, 70   percent to lieutenant col o nel, and 
50  percent to col o nel), all four branches  were over- 
promoting during the last de cade. The Air Force pro-
moted 90  percent of its officers to major, the Army 
promoted 94   percent, the Marines 87   percent, and 
the Navy promoted 84  percent to its equivalent rank 
of lieutenant commander.32

Fortunately, the Army instituted another program 
with a longer- term focus called OCSP, or the Officer 
 Career Satisfaction Program. It was designed by econ-
omists and officers at the Office of Economic and Man-
power Analy sis at West Point, and in short allows 
graduating cadets from the acad emy and ROTC an op-
portunity to increase their branch- selection order in 
exchange for an additional three years of ser vice. OCSP 
also gives cadets the option to add 3 years of ser vice 
commitment in exchange for a post- of- choice or a 
guaranteed gradu ate school option. This cost the Army 
zero dollars, and has resulted in raising the 8- year re-
tention rate from 47  percent to 69  percent, an addi-
tion of nearly 18,000 motivated man- years from its 
application to the classes of 2006–2009. Analysts from 
the Office of Economic and Manpower Analy sis 
(OEMA) recognized that the most sensitive decision 
point for a ju nior officer is at the 5- year point. If ju-
nior officers can be encouraged to stay at least 8 or 
9 years, then the likelihood of their serving a full 20- 
year  career is much higher. To be sure, using eco nom-
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captains and NCOs, non- pilots besides, in a ser vice 
that was a virtual caste system. It  didn’t take long for 
them to realize that they could build an even better 
technology and deploy it more widely in a private 
start-up com pany. And that’s how Wheelgroup was 
born.

Wheelgroup is an exodus case study. In 1995, 10 
individuals cofounded the firm. All of them  were re-
cently minted veterans. They built a new technology 
from scratch,  free of the architecture that the military 
regulations had imposed, and called it NetRanger, one 
of the first intrusion- detection software products that 
are now known as “firewalls.”

Within two years they  were on the cover of Fortune 
magazine. A year  later, Cisco de cided to augment its 
internet security business from scratch, and it knew it 
needed to acquire the best young firm. Naturally, it 
tapped Wheelgroup. So in less than 36 months, the 
found ers went from making $4,000 a month to mak-
ing a $124- million- dollar merger with arguably the in-
ternet’s most impor tant com pany. Not bad.

Some might contend that security technology is bet-
ter developed in the private sector, that the Pentagon 
is better suited to buying its technology from the  free 
market, just like it buys its fighter jets from Boeing and 
General Dynamics. But that’s a dodge. The question is 
why the Air Force  couldn’t promote its Wheelgroup 
team members to lieutenant col o nels to develop this 
technology inside the organ ization? For a few million 
dollars a year of flexible treatment, who knows what 
it could have achieved?

More Questions Than Answers

To be fair, the military is not the only organ ization that 
loses good  people. Even the best private- sector firms 
lose good  people, and the more famous they are for 
producing leaders— say, General Electric or Procter & 
 Gamble— the more likely their best man ag ers are to be 
headhunted away. But  here’s the difference: Once the 
military lets an officer out, it can never get him or her 
back in. By law. Se nior officers can only be promoted 
from within. If IBM had been run that way, it could 
have never hired Lou Gerstner.

The larger question is why the Army does not al-
low itself to promote talent early, to pay specialized tal-
ent appropriately, and to match talent with jobs ef-
fectively. Why not make Dick Hewitt a col o nel at 
15 years of ser vice? Why not pay officers with cyber- 
warfare talents a massive skills bonus? Why not loosen 
the orga nizational reins a bit and give the “volunteers” 
more control of their own  careers? Why not let offi-
cers take sabbaticals into the “real world” the way 
other professions do? In short, what is the rationale for 
the system?
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the approach to leader development in any meaning-
ful way. Instead of designing a strategic leadership pro-
gram to meet the demands of the 21st   century, the 
military community continues to embrace the outdated 
practices of the past.

To rediscover the art of strategic thinking and plan-
ning, joint strategic leader development must discon-
nect itself from the paradigm of the past in which out-
comes are known, risk is certain and manageable, and 
linear thinking is the norm. In its place, a developmen-
tal paradigm that embraces the discomforts of ambi-
guity, uncertainty, and complexity must be  adopted. 
Modifying the training adage that the joint force must 
train the way it  will fight, joint strategic leader devel-
opment must reflect the realities of the global environ-
ment within which strategic decision- making occurs. 
Specifically, the joint force must develop strategic 
thinking competencies that  will prepare strategic lead-
ers for the ambiguities, uncertainties, and complexities 
of the 21st- century global security environment.

Strategic Leadership

Why are the Chairman and so many  others focused on 
leadership?  There are a number of reasons. First, local 
and regional trends, which  were once somewhat iso-
lated and constant, are interacting with global trends to 
accelerate rates of change. This increased acceleration 
leaves  little decision- making time for cumbersome bu-
reaucracies; rather, the environment demands timely 
strategic decisions at the field level. Second, the accel-
erated rates of change in local, regional, and global en-
vironments have increased uncertainty at all levels, 
paralyzing decision- makers looking for risk- free strat-
egies or plans. Third, as the world appears to grow 
smaller due to advanced communications and trans-
portation systems, complexity actually increases 
 because of the expanded numbers of stakeholders in 
 today’s interconnected global systems. Fourth, global 
interdependencies— economic, social, religious, and 
military, among  others— demand that local or re-
gional issues be viewed in a depth and breadth not 
previously undertaken.6 Joint strategic leaders are re-
luctant to embrace security issues in their broader 
context even when the interrelated global security en-
vironment requires a long- term approach to do so. 

At a time when global instability and uncertainty are 
undeniable, the demand for astute American global 
strategic leadership is greater than ever. Unfortunately, 
tactical superficiality and parochial policies of con ve-
nience are undermining joint strategic leader develop-
ment and the ability to operate effectively around the 
world.1 Tactical supremacy and the lack of a peer com-
petitor have contributed to strategic thinking becoming 
a lost art. This critical shortfall has been recognized for 
a number of years. General Anthony Zinni, USMC 
(Ret), and Tony Koltz stated in their 2009 book, Lead
ing the Charge, that leaders  today have no vision and 
consequently have “lost the ability to look and plan 
ahead.”2 Trapped within rigid bureaucracies,  today’s 
joint strategic leaders immerse themselves in current 
operations, reacting to, rather than shaping,  future 
events.

This strategic leadership shortfall is not unique to 
the military establishment. A 2014 leadership study 
conducted by the Palladium Group surveyed more than 
1,200 companies in 74 countries. In this study, al-
though more than 96  percent of the “respondents iden-
tified strategic leadership as an orga nizational ‘must- 
have’ and a key to  future success,” over 50  percent of 
the respondents “stated that the quality of their organ-
ization’s strategic leadership was unsatisfactory.”3 Fully 
two- thirds of the respondents serving in an orga-
nizational capacity as board member, chief executive 
officer, or managing director “did not believe that their 
current leadership development approach was provid-
ing the necessary skills to successfully execute their 
strategy.”4

Obviously,  there is a recognized strategic leadership 
gap across multiple disciplines, but how to remedy that 
shortfall has eluded both trainers and educators. The 
only certainty is that strategic leader development re-
mains entrenched within the same development pro-
cesses that are falling well short of the desired outcome. 
In an attempt to change this legacy thinking, General 
Martin Dempsey, USA, during his last 2 years as Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs, issued white papers on mis-
sion command, the profession of arms, and joint edu-
cation, as well as a memorandum on desired leader 
attributes. Each of  these documents highlighted this 
shortfall in strategic leadership in some form.5 The 
then- Chairman’s direction, however, failed to change 
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250  Rediscovering the Art of Strategic Thinking

ated a skills mismatch for joint strategic leaders over 
the past few de cades. The current challenge is how to 
address the multitude of global challenges, given the 
 limited range of individual and staff expertise and ex-
periences. Considering figure 1, one can get a sense of 
the skill requirements necessary in the industrial age. 
Generally, the degree of certainty of any given issue and 
the degree of agreement among experts for a solution 
(as indicated by the x and y axes)  were fairly high. As 
such, knowledge— usually in the form of domain- 
specific experts— was foundational in developing an 
understanding of the issue. In most cases, both the 
tasks and the environment  were familiar; thus, the need 
for dif fer ent thinking methodologies (meta- knowledge) 
and cultural understanding (humanistic knowledge) 
was relatively small in comparison to foundational 
knowledge. If a prob lem was encountered, an expert 
was called in to “solve” it.9

Figure 2 illustrates the transposition of skills needed 
in the information age. Again, generally speaking, the 
strategic operating environment has expanded to in-
clude regions in which the United States has  little or no 
expertise, with tasks becoming increasingly unfamiliar. 

Fi nally, in a review of the lessons learned over the past 
13 years of war, vari ous organ izations and studies as-
sessed strategic thinking and strategic leadership as 
lacking during national strategic decision- making.7

 These five reasons demand that joint officers de-
velop a level of understanding not previously required 
from a national security perspective or demanded of 
them individually. This newly required depth and 
breadth of understanding entail the development of a 
perspective that encompasses longer periods of time— 
not only the pre sent and near  future, but also the dis-
tant past as well as the distant  future. By drawing on 
an understanding of the past, joint strategic leaders can 
build a realistic vision that pulls joint organ izations 
through the challenges of the pre sent while position-
ing the nation for  future success. Without a vision of 
the  future, the joint force is at a distinct disadvantage, 
as it  will be caught unaware of developing trends, pol-
icies, and potential adversaries.

Strategic leader responsibilities generally encom-
pass multiple organ izations and echelons diverse in 
missions and responsibilities.8 The interdependencies 
and interactions of the global environment have cre-
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warfighting. Ser vice leadership clearly formed the bed-
rock of American tactical and operational successes 
for many de cades.

In his white paper titled Amer i ca’s Military: A Pro
fession of Arms, General Dempsey further amplified 
this symbiosis between battlefield success and leader-
ship, stating that the foundation of the military profes-
sion is leadership.12 Unfortunately, unlike the focus the 
Ser vices place on leadership, the joint community falls 
short. In lieu of leadership, joint doctrine relies on op-
erational concepts, functions, and pro cesses. For ex-
ample, Joint Publication (JP) 1, Doctrine for the Armed 
Forces of the United States, does a very good job de-
scribing command and control within joint organ-
izations.13 However, it fails to describe the leadership 
differences that emerge as leadership and decision- 
making transition from the joint task force (JTF) or 
component level to the combatant command, Joint 
Staff, and interagency levels. JP 1 does provide a short 
description of the profession of arms, listing character 
traits, competencies, and values, but  these are relegated 
to an appendix not quite two- and- a- half pages in 
length.14

As the degrees of certainty and expert agreement have 
decreased, the need for domain- specific foundational 
knowledge has significantly diminished. In the infor-
mation age, meta-  and humanistic knowledge come to 
the fore as the need to address the dynamics of inte-
grated domains and multiple cultural perspectives in-
creases. Specific foundational knowledge is decreased 
proportionally  because collaborative approaches can 
potentially develop multiple solutions needed to ad-
dress the complexities of integrated security domains.

Joint Leadership

Given the skills required of strategic leaders in the in-
formation age, it is necessary to undertake a short re-
view of Ser vice and joint leadership development and 
doctrine to identify the current strategic leadership 
shortfall. As expected, the Ser vices do an excellent job 
describing leadership at multiple command levels. For 
example, Army Doctrine Publication 6-22, Army Lead
ership,10 and the Air Force’s Core Doctrine, Vol. II, 
Leadership,11 provide definitions, purpose, competen-
cies, and attributes required by leaders for conducting 

Low

Low
High

Knowledge

Environment
Familiar

Degree of Certainty

D
eg

re
e 

of
 A

gr
ee

m
en

t

Competence

Humanistic
Knowledge

Task
Unfamiliar

Environment
Unfamiliar

Meta
Knowledge

Foundational
Knowledge

Task
Familiar

High

Figure 2.  Information Age Skills

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   251 5/24/21   11:49 PM



252  Rediscovering the Art of Strategic Thinking

complexity that involves decisions spanning the time 
range of each of the lower levels— seconds, days, 
months, and years.

Wherever one resides in an organ ization— whether 
at the tactical, operational, or strategic level, or some 
level in between— dif fer ent leadership paradigms exist. 
To meet strategic leadership demands, the joint com-
munity must develop strategic thinking competencies. 
Strategic thinking is a cognitive pro cess used to design 
and sustain an organ ization’s competitive advantage.17 
It is a holistic method that leverages hindsight, insight, 
and foresight, and precedes strategy or plan develop-
ment. Strategic thinking relies on an intuitive, visual, 
and creative pro cess that explores the global security 
environment to synthesize emerging patterns, issues, 
connections, and opportunities.18 Developing strategic 
thinking skills or competencies fills the strategic lead-
ership shortfall while incorporating the desired lead-
ership attributes identified by General Dempsey. Joint 
leader development thus becomes the vehicle that tran-
sitions the outdated military educational paradigm of 
the industrial age into one that serves the realities of 
the current information- age environment.

Strategic Thinking Competencies

To reacquire the lost art of strategic thinking, seven 
competencies have emerged as vital for strategic 
leaders:

• critical thinking
• creative thinking
• contextual thinking
• conceptual thinking
• cultural thinking
• collaborative thinking
• communicative thinking.19

Cultivating  these strategic thinking competencies can 
provide current and  future strategic leaders with the 
skills necessary to develop and execute strategies and 
plans successfully.

The first competency, critical thinking, provides 
joint strategic leaders with a depth and breadth of un-
derstanding that leverage hindsight, insight, and fore-
sight. Insight represents the ability to analyze a  thing 
and break it apart to see how its individual compo-
nents are related and work together. By breaking a 
 thing down into its component parts, ele ments and re-
lationships not usually vis i ble or understood are ex-
posed. To gain an appreciation of a system’s current 
state, the past, including the environmental dynamics 
responsible for system creation, must be understood. 
The continued interplay of  these dynamics provides ad-
ditional system insights and aids in the development 
of foresight. Trend extrapolation provides strategic 

Recognizing this shortfall in joint doctrine and 
leader development, General Dempsey provided new 
guidance for the joint community based on a review 
of the past 13 years of war. In 2013, he laid out six de-
sired attributes for leaders in a memorandum for Ser-
vice chiefs, combatant commanders, the National 
Guard bureau chief, and the directors of the Joint Staff. 
 These attributes assist the joint force in developing “ag-
ile and adaptive leaders with the requisite values, stra-
tegic vision, and critical thinking skills to keep pace 
with the changing strategic environment.”15 Coupled 
with the character, values, and competencies listed in 
JP 1, a leadership framework begins to emerge.16

Examining this framework, two issues become 
readily evident. First, the definition of joint leadership 
is missing. Second, the competencies as described in 
joint doctrine focus primarily on the tactical and low 
operational levels of war and fail to address strategic 
leadership in any form. Unfortunately, each of  these 
missing pieces reinforces a tactical perspective of lead-
ership at all echelons. Joint doctrine appears to assume 
that Ser vice leadership development is adequate for 
strategic leadership despite recent evidence to the 
contrary.

As General Dempsey and  others have noted, the re-
quired leadership skills can vary broadly depending 
on the level of operations. For example, most joint of-
ficers are familiar with their Ser vices’ roles and mis-
sions, having spent the majority of their  careers in the 
tactical environment. This familiarity generally in-
cludes the types of organ izations (for example, JTFs 
and components) and pro cesses (for example, troop- 
leading procedures and the air- tasking cycle). At this 
level, complexity is  limited  because most interaction is 
at the individual or small group level, with decision- 
making mea sured in seconds, minutes, hours, or a few 
days.

The operational level of leadership expands com-
plexity to include multiple organ izations and the pro-
liferation of the number and types of pro cesses and 
products used. Reflecting this increased complexity, 
combatant commands operate at a dif fer ent speed of 
decision- making to incorporate increased stakeholder 
views and desires. Combatant command regional and 
functional strategies and plans are complicated further 
by the needs of the individuals and organ izations at the 
tactical level. The strategic level of leadership expands 
complexity to include the defense enterprise decision- 
makers, such as the Secretary of Defense and Chair-
man. At this level, specific pro cesses reduce in number, 
but the numbers of stakeholders, including allies and 
partners, increase across a broader range of domains, 
such as the economic and domestic domains. Decision- 
making can lengthen to months, years, or even de-
cades. Fi nally, at the national strategic level, decision-
makers such as the President must deal with global 
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lows for the pro cessing of enormous amounts of in-
formation across multiple dimensions,25 adds clarity to 
communication, more fully engages group members, 
and enhances memory.26 Visual thinking assists joint 
strategic leaders by increasing their ability to recognize 
patterns and similarities and to see formal and infor-
mal relationships.

An example of critical thinking that leverages sys-
tems and visual thinking is the international security 
challenge the United States  faces with Iran. Critical 
thinking requires the strategic leader to undertake a 
historical analy sis of the two countries to develop an 
understanding of the current grievances between them. 
A systems map, leveraging visual thinking, helps to il-
lustrate the current US national security system and 
how Iran is undermining it (figure 3). National secu-
rity interests and the intensity of  those interests, along 
with key leverage ele ments, could be identified using a 
systems map. In addition, pos si ble strategies or ap-
proaches to limiting Ira nian influence are more easily 
identified, together with the associated first- , second- , 
and third- order effects. Systems and visual thinking en-
hance joint strategic leader critical thinking by por-
traying system complexity and interrelationships in 
ways that  simple narratives or discussion cannot.

Solving globally complex security prob lems is the 
raison d’état of joint strategic leaders; unfortunately, 
finding enduring solutions is frustratingly elusive. Why 
is that? Typically, the same assumptions that created the 
prob lem continue to frame any potential approaches 
to solving it. As assumptions are the personal or orga-
nizational perceptual bedrock used to develop and sus-
tain views of real ity, the second strategic thinking 

leaders with a temporal bridge between the past and 
pre sent to the  future. This extrapolation of both envi-
ronmental change and constants aids joint strategic 
leaders in developing an understanding of what may 
lie ahead and in anticipating  future events and subse-
quent plan development.20 Understanding the pos si ble, 
plausible, and probable  futures of a system aids stra-
tegic leaders in shaping the current conditions into 
 those that are more preferable.

When applying critical thinking to the global secu-
rity environment, the sheer volume of information and 
potential actors is overwhelming. Two key tools of 
critical thinking that facilitate joint strategic leader un-
derstanding and enhance their orga nizational princi-
ples are systems thinking and visual thinking. Systems 
thinking is an approach that promotes understanding 
of events and be hav ior through the identification and 
understanding of under lying structures.21 Viewed as 
systems,  these structures are an or ga nized set of ele-
ments interconnected in a way that achieves the stated 
purpose. Systems, therefore, have three components: 
ele ments, relationships, and purpose. System ele ments 
can be  either tangible or intangible, although tangible 
ele ments are naturally more readily identifiable. System 
relationships or interconnections hold the ele ments to-
gether and represent the physical flow governing a 
system’s pro cesses. A system’s purpose is not easily dis-
cerned  because the formal stated function is often dif-
fer ent from its  actual purpose. So the best way to de-
duce the system’s purpose is to observe it for a while.22

Visual thinking engages the unconscious mind23 
and is vital in problem- solving and modeling systems, 
especially ill- structured prob lems.24 Visual thinking al-
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environmental fact or situation as an individual part 
of a complex continuum rather than the outcome of a 
specific cause or influence. Contextual thinking assists 
strategic leaders in the development of a better under-
standing of the nature of social interactions and the 
effects on cognitive pro cessing. In complex prob lems, 
when context is missing, meaning is lost. In the global 
strategic security environment, the multiple solutions, 
methods, criteria, and perspectives surrounding the 
ill- structuredness of the security issue must be con-
veyed, not eliminated. Joint strategic leaders must 
then learn to sift through layers of context to identify 
 those that are most relevant and impor tant when solv-
ing prob lems.27

For example, in a typical military context,  there is 
often a failure to differentiate between the strategic, 
operational, and tactical levels of war when discussing 
an issue. As we know, stakeholders and prob lems 
change depending on perspective.  There are a number 
of questions that can be used to help frame context. 
What is the history of the issue? What was the strate-
gic po liti cal and social context? Who  were the actors? 
What was the central issue? What  were the surround-
ing issues? Contextual thinking frames a point of com-

competency, creative thinking, is needed to overcome 
this flawed perception. Creative thinking forces joint 
strategic leaders to challenge under lying assumptions, 
look for system patterns, view relationships and actors 
in new ways, take more risks, and leverage opportuni-
ties. Creative thinking uses the critical thinking tools of 
systems thinking and visual thinking to expose preexist-
ing paradigms and develop new paradigms for develop-
ing and integrating new perspectives. Joint strategic 
leaders who can represent prob lems in as many ways as 
pos si ble  will ultimately achieve higher rates of success.

Systems and visual thinking tools enable joint stra-
tegic leaders to develop dif fer ent perspectives of an op-
posing system. For example, creating a depiction of 
the Ira nian sociopo liti cal system might provide the 
strategic leader with new insights into why current 
policies or operations are not creating the desired re-
sults. Systems and visualization tools are particularly 
effective for gaining insights into complex, adaptive 
systems (figure 4). Creative thinking leverages primar-
ily critical and collaborative thinking.

The third strategic thinking competency is contex-
tual thinking. Contextual thinking leverages the skilled 
judgment of the joint strategic leader by analyzing an 
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values, and rituals associated with the global security 
environment. Enabled by information technology, the 
post– Cold War security environment collapsed into an 
intrinsically connected economic, cultural, and security 
global village. This interconnected world requires joint 
strategic leaders to understand that  today’s security 
environment is not only multipolar but also exhibits 
characteristics of cross- pollinated perspectives, ideol-
ogies, goals, and capabilities.

Within this global village, the costs of individual ac-
tion have been intensified, with potentially substantial 
implications for the international security community. 
This new security real ity has created a dif fer ent ideo-
logical context that calls for international security re-
sponsibilities that go beyond individuals and nation- 
states.32 Joint strategic leaders regularly face tough 
ethical challenges  because of vari ous cultural  factors. 
The greater the complexity of the environment within 
which the joint force is operating, the greater poten-
tial  there is for ethical prob lems or misunderstandings 
to exist. As joint strategic leaders become ethically at-
tuned, they must learn to view the world through a va-
riety of lenses, developing a personal sense of right 
and wrong, and to interpret the influences that affect 
individual and group be hav ior.33 Cultural thinking 
leverages critical, collaborative, and communicative 
thinking.

The last strategic thinking competency is commu-
nicative thinking. Communicative thinking is used by 
joint strategic leaders to understand the vari ous means 
and modes of communicating, as well as the challenges 
associated with communicating complex issues among 
individuals, organ izations, socie ties, cultures, and na-
tions. A strategic leader must be able to build a de-
sired, shared vision for the organ ization and commu-
nicate that vision internally and externally to vari ous 
audiences. Joint strategic leaders must conceptualize 
complex issues and pro cesses, simplify them, and in-
spire  people around them. In  today’s multicultural 
world, strategic leaders must be able to communicate 
across cultures as easily as they can communicate 
internally.

Joint strategic leaders must understand the cul-
tural nuances of communication and be capable of 
communicating using multiple modes and methods, 
including blogs, tweets, written and oral reports, 
videos, story boards, Power Point pre sen ta tions, and 
formal and informal sessions. They must also be 
aware that communication occurs continuously and 
that it can occur nonverbally and through inactivity. 
Joint strategic leaders must understand that commu-
nication is a filtered, continuous, and active pro cess 
and cannot be undone.34 Communicative thinking 
leverages critical, collaborative, and cultural thinking 
competencies.

mon understanding for all stakeholders and partici-
pants. It leverages critical, creative, and conceptual 
thinking.

The fourth strategic thinking competency, concep-
tual thinking, is used by joint strategic leaders to un-
derstand a situation or prob lem by integrating issues 
and  factors into a conceptual framework. Concepts, 
and the resulting maps, are the basis for  human under-
standing and reasoning. Therefore, concepts are a 
form of knowledge structure that facilitates under-
standing.28 Purposeful models help strategic leaders 
structure the exploration of a prob lem situation and 
are the most common means of initiating a compari-
son stage of problem- solving or understanding.29

When dealing with complex prob lems, conceptual 
thinking helps joint strategic leaders illustrate interre-
lationships, facilitating much- needed discourse. Com-
plex systems must be conceptually simplified to make 
them understandable.30 Conceptual thinking requires 
joint strategic leaders to be open to new ways of view-
ing the world, with a willingness to explore issues 
through alternative disciplines. Conceptual thinkers 
can effectively translate abstract thoughts to unfamil-
iar audiences. Conceptual thinking leverages critical, 
creative, contextual, and communicative thinking 
competencies.

The fifth strategic thinking competency is collabor-
ative thinking, which creates synergy, improves per-
for mance, and motivates  people to learn, develop, 
share, and adapt to changes. Collaborative thinking as-
sists joint strategic leaders in developing synergy from 
stakeholders by openly sharing knowledge and expe-
rience, while acknowledging and affirming the same in 
 others. Mutual sharing, re spect, diversity, and equal 
participation that occur through high- order social 
learning, thinking, and communicating characterize 
collaborative groups.31 Collaborative communication 
is the foundation of effective engagement, peak per for-
mance, and innovative outcomes; more importantly, it 
helps to develop and achieve common goals across na-
tional and institutional bound aries.

In  today’s global security environment, the joint 
force cannot claim expertise across the globe. Rather, 
joint strategic leaders must integrate stakeholders’ deep 
understanding of their environments to find a height-
ened level of perception and new ways to think about 
issues. Collaborative thinking directly enhances criti-
cal and creative thinking and is influenced by cultural 
and communicative thinking competencies.

Cultural thinking, the sixth strategic thinking com-
petency, is used to understand the interconnected 
world, incongruence of national borders, and synthe-
sis of perspectives across a broad spectrum of cultures. 
Cultural thinking enables joint strategic leaders to un-
derstand a wider range of views and the beliefs, norms, 
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Recommendations and Conclusion

In the slower moving world of the industrial age, joint 
strategic leaders could plod their way through famil-
iar tasks and concepts, developing solutions to a level 
of certainty most experts could agree on. In the fast- 
moving interconnected global security environment of 
 today, however, strategic leaders do not have the lux-
ury of time, task familiarity, or certainty. As a result, 
strategic leader competencies are needed more than 
ever. The difference between strategic leadership and 
“regular” leadership is that a strategic leader’s respon-
sibilities are far broader and deeper in scope.  These re-
sponsibilities typically cross not only functions and 
domains, but also often encompass multiple organ-
izations that have diverse roles and responsibilities.

As officers transition from the tactical to the oper-
ational to the strategic level, new skills and competen-
cies are needed, and that is where strategic leadership 
comes into play. With unmatched tactical and opera-
tional skills, US joint doctrine should not be changed 
to deemphasize this critical operational leadership fo-
cus. Rather, doctrine must be expanded to include stra-
tegic leadership to address the competencies needed 
for strategy and policy development. Given this under-
standing of the leadership environment, and lacking a 
current joint definition of strategic leadership, the fol-
lowing definition is proposed:

The interactive pro cess of leveraging unique stake-
holder capabilities in the pursuit of common and 
enduring national, partner, and alliance security 
needs by identifying and communicating the goals 
and objectives of cooperative and willing stake-
holders, and influencing their attainment.

As Zinni and Koltz state in their book, the joint 
force needs officers who possess the requisite strategic 
thinking competencies demanded by both the current 
and the  future global security environments.35 Current 
joint doctrine focuses on the low operational and tac-
tical levels of war, and is insufficient for the develop-
ment of joint strategic leaders.

Joint officer development must change the para-
digm of the past 50 years or so to acknowledge the 
new skills required as the world continues the transi-
tion from the industrial age to the information age. As 
the chairman and  others have identified, strategic lead-
ership is a necessity for operating in the 21st- century 
security environment. This framework provides an ap-
proach to fill the leadership development shortfall in 
joint officer development, education, and doctrine.
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The US armed forces need to innovate and invest 
in breakthrough capabilities and to improve immedi-
ate readiness, but they can do so at their current over-
all size. Investing in modernization and readiness rather 
than growth, paired with more clever and efficient 
management of the military, can allow  today’s US mil-
itary of roughly 1.3 million active- duty troops, just 
over 900,000 reservists, and almost 750,000 full- time 
civilians to do the job. By giving up most plans for ex-
pansion, the military ser vices can ensure that modern-
ization and readiness get the resources they crucially 
require.

Background: Is US Defense Spending  
High or Low?

First, some broad perspective is in order. Is American 
military spending  today high or low? How one an-
swers this question sets the po liti cal and bud getary 
context for more detailed debates over strategy, mod-
ernization, and force structure.

 Today’s US national defense bud get is certainly 
large by some mea sures. It exceeds the Cold War aver-
age for the United States of about $575 billion as ex-
pressed in 2020 dollars. The US national defense bud-
get, which does not include bud gets for the Department 
of Veterans Affairs or the Department of Homeland 
Security (but does include Department of Energy nu-
clear weapons expenses as well as most intelligence ac-
counts and war costs), constitutes nearly 40   percent 
of global military spending. The United States’ allies 
and close friends account for another third or so of 
the global total, meaning that the Western alliance sys-
tem wields the preponderance of global military re-
sources even in the context of China’s rise and Rus sia’s 
revanchism.

Individual parts of the defense bud get are reason-
ably healthy, too. Military compensation compares well 
with civilian jobs requiring comparable skills and expe-
rience across the preponderance of military specialties. 
Weapons procurement bud gets exceed $100 billion a 
year; the so- called procurement holiday of the 1990s 
and early 2000s is definitively over. Research and devel-
opment bud gets in 2019 are also robust. Funds for 
training are proportionate to the size of the force, akin 
to Reagan- era levels as well in terms of flight hours, 
steaming days, major ground exercises, and the like. 

Introduction

The Trump administration, with the bipartisan support 
of Congress, has achieved large increases in defense 
spending in recent years. The 2020 national defense 
bud get of some $750 billion is much larger than the 
Cold War average of some $575 billion or President 
Obama’s last bud get of just over $600 billion.

Our view is that  after two de cades of war, a de cade 
of bud getary irregularities in Washington, and nearly 
ten years of gradual decline in the military top line, 
 there is no doubt that the Pentagon can make good use 
of  these funds. Former Defense Secretary Jim Mattis’s 
National Defense Strategy sensibly calls on the Depart-
ment of Defense (DoD) to reinvigorate its capabilities 
vis- à- vis China and Rus sia, including addressing dan-
gerous vulnerabilities in cyberspace and outer space, 
while still managing  today’s wars in the  Middle East 
as well as the potential for a near- term crisis on the 
Korean Peninsula. That is a daunting set of tasks.

While we do not doubt that the Pentagon can make 
good use of a $750 billion national defense bud get in 
2020, we are very concerned  whether it  will do so. 
Each of the ser vices continues to clamor for more force 
structure: more ships for the Navy, more tactical air-
craft squadrons for the Air Force, and more troops for 
the Army. While growth in some key areas such as un-
manned systems, cyber and space resilience, and 
precision- guided munitions is warranted, it makes no 
sense  under a strategy focused on China and Rus sia to 
grow the force overall. The nation’s fiscal plight, with 
a 2019 federal bud get deficit approaching $1 trillion, 
reinforces the expectation, as evidenced in the Trump 
administration’s own bud get projections for 2021 and 
beyond, that real defense spending  will not grow fur-
ther and might well shrink. For that reason as well, 
tough choices are necessary.

We conclude in this essay that the central choice for 
policy makers and candidates  running for election in 
2020 is clear. Increased military spending largely serves 
three pos si ble objectives: better modernization for the 
 future, upgraded unit- by- unit readiness for  today, and 
increased force size and structure. Of  these, the last is 
the least impor tant to the US military for the foresee-
able  future, and by draining away resources needed 
elsewhere, increasing force size is actually counterpro-
ductive. The focus should be on quality over quantity.

Quality over Quantity
US Military Strategy and Spending in the Trump Years

JAMES N. MILLER AND MICHAEL O’HANLON
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ously provided the United States with unalloyed 
asymmetric advantages.3 Rus sia, for its part, is in a po-
sition to move up to several hundred thousand forces 
within its own borders quickly, such that they could 
threaten NATO members Estonia, Latvia, and Lithu-
ania—at a time when  those three Baltic nations com-
bined have aggregate military strength of just some 
30,000, and when the United States plus other NATO 
allies have only about 5,000 troops in the general vi-
cinity  under normal peacetime conditions.4

One might ask why the United States should shoul-
der so much of the burden of deterring Rus sia and 
China.  Shouldn’t our allies do more? While some of the 
United States’ allies have stepped up to the plate in 
terms of defense spending (for example, South  Korea 
at about 2.4  percent in 2018, Australia and the United 
Kingdom at 2  percent, and France at 2.3  percent of 
GDP), many have not kept their military spending lev-
els as high as they had promised, and they have not al-
ways spent their resources well. So, without a doubt, 
the United States must continue to press allies to spend 
more for their own defense. However, even if allied de-
fense bud gets rise, the real ity is that  there is no substi-
tute for the skill and scale of the US military. Thus, the 
United States must take a lead role in deterring China 
and Rus sia from coercion or aggression.

Fi nally, one might ask, is DoD so wasteful that it 
could actually preserve or improve combat power with 
far fewer bud getary resources, if only they could audit 
their own expenses? While it is true that DoD is inef-
ficient, much of the waste is marbled into muscle— 
difficult to excise without painstaking and patient 
work, lest major combat capabilities be damaged along 
the way. For example, the military health care enter-
prise is prob ably too large and expensive. But access 
to high- quality health care is a crucial military benefit 
that helps attract and retain such a high- quality all- 
volunteer force. And most proposals for health care 
reform would, once implemented, save at most a few 
billion dollars a year— impor tant savings, yet modest 
relative to the overall size of the nation’s military bud-
get and defense needs.

Or take base closures.  After five generally success-
ful rounds of base closures and realignments since the 
late 1980s, the DoD still has 20  percent more infra-
structure than its current force posture requires. More 
base closures are needed—at least one if not two more 
rounds. A  future round  will likely yield eventual sav-
ings of $2 billion to $3 billion a year, as did the first 
four rounds.5 That’s real money, but not huge money 
relative to a $700- billion- plus bud get. Also, net savings 
would not accrue for half a de cade, so like many de-
fense reforms, base closures are more a question of 
smart long- term planning than a near- term bud getary 
fix.

The same is true of maintenance bud gets. The prob lem 
with the latter accounts in recent years has been unpre-
dictability and delay more than inadequate resources.

But at the same time, US defense spending is hardly 
huge or unaffordable. Relative to the size of the econ-
omy, it is down to about 3.5  percent of GDP,  after hav-
ing reached nearly 5  percent in the latter George W. 
Bush and early Obama years. During the Cold War, it 
varied roughly between 5  percent and 10  percent of 
GDP, by way of comparison. Also,  today’s US military 
is modest in size. Its 1.3 million active- duty uniformed 
personnel are far fewer than the Cold War force that 
exceeded 2 million during its latter de cades. It is also 
smaller than China’s and not much bigger than the In-
dian or North Korean militaries. In short, it is a rea-
sonably expensive but affordable military that relies on 
sustaining a qualitative edge over adversaries to main-
tain its combat punch and to protect US interests 
across the globe.

US military spending may well be, as President 
Obama noted in his 2016 State of the Union address, 
roughly equal to the next eight highest- spending 
countries combined.1 But defense bud gets do not al-
ways dictate combat outcomes or ensure effective 
deterrence. Chinese precision missiles or Rus sian ad-
vanced air defenses, advanced submarines, cyber-
attacks, anti- satellite weapons, and other such 
capabilities— whether operated by Beijing and Mos-
cow or sold to other parties— can cause asymmetric, 
disproportionate effects.2 New technologies offer 
promise for US armed forces, but also new ways for 
adversaries to challenge or hurt the United States. As 
such, it is essential for DoD to have enough resources 
to pursue a qualitative military advantage over poten-
tial adversaries through a robust and well- directed 
modernization program.

So yes, US military spending is large. Indeed, it is 
now roughly three times that of China, the world’s 
number- two military power— after having been nearly 
ten times as  great at the turn of the twenty- first  century. 
That may sound like a comfortable advantage. It is not, 
especially when the correct strategic goal for the United 
States military is not primarily to defeat China or Rus-
sia in combat but to deter China and Rus sia in the 
first place, by being able to deny the objectives of any 
aggression and impose unacceptable costs.

As a result of military modernization and reform 
efforts this  century, China now possesses advanced 
weapons systems including the DF-21 and DF-26 anti- 
ship ballistic missiles with homing warheads, other 
precision- strike options that could be used against 
American and allied bases in the region, quiet subma-
rines that could approach US Seventh Fleet ships un-
detected, and potent threats against American cyber, 
space, and communications systems that have previ-
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and- bust approach to defense spending results in bil-
lions being wasted through inefficiency. Stable and pre-
dictable defense bud gets help US taxpayers as well as 
the United States’ global credibility.

The Mattis agenda could suffer serious harm and 
the nation could face growing risks if the defense bud-
get is slashed. Yet never- ending real (inflation- adjusted) 
growth, while affordable, may be neither necessary nor 
sensible given the rising US debt. What to do?

The Path Ahead: Quality over Quantity, 
Modernization and Readiness over Force 
Size and Force Structure

Fortunately,  there is a lodestar that Pentagon officials 
can refer to in order to guide their difficult work— and 
it is consistent, we believe, with Mattis’s central priori-
ties and with the nation’s strategic needs. Put bluntly, 
the military should not grow significantly in size, as all 
of the ser vices currently intend. Prioritization should 
instead be given to longer- term innovation and mod-
ernization, as well as unit- by- unit readiness, of the 
current force.

So far, if  there has been one central flaw in much- 
needed boosts in defense spending, it is that rapidly in-
creasing resources have allowed the Army, Air Force, 
Navy, Marine Corps, and defense agencies to have it all. 
The bud gets of the ser vices have not yet demonstrated 
the clarity and focus of Mattis’s strategic vision. Desires 
for a larger force have been tacked onto more crucial 
 matters of military innovation, as well as repairs to read-
iness  after two de cades of war and one de cade of bipar-
tisan bud getary dysfunction in Washington.

The Army now wants to grow its active- duty force 
from some 480,000 soldiers to at least 500,000 and 
perhaps 540,000. The Navy wants to increase the size 
of its fleet from some 285 ships to 355 (in fairness, that 
latter goal dates back to the latter Obama years). The 
Air Force came out with a plan in the fall of 2018 to 
increase its own force structure from 312 operational 
squadrons (of all types of aircraft combined, and in-
cluding the Guard and Reserve) to 386.

To be sure,  there are good reasons for the ser vices 
to want larger forces. Our soldiers, sailors, marines, 
and airmen are often fatigued and stressed from ex-
tended deployments. And we have been asking a lot of 
their equipment as well. The two tragic Navy ship col-
lisions of 2017, higher accident rates in recent train-
ing exercises, personnel shortages for military special-
ties such as pi lots, and serious readiness challenges in 
certain categories of equipment such as Marine Corps 
he li cop ters have been the results.

The solution, however, is not a larger force, but a 
more consistently funded, more efficiently operated, 
and more modern one. For all of the military’s  prob lems, 

The Mattis Agenda: “Sharpening the 
American Military’s Competitive Edge”  
for Great- Power Competition

 There is much to like about the overall direction that 
former Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis had taken and 
Secretary Mark Esper has since sustained at the Pen-
tagon. Although we have often been critics of Trump 
administration foreign policy,  there is a clarity and co-
gency to longer- term defense strategy, reflected most 
vividly in Mattis’s National Defense Strategy of early 
2018, entitled “Sharpening the American Military’s 
Competitive Edge.” That document prioritized great- 
power competition over the forever wars of the  Middle 
East and South Asia. The shift  toward focusing on Chi-
na’s rise, with economic and diplomatic as well as mili-
tary tools, had begun in the Obama administration, 
with the so- called pivot or rebalance to Asia starting in 
2011. The changes intensified  after Rus sia’s annexation 
of Crimea and aggression against eastern Ukraine in 
2014, as well as the promulgation of a “third offset” 
modernization agenda. But Mattis brought even greater 
mission clarity— and more bud getary resources—to 
DoD. No one wants war with Rus sia or China.  However, 
to prevent it, intensified efforts to shore up the United 
States’ deterrence of  these two powers, especially for 
pos si ble crises or conflicts in Eastern Eu rope and the 
western Pacific region, are entirely warranted.

All that said, the Mattis revolution is incomplete at 
best, and now it appears to be imperiled by a recent 
shift in po liti cal and bud getary winds. President Trump 
increased the US national defense bud get substantially 
in his first three years in office. But the 2020 national 
defense bud get of $750 billion may well prove to be 
the peak level of the buildup. It is worth noting that 
former Secretary Mattis, former Joint Chiefs Chairman 
General Joseph Dunford, and most recently the in de-
pen dent congressionally mandated National Defense 
Strategy Commission had all advocated ongoing real 
growth of at least 3  percent a year into the indefinite 
 future. Based on Trump administration bud get projec-
tions and other po liti cal realities, they seem unlikely to 
get their wish.

The Demo cratic takeover of the House of Repre-
sentatives, and the per sis tent presence of Tea Party Re-
publicans in the Congress as well, do not augur well 
for large increases in defense spending.  After all, a fed-
eral bud get deficit approaching $1 trillion is a national 
security concern, too.  There is a real threat to long- 
term economic power and thus national security 
when publicly held debt approaches the size of GDP, 
as  will likely happen in the 2020s. Given the realities 
of US domestic politics, it is hard to believe that mean-
ingful deficit reduction  will happen without a broad 
sense of shared national sacrifice. Moreover, a boom- 
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ence. Congress needs to help by providing bud gets on 
time and predictably, avoiding the twin scourges of se-
questration and continuing resolutions that deliver 
resources too late and haphazardly.

And the military ser vices, with support from civil-
ian leadership, need to do  things differently too. The 
Army is overworked partly  because it maintains de-
ployments of several thousand soldiers in South  Korea 
and Poland through frequent rotations of multiple units, 
rather than permanent stationing of individual brigades 
in  these locations (the Mexico border deployment of late 
adds to the strain). The Air Force could consider similar 
changes in how it maintains key units in parts of the 
 Middle East. Several fighter squadrons could, for exam-
ple, be based in Persian Gulf states rather than rotated 
through. The Navy still focuses too rigidly on maintain-
ing a permanent presence in the broader Persian Gulf 
and western Pacific regions. More flexible and unpre-
dictable deployments can ease strain on the force with-
out giving adversaries any solace. The Navy can also 
consider crew swaps while ships remain at sea, rather 
than bringing crews and ships home from deployment 
together  every six to eight months, as is now the norm.

So growing the military falls into the “nice to have, 
but not essential” category. We do not oppose it, so 
much as we argue that if something has to give, plans 
to increase the size of the military should be that some-
thing. Readiness should be fixed primarily by proper, 
timely resourcing of individual units, equipment main-
tenance schedules, and the like—as well as timely re-
placement of aging equipment.

That leads directly to the question of moderniza-
tion. It is absolutely essential for  today’s and tomor-
row’s force. That is not  because the US military is obso-
lescent. Rather, the pace of innovation in key areas of 
military technology and the way in which vulnerabili-
ties in our existing military could be exploited by 
Rus sia or China require it. If we fail to make the US 
military more modern, resilient, lethal, and survivable, 
the perception could grow that relative American com-
bat power is fading—or that the American military 
has developed systemic vulnerabilities that an  enemy 
could exploit to produce catastrophic failure. Deter-
rence could weaken. War could result. And we could 
quite credibly even lose such a war.

The period of 2020–2040 seems likely to see even 
more change in the technologies and the character of 
warfare than have recent de cades. For the period 
2000–2020, revolutionary technological change prob-
ably occurred only in vari ous aspects of computers and 
robotics. For the next two de cades,  those areas  will re-
main fast- moving, and they  will be joined by vari ous 
breakthroughs in artificial intelligence and the use of 
big data. The battlefield implications in domains such 
as swarms of robotic systems usable as both sensors 
and weapons may truly come of age. In addition, pro-

readiness is strained and not broken, and many of its 
fundamentals are sound.

In fact, many key ele ments of US military readiness 
 today are often fairly good. Start with weaponry. Most 
equipment is in fairly good shape. For example, Army 
equipment on average has mission- capable rates  today 
exceeding 90  percent, a historically high level. That 
said, some types of weapons, such as many aircraft, are 
aging fairly substantially. And maintenance schedules 
have been badly disrupted due to Washington’s bud-
getary shenanigans.

Training was also disrupted by sequestration and 
continuing resolutions rather than proper bud gets in re-
cent years, as well as by war time demands since 2001, 
but it is recovering.6 The Army is again resourcing a sus-
tainable level of training with brigade rotations to the 
national training centers (almost twenty such rotations a 
year, roughly the correct sustainable number for a total 
force of some sixty brigade combat teams). The Navy is 
also operating at a pace adequate to put crews and ships 
through major training cycles  every two to three years 
now, depending on ship type. The Marine Corps is 
putting twelve infantry battalions a year through large 
training exercises, out of an overall number roughly 
twice that large in the  whole force. And the Air Force is 
funding vari ous components of its readiness programs at 
80 to 98  percent of preferred resource levels.7

A third ele ment of readiness,  people, may be the 
most crucial of all.  Today, recruiting and retention sta-
tistics are generally good, with the partial exception of 
recent trends in Army recruiting.  Today’s all- volunteer 
force is generally highly educated and experienced.8 
For example, typical scores of new recruits on the 
armed forces qualification test have improved consid-
erably over time relative to the population at large. 
They are now significantly better than in the Reagan 
years or the immediate pre-9/11 period (two useful 
benchmarks for comparison). Mean time in ser vice, a 
reflection of the experience of the force (albeit an im-
perfect gauge of overall quality), now averages about 
eighty months in the enlisted ranks. In other words, the 
typical enlisted soldier, sailor, marine, airman, or air-
woman has been in uniform more than six years. That 
is not quite as good as in the 1990s when averages 
 were eighty- five to ninety months, but better than the 
seventy- five- month period that typified the Reagan 
years or the lower figures of the 1970s.9 To consider 
one ser vice, albeit the one least affected by the wars of 
this  century, Navy reenlistment rates have been about 
25  percent higher over the last fifteen years than dur-
ing the Reagan years (and almost twice as high as dur-
ing the “hollow force” years of the late 1970s); attri-
tion rates of  those leaving the ser vice before finishing 
a planned tour are also at historic lows.10

To the extent that  there are prob lems, better man-
agement and care of the force can make a big differ-
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Conclusion

 Today’s already excellent American military is big 
enough to meet the reasonable requirements of ongoing 
commitments and great- power competition— provided, 
that is, that it improves further. It needs to repair readi-
ness. Most of all, it must be modernized for greater le-
thality and made more resilient and survivable against 
the kinds of cyber, anti- satellite, and other asymmetric 
attacks  future adversaries would be sure to employ.

We need to keep our eye focused clearly on the ball 
and our resource allocations focused clearly on the 
strategy. We need a more modern and ready force, not 
a larger one.
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But the potential cannot be dismissed.11

The rise of China and the return of Rus sia super-
charge the competition and raise the strategic stakes. 
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rapid pro gress in science and technology could reward 
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cal aircraft modernization agenda is a prime example. 
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gress approved about $1.9 billion for additional F/A-18 
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 There are other programs to reassess, and perhaps 
scale back or delay, in order to make room for more 
survivable systems— for example, reducing procure-
ment of surface ships in  favor of attack submarines 
and unmanned undersea vehicles for the Navy. On bal-
ance, in broad brush and in overall resource require-
ments, the Mattis agenda for modernization makes 
sense. It is impor tant to prioritize and preserve it.
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Acquisition and Policy- Making
Echoes from the Past; Visions for the  Future

SUE PAYTON AND SALLY BARON

More than thirty- three years have passed since the Blue 
Ribbon Commission on Defense Management, more 
widely known as the Packard Commission, issued its 
final report— A Quest for Excellence—to President 
Ronald Reagan in June 1986.1 The report was a land-
mark document in the area of defense acquisitions, out-
lining both challenges and keys to success in this critical 
defense enterprise. This article begins from that turning 
point in 1986 and asks a number of questions about 
how defense acquisition has changed and improved. 
How far have we come in the last thirty- five years? Are 
we more efficient than we  were in the late twentieth 
 century? How do we learn from our failures? How do 
we leverage our successes? This article addresses how 
policy affects acquisition pro cesses and, in turn, how 
acquisition pro cesses shape defense policy. In it, we ar-
gue that the Packard Commission’s findings remain rel-
evant for  today’s defense acquisition. Beginning with a 
case study featuring the B-2 Radar Modernization Proj-
ect (RMP), we argue that many of the failures of the 
modern acquisition pro cess lie within orga nizational 
pro cesses and personnel management.  After reviewing 
 these issues within the B-2 RMP, we return to four of 
the key recommendations from the Packard Commis-
sion that are still critical for acquisition pro cesses  today.

The Packard Commission Report

The 1980s  were a time of military reinforcement and re-
structuring in response to threats from the Soviet Union, 
and military spending increased quickly. Following bi-
zarre and shocking reports of overspending by defense 
contractors, President Reagan enacted a task force— 

including the finest minds in both government and indus-
try—to examine the defense acquisition pro cess.2 This 
committee, led by David Packard, co- founder of Hewlett- 
Packard and former deputy secretary of defense, along 
with  future secretaries of defense and a  future director of 
the CIA, was comprised by an astute blend of experience 
from the uniformed as well as civilian Department of De-
fense (DoD) and industry and served as a clear turning 
point in acquisition history. From April 1985 to June 
1986, they honed in on the key prob lems facing DoD 
management and acquisition, as well as the paths for 
solutions. Their research concluded that

DoD must displace systems and structures that mea-
sure quality by regulatory compliance and solve 
prob lems by executive fiat. Excellence in defense 
management cannot be achieved by numerous man-
agement layers, large staffs, and countless regula-
tions in place  today. It depends, as the Commission 
has observed, on reducing all of  these by adhering 
closely to basic, common sense princi ples: giving a 
few capable  people the authority and responsibility 
to do their job, maintaining short lines of communi-
cation, holding  people accountable for results.3

The 1986 Blue Ribbon Panel nailed it; moreover, 
their conclusions hold even  today. While DoD has 
made some strides in improving and streamlining ac-
quisition, policy- makers have discovered that most, if 
not all, of the prob lems they identified still exist in 
some form. And while some issues have improved, 
many have gotten worse. Since the 1980s, for a vari-
ety of reasons,  these streamlining princi ples have been 
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ser vice acquisition executive (SAE) accepting the cost, 
schedule, and per for mance baselines as briefed.  After 
all, the B-2 was one of the most power ful, survivable 
airborne systems on the planet and arguably the most 
exquisite aircraft ever developed and flown. As the re-
view board progressed, however, it became obvious 
that the business case would not close.

During the most critical and expensive phase, the pe-
riod when the test phase of the program was being con-
ducted concurrently with radar development, the sched-
ule to complete showed no float time (i.e., the time a 
task can be delayed without the entire proj ect being de-
layed). This was a huge red flag. Additionally, the cost 
curve provided by the finance briefer disclosed an ex-
tremely low funding level, resulting in a 60  percent con-
fidence level for success. Simply put, if ten  things went 
wrong,  there was only enough money to fix six of them. 
Schedule and funding issues coupled with a noncom-
petitive award to the only contractor with data rights 
 were additional red flags. But the urgent need for con-
tinued operation of the B-2 mission created intense 
pressure to deviate from sound acquisition pro cesses 
and just move on with the program, hoping for success.

Instead of approving the acquisition plan as briefed, 
the SAE, with no fear of reprisals from higher ranking 
stakeholders, disapproved the LRIP phase of the pro-
gram, refused to move forward with the B-2 RMP with-
out an addition of 20  percent funding to the program, 
and shockingly ended the AFRB immediately.  After the 
stunning revelation that the program could not con-
tinue without additional funds and SAE approval, the 
required funds  were taken from other areas of the Air 
Force bud get and added to the B-2 RMP bud get.

Without the increase in funding demanded during 
the AFRB, and the superb B-2 acquisition team and 
leadership skills of Col o nel Mark C. Williams, B-2 sys-
tem program director, and his pre de ces sor, Col o nel 
Kevin Harms, the B-2 RMP would have likely resulted 
in a Nunn- McCurdy Breach,7 and it would have been 
added to the extensive list of “failed” DoD MDAP 
programs.8 Instead, the $1.2 billion B-2 RMP was suc-
cessfully completed, meeting cost, schedule, and per-
for mance requirements by the thinnest of margins.

The B-2 RMP illustrates three critical points of 
failure in the modern acquisition pro cess: bud geting, 
personnel management, and the rewards system. Each 
is reviewed below, and collectively they underline the 
Packard Commission’s recommendation to “enhance 
the quality of the acquisition personnel” and em-
power key decision- makers with the authority to do 
their job well.

A System Bud geted to Fail

Since the SAEs and se nior acquisition leaders have  little 
authority over requirements and even less control over 

lost, and many DoD staffs have grown rather than re-
maining lean as the panel recommended. Above all, the 
Packard Commission asserts the value of “giving a few 
capable  people the authority and responsibility to do 
their jobs,” a common sense princi ple. Unfortunately, 
this has not happened, and bureaucratic growth in 
many government agencies continues.4

According to a multitude of post– Packard Commis-
sion acquisition reform studies, including  those by the 
Air Force Studies Board, and the Government Ac-
countability Office (GAO) and RAND findings on the 
failures of the defense acquisition system and the large 
major defense acquisition programs (MDAPs),5 the 
root  causes of per for mance shortfalls and cost and 
schedule overruns are multifaceted and complex. Fail-
ures are due primarily to overly optimistic initial cost 
estimates and re sis tance to initially allocating the full 
funding; unrealistic schedule baselines; enormously 
complex weapon system per for mance requirements; 
and the inability to attract and retain a professional ac-
quisition workforce. A case study involving the B-2 
RMP illustrates each of  these failures.

B-2 RMP Case Study

The B-2 stealth bomber remains one of the world’s 
most feared warplanes, having performed superbly 
over Kosovo, Af ghan i stan, and Iraq, and it is still in 
critical demand with the reemergence of Chinese and 
Rus sian threats. While the thirty- year- old bomber is 
legendary, it is also an example of a weapon system 
acquisition that strug gled through cost and schedule 
nightmares and continues to be beleaguered with slow 
and costly life- cycle upgrades. In 2008, the  future of 
this aircraft was in jeopardy if its AN/APQ-181 radar 
operating frequency band was not upgraded. Without 
immediate replacement of this all- weather, low proba-
bility of intercept  (LPI)  phased array  radar  system 
with precision targeting modes and terrain- following 
radar, the B-2 mission was at risk.

The nadir of this strug gle took place when the Fed-
eral Communications Commission (FCC) inadver-
tently allocated the B-2 radar’s electromagnetic spec-
trum to the commercial satellite industry. Put bluntly, 
this was a big  mistake, done totally outside the author-
ity of DoD and the Air Force, and it left the Air Force 
financially responsible and accountable to solve the 
prob lem within a short deadline. Facing intense pres-
sure to move into production and without a sound 
business case, the Air Force initiated the B-2 Radar 
Modernization Program (B-2 RMP) Low Rate Initial 
Production (LRIP) program.6

When the Air Force Review Board (AFRB) met, 
many believed that the decision to begin LRIP was a 
foregone conclusion and the meeting would end 
quickly with a rubber stamp approval by the Air Force 
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force. Of all the root  causes for failure of acquisition 
programs, it is the personnel issue that is the most vi-
tal to solve, especially as the United States returns to 
an era of great- power competition. Most critically, the 
US acquisition pro cess has lost technical competency 
and empowered leadership.

One of the  great casualties of personnel reduction 
of the post– Cold War era was the severe decrease in 
the technical engineering talent in the acquisition 
workforce. No ser vice suffered more than the Air 
Force, which, prior to the mid-1990s “was widely 
recognized as being a premier technical acquisition 
enterprise.”11

During the early stages of the post– Cold War pe-
riod, the Air Force implemented the total system per-
for mance responsibility (TSPR) acquisition methodol-
ogy and thereby reduced the technical civil ser vice and 
uniformed acquisition workforce by thousands. Instead, 
the Air Force relied on defense contractors to own the 
technical responsibility for program success or failure 
and be rewarded based on per for mance. This TSPR 
methodology, when implemented in the extreme, re-
sulted in Air Force personnel acquiring fewer techni-
cal and leadership roles and being relegated to over-
sight positions, gathering status information from the 
contractors rather than directing the technical deci-
sions of many programs.12

Additionally, one of the key changes in DoD acqui-
sition management, as a result of the Packard Com-
mission recommendations and Goldwater- Nichols 
Act of 1986,13 was the establishment of a Senate- 
confirmed presidential appointee called the  under sec-
retary of defense for acquisition and logistics (USD/
AT&L) as the defense acquisition executive (DAE). 
Similarly appointed and confirmed counter part SAEs 
 were established in the ser vices.  Under  these presiden-
tial appointees, responsibility for acquisition moved 
from the uniformed military to civilians. For MDAPs, 
the law shifted acquisition authority away from the 
ser vices up to secretary of defense and Joint Staff lev-
els, which removed decision- making from  actual com-
bat domain expertise even further. Congress felt that 
 there was too much ser vice rivalry and duplication of 
effort and not enough support for the needs of the 
joint warfighter. The act put more authority to define 
requirements in the hands of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
and combatant commanders, thereby placing civilians 
in the Office of the Secretary of Defense in charge of 
major weapon systems acquisitions as the locus of 
control shifted out of the hands of ser vice chiefs and 
secretaries.

Then, as now, finding highly qualified se nior execu-
tives with business experience in industry willing to take 
large pay cuts, divest stocks, and comply with onerous 
government post- employment restrictions is challenging. 

funding allocations, in order to start healthy programs, 
protect the reputation of the acquisition workforce, 
and increase the probability of success for their pro-
grams, their only option is to “just say no.” This is an 
untenable position. Who wants to be the one to put a 
thumbs- down on such an impor tant system? Who 
wants the title of holding up the world’s most feared 
flying weapon system?

The success of the B-2 RMP is the anomaly that 
proves the rule. In this case, the SAE was willing to 
shock the system and demand realistic upfront bud-
geting and timelines. The SAE was joined by an excep-
tional leadership team who overcame significant cost 
and schedule breaches that plagued far too many DoD 
weapon systems, such as the Air Force space- based in-
frared system (SBIR), the Army’s  Future Combat Sys-
tem (FCS), the Marines’ presidential he li cop ter, and the 
Navy’s long- range anti- ship missile (LRASM) and F-35 
joint strike fighter just to name a few.9 Too many pro-
grams are started without well- understood and docu-
mented requirements, adequate funding, realistic 
schedules, and with flawed acquisition strategies. Put 
simply: they are set up to fail.

This is not the way to manage  people and pro-
grams. Retaining excellent acquisition professionals 
requires that they are in a system that actually works, 
is designed to facilitate program man ag ers’ success, 
and does not place the workforce in a constant threat 
for survival.

The classic studies of threat rigidity illustrate that 
individuals, groups, and organ izations do not perform 
well  under high- anxiety circumstances.10 Too  little 
funding, loss of funding, and the realization that a pro-
gram for which one is responsible  will fail are threats 
to an individual and can result in anxiety that inhibits 
his or her ability to solve prob lems. At the group level, 
cohesion, leadership and control are upset. The group 
may seek consensus, but also restrict the flow of infor-
mation, which in the case of a DoD proj ect is counter-
productive. At the orga nizational level, Barry Staw and 
colleagues identified resource scarcity as one threat, in 
that it can often cause the organ ization to become rigid 
and revert to comfortable be hav iors and reliance on 
prior knowledge. In such a case, the organ ization tends 
to move away from new and creative solutions to 
threat- induced prob lems. In the case of the B-2 RMP, 
a significantly inadequate bud get (scarce resources) 
should have caused the program to fail.

The Failed Personnel System

For the B-2 RMP, personnel saved the day. This point 
supports the Packard Commission’s findings and “For-
mula for Action,” especially regarding the need to at-
tract and retain the very best defense acquisition work-
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terests and overly optimistic cost baselines it sets the 
stage for program management failures and billions 
of dollars of cost overruns.

The Upside- Down Reward System

Returning to the B-2 RMP example, the SAE possessed 
the rank to make the difficult decision to just say no. 
The non- career civilian appointee was not dependent 
on a se nior ranking military officer for rewards and 
promotions. When an entire organ ization is out- ranked 
by competing organ izations 46  percent of the time, as 
is the case when the SAE post is vacant, bad decisions 
 will be made. This happens particularly due to pres-
sure from  those competing and higher- ranked organ-
izations seeking to save bud get dollars for other pro-
grams or desiring “gold- plated” per for mance. Absence 
of an empowered executive authority also exacerbates 
the burden of onerous regulations.

Elon Musk famously stated, “ There is a fundamen-
tal prob lem with regulators. If a regulator agrees to 
change a rule and something bad happens, they could 
easily lose their  career. Whereas if they change a rule 
and something good happens, they  don’t even get a re-
ward.”20 Akin to what Musk argues, in DoD  there are 
no rewards for taking risk. This is a long- standing, 
deeply ingrained characteristic of the federal govern-
ment. Even innovators who have been vital to the suc-
cess of US defense have been punished along the way. 
The US military is still the most power ful defense force 
in the world, and it must stay that way. Though this 
article focuses on defense reform efforts since 1986, we 
also recognize that  there  were reform efforts prior to 
that. Since the 1986 Quest for Excellence, technology 
has changed im mensely, but  human nature has not. 
Our findings include what we have observed over the 
past three de cades.

First, in keeping with the axioms and countless 
studies of  human be hav ior, it bears repeating that 
 human beings respond to rewards, and the current re-
ward system is upside- down. DoD rewards program 
man ag ers who grow large staffs and large programs. 
For example, we interviewed a retired col o nel who told 
us that he visited the Pentagon to report on his bud-
get. The auditor asked him how much more money and 
 people his program would need for the next fiscal year. 
He responded that the program was “fat,” and he 
could manage it with half the resources. The auditor 
looked up from his desk in shock and told him that in 
thirty- five years at the Pentagon, no one had ever asked 
for fewer resources. Although anecdotal, this is not at 
all surprising and is in keeping with  human nature. 
Consistent with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs,  people 
seek status and survival. DoD has made it clear that 
the mea sure of merit for promotion and reward in 

The Packard Commission addressed this issue as “costly 
to the government’s ability to recruit presidential ap-
pointees and costly in financial sacrifices to a number of 
honest and dedicated public officials.”14 From 2000 to 
2016, the Senate- confirmed Air Force SAE position was 
 either vacant or filled by a civilian in an “acting” role 
46  percent of the time.15 In 2009, although asked to 
continue into the Barack Obama administration, the 
George  W. Bush– appointed SAE resigned due to in-
creasingly stringent post- employment restrictions man-
dated by the new administration. At least three  people 
who interviewed for the position in 2009 refused to 
consider the position  after a full understanding of the 
post- employment restrictions. This meant that the 
Senate- confirmed Air Force SAE position was vacant or 
had a lower ranking civilian in an “acting” role for four 
years and ten months  until February 2014.

The Senate- confirmed SAE is equivalent to a four- 
star general in rank and possesses equivalent decision- 
making authority. A key finding of the 2016 Air Force 
study “Owning the Technical Baseline for Acquisi-
tion Programs in the U.S. Air Force” was that “pro-
longed vacancies of the Air Force SAE position have, 
over time, eroded the necessary se nior leadership 
and hierarchical support for program executive offi-
cers (PEOs) and program man ag ers (PMs), particu-
larly when making potentially controversial deci-
sions about mission- critical defense programs.”16 In 
October 2013, Paul Francis, managing director of ac-
quisition and sourcing management in GAO, echoed 
the same concern about the necessity of having in 
place se nior acquisition leaders who can withstand 
the pressure of many high- ranking stakeholders with 
conflicting demands when it comes to major weapon 
systems decisions. He made the case that acquisition 
failures result from pressures that create incentives for 
se nior acquisition leaders to deviate from sound ac-
quisition pro cesses and initiate programs without a 
sound business case.17 Francis contends that “the pro-
cess of acquiring new weapons is (1)  shaped by its 
dif fer ent participants and (2) far more complex than 
just buying equipment to  counter a threat. Buying 
new weapon systems is not just about meeting a mili-
tary need. It is unfortunately more about defining the 
importance of certain hierarchical roles and functions, 
achieving policy decisions, justifying bud get levels 
and shares, advancing ser vice reputations, advancing 
the authority of oversight organ izations, allocating 
defense spending in localities, funding certain seg-
ments of the industrial base and advancing individual 
 careers.”18 All  these collective interests “create incen-
tives for pushing programs and encouraging undue 
optimism, parochialism and compromises of good 
judgement.”19 When acquisition leadership succumbs 
to pressures imposed by a multitude of competing in-
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A Formula for Action amid  Today’s 
Warfighting Challenges

The B-2 case study illustrates many of the warfighting 
challenges of  today. Since the Cold War ended, Ameri-
can defense policy has focused on many diverse strat-
egies to  counter a large number of security challenges. 
American military dominance has eroded due to the 
emergence of the new battlefields of space and cyber-
space, new disruptive technologies, and the reemer-
gence of near- peer adversaries. We can conceive of 
American defense policy as a set of rules established 
to safeguard national interests, and the national defense 
strategy (NDS) as the specific defense game plan to 
achieve  those goals. Seen that way, the 2018 NDS (the 
first new NDS in a de cade) is a brilliant attempt to doc-
ument the critical steps necessary to maintain DoD’s 
“enduring mission to provide combat- credible military 
forces needed to deter war and protect the security of 
our nation.”24 For the first time in de cades, the NDS 
recognizes that the “central challenge to U.S. prosper-
ity and security is the reemergence of long- term, stra-
tegic competition of revisionist powers represented by 
China and Rus sia who want to shape a world consis-
tent with their authoritarian model— gaining veto au-
thority over other nation’s economic, diplomatic and 
security decisions.”25 The military options now require 
the means to  counter terrorism overseas and at home, 
conventional weapon systems in anti- access / area de-
nial (A2/AD) environments, and countermea sures to 
protect and defend our nation in all domains— ground, 
sea, air, space, and cyberspace.

An im mense challenge to executing the game plan 
presented in the 2018 NDS is the ability of the defense 
acquisition system to deliver the innovation necessary 
to “deter war and protect the security of our nation.”26 
A deeper dive into the 2018 NDS reveals echoes of the 
Packard Commission report: a call for an agile acqui-
sition system and business pro cesses that must be able 
to rapidly respond with innovative technologies and 
war- winning capabilities to  counter the multitude of 
threats to our nation and our allies.

Among the three lines of effort listed in the NDS is 
“build a more lethal force.”27  Here we find the strat-
egy for building a superior acquisition system and de-
veloping a personnel system that produces a highly 
qualified and innovative workforce. Within this line of 
effort, the NDS requires the US military to “modern-
ize key capabilities,”  because “we cannot expect suc-
cess fighting tomorrow’s conflicts with yesterday’s 
weapons and equipment.”28 The NDS goes on to state 
that the military  will make “targeted, disciplined in-
creases in personnel and platforms”29 to meet defense 
policy needs. This  will require new pro cesses of acqui-
sition and incorporating commercial technology and 
products into the Defense Department’s arsenal.

defense acquisition is the number of  people in one’s 
organ ization and the millions allocated to the bud get 
program ele ment. However, as the Quest for Excel
lence observed, the metrics for rewards and promo-
tions should be based instead on successfully deliver-
ing high performing systems  under bud get and ahead 
of schedule.

The Packard Commission cautioned against offer-
ing rewards for anything but productivity, noting that 
“DoD must displace systems and structures that mea-
sure quality by regulatory compliance and solve prob-
lems by executive fiat. Excellence in defense manage-
ment cannot be achieved by numerous management 
layers, large staffs, and countless regulations in place 
 today.”21 Notwithstanding this caution, the situation 
has not changed for many federal employees. As a re-
sult, quality employees become frustrated as they see 
quality proj ects go unrewarded. Acquisition personnel 
waste countless hours briefing OSD staff on bureau-
cratic milestone accomplishments, as if risk is managed 
solely by meeting inch- stones on the way to milestones. 
Many of the best and brightest engineers and program 
man ag ers head off to dif fer ent  careers and are espe-
cially attracted to commercial technology companies 
where the business model embraces rapid decisions and 
rewards innovation and productivity. As Jeff Bezos 
stated at the 2019 Reagan National Defense Forum, 
“Innovative  people  will flee organ izations that cannot 
make decisions rapidly and take risks.”22 A sobering 
finding of the 2016 Air Force study “Owning the Tech-
nical Baseline for Acquisition Programs in the U.S. Air 
Force” was that in 1995  there  were more than 6,500 Air 
Force officers in the technical developmental engineer-
ing and acquisition fields, with 60  percent possessing 
master’s degrees. The Air Force had ten engineers for 
 every program man ag er. In 2015,  there  were only 
4,000 officers in the technical developmental engineer-
ing and acquisition fields, and only four engineers for 
 every program man ag er.23 The number of engineers is 
 going down and the number of man ag ers is  going 
up— a perfect  recipe for a fat, inefficient organ ization.

Thankfully,  there is some reason for optimism. The 
Air Force now has two program offices and multiple 
special access programs (SAPs) focused on  these met-
rics. Big Safari and the Rapid Capabilities Office are 
structured to move rapidly with lean and trusted tech-
nical staffs. SAPs operate similarly to the B-2 develop-
ment program with lean program teams and less oner-
ous oversight from OSD and Congress.  These program 
offices do not violate any federal regulations, but they 
do have high- ranking top cover, authority, and ac-
countability vested in the program man ag er and are 
trusted with some of the Air Force’s and US Special 
Operations Command’s (SOCOM’s) highest priority 
programs, such as the B-21 next- generation stealth 
bomber.
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a “Sputnik- like” wake-up call for all hands on deck to 
rapidly  counter the threats and advance US capability 
to deter aggression.33

The late 1950s and early 1960s  were a time of fear 
for the United States. The Soviet Union was ahead in 
space technology and proved it with the 1957 success-
ful launch and orbit of the very first satellite: Sputnik. 
The United States responded a short year  later with Ex-
plorer I in 1958.  Today most DoD built satellites take 
five to ten years to buy and launch. So how did the 
United States respond so quickly back then? Motiva-
tion and leadership from the highest levels of the gov-
ernment  were the key ingredients.

In 1958, Representative Sam Rayburn and Vice 
President Richard Nixon signed the National Aeronau-
tics and Space Act encouraging the fledgling NASA to 
go fast. Accordingly, NASA was “to acquire (by pur-
chase, lease, condemnation, or other wise), construct, 
improve, repair, operate, and maintain laboratories, re-
search and testing sites and facilities, aeronautical and 
space vehicles, quarters and related accommodations 
for employees and dependents of employees of the Ad-
ministration, and such other real and personal prop-
erty (including patents), or any interest therein, as the 
Administration deems necessary.”34 Emphasizing the 
urgency of the task, the Other Transaction Authority 
(OTA), which was part of the 1958 act, allowed gov-
ernment workers to do every thing that was needed to 
get the job done. The focus was the product, not the 
pro cess.

The government leaders who understand our space 
and cyberspace threats have turned to congressionally 
approved accelerated acquisition authorities, such as 
the use of newly enhanced OTAs and Section  804 
“middle- tier acquisition authority” to  counter  these ur-
gent threats. The standard DoD 5000 pro cesses are 
routinely seen as hindering, rather than facilitating, 
rapid results. The newly enhanced OTA is one of the 
most disruptive, long- standing but  little used acquisi-
tion authority available to development programs. This 
alternative acquisition approach to the conventional 
Federal Acquisition Regulation– based mechanisms of 
contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements can be 
far more flexible and timely  because an OTA is not 
subject to the same onerous regulations, policies, and 
statutes as conventional contracts. It is designed to at-
tract nontraditional companies that have no under-
standing, capability, or desire to comply with standard 
FAR provisions but offer innovation and the ability 
to rapidly prototype dual- use commercial technology 
to augment DoD capabilities. “In total, DoD OTA 
obligations have increased 352   percent in the last 
three years . . .  and AF OTA obligations have grown 
9,982  percent since 2015.” The total DoD potential 
value of OTAs  rose from less than $2 billion in 2014 
to over $26 billion in 2018.35

The NDS also calls on the Defense Department to 
recruit, develop, and retain a talented and creative 
workforce. Warfighters must be able to “integrate new 
capabilities, adapt warfighting approaches, and change 
business practices to achieve mission success.”30 Culti-
vating workforce talent includes ensuring that acqui-
sition personnel possess the technical knowledge to 
make sound decisions and are capable of taking risks 
on innovative systems.

We believe that  there is  little hope in achieving the 
goals of the 2018 NDS using the post– Cold War de-
fense acquisition system, with its three distinct decision 
bureaucracies overseeing requirements, funding, and 
acquisition management, while diffusing authority and 
accountability for weapon system success across so 
many fiefdoms. It is a miracle any capability ever be-
comes operational. The 2018 NDS accurately describes 
an acquisition business pro cess that is “centered on ex-
acting thoroughness and minimizing risk above all 
 else.”31 Clearly, countering the number and level of the 
urgent threats to our nation and the speed at which we 
must respond cannot be achieved using an untailored, 
“unresponsive pro cess that is over- optimized for ex-
ceptional per for mance at the expense of providing 
timely decisions, policies, and capabilities to the warf-
ighter.”32 Instead, we advocate returning to the Pack-
ard Commission of 1986 to find the strategy for suc-
cessful acquisitions pro cesses.

Listed below are the Packard Commission findings, 
described as their “Formula for Action.” Though all 
 these findings are impor tant, we focus on A, E, F, and H.

A. Streamline acquisition and orga nizational 
procedures

B. Use technology to reduce cost
C. Balance cost and per for mance
D. Stabilize programs
E. Expand the use of commercial products
F. Increase the use of competition
G. Clarify the need for technical data rights
H. Enhance the quality of acquisition personnel
I. Improve the capability for industrial mobilization

Streamline Acquisition and  
Orga nizational Procedures

How can DoD become streamlined and win the great- 
power contests when its organ ization is motivated to 
do the opposite? In December 2019, Secretary of the 
Air Force Barbara Barrett spoke at the Reagan Na-
tional Defense Forum, in Simi Valley, California. She 
discussed the emergence of “near- peer” space adversar-
ies who are approaching the once- unapproachable US 
military technologies and becoming even more ad-
vanced. The good news—if  there could be any good 
news on this front—is that near- peer competition sends 
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success.42 We know that returning to the DoD 5000 
 will not increase innovation and success.

Fi nally, Congress needs to allow DoD to do its job. 
Back in 1986, the Packard Commission stated it well: 
“Congress must resist its inveterate tendency to legis-
late management practices and orga nizational details 
for DoD. Excellence in defense management  will not 
come from legislative efforts to control and arrange the 
minutest aspects of DoD’s operations. Congress can 
more usefully contribute by concentrating on larger, of-
ten neglected issues of overall defense posture and 
military per for mance.”43 In DoD and related govern-
ment agencies, increased congressional oversight has 
caused growth. In politics (as physics) for  every action 
 there is an equal and opposite reaction. For  every re-
port Congress requires, DoD staff must grow to “feed 
the beast.” If Congress requires routine reporting, then 
the organ ization must have the staff to provide it. We 
have seen cases in which congressional members help 
select industry partners based on congressional dis-
tricts. This simply must stop as it is not the way to en-
gineer programs. As programs grow, accountability 
becomes diffused.44 And programs always grow. As 
discussed  earlier, DoD personnel are motivated to have 
large staffs and large bud gets; not surprisingly, that’s 
what happens. The Packard Commission’s first finding 
for streamlining is as relevant  today as it was in 1986. 
As an organ ization grows, productivity suffers when 
the support staff begins to micromanage program 
oversight activities with a multitude of procedures.

Expand the Use of Commercial Products

Eight years  after the Packard Commission’s report was 
published, committee member William Perry was 
named secretary of defense. During his first weeks in 
office he distributed “A New Way of  Doing Business”45 
(best known as the 1994 “Perry Memo”) based on his 
experience in industry, government, and academia. 
Perry was determined to enact change that would en-
able the policies recommended in A Quest for Excel
lence. In this memo, Perry outlined mea sures by which 
DoD would make acquisition more efficient, including a 
paradigm shift from the use of “milspecs” to embracing 
superior products in the commercial sector when avail-
able. Secretary Perry had long observed the government 
using inefficient and outdated methodologies, which in-
cluded the government building custom  products at 
huge costs when superior off- the- shelf products already 
existed in the commercial sector.

Government- built systems can never emulate the 
infinite market effects of a cap i tal ist economy. One of 
the most stunning examples of this dichotomy is the 
computer market. In the mid- twentieth  century, the in-
tegrated cir cuit (IC),  later known as a “chip,” was ex-
pensive. In 1965, the visionary Gordon Moore pub-

As of July 2019, DoD was executing 89 MDAPs, 
primarily using the DoD 5000 acquisition pro cess.36 
Several of  these MDAPs are being managed  under Sec-
tion 804, which gives DoD authority to conduct what 
lawmakers tout as a faster, specially tailored require-
ments and acquisition pro cess that DoD can use for 
technologies that are mature enough to be rapidly pro-
totyped or fielded within two to five years. A second 
provision (Section 806) lets the DoD secretary waive 
virtually any acquisition law or regulation if it is 
deemed that a par tic u lar weapons system is vital to na-
tional security.37

Rear Admiral David Small, the program executive 
officer (PEO) for Navy integrated warfare systems, 
welcomed the change, as this type of accelerated acqui-
sition pushes authority to the program man ag ers and 
“unburdens them from a lot of documentation, espe-
cially with acquisition and requirements documenta-
tion. It reduces the numbers of meetings and band-
width and the number of  people required allowing for 
small empowered teams to achieve success.”38 The 
Navy has a set of high- priority MDAPs  under review 
as candidates for Section 804 accelerated acquisition, 
but realizes that typically slow funding allocations 
must be better synchronized to keep pace with the 
more streamlined pro cesses.

Air Force leaders claim that they have already saved 
billions of dollars  and taken years out of program 
schedules— including major satellite procurements 
such as the Next Generation Overhead Per sis tent In-
frared (OPIR) program, which is critical to countering 
space threats and is slated to cost over $11 billion in 
the next five years.39 While Air Force acquisition lead-
ership was  eager to start the program  under Sec-
tion 804, in order to take years out of the schedule to 
launch, the funding required from Air Force bud get 
authorities was $632 million short and in 2019 re-
quired “significant reprogramming requests of Con-
gress to keep the program on schedule.”40  There is 
 great concern that “the Air Force rushed the program 
using 804 authorities but  didn’t have enough funds to 
support that schedule, stirring concerns that maybe this 
program is too complex and too expensive to be han-
dled as a rapid prototyping proj ect.”41 While we have 
 great hope that newly employed authorities such as 
Section 804 and OTAs with provisions to award pro-
duction contracts become the default methods for ac-
quiring our  future weapon systems, starting programs 
with adequate funding is the first princi ple of success.

Additionally, we expect pushback. As new stream-
lined pro cesses prove successful in DoD, established 
bureaucrats  will prob ably wait patiently for programs 
managed  under accelerated authorities such as Sec-
tion 804 and OTAs to fail, as indeed some may. How-
ever, innovation studies have illustrated that failing 
early and cheaply  will increase learning and therefore 
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gence community to benefit from competition. As No-
bel economist Oliver Williamson observed, a large 
number of competitors at the outset often evolves into 
a smaller number,48 but, if a genuine  free market ex-
ists, new competitors  will emerge. A second reason for 
the lack of competition, especially as weapon systems 
need upgrades, is the negative impact of closed archi-
tectures and proprietary systems. Ironically, in several 
cases, DoD has made its defense industrial partners 
weaker by standing them up  every time they fail or 
overrun  because DoD is held hostage to closed systems 
or lack of data rights.

How can DoD move forward? Mandatory require-
ments for open systems and vigilance in continuously 
enforcing openness is paramount. All interfaces must 
be published and available to all vendors to prevent 
new programs from being held hostage to costly ven-
dor lock. Prototyping and experimentation with new 
technologies that allow closed legacy systems to be-
come more open to timely insertion of enhanced tech-
nology in order to  counter emerging threats must be 
funded and implemented. Competition  will not in-
crease as long as big prime defense industrial base 
leaders are given special treatment and continually re-
warded during failures. Age- old ties with the Penta-
gon keep competition at bay. It is easier to continue to 
do what has always been done than to change direc-
tion and risk being blamed for failure. Newer, superior 
products wait in the wings while foreign countries snap 
them up.

Rewind more than a  century back. In 1905, the 
Wright  brothers tried to sell their Wright Flyer to the 
War Department. The airplane was 100  percent pri-
vately funded; the Wrights had done all the develop-
ment on their own, costing the taxpayer nothing. Al-
though the War Department had discussed and even 
experimented with a heavier- than- air flying machine, 
Major General G. L. Gillespie told the Wrights that the 
department was not interested in their invention.49 By 
his response it appears that he barely read their pro-
posal, misinterpreting it as a request for grant money. 
The  brothers, in debt from years of research and de-
velopment expense, looked overseas for buyers, and 
found them in Germany and  Great Britain.50

Around the same time, a lesser known innovator, 
Vice Admiral Charles “Swede” Momsen was working 
on innovations of his own. As a young officer, he at-
tempted to make submarine duty safer  after witness-
ing the deaths of all sailors aboard a submarine that 
sank in relatively shallow  water. Momsen tried to con-
vince the Navy  there was a way to rescue sailors from 
a sunken submarine.  After he retired, he concluded:

In the military  career I chose it becomes clear very 
early on, perhaps for good reason, the best way to 
get ahead is to stay with the pack. I guess in my 

lished a paper in which he asserted that chip density 
would double about  every two years.46 This prediction 
became widely known as Moore’s Law. With that and 
the expansion of the commercial market, including 
home computers, small companies had access to mil-
lions of customers, needing billions of chips. Personal 
computers became remarkably inexpensive due to the 
economies of scale that a large customer base offered. 
Market forces pushed and pulled, and research and de-
velopment in both the public and the private sectors 
 were and still are expanding computing power beyond 
what many could have ever  imagined.

From the mid-  to late- twentieth  century, DoD and 
other agencies tried to out- perform the private sector 
by attempting to produce government- purposed hard-
ware and software, but commercial companies simply 
left them in the dust. We recall DoD attempting to 
build government- unique workstations, when Apple, 
Hewlett Packard, Dell and  others simply zoomed past 
with faster, better, and cheaper products.  Today, the 
government would not dream of building a laptop— 
they are far too inexpensive off the shelf— but  there 
was a time when it did. DoD, however, must proceed 
with caution as  today much technology (hardware and 
software) comes from near- peer adversaries. Once 
again, we return to the issue of trust. Acquisition pro-
fessionals must do their homework and understand 
their contractors and suppliers. Identifying innovative 
but trusted suppliers  will require hard work and dili-
gent acquisition professionals.

Consider high- resolution satellite imagery. At one 
time, this remarkable capability and superior products 
 were highly classified, but  today it is common technol-
ogy. Several commercial companies have successfully 
produced multispectral imagery cheaply and in as high 
a resolution as the US government  will allow.47 Though 
US commercial companies are  limited to 0.25- meter 
resolution, they are technically capable of higher reso-
lution. When foreign commercial companies have this 
technology, it is unlikely that the federal government 
 will have much control over  these companies. The 
United States  will have to play catch-up and approve 
higher resolution.

In sum, acquisition professionals must ask them-
selves, in 2020, what other products are faster, better, 
and cheaper off the shelf?

Increase Competition

The United States is the most technologically advanced 
and strongest country in the world due primarily to 
competition. Competition keeps companies sharp and 
tenacious. Since the Cold War ended, dozens of defense 
companies, once offering exceptional competition for 
MDAPs, have merged into five or six large corpora-
tions, devastating the ability of DoD and the intelli-
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against 40 dif fer ent  career fields with varied job re-
quirements, officers  will compete against officers . . .  
that have similar progression milestones, experiences 
and mission area focus. The new categories  will allow 
each  career field the freedom and agility to better tai-
lor officer development to meet job demands without 
compromising competitive position at a promotion 
board.”53

We are encouraged by the efforts of the Air Force 
to change the seventy- year promotion board status quo 
pro cess. The new promotion structure, long overdue, 
holds  great promise in retaining acquisition experts 
through rewards of higher promotion rates and indi-
cating to the workforce that they are valued members 
of the Air Force. To be sure, some excellent  people stay 
despite being rewarded badly, but  others get frustrated 
and seek  careers elsewhere.

Conclusion

For de cades, American defense policy has defined high- 
level goals that include protecting our country and 
our allies through the use of strategic deterrence and 
partner building, as well as combatting  human rights 
abuses around the world. Long- standing weapon sys-
tems such as the B-2 are examples of how MDAPs have 
implemented American defense policy.  There is no 
doubt about the success of the most power ful military 
in the world in the quest to successfully conduct and 
meet the goals of defense policy. The issues described 
in this article concern how DoD can more rapidly, ef-
fectively, efficiently, and affordably provide for the de-
fense of the United States and our allies.  There is not a 
single silver bullet that solves this complex prob lem in 
a short- term timeline. The nine items outlined in the 
Packard Commission’s “Formula for Action” recog-
nized the complex set of solutions needed and are as 
relevant  today as they  were in 1986.

It is imperative to start with a  laser focus on recruit-
ing and retaining a highly capable technical acquisi-
tion workforce. Without a highly valued and rewarded 
acquisition brain- trust to design systems to  counter the 
multidomain threats against us, we  will fail. Given a 
quality workforce with authority and streamlined pro-
cesses supported by their se nior leaders, we must then 
be able to rapidly out- innovate our adversaries. We 
have already out- innovated, but we need to get  these 
innovative products to the warfighter. To do this, we 
must attract commercial companies, defense contrac-
tors, academia, government labs, and program leaders, 
together with the  actual warfighter, to rapidly design 
technological solutions and experiments, not relying on 
the outdated multiyear requirements definition time-
line. This is an all- hands- on- deck moment and the 
best of Amer i ca is needed to protect and defend the 
United States and our allies. Innovation must be done 

 career I steered a course a bit too much my own. 
It’s happened in other ser vices too. When an officer 
with initiative and imagination leaves the  middle of 
the road, he’s bound to have trou ble. His superiors 
get set in their ways, indifferent or even hostile to 
new ideas. Sometimes it’s just  because they  didn’t 
think of it themselves. Often when I presented a 
new proposal, I was made to feel like a felon com-
mitting a crime, and ended up not only having to 
defend the idea, but myself for daring to bring it up. 
But it did happen— too rarely, maybe—to have 
someone up the line say, “That sounds good. Let’s 
do it.” I’d like to think that situation has much 
improved.51

Momsen was ultimately rewarded for his inventions 
such as the diving bell, but he clearly states his frus-
trations with the Naval hierarchy. Prior to the success 
of his inventions, he was not well- supported. Without 
appropriate funding and staff, he often had to be his 
own test subject for his experiments, among using 
other innovative methods for saving funds.

 These examples give pause, even now. Who is the 
twenty- first  century Gillespie who sent the Wright 
 Brothers overseas? What is DoD sending overseas 
 today that would win wars and save lives? The trend 
in 2018 gives slight room for optimism as the growth 
of defense contract obligations was at that time more 
evenly distributed between small, medium, and other 
large vendors.52 But are we moving too slowly? Is DoD 
overlooking critical new technologies? Time  will tell.

Enhance the Quality of Acquisition Personnel

The original Packard Commission emphasized the 
need to attract and retain the very best defense acqui-
sition workforce. Yet, since its report was published, 
DoD has failed to achieve much success in this task. 
Of all the  causes for acquisition failures, this person-
nel issue is, we believe, the most impor tant to address. 
In his contribution to this volume, Tim Kane outlines 
several case studies and reasons why DoD has trou ble 
retaining talent.

One encouraging step to improve talent manage-
ment and enable tailored and agile development of 
Air Force officers was announced by Secretary of the 
Air Force Barbara Barrett in October of 2019. Effec-
tive in March of 2020, officers with highly technical 
expertise  will no longer compete for promotions with 
air operations, special warfare, nuclear and missile 
operations, space operations, and information war-
fare officers. Instead, technical personnel such as chem-
ists, physicists, nuclear engineers, developmental engi-
neers, and acquisition man ag ers  will compete in a line 
of the Air Force dedicated to promoting technical of-
ficers. “Now rather than competing for promotion 
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vide top cover and withstand the pressure that  will 
always exist from multiple shareholders with compet-
ing goals and motives.
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that “overly ambitious per for mance requirements com-
bined with low initial cost predictions [and] optimis-
tic risk estimates . . .  lead almost inevitably to engineer-
ing changes, schedule slippages, and cost increases.”1 
Yet 43 years  later, in the 2016 National Defense Au-
thorization Act, Congress articulated the need for a 
new round of acquisition reforms in parallel language, 
noting that “both the Department of Defense [DOD] 
and Congress are complicit in pursuing acquisition 
strategies that downplay technical risk and underesti-
mate cost . . .  resulting in an acquisition pro cess that 
is not agile enough, too risk averse, and takes too long 
to deliver.”2

Why do prob lems with the DAS persist despite de-
cades of attempted reforms? One reason  these reform 
efforts fall short is that their respective analyses tend 
to concentrate on ways for DOD to more quickly and 
cheaply purchase equipment.3 While efficiency and 
timeliness of acquisitions are obviously impor tant con-
cerns, the myopic focus on  these two goals obscures 
the fact that the biggest defense acquisition prob lems 
often have nothing to do with how cost- effectively ma-
teriel is purchased.

Stories of money wasted during development of 
ambitious acquisition programs like the F-35 fighter or 
the Marine Corps’ Expeditionary Fighting Vehicle ex-
cite the media and may infuriate taxpayers. What the 
war- fighter finds more troubling, however, is when the 
Ser vices continue to champion fruitless acquisition 
programs like the Army’s  Future Combat System (FCS) 
for years while underinvesting in capabilities demanded 
by combatant commanders to support ongoing opera-
tions around the globe. Without fixing that issue, ef-
forts to improve the acquisition pro cess may inject 
some efficiency into the system but  will not lead to a 
more integrated and capable joint force.

To understand this point, it is impor tant to first 
sketch out the bigger picture of how materiel develop-
ment and acquisition works. The DAS— colloquially 
known as “Big A” acquisitions—is actually three inter-
connected subpro cesses within DOD. First, the Joint 
Capabilities Integration and Development System 
(JCIDS) is the subpro cess that identifies capability gaps 
and generates requirements. Think of JCIDS as the way 
that DOD decides what to buy. Second, the Planning, 

In the past two years, Congress has enacted new re-
forms to enable rapid acquisition of technologies for 
military use. If successful,  these reforms may end up 
delivering war- fighting capability more quickly and 
cheaply, but they  will not solve the fundamental flaw in 
defense acquisitions. While efficiency is a worthy goal, 
the bedrock value of acquisitions must be to deliver a 
joint force with the capability and capacity to effec-
tively meet the demands of combatant commanders.

The Goldwater- Nichols Department of Defense 
Reor ga ni za tion Act of 1986 revolutionized how Amer-
i ca goes to war by imposing jointness on the com-
mand structure of the US military. Goldwater- Nichols 
turned the military Ser vices into force providers re-
sponsible for organ izing, manning, training, and 
equipping units that are then employed by war- fighting 
combatant commanders as a joint force.

This dynamic leaves the Ser vices fundamentally in 
control of the acquisition pro cess, creating a classic 
“principal- agent” prob lem characterized by misaligned 
incentives. As agents, the Ser vices should act on behalf 
of their principals, developing forces tailored to the 
needs of the combatant commanders. History has dem-
onstrated repeatedly, however, that the ser vices are 
too often motivated by parochial incentives, which do 
not always align with  those of the combatant com-
manders. The result has been the consistent develop-
ment of materiel solutions that are not optimized for 
joint war- fighting. To improve joint interoperability 
and war- fighting capability, Congress should reform 
the Defense Acquisition System (DAS) to empower 
combatant commanders and the Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff with early, direct, and proactive influ-
ence over materiel systems development.

Acquisition System vs. Acquisition Pro cess

For de cades, critiques of the DAS have plowed the 
same infertile ground. Dozens of failed efforts to re-
form the system have diagnosed the inefficiency of the 
acquisition pro cess and then suggested additional reg-
ulations, authorities, and oversight as the cure. For 
example, in his March 1973 statement before the US 
House Committee on Armed Ser vices, Comptroller 
General of the United States Elmer B. Staats identified 
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manders perpetually short of the systems needed to 
(1) conduct intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance; (2) deploy joint capabilities globally into con-
tested environments; (3) conduct sustainment; (4) com-
mand and control widely dispersed joint forces; and 
(5) fight the asymmetric wars we currently confront 
and that we predict for the  future.7

Former Secretary of Defense Robert Gates called 
this “next- war- itis”— the tendency of the Ser vices to 
overly focus on creating exquisite and expensive sys-
tems to dominate pos si ble  future battlefields rather 
than on providing combatant commanders with good- 
enough interoperable capabilities that they need right 
now.8  Every program emanating from a “Center of Ex-
cellence,” which focuses on closing a Service- peculiar 
capability gap without due regard for what value the 
capability provides the joint force war- fighter, high-
lights the danger of misaligned incentives in the DAS. 
When producers deliver a product that their customer 
does not want or need, it  really is not relevant how ef-
ficiently that product is produced.

Goldwater- Nichols charged combatant command-
ers with employment of joint war- fighting forces 
around the globe. It therefore follows that combatant 
commanders have an incentive to pursue materiel so-
lutions that increase joint capability and prioritize 
characteristics such as interoperability, deployability, 
sharing of advanced technologies, minimal duplication 
of programs with similar capabilities across Ser vices, 
joint logistical and maintenance support, and compat-
ible software. Meanwhile, although the Ser vices are 
charged with training and equipping the joint force on 
behalf of the combatant commander, in practice the 
Ser vices are actually heavi ly incentivized and moti-
vated by bud get pressures to act in their own respec-
tive best interests: dominance of war- fighting capabili-
ties within their domains of land, sea, air, space, and 
cyberspace.9

Additionally, even if the Ser vices pursue a joint vi-
sion,  there are conflicting time- based incentives for the 
principal and agent. The combatant command focus is 
on the near- term prob lems of crisis response, current 
operations, and showing pro gress along lines of effort 
in the five- year Theater Campaign Plan. The Ser vices 
are fundamentally focused on long- term prob lems like 
preserving bud get share over time and managing the 
life cycle of programs in the  Future Years Defense Pro-
gram and beyond. Therefore, the principal prioritizes 
short- term thinking, while the agent has a strong dis-
incentive to resource near- term demands at the expense 
of long- term requirements.

To align efforts, the Ser vices must have more incen-
tive to see the prob lem from the perspective of the 
combatant commanders. In the social sciences and in 
economics, this tension between the incentives of com-
batant commanders and the Ser vices is classically 

Programming, Bud geting, and Execution (PPBE) sys-
tem is the subpro cess that matches available resources 
against  these requirements to produce a spending plan 
and a bud get. The PPBE is the way that DOD decides 
how much it can afford to buy and when. Fi nally, the 
Acquisition Process— called “Small A” acquisitions— 
guides how  those bud geted resources are spent to de-
velop and procure materiel capabilities. The main con-
cerns in this pro cess are cost and schedule—in other 
words, how to efficiently buy the equipment. This ar-
ticle purposely does not focus on the Small A subpro-
cess, as it is downstream of the root prob lem in the Big 
A system (figure 1).

To be successful, the DAS must buy the right 
amount of the right  things at the right time. If decisions 
regarding what, when, and how much are wrong, it 
does not  matter how efficiently money is spent— the 
wrong equipment is procured.4 For that reason, and 
 because the Acquisition Pro cess has been studied ex-
haustively, this article proposes modest reforms to 
JCIDS and PPBE in order to make the DAS more ac-
commodating of combatant commander needs.

Misalignment of Incentives

The 2006 Defense Acquisition Per for mance Assess-
ment Report, led by Lieutenant General Ronald 
Kadish, found that “combatant commanders partici-
pate but do not play a leading role in defining capabil-
ity shortfalls.”5 Often, this leads to the Ser vices gener-
ating and validating requirements that are not linked 
to what combatant commanders  really need.6 Despite 
almost 17 years of war in Iraq and Af ghan i stan, criti-
cisms persist that the Ser vices place too much focus on 
winning conventional wars, leaving combatant com-

“Big A” Defense
Acquisition System

“Small A” Defense
Acquisition Process

PPBES

JCIDS Acquisition
Process

Figure 1.  The Acquisition System
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Force, but in terms of the number of customers and us-
ers,  they’re all in the other Ser vices.”12 This telling his-
torical example demonstrates how a critical joint war- 
fighting capability was neglected  because the Ser vice 
with the least need for the capability happened to con-
trol the bud get.

A more recent example is the reluctance of the 
Army to procure the Mine- Resistant Ambush Pro-
tected (MRAP) vehicle. To reduce casualties from im-
provised explosive devices in Iraq and Af ghan i stan, US 
Central Command was demanding a blast- resistant 
vehicle to replace the over burdened and under- armored 
high- mobility multipurpose wheeled vehicle. At the 
time, the Army had spent the previous de cade champi-
oning its $160 billion FCS program, a  family of high- 
tech systems envisioned to fight a near- peer competi-
tor in major ground combat. Rather than divert money 
away from FCS to pay for the MRAP, Army leadership 
insisted that “every thing  we’re  doing in  Future Com-
bat System has a direct relationship to what Soldiers 
in combat need  today.”13 Despite  these assurances, the 
first vehicles  were not scheduled to be fielded for an-
other 10 years.14 Months  later, Secretary of Defense 
Robert Gates personally killed off the FCS and diverted 
the money to meet US Central Command’s need. Sim-
ply put, a combatant commander desperately needed 
a capability to fight an ongoing war, yet the Ser vice 
strongly resisted due to the long- term monetary impact 
on other acquisition programs that it rated as a higher 
priority. While it is difficult to go into much detail  here 
on current capability gaps, a conversation with re-
quirements man ag ers at any combatant command 
 will reveal that  these prob lems persist.

Achieving Joint- Focused Defense 
Acquisitions

Alignment of combatant commanders’ desire for joint 
capability with the acquisition actions of the Ser vices 
can be achieved by addressing how requirements and 
funding are handled in DOD. Some might argue that 
combatant commanders already have sufficient input 
in  these pro cesses. For example, they submit an inte-
grated priority list (IPL) consisting of their highest pri-
ority joint war- fighting capability gaps to the Joint 
Staff annually. The Joint Staff analyzes  these gaps and 
recommends solutions to the Joint Requirements Over-
sight Council (JROC), a board consisting of the Ser-
vice chiefs and chaired by the Vice Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs. In previous years, the combatant com-
manders  were also members of this council; however, 
the 2017 National Defense Authorization Act reduced 
their role from full members “when  matters related to 
the area of responsibility or functions of that command 
are  under consideration” to advisors whose input the 
“council  shall seek and consider.”15

defined, as noted  earlier, as the principal agent prob lem. 
In this construct, combatant commanders are collec-
tively the principal due to their responsibilities to em-
ploy forces in joint operations, while the Ser vices are 
the agents that generate  these forces. Normally, an ef-
fective principal- agent relationship requires that the 
agent is compelled to act on behalf of the principal. 
However, in defense materiel acquisition, a principal- 
agent prob lem arises due to a misalignment of the 
incentives between combatant commanders and the 
Ser vices.

The result of incentive misalignment is that pro-
grammed funding only haphazardly follows joint pri-
orities. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is-
sues the National Military Strategy, which lists his 
strategic priorities, and the Secretary of Defense issues 
the Defense Planning Guidance to influence the Ser-
vices’ Program Objective Memoranda. Once the mem-
oranda are complete, the Secretary proposes changes 
through Resource Management Decisions. However, 
this pro cess on average results in a change of less than 
two  percent in the Ser vice bud gets from year to year.10 
In other words, this review ends up being largely a rub-
ber stamp of the Ser vice bud gets. Since each Ser vice es-
sentially controls its own bud get, it remains stove- 
piped, focusing on Ser vice requirements ahead of the 
needs of combatant commanders.

The Chairman’s Program Assessment and the 
Chairman’s Program Review theoretically offer addi-
tional points for joint input, but evidence over many 
years and several chairmen confirms that  these tools 
have  little mea sur able impact on bud gets. In fact, 
“Each Ser vice’s share of the defense bud get . . .  with a 
standard deviation of less than 1.8  percent over a 40- 
year period” has remained consistent. Despite “massive 
strategic or technological changes over four de cades” 
and the transition from “Cold War to peace dividend 
to sustained irregular warfare during the war on ter-
ror” or even “during the so- called revolution in mili-
tary affairs and Donald Rumsfeld’s efforts at transfor-
mation,” Ser vice shares of the defense bud get have 
remained steady. In the end, “if major external  factors 
cannot change Ser vice shares,  there must be power ful 
internal forces at work.”11 In other words, no one out-
side the ser vices has any significant impact on Ser vice 
bud gets.

Examples of how the misalignment of priorities af-
fect materiel development are numerous. Greg Milner’s 
book Pinpoint highlights an episode from the 1970s in 
which Air Force leadership underfunded, neglected, 
and eventually tried to kill the Global Positioning Sys-
tem, known at the time as the 621B Program. Milner 
notes that “the Air Force gets to build for space, but 
the Marine Corps, Army, and Navy are much more re-
liant on  actual space ser vices [for navigation] than the 
Air Force itself is. The bud get for space is in the Air 
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ing to combatant command needs would add bud get 
share rather than cut into  limited resources.

Ser vices would retain control over a majority of 
their procurement bud get for long- term ser vice needs 
 under this plan. The major change is the opportunity 
to secure additional base bud get resources by satisfy-
ing combatant command requirements. The incentive 
not to shift money away from  these programs would 
be the  simple fact that failing to deliver on  these pro-
grams would influence  later rounds of bidding. This 
plan places the JROC at the center of joint force de-
velopment, aligns combatant command and Ser vice in-
centives more closely, and leaves civilian control of 
the military and its finances with the Secretary of De-
fense and ultimately with Congress.

Although Goldwater- Nichols imposed jointness on 
the US military, it failed to fundamentally change the 
incentives that had long driven the Ser vices to com-
petition and self- interest rather than cooperation. To 
get the Ser vices to act on behalf of the combatant 
commanders— working together to develop forces tai-
lored for joint warfighting— the DAS must be reformed 
to empower combatant commanders and the chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff with direct, proactive 
control over requirements and funding.
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Conflated Reality
Reserve and Active Duty Components in American Wars

MICHAEL D. GAMBONE

Introduction

The separate roles for the reserve component (RC) and 
active duty component (AC) have their origins in the US 
Constitution; however, their relationship is often ill de-
fined. Fighting wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, as well as the 
Global War on Terror (GWOT), have left the American 
ranks thin and in need of members of the reserves and 
the National Guard to plug the holes. Without much 
public debate, this move has transformed reserve units 
to strategic ones. This essay considers the consequences 
of this shift by examining the costs to the reserve units 
and the sustainability of this model in the near future.

By tradition and practice, the National Guard and 
reserves are a large and integral part of the American 
military. In 2018, almost a million personnel—approx-
imately 45 percent of US forces—served in all US mili-
tary reserve components.1 More importantly, the re-
serve components have been direct participants in 
contemporary overseas contingency operations. By 
2010, half of all Army reserve units saw combat.2 At 
the time of this writing, National Guard and reserve 
forces have suffered approximately one-fifth of the to-
tal casualties in current US military conflicts.3

Reserve component forces provide two main con-
tributions to the US force structure. The first is simple 
combat muscle. In 2000, the Army National Guard 
fielded a total of forty-six brigades or their equiva-
lents.4 Although this number has declined since the 
September 11 attacks, Army National Guard brigades 
comprise approximately half of the branch’s combat 
power.5 These units have been regularly deployed 
abroad to fight alongside active duty units engaged 
against insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan.6 For their 

part, Air National Guard pilots made significant con-
tributions to the war, flying almost one-third of fighter 
and attack aircraft in 2007.7

A second critical role involves logistics, upon which 
modern, technologically advanced militaries depend. In 
2017, Army Reserve units provided 82 percent of civil 
affairs, 56 percent of transportation, and 50 percent of 
medical support units.8 Similarly, Air Force reserve 
components are responsible for aerial refueling, tactical 
reconnaissance, military airlift, and command and con-
trol. Air National Guard pilots handled approximately 
one-quarter of remotely piloted aircraft sorties in 2010.9

Once deployed, reserve components are also critical 
agents of “soft power,” or, as General David Petraeus 
once described it, “non-kinetic operations.”10 By virtue 
of their expertise in infrastructure, these units are inti-
mately involved with restoring power grids, roads, 
bridges, and homes, all of which are important to devel-
oping popular support. In another sense, through the 
work of civil affairs, intelligence collection, and military 
police, reserve units allow a more precise application of 
American power, one theoretically better versed in the 
local language and customs of a region, while incorpo-
rating a range of nonlethal options.

Until the September 11 attacks, the US military rarely 
conceived of reserve components as a strategic force. 
The First Gulf War and a number of subsequent peace-
keeping and peace-enforcement missions tested some of 
the basic assumptions and practical problems of deploy-
ment. However, it was not until the September 11 at-
tacks and the GWOT that Defense Department leader-
ship fully understood the significant challenges involved 
in transforming the reserves and National Guard into 
integral components of the US military.
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“Good War.” Many reserve units, such as the Pennsylva-
nia 28th Infantry Division and Oklahoma’s 45th “Thun-
derbird” Division served with distinction. Moreover, the 
Reserve Officer Training Corps was significantly ex-
panded and provided thousands of junior leaders critical 
to lead this massive military establishment.

Reserve components were also fundamental to US 
military readiness in the early stages of the Cold War. 
Although a peacetime draft continued after 1945 and 
the newly created Defense Department maintained 
substantial conventional forces—1.5 million total in 
1947—the National Guard and reserves were a criti-
cal part of US strategic reserves.14 The outbreak of hos-
tilities in Korea highlighted this dependence in the 
frantic mobilization of American forces that followed 
after North Korean forces crossed the 38th Parallel in 
June 1950. By the end of the conflict, approximately 
one-fifth of personnel who served during the Korean 
conflict came from the reserve components.15

The relatively large numbers of reservists commit-
ted to service during Korea proved highly unpopular. 
Consequently, when the United States military began 
to escalate operations in Southeast Asia, the decision 
to leave the reserves home was more political than 
practical. Throughout the Vietnam War, the Defense 
Department deliberately relied on a force structure 
built on active duty units, increasing numbers of draft-
ees, and a profligate use of firepower to bolster Ameri-
can combat operations.

With the end of both the draft and the Vietnam War, 
the Pentagon embarked on a new round of reforms 
that addressed the transition to an all-volunteer force 
and an increasing reliance on reservists. Army Chief of 
Staff Creighton Abrams introduced the “total force” 
concept that incorporated the National Guard and re-
serve directly into the US defense structure. Abrams’s 
original plan designated the reserves as part of strategic 
forces available for gradual commitment to large-scale 
conflicts, with a conventional war in Western Europe 
as the main expected battlefield. Function followed this 
intent, with the National Guard comprising half the 
Army’s combat units. Combat support—transport, en-
gineers, civil affairs, military police—was consigned al-
most entirely to the reserves.16

The “total force” concept was never tested during 
the Cold War, although it was partially implemented 
during Desert Shield / Desert Storm in 1990 and 1991. 
One in four US soldiers deployed to the Middle East 
at the time was a reservist. Most of these individuals 
performed combat support missions. The handful of 
Army National Guard combat brigades mobilized to 
fight were not deployed by the time Desert Storm com-
menced in January  1991, largely because they were 
not ready for the fight.17 As the 1990s progressed, the 
reserve components provided increasing numbers of 
personnel for peacekeeping and peace enforcement, di-

This essay discusses the evolution of reserve com-
ponents from their role as a basic building block of lo-
cal defense to a contemporary strategic asset. It tracks 
the early origins of the American militia, a force that 
underwent a gradual series of reforms as the nation 
moved from a small republic on the periphery of world 
affairs to a global superpower. It then highlights mili-
tary deployments that followed the September 11 ter-
rorist attacks to assess the strains placed upon the re-
serves as assumptions formed by decades of planning 
were tested by the hard realities of war.

The Force of History

The American military has been heavily reliant on part-
time service members for most of its history. From the 
founding of the original colonies through the Ameri-
can Revolution, the common defense was almost com-
pletely dependent on local volunteers. While regiments 
of continental regulars and French troops joined Ameri-
can armies as the revolution progressed, the back-
bone of the revolutionaries’ military was the militia. 
When the war ended, the value of the blue and buff of 
the Continental Line was largely discarded, and en-
trenched tradition reasserted itself. In 1784, Con-
gress demobilized the regular Army to the point that it 
contained only eighty men.11

Regardless of its lack of uniformity, the eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century militia system was useful be-
cause it provided a cushion against mass conscription 
for standing armies. For most of the nineteenth cen-
tury, American wars rarely required more than 3 per-
cent of the country’s total resident population serving 
in the active military.12 When war required large-scale 
mobilization, it was treated as an expedient—a neces-
sary evil.

Although the system proved problematic at best 
during subsequent American conflicts, meaningful mili-
tary reforms awaited the twentieth century. These in-
volved coordinating and consolidating American mili-
tary forces under federal control. The Dick Act (1903), 
a second Militia Act (1908), and the National Defense 
Act of 1916 allowed for the finishing touches on a reno-
vated, twentieth-century US military establishment.13

World War I tested the new system as a whole. The 
United States was able to deploy millions of newly 
raised forces to France under the able leadership of 
General John J. Pershing. Although the American Ex-
peditionary Force witnessed significant shortcomings 
in training and equipment, it arrived at a critical junc-
ture in the war and proved decisive to German defeat.

The massive requirements of global force projection 
during World War II completely reversed this trend. Na-
tional Guard and reserve units were assimilated into the 
massive mobilization that eventually included 16 million 
citizens who volunteered or were conscripted to fight the 
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As active duty regulars began to run out, the Na-
tional Guard and reserves plugged the gap. Only four 
years after planes struck the Pentagon and World Trade 
Center, 150,289 of 558,000 Americans serving in the 
reserve components were on active duty, the largest 
number since the Korean War.24 Again, the Army Na-
tional Guard and reserves provided the largest contin-
gent, 38 percent of total individuals deployed by the 
branch. The Air Force (25  percent), Marine Corps 
(10 percent), and Navy (9 percent) offered consider-
ably smaller contributions.25

In a manner reminiscent of the 1950 Korea mobili-
zation, there was a definite haphazard quality to post–
September 11 reserve deployments. As will be discussed 
below, mission-critical equipment was embarrassingly 
deficient. Too many units departed for combat assign-
ments without pre-deployment training or complete 
personnel rosters. Time was also in very short supply 
for many reservists. In the rush to mobilize, members 
of the Michigan Army National Guard shipped out for 
Iraq with only forty eight hours’ notice.26

There were also a number of important departures 
from the 1950 model. Tours of duty were markedly 
longer. By 2007, Army National Guard and reserve de-
ployments lasted sixteen to eighteen months. In order 
to reach adequate readiness levels, units routinely con-
ducted four months of pre-deployment training fol-
lowed by a year on the ground in country.27 Many 
units also deployed for multiple tours, particularly 
those with key military specialties. In 2004, while ap-
proximately one-third of the guard and reserve were 
on active duty, 45 percent of reserve officers in mili-
tary police, intelligence, and fixed-wing aviation had 
deployed. A further 55 percent of enlisted personnel 
in law enforcement, motor vehicle operation, and se-
curity forces received call-up notices during the same 
period.28 Units with such critical skillsets subsequently 
experienced repeated deployments. The Maryland 
Army National Guard’s 115th Military Police Battal-
ion was called up three times in a two-year period, for 
example.29

Counting the Costs

The premise that a reservist could serve for one week-
end a month and two weeks during summer annual 
training—thirty-nine days each year—is simply obso-
lete in the current military environment. In practice, the 
actual number varies from this pre-2001 Cold War 
standard to as many as 150 days each year.30 Today, it 
is not uncommon for routine monthly drill “weekends” 
to start on a Thursday and continue into the follow-
ing week.

In fundamental terms, the need for force readiness 
drives concurrent institutional demands for both time 
and resources. During the last decade and a half, the 

saster aid, humanitarian relief, post-conflict recon-
struction, and other missions categorized under the 
contemporary label of Military Operations Other than 
War (MOOTW).18

The Impact of 9/11

Although operational tempo increased in the 1990s, it 
did not place a heavy burden on the reserves. Until 
2002, roughly one of the thirty-eight Army National 
Guard Brigade Combat Teams was deployed in any 
given year, usually as part of peacekeeping duties in the 
Balkans or the Middle East.19 However, this situation 
markedly changed in the aftermath of the Septem-
ber  2001 terrorist attacks on the United States. Im-
mediately afterward, the Pentagon embarked upon a 
period of sustained military deployments that recalled 
past wars, but on a far larger scale and longer duration. 
The total number of annual duty days served by reserve 
components skyrocketed from 12.7 million prior to 
September 11 to 62.8 million just two years later.20 Ini-
tially, reservists provided extra security at airports and 
other transportation hubs around the country. In the 
wake of Operation Enduring Freedom (2001) and Op-
eration Iraqi Freedom (2003), more and more reserve 
and National Guard formations made their way into 
combat zones to support coalition efforts.

These deployments went against a number of ini-
tial assumptions made by the White House and senior 
Defense Department leadership. In the early stages of 
the war, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld em-
braced an operational concept that would keep US 
ground forces at a minimum. Emphasizing the utility 
of advanced guided weapon systems used in concert 
with local forces, the argument went that there would 
be no need for a large military footprint in the open-
ing days of the GWOT. The early, remarkably rapid 
success of rapid decisive operations (RDOs) in Afghan-
istan appeared to support this school of thought.

The same assumptions about “shock and awe,” as 
RDO was popularly known, reappeared during war 
planning for Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF). When 
General Tommy Franks began the Iraqi invasion, he 
had a fraction of the forces—128,000 troops under 
Operational Plan (OPLAN) 1003V—available during 
Operation Desert Storm a decade earlier.21 This strat-
egy proved to be unsustainable in the long run. Ameri-
can and coalition ground forces were inadequate to 
prevent the breakdown of civil order, the ensuing in-
surgency, and subsequent stability operations. Within 
a year of the beginning of Operation Iraqi Freedom in 
2003, three-quarters of the Army’s combat brigades 
were deployed abroad, and more were needed for on-
going operations.22 Overall, the Army was the most 
heavily deployed branch, comprising 58 percent of to-
tal personnel overseas between 2001 and 2015.23

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   281 5/24/21   11:49 PM



282  Conflated Reality

true with respect to transportation, weapon systems, 
and communications gear. It was common for Army 
National Guard combat units to have only two-thirds 
to three-quarters of the materiel and personnel neces-
sary for their assigned missions. This lack of readiness 
reached an embarrassing moment in 2004 when Secre-
tary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld visited troops at 
Camp Buehring, Kuwait, as they marshaled for move-
ment into Iraq. Members of the Tennessee and Idaho 
Army National Guard challenged the secretary on 
“shortages and antiquated equipment” as well as “hill-
billy armor” scavenged from garbage dumps to upgrade 
vehicles.36 Rumsfeld’s response of “You go to war with 
the Army you have, not the Army you might want or 
wish to have at a later time,” while technically accu-
rate, betrayed an incredible tone deafness to the core 
problem.37

In the first years of the GWOT, the Army National 
Guard simply cannibalized equipment to meet its es-
calating deployment demands. According to the Gov-
ernment Accountability Office (GAO), in 2005, the 
Guard transferred 101,000 items from nondeploying 
units to formations going overseas. This process in-
cluded generators, armored Humvees, night-vision 
devices, and other mission-critical items.38 Unfortu-
nately, much of what these units took to Iraq and Af-
ghanistan remained behind when they returned home. 
According to a GAO study, 64,000 pieces of equipment 
stayed in combat zones for follow-on forces. The Na-
tional Guard could not account for half of it. Military 
police reservists alone left over 600 Humvees and other 
armored vehicles before returning to their home sta-
tions.39 The practice significantly disrupted recovery 
efforts when units returned to the United States after 
completing their deployments.

Changes to military manpower policies also had 
significant consequences. The common practice of 
“cross leveling,” or shifting tens of thousands of per-
sonnel out of their parent units to fill deploying for-
mations, also had a long-term and profoundly nega-
tive impact on the reserves. In a move that hearkened 
back to Defense Department practice during the Viet-
nam War, key leaders or individuals with critical mili-
tary occupational specialties found themselves reas-
signed to units bound for combat. Between 2001 and 
2004 alone, over 74,000 personnel were affected by 
this policy.40

As the war ground on, overall readiness eroded 
across the board. In 2007, a congressionally chartered 
independent Commission on the National Guard and 
Reserves examined the issue and unearthed serious defi-
ciencies. Some conclusions were basic. The commission 
reported that cross leveling, while sufficient to meet im-
mediate needs, had “degraded unit cohesion” within the 
Guard. Moreover, the commission observed that “while 
the operational tempo of all the reserve components has 

Pentagon has attempted to apply many of the hard les-
sons following the September 11 attacks, particularly 
with respect to reserve components. In testimony be-
fore the Senate in 2018, Army Reserve commander 
Lieutenant General Charles D. Luckey noted that the 
goal was to have 30 percent of his component main-
taining a high level of readiness to shorten the amount 
of time necessary for deployment.31 In fact, Luckey’s 
testimony was simply punctuating a process that has 
been ongoing for almost a generation. Significant in-
creases in operational tempo have created a trickle-
down effect throughout the force structure. Each of 
the separate branches has argued for new funding to 
cover pay, equipment modernization, training, and a 
host of new expenses necessary for sustained overseas 
contingency operations. According to research done by 
John Nagl, outlays for reserve component personnel 
increased by 50  percent between 2001 and 2010. 
Spending for maintenance (33 percent) and procure-
ment (157 percent) also rose substantially.32

Unfortunately, this generosity in funding levels was 
a short-lived phenomenon. National politics and a rap-
idly escalating national debt eventually intruded upon 
the brief period of reserve component recovery and 
modernization. Between the 2008 Iraq drawdown and 
the emergence of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS) in 2014, Congress embarked upon a significant 
period of military budget cuts aimed at reducing an an-
nual federal deficit that exceeded $1.1 trillion in 
2012.33 That year, according to the Budget Control 
Act, Congress agreed to a debt ceiling deal that resulted 
in substantial reductions in military spending. “Seques-
tration,” as it came to be known, reduced discretion-
ary outlays for aircraft, vehicles, ships, and a host of 
other items. Overall, it projected a 10 percent cut in 
defense spending by 2014.34

The ebb and flow of defense spending priorities is 
not the only reason readiness standards fluctuated 
wildly throughout the GWOT. The mass deployments 
following September 11 produced a systemic shock to 
the reserves. Many units were unprepared for long-
term operations outside the United States, while oth-
ers were tasked with missions outside their conven-
tional training. Circumstances sometimes dictated 
tactical choices. In 2004 and 2005, for example, most 
Army National Guard brigade combat teams in Iraq 
and Afghanistan were engaged in counterinsurgency 
missions regardless of their training, specialization, or 
readiness.35 It was not uncommon for field artillery 
units to leave their guns and conduct patrols as infan-
try. Where units were not trained in their new missions, 
they simply adapted and improvised in place.

Equipment and personnel shortages plagued the re-
serves components. Prior to September 11, many units 
commonly lacked either the quantity or quality of 
items available to regular forces. This was especially 
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structure problems. Real expenditures fell far short of 
basic necessities. In fiscal year 2015, the National 
Guard received $155 million for construction projects. 
Subsequent years were equally parsimonious: $167 
million in FY 2019 and $174 million in FY 2020.49

When counting the costs of the GWOT to reserve 
components, it is important to consider the human 
element. As noted above, the reserve components 
brought specific talents necessary to conduct effective 
stabilization operations. However, individuals with 
specialties in military police, civil affairs, and other re-
lated fields were in high demand, participated in mul-
tiple deployments, and suffered disproportionately 
higher rates of attrition.

Some of these problems were easier to identify than 
others. One is a surprising unemployment rate experi-
enced by reservists. Federal law dedicated to ensuring 
employment security, the Uniformed Services Employ-
ment and Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA) of 
1994, is a modern update of the original G. I. Bill and 
predated the surge in overseas contingency opera-
tions.50 Its basic provisions seemed relatively straight-
forward. Deploying service members could expect to 
have their original jobs back once they returned home. 
Being able to count upon civilian careers left behind 
was an obvious boon to part-time reservists. This spe-
cific protection reinforced the basic contract between 
the government and its citizen-soldiers.

As overseas contingency operations surged, the im-
plementation of USERRA was more problematic. In 
2011, the National Guard Bureau estimated that 
20 percent of returning reservists were unemployed, 
twice the rate for all veterans after 2001.51 As it 
evolved, the GWOT proved especially disruptive to 
workers and employers alike. One difficulty was scale. 
Between 2001 and 2014, 815,000 reservists were 
called up, separating them for months if not years from 
their civilian jobs.52 Multiple deployments, particularly 
in the early years of the war, were onerous for both indi-
viduals and their parent companies.

The economic impact of reserve duty varied accord-
ing the location and the individual. Ten states—Cali-
fornia, Texas, Pennsylvania, Florida, New York, Ohio, 
Georgia, Virginia, Illinois, and Alabama—bore the 
brunt of military mobilization, as did their respective 
workforces.53 The economic disruptions created by 
military service almost certainly contributed to unem-
ployment insecurity during the Great Recession of 
2007–2009.

Individuals coming home experienced additional 
difficulties. Besides the loss of work, many returning 
reservists also discovered that they had fallen behind 
with respect to job training or found their experience 
obsolescent after multiple deployments.54 Some spe-
cific sectors were affected more than others. A 2014 
study, for example, noted that male reservists were 

increased substantially, resourcing has not kept pace.”41 
Other systemic trends were more disturbing. The com-
mission noted a steady decrease in prior active duty per-
sonnel in the reserves as well as recruitment and reten-
tion difficulties that were “highly problematic.”42 
Although the report found that increased budgets could 
alleviate attrition to people and equipment in principle, 
the commission added the important caveat: “DOD his-
toric budget data show that Army plans for projected 
funding increases for the Army National Guard are not 
reliably carried through.”43

The Army National Guard experience was not 
unique within the US military. The other services have 
struggled with the impact of multiple, long-term de-
ployments on personnel and equipment. This is true 
of Army and Marine Corps ground forces as well as 
the surface and subsurface fleets employed by the US 
Navy.44

Other branches attempted to address readiness dif-
ficulties by improvising. The Air Force approached the 
problem through institutional reorganization. In Wy-
oming, Nebraska, Virginia, and Georgia the Air Force 
created the hybrid “Reserve / Active-Associate Wing 
Model,” designed to pool aircraft and personnel to 
meet new missions and responsibilities.45 The 
170th Group from the Nebraska Air National Guard 
currently serves as part of the Air Force’s 55th Wing, 
the largest in Air Combat Command. The unit oper-
ates seven different types of planes, from the E-4B 
command-and-control platform to variations of the 
 RC-135 reconnaissance aircraft. It benefits from the 
combination of first-line equipment and active duty 
and reserve talent. However, its improved utility has 
correspondingly resulted in increased operational 
tempo and deployments. One study commented on the 
“extraordinary turnover” caused by repeated overseas 
deployments.46

The GWOT has had a significantly negative impact 
on the reserve components’ aging physical infrastruc-
ture. Across the country, it is easy to find armories in 
use that date back to the nineteenth century. Although 
a surge in construction during the Cold War produced 
modernized facilities, some of these are now more than 
sixty years old and badly in need of routine mainte-
nance and essential updates.47 They suffer from faulty 
heating and air conditioning, a lack of storage space, 
bad plumbing, outdated electrical power systems, and 
poor internet access. Moreover, almost fifty years af-
ter women began joining the “total force” military in 
significant numbers, many armories still rely on impro-
vised female bathrooms.48

Federal appropriations have not come close to 
meeting actual need. According to the 2014 Army Na-
tional Guard Readiness Center Transformation Plan, 
the Defense Department needed to spend $1.4 billion 
a year over twenty years to remedy fundamental infra-
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cent.62 Although divorce rates leveled off in the mid-
2000s, the problem persists in specific branches. Ac-
cording to a 2015 Defense Department study, the 
divorce rate in the Army Reserve remained high at 
4.9 percent while in the Air National Guard and Air 
Force Reserve, it was just slightly above pre-Septem-
ber 11th percentages at 2.2 percent.63

The economics of reserve component service has 
also placed considerable strain on families. The dispar-
ity between civilian and military pay and benefits 
shocked more than a few spouses tasked with making 
ends meet during deployments. Regular expenses—
mortgages, utilities, and groceries—became increas-
ingly harder to meet. New costs, such as phone cards, 
which became instrumental in communicating with 
deployed servicemembers, placed unexpectedly sub-
stantial burdens on monthly budgets.64

For the uninitiated, both the military bureaucracy 
and its benefits system, which covers a spectrum from 
medical insurance to military public schooling, could 
be both perplexing and incredibly frustrating. Many 
spouses struggled to navigate the new doctors, facilities, 
and protocols that came with the military health-care 
system. Moreover, returning servicemembers were met 
with unwelcome surprises as they transitioned from 
military back to civilian benefits packages provided by 
their employers. Many reservists who successfully com-
pleted their deployments and returned to their old 
jobs discovered that they had to reapply for their civil-
ian health insurance plans. When they did so, a number 
of companies took the opportunity to raise rates or 
deny them coverage based on preexisting conditions.65

Other social changes impacted reserve families. Un-
like the active duty component, reservists do not enjoy 
the informal safety net within the military community 
that offers experienced advice or basic information to 
help navigate home life during deployments. This situ-
ation often left the parent who remained in the United 
States to struggle with the daily responsibilities of 
two people—doctor’s visits, shopping, commuting to 
practices, to name a few—without a support struc-
ture.66 Inevitably, increasing burdens and subsequent 
stress traveled down to the children of reservists. 
 According to recent research, these strains affected 
educational progress and also resulted in increasing 
behavioral problems.67

Their deployed parents suffered as well. According 
to a 2010 study of approximately 10,000 reserve com-
ponent members published in the Journal of Trau
matic Stress, returning reservists and National Guards-
men experienced higher rates of post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) and depression than active duty per-
sonnel.68 This was especially true among the senior en-
listed: “NCOs [non-commissioned officers], similar to 
officers, generally have a substantial responsibility for 
the well-being of junior enlisted service members, yet 

overrepresented among first responders, specifically 
police, fire, and emergency medical services. As a result, 
hundreds of police and fire departments across the 
country were saddled with extra workloads that could 
only be partially covered with overtime pay and tem-
porary hires. Consequently, mobilization affected both 
the reservists, who lost valuable training, experience, 
and seniority, and their local communities, which had 
to adapt to lengthening emergency response times.55

Reserve component mobilization proved expensive 
for businesses as well. Companies complying with 
USERRA had to absorb the increased costs of over-
time, temporary replacements, and ongoing pension 
benefits in some cases. A number of companies simply 
cut their losses through a variety of machinations de-
signed to avoid federal law. In the first two years of the 
war, 5,690 veterans lost their jobs after returning home 
or were fired before deploying.56

Federal authorities offered what were at best incom-
plete or inadequate solutions to these issues. Although 
the USERRA protected service members against dis-
crimination, it was limited in scope and applicability. 
Passed in an era before the September 11 attacks, the 
law protected employment for activated reservists for 
up to five years. Lawmakers never anticipated multiple 
or multiyear deployments that went beyond this limit. 
Other provisions of the USERRA simply shifted costs 
from businesses to the reservist. For example, while the 
law mandated that deployed individuals could keep 
their employer health insurance and pension plans, it 
made them responsible for payments, a difficult pros-
pect for reservists on a military pay scale.57

Most returning reservists did not contest the loss of 
jobs or increased personal expenses. According to one 
estimate, as many as two-thirds of veterans did not 
bother to follow official channels for redress.58 How-
ever, many did file complaints with the Department of 
Labor. In 2004, approximately 1,500 did so. Seven years 
later, the number of complaints was almost identical.59 
Individuals could file complaints with the Veterans’ Em-
ployment and Training Service in the Department of La-
bor. Additionally, federal employees serving in the re-
serves could use the same process or present themselves 
before the Merits System Protection Board, which han-
dles appeals from federal civil servants.60 To circumvent 
federal intervention, many businesses simply required 
new hires to sign pre-employment agreements to take 
any disputes to binding arbitration.61 This tactic has 
withstood subsequent challenges in federal courts.

National Guard and reserve families suffered other 
meaningful costs as a result of overseas contingency 
operations. A RAND study noted that divorce rates in 
the National Guard rose sharply after 9/11, jumping 
1 percent from 2001 to 2003. The problem was more 
pronounced in the reserves, where divorces more than 
doubled from just fewer than 2 percent to 5.5 per-
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ment incentives. The Army National Guard paid out $27 
million for bonuses in 2004. Two years later, the amount 
increased an order of magnitude to $308 million.76

Other structural changes also helped to offset the ac-
tual need for recruits. After peaking in 2011, active duty 
military headcount has since declined from approxi-
mately 1.5 million to 1.3 million in 2018.77 Army 
(476,000), Navy (327,000), Marine Corps (185,000), 
and Air Force (325,000) staffing now stands at a his-
toric low.78 With the exception of the Marine Corps, all 
the active services branches are smaller than they were 
before the start of the Korean War.79

Military retention offers a separate set of challenges 
that varies according to each military branch. Matched 
against the specific annuals goals set by the military, ac-
tive duty forces have posted high retention rates in re-
cent years. In FY 2014, for example, the lowest reenlist-
ment rate for first term enlisted service members was 
94.6 percent in the Navy, which retained 7,799 of the 
8,248 goal for that year. The Marine Corps (96 percent), 
Army (114.4  percent) and Air Force (128.4  percent) 
posted impressive numbers during the same period.80

Reserve component retention was a somewhat dif-
ferent story. The Air National Guard, the Air Force Re-
serve, and the Marine Corps Reserve all consistently 
stayed at or below their attrition ceilings between 2013 
and 2014. The Army National Guard missed its goal 
of 16.3 percent attrition in 2013, but achieved it the 
following year after raising the cap to 19.1 percent. 
The Army Reserve exceeded its attrition level in both 
years.81

The service branches have attempted to address this 
trend with a number of measures. The reserve compo-
nents introduced hundreds of new recruiters and in-
creased funding for enlistment and reenlistment bo-
nuses. At the same time, the Army National Guard and 
Army Reserves cut their 2018–2024 annual recruiting 
goals by half, from 4,000 soldiers to 2,000.82

In many respects, the Guard and reserves are learn-
ing to make do with less. This applies to recruiting. It 
also pertains to future training and readiness. There 
was a point in the years immediately after the Septem-
ber 11 attacks that the Defense Department attempted 
to align reserve component training with the active 
duty military. Since the 2008 Status of Forces Agree-
ment with Iraq and the general drawdown of forces in 
Afghanistan, that effort has atrophied. The contempo-
rary Guard and reserve have largely reverted back to 
the twentieth-century standard of localized training 
conducted by individual units. For example, although 
the Army National Guard is organized into brigade 
combat teams like their active duty counterparts, they 
almost never train as a collective whole. Today, access to 
advanced training is rare, especially as contingency op-
erations wind down. Tennessee’s 278th  Armored Bri-
gade Combat Team, for example, visited the National 

often lack the influence over policy and resources avail-
able to officers.”69 While this circumstance is not un-
usual for NCOs in any part of the military, the factor 
that stood out in the 2016 study was the influence of 
civilian life on PTSD rates. Incidence rates for PTSD 
among reservists and the National Guard were much 
higher—more than double—among individuals report-
ing civilian trauma prior to enlistment.70 These expe-
riences were likely higher among reservists drawn from 
police, fire, and emergency medical services, some of 
the most deployed parts of the reserves. Overall, it ap-
pears that rather than provide a cushion against the 
costs of war, civilian experience may be a feature of re-
serve service that may actually worsen the pathologies 
affecting veterans.

The Dilemma of Future Sustainability

Although military operations began winding down in 
the second decade of the new century, they continue 
to significantly impact the reserves and National 
Guard. Without question, the United States’ “Forever 
War” has changed the public’s perception of military 
service, particularly among potential recruits. A 
June 2006 youth poll indicated that only 14 percent 
of young men expressed an interest in joining the mili-
tary, down 33 percent from the previous year. Surveys 
also recorded a significant decline—from 70 percent in 
2001 to 40 percent in 2002—in parents likely to rec-
ommend military service to their children.71

Maintaining current recruit quality has subsequently 
become somewhat difficult. A 2015 Congressional Re-
search Service study noted that the individual military 
branches generally were able to sustain two metrics of 
recruit quality: 90 percent possessing a high school di-
ploma and 60  percent scoring above average on the 
Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT).72 However, in 
2013 and 2014, the components that consistently strug-
gled the most to achieve these baselines were the Army 
National Guard and Army Reserves, the two compo-
nents most heavily deployed after September 11.73 Dur-
ing the same time period, active duty forces have main-
tained a higher retention rate than the Guard and 
reserve, something that has hurt the reserve components, 
which draw approximately 10 percent of their personnel 
from former regulars.74

Explanations for the decline vary. Diminishing inter-
est in military service may be correlated to a relatively 
strong economy and labor market. Once the disloca-
tions of the Great Recession passed, unemployment 
dropped to record lows.75 Until the COVID-19  pandemic 
and severe economic disruptions that followed it, the 
military had to compete with a comparatively more at-
tractive civilian sector.

To alleviate the recruiting problem, the Defense De-
partment significantly increased spending on reenlist-
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used during operations against protests in Lafayette 
Park and noted further that “from my observation, 
those demonstrators—our fellow American citizens—
were engaged in the peaceful expression of their First 
Amendment rights. Yet they were subjected to an un-
provoked escalation and excessive use of force.” As the 
late Representative John Lewis said, “When you see 
something that is not right, not just, not fair, you have a 
moral obligation to say something, to do something.”90

Conclusions

The modern history of US reserve components is char-
acterized by cycles of stagnation, progress, and pre-
dictable regression. In the wake of the Vietnam War, 
the Defense Department created the “total force” more 
as a concept than a practical option for US national 
security. In principle, it made sense. The reserve and 
National Guard occupied an important place as a stra-
tegic reserve for a hypothetical European war against 
the Soviet Union. Planning followed the logic that the 
next major conflict would allow for the gradual and 
sequential mobilization of reserve components from 
the continental United States to the battlefield. Accord-
ing to the theory of operations, both combat and com-
bat support units would enter into a force structure as 
fully integrated components of the whole.

In practice, these principles were difficult to imple-
ment. The GWOT proved to be a formidable stress test 
of the “total force” concept. Overseas contingency op-
erations exercised their own war of attrition on equip-
ment, personnel, and the military community as a 
whole. In the long term, these strains continue to be 
illustrated not only in the wear and tear on aging ar-
mories, but more importantly on retention rates, par-
ticularly in the Army National Guard.

Faced with ongoing challenges, the reserve compo-
nents have done what the American military has al-
ways done during difficult times: they adapt. Whether 
in the form of “hillbilly armor” or hybrid formations 
in the Air National Guard, reservists have used their 
initiative to accomplish tactical missions and maintain 
long-term operational effectiveness. These efforts have 
been accompanied by institutional reforms to training, 
procurement, and unit deployment cycles. By 2011, the 
mid-point in US overseas contingency operations, it ap-
peared as if the reserve components had reached a 
positive tipping point.

However, these adaptations were dependent on 
consistent support and funding from civilian leader-
ship. By the second Barack Obama administration, 
the US government rediscovered parsimony, which in 
turn forced the defense establishment into a period of 
retrenchment, which adversely affected hard-won 
progress. In the ripple effect of hard calculations that 
followed, the reserve components lost much of the in-

Training Center (NTC) in 2004 and did not return 
again for fourteen years. Ten years after the Iraq Status 
of Forces Agreement, a 2018 Army Times story noted 
that the Pentagon had dispatched National Guard bri-
gades to both the National Training Center and the 
Joint Readiness Training Center for the first time.83

The lack of training opportunities on par with ac-
tive duty forces has had a profound impact, particu-
larly for high-demand military specialties. While indi-
vidual reservists are expected to have the same training 
as active duty units, this is rarely the case. Army civil 
affairs soldiers, 82 percent of whom were reservists in 
2017, should have the benefit of language classes, air-
borne qualifications, and other related training that 
normally takes years to complete. However, for these 
particular reservists, this training is compacted into 
eleven weeks at the JFK Special Warfare Center and 
does not include language training or airborne school.84

The COVID-19 Inflection Point

The 2020 pandemic renewed focus on the domestic 
missions of the National Guard and reserves. As the 
number of Americans affected by the disease rapidly 
escalated in March and April, state governors called up 
National Guard units to bolster health services that 
were beginning to break under the surge of new pa-
tients. To supplement civilian medical facilities, they 
constructed field hospitals in California, Connecticut, 
New York, and Kentucky, among many other loca-
tions.85 The Iowa and Nebraska Guard transported 
critical supplies to hospitals, distributed food to peo-
ple in need, and expedited shipment of test kits to 
labs.86 Units in Michigan, Nevada, and New Hamp-
shire helped officials conduct COVID-19 testing. In 
Wisconsin, the National Guard assisted the local gov-
ernment in maintaining polling stations during their 
August primary voting.87

Pandemic service has come at a cost for the Na-
tional Guard and reserves. Despite establishing proto-
cols to mitigate risk, once units began to assemble, 
many personnel tested positive for COVID-19 and had 
to enter quarantine or, in the worst case, be hospital-
ized for treatment.88 Units deployed in response to wi-
descale protests and civil unrest suffered the same 
outcome. Members of the Washington, DC, Army Na-
tional Guard reported positive tests among its mem-
bership in June 2020.89

Moreover, as reserve components attempt to accom-
plish a variety of missions during the pandemic, they 
have not escaped the politically charged atmosphere 
present throughout the United States. In a July 2020 tes-
timony before the House Committee on Natural Re-
sources, Army National Guard Major Adam DeMarco, 
who had served earlier on a combat deployment to Iraq, 
contradicted official statements that tear gas was not 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   286 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Michael D. Gambone  287

8. US Army Reserve, America’s Army Reserve at a Glance 
(2017), 9. https://www.usar.army.mil/AtAGlance/.

9. Nagle and Sharp, “Operational for What?” 24.
10. David H. Petraeus, “Multinational Force-Iraq Com-

mander’s Counterinsurgency Guidance,” Military Review 88 
(September–October 2008): 2.

11. Allan R. Millett and Peter Maslowski, For the Com
mon Defense: A Military History of the United States of 
America (New York: Free Press, 1994), 91.

12. Molly Clever and David R. Segal, “After Conscription: 
The United States and the All-Volunteer Force,” Security and 
Peace 30 (January 2012): 9–10. Clever and Segal note that the 
Civil War (3 percent) and World War I (3 percent approached 
this threshold, while Korea involved slightly more than 2 per-
cent of the population and Vietnam less than 2 percent).

13. Alan R. Millett and Peter Maslowski, For the Com
mon Defense: A Military History of the United States of 
America (New York: Free Press, 1994), 330. See also Walter 
Millis, Arms and Men: A Study in American Military History 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1984), 179–80.

14. In 1939, there were 334,473 active duty US military 
personnel. See Department of Defense, Directorate of Infor-
mation Operations and Support, Selected Manpower Statis
tics: Fiscal Year 1997 (Washington, DC: Government Printing 
Office, 1998), 51.

15. During Korea, the Defense Department activated 
857,877 reservists in total. See Lawrence Kapp and Barbara 
Salazar Torreon, Reserve Component Personnel Issues: Ques
tions and Answers, RL30802 (Washington, DC: Congressional 
Research Service, October 2018), 7.

16. Lawrence J. Korb, “Fixing the Mix: How to Update the 
Army’s Reserves,” Foreign Affairs 83 (March–April 2004): 2–7.

17. GlobalSecurity.org, “Reserve Component,” https://www 
.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/call/call_92-2_hiso 
.htm (accessed September 12, 2019).

18. Clever and Segal, “After Conscription,” 12. See also 
John L. Romjue, American Army Doctrine for the Post–Cold 
War (Washington, DC: Center of Military History, 1997).

19. Congressional Budget Office, “Statement of J. Michael 
Gilmore, Assistant Director of National Security: Issues that Af-
fect the Readiness of the Army National Guard and Reserve,” 
(Washington, DC: CBO, May 16, 2007), 1.

20. Dailey, “Air National Guard Structure for the Twenty-
First Century,” 2.

21. Michael  D. Gambone, Small Wars: LowIntensity 
Threats and the American Response since Vietnam (Knoxville: 
University of Tennessee Press, 2013), 240–61.

22. Korb, “Fixing the Mix,” 4.
23. Jennie W. Wenger, Caolionn O’Connell, and Linda Cot-

trell, Examination of Recent Deployment Experience across the 
Services and Components (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corpora-
tion, 2018), 3.

24. Sharon Otterman, “Iraq: Troop Reinforcements,” Coun-
cil on Foreign Relations, February 2, 2005, https://www.cfr.org 
/backgrounder/iraq-troop-reinforcements.

25. Wenger, O’Connell, and Cottrell, Examination of Re
cent Deployment Experience, 3.

26. Korb, “Fixing the Mix,” 5.
27. Department of Defense, Office of the Secretary of De-

fense, Defense Science Board, Final Report of the Defense Science 
Board Task Force on Deployment of Members of the National 

stitutional traction they had gained in the years follow-
ing September 11.

Despite these reversals, the National Guard and re-
serves are better off compared to pre-2001 standards in 
terms of training and overall experience. A 2007 De-
fense Department task force was prescient when it ob-
served: “If the Department believes that the Global 
War on Terror is a generations-long conflict, the Army 
should examine the balance of its ‘total force’ structure 
if it wishes to move toward meeting the policy objec-
tives of the Secretary.”91 The same could be said of all 
the service branches as they assess future reforms to the 
“total force.”

Old habits and institutional inertia are difficult, but 
not impossible obstacles to overcome. Defense spend-
ing is again on the increase as the United States con-
templates new twenty-first-century missions. As the 
United States emerges “from a period of strategic at-
rophy,” as one 2018 Defense Department publication 
put it, policy-makers will once again consider the role 
of the reserve components.92 Moreover, as it retools 
doctrine for the part-time military, the Pentagon would 
be well advised to consider the long-term impact of de-
ployments on individual health and civilian employ-
ment as well as the attrition suffered by military fami-
lies. In this way, it can promote American national 
security while it also preserves a crucial link to the 
country as a whole. The COVID-19 pandemic contin-
ues to emphasize the latter mission in particular.
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voting machines and information databases are acutely 
at risk—cyber-hacking competitions are literally turn-
ing them into video games—and thereby putting the 
entire American democratic system into peril. The 
space domain highlights a different but equally danger-
ous set of vulnerabilities for American defense.

In many ways, space operations are the backbone 
of US military strength, but the susceptibility of those 
assets to both cyber and physical intercepts are well 
known. The solution was to launch a US Space Force 
with an aim to “dominate.” The success of this deci-
sion will be measured not just by whether this was a 
smart administrative move—a bureaucratic end-run-
around the US Air Force, which were perceived by 
some as not being able (or perhaps willing) to achieve 
the undefined task of dominating space. Rather, suc-
cess will be more of a function of whether the United 
States can now meet the challenge it has created for 
itself.

That is, by declaring its intent to dominate, the 
United States has admitted either its unwillingness or 
inability to lead the international community in the 
global common and thereby inadvertently legitimized 
any future adversaries’ attempts to exploit US vulner-
abilities in space. By intent or otherwise, the United 
States has declared that space will no longer be a do-
main that will only support land, air, and sea opera-
tions; space will be a battlefield subject to those oper-
ations as well. This is a self-inflected wound, and only 
over time will we know its lethality.

Finally, game-changing technologies—from artifi-
cial intelligence to hypersonic weapons—present 
themselves as silver bullets that could either slay the 
US hegemon or ensure its ascendency for the decades 
to come. This realm of near possibilities is equally tan-
talizing and frustrating. Quantum computing is a per-
fect case in point. If quibits become reality, then proj-
ects that might have taken traditional supercomputers 
a year to complete would be solved in minutes, and 
mainstay tools, such as encryption, might immediately 
become obsolete. On the other hand, quantum com-
puting might be remembered as fondly as the “success-
ful” achievement of cold fusion.

In some ways, these challenges are not new. Sepa-
rating the signal from the ground noise has always 
been the task of the policy-maker. Stakes are high now, 
but they are not higher than those raised by nuclear 
annihilation during the Cold War. Moreover, it would 

Part III examines how purpose and process translates 
into American defense policy. Organized into three 
chapters, part III investigates how the new battlefield, 
shifting force structure, and emerging disruptive tech-
nologies are impacting American policies. This intro-
duction begins by examining the overarching themes 
running throughout the chapters and then turns to the 
thesis of each essay.

Taken as a whole, part III suggests that American 
defense policy is undergoing tremendous turbulence; 
the first quarter of the twenty-first century is provid-
ing a stress test that America is finding difficult to pass. 
The threats fall into three overlapping categories. First, 
the threat from terrorism persists. In some ways 
though, the threat of a terrorist attack on the United 
States has started to feel almost mundane—terrorism 
is an evil that can be held at bay with surgical strikes 
or nighttime raids—and this will continue to be an ac-
cepted view until the next cataclysmic attack. Second, 
history has returned. Great-power competition is in 
fashion again as China has risen to a peer competitor 
status and Russia continues to move against Western 
interests in Ukraine and the Middle East. Third, we are 
reminded of nature’s principle role in defining what it 
means to be secure. At the time of this writing, the 
United States was undergoing a pandemic that has 
killed over 500,000 of its citizens and threatens to dev-
astate its economy. The world’s focus is rightly on 
COVID-19, but other potentially more devastating 
Black Swans or Grey Rhinos (see Epilogue) loom over 
the horizon as climate change goes largely unabated.

The United States is trying to adapt, but as it ex-
tracts itself from the quicksand of Afghanistan, it is still 
struggling with how to define what victory would have 
looked like, or perhaps what a reasonable standard 
should be in a next counterinsurgency. All the while, 
the United States relies increasingly on special opera-
tions forces (SOF) throughout the globe to tamp down 
on threats of every size and shape.

These events are also occurring in a world where 
the cyber and space domains raise unprecedented chal-
lenges to homeland security. The 2016 presidential 
election demonstrated the United States’ vulnerability 
to foreign interference via rudimentary cyber tools, and 
it served as a proof of concept for those looking to un-
dermine the American public’s confidence in its insti-
tutions. As Thomas Rid and Ben Buchanan argue in 
chapter 8, the United States’ technical infrastructure of 
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timely or important challenge, with a plan already in 
place for longer-term stabilization of the destabilized 
area.”

Thomas Rid and Ben Buchanan examine perhaps 
the greatest threat that the cyber domain poses to US 
national security: the subversion of American democ-
racy. “The stakes could not be higher: liberal democ-
racy has become a juicy target of ever more sophisti-
cated Computer Network Attacks (CNAs)—and CNAs 
have become a preferred semi-covert action tool of the 
early 21st century.” Moreover, America’s cybersecurity 
is not up to the task. There are plenty of soft targets, 
and cybersecurity “disappoints in practice, policy, and 
scholarship.” This is a “reckoning,” and unless dra-
matic changes are made to the US infrastructure and 
private-public information sharing is increased, Amer-
ican liberal democracy may perish.

The chapter ends with Lawrence Freedman asking 
what the lessons of history can tell us about the likeli-
hood of a surprise cyberattack. Freedman observes that 
although surprise attacks have been the “melodramas 
that drive much of the narrative of real and imagined 
events,” the reality is that they often have proven inef-
fective. Surprise attacks often fail (e.g., Iraq invasion 
of Kuwait) or they have not translated into decisive 
blows. Returning to the question of a massive cyber-
attack against the United States, the question is not 
whether this is possible or even probable. More impor-
tantly, what would follow?

Chapter  9 turns to the changes in the US force 
structure as it makes contact with a dynamic bat-
tlespace. Austin Long’s opening essay on SOF makes 
is clear that the nadir of the 1980s has been reversed 
and that SOF are now the ubiquitous tool favored by 
policy-makers who are often looking to avoid the po-
litical costs associated with conventional forces. SOF 
have become “generalized specialists” that link the 
strategic, operational, and tactical levels of warfare in 
a unique way that gives them a market advantage. As 
Long argues, however, SOF are hardly a panacea, and 
policy-makers and analysts have to recognize their lim-
itations in both direct and indirect actions. The dan-
ger is not simply the misuse of SOF, but the creation 
of a frustrated customer as policy-makers hold unre-
alistic expectations of what SOF can achieve.

Flying next to SOF, both literally and figuratively, 
are unmanned aerial systems (UAS). Like SOF, UAS are 
a politically expedient tool that affords US forces 
global reach without running the risk of incurring im-
mediate causalities. At the same time, there is proba-
bly no other tool in the American arsenal that is sub-
ject to greater potential misuse.

Michael Kreuzer reviews the increasingly large 
types of UAS and their varied uses on the battlefield. 
As Kreuzer notes, in air warfare, no issue encapsulates 
the debate over whether technology is fundamentally 

take the most anachronistic eye to see any point in 
modern US history as being easily guided or under 
control.

Rather, what this section’s collection of essays sug-
gest is that the United States is not well positioned to 
pass this stress test. Humility is needed if it is going to 
learn the lessons from Iraq and Afghanistan. Reassess-
ment of how, when, and why America uses its SOF and 
its remotely piloted aircraft is required. Strategic lead-
ership is needed if arms control and nuclear prolifera-
tion regimes are going to persist. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, adaptability and resiliency will become one of 
the country’s most important assets. As the essays in 
this section make clear, having access to a path-break-
ing technology is important, but it is hardly determi-
native of military success. Will the United States fol-
low the atrophied British Empire that relegated the 
aircraft carrier to little more than a naval scouting ship, 
or will it follow its own standard forged during World 
War II and make transformative changes?

Regarding the specific contributions to this volume, 
part III begins with an examination of the threats to 
homeland security. Everett Carl Dolman opens chap-
ter 8 with an exceptionally provocative argument that 
the United States and China are on a collision course 
for war—and may in fact already be at war over outer 
space. Drawing upon hegemonic stability theory (see 
chapter 4), Dolman argues that the US empire, and per-
haps its hegemonic status, are in jeopardy. The ascen-
dant China has challenged the United States in the “one 
incompatible, uncompromising realm . . .  outer space.” 
The solution is for the United States to seize “effective 
control of space and do so in a way that [is] perceived 
as tough, nonarbitrary, and efficient.” Akin to the Brit-
ish patrolling the high seas, America ought to domi-
nate the lower earth orbit and a new regime will 
emerge. The essay frames the logic (without the en-
dorsement) of a US space force and serves as an intel-
lectual foundation for proponents and critics to 
respond.

Moving from outer space to what was traditionally 
the United States’ principle strategic concern, nuclear 
weapons, James Smith examines the impact low-yield 
nuclear weapons (LYNWs) are making on the increas-
ingly daunting challenge of maintaining strategic sta-
bility. After tracing the American and Soviet effort to 
deter each other’s advance, Smith problematizes the 
destabilizing effect that LYNWs play in the modern 
hyper-complex—and in many critical areas poorly un-
derstood—international environment. One conse-
quence of the proliferation of LYNWs is that the tra-
ditional strategy of strategic stability might have to be 
set aside for a novel approach that is modeled on con-
tinuous change. Shifting to a “dynamic stability” ap-
proach would recognize that “it may become necessary 
to destabilize one area in order to stabilize a more 
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them into the international system, and not seek to 
burn it down. In turn, maintenance of the international 
liberal order is contingent on the United States not 
walking away from its obligations in nontraditional 
wars. Broadly stated, American success is therefore 
determined by how well it can foster this symbiotic 
relationship.

Concluding this edition, each of the essays in chap-
ter 10 speak to a radically different near future. Mi-
chael Horowitz’s essay examines artificial intelligence 
(AI), perhaps the ultimate enabling technology, and its 
impact on international competition and the balance 
of power. Advancing his adoption capacity theory, 
Horowitz predicts that the “relative financial and or-
ganizational requirements for adopting a military in-
novation influence the rate of diffusion of that inno-
vation and its impact on the balance of power.”

In the case of AI, it is still too early to tell what its 
full impact may be. Horowitz’s article, however, does 
suggest several principles that should guide American 
defense policy. First, AI represents a major strategic op-
portunity for many capital-rich countries that have 
“commercial incentives for AI developments and the 
dual-use character of AI applications.” AI may also 
fundamentally change the character of war by doing 
things such as increasing the speed in which countries 
fight and influencing the force structure they are able 
to employ on the battlefield. Third, and perhaps most 
important, if the United States is to effectively imple-
ment AI, it must overcome the constraints of an orga-
nizational cultural that resists paradigmatic change. 
Examples of the Air Force’s continued emphasis on 
manned pilots or the military’s failure to fund the X-
47B drone suggest that US military’s cultural barrier 
to incorporate organizationally disruptive technologies 
into its overall force structure may prove to be fatally 
prohibitive.

Mauro Gilli also examines the complexity of mod-
ern warfare and he takes up the issue of diffusion of 
military technology. Debunking the long-held assump-
tion of the “advantage of backwardness,” Gilli makes 
a detailed and compelling argument that modern 
military technology does not diffuse downward eas-
ily or inexpensively. That is, countries “cannot sim-
ply free ride on the research and development of the 
most advanced states.” Modern military technology, 
such as stealth, has become exponentially complicated 
and countries must first develop the industrial and sci-
entific capabilities before attempting to become “first-
tier weapons manufacturers.” China’s expensive and 
frustrating efforts to replicate the US  F-22A/Raptor 
jet fighter are hopeful signs that the United States’ 
military technical dominance may continue for the 
foreseeable future.

The disruptive effects of technological innovation 
are also felt in the nuclear and cyber realms. Keir Lieber 

changing the characteristic of war then UAS. From the 
US perspective, UAS that are matched with the nation’s 
global satellite infrastructure and precision munitions 
become a strategic resource that allows the United 
States to carry out five core missions (air and space 
superiority; intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance; rapid global mobility; global strike; and com-
mand and control). For non-state actors, commercial 
off-the-shelf technology “make quadcopters and home-
made medium-range UASs the IEDs of the sky or the 
insurgent’s cruise missile.” However, as the United 
States sought to stand up its Iraqi coalitional partner, 
US officials underestimated the organizational and cul-
tural challenges associated with the adoption of ad-
vanced technologies. There is the danger that the tech-
nological tool can undermine the strategic objectives.

John Nagl grounds the ongoing American quagmire 
in the Middle East and Afghanistan with lessons of-
fered by Clausewitz and Napoleon: the critical role 
the public plays in supporting or defeating an insur-
gency. That is, approaches to conventional warfight-
ing that seek to annihilate the enemy are poorly situ-
ated to defeat an insurgency. Rather, the focus ought 
to be on separating the revolutionaries from the peo-
ple and bolstering the legitimacy of the counterinsur-
gency. Minimum force should therefore be the guiding 
principle of any counterinsurgency; the people should 
feel that the government seeks to protect them—“not 
destroy them.”

What, then, are the lessons we should learn from 
the war in Afghanistan? Hew Strachan asks whether 
we are reliving the 1980s when the “US Army had 
opted not to learn its lessons, but to treat the experi-
ence as an aberration,” and the British took a similar 
stance toward their experiences in Northern Ireland. 
After nineteen plus years of painful experiences fight-
ing counterinsurgencies, there is a yearning to fight the 
next war within the realm of one’s own core compe-
tencies. For the Americans and British this translated 
into returning to preparation for war against a peer 
competitor. With the United States’ endless war com-
ing to a close, the temptation will be to discount the 
largely horrific experience. However, if the country is 
willing to learn from Afghanistan, it must recognize the 
importance that coalitional forces played in the war 
and that its coalitional partners’ experiences might of-
fer the most important lessons.

David Sacko concludes the chapter by asking what 
victory in modern irregular warfare (IW) looks like. 
Rejecting the likelihood that direct action will trans-
late into a short-term victory in IW, Sacko draws upon 
all the works of this chapter and suggests a very novel 
perspective. That is, victory will be possible only when 
a whole-of-US government approach engages in per-
sistent engagement; systematic efforts to shape indi-
vidual expectations with the ultimate aim to integrate 
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nications could create a dynamic whereby the attacker 
knows it has gained an advantage (which it cannot re-
veal without comprising its future cyber capabilities), 
“while the adversary will continue to believe it wields 
a deterrent that may no longer exist.” A fog of war dur-
ing the decision-making processes could emerge 
whereby the target may press for an advantage with-
out the capabilities it thinks it possess, or the target 
state might recognize its compromised position. In the 
latter scenario, the target may escalate out of fear of 
being further compromised. The presence of these “un-
known unknowns” could lead to a cyber-nuclear esca-
latory spiral.

Finally, John Allen and Bruce Jones argue that cli-
mate change might be the defining existential crisis of 
our time, and their short essay maps the security con-
sequences for the United States and the international 
community. On the one hand, several challenges stem 
from the immediate consequences of climate change, 
such as the likely proliferation of intrastate violence, 
migration and refugee crises, and rising sea levels. An 
equally daunting challenge is set at the feet of the great 
powers. If China and India continue to industrialize in 
the same manner that the West did, then the world will 
likely lock in a 4-degree rise in temperature, a disas-
trous scenario. Will Russia and Saudi Arabia transition 
their economies onto a footing that does not depend 
on the extraction of fossil fuels? For American defense 
policy, the challenge is clear: “If the United States fails 
to lead, it risks squandering its moral standing and its 
leadership at a critical time in the international order—
with serious, perhaps severe, costs.”

and Daryl Press argue that the technological revolu-
tion in conventional warfare potentially lay waste to 
two fundamental assumptions guiding US nuclear de-
terrence and usage: that nuclear arsenals reliably deter 
attacks via retaliation, and that nuclear weapons pro-
duce mass slaughter. That is, the precision and speed 
of conventional weapons, combined with the rela-
tively small size of a country’s nuclear arsenal, has 
dramatically increased an adversary’s ability to launch 
a conventional military strike or counterforce attack 
and destroy its opponent’s nuclear weapons. Moreover, 
as nuclear proliferation continues, the United States 
may increasingly find itself in a conflict with an adver-
sary that would be willing to engage in “coercive nu-
clear escalation” to avoid a conventional loss. Taken 
together, these two arguments suggest that advances in 
conventional military technology may undermine US 
efforts to maintain its nuclear deterrent and simulta-
neously lead its adversaries to nuclear escalation to 
avoid defeat.

Adding to the danger, nuclear weapons are increas-
ingly vulnerable to cyber attacks. Erik Gartzke and 
Jon Lindsay demonstrate that there is an unappreciated 
danger that the “warfighting advantages of cyber op-
erations become dangerous liabilities for nuclear deter-
rence.” It is not that cyber capabilities can be weapons 
of mass destruction—an overhyped possibility; rather, 
a “catalytic instability” arises when the cyber domain 
interacts with the nuclear. The nuclear deterrent relies 
on transparency and clear communication while cyber 
operations rely on deception. Therefore, a cyber attack 
on a country’s nuclear command, control, and commu-

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   295 5/24/21   11:49 PM



This page intentionally left blank 



Chapter 8

Homeland Defense: Threats from 
All Sides

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   297 5/24/21   11:49 PM



that it cannot be so. The realist paradigm of power 
politics does not have to hold sway. The cruelly con-
sistent narrative of history need not be eternally retold. 
Nothing is inevitable, counter the idealists. The world 
can be made different; the world today is different.

The power of possibility is tantalizing, but the 
brusque strength of probability, for a decision-maker, 
usually holds sway. The past foreshadows the future—
and the calculation of probability over time, combined 
with risk, is more persuasive than platitudes. If an 
event is likely, its influence is plain, and its outcome 
perceptible, then preparations must be made to miti-
gate its effects. If an event is unlikely, even if its impact 
is serious, actions to mitigate it are often deferred to 
the future—even though this form of political gam-
bling tends to magnify the deleterious effects of the 
event when it eventually comes to pass. If the state’s 
sovereignty is at risk, however—no matter how un-
likely the event—it must be dealt with directly. The 
well-understood—if not everywhere accepted—logic of 
raison d’état calculations is fully in accord with classi-
cal geopolitical dictums dating back at least as far in 
their theoretical lineages.

The resurrection of geopolitics as a valid body of 
military theory is in full swing. By applying the tenets 
and dicta of geopolitics to the current age with a focus 
on space activities, I hope to contribute to its revival. 
That classic geopolitical thought should require resur-
rection means that it has gone through a period of dis-
favor and decline, a history that will require further 
examination. For now it is enough to assert that geo-
politics collapsed of its own weight, from the misuse 
and abuse that followers subjected it to by taking its 
less-defensible precepts to their extreme ends. Just as 
neoliberalism, neorealism, and neo-Marxism seek to 
return to founding theories for their inspiration and 
avoid the perversions and misapplications of often 
well-meaning but logically off-track followers, so 
too does neo-geopolitics seek a reaffirmation of basic 
principles and an explanation for the misuse of them 
in history.

Geopolitics looks to geographic or Earth-centered 
physical and spatial characteristics for its explanatory 
power.3 The unit of analysis is the state. Its location, 
size, resources, and population are placed in the con-

The coming war with China will be fought for control 
of outer space. Although its effects will be widely felt, 
the conflict itself will not be visible to those looking 
up into the night sky. It will not be televised. Most will 
not even be aware it is occurring. It may already have 
begun.

And yet, this new kind of war will not be so differ-
ent that it will be unrecognizable. The principles of war 
and the logic of competition remain as they have al-
ways been. Only the context has changed. When we 
have this mind-set and apply the tenets of traditional 
realist and geopolitical theories that have survived mil-
lennia in their basic forms, the unavoidable conclu-
sion is that the United States and the People’s Repub-
lic of China (PRC) are on a collision course for war.

The following offers an interpretation of the neo-
classical geopolitical context that shapes the potential 
for conflict between the United States and China, 
places that discussion within a broader theory of strat-
egy, tactics, and war, and assesses the potential for a 
twenty-first-century Great Wall in low-Earth orbit.

Neoclassical Geopolitics

Almost 2,500 years ago, Thucydides foresaw the inevi-
tability of a disastrous Peloponnesian war due to “the 
rising power of Athens and the fear it caused in 
Sparta.”1 Indeed, whenever an extant international or-
der is challenged by a rising power, the reigning hege-
monic authority is obligated to respond. Such condi-
tions are relatively rare in history, but when they occur, 
the resulting war is not for minor spoils or border 
modifications, but for leadership of a new world order. 
It is a great war, a hegemonic war.2 This is the context 
in which the world now exists. The relatively stable 
global hegemony of the United States since 1945, punc-
tuated by limited wars and shifting balances of oppo-
sition, is directly challenged by the rising power of the 
PRC—and the fear it is generating in the United States 
is palpable. Such determinist theory is quickly coun-
tered by those who find its implications abhorrent. In-
evitability is a crass and unsubtle divination. Because 
a thing has always happened does not mean that it al-
ways will. Nor does the reverse necessarily hold. Be-
cause something has never happened does not mean 
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ers through history, a view that coincides with other 
prominent theories of recurring rivalries, such as the 
interplay of offensive or defensive technologies or ca-
pacities for maneuver or mass that tend to dominate 
the battlespace in a given era. Sea power, Mackinder 
argued, in ascendance with the development of reliable 
oceangoing shipping after 1500, was by the beginning 
of the twentieth century ceding maneuver dominance 
to mass-force land power as the technology of the rail-
road created relatively fast and inexpensive internal 
lines of supply and communication.8

As technology developed, the details of geostrate-
gic theory morphed toward actionable decisions, but 
the essential logic persisted. Similar arguments were 
made for air and missile power and are currently in 
vogue for space power. As we work through the rami-
fications of an astropolitik approach, several conclu-
sions are readily apparent:9

• Classical geopolitics provides the most enduring 
realist explanations for change in the interna-
tional system.

• Many classical geopolitical theories prove readily 
adaptable to the realm of outer space.

• These theories, tailored for sea, rail, air, and 
missile power, can be viewed as segments of an 
evolutionary process. Space power is their logical 
and apparent heir.

• The special terrain of outer space dictates tactics 
and strategies for efficient exploitation of space 
resources.

• Space is a national power base today—an 
optimum deployment of space assets is essential 
on the current terrestrial and future space-based 
battlefield.

US and PRC or US versus PRC?

At first glance, geopolitical forces may seem to be in 
dynamic balance. The United States is the overwhelm-
ing sea and air power, offensively oriented and favor-
ing maneuver and precision strike for advantage in 
war. The PRC is potentially the greatest land power 
the world has ever known, defensively established and 
reliant on masses of infantry as its core strength. Nei-
ther has a globally significant advantage vis-à-vis the 
other. There is no plausible near-term scenario in which 
the United States could invade and sustain an occupa-
tion of the Chinese mainland. Likewise, the United 
States is currently impervious to any invasion and oc-
cupation by Chinese forces. Neither state’s sovereignty 
appears in doubt because of actions by the other. At 
the level of grand strategy, neither maneuver nor mass, 
neither offense nor defense, has a transformational ad-
vantage. From this perspective, war, inevitable though 
it might be, is not imminent.

text of political ideology, sociocultural values, and 
technology to assess the dominant forms of war in a 
given time. The manipulation of this knowledge is 
called geostrategy—a state-dominant assessment of the 
geospatial bases of power in plans or strategies for con-
tinuing military, economic, diplomatic, and sociocul-
tural advantage.

Geopolitics as a unified body of theory was not ap-
parent until the later nineteenth century, but its inher-
ited lineage is clear in retrospect. To the extent that the 
strong do what they will and the weak suffer what they 
must, as Thucydides had the imperial Athenians tell the 
neutral Melians in his celebrated dialogue on state 
power and pride, realpolitik has always focused on ma-
nipulating the extant balance of power for its persua-
siveness.4 Although it is conceptually separate from 
geopolitics, in both meaningful theory and practice, the 
two schools of thought are logically inseparable.

Geopolitics describes the sources—the what—of 
state power; geostrategy explains the how. Neither pro-
vides the underlying rationale, the why. That requires 
a broader theoretical perspective. The one that domi-
nated the architects of geopolitical thought clusters un-
der the rubric of realism.

If state power, expressed in terms of capacity for 
violence, is the ultima ratio of international relations,5 
then geopolitical theory is extremely useful. Thucydides 
and Machiavelli perceived the self-interest of states co-
incident with that of humanity: a hierarchy of fear, 
interest, and honor.6 The state that does not protect it-
self will be overcome; that which does not grow will 
wither and die. Cardinal Richelieu summed it up in the 
phrase “raison d’état.”

In an environment of relative scarcity, the interests 
of states overlap, and conflict can be expected. Prudent 
leaders will recognize the geographically advantageous 
positions and capacities that enhance state power and 
will attempt to control those positions—or at a mini-
mum deny control of those positions to an opponent—
to ensure the continued health and growth of the state. 
A study of such capacities, incorporated into a plan for 
continuing advantage, is called geostrategy.

For example, Alfred Thayer Mahan argued that in 
the modern era, great power required the possession 
of a navy capable of projecting influence globally.7 It 
was time, he asserted near the end of the nineteenth 
century, for the United States to develop a maritime 
force equal to its economic clout, throw off its cloak 
of isolationism, and take its rightful place at the fore-
front of nation-states. Mahan was an American nation-
alist, to be sure, but his theories applied to any state in 
a similar position. Great power leads to great respon-
sibility, he reasoned, and America was abrogating its 
obligations by failing to lead.

The first truly global geostrategist, Halford Mack-
inder, described a cyclical clash of land and sea pow-
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bilities, position, and morale—just as it is in the West—
but it is also a result of numerous immutable and 
sometimes unknowable forces. Structure dominates 
agency. Rather than force a change through positive ac-
tions, the Eastern strategist bides time until the moment 
to strike is ripe. Indeed, the gardening analogy is a 
strong one in Chinese military writings. No matter how 
much effort one puts into growing a crop—learning 
how to garden, preparing the soil, tending the plants—
there is no benefit in harvesting too early or too late.

My interaction with Chinese strategists and gener-
als anecdotally confirms such biases. When someone 
suggests long-term planning is advantageous, these of-
ficials are liable to chuckle and say, “I do not know what 
will happen tomorrow, how can I know what will hap-
pen in years or decades?” The Eastern strategist studies, 
prepares, and waits. Through careful study and reflec-
tion, the strategist learns about the opponent’s forces 
and his or her own, as well as the terrain, technologies, 
and sociopolitical contexts that shift in time. Through 
preparation and training, military forces required by 
the strategist are available when needed. Awaiting the 
proper moment for action guarantees success.

Western hubris and Eastern inscrutability thus 
dominate security relations between those regions. 
When Douglas MacArthur famously stated that there 
is no substitute for victory, he was affirming an agent-
centered dictum.13 His meaning was clear. Those who 
prevail in war need make no excuses for the manner 
in which the battles were fought. History is written by 
the victor. Alternatively, when Sun Tsu claimed that the 
apex of skill is to win without fighting, he did not re-
fer to a passive or inactive strategy.14 He averred that 
following the study-prepare-and-wait model leads to 
a position where the outcome is obvious to all parties, 
and a capable opponent will choose to negotiate the 
best terms rather than fight to a foregone and disas-
trous conclusion.

Geopolitical analysis has the capacity to accept the 
logic of both East and West. Rather than choose one 
over the other, the geostrategist perceives them holisti-
cally and seeks a third way that links the two without 
diminishing the power of either.

Strategy and the Space Domain

Within military strategy are operational categories of 
violence or force that are separated by domain.15 This is 
more than an economizing or efficiency categorization 
of force. It is recognition that strategies for each realm 
are unique and have individual requirements for tactical 
proficiency. It is also the operational concept that links 
the logic of strategy with the grammar of tactics.

A military strategist understands the requirements 
of organizing, training, and equipping for war. This is 
the unique purpose of military power. As such, the top 

Less-venerable theories of conflict and cooperation 
are more favorable toward long-term peace.10 Econom-
ically, the United States and the PRC are tightly bound. 
Chinese markets are opening, and the productivity of 
PRC manufacturing has allowed the United States to 
move into a post-industrial economy. Trade is increas-
ing substantially, and China holds much of America’s 
foreign debt, to the point that neither state benefits fis-
cally by engaging in a conflict that will sever (or even 
just weaken) these ties. Culturally and historically, the 
Chinese and American people are inclined toward mu-
tual admiration and respect. Despite the political differ-
ences between Chinese communism and Western liberal 
democratic capitalism, both sides value human connec-
tions and government rapprochement. An appreciation 
of American technological innovation and Chinese 
work and spiritual ethics imbues the still-developing re-
lationship. Both sides seem willing to engage diplomati-
cally and sustain a world system in which each nation-
state has its place and its independence.

In every sphere but one, it seems, the two great 
powers are building toward peace. In every sphere of 
competition, with one exception, there is room for ne-
gotiation and mutually beneficial outcomes. That one 
incompatible, uncompromising realm is outer space.

Western Action versus Eastern Timing

The essential strategic view that confounds coopera-
tion in space is paradox. The Western mind sees trans-
parency and openness as the surest way to peace. When 
one state can effectively monitor another, fears of sur-
prise attack are mitigated, and the tendency to overes-
timate a potential opponent’s capacities and intentions 
is minimized. With transparency, the security dilemma 
is obviated, and cooperation is possible.11

But transparency as a confidence-building measure is 
a purely Western mode of thought. To an Eastern strate-
gist, letting an opponent know precisely one’s strengths 
and weaknesses merely invites attack. The key to stabil-
ity in this view is uncertainty—not knowing how strong 
or how weak an opponent is and never, under any cir-
cumstances, revealing one’s own strengths or weak-
nesses. The more sure the knowledge, the more crafty 
the countervailing plan, and the more likely its success.

The essential disconnect between West and East in 
the conduct of war is in the difference between action 
and timing.12 The Western strategist too often seeks to 
force change through positive steps. Analyses focus on 
the likely response to specific activities and assessments 
of whether more or less force is necessary to accom-
plish change. The future is constructed wholly through 
the effort and interplay of action.

To the Eastern strategist, proper war-making is a 
matter of timing. Balance of force is not a single calcula-
tion but a continuing one. Power is a function of capa-
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The military purpose of land power is to take and 
hold territory. This is understood as control and is the 
mission properly assigned to armies. The military pur-
pose of sea power is to control the sea. Navies do this. 
The military purpose of air power is to control the air. 
Fittingly, the military purpose of space power is to con-
trol space. Following the primary dictum of classical 
geopolitics, if one cannot achieve or sustain control, then 
it is vital that one’s potential adversary cannot achieve or 
sustain control. This is called contestation. Land forces 
should thus be organized, trained, and equipped to con-
trol and contest the ground, naval forces the seas, and air 
forces the sky; critically, if space is a separate war-fight-
ing domain, then space forces must be prepared and ca-
pable of controlling and contesting space.

Control provides the capacity to use the domain to 
create effects. In other words, what one does with land, 
sea, air, or space power is entirely dependent on the 
capacity to operate from or through the land, sea, air, 
or space. In the airpower case, the capacity to bomb, 
move supplies, or do observation with aircraft requires 
that one can get into the air and then to the target. As 
with land power, however, gaining control so that the 
domain can be used does not necessarily mean constant 
or pervasive application of military force throughout 
the domain. In an uncontested environment, access is 
based entirely on the capacity to get and use the re-
sources necessary to move from one point to another 
and the extent to which legal rules are followed to 
deconflict operating in congested areas (e.g., airport 
flight control regimes). However, the continuing pres-
ence of an uncontested domain has historically been 
due to the existence of a military or police capacity 
held in reserve to ensure rules are obeyed and that un-
authorized inhibiting of movement through the do-
main is punished. This is the current case for the global 
sea and air commons. The US Navy is the primary 
agent to ensure that the current 12-mile extension of 
national sovereignty into the oceans is not exceeded (as 
with its actions against Libya in the Gulf of Sidra), that 
vital narrows in sea lanes of commerce are not blocked 
(e.g., the Strait of Hormuz), and that non-state criminal 
activity is prevented or punished (such as the ongoing 
efforts against Somali pirates in the Indian Ocean). 
However, without the ability to apply force on and in 
the seas, to board and inspect suspicious or rules-defy-
ing vessels, to escort and defend innocent passage, and 
more, the US Navy cannot defend or deter on the seas 
without violating other states’ sovereignty or relying on 
non-naval assets for deterrence and punishment.

In space, no state has yet attempted to gain general 
control of a discernible location, and nations capable 
of operating in space have for the most part done so 
in accordance with legal or treaty obligations. This is 
the model that air followed in its initial development 
(and probably sea access, at some time in prehistory). 

military strategist prepares overall force structures and 
establishes a plan for their continuing health and pro-
ficiency. Dividing the domains of war into land, sea, 
and air is useful for assigning service authority (for the 
United States, to the Army, Navy, and Air Force, respec-
tively). Today space is widely recognized as a separate 
domain, and some state militaries have separate ser-
vices for it—Russian Rocket Forces, for example. To 
the extent that these domains are merely convenient 
delineations, strategy applies equally across all, even 
though tactical expertise may be quite diverse in dif-
ferent realms. As such, how forces are divided is merely 
a preference, subordinate to an overall theory of war. 
To have a separate strategy for each domain, the unique 
purposes of each must be discerned. To have a strat-
egy for space—that is, a theory of space war—the strat-
egist must distinguish the unique roles and missions 
of the space domain. If nothing is unique, then a dis-
tinction does not add value.

Moreover, the distinct realms or domains of land, 
sea, air, and space (and perhaps cyberspace) need to be 
more than physically and conceptually separable. They 
must be of complementary value—otherwise they 
should be subordinate to another domain—and nested 
within the proper role of military power. Typically, do-
mains are separable by physical characteristics or plat-
form operations. In the former case, ground territory is 
the domain of land power, oceans and waterways de-
fine sea power, and the aerodynamic properties of the 
skies or orbital characteristics of the heavens define air 
and space power. In the latter, if it walks or moves on 
the earth, it is land power and properly under the con-
trol of the Army; if it floats or operates in the water, it 
is the Navy’s responsibility; and if it flies through the 
air or space it is—for the United States—properly con-
trolled by the Air Force. This causes problematic over-
lap when assigning domain responsibility, however. 
Can the Navy use aircraft to patrol the oceans? Who 
should own and operate a submarine-launched ballistic 
missile which begins in the ocean but travels through 
the air and space and targets a city on the earth? Does 
the source or origination define the authority in the 
submarine case (sea power), or should the target be the 
discriminator (land power)? Taken to an extreme, all 
sea, air, and space operations begin on the land; should 
navies and air-space forces exclusively engage in sup-
port activities for the army? This, too, creates more 
problems than it solves. If I discriminate by target, am I 
conducting economic warfare when I destroy a factory, 
regardless of the means? If I bomb a school with an 
airplane, am I conducting educational warfare?16 That 
is absurd. Fortunately, the model for power discrimina-
tion has already been defined; as with military force as 
a means of state power, domain authority is best under-
stood as a function of purpose. When defined this way, 
the conundrums above disappear.
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necessity if the means to contest the air are not avail-
able, but it is an undesirable operational condition. For 
this reason, land forces generally have antiaircraft ar-
tillery and missiles. Land forces also properly construct 
coastal defenses to prevent seaborne attacks and inva-
sion. Since the purpose of these actions is to contest the 
littorals of the land domain, they are properly assigned 
to and integrated into army operations and doctrine. 
For their part, navies maintain land forces—marines 
and shore police—to contest beaches and protect ports. 
Navies also have significant antiaircraft capabilities on 
their ships and maintain fleets of aircraft to contest the 
antishipping efforts of opponents. Air forces must se-
cure bases as well and contest the antiair efforts of 
armies and navies. Space forces likewise should have 
the capacity to deny ground-, sea-, and air-based anti-
satellite weapons from space.

In some instances, a state may not need or desire 
domain control or contestation. A land-locked state 
will see no need to develop a naval force for sea con-
trol and likely will not acquire specialized sea-contes-
tation capability. Most states will attempt to acquire 
air-contestation capabilities, such as advanced surface-
to-air missiles, but many will not be able to afford air 
control assets. Their military strategies will develop 
with an understanding that effects delivered from or 
through the air, such as close air support or aerial re-
supply, are not likely to be available in a time of con-
flict or crisis.

If space is a military domain, then it should follow 
the same logic. A state that relies on military support 
from space—the effects it achieves from having assets 
in space—must plan to gain at least limited or tempo-
rary control of space in times of conflict. And, as is obvi-
ous from the description of analogous domains above, 
control is possible only from within the domain. If the 
state is unwilling to put weapons into space, then it can-
not hope to ensure effects from space when another 
state attempts to contest its position. Its logical recourse 
is to wean itself quickly from space support, enhance-
ment, and enablement, and move to a pre-space mili-
tary force structure. It must then stop wasting procure-
ment money, production, and personnel on military 
space. If the military might be forced to fight without 
assured space support, then it should train to do so. 
The most efficient military in a space-denied environ-
ment will be the one that does not require the use of 
space at all. Of course, if a military force is proficient in 
fighting without space, why should it spend scarce re-
sources to organize, train, and equip itself to fight any 
other way? It is the height of folly for a commander to 
rely on a capacity that may or may not be available 
when needed. With the military force preparing to fight 
without space, government funding for military space 
support will be scaled back and ultimately cut. With-
out a military presence to protect fragile space assets 

Until World War I, the air was not contested. Unfet-
tered access was a function of desire, technology, aero-
dynamics, weather, law, and money. Such is the case 
with space today. No state has yet acted militarily to 
contest any other state’s use of space (that we know 
of). The geostationary belt is regulated by international 
agreement, and various rules limit the placement of 
weapons of mass destruction in space. Registration and 
liability rules have been crafted and widely accepted, 
and the effects available from spacecraft and the use 
of space are generally available to all—and yet the ex-
ploitation of space is still suboptimal.17 No US Navy 
equivalent is lurking ready to ensure that rogue states 
cannot extend their sovereign territory beyond gener-
ally accepted limits of air-powered flight or to stop il-
legal activities if and when they occur. Military activi-
ties create debris and other navigational hazards, yet 
there is no equivalent of a minesweeper to clear out 
unwanted military detritus. And if some state or orga-
nization should desire to contest or control space, de-
nying the fruits thereof to another state, there is sim-
ply no defense against such an action—there is only 
deterrence through the threat of asymmetric, Earth-
centered retaliation.

Contestation is the ability to block or deny access 
to a domain. Critically, contestation does not give the 
capacity to use a domain; it only inhibits. This is why, 
to a military strategist, control is a vital concept. Con-
trol may be general or limited to specific times and 
places, but without the ability to get into the domain 
and operate there, the strategist cannot use the domain 
to create effects. Thus for every military domain, con-
trol is possible only from within the domain. This is 
obvious when the domain is contested, but control also 
must be exercised in an uncontested domain when il-
legal or harmful activities are occurring there.

A military must control a domain to be able to use 
it. To maintain control, a military planner must be able 
to contest the littoral areas of those domains that are 
adjacent to it. For example, a military requires an army 
or land force to gain control and then use contested 
territory. This is the much-vaunted concept of “boots 
on the ground”: to the extent a military needs territo-
rial control, it requires boots on the ground (or wheels, 
tracks, etc.). To the extent a military desires air con-
trol over enemy territory in order to bomb targets 
there, boots on enemy ground may be immaterial. Let 
us call this the “wings in the air” dictum and make an-
other one for “oars in the water.” To use the domain, I 
must be able to operate in the domain.

The land force that is occupying or controlling ter-
ritory will not be able to maximize use of the domain 
if the air space above it is not controlled by friendly 
forces. The land force must therefore try to block ac-
cess to opposing air forces or accept the free flight of 
enemy aircraft over its positions. The latter may be a 
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that could come from a properly weaponized space 
force may change that. Space weapons have some po-
tential missions that could help generate the will to pay 
for and use them. These missions do not detract from 
the primary purpose of the weapons but complement 
the goal of space control. For example, nuclear-pow-
ered space-based lasers could, in theory, clean up de-
bris from high-traffic orbits—good target practice for 
their operators. Assured access to space provided by a 
robust space control force could pave the way for 
clean, permanent nuclear and toxic waste disposal, as 
such items currently stored on Earth could be sent into 
the sun. Space-based solar power generation could pro-
vide the world with cheap, abundant energy that 
would deemphasize the value and authority of current 
oil-producing states and fundamentally change the 
geopolitical landscape of the Earth. These scenarios are 
far more likely with the monitoring and protection 
provided by a space-based military or police power.

These scenarios are an even more difficult dilemma 
for those who oppose weapons in general and space 
weapons in particular. Ramifications for the most crit-
ical current function of the Army, Navy, and Marines—
pacification, occupation, and control of foreign terri-
tory—are profound. With the downsizing of traditional 
weapons programs to accommodate heightened space 
expenditures, the ability to do all three would wane 
significantly. At a time when many are calling for in
creased capability to pacify and police foreign lands, 
in light of the no-end-in-sight deployments of US 
peacekeeping forces around the world, space weapons 
proponents must advocate reduction of these capabili-
ties in favor of a system that will have no direct poten-
tial to pacify and police.

Hence, the argument that the unilateral deployment 
of space weapons will precipitate a disastrous arms 
race is further eroded. To be sure, space weapons are 
offensive by their very nature. They deter violence by 
the omnipresent threat of precise, measured, and un-
stoppable retaliation. But they offer no advantage in 
the mission of territorial occupation. As such, they are 
far less intimidating to the international environment 
than any combination of conventional weapons em-
ployed in their stead. Which would be more threaten-
ing to a state that opposes American hegemony: a 
dozen lasers in space with pinpoint accuracy or (per-
haps for about the same price) a dozen infantry divi-
sions massed on its border? A state employing offen-
sive deterrence through space weapons can punish a 
transgressor state, but it is in a poor position to chal-
lenge that state’s sovereignty. A transgressor state is less 
likely to succumb to the security dilemma if it perceives 
that its national survival is not at risk. Moreover, the 
tremendous expense of space weapons would inhibit 
their indiscriminate use. Over time, the world of sov-
ereign states may recognize that the United States could 

and ensure treaty compliance in space, along with 
drastic reductions in the space industry as military con-
tracts end, commercial space development will be se-
verely curtailed. Developing ground-, sea-, and air-
based anti-space weapons would be prudent for such a 
military so that an opponent cannot use space freely 
against it, but to waste capital and effort on a nice-to-
have capacity in space that is not needed to conduct 
operations on the earth would be ludicrous. Following 
this logic, denying oneself the capacity to put military 
force in space is tantamount to giving up on the mili-
tary (and probably civil) value of space.

To be sure, the cost to weaponize space effectively 
will be immense. It is a cost that America, or any other 
state, needs to undertake if it wants a military force 
structure that relies on space support and enablement 
to operate as it does now and will increasingly do so 
in the future. Weaponizing space will have benefits for 
the military that may not be readily apparent.

Where will we get the money for this space weap-
ons capacity? It will not come from school budgets or 
foreign aid programs. It will not come at the expense 
of health care reform or corporate bailouts. It will 
come at the expense of conventional military capabili-
ties on the land and sea and in the air. There will be 
fewer aircraft carriers and high-dollar fighter aircraft 
and bombers. If the United States deploys space weap-
ons capable of targeting the earth, relatively slow-mov-
ing ships and aircraft will become conceptually obso-
lete, instantly vulnerable to space weapons. As we 
scrounge money for space lasers and exotic kinetic-kill 
satellites, the systems these space weapons make de-
fenseless will be scrapped. More funding will come 
from current ballistic and antiballistic missile develop-
ment and deployment, as global ballistic missile de-
fense from space is more cost-effective and practically 
effective than comprehensive ground- or sea-based sys-
tems. And most importantly, it will come from per-
sonnel reductions—from ground troops currently oc-
cupying foreign territory. In this way, the United States 
will retain its ability to use force to influence states 
around the world, but it will atrophy the capacity to 
occupy their territory and threaten their sovereignty di-
rectly. The era of US hegemony will be extended, but 
the possibility of US global empire will be reduced.

Maybe. The future is not determined or even deter-
minable. I have argued elsewhere the practicality of 
controlling space. I will not add to that argument here. 
I have also pointed out that the theory animating these 
conclusions is precise and well-developed, but the real 
world is too complex to mirror theory. The political 
will necessary to weaponize space and follow up with 
a regime capable of ensuring commercial and coopera-
tive development of space is not yet evident, and such a 
pure, realist astropolitik vision is thus not currently vi-
able. But support for the common or collective good 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   303 5/24/21   11:49 PM



304  New Frontiers, Old Realities

uation should the PRC put direct military pressure on 
Taiwan. To those who argue that China is as eager to 
avoid a damaging war in space as any other space-far-
ing state, especially given its increasing integration 
into the world economy and dependence on foreign 
trade for its continuing prosperity: do not discount the 
capacities of its authoritarian leadership. This is the 
same regime that embraces the deprivations of govern-
ment-induced cyclical poverty to spare its populace 
the moral decadence of capitalist luxury.

As with the famous Great Wall running across 
northern China, built for the dual purpose of inhibit-
ing nomadic incursions and creating a magnificent 
public work to legitimize the government and inspire 
its domestic population, a significant military presence 
in low-Earth orbit has a parallel value for the PRC to-
day. Its increasing capacity in space is extremely pop-
ular domestically (in addition, providing an enhanced 
reputation for China’s capacity to develop high-tech-
nology products and services) and helps to diminish 
internal dissent by legitimizing the communist govern-
ment. The massive government-led effort to build a 
dominating space presence is tantamount to the expen-
ditures of states to create huge public works that were 
so important to past regimes (and modern ones as 
well; for example, the interstate highway system of the 
Eisenhower administration). Ultimately, however, the 
primary purpose of a controlling or at least lockdown 
contestation of space access would have the same gen-
eral effect as the original Great Wall in keeping foreign 
influences out of the Middle Kingdom. For China, the 
past has always been prologue.

To be sure, China’s increasing space emphasis and its 
cultural antipathy to military transparency suggest a se-
rious attempt at seizing control of space is in the works. 
A lingering fear is the sudden introduction of an un-
known capability (call it “Technology X”) that would 
allow a hostile state to place multiple weapons into or-
bit quickly and cheaply. The advantages gained from 
controlling the high ground of space would accrue to it 
as surely as to any other state, while the concomitant 
loss of military power from the denial of space to Amer-
ica’s already space-dependent military forces could 
usher in a significant reordering of the international sys-
tem. The longer the United States dithers on its military 
responsibilities, the more likely a potential opponent 
could seize low-Earth orbit before it is able to respond.

And in such circumstances, the United States cer-
tainly would respond. Conversely, if the United 
States were to weaponize space, it is not at all sure 
that any other state or group of states would find it 
rational to counter in kind. The entry cost to provide 
the necessary infrastructure is still too high—hun-
dreds of billions of dollars, at minimum. The years of 
investment needed to achieve a comparable counter-

not and would not use space weapons to threaten an-
other country’s internal self-determination. The United 
States still would challenge any attempts to intervene 
militarily in the politics of others, and it would have 
severely restricted its own capacity to do the latter. Ju-
dicious and nonarbitrary use of a weaponized space 
eventually could be seen as a net positive—an effective 
global police force that punishes criminal acts but does 
not threaten to engage in an imperial manner.

A Twenty-First-Century Great Wall  
in Space

Slightly over three years ago, China successfully en-
gaged one of its own satellites in space.18 This was ex-
traordinarily provocative. The United States simply has 
no defense against such a weapon system, and China’s 
antisatellite test was intended to remind the world of 
this weakness. Moreover, its use of a standard medium-
range ballistic missile (which the PRC produces in 
mass) to propel the kill vehicle indicates a potential an-
tisatellite weapons capability sufficient to target the en-
tire US low-Earth-orbit inventory. Current efforts to 
place ground-based missile interceptors in strategic lo-
cations would be useless, regardless of deployment, as 
these are designed to engage incoming ballistic missiles 
in the mid or terminal phase of flight. The Chinese mis-
sile achieves orbital altitude just minutes after launch, 
so the only possible defense against it—which would 
have the added advantage of ensuring any destructive 
debris from a successful engagement would land on 
Chinese soil—would be from a network of antiballistic 
missile satellites operating in Earth orbit.

Just such a space-based antimissile capability, envi-
sioned for years and technically feasible since the late 
1980s, has long been the optimum solution for mili-
tary planners. Yet, such a system has been annually ta-
bled due to high cost estimates and fears of encourag-
ing other states to develop anti-space weapons. The 
latter concern is now overcome by events. But the cost 
issue remains.

With the global war on terrorism and major terres-
trial deployments drawing the lion’s share of attention 
and budget, shifting funds from immediate operational 
requirements to long-term security is a tall order. The 
timing of the Chinese antisatellite test coincides per-
fectly with their perception that the United States is ill 
positioned to respond with force, and they are proba-
bly right.

China’s ultimate goal appears to be to assert its re-
gional supremacy and achieve co-equal (if not domi-
nant) status as a global power. Control of space is a 
critical step in that direction. Without its eyes and ears 
in space to provide warning and real-time intelligence, 
the United States would be in a painfully awkward sit-
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conflagration in the future, the likelihood of a future 
war in space is remote.

Moreover, if the United States were willing to de-
ploy and use a military space force that maintained ef-
fective control of space and did so in a way that was 
perceived as tough, nonarbitrary, and efficient, such an 
action would serve to discourage competing states 
from fielding opposing systems. It could also set the 
stage for a new space regime, one that encourages 
space commerce and development. Should the United 
States use its advantage to police the heavens and allow 
unhindered peaceful use of space by any and all nations 
for economic and scientific development, over time its 
control of low-Earth orbit could be viewed as a global 
asset and a public good. In much the same way the 
British maintained control of the high seas in the nine-
teenth century, enforcing international norms against 
slavery while protecting innocent passage and property 
rights, the United States could prepare outer space for a 
long-overdue burst of economic expansion.

There is reasonable historic support for the notion 
that the most peaceful and prosperous periods in mod-
ern history coincide with the appearance of a strong, 
liberal hegemon.20 America has been essentially unchal-
lenged in its naval dominance over the last 60 years and 
in global air supremacy for the last 15 or more. Today, 
there is more international commerce on the oceans and 
in the air than ever. Ships and aircraft of all nations 
worry more about running into bad weather than about 
being commandeered by a military vessel or set upon by 
pirates. Search and rescue is a far more common task for 
the Navy than forced embargo, and the transfer of hu-
manitarian aid is a regular mission. The legacy of Ameri-
can military domination of the sea and air has been posi-
tive, and the same should be expected for space.

Conclusion

Geopolitics is in ascendance because it provides prac-
tical blueprints for action to those who perceive the 
world in realist terms. Halford Mackinder confirmed 
the primary tenet of geostrategy. To dominate the bat-
tlespace, it is necessary to control the most vital posi-
tions. If the most vital positions cannot be controlled, 
then they must be contested. The opponent cannot 
have uninhibited access. This simple dictum, known by 
every strategist and tactician but articulated so clearly 
by Mackinder, is the essence of the geostrategist’s logic. 
Control is desirable, contestation is imperative. This 
dictum applies to every medium and theater of war.

To be sure, America will maintain the capacity to 
influence decisions and events beyond its borders, with 
military force if necessary. Whether that capacity comes 
from space as well as the other military domains is un-
determined. But the operational deployment of space 

force  capability—  essentially from scratch—would 
provide more than ample time for the United States 
to entrench itself in space and readily counter pre-
liminary efforts to displace it. The tremendous effort 
in time and resources would be worse than wasted. 
Most states, if not all, would opt not to counter US 
deployments directly. They might oppose American 
interests with asymmetric balancing, depending on 
how aggressively it uses its new power, but the likeli-
hood of a hemorrhaging arms race in space should 
the United States deploy weapons first—at least for 
the next few years—is remote.

This reasoning does not dispute the fact that US de-
ployment of weapons in outer space would represent 
the addition of a potent new military capacity, one that 
would assist in extending the current period of Ameri-
can hegemony well into the future. Clearly this would 
be threatening, and America must expect severe con-
demnation and increased competition in peripheral ar-
eas. But such an outcome is less threatening than an-
other, particularly illiberal authoritarian state doing so. 
Although there is obvious opposition to the current in-
ternational balance of power, the majority of states 
seem to regard it as at least tolerable. A continuation 
of the status quo is thus minimally acceptable, even to 
states working toward its demise. As long as the United 
States does not employ its power arbitrarily, the situa-
tion would be accommodated initially and grudgingly 
accepted over time.

Mirror-imaging does not apply here. An attempt by 
China to dominate space would be part of an effort to 
break the sea-air dominance of the United States in 
preparation for a new international order with the 
weaponizing state at the top. Such an action would 
challenge the status quo rather than seek to perpetuate 
it. This would be disconcerting to nations that accept 
the current international order—including the venera-
ble institutions of trade, finance, and law that operate 
within it. Simultaneously, it would be intolerable to 
the United States. As leader of the current system, the 
United States could do no less than engage in a perhaps 
ruinous space arms race, save graciously deciding to 
step aside and accept a diminished world status.19

Seizing the initiative and securing low-Earth orbit 
now, while the United States is dominant in space in-
frastructure, would do much to stabilize the interna-
tional system and prevent an arms race in space. The 
enhanced ability to deny any attempt by another na-
tion to place military assets in space and to readily 
engage and destroy terrestrial antisatellite capacity 
would make the possibility of large-scale space war or 
military space races less likely, not more. So long as the 
controlling state demonstrates a capacity and a will to 
use force to defend its position, in effect expending a 
small amount of violence as needed to prevent a greater 
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weapons would increase that capacity by providing for 
nearly instantaneous force projection worldwide. This 
force would be precise, unstoppable, and deadly. The 
United States will maintain its position of hegemony 
as well as its security, and the world will not be threat-
ened by the specter of a future American empire.

There will always be arguments for testing the re-
silience of systems against the worst case. If they can 
cope with the most severe threats, then lesser cases 
should be manageable. The worst case may depend on 
the aggressor being foolish and futile, but stupidity is 
one of the hardest things for any intelligence agency 
to predict. At the same time, when planning an offen-
sive, every effort must be made to make the first blows 
count. The key point, however, is that even with sur-
prise and maximum effort, these first blows are un-
likely to be decisive on their own, especially against 
an opponent with any reserves of strength. This depth 
is why states must look beyond surprise attacks to 
what follows, to the second and third blows, and also 
to those much further down the line, perhaps delivered 
by irregulars who have taken over the struggle after the 
defeat of the regulars. The surprises of war do not just 
come at the start.
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overall relationship. In short, from the beginning, stra-
tegic stability was more complex than it appeared, 
and that complexity has now been magnified greatly 
by post–Cold War changes in both the nuclear and 
broader strategic environments.

Reflecting back on strategic stability in light of to-
day’s developing international strategic environment, 
Thomas Schelling (who was the author of six excerpted 
readings in that second edition of ADP) stated:

I was brought up on the “stability of mutual deter-
rence” half a century ago, and it was not all that 
difficult to understand. . . .  Now we are in a differ-
ent world, a world so much more complex than the 
world of the East-West Cold War. It took 12 years 
to begin to comprehend the “stability” issue after 
1945, but once we got it we thought we understood 
it. Now the world is so much changed, so much 
more complicated, so multivariate, so unpredict-
able, involving so many nations and cultures and 
languages in nuclear relationships, many of them 
asymmetric, that it is even difficult to know how 
many meanings there are for “strategic stability,” or 
how many different kinds of such stability there 
may be among so many different international re-
lationships, or what “stable deterrence” is supposed 
to deter in a world of proliferated weapons.2

In the face of that compounding complexity, and 
facing the myriad strategic challenges that the United 
States faces today—including and beyond those ad-
dressed by Schelling—it is ever more important to ex-
amine those challenges both individually and together 
in the effort to enhance stability. Effective deterrence 
and stability remain the primary objectives and high-
est purpose of American defense policy, framing and 
founding the career paths of defense policy students 
and practitioners going forward.

This essay examines strategic stability as challenged 
by the destabilizing influences of low-yield nuclear 
weapons (LYNW), a central capability enhancement as 
advocated by the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) 
to meet the challenges presented by similar Russian 
weapon systems and doctrine. It first develops basic 
concepts of deterrence and stability as applied across 
the Cold War. It then traces the core role of strategic 
stability in the 2010 Obama NPR, extends that devel-
opment into the very different roles and concepts of the 

Half a century ago, this author completed a mandatory 
course in American defense policy at the Air Force 
Academy. That course was built on the second edition 
of American Defense Policy (ADP), which focused on 
limited war.1 In the wake of the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
and as the United States and the Soviet Union ap-
proached a state of strategic balance characterized by 
assured destruction, attention shifted from general, 
strategic nuclear war to other forms of conflict rang-
ing from limited nuclear war to insurgency. That foun-
dation served as a prelude to the evolving environ-
ment that students of that time would face to today. 
This essay is written in the hope that it, and the remain-
der of this book, will well serve today’s students on 
their way forward across the next several decades.

The “strategic stability” concept and components 
have been central to US nuclear policy and strategy 
throughout the Cold War and beyond. First-strike sta-
bility, crisis stability, arms-race stability, arms control 
stability, and more, are core concepts within the policy 
community and are part of the effort to ensure effective 
deterrence and avoid nuclear conflict. The bilateral nu-
clear balance between the United States and the Russia 
is framed in those terms. The term “strategic stability” is 
less visible in the operational community, where weap-
ons and particularly delivery systems and doctrine are 
the primary focus, rather than these stability concepts 
and the role they played in shaping those systems and 
doctrinal development. For example, during the simula-
tions that the Air Force ran to inform decisions on num-
bers and systems recommendations leading into the 
New Strategic Arms Reductions Treaty (New START) 
negotiations, “strategic stability” was never actually 
mentioned. But its core concepts drove considerations 
on the Air Force inputs to the negotiation process. So 
policy-makers have sought broader stability while prac-
titioners have focused on effective implementation of 
operational doctrine toward deterrence—and stabil-
ity—effects. The combined results have been apparently 
effective in ensuring adequate deterrence and stability 
to navigate the Cold War and its aftermath without 
resort to nuclear war.

The reality has never been simple, as stability was 
viewed differently not only at various levels of govern-
ment, but also by nations. During the Cold War, for 
example, the United States focused primarily on the 
nuclear balance while the Soviet Union looked beyond 
just the nuclear dimension to add other elements of the 
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Stability, then, can be seen as that state of mutually 
accepted restraint. Like deterrence, it is not an objective 
reality, but a perception of relative balance. For example, 
“first-strike stability” is usually put forward as the heart 
of strategic stability. This means that neither side sees a 
positive outcome from initiating a nuclear attack—seek-
ing to disarm or defeat the adversary with a disarming, 
debilitating preemptive nuclear attack. Surveillance and 
warning systems, hardened silos and mobile launchers, 
secure second-strike capabilities—all help ensure this 
type and level of stability. However, management of the 
overall relationship—diplomatic, economic, and societal 
in addition to these military measures—is perhaps most 
responsible for encouraging this restraint. Thus, first-
strike stability, crisis stability (not letting a crisis sit-
uation escalate to general war), arms race stability 
(controlling and limiting arms buildups and techno-
logical advances to prevent either side from gaining a 
decisive first-strike advantage), all are factored into the 
overall relationship to maintain relative restraint.

During the Cold War and its aftermath there were 
numerous challenges to stability. There were crises in 
the relationship that might have involved nuclear 
weapons—from Cuba to Berlin to the Middle East and 
beyond—but these were ultimately managed and de-
fused without nuclear employment. There were also 
the ongoing issues of arms buildups and technological 
advances. The United States created a stockpile of over 
30,000 nuclear weapons at one point, and the Soviet 
Union eventually topped 40,000 weapons, and there 
were ongoing advances in weapons, delivery, and as-
sociated capabilities throughout the entire period. All 
created destabilizing pressures that had to be mitigated 
within the strategic relationship.

Perhaps the strongest stabilizing mechanism for the 
United States and the Soviet Union was arms control. 
For example, in the late 1960s, with the memory of the 
Cuban Missile Crisis still fresh, with the US nuclear in-
ventory at its peak and the Soviet inventory reaching 
over 30,000 weapons, with technological advances 
looming toward heavier missiles and multiple indepen-
dently targetable reentry vehicles (MIRV), and with the 
development of first-generation antiballistic missile de-
fenses (ABM), both the United States and the Soviets 
felt that they must work to enhance stability. Early sur-
veillance systems could monitor launchers, but they 
could not necessarily detect MIRVed warheads, and 
ABM technologies were too new in their development 
for a full understanding of their potential effectiveness.

The Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT) began 
toward a treaty that could at least temporarily address 
these destabilizing factors. The SALT I Treaty (1972) 
was the first bilateral US-Soviet strategic arms control 
agreement. It capped the number of strategic ballistic 
missile launchers, prevented conversion of existing 
launchers to accommodate heavy missiles, and allowed 

2018 Trump NPR, and presents a sampling of the con-
temporary stability and deterrence challenges pre-
sented to the strategic community, including LYNW. 
Second, the essay reviews the LYNW challenge as it has 
progressed from “tactical nuclear weapons,” to “the-
ater nuclear weapons,” to “nonstrategic nuclear weap-
ons,” and on to “low-yield nuclear weapons” across 
and beyond the Cold War. It specifically examines 
LYNW in US policy and strategy from the George W. 
Bush to the Donald Trump administrations as framed 
by the Russian challenge of “escalate to de-escalate” 
strategies as well as in response to theater war chal-
lenges from China, North Korea, and Iran. Third, given 
destabilizing challenges from LYNW—among other 
sources—the essay suggests the usefulness of the seem-
ingly paradoxical notion of “dynamic stability” as a 
central approach for strategic policy today. This ap-
proach could lead to destabilizing one level or aspect 
of the relationship in order to stabilize another, higher 
priority area at least temporarily. Or it could lead to 
less stability of one nuclear power in order to enhance 
stability of another. This is the reality of the deterrence 
and stability challenge to today’s strategists.

Deterrence and Stability

We begin with Schelling’s central concept of the “sta-
bility of mutual deterrence,” or deterrence stability. 
“Deterrence” can be characterized as involving “oper-
ations [that] convince adversaries not to take actions 
that threaten US vital interests by means of decisive in-
fluence over their decision-making. Decisive influence 
is achieved by credibly threatening to deny benefits 
and/or impose costs while encouraging restraint by 
convincing the actor that restraint will result in an ac-
ceptable outcome.”3

Deterrence convinces an adversary not to take an 
action that we deem threatening to our vital interests 
through fear that either they cannot achieve their ob-
jective (denial) or they will suffer unacceptable conse-
quences (punishment), and that their restraint will not 
materially harm them. Note that deterrence is a psy-
chological effect on the adversary’s decision calculus. 
It is a perception in their mind(s), not an objective fact. 
The numbers and capabilities of a delivery system or 
the destructive power of a warhead may help to form 
that perception, but many other factors also contrib-
ute to the creation of the psychological effect of re-
straint. “Decisive influence” over decision-making re-
quires specific messaging tailored to those specific 
decision-makers and their decision calculus. And “mu-
tual deterrence” means that in an adversarial relation-
ship, both sides are creating deterrence perceptions in 
the minds of each other—neither side sees a win or an 
acceptable outcome in attacking the other—with re-
straint as the selected outcome for both sides.
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sic nuclear deterrence relationships with the United 
States, and that each could then initiate bilateral stra-
tegic stability dialogues with the United States. Strate-
gic stability, with a more cooperative cast, was to re-
place the more adversarial focus on deterrence as the 
organizing concept for major power relations.5 The 
administration also conducted a further review and 
was prepared to enter into negotiations with Russia for 
a New START follow-on treaty reducing deployed 
strategic warheads well below the 1,550 limit of New 
START. However, both Russia and China rejected the 
call for enhanced strategic cooperation, and by 2016 
US-Russia relations had reverted to an almost Cold 
War coolness, with a NATO-Russia confrontation over 
Ukraine and with both sides pursuing active nuclear-
force modernization programs. With China, relations 
also hit snags, and China’s force modernization and 
build-up programs continued.6

The 2010 NPR did not just address Russia and 
China. A main point was the issuance of negative se-
curity assurances to those states that were Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) signatories and were 
in compliance with NPT requirements. The United 
States would not use nuclear weapons against nonnu-
clear states that had signed and abided by the NPT. 
This assurance directly excluded rising regional states 
with nuclear ambitions, specifically North Korea and 
Iran. The United States now acknowledged facing po-
tential and rising regional nuclear powers in addition 
to traditional strategic challengers.7

The hopeful tone that began the Obama adminis-
tration was replaced with skepticism and caution by 
the Trump administration. The 2017 National Secu-
rity Strategy (NSS) and particularly the 2018 National 
Defense Strategy (NDS) took as their departure point 
the “reemergence of longterm, strategic competition” 
with “revisionist powers” China and Russia.8 It also 
singled out North Korea and Iran as destabilizing re-
gional “rogue” regimes, and it noted that under pres-
sures from these revisionist powers and rogue regimes 
every domain is contested and thus unstable. And it 
also highlighted the instability being driven by “rapid 
technological advancements and the changing charac-
ter of war”: “advanced computing, big data analytics, 
artificial intelligence, autonomy, robotics, directed en-
ergy, hypersonics, and biotechnology.”9 The 2018 NDS 
then provided broad guidance for a strategy that pri-
oritizes addressing the China and Russia challenges 
while also deterring and countering regional challeng-
ers, specifically calling out North Korea and Iran. The 
strategy called for modernized nuclear capabilities as 
well as “dynamic force employment” to bring new stra-
tegic pressures and expand deterrent effects, including 
through allies and partners.

The 2018 Nuclear Posture Review guides imple-
mentation of the NDS at the nuclear force level. The 

the substitution of additional submarine-launched bal-
listic missile tubes for the elimination of the same 
number of land-based launchers. The two sides were 
not limited to equal numbers or types of launchers, but 
the “essential equivalence” of effective capabilities was 
accepted as stabilizing. On the strategic defenses side, 
the concurrent ABM Treaty did limit both sides to no 
more than two sites—one to protect the capital and 
one launcher site; later reduced to one site—and a 
maximum of 100 launchers and 100 missiles, as well 
as limiting the deployment locations of ABM radars. 
Many saw the ABM Treaty as the cornerstone of stra-
tegic arms control as future development of fully ef-
fective ballistic missile defense would basically destroy 
first-strike—and strategic—stability.4 Subsequent bilat-
eral strategic arms control treaties (SALT II, the Inter-
mediate Nuclear Forces Treaty [INF], START I, START 
II, the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty [SORT], 
and the New START) and the high-level discussions, 
transparency, and confidence-building processes asso-
ciated with nuclear weapons diplomacy continued this 
practice of formalized stability assurances.

The US-Russia relationship remains at the center of 
deterrence and stability considerations today. The stra-
tegic arms control process was an essentially bilateral 
process, with the US side subsuming Great Britain and 
France as nuclear states into one player, and from a US 
perspective, the Soviet Union / Russia and nuclear 
China forming the other side. The treaties, which im-
plemented verification measures, and strategic diplo-
macy affected only the United States and the Soviet 
Union / Russia, but the other three initial nuclear pow-
ers were seen as non-destabilizing partners in the over-
all resulting relationship. Ideological affinities and 
relatively small nuclear stockpiles largely maintained 
that bipolarity even with French military independence 
from NATO and the Sino-Soviet split from the 1960s. 
China’s emergence as a global power and a more con-
sequential nuclear power have now modified this to at 
least a three-player, multipolar challenge. So today, 
with only one remaining US-Russia strategic nuclear 
treaty still in effect—the New START Treaty (2010), 
scheduled for expiration in early 2021—and with 
China joining the strategic tier, the strategic stability 
challenge is complex.

The Obama administration sought a major adjust-
ment in strategic policy and stability. First, the presi-
dent in his Prague declaration sought to reduce the role 
of nuclear weapons in US policy as an initial step to-
ward advancing a deliberate, cautious disarmament 
agenda. Note that his corollary to the call for a nuclear-
free world was a pledge for continuing an effective 
deterrence until global conditions would warrant that 
disarmament. The first steps on that path were out-
lined in the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR). The 
hope was that Russia and China could each accept ba-
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day, the most direct concern is with Russia, China, 
North Korea, and Iran, which are singled out as strate-
gic competitors and/or adversaries in the recent national 
security guidance. India and Pakistan are also of major 
concern as nuclear conflict in South Asia would have 
broad and disastrous consequences on a global scale.

For this essay, the consequences of proliferation for 
the United States include a general, global instability 
given the broader threat of nuclear weapon employ-
ment. More significantly, the regionalization of the nu-
clear threat beyond Russia and to a traditionally much 
lower degree China presents major challenges. More-
over, significant complexity is added by the different 
strategic personalities and decision sets that now com-
prise deterrence and stability for the United States. The 
United States now faces the enduring (and resurgent) 
global threat from Russian strategic systems and the 
US-Russia strategic relationship. It also faces the endur-
ing challenge of Russia’s threat to Europe and the ac-
companying extended deterrence, alliance maintenance, 
and assurance challenges, now in a new form. Plus it 
now must address a regionally aggressive China with 
extra-regional strategic challenges as well, with that 
challenge set involving bilateral and alliance deterrence 
and extended deterrence dimensions. And it simultane-
ously faces a North Korea deterrence and extended de-
terrence challenge in that same Northeast Asia region, 
as well as an emerging Middle East deterrence challenge 
that also involves a NATO/Europe dimension plus con-
cerns for and about a nuclear Israel. Traditional deter-
rent-force silo-based ICBMs in the central United States 
and relatively large-yield, MIRVed SLBM warheads at 
sea provide some answers to some of these challenges. 
B61 bombs and NATO/US dual-capable fighter-bomb-
ers provide some additional options and answers. How-
ever, the military challenges and target sets differ. The 
adversary strategies, strengths, and weaknesses vary. 
And the adversary decision-makers, along with their de-
terrence perception calculus sets, alliance partner re-
quirements, and regional realities, all vary even given 
different adversaries in the same region. The deterrence 
and stability challenge today is indeed complex, and a 
range of capabilities and strategies is needed for the 
United States. A sampling of these issues and challenges 
is now addressed in detail by examining the issue set of 
nonstrategic, low-yield nuclear weapons and their op-
erational contexts today.

Low-Yield Nuclear Weapons

Tactical, theater, or nonstrategic nuclear weapons have 
been a central fixture of US and Soviet/Russian nuclear 
strategies since very early in the Cold War through to 
today. As noted, the United States produced over 
30,000 nuclear weapons during the Cold War; approx-
imately 15,000 of those were designed for strategic 

NPR continues the full modernization of the strategic 
nuclear triad—sea- and land-based intercontinental 
ballistic missile (ICBM) systems, new bombers equipped 
with both bombs and stand-off nuclear-tipped air-
launched cruise missiles, and an upgraded nuclear force 
command and control system—as well as continued 
upgrade of nonstrategic nuclear capabilities including 
the B-61-12 gravity bomb modernization and F-35 
dual-capable (conventional and nuclear) fighter-
bomber delivery system. The NPR also proposes en-
hanced low-yield “non-strategic” nuclear capabilities 
including a down-loaded, primary only W76-2 war-
head submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM) op-
tion, and a new nuclear-tipped sea-launched cruise missile 
(SLCM) as replacements for the retired Tomahawk sys-
tem. The emphasis on expanded low-yield, nonstrategic 
nuclear systems is designed to add force employment op-
tions in response to Russian strategy developments while 
also adding capabilities and strategy options to address 
regional challenges.10 Nonstrategic nuclear weapons and 
strategies have been a potentially destabilizing factor in 
US-Soviet / Russia strategic stability since early in the Cold 
War. That factor and today’s new low-yield nuclear weap-
ons developments are the subject of the next section of 
this essay.11

The strategic stability picture is, thus, complex as 
viewed from 2020. One complicating factor is that the 
definition of “strategic” is in question. “Strategic” in a 
military sense used to mean simply “nuclear.” Today we 
see discussions of “nonnuclear strategic” systems, “non-
strategic nuclear” systems, and “cross-domain strategic” 
issues, with “strategic” now indicating the highest, grav-
est level of national interest, threat, or warfare. The nu-
clear and the existential, or at least vital, are no longer 
exclusively linked. Further complicating the picture is 
that a range of emerging and developing technologies 
with potentially strategic effects are now at play. These 
include the “advanced computing, big data analytics, 
artificial intelligence, autonomy, robotics, directed en-
ergy, hypersonics, and biotechnology” cited above, but 
that list is not necessarily complete, or enduring.

Finally for this analysis, perhaps the defining char-
acteristic of the contemporary strategic security envi-
ronment is the proliferation of players of strategic con-
cern. We have progressed from the NPT core P-5 
group of nuclear powers (the United States, the Soviet 
Union / Russia, the United Kingdom, France, and 
China) to add Israel as a presumptive nuclear state and 
India, Pakistan, and North Korea as nuclear weapons 
states. South Africa also developed a small number of 
atomic weapons that they subsequently dismantled to 
become the only nuclear state to voluntarily disarm. 
Iran has existing pre-bomb nuclear materials pro-
grams, while several other states developed nuclear 
weapons programs to one degree or another before 
abandoning those efforts.12 For the United States to-
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“tactical nuclear weapons” designed and designated 
for use with and multipliers of conventional force. 
Longer-range, somewhat more powerful nuclear sys-
tems were under development by both sides during 
this period as well. Of concern was the Soviet deploy-
ment of the intermediate-range SS-20, a three-warhead 
mobile system that could target NATO European 
member capitals from Russian soil. This system en-
sured that what could earlier be considered a tactical 
employment or even exchange would now have imme-
diate strategic consequences. A Soviet employment 
would be a strike from the Russian homeland (strate-
gic attack), and a NATO retaliation or counterforce 
strike would be an attack on that Russian homeland 
(strategic attack), even if launched from the NATO the-
ater, not from United States territory. These systems, 
and the intermediate-range Pershing II and ground-
launched cruise missile (GLCM) systems later devel-
oped by the United States and deployed to NATO, 
which could reach many targets in Russia from launch 
in Western Europe, constituted a new category of “the-
ater nuclear weapons.” These theater nuclear weapons 
systems raised very serious concerns about the effec-
tiveness of any “tactical nuclear” firebreak and were 
seen as almost certain to lead to uncontrolled escala-
tion to strategic nuclear conflict.15

Once again, the two sides brought the stabilizing 
mechanism of arms control into play, and the 1987 
INF treaty addressed this destabilizing situation. Un-
der INF the United States withdrew the Pershing II and 
GLCM systems from Europe and then destroyed those 
missiles under Russian monitoring while Russia with-
drew its intermediate systems and destroyed those mis-
siles under US monitoring. This was the first on-site 
inspection and verification in US-Soviet / Russia arms 
control, and on-site inspection then became the corner-
stone of the START, SORT, and New START treaties. 
After INF and the fall of the Soviet Union, a series of 
nontreaty, unilateral but at least partially reciprocated 
Presidential Nuclear Initiatives (PNI) by the American 
and Russian presidents led to the removal of at least 
85 percent of US tactical nuclear weapons from Europe 
by 1993, as well as the withdrawal of Russian tactical 
nuclear weapons to Russian territory.16 Approximately 
200 forward-deployed US B-61 nuclear gravity bombs 
designated for employment by a small number of US 
and allied dual-capable aircraft (DCA) remain de-
ployed in NATO today. President Jimmy Carter or-
dered the withdrawal of US nuclear gravity bombs for 
US dual-use aircraft delivery from South Korea to the 
United States. President George H. W. Bush directed 
the withdrawal of tactical nuclear weapons (other 
than the Tomahawk land-attack missile [TLAM] and 
nuclear warhead) from US Navy ships under a PNI. 
And the retirement of the TLAM nuclear system was 
 directed by President Barack Obama; this left the 

delivery, with the remaining almost 20,000 consisting 
of tactical nuclear weapons.13 The Soviet side produced 
almost 45,000 nuclear weapons at that time; about 
12,000 were strategic, and the other approximately 
33,000 were tactical.14 These tactical nuclear weapons 
were central to each side’s strategy, especially in Eu-
rope, and both the United States and Russia still have 
actively deployed “tactical” nuclear forces today.

After World War II and the Western military draw-
downs, the Soviet Union enjoyed a very large advan-
tage in conventional force numbers, tanks, and artillery 
tubes. Initial NATO strategy in the face of that opposi-
tion was “Massive Retaliation,” or the threat of meet-
ing a Soviet conventional attack with US strategic nu-
clear attacks on Russia. As Soviet strategic capabilities 
allowed targeting of the United States, NATO adopted 
a strategy of Flexible Response in which NATO de-
pended on a combined US-NATO conventional force 
augmented by tactical nuclear weapons to halt and de-
feat a Soviet attack in Europe. These weapons were 
small, relatively low-yield nuclear weapons—gravity 
bombs, artillery shells, demolition devices, short-range 
missile warheads, some under “dual-key” arrange-
ments to be employed by NATO allies—and were in-
tended to fill the conventional forces deficit in facing 
the superior Soviet / Warsaw Pact forces. And although 
they were nuclear devices, these weapons were treated 
in strategy and doctrine as war-fighting weapons—
basically as enhanced conventional weapons. The term 
“tactical” implied this war-fighting, enhanced conven-
tional status. Over time, the United States developed 
nuclear weapons as small as bazooka shells, hand gre-
nades, and land mines. The Soviet side also developed 
and deployed tactical nuclear battlefield weapons.

NATO strategy, of necessity, held that these tactical 
nuclear weapons could be employed in a first-use esca-
lation to tactical nuclear conflict to stem, or hopefully 
halt, the mass conventional attack and initiate an effec-
tive intra-war deterrent outcome. This was, in effect, an 
“escalate to deescalate” strategy, and nuclear first use 
(at the tactical level) was a central component of the 
strategy. This tactical nuclear use was an intentional 
but limited escalation, with the small numbers and 
sizes of the initial use as well as the targeting of So-
viet / Warsaw Pact forces on European—not Rus-
sian—soil in the early stages meant to create a firebreak 
rather than automatically escalate to strategic nuclear 
conflict. But that danger remained. The “dual-key” na-
ture of the employment of some of these weapons re-
quired an employment decision by both the United 
States as supplier of the weapon and by the government 
of the state whose forces would employ the weapon. 
There were also mechanisms for NATO preapproval of 
the employment of nuclear weapons.

These early battlefield nuclear weapons, particu-
larly artillery and short-range missile systems, were 
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In response, the Trump administration is proposing 
a series of nuclear force adaptations to emphasize and 
acquire more low-yield nuclear weapons options. The 
LYNW has been an enduring feature of the US nuclear 
inventory. The B61 has long had multiple “dial a yield” 
options. The new B61-12 variant (which will replace 
the older B61 bombs in NATO) includes that adjust-
able yield feature, including very low-yield options 
that, along with greater precision significantly, en-
hances the weapon’s military utility and effectiveness. 
President George W. Bush sought, in the first Nuclear 
Posture Review, a ground-penetrating low-yield nu-
clear capability in response to emerging threats in 
North Korea and Iran.22 Congress declined to fund the 
development of this new robust nuclear earth penetra-
tor warhead.23 The Trump NPR, as outlined above, 
seeks LYNW options to address both Russian and 
regional challenges.

In addition to the B61-12, the United States has 
begun to download the W76 SLBM warhead, creating 
a much lower-yield W76-2 warhead. A few tubes per 
boat will carry these new systems for enhanced deter-
rence against the Russia escalation challenge and other 
new challenges.24 This combination of the B61 modi-
fication and the W76-2 is a near-term, low-cost pack-
age intended to provide initial LYNW options. In ad-
dition, the Air Force is currently developing a new 
air-launched cruise missile, popularly known as the 
long-range stand-off weapon (LRSO), which can pro-
vide low-yield options, and the Navy is exploring a re-
placement for the TLAM as a sea-launched option. 
Note that other than the B61, none of these systems 
would have to be deployed on NATO territory to chal-
lenge a Russian incident or crisis. This eases the po-
tential for the kind of political opposition that was seen 
when the United States deployed the INF systems in 
Western Europe as an element of NATO strategy.25

Thus, these systems provide some technical and 
strategic answers to the Russian “escalate to deesca-
late” challenge. However, like INF and beyond, they 
blur the distinction between theater and strategic con-
flict. They represent capabilities that easily can cross 
lines into home territories and up to higher levels of 
conflict. They create very real difficulties for escalation 
management, let alone dominance, and they raise the 
bar very high for intra-war deterrence effectiveness. 
The United States thought that by limiting numbers, 
yields, and targets, it could clearly signal limited intent 
and create real possibilities for a firebreak/intra-war 
deterrent success at times during the Cold War. Russia 
seems to be adopting similar practices today. However, 
observers must remember the blurring effects of the 
INF systems deployed by both sides. Today, when writ-
ten into an exercise or a regional strategy, LYNWs 
must be seen as a signal that the United States, and 
NATO in this context, are ready to consider LYNWs a 

Europe-based B61s as the only forward-deployed US 
nuclear weapons system today.

The B61 is referred to as a “nonstrategic nuclear 
weapon” (NSNW). The bomb can be carried by either 
a strategic bomber or a tactical DCA fighter-bomber 
and can be designated for a wide range of targets de-
pending on the range of the delivery system at the the-
ater or strategic levels. In this case, the term “nonstra-
tegic” indicates that this nuclear weapon is not limited 
by strategic arms control treaties such as New START. 
New START limits apply only to nuclear weapons de-
ployed on strategic launch platforms; B61s deployed 
on B-1 bombers count as strategic weapons; B61s de-
ployed on DCA do not. They are “nonstrategic.” Nei-
ther New START nor any previous strategic arms con-
trol agreements addressed tactical nuclear systems. 
Even as a nonstrategic weapon, the B61 has not lately 
had true “tactical” status. As the Cold War wound 
down, the 1990 London Summit charged the alliance 
“to adopt a new NATO strategy making nuclear forces 
truly weapons of last resort.”17 The “New Strategic 
Concept” adopted at Rome the following year declared 
that “the fundamental purpose of the nuclear forces 
of the Allies is political” and went on to describe a 
solely deterrent role.18 Note that in addition to the B61 
gravity bombs, the NATO nuclear forces include the 
UK nuclear force and at least one alliance-designated 
US SLBM submarine backed up by the entire US stra-
tegic force; the B61 has been lumped into that strate-
gic structure since at least 1990/1991. NATO has con-
tinued an active debate on whether to retain the B61 in 
Europe well into the second decade of this century.19

Today’s renewed strategic competition between the 
United States / NATO and a revisionist Russia has 
caused the United States (and the NATO allies) to re-
examine the theater nuclear situation. Russia since at 
least 2008—in its more assertive foreign policy, in its 
more coercive public attention to its strategic forces 
and modernization and expansion programs, in the 
earlier and more prominent role of nuclear weapons 
in its military exercises, and in its aggressive approach 
to key neighbors—has adopted a revised strategy. This 
strategy includes a nuclear doctrine often called “esca-
late to deescalate,” or sometimes simply “escalate to 
win.”20 Remember that NATO, when facing a superior 
Soviet conventional force early in the Cold War, ad-
opted a nuclear “first-use” and “escalate to deesca-
late” strategy. Today Russia finds itself facing a supe-
rior conventional NATO, and it is exercising, teaching, 
and refining a nuclear “first-use,” “escalate to deesca-
late,” and staged escalation strategy. As NATO ad-
dresses that situation, particularly in the Baltics and 
given its own inability to match possible Russian 
moves at the lowest end of the nuclear spectrum, the 
current B61 inventory alone is seen as an insufficient 
deterrent.21
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Effective deterrence requires an effective capability 
set, but capability—weapons—alone does not and can-
not ensure effectiveness. Effectiveness is more depen-
dent on credibility, creating the perception of effective-
ness around those weapons. And both capability and 
credibility, as well as any messaging/signaling associated 
with that set, require clear communication of the deter-
rent message to its intended audiences. That communi-
cation must be tailored to convey the intended message 
to the deterrence target; the signal/message must be 
translated to create the intended perception to that spe-
cific strategic personality / decision-maker. Further, that 
communication must also convey tailored messaging to 
allies and regional partners, to interested third parties, 
to the global community, and to the American public. 
There is a tendency to think of deterrence in terms of 
D = C (usually stated in terms of capability, as for ex-
ample “400 minuteman missiles is certain to deter”). 
D = C3 is the correct equation incorporating capability, 
credibility, and (tailored) communication. Effective 
cross-cultural communication to strategic and regional 
deterrence targets is essential. We have some basis for 
that with Russia, a small foundation but more ques-
tions with regard to China, and little understanding for 
communication with North Korea or Iran.28

The current strategic environment is characterized 
by new and enhanced strategic nuclear systems, ex-
panded and expanding regional nuclear dimensions, 
emerging nonnuclear strategic domains and systems, 
and new nuclear states and arenas, strategic personali-
ties and cultures, asymmetric forces, and stakes. Strate-
gic deterrence depends on effective strategies and ac-
tivities at these various levels, in these various domains, 
against these diverse systems, and within these multiple 
decision sets. Effective deterrence, and certainly stable 
deterrence, is a much more complex quest today. This 
must be seen as a time for caution going forward with 
LYNW development and planning.

Dynamic Stability

The United States deterrence challenge today is clearly 
complex. At the strategic level, Russian and American 
recapitalization of their traditional strategic nuclear 
forces is ongoing to extend the current relative balance. 
Yet missile defense advances on the US side and new 
systems development on the Russian side present new 
and increasing challenges. The United States also faces 
strategic challenges from China and North Korea, with 
similar and different challenges on those fronts. And 
there is also the question of the meaning of “strategic,” 
with new domains such as space and cyber presenting 
new challenges, and new technologies rising to this 
level as well (e.g., hypersonics for one). Plus there are 
dual deterrence issues that combine the conventional 
and nuclear spheres (the United States has kept nuclear 

deliberate escalation or counterescalation mechanism. 
A very long series of high-level discussions, deliberate 
nuclear diplomacy, confidence-building experiences, 
and stability enhancements would be needed to begin 
to hope to limit the escalation probability of a US-Rus-
sia LYNW exchange. Those discussions, diplomacy, 
and experiences do not currently exist other than in the 
New START context, and the future of that agreement 
remains in doubt as of this writing. Some semiofficial 
discussions of nuclear issues do exist with Russia, but 
they do not now address how to successfully signal, 
convey restraint, and build the likelihood of success in 
an LYNW intra-war deterrent effort.

Further, the United States and Russia have by far 
the longest and most advanced experience with nuclear 
diplomacy and strategic stability. US-Russia direct en-
gagements on nuclear weapons issues began in the 
1950s, and the two sides also have the experience of 
nuclear weapons summits since the 1960s. They have 
shared on-site inspection experience since the 1980s. 
These steps take time, deep engagement, mutual under-
standing, and an amount of trust and transparency 
that is not currently being widely renewed.26 And no 
such foundation for nuclear cooperation or progress 
exists with China, North Korea, or Iran.

The United States and China did not have diplo-
matic relations until the 1970s, and we have never 
undertaken high-level nuclear discussions or bilateral 
nuclear diplomacy. There has been a productive semi-
official dialogue series between the United States and 
China the last several years, including retired senior 
military and diplomatic officials on both sides, as well 
as mid-level current defense and diplomatic personnel 
and think tank and university experts. These dialogues 
have advanced understanding and brought some lim-
ited areas of agreement and increased clarity on areas of 
continuing disagreement. However, the Chinese side has 
continually declined to elevate these discussions to the 
official level, and the United States is now backing off 
from its interest in continuing at the unofficial level.27 
These dialogues have indicated some growing under-
standing of major strategic issues and positions between 
the two sides; however, there are still many pitfalls and 
opportunities for misunderstanding and misinterpreta-
tion, and there remains a potential for regional crises 
that could escalate to involve nuclear forces, even up to 
the strategic level. Note that China has not to this point 
developed Western-style NSNWs, but does deploy the-
ater-range nuclear systems that could be employed in a 
conflict with escalation potential. China, like Russia, is 
developing an “integrated strategic deterrence” concept 
that coordinates conventional, theater nuclear, and stra-
tegic nuclear systems. China continues to present at 
least as many questions as answers, and tailoring US 
strategic deterrence, regional deterrence, and crisis re-
sponses presents a continuing challenge.
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and external linkages and responses. Framing the chal-
lenges and the interactive factors is at least the first 
step to addressing this challenge.29

The best answer today may be to address the US 
deterrence challenge as a dynamic system, charting the 
components and their influences and linkages. One 
could then at least conceptualize key elements and ef-
fects, planning enhancements in a given area in full 
knowledge of their given consequences. It may become 
necessary to destabilize one area in order to stabilize a 
more timely or important challenge, with a plan al-
ready in place for longer-term stabilization of the de-
stabilized area.

This approach is one of dynamic stability. The two 
terms are contradictory; a dynamic system is not stable 
and is tending away from stability, but insolating one 
area from forces of change can cause larger and longer-
term damage to the whole. Change and continuous 
challenge are needed today and the foreseeable future. 
Strategists who think in broader, dynamic terms are 
needed. The United States needs strategists who see the 
big picture in the context of the past, the present, and 
the future and who can chart the interactions and forces 
of change, not just describe a single isolated point in 
time. We face a dynamic, complex deterrence challenge. 
We face a dynamic strategic security challenge. “Dy-
namic stability” is one answer; it may be an imperative.
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tions. Depending on numbers, employment strategy, 
and presentation, these weapons regionalize strategic 
conflict for one deterrence target state and raise re-
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Both weapon characteristics and employment strate-
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ceived strategy objectives such as “regime replace-
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mains. Those columns would soon be replaced by he-
lixes with multiple strands for different weapons/de-
terrence categories. Levels would have to be added to 
address the regional/theater challenges, with more 
strands linking levels/categories and sometimes cross-
ing over to a neighboring helix. LYNWs are one of 
those inputs that cross columns, levels, strands. This 
picture has already exceeded my ability to visualize, 
and it still does not include all of the components of 
the challenge. How could a major strategic power such 
as the United States begin to enhance its deterrence ef-
fectiveness in all of these sectors and levels?

One could compartmentalize and address targets or 
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target. But targets like Russia or China differ on sev-
eral levels and dimensions, with multiple interactive 
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Northeast Asia presents a very complex challenge on 
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Cybersecurity is under-delivering in the public debate 
because facts are too often poorly shared, and major 
incidents are not revealed, with too many public 
commentators still struggling to distinguish firm for-
ensics from flimsy. Finally, cybersecurity is under-
delivering in theory, because twenty-five years after 
the first seminal works, core concepts are still wobbly 
and contested too easily. These flaws are not just impair-
ing hacking victims, news stories, or research articles—
this triple deficiency is subverting democracy itself. 
2016 has brought the collective information security 
vulnerabilities of the American democratic process 
into sharp relief. The stakes could not be higher: lib-
eral democracy has become a juicy target of ever more 
sophisticated Computer Network Attacks (CNAs)—
and CNAs have become a preferred semi-covert action 
tool of the early 21st century.

In this article we take stock. We do so by asking 
three questions. The first is a conceptual one: what 
kind of internet-enabled offensive operations have 
proven to be most dangerous for liberal democracies? 
The second question is a historical one: how have these 
types of political computer network operations 
evolved, and what proved to be their most significant 
mechanisms of hacking democracy as they evolved? 
The third question is practical: what can be done to 
fix the problem as we move forward?

The well-established adage that the internet is “of-
fense-dominant” is accurate, but for a widely misunder-
stood reason. The common, yet flawed, technical argu-
ment is that the architecture of the internet means that 
the offense dominates in computer network operations. 
This argument has become gospel in the cybersecurity 
debate. The offense has indeed often dominated in com-
puter network operations thus far, but this dominance 
has been a result of flaws in the broader cybersecurity 
field, not just in specific technologies. The offense domi-
nated in the 2016 election interference, in the 2012 
Saudi Aramco incident, and in the 2007 Estonia case 
because of the field’s triple deficiency, not because of 
long-suspected technical characteristics inherent in the 
architecture of the internet. To focus only on the techni-
cal, or only on the political, is to take too narrow a view.

The re-emergence of active measures fueled by 
hacking and leaking exacerbated this already existing 

Introduction

Cybersecurity—the practice and the debate—is more 
than a quarter century old. Early on, military concepts 
dominated, with the US Air Force and the RAND Cor-
poration among the earliest adopters.1 The context 
for this pioneering work was command-and-control 
warfare. By the mid-1990s the declared goal was win-
ning in network-centric warfare, taking advantage of 
a new “revolution in military affairs,” and achieving 
“information dominance.” The utopian goal of turn-
of-the-century military visionaries was striking: to win 
a war before it even started. Meanwhile, for twenty-
five years, the corresponding dystopian vision of an 
“electronic Pearl Harbor” formed a counterpoint in the 
early cyberwar debate. The vision of winning swiftly 
by high-tech cyberattack dialectically nourished the 
fear of perishing in one.2 Perhaps no idea was more 
critical at the extreme ends of the spectrum of com-
puter network attack—and defeat—than the com-
monly accepted view that the internet, like airpower, 
affords advantage to the offense over the defense.3 
Whoever acts first, wins.

Then came the year 2016. Cybersecurity turned 
into the central issue of the US general election, gain-
ing further in profile during the transition period and 
early 2017. Information operations helped mar the 
presidential ambitions of the losing Democratic can-
didate and undermined the legitimacy of the winning 
Republican president. Both of these assessments are 
highly charged and animate a debate that is more po-
litical than technical—this deeply politicized state of 
the art illustrates that cybersecurity has been elevated 
to a public profile and significance never seen before 
in its quarter-century history. Yet, despite it all, almost 
no serious commentators were ready to see the much-
feared electronic Pearl Harbor in Russia’s election 
interference, let alone a “cyberwar”; these military 
monikers were flawed. 2016 showed that the quarter-
century-old debate was littered with broken ideas.

Cybersecurity was not and still is not ready for 
prime time. The field disappoints in practice, policy, 
and scholarship. Cybersecurity is under-delivering on 
the defense, because, even decades later, soft targets are 
still soft, and fruits are still hanging low aplenty. 

Hacking Democracy
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incapacitated 30,000 workstations in the world’s larg-
est oil company.9

In February 2013, Mandiant published a landmark 
attribution report, “APT1.” The document contributed 
to changing the notion that digital intruders could eas-
ily cover their tracks, and therefore attracted a great 
deal of attention.10 Since 2013, both the pace of major 
incidents increased, as did their often-public investiga-
tions. In May 2014, the FBI filed its first indictment of 
adversarial hackers, of five Chinese People’s Liberation 
Army intelligence operators.11 Later in 2014, North 
Korea’s high-profile hack of Sony Pictures Entertain-
ment revealed what was then the politically most fa-
mous cybersecurity incident to date.12 This increase in 
the volume of operations and their visibility is the re-
sult of a number of factors. In particular, it is likely that 
the publicity that followed Stuxnet as well as the Na-
tional Security Agency (NSA) leaks led a number of 
countries to make investments in offensive capabili-
ties—the leaks, counterintuitively, also showed that 
the West’s advanced technical intelligence agencies 
have superb attribution capabilities and apparently 
better operational security than their Russian or Chi-
nese counterparts.13

Meanwhile, the policy debate struggled to keep 
pace with incidents, especially after 2013.14 Confer-
ences like Defcon, Blackhat, RSA, or Infosec Europe 
have mushroomed from niche meetings into gargan-
tuan conventions. A host of smaller annual confer-
ences serves an ever more finely branched community 
of researchers, such as Kaspersky’s Security Analyst 
Summit, BSides, Code Blue, ShmooCon, Troopers, S4, 
the new OffensiveCon, or the Chaos Computer Club 
conferences—the last with a more notable anti-estab-
lishment tinge. Graduate programs in cybersecurity are 
proliferating. Major news outlets have designated cy-
bersecurity reporters, and the press coverage of major 
incidents has improved significantly.

Yet at closer examination, the community is disin-
tegrating rather than consolidating. Entire subfields 
and sub-debates have emerged, for example the de-
bates on vulnerabilities and exploits, on civil society 
targeting, on industrial control system security, on digi-
tal forensics and incident response—“DFIR” in jar-
gon—or on threat intelligence and “threat hunting,” as 
well as on privacy, encryption, and bulk collection and 
surveillance. The overlaps between these subfields are 
shrinking rather than growing, foreshadowing less 
fruitful dialogue even within the field. One example is 
the highly contentious issue of applying the Wassenaar 
export control (a multilateral agreement regulating the 
export of weapons) to hacking tools. This cacophony 
makes it harder for elected officials and policy-makers 
to grasp important trends. Developments such as the 
emergence of politically motivated wiping attacks (de-
leting or destroying sensitive or key data), including a 

trend. Active measures are intelligence operations de-
signed to shape decisions and opinions of adversaries. 
Sometimes active measures exploit technical weak-
nesses, but more fundamentally these operations ex-
ploit fissures in political systems, societies, and com-
munities, including in the cybersecurity research 
community. The oft-repeated claim that “cyberspace 
is offense dominant” both admits failure in the past 
and concedes defeat in the future, thus conceding 
weakness and limiting ambitions in theory and in op-
erations. Instead, we argue that the cult of the online 
offensive is contingent, that it can be reversed through 
better cybersecurity practice, policy, and theory. Upon 
closer examination it becomes clear that open societ-
ies have already begun to harden their defenses against 
computer network operations and have mechanisms to 
continue this buildup into the future.

This paper is structured as follows. In four sections, 
we will briefly outline democracy’s main potential 
weak points against cyber operations. The first weak 
point is the cybersecurity debate itself. The more direct 
political targets then fall into three sets: institutions, in-
frastructure, and intelligence. Within these sets, this 
paper will first present the most visible type of offen-
sive activity and work toward the most clandestine and 
hard-to-examine form of operation. As the analysis 
moves from overt to covert, the challenges for research-
ers and investigators fast increase in scholarship, gov-
ernment, and industry.

A Fractured Field

The field of cybersecurity has been shaped by major 
incidents over the decades. These advances and atten-
tion have often fed into the policy discussion. Perhaps 
the first major case, thirty years ago, was the Morris 
worm, a highly infectious piece of malicious software. 
Later, in late 1996, Department of Defense investiga-
tors discovered Moonlight Maze, the first major state-
on-state espionage campaign; “MM,” as it came to be 
known, arguably never stopped.4 Slammer, the uncon-
trolled computer worm that found its way into a nu-
clear power plant, made its mark fourteen years ago.5 
The first Sofacy/APT28 samples date back to 2004, 
but were identified publicly only years later. Titan 
Rain, the first large Chinese espionage campaign, was 
revealed in 2005, but had already been under way for 
several years by then.6 The infamous “Denial of Ser-
vice” attacks on Estonia, which were christened Web 
War One by Wired magazine,7 occurred one decade 
ago roughly concurrently with the development of 
Stuxnet,8 a potent Israeli-United States sabotage at-
tack against Iran’s nuclear enrichment facilities. Five 
years ago, in the summer of 2012, Saudi Aramco expe-
rienced what may still be one of the most devastating 
publicly known computer network intrusions, which 
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tary circles—although most use the moniker at the 
same time. “Imagine a stranger renamed your profes-
sion ‘poop-mining’—and you had to start using the 
term yourself. This is how I feel about ‘cyber,’ ” wrote 
Matthew Green, a prominent professor of cryptogra-
phy at Johns Hopkins University, in May 2017.18 His 
note received than 2,300 approvals on Twitter. To a 
non-specialist, “cyber” can feel at once ephemeral and 
intimidating.

Institutions

The main targets of computer network operations 
against democracy are institutions, not computer net-
works. Institutions are based on trust; they work be-
cause people trust them to work. That trust is one of 
the top targets of 21st-century digital active measures. 
It is also one of the easiest targets. Undermining insti-
tutions that serve key democratic functions is a blow 
against democracy itself.

Two broader categories of institutions are being tar-
geted. Political institutions comprise the first and most 
prominent type of target. These organizations, such as 
political committees or campaigns, offer a soft and 
large target surface. In many respects, election cycles 
are the most vulnerable moment for liberal democra-
cies, akin to the period during which a lobster sheds 
its protective shell, and for a while remains covered in 
a soft, vulnerable shell, marking it out as particularly 
easy and attractive prey. Espionage during this vulner-
able period is not new. Probably the most notable early 
examples of computer hacking assisting in this espio-
nage effort come from the 2008 election cycle, in which 
Chinese operatives reportedly targeted both the Obama 
and McCain campaigns.19 Even in 2016, the Demo-
cratic campaign was not targeted by only Russian ac-
tors. But while a democracy should attempt to thwart 
this kind of intrusion, the theft of documents does not 
pose the same kind of threat as more active operations.

Four points deserve attention, in light of the 2016 
activities. First, the Russian operations targeted voters 
directly. Cold War active measures were mostly di-
rected against politicians and journalists and reached 
the wider public only indirectly. By the early 2010s, so-
cial media introduced a new platform that allowed 
remote operators to reach voters directly, via ads, trolls, 
and personal messages. The Robert Mueller indictment 
brought forward against the Internet Research Agency 
on February 18, 2018, brought a number of case stud-
ies to wider public attention. Second, and related, the 
2016 operations took place at a substantial scale. They 
played out in traditional mass media and on social me-
dia, reaching millions of people. The operators pub-
lished tens of thousands of individual documents in 
more than eighty individual leaks. Most (although not 
all) active measures throughout the Cold War tended 

large number of undisclosed wiping incidents, have 
been lingering at the shadowy fringes of the debate for 
too long.

The fissures in the debate are not just inconvenient 
for newcomers, journalists, and policy-makers. The 
cracks in the field also make it easier for adversaries 
to exploit the cybersecurity debate itself. Just as jour-
nalists added value to the DNC leaks by sifting dumps 
and pulling out the gems, so did cybersecurity experts 
add value to the Shadow Brokers’ recent dumps of 
NSA hacking tools by sifting files, testing them, and 
pulling out shiny objects—thus enabling the desired 
operational effect against the US government in the 
first place. The Shadow Brokers’ operation was likely 
designed with this dynamic in mind. It cleverly dis-
tracted the cybersecurity community from larger po-
litical questions while weaponizing the community’s 
collective sleuthing abilities.

Scholarship on cybersecurity faces unique and par-
ticularly difficult challenges. In recent years, every large 
international relations journal has published articles on 
cybersecurity. Yet some of the debate’s most influen-
tial texts are conceptual in nature, for example, the 
landmark 1993 piece “Cyberwar is Coming!”15 the 
1995 article “What is Information Warfare?”16 or the 
2013 retort “Cyber War Will Not Take Place.”17 Too 
many scholars find this old and tired debate about cy-
berwar to be irresistible—an especially glaring short-
coming considering the proliferation of incidents and 
the rich empirical material available today.

University-based academics, no matter their disci-
pline, face an additional unique challenge in this field: 
most cutting-edge work requires access to insights and 
data from operations and incidents. Some of the most 
valuable sources for research, as a consequence, are ei-
ther in the intelligence community (IC) or, more likely, 
in the vibrant private sector market for incident re-
sponse, digital forensics, and threat intelligence. Yet 
most PhD students, post-docs, junior faculty, and even 
senior scholars have little or no access to these com-
munities. The dearth of scholarship that effectively uti-
lizes leaked NSA and Government Communications 
Headquarters (GCHQ) documents is an illustration of 
this problem. Insightful research that takes advantage 
of some of the more technical leaks is all too rare. The 
mirror image of this problem is reflected in the private 
sector, where a wide range of companies share reports 
under the so-called Traffic Light Protocol (TLP), a 
trust-based industry classification system. The number 
of TLP-coded reports is today reaching well into the 
five digits. Yet too few scholars have seen, let alone 
taken advantage of, these rich data sources.

Not even the name of the field is settled. The infor-
mation security community still rolls its collective eyes 
at the vintage cringe-worthy “cyber”—which has 
quickly become a noun, especially in policy and mili-
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your living room, a total invasion of privacy, and you 
begin to learn that maybe you shouldn’t trust anyone 
anymore,” Mansoor said.24

The story, thus far, has no happy ending. The hack-
ing effort against Mansoor garnered some media atten-
tion, and great notice within the cybersecurity com-
munity. The technical mechanics of it, including the use 
of significant hacking tools, indicate that Mansoor was 
a priority target. But the publicity did little to help him. 
On a later trip to the United Arab Emirates, he was ar-
rested again and remains detained. Mansoor was not 
alone. Invoices from the company Hacking Team, 
which carries out or enables a great deal of govern-
ment-sponsored hacking operations, show an exten-
sive relationship with the United Arab Emirates. The 
Emirates, as of 2015, appear to be the company’s sec-
ond biggest customer. They have paid more than 
$630,000 for hacking operations targeting more than 
a thousand people. It is yet another reminder of how 
significant and scalable the hacking threat can be.

It is not just the United Arab Emirates that has used 
hacking tools against civil society. China, Mexico, Ethi-
opia, Morocco, and others are doing so as well.25 Their 
targets vary, and some are more directly connected to 
movements for representative governments than oth-
ers, but the overall trend is clear: hacking is a tool not 
just for non-democratic foreign governments to target 
mature liberal democracies, but for non-democratic 
governments to nip domestic threats to their regime in 
the bud.

Infrastructure

Another form of political targeting is directed not at 
the trust in institutions, but at the underlying techni-
cal infrastructure. This form of hacking goes one level 
deeper and interferes either with the integrity of key 
data or with machines. While such operations can cer-
tainly also have an effect on trust—an attack on infra-
structure can also be an attack on institutions—at its 
core it is something more direct than the last category 
of operations.

Some theorized attacks on infrastructure have been 
demonstrated in practice by researchers. Foremost 
amongst these are the myriad of ways in which voting 
infrastructure could be targeted.26 The range of pos-
sible attack vectors is significant and can be illustrated 
by tracing the path a typical American voter takes in 
order to participate in an election. A citizen’s first for-
mal step of political engagement upon reaching adult-
hood is to register to vote. In doing so, they input their 
personal—and often private, sensitive, or identifying—
data into a computer system. The maintenance and se-
curity of these computer systems varies enormously, 
but it is clear both that they are significant targets and 
that hackers have had success in breaching them and 

to be far smaller and narrower. Russian intelligence 
agencies successfully used the scalability of innovative 
hack-leak-amplify activities to their advantage.

Third, the 2016 influence operations were poorly 
disguised, perhaps even semi-overt by design. Not only 
was it obvious that a hacking-aided influence cam-
paign was going on, but it was reasonably apparent 
which foreign power was conducting it. As early as 
mid-June 2016, a range of outside experts squarely 
placed the blame of the budding leaking operation on 
Russia, following the initial hacking attribution of the 
cybersecurity firm CrowdStrike.20 Politically there may 
have been partisan incentives to call the evidence into 
question. Technically and historically, however, the ev-
idence of a Russian hand was inescapable early on.21 
Fourth, the operation almost certainly worked better 
and longer than anticipated—independent of whether 
the active measures actually affected the vote or not. 
Candidate Donald Trump cited foreign hacking favor-
ably on numerous occasions during the campaign.22 
He repeatedly cited hacked documents, professed his 
“love” for WikiLeaks,23 and encouraged Russian com-
puter network intrusions to recover Hillary Clinton’s 
emails of interest. Taunted and provoked, Trump him-
self worsened damage to the legitimacy of his own 
presidency, both before and after the election. More-
over, after Trump was sworn in as President of the 
United States, he continued to call the evidence of Rus-
sian election interference into question, thus inadver-
tently straining the credibility of America’s intelligence 
and law enforcement community, thus providing incen-
tives and cover for follow-on active measures.

The other category of democratic institutions at ex-
ceptional risk of nation-state hacking is civil society 
groups, particularly those agitating for human rights 
or democratic policies. Activist movements often find 
themselves in at least partially threatening situations. 
Governments, often including their own domestic gov-
ernment, perceive grassroots activists to be threats to 
stability and order. Most non-democratic regimes tar-
get, with some semi-regularity, citizen activists. One of 
the clearest example of this campaign comes from the 
United Arab Emirates. Ahmad Mansoor, a noted activ-
ist there and a member of Human Rights Watch, found 
himself in the crosshairs of a conglomerate run by a 
leading member of the ruling family. Investigation by 
cybersecurity researchers revealed that—in addition to 
old-fashioned tools of repression like arrest, theft, and 
beating—Mansoor was the victim of more new-fan-
gled hacking.

The spyware that targeted Mansoor was in place 
for more than a year before researchers found it. It was 
intrusive, gaining deep insight into his digital life and 
his organizing activities. The intimidating effects were 
real, even after the hacking operation was eventually 
thwarted. “It was as bad as someone encroaching in 
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down to the wire. The uncertainty lasted into the 
next month before the United States Supreme Court 
awarded the state to George W. Bush. The case might 
provide inspiration for digital saboteurs.

Intelligence

Intelligence agencies are fundamental to protecting de-
mocracy. The NSA in particular takes on a direct role 
in engaging with and thwarting their foreign counter-
parts, including attempts to target democratic institu-
tions and infrastructure. For this and other reasons, the 
US intelligence community and its allies find them-
selves in the line of fire. The most striking post–Cold 
War case of a counter-IC active measure is known as 
Shadow Brokers. First visible in a series of August 2016 
messages, the operators behind various Shadow Bro-
kers’ social media and developer accounts began post-
ing evidence that they had obtained classified NSA 
tools (referring to the NSA in infosec-jargon as “Equa-
tion Group”). The messages escalated throughout the 
next twelve months, revealing more and more about 
NSA activities. The group revealed some of the agen-
cy’s most potent penetration tools. This included one, 
ETERNALBLUE, which United States government op-
erators had used for years; one source called the exploit 
“fishing with dynamite.”33

The Shadow Brokers’ move to publish the pilfered 
tools had a triple effect. First, it thrust secret NSA oper-
ations back into the media spotlight. The NSA faced 
questions about how these powerful tools got out of 
its secure confines, and whether it was right to retain 
such vulnerabilities in the first place, as others could 
have exploited them as well. Major companies, such 
as Microsoft, sharply criticized the NSA in this re-
gard.34 Even a hawkish former director of both the 
NSA and the CIA, Michael Hayden, said, “If Ameri-
can espionage cannot protect the special tools that it 
possesses, it doesn’t matter that they are good people 
working for good purposes under good oversight. If 
they cannot protect the tools, I just can’t mount the 
argument to defend that they should have them.”35 Sec-
ondly, the leaks made it either technically impossible 
or politically much more difficult for NSA to use the 
published tools.36 The disclosure, highly likely an ad-
versarial intelligence operation, sabotaged NSA’s col-
lection capabilities. Third, the leaks enabled others to 
use NSA’s insights for their own purposes. Others, less 
worried about getting caught, could use the publicized 
tools as blueprints for developing their own similar 
capabilities. The most prominent example of this is 
an attack, known as WannaCry, which occurred in 
May 2017. Likely conducted by North Korea, this at-
tack rapidly spread to hundreds of thousands of com-
puters around the world. Most prominently, this 
 included many computers operated by Britain’s Na-

copying out the data within. These registration data-
bases are ripe targets for compromise. There are nu-
merous examples of hackers penetrating the registra-
tion systems and databases of American states and 
other entities. The total number of records affected of-
ten numbers well into the millions, sometimes into the 
hundreds of millions.27

On Election Day, in-person voters check in at their 
assigned polling places. Election workers typically ver-
ify the voter’s registration in a poll book, which con-
tains a list of all the voters eligible to vote at that place. 
Some states, such as Ohio, have digitized these books.28 
Digital records are more efficient, but can get hacked. 
One possible vector of attack is to manipulate the poll 
books in a given area, perhaps by removing five per-
cent of the voters of a given party—a so-called data 
integrity attack. If voters of a particular political affili-
ation, gender, race, or age were disproportionately 
turned away, this could quickly fuel claims that the 
election was subject to illicit manipulation.

Next, the voter actually marks and casts their bal-
lot. Unfortunately, the cybersecurity of voting machines 
is both important and flawed. Voting machine security 
is uneven. A series of audits turned up a wide range of 
problems in many of the major voting machines used 
in the United States. Due to a lack of funding, a sizable 
portion of voting machines is more than a decade old 
and depends upon outdated security models. Notori-
ous examples abound, such as Wi-Fi-connected sys-
tems that used a default password of “abcde,”29 or the 
system that researchers were able to reconfigure in or-
der to play popular video games like Pac Man. In 
2017, the hacker conference DEF CON vividly high-
lighted the state of affairs with their “Voting Machine 
Hacking Village,” in which attendees worked together 
to quickly and successfully demonstrate a substantial 
number of security flaws.

Before a Communist Party election, Josef Stalin fa-
mously said, “I consider it completely unimportant 
who in the party will vote, or how; but what is extraor-
dinarily important is this—who will count the votes, 
and how.”30 This quote suggests a fourth step in the 
voter’s journey, and another opportunity for hackers: 
tabulation. Many of the vulnerabilities with machines 
can permit the manipulation of vote-counting func-
tions.31 In more centralized systems, the computers at 
the core of the voting infrastructure are ripe targets. In 
Ukraine in 2014, hackers launched a wiping campaign 
against these vital machines just three days before the 
election.32

After vote tabulation, citizens find out the result of 
the election. Here, too, there is the possibility for trou-
ble and worries of illegitimacy. No example is more 
prominent than the Bush-Gore controversy in 2000, in 
which major networks first called Florida for Al Gore, 
then retracted the claim amidst a vote count that came 
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and many others besides, have endorsed the system and 
sometimes use it themselves. TLP reports usually have a 
classification header, like a government document 
would have.

The private sector is taking the lead in intelligence 
because firms often have greater access to information 
and data through their products and services. This rise 
of private sector intelligence comes with a range of 
risks. One is imperfect quality assurance and vetting 
for reports and analysis. Another one is the rising num-
ber of proprietary, for-profit reports that never get 
published as TLP:WHITE at all, and thus remain out 
of view. But TLP reports have one major advantage 
over classified government documents: they can be 
shared more easily, and data, as well as insights, some-
times permeate out into the semi-public and public de-
bate. Indeed, sometimes private sector reports may be 
used as a vehicle to publish previously classified infor-
mation on high-profile cases.

Despite these challenges, the overall trend is a pos-
itive one: after decades of a predominantly military 
frame of mind, epitomized in the tired notion of “cy-
berwarfare” and “offense domination,” the field of cy-
bersecurity is beginning to right itself back to where it 
always belonged, which is at the intersection of public 
and private intelligence.

Ever growing numbers of operators in the wider in-
formation security community have cut their teeth in 
intelligence. These individuals tend to be more com-
fortable talking about collection rather than about co-
ercion, about interception rather than intervention. 
The notion that political aspects pollute a pure techni-
cal analysis has, thankfully, less and less currency. More 
and more terms of art from the study and the history 
of intelligence find their way into the cybersecurity 
lexicon, for example, “active measures,” “active and 
passive collection,” “operational security,” “all-source 
in investigations,” “attribution,” “estimative language,” 
“assessment,” “analysis of competing hypotheses,” 
“aperture of analysis.” The paradigm is shifting from 
a military mindset to an intelligence-led philosophy of 
information security—indeed the quiet rise of the term 
“infosec” over “cyber” highlights this trend. It is this 
area of public-private partnership, thus far mostly out 
of public view, where great opportunities to defend de-
mocracy have emerged.

Conclusion

The cybersecurity debate, and the wider infosec com-
munity, face a moment of reckoning. 2017 has exposed 
that one of the greatest vulnerabilities of liberal democ-
racy in the 21st century is the information security of 
the wider political system, from personal email authen-
tication to government routers, from boutique malware 
attacks to old-school infiltration, from voting machine 

tional Health Service. The attack code served as a bro-
ken form of ransom-ware, encrypting the machine’s 
files until a payment was made; in a sign of incompe-
tence, an inadvertent start to the operation, or a desire 
to make noise and not money, the payment and decryp-
tion mechanism appeared broken.

A little more than a month later, Russian military 
intelligence launched a comparable attack that caused 
“billions” of dollars of damage to the world econ-
omy.37 The operation, named NotPetya, limited its tar-
gets to users of a Ukrainian tax reporting software; 
but the attack spread quickly within the networks of a 
significant number of international companies. Though 
NotPetya spread using a variety of mechanisms, includ-
ing credential theft, it in part took advantage of the 
same software vulnerabilities the NSA had exploited, 
again generating embarrassing and damaging public-
ity for the American intelligence agency. In effect, Not
Petya served as a double sabotage tool: it crippled 
Ukraine and embarrassed the United States.38 One 
minister of the Russian Federation directly challenged 
US intelligence at the Munich Security Conference 
2018 by bringing up NotPetya’s ETERNALBLUE re-
use as an example of US government malpractice.

The likely goal of the Shadow Brokers operation 
was weakening Five Eyes (Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States) 
intelligence. The NSA is the most potent signals intel-
ligence agency of any liberal democracy, and its work 
has enabled many advance threat warnings to NATO 
allies, against terrorism as well as against ongoing es-
pionage campaigns—weakening the West’s wider intel-
ligence community is therefore weakening the capac-
ity of democracies to self-defend.

The technical intelligence community in the West 
especially faces another new problem: the loss of their 
near-complete monopoly on technical intelligence and 
classified information. A range of private sector com-
panies are now competing with signals intelligence or-
ganizations not just for talent, but in collection and 
analysis as well. But in this newfound competition also 
lies a great opportunity for the defense of democracy 
from new threats.

In the early 2010s, more and more companies 
started to “publish” restricted reports under the so-
called Traffic Light Protocol. The traffic light protocol is 
an industry-wide, trust-based convention that governs 
the sharing of confidential information, both orally and 
in writing. The protocol is usually abbreviated as TLP. 
The protocol works as follows: TLP:WHITE means the 
document is public; TLP:GREEN means recipients can 
share the file with peers; TLP:AMBER means recipients 
can share within their own organization; and TLP:RED 
means recipients cannot share with any parties outside 
of the exchange or meeting in which the information 
was originally disclosed. The US and UK governments, 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   321 5/24/21   11:49 PM



322  Hacking Democracy

12. Michael Schmidt, Nicole Perlroth, and Matthew Gold-
stein, “F.B.I. Says Little Doubt North Korea Hit Sony,” The New 
York Times, January 7, 2015.

13. Thomas Rid and Ben Buchanan, “Attributing Cyber 
Attacks,” Journal of Strategic Studies 39, no. 1, 2015.

14. Adam Segal calls this fateful moment “year zero” for cy-
bersecurity. For a full discussion, see Adam Segal, The Hacked 
World Order (New York: Public Affairs, 2016).

15. John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt, “Cyberwar Is Com-
ing!” (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 1993).

16. Martin  C. Libicki, What Is Information Warfare? 
(Washington, DC: National Defense University, 1995).

17. Thomas Rid, Cyber War Will Not Take Place (Oxford/
New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).

18. See @matthew_d_green, May  19, 2017, https://web. 
archive.org/web/20170724110256 /https:// twitter.com/matthew 
_d _green/status/865666772241862656

19. Ryan Naraine, “Newsweek: Obama, McCain Cam-
paigns Hacked by ‘Foreign Entity,’ ” Newsweek, November 5, 
2008.

20. Dmitri Alperovitch, “Bears in the Midst: Intrusion into 
the Democratic National Committee,” CrowdStrike, 2016.

21. See Thomas Rid, “All Signs Point to Russia Being Be-
hind DNC Hack,” Motherboard/Vice, July 25, 2016.

22. Ashley Parker and David Sanger, “Donald Trump Calls 
on Russia to Find Hillary Clinton’s Missing Emails,” The New 
York Times, July 27, 2016.

23. Patrick Healy, David Sanger, and Maggie Haberman, 
“Donald Trump Finds Improbable Ally in Wikileaks,” The 
New York Times, October 12, 2016.

24. Nicole Perlroth, “Governments Turn to Commercial 
Spyware to Intimidate Dissidents,” The New York Times, 
May 29, 2016.

25. Perlroth, “Governments Turn to Commercial Spyware.
26. For a full discussion, see Ben Buchanan and Michael 

Sulmeyer, “Hacking Chads,” Cambridge, MA: Harvard Ken-
nedy School, Belfer Center for Science and International Af-
fairs, October 2016.

27. Sometimes these systems have shockingly little secu-
rity. For the biggest example, see Nick Corasaniti and Ra-
chel Shorey, “Millions of Voter Records Posted, and Some 
Fear Hacker Field Day,” The New York Times, December 30, 
2015.

28. Karen Farkas, “Electronic Poll Books Will Be at Vot-
ing Locations across the State by November 2016,” Cleveland 
Plain Dealer, August 28, 2015.

29. “Security Assessment of Winvote Voting Equipment for 
Department of Elections,” Commonwealth Security and Risk 
Management: Virginia Information Technology Agency, 2015.

30. Boris Bazhanov, Memoirs of the Former Secretary of 
Stalin (Moscow: III Tysiacheletie, 2002).

31. For a series of audits, see “Source Code Review of the 
Sequoia Voting System,” University of California, Berkeley: Cali-
fornia Secretary of State, 2007; “Source Code Review of the 
Diebold Voting System,” University of California, Berkeley: 
California Secretary of State, 2007; “Source Code Review of the 
Hart Intercivic Voting System,” University of California, Berke-
ley: California Secretary of State, 2007.

32. Mark Clayton, “Ukraine Election Narrowly Avoided 
‘Wanton Destruction’ from Hackers,” Christian Science  Monitor, 
June 17, 2014.

compromise to shrewd forgeries, from hacking the grid 
to brazen active measures against the NSA as well as 
everyday voters.

The offense has indeed dominated for decades, not 
as a result of technical defects, but as a result of man-
made defaults. It is still too easy not to use two-factor 
authentication; it is still too easy to hide bots at scale 
on some social media platforms; it is still too easy to 
breach networks and stay undetected for months; it is 
still too easy to lure journalists with a scoop on a 
flimsy intelligence story. Geeks and wonks face mirror-
ing temptations: overestimating what they understand, 
underestimating what they don’t understand, dismiss-
ing the silly mannerism and alien jargons of the other 
side, and secretly sneering at the inevitable mistakes of 
those who try to cross the divide. This is not a trite, 
smartass observation from two smug academics: 2016 
has brought to the fore that adversaries are again get-
ting better at driving wedges into the divisions that 
divide us. “Us” as liberal, open democracies. But also, 
“us” as a community of professionals dealing with in-
formation security. Spotting useful idiots is easy after 
all—just ask, “Am I still willing to adjust my view in 
response to new insights or new evidence and admit 
that I was wrong?”
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A surprise attack, conceived with cunning, prepared 
with duplicity, and executed with ruthlessness, provides 
international history with its most melodramatic mo-
ments. A state believes itself to be at peace then sud-
denly finds itself at war, in agony and embarrassed that 
it failed to pick up the enemy plot and will now suffer 
the consequences of blows from which recovery will be 
hard. Melodramas along these lines play out not only 
in the worst-case scenarios of military planners and 
alarmist commentators but also in movies and novels. 
They offer a compelling narrative: the most powerful 
states are humiliated and the course of history altered 
as one power sees possibilities for action that its victim 
misses completely. It is also a credible narrative as sur-
prise attacks have been regular occurrences throughout 
history. They make military sense as defeating a strong 
opponent is always going to be difficult unless the first 
blows really count. Maximizing operational secrecy is 
essential to maximizing operational success.

Surprise makes the most sense when battles are deci-
sive. Otherwise, the effect will be to start a war—with all 
the pain, risk, and uncertainty—without ensuring victory. 
A decisive victory forces the enemy hand. An important 
legacy of the Napoleonic Wars was the conviction that 
such a victory depended on the effective elimination of 
the enemy army. At some point surprise could make the 
critical difference when two essentially symmetrical 
armies, relying on superior tactics, organization and ar-
maments, faced each other. Catching an unprepared en-
emy with an early blow from which it could never really 
recover, even if it tried to fight on, should allow the whole 
business of war to be concluded quickly.

The Franco-Prussian War underscored the impor-
tance of early battlefield success. The Prussians were 

astonished when the French, having declared war, were 
slow to mobilize. They did not make the same mistake. 
The efficiency of their mobilization, along with the in-
novative tactics of Helmuth von Moltke, caught France 
unaware, leading to its defeat at the Battle of Sedan 
at the start of September  1870. Germany executed 
the ideal campaign, quick and truly decisive, spoiled 
only by the refusal of the French population to accept 
the verdict of battle until their unexpected resistance 
was crushed. Moltke showed how to surprise the en-
emy, and his successors in the German general staff 
took note: To win a war, mobilize early and strike hard 
and fast.

The German victory also led to speculation about 
how other powers might be caught out by a ruthless 
and resourceful enemy, including books imagining how 
other great powers might also suffer sudden and cata-
strophic defeats. An early example of this genre was 
The Battle of Dorking, written by a British Army of-
ficer. Appearing in 1871 just after von Moltke’s victory, 
Dorking described a German invasion from across 
the channel in which telegraph cables were cut to pre-
vent advance warning. The Royal Navy, which had 
allowed itself to become overextended because of co-
lonial commitments, lost its warships to “fatal engines 
which sent our ships, one after the other, to the bot-
tom.” The drama concluded with a last stand on a 
ridge near Dorking in southern England, where a brave 
combination of regulars and reserves were let down by 
the army’s miserable organization. And so, the accu-
mulated prosperity and strength of centuries was lost 
in days. A once-proud nation was stripped of its colo-
nies, “its trade gone, its factories silent, its harbours 
empty, a prey to pauperism and decay.”1
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The prospect that the next war could soon “go nu-
clear” inevitably dominated strategic debates after 
1945. But, the trauma of the two surprise attacks that 
brought the Soviet Union and then the United States 
into the Second World War shaped considerations of 
what that might mean. Pushing the logic of seizing the 
initiative to the extreme, Hitler launched Operation 
BARBAROSSA against Russia in June 1941 while the 
British were still fighting; the Japanese attacked the US 
Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, despite failing to pacify 
China. Both efforts were enormous gambles, bold in 
their execution and complete in their surprise. Both of-
fensives were characterized by arrogance, for their 
leaders were convinced their nations were superior in 
spirit and in discipline, but also in recklessness, taking 
on much larger powers before defeating the existing 
enemies.

Both gambles failed. The Soviet Union was rocked; 
at one point it looked like it would succumb, but it held 
on. Gradually, the size of the country, its harsh climate, 
reserves of strength, and Nazi mistakes turned the tide 
of war.7 There was never much chance that Japan 
would conquer the United States—the objective was to 
get in the best position for what was assumed to be an 
inevitable war. The result was a terrible conflict with 
great suffering, ending with Japan under American 
occupation.8

The most important lesson was that getting in the 
first blow, however well designed and executed, did not 
guarantee victory. Yet for the victims of 1941, the ba-
sic lesson was that great power did not provide immu-
nity from surprise attack. The United States and the 
Soviet Union won in the end, but their fights were long 
and painful, and the results were not preordained. The 
shock effect was substantial, and it left a legacy in the 
way both thought about war thereafter. In 1958, when 
experts from both superpowers met briefly to discuss 
their fears of surprise attacks, the Soviets were fixated 
on yet another large offensive set in motion by Ger-
many, this time backed by the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO), while the Americans were fo-
cused on another Pearl Harbor–type “bolt from the 
blue,” this time with nuclear missiles.9

The impact of these shocks could be seen during the 
Cold War, especially in regard to nuclear strategy. In 
Washington the dominant fear was that Soviet leader-
ship might become convinced that a well-crafted first 
strike would put it in a position where it need not fear 
retaliation. Starting numbers were irrelevant if the 
United States could be disarmed by a surprise Soviet 
attack directed against its bombers, intercontinental 
ballistic missiles, and missile-carrying submarines.10 In 
the 1960s, the Pentagon set a test for the US nuclear 
arsenal: could it “assure destruction” of the Soviet 
Union? In other words, could America maintain “at all 
times a clear and unmistakable ability to inflict an un-

As with so much writing about the future of war, 
this example essentially made a point about the pres-
ent, in this case the need for army reform, a statement 
about what might happen if sensible measures were 
not taken urgently. Other books followed with similar 
themes about the dangers of spies or readying young 
men for the demands and sacrifices of war, or some-
times in counternarratives to the gloom, demonstrat-
ing how a brave nation could cope with all challenges. 
By the start of the twentieth century, writers were ex-
ploring the military possibilities opening up with new 
technologies such as heavier-than-air flying machines.2 
The imagination of the British novelist H. G. Wells 
even stretched to atom bombs.3 A regular theme in all 
this literature was the importance of surprise and the 
first blow. The key to victory was seizing the initiative.

There were those, such as the Polish banker Ivan 
Bloch, who understood that even the cleverest plans 
might fail, that defenses might cope better than ex-
pected with dashing attacks, and that a defiant popu-
lation might resist foreign occupation.4 Still, the Ger-
mans opened the First World War with an ambitious 
offensive designed, once again, to defeat France quickly. 
But this time they failed. Instead of a decisive victory, 
they got caught up in a long attritional slog, in which 
they struggled to cope with the superior economic and 
demographic strengths of their enemies.

After 1918, alternative routes to a quick victory 
were sought. One possibility was to use tanks to wage 
a rapid offensive. But there was another alternative 
that dispensed with forcing an enemy land invasion. 
Instead of pressuring the enemy government to capit-
ulate as a result of the annihilation of its army, it would 
have to surrender because of the demands of a desper-
ate population unable to cope with a succession of 
massive air raids and being hit by high explosives, in-
cendiaries, and poison gas. A new dystopian literature 
quickly developed, telling of the trials of ordinary peo-
ple as they fled their burning cities or of the hopeless-
ness of governments in the face of weapons they were 
unable to counter. The theme comes through in some 
of the titles: The Poison War, The Black Death, Men
ace, Empty Victory, Invasion from the Air, War upon 
Women, Chaos, and Air Reprisal.5

Air raids did not provide the opening shots of the 
Second World War, but they soon came, becoming reg-
ular and progressively more destructive. Although 
their effects were certainly terrible, they were not de-
cisive.6 The resilience of ordinary people and of mod-
ern societies had been underestimated. Only with the 
war’s finale and the atom bombs dropped on Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki was the deadly promise of air 
power realized. Previous air raids had killed as many 
people, but this time the devastation required only sin-
gle weapons and the impact was emphasized by the 
surrender of an already beleaguered Japan.
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whelmed before it could even consider escalation to 
nuclear force.

Yet, even when contemporary wars have opened 
with surprise attacks, the results have not been encour-
aging. Israel’s demolition of Egypt’s air force on the 
first day of the Six-Day War (1967) is one example 
where the enemy was left helpless by a well-executed 
attack. Although, this war also demonstrates how con-
quering and occupying another’s territory might also 
lead to persistent terrorism and insurgency. Two prime 
examples of surprise attacks that failed to deliver early 
victories are North Korea’s move against South Korea 
in 1950 and Iraq’s contest with Iran three decades later. 
The North might have succeeded if an international co-
alition had not managed to aid South Korea before it 
was completely overrun. Iraq found itself struggling to 
cope with Iran’s counter-invasion in 1980 and became 
caught in a war lasting until 1988. Its resultant indebt-
edness to those who helped it fund its defense was one 
reason for its next surprise attack—Kuwait in Au-
gust 1990. The occupation was easily accomplished, 
but it barely lasted six months. Kuwait was liberated 
under an American-led coalition in early 1991.

The most striking feature of modern wars is not 
how quickly they can be concluded but how long they 
last.13 The United States achieved quick victories in 
Iraq and Afghanistan against regular forces but then 
got bogged down dealing with insurgencies. Russian 
aggression against Ukraine has left it bogged down in 
an inconclusive struggle. Syria has become an arena in 
which a whole series of regional conflicts are playing 
out without an identified route to anything resembling 
peace being identified. With civil wars, the typical con-
flict now lasts years, long after the economy, society, 
and political system have been broken, with the vio-
lence sustained by criminals as well as zealots, war-
lords, and neighboring states.

Major powers now often appear tentative and un-
sure. Even when, as with Russia, they seem to be tak-
ing bold steps, their objectives turn out to be limited. 
Grand victories are no longer in mind. Instead of au-
dacious moves geared to a quick victory, a probing, pa-
tient alternative approach is even seen in China’s dis-
putes in the South China Sea.

Yet, none of this has erased concerns about surprise 
attacks. One reason is the recollection of al-Qaeda’s at-
tacks on New York and Washington on September 11, 
2001, after which commentary soon turned again to 
Pearl Harbor. The lesson lay not in the revenge taken 
against al-Qaeda and its Taliban sponsors in Afghani-
stan but the shock of discovering the vulnerability of 
modern, open societies to malicious attack. The aim 
seemed simply to cause maximum pain, and that goal 
soon led to speculation about the many ways that pain 
might be inflicted. Scenarios in which small terrorist 
cells or even “lone wolves” could cause harm using basic 

acceptable degree of damage upon any aggressor, or 
combination of aggressors—even after absorbing a sur-
prise first strike”? This damage was quantified at 33–
20 percent of the Soviet population and 75–50 percent 
of the Soviet industrial capacity. These criteria assumed 
a pain threshold well above the losses experienced in 
World War II, which were hardly willingly accepted. 
Then, the highest possible intelligence assessments 
about future Soviet capabilities were considered to see 
whether any extra capabilities were required to ensure 
that the assured destruction criteria could be met. 
The answer was not a lot was needed beyond existing 
plans.

This effort was not a prediction of the course of a 
future war, or of the American government’s reaction 
to a complete failure of deterrence. The aim was to 
leave no doubt in the minds of Soviet leadership that 
aggression carried an unavoidable risk of nuclear dev-
astation. An American response could not be guaran-
teed because the Soviet Union could also, even after 
absorbing a first strike, ensure similar levels of destruc-
tion of the United States. Hence “mutual assured de-
struction,” naturally known as MAD, came to describe 
the standoff between the nuclear powers during the 
Cold War. How much the capability contributed to 
preventing a hot war remains a matter for conjecture. 
There were many reasons why political leaders would 
have been desperate to avoid a Third World War, but 
the possibility of mutual destruction was hardly irrel-
evant. It was not necessary to gaze for long into a crys-
tal ball to see the awful devastation with which a fu-
ture war might end.11 Would the Germans and Japanese 
in 1941 have really been so ready to launch their wars 
if their crystal balls had shown them how bad things 
might turn out? The point of deterrence was to per-
suade a potential adversary not to bank on the first 
move being decisive, and to think through the conse-
quences of an enemy still capable of fighting back.

Establishing there was no sure way to win a nuclear 
war did not end all fears. The Soviet Union kept build-
ing up its own arsenal, suggesting it had a different 
view of how deterrence might work, which might even 
include some plan for a nuclear victory. Even if MAD 
meant the nuclear arsenals neutralized each other, the 
Soviet strength in conventional capabilities provided 
them with other options for mischief. This capacity left 
plenty of scope for inventiveness when it came to imag-
ining how Moscow might take an initiative that 
would catch Washington unaware and so allow steal-
ing some geopolitical advantage. One scenario actively 
debated in the 1970s was the possibility of a sudden 
and vast Warsaw Pact offensive into West Germany 
that required little prior mobilization, and so, no prac-
tical warning to NATO about the attack.12 This worst-
case scenario assumed everything worked perfectly 
for the enemy while NATO was left flat-footed, over-
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war, as well as serving as natural accompaniments to 
acts of war.

There is, therefore, a disconnect between the con-
tinuing search for a route to a decisive victory and the 
contemporary experience of warfare, which once 
started, is hard to stop. Even if enemy regulars are 
overwhelmed, the result is as likely to be insurgency, 
especially directed against foreign forces. This tends to 
be reflected in more recent future war fiction, such as 
Ghost Fleet by Peter Singer and August Cole. This 
story opens with a surprise attack of impressive com-
plexity, cunning and duplicity, which almost succeeds 
but fails in the end.18

There will always be arguments for testing the resil-
ience of systems against the worst case. If they can cope 
with the most severe threats, then lesser cases should be 
manageable. The worst case may depend on the aggres-
sor being foolish and futile, but stupidity is one of the 
hardest things for any intelligence agency to predict. At 
the same time, when planning an offensive, every effort 
must be made to make the first blows count. The key 
point, however, is that even with surprise and maximum 
effort, these first blows are unlikely to be decisive on 
their own, especially against an opponent with any re-
serves of strength. This depth is why states must look 
beyond surprise attacks to what follows, to the second 
and third blows, and also to those much further down 
the line, perhaps delivered by irregulars who have taken 
over the struggle after the defeat of the regulars. The 
surprises of war do not just come at the start.
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turn to something like the dark days of the early 1980s, 
it is equally impor tant to remember that the current 
prominence of SOF was equally unimaginable then. 
Remaining cognizant of the limits of SOF is crucial to 
preventing overreliance on the force, which could in 
turn lead to a significant reduction in willingness to 
support or employ SOF.

General Limitations of Special Operations

All special operations share some common limitations, 
the first being that special operations (and by exten-
sion SOF) almost never achieve decisive strategic suc-
cess on their own. Special operations and SOF alone 
can often only achieve decisive tactical success. Occa-
sionally, special operations can have some strategic ef-
fect on their own, particularly in terms of signaling 
commitment and capability through discrete opera-
tions. But absent other supporting ele ments— whether 
military, diplomatic, or economic— the achievement of 
decisive strategic effects by SOF is very rare.

For example, one of the most daring direct- action 
missions of World War II was the German seizure of 
the massive Belgian fortress of Eben Emael in May 
1940. Yet the German elite paratroopers’ capture of 
the fortress and nearby bridges would have been 
only a tactical success without prompt link-up with the 
advancing 18th Army. By linking up quickly with the 
18th Army, the rapid capture of the fort enabled Ger-
man conventional forces to cross into Belgium before 
British units could reinforce Belgian defenses, a key ele-
ment of Allied plans. A well- orchestrated combination 
of special and conventional operations thus allowed a 
decisive tactical success to have a decisive strategic ef-
fect as well.3

In contrast, the British effort to seize the bridge at 
Arnhem during Operation MARKET GARDEN (the 
so- called bridge too far) was in effec tive despite employ-
ment of a much larger force of paratroopers. While the 
intent of the operation was similar to that of Eben 
Emael, the British XXX Corps was unable to advance 
to Arnhem, leaving the British paratroopers stranded 
and eventually overrun. Without effective support from 
conventional forces, what should have been a tactical 
special operations success became a rout.4

In the early 1980s, the  future of US special operations 
forces (SOF) looked decidedly grim. The Vietnam- era 
boom in SOF had long since expired and the 1970s 
ended with the debacle of the attempted SOF- led res-
cue of US hostages in Iran.  After two de cades of re-
building, SOF  were much more capable on the eve of 
the September 11, 2001, attacks, but  were still only 
used sparingly and in the shadows.1

Now, nearly two more de cades  later, the SOF pen-
dulum has fully swung in the opposite direction of the 
nadir of the early 1980s. SOF are routinely deployed 
in a variety of missions globally, from direct action mis-
sions against terrorists to training and advising both 
conventional and unconventional allied forces (often 
termed the “indirect approach”). The US SOF commu-
nity has expanded greatly in both size and missions 
and has become, along with remotely pi loted aircraft 
(a.k.a. drones), the weapon of choice for small- footprint 
counterterrorism and counterinsurgency operations 
as well as the projection of discrete and discriminate 
force.2

Yet, despite the current enthusiasm, special opera-
tions are not a panacea for all security challenges. Poli-
cymakers and analysts must remain cognizant of the 
limits of SOFs while developing military strategy lest 
too much be asked of the force. This is particularly 
impor tant as the security environment changes— a 
SOF- centric strategy might be appropriate for some 
challenges but inappropriate for  others.

This article describes the limits of SOF and pro-
ceeds in four parts. The first describes some limitations 
common to all special operations. The second de-
scribes limitations on the direct approach for the em-
ployment of SOF (e.g., direct action and special re-
connaissance), while the third describes limitations on 
the indirect approach (e.g., unconventional warfare 
and foreign internal defense). It concludes with recom-
mendations to policymakers.

It is worth noting up front that while this article 
 will necessarily focus on the shortcomings of special 
operations, it is not intended to denigrate the impor-
tance of special operations or SOF. Instead, it should 
be read as an attempt to manage expectations for the 
force so it can be employed effectively and efficiently. 
While it is currently unimaginable that SOF could re-
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in Yemen against al- Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP). Tactical successes did not yield strategic suc-
cess as the government of Yemen collapsed into civil 
war, creating an opportunity for AQAP to fill the void 
created as US SOF withdrew from the country.10 It re-
mains to be seen if the Saudi- led co ali tion, which re-
lies heavi ly on SOF,  will have greater strategic success 
than its pre de ces sor.11

The second common limit of SOF is the inherent 
high- risk nature of special operations. While this risk 
can be managed, it cannot be eliminated. This risk is 
only of moderate importance when policy- makers are 
heavi ly committed to achieving an outcome such as 
victory in a major war. Yet policy- makers often turn to 
SOF when seeking a  limited liability military option— 
one just short of major war or intervention. In such 
situations, policy- maker commitment to the objective 
may be sufficient to deploy SOF, but insufficient to sus-
tain that deployment  after a negative event occurs as a 
result of required risk taking.

This environment produces a paradox, which lim-
its SOF. If SOF are to continue being deployed in this 
environment, policy- makers must  either eschew neces-
sary risk taking or assume risk, knowing a sufficiently 
negative incident could end the deployment. The for-
mer choice means operations  will be suboptimally ef-
fective, while the latter choice means a single negative 
event could end an entire SOF campaign (often with 
severe consequences for SOF  careers).

The events in Mogadishu, Somalia, in the fall of 
1993 highlight this paradox. Task Force Ranger had 
been committed precisely to achieve US objectives with-
out employing a major military force. In conducting op-
erations against Mohammed Farah Aidid and his militia 
forces, the task force commander, Major General Wil-
liam Garrison, assumed risk by necessity. A series of mis-
sions culminated in the events of 3–4 October, when an 
operation to capture se nior supporters of Aidid encoun-
tered much greater re sis tance than anticipated. Despite 
an effective withdrawal by Major General Garrison 
against a vastly larger force, the operation still resulted 
in substantial and highly publicized American casualties. 
The task force was completely withdrawn soon  after 
and Major General Garrison’s  career, exemplary to that 
point by all accounts, was effectively ended.12

Conversely, many indirect approach missions are 
suboptimally effective as SOF are prohibited or discour-
aged from taking risk.  After 1969, military advisors to 
the CIA- sponsored Provincial Reconnaissance Unit 
(PRU) program in Vietnam, one of the only effective in-
digenous direct action capabilities,  were no longer al-
lowed to accompany the PRUs on missions. This restric-
tion was not only imposed  because of the physical risk 
to advisors, but also  because of the po liti cal risk to indi-
viduals in Washington. The latter was particularly 
impor tant as the US commitment to South Vietnam 

The Israeli raid on Green Island in July 1969 fur-
ther underscores the importance of orchestrating ele-
ments of national power to enable SOF success to 
achieve strategic effect. Green Island was home to 
impor tant Egyptian intelligence and early warning in-
stallations during the war of attrition between Israel 
and Egypt. While the island could have been attacked 
using conventional means, Israeli command de cided to 
use SOF to demonstrate Egyptian vulnerabilities, even 
in highly fortified positions.

The Israeli raid was a tactical success, despite the high 
number of Israeli casualties. By following up the raid 
with airstrikes exploiting the newly created gap in Egyp-
tian air defense as well as diplomatic messaging, the Is-
raelis ensured the raid’s success contributed significantly 
to the strategic objective of ending the war. Absent this 
support, the raid might even have been viewed as a stra-
tegic failure, given the amount of Israeli casualties.5

The raid that led to the killing of Osama bin Laden 
by US SOF in 2011 had a strategic effect in the sense 
that it was viewed as bringing some level of closure to 
the September 11, 2001, attacks. Like the raid on Green 
Island, it demonstrated to current and potential adver-
saries the capability of US special operations forces.6 Yet 
this strategic effect was far from decisive,  either in the 
Afghanistan- Pakistan region or in the global war on ter-
ror. The Israeli raid on Entebbe, Uganda, was similar in 
demonstrating the long reach of Israeli SOF, while also 
rescuing hostages that would other wise have been a 
strategic bargaining chip for terrorists.7

This limitation is not just applicable to the direct 
approach. British SOF  were remarkably successful in 
helping Oman decisively defeat an insurgency in the 
province of Dhofar in the 1970s. However, SOF tacti-
cal success in leading and advising Omani units was 
aided by diplomatic efforts, which brought Ira nian 
troops and support into the conflict on the side of 
Oman. British intelligence launched a parallel effort to 
build and advise Oman’s intelligence ser vice. British 
advisers also helped Oman craft an economic policy to 
make the most of its valuable, but  limited oil reserves. 
Absent this multidimensional support (and as noted 
below, Omani willingness to reform) the SOF tactical 
success would have been unlikely to produce such a 
decisive strategic victory.8

The US SOF mission in El Salvador in the 1980s was 
likewise enabled by extensive whole- of- government 
support. Economic assistance and advice helped sustain 
an economy battered by war while the US intelligence 
community provided impor tant support in a variety of 
ways, including covert action. The US Ambassador was 
particularly crucial, as US support to El Salvador was 
controversial, and absent deft management could have 
been suspended entirely.9

In stark contrast, recent SOF tactical successes  were 
not well supported in  either direct or indirect action 
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effect on the survival of the organ ization. Ocalan’s cap-
ture by Turkish SOF in  Kenya did lead to a temporary 
PKK cease- fire with the government. However, unlike 
Sendero Luminoso, the PKK did not begin to lose cohe-
sion  after the capture of its supreme leader and has re-
newed its rebellion against the Turkish state on two 
occasions (roughly 2004–2012 and 2015 to pre sent).16

Beyond targeting specific se nior leaders, SOF can 
also be employed in a more comprehensive campaign 
against both se nior and mid- level leaders and techni-
cal experts (such as bomb makers or financiers). Such 
campaigns are intended to remove key figures at all 
levels, eventually disrupting the organ ization by 
eliminating  these individuals faster than they can be 
replaced. Such campaigns require substantially more 
resources, in terms of intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance assets, as well as units to take action 
against the targets.

The US and allied SOF campaigns against insurgents 
in Iraq and Af ghan i stan, including al- Qaeda in Iraq 
(AQI) and the Taliban in Af ghan i stan are examples of 
 these sustained and well- resourced high- value targeting 
campaigns. In both cases,  these campaigns have been 
remarkably successful at the tactical and operational 
level. Beginning with founder Abu Musab al- Zarqawi, 
the se nior leaders of AQI have been killed on a number 
of occasions, with a replacement emerging each time.17

In Af ghan i stan, the co ali tion realized even greater 
tactical success against mid- level leaders. As journalist 
Graeme Smith notes:

A Canadian military intelligence officer looked back 
at his tour of duty [in Af ghan i stan] with satisfaction 
in the spring of 2008, believing that nearly all the 
 middle ranks of the local insurgency had been killed 
or captured during his nine months in Kandahar. 
The elimination of  those field commanders, he cal-
culated, would leave the insurgents with  little re-
maining capacity for the summer fighting season.18

Similarly, operations against AQI  were sustained at 
a high level. This was enabled by the massing of intel-
ligence and surveillance assets  under a SOF task force, 
which then was resourced to undertake multiple ac-
tions per night.19 As a report from the Joint Special 
Operations University notes, “Between 2006 and 2009 
the task force maintained an operational tempo of 300 
raids a month against AQI’s networks in Iraq.”20

The impact of  these sustained tactical and opera-
tional successes  were, however, decidedly mixed. 
Against some insurgent organ izations  these campaigns 
had significant effect. The Fallujah Shura Council in 
Iraq was a power ful insurgent umbrella organ ization in 
the early days of the war. However, it soon disintegrated 
following the loss of its key leader, Abdullah Janabi, and 
several mid- level commanders in 2004.21

dwindled and allegations of US and South Viet nam ese 
war crimes grew  after the events in My Lai. Keeping US 
advisors at arm’s length from an effective but ruthless 
military campaign (many PRU members  were seeking 
revenge against the insurgency) became a po liti cal im-
perative. Unfortunately, the resultant negative impact 
on PRU morale and effectiveness was substantial.13

Similar restrictions  were imposed on the US mili-
tary advisory group in El Salvador in the 1980s. Para-
doxically, by limiting US advisor participation in com-
bat operations to limit po liti cal risk, it became very 
difficult to disprove allegations of  human rights abuses 
by the Salvadoran military. Reducing risk thus  limited 
the potential effectiveness of Salvadoran operations 
from both a military and po liti cal perspective.14

Limits on SOF in the Direct Approach

Beyond  these general limitations, SOF face specific 
challenges when used in the direct approach (direct ac-
tion and special reconnaissance). The first is related to 
one of the major applications of US and allied SOF in 
the 21st  century— the targeting of insurgent and terror-
ist leadership. The theory  behind such “high- value tar-
geting” operations is that the loss of leaders  will lead 
to the collapse or at least the serious degradation of 
the terrorist or insurgent leadership structure.

However, the effects of targeting leadership appear 
to vary widely and are highly dependent on the char-
acteristics of the organ ization. Some organ izations are 
highly dependent on a single charismatic leader or a 
handful of skilled organizers to provide orga nizational 
direction and cohesion.  Others are much more institu-
tionalized, with regularized procedures for replacing 
lost leaders— the latter being a common prob lem for 
any combat organ ization,  whether insurgency or army.

For example, Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) of 
Peru was highly dependent on its founder and leader, 
Abimael Guzman (aka Comrade Gonzalo).  After 
organ izing in the 1970s, Sendero Luminoso began a 
successful (and brutal) guerrilla campaign in the 
1980s—at one point controlling much of south and 
central Peru. Yet following Guzman’s capture in 1992, 
the organ ization began to splinter, a pro cess acceler-
ated by the capture of a handful of other key leaders, 
including Guzman’s eventual replacement in 1999. 
Subsequent loss of leadership in the 2000s further 
weakened the organ ization. While the loss of leader-
ship was not the only  factor contributing to Sendero 
Luminoso’s decline and near total defeat, it is clear the 
capture or killing of a small number of leaders by SOF 
(in this case from Peru’s elite counterterrorism police 
unit) had a very large impact.15

In contrast, the capture of Abdullah Ocalan, the 
supreme leader of the Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê 
(Kurdistan Worker’s Party, or PKK), had only a modest 
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The North Viet nam ese and their insurgent  brothers 
 were more able to adapt to US airpower by distribut-
ing lessons learned and using deception and other 
means to neutralize SOF and airpower.29 Crucially, the 
Viet nam ese  were able to maintain the  will to fight de-
spite massive losses through a combination of revolu-
tionary ideology, social control mechanisms, and re-
lentless self- criticism.30

Limits on SOF in the Indirect Approach

What ever its limitations, one major advantage of the 
direct approach to using SOF is control. Policymakers 
have high confidence that, when directed, US SOF  will 
execute missions as briefed. They  will not shirk respon-
sibilities nor seek to derive personal profit from oper-
ations in almost all cases.

The same cannot be said of many forces SOF sup-
port in the indirect approach, which is a major limita-
tion. As Daniel Byman has described, US interests of-
ten diverge wildly from the interests of local allies in 
counterterrorism and counterinsurgency campaigns.31 
SOF efforts to work “by, with, and through” indige-
nous allies are constrained by the need to manage  these 
divergences in interest.

Typically, indigenous partners come in two va ri e-
ties: proxies (sometimes called “surrogates”) and part-
ners. Proxies are defined principally as sub- state ac-
tors (e.g., militias) having a direct relationship with the 
United States and only a  limited (or non ex is tent) rela-
tionship with the nation where they operate. Partners 
in contrast are an ele ment of an existing nation- state’s 
security apparatus.

Proxies offer the advantage of greater possibility of 
aligning US interests with  those of the proxy. With loy-
alty principally to itself, the proxy force may be reso-
lute and motivated as long as support from US SOF is 
central to achieving the proxy’s goals. Good pay, com-
bined with the lack of  viable alternatives to US sup-
port,  will typically produce very reliable and effective 
proxies.

Though reliable and effective, proxies are still not 
the equivalent of US SOF (or even regular military 
forces in some cases). For example, US and allied SOF, 
in conjunction with the CIA, supported a variety of 
proxy forces in Laos in the early 1960s. The proxies, 
in most cases drawn from ethnic minorities, had been 
neglected by the Laotian government and viewed US 
support as their principal alternative to continuing ne-
glect. With proper training and advising from SOF, 
 these proxies  were very effective within certain con-
straints. As CIA historian (and former case officer in 
Laos) Thomas Ahern notes:

 Whether firing a carbine or an M- l, nearly  every 
Hmong volunteer needed only a few hours at the 

In contrast, AQI and the Taliban  were able to sur-
vive and continue fighting on a significant scale despite 
massive loss of leaders. As Graeme Smith recounts of 
the Canadian military intelligence officer’s claim that 
the Taliban would have  little fight left in Kandahar:

Sadly, he was proved wrong: the summer of 2008 
was the deadliest period Kandahar has witnessed 
during the latest war. It could be argued that the 
vio lence might have been worse if certain Taliban 
commanders had not been killed, but so far attacks 
on insurgent commanders have shown no signs of 
weakening the insurgency.22

Similarly, despite over 1,000 raids against AQI lead-
ership in three years, along with a surge of US conven-
tional forces and the Sunni Awakening against AQI, in 
2010 AQI was weakened but by no means crippled. 
Despite this weakening it was still able to launch mul-
tiple daily attacks across Iraq in January 2011;23 and 
in March 2011, it was able to temporarily seize the 
provincial government buildings in Tikrit.24

Five years  later, AQI’s descendent, the Islamic State 
of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), has seized substantial ter-
ritory in Iraq and Syria. Though it is being degraded by 
a sustained air and military campaign, including SOF 
action against its leaders, it shows remarkable resilience 
as of this writing. Indeed, ISIL has been able to extend 
footholds into other countries, most notably Libya.25

The central limitation on  these SOF campaigns is 
the nature of the adversary. AQI/ISIL and the Taliban 
are much more institutionalized organ izations than 
Sendero Luminoso or the Fallujah Shura Council. De-
spite suffering massive leadership losses and tactical 
and operational setbacks, both organ izations have re-
mained coherent and combat- effective.

SOF reconnaissance operations for targeting also 
face similar limitations. In 2001, SOF targeting support 
linked US airpower to the indigenous ground forces of 
the Northern Alliance in Af ghan i stan. The result was 
devastating to the Taliban and its al- Qaeda allies.26

SOF reconnaissance linked to air power against 
North Viet nam ese logistics in Laos produced a much 
less significant strategic effect. As part of a comprehen-
sive campaign against the Ho Chi Minh Trail, SOF 
units conducted special reconnaissance missions to find 
and target US airpower against trucks transporting ma-
terial down the trail. This was supplemented by SOF 
units placing sabotaged ammunition in insurgent 
caches they discovered. Yet despite tactical and opera-
tional success against logistics, the supply of material 
into South Vietnam was not strategically disrupted.27

As with direct action, the pivotal  factor for SOF re-
connaissance and airpower is the adversary. In 2001, 
many local Taliban abandoned the fight quickly, shocked 
by the efficacy of the US and allied offensive.28
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with other parts of the host- nation security force (in 
most cases). At the same time, the partner force is sub-
ject to all the frailties, divergent interests, and po liti cal 
prob lems of the host nation.

In rare instances, this is not a prob lem. The British 
SOF fighting insurgency in Oman  were fortunate in 
having the British- educated Sultan Qaboos as a part-
ner.  After deposing his unenlightened  father, Qaboos 
became the model of an enlightened despot, making 
reforms to both his security forces and the overall na-
ture of government in his country based on advice 
from the British. The result was an enormously effec-
tive set of partners, ranging from the reformed regular 
armed forces of the Sultan to the irregular firqat, com-
posed of defectors from the insurgency.37

Yet the example of Sultan Qaboos is as dramati-
cally positive as it is rare. More typical is Iraq, where 
partner units for US SOF  were often subject to a vari-
ety of po liti cal limitations. General Nomon Dakhil, 
commander of the Iraqi Ministry of Interior’s elite 
Emergency Response Brigade, was widely viewed by 
US SOF as an outstanding partner. Yet when Dakhil 
became too aggressive in targeting Shia militia  ele ments, 
he was arrested on corruption charges and his unit 
became substantially less effective.38

In addition to the inherent limitations of control, 
the other principal (and related) limitation of SOF in 
the indirect role is the need for patience to achieve re-
sults.  Whether with proxy or partner forces, the time 
required to achieve strategic effects is often long. Even 
in the ideal case of Sultan Qaboos in Oman, success 
took five years— most efforts take much longer.

In a more typical case, US and allied SOF began 
partnering with Colombian SOF in the 1990s. It took 
more than a de cade for this indirect approach to 
achieve strategic effects, ultimately helping bring the 
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia 
(FARC) insurgency to the edge of defeat and subse-
quent peace negotiations.39 The SOF mission to the 
Philippines required 13  years to achieve significant 
strategic success.40

Conclusions

Patience and a willingness to tolerate a lack of control 
are not characteristics common to US policy- makers— 
unless they have no other choice. It is thus unsurpris-
ing that policy- makers have preferred the direct 
 approach in many instances since 2001. Yet the limi-
tations of the direct approach, principally its require-
ment for a significant commitment in terms of both 
po liti cal and physical capital, have often required 
policy- makers to accept the exigencies of the indirect 
approach.

As a result, policy- makers have si mul ta neously em-
braced SOF and become frustrated by their limitations. 

improvised firing range before the training team 
moved on to combat organ ization and tactics. The 
Hmong would not be mounting com pany or even 
platoon- size operations, at first, and [name re-
dacted] trained them to operate in three- man fire 
teams. They immediately grasped the princi ple of 
fire- and- maneuver, in which one man or ele ment 
fires from cover while the other advances, in a kind 
of leap- frog approach  toward the  enemy’s posi-
tion. . . .  A Pathet Lao unit of reported battalion 
strength moved to within 2 miles of the training 
base, and the Hmong irregulars went into action 
within a week of the first weapons drop. The guerril-
las ambushed the advancing Pathet Lao, and in the 
two days of combat that followed killed a reported 
17  enemy. Never to be renowned for their fire disci-
pline, the Hmong exhausted their ammunition sup-
ply during this action.32

This anecdote highlights both the strength of such 
motivated proxies— conducting an effective ambush 
within a week of being given the first modern weapons 
they had ever seen—as well as the limits— lack of fire 
discipline. For the next de cade the proxies in Laos 
would perform well in ambush and other guerilla roles 
while never becoming particularly good infantry. Ahern 
concludes, “Motivated almost exclusively by the urge to 
protect their families,  these irregulars, even with more 
training than time and resources allowed, would never 
be regular infantry capable of a frontal assault.”33

Partnering with proxies also  faces another substan-
tial limitation, which is that in many cases SOF must 
manage a complex relationship between the proxy and 
the host nation. As the Laos example shows, many 
proxies are motivated precisely  because they have a 
poor relationship with their own government.  Whether 
the Hmong in Laos, or the Kurds in Iraq and Syria, the 
most motivated and loyal proxies are frequently drawn 
from groups with complex or adversarial relationships 
with their own government.34

This real ity means proxies and host- nation govern-
ments can end up in conflict. This is allegedly what 
happened when the Kandahar Strike Force, a proxy, 
had a tense stand- off escalating into a gun  battle with 
the Afghan police in 2009.35 In South Vietnam, US 
forces faced a similar prob lem with ethnic minority 
proxies and attempted to create a stronger relationship 
with the government by including South Viet nam ese 
SOF in their programs. This worked to a point; then 
one proxy force mutinied and massacred its Viet nam-
ese SOF advisers.36

If proxies are potentially better aligned with the 
United States at the cost of friction with the host na-
tion, partner forces are the opposite. As part of the host 
nation government, they have clear authority to use 
force and collect intelligence without risking conflict 
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As with covert action conducted by the CIA, presi-
dents often become enamored and then disenchanted 
with SOF. The ability to create tactical and opera-
tional effects with  limited commitment and liability 
often fails to yield sufficient strategic results.

The central insights for policy- makers regarding 
SOF  were well captured by Colin Gray just before the 
post– September 11 resurgence in SOF. He noted, “SOF 
need an educated consumer, po liti cal and military pa-
trons who appreciate what SOF should, and should not, 
be asked to do. . . .  SOF need protection from the fanta-
sies of po liti cal sponsors.”41 Without sufficiently edu-
cated policy- makers, SOF, regardless of approach,  will 
not be able to realistically achieve policy- makers’ goals.

 Future policy- makers should be cognizant of the 
limitations of both SOF approaches. For the direct ap-
proach, the strategic effects are likely to be  limited 
without additional supporting efforts. Direct action 
against terrorist and insurgent leadership can achieve 
tactical and operational effects, buying space and time 
for other efforts. But absent additional effort, direct ac-
tion can only manage and limit strategic challenges, 
disrupting plots and degrading capabilities, not fully 
defeat them.

For the indirect approach, policy- makers must culti-
vate the rare virtue of patience. This  will often require 
trying to get prob lems off the front pages of the news-
paper (or digital equivalent). SOF support in Oman, 
the Philippines, and Colombia benefited from the fact 
that  there was  little attention paid to  those operations. 
In contrast, the high visibility of the war in Syria and 
the po liti cal limitations on support to Syrian rebels en-
sured that patience— and success— were both unlikely.
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Unmanned Aircraft in Modern Conflicts
Diverging Paths and Key Lessons

MICHAEL P. KREUZER

The story of Western military operations from the end 
of the Cold War to date has been largely dominated by 
a debate over the nature of warfare and what  future 
conflicts  will look like. As the explosion of the infor-
mation age has led to precision weapons, global com-
munications and navigation, stealth technology, robot-
ics, and the prospect of radically improved artificial 
intelligence systems, a debate rages between camps that 
proclaim a technology- driven revolution in military af-
fairs has fundamentally changed the character of war, 
while a legacy of stalemate in “gray zone” conflicts has 
led many  others to focus on the enduring po liti cal 
under pinnings of conflict and the vital importance of 
tactical maneuver to secure military victory in the con-
text of a po liti cal strug gle. In air warfare, no issue en-
capsulates this debate better, and likely no debate offers 
more passion, than the growing role and proliferation 
of unmanned aerial systems (UAS), or “drones.”

The proliferation of unmanned aircraft technology 
and parallel innovations in the information and 
weapon systems environments has led to an increase in 
their use in unconventional military conflicts, in which 
they serve a number of air domain functions for major 
powers and non- state actors alike. Nation- states at the 
forefront of military technology, notably the United 

States and Israel among  others, made significant strides 
through the late Cold War period and into the post– 
Cold War era developing medium-  and high- altitude 
aircraft primarily for long- dwell surveillance missions, 
or smaller aircraft deployable with ground units for 
near- real- time battlefield surveillance in a rapidly shift-
ing operating environment. The addition of precision 
munitions to  these aircraft in the early 2000s made the 
UAS almost the ideal weapon for a counterterrorism 
conflict. One pos si ble complication to this, however, is 
the ability to strike from a distance, with a minimal 
ground footprint, reliant on a  silent and almost invisi-
ble (albeit large, complex, and time- consuming)  human 
component might make overreliance on the tool too 
alluring.

As US counterterrorism operations continue, tech-
nology is advancing. At the high end, states with ad-
vanced air forces and technology stare down the poten-
tial for armed unmanned combat air vehicles (UCAVs) 
to supplement or some in cases supplant manned fight-
ers.  These advanced UASs  will likely combine many of 
the innovations of the information age— stealth technol-
ogy, encrypted data links, and algorithms—to enable a 
single aircraft to control a small swarm of UASs, which, 
in turn,  will provide established powers advanced 
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manned systems in a fourth role for drones beyond the 
“three D’s,” the “low detection” range of operations. 
This low detection range is found on the seam between 
operational and tactical airpower where smaller short- 
range systems can evade traditional detection and air 
defense systems, enabling non- state actors to surveil 
and engage in harassing attacks against conventional 
forces.

As with manned aircraft, unmanned aerial systems 
are not  limited to a single class of “aircraft”; rather, 
they vary greatly in size, payload, flight profiles, cost, 
and characteristics. First, a distinction must be made 
between the aircraft itself, the unmanned aerial vehi
cle (UAV) or “drone,” and the unmanned aerial sys
tem. The former gets the most attention as it repre-
sents the tip of the spear that is vis i ble to combatants, 
while the latter includes the support infrastructure 
necessary to sustain the aircraft in flight. This includes 
launch and recovery systems, control network infra-
structure, and support personnel (among other ele-
ments). Depending on the size and function of the 
aircraft in question, the system could simply include a 
pi lot and a line- of- sight controller, as is the case with 
a basic commercial quadcopter, or it could include a 
global system of hundreds of personnel as pi lots, ana-
lysts, and maintainers, linked by a global command- 
and- control system, as is the case with advanced US 
systems such as the MQ-9 Reaper.

A framework for categories of unmanned systems 
is required in order to understand both their use and 
proliferation in the modern operating environment, 
both for nation- states and non- state actors. One of the 
more recognized frameworks for UAV classifications is 
the US Department of Defense’s categorization chart, 
defined in Joint Publication 330. Accordingly, un-
manned aircraft are characterized and differentiated ac-
cording to their weight, operating altitude, and airspeed, 
with Group 1 consisting of  under twenty- pound aircraft, 
Group 2 being between twenty- one and fifty pounds and 
flying  under 3,500 feet, Group 3 being aircraft that can 
fly up to 18,000 feet and having a gross weight  under 
1,320 pounds, and Groups 4 and 5 being larger aircraft 
distinguished by altitude (above or below 18,000 feet).2 
This scheme provides a useful means of evaluating the 
aircraft itself (the UAV) through its capabilities and pay-
loads and, as such, is a solid starting point for evaluating 
the potential mission sets and threats posed by UAVs as 
their use expands more broadly.

This typology is problematic, however, as it focuses 
heavi ly on the vehicle itself, and not on the system or 
missions of the aircraft. The proliferation of UAVs can-
not be decoupled from the deeper operating construct 
of the system  behind them, the full UAS. The princi ple 
advantage to the UAV is that by removing the person 
from the cockpit, the aerial vehicle can be made smaller 

capabilities for air- to- air combat, electronic warfare, 
and other missions in a contested near- peer conflict. At 
the low end, commercial off- the- shelf technology com-
bined with the ingenuity of insurgent combatants who 
drove the improvised explosive device (IED) campaign 
of Operation IRAQI FREEDOM stand poised to make 
quadcopters and homemade medium- range UASs the 
IEDs of the sky or the insurgent’s cruise missile.

In between  those extremes, the proliferation of ad-
vanced technology, the drive to keep up, and the chal-
lenges of orga nizational capacity pose a significant di-
lemma for states with  limited air capabilities, and 
with it the prospect of falling farther  behind in address-
ing the challenges of the twenty- first  century. The 
United States and co ali tion forces have sought to de-
velop partner forces in a “by, with, and through” part-
nership model to transfer military capabilities, but a 
failure of strategists to recognize the orga nizational 
challenges associated with advanced technology adop-
tion has at times undercut the strategic objectives, 
leading to waste of money and time. The evolution of 
co ali tion UAS operations in Iraq, the adoption of UASs 
by the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and other 
insurgent groups, and attempts to develop a modern 
Iraqi Air Force based on the US model combine to il-
lustrate the potential, the perils, and the challenges of 
UAS proliferation in modern conflicts.

Terminology and Classifications

Beginning in about 2008, when public awareness of 
unmanned aircraft systems in modern conflicts first 
gained widespread notoriety, many commentators be-
gan speaking of drones as a singular innovation. Early 
discussion of UASs focused on the “three D’s of 
drones”— dull, dirty, and dangerous mission sets— but 
by 2010 the drone was considered a silver bullet for 
airpower and a terror of the sky: an almost ubiquitous 
eye in the sky capable of readily identifying and tar-
geting individual  humans at  will. In practice, the evo-
lution of the most vis i ble US drones, the MQ-1 Preda-
tor and MQ-9 Reaper, was deliberate but much more 
 limited in scope than the public largely saw, and pre-
dominantly fell into the category of “dull” missions 
owing to their long mission times and the volume and 
variety of intelligence required to execute a precision 
strike. The significant growth of  human capital in the 
intelligence and operations communities  behind  those 
aircraft represented as significant a shift in military 
posture as did the technology at the tip of the spear.1

Continuing innovation associated with the informa-
tion revolution has enabled the development of sig-
nificantly smaller unmanned aircraft than initially en-
visioned by conventional military forces in the 1980s 
and into the 1990s. This has led to the growth of un-
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Add to that the global satellite infrastructure and pre-
cision munitions necessary for global near- real- time 
intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance, and target-
ing, and an “advanced” UAS can be classified as a 
“strategic” UAS— the princi ple distinction being the 
nature of the targeting decision and the echelon of con-
trol of the UAS.

At the same time,  these additional features come 
with a number of trade- offs in cost for equipment and 
operational security that  will likely limit their battle-
field proliferation. Actors still at the early stages of UAS 
development  will need to make greater investments in 
supply chains to build UASs, and the loss of even a 
single UAS to an advanced adversary, such as the 
United States, may jeopardize the  future of any pro-
gram by exposing vulnerabilities to be exploited. This 
 will likely drive  these UASs to be larger and have higher 
payoff in terms of strategic impact, and also require 
launch and recovery space as well as training grounds. 
In this regard, the “poor man’s air force” begins to look 
more like a developing nation’s air force, with all the 
strengths and vulnerabilities that come with it.

UAS Mission Sets

From the early twentieth- first  century the US and al-
lied air forces have in general stood at the forefront of 
airpower doctrine, including in their role as early 
adopters of the UAS mission set. The US Air Force de-
fines five core missions of air power, and while  these 
historically have applied to manned aircraft, each has 
seen increased potential and even expanded roles for 
unmanned aircraft.  These five core missions are air and 
space superiority; intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance (ISR); rapid global mobility; global strike; 
and command and control.4 At the high end of con-
flict and with technologically advanced states, air su-
periority and mobility are emerging mission sets for 
UASs, with advanced unmanned combat aerial vehicles 
and aerial refuelers, as well as resupply and search and 
rescue UASs being developed for both military and ci-
vilian purposes. For non- state actors and fledgling UAS 
forces, intelligence, aerial bombardment, and propa-
ganda represent the main mission sets, similar to the 
early days of manned flight.

ISR

ISR is the oldest mission set of airpower, with obser-
vation balloons and kites predating the invention of the 
aircraft by centuries. Aviation in World War I began 
with aerial observation alongside rudimentary aerial 
bombardment of fielded forces. The US Department of 
Defense defines ISR as “an integrated operations and 
intelligence activity that synchronizes and integrates 

and less susceptible to the vulnerabilities associated 
with maneuverability or exposure to ele ments (bio-
weapons, radiological weapons, and so on), thereby 
making it ideal for the four key roles of modern drone 
operations: dull, dirty, dangerous, and minimal detec-
tion. As with all innovations, though, the unmanned 
aircraft comes with a number of trade- offs and new 
risk exposures, most prominently in the networks for 
control, the electronic systems onboard the aircraft, 
and the organ izations and training required to execute 
operations from a distance.

For UAS operations, I add the qualifications “tacti-
cal,” “advanced,” or “strategic” to emphasize both the 
battlefield applications of the aircraft and the scope/
scale of the  people and equipment  behind the UAV to 
better define the threat and vulnerabilities of the system. 
 There is a long- standing debate within the US military 
community on what constitutes “strategic” versus “op-
erational” versus “tactical” in defining weapon systems, 
with the Air Force emphasizing that the effects drive 
that definition, rather than the platform. Although that 
discussion is impor tant in a number of circumstances, in 
the context of UAS operations it is vital to focus on the 
system as much if not more than on the aircraft itself, 
and I find  these terms to be the best descriptors for the 
standard groups of UAVs identified in joint doctrine. A 
tactical UAS is what I am most comfortable describing 
as a “drone”: it is  either wholly purchased or purpose 
built through commercially available products and can 
be operated by a single controller.  These drones range 
from basic quadcopters used by hobbyists to medium- 
range fixed- wing aircraft capable of delivering global 
positioning system (GPS)– guided bombs. Regardless of 
how threatening the aircraft and range may seem,  these 
systems are vulnerable when their opponent is aware of 
the threat and possesses basic jamming capabilities, ef-
fectively neutralizing the threat  either through active 
defense or deterrence and pushing the threat away to 
softer targets.

As the technology to make commercial- off- the- shelf 
drones remains cheap and proliferates globally, so too 
can the potential  counters to unencrypted communi-
cation, the weak link of tactical UASs. As threat aware-
ness of tactical UASs has risen, counter- UAS technol-
ogy also has spread, decreasing their effectiveness 
against military targets. In response, the next evolution 
of adversary UASs  will be  toward what I refer to as 
“advanced” UASs, which are systems that have many 
of the same characteristics as tactical UASs but with 
additional military- grade features to harden them 
against  counters and enable effective attack operations. 
 These may include inertial navigation systems, optical 
navigation, or light detection and ranging that enable 
advanced UASs to overcome GPS- jamming for termi-
nal control and potentially for weapons guidance.3 
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to employing forces, particularly for regular surveil-
lance of adversary locations and battlefield reconnais-
sance in depth. UAS operators, embedded with forward 
units facing a hostile adversary, can provide valuable 
insights for breaching operations, route clearance, and 
movement to contact, and they can point defense to 
secure a forward location from indirect fire or coun-
terattack upon completion of an engagement opera-
tion.  These operations can be skillfully undertaken 
through an integrated operations plan connected to a 
larger operational- level intelligence network or by a 
single operator and commander with basic knowledge 
of the battlefield. In the latter case, this might involve 
accessing a discrete tactical overwatch position— and 
using  little more than the skills used by a hobbyist with 
a drone—to view activity over the next hill or fly full- 
motion video (FMV) missions ahead of an advancing 
column to scout for an awaiting ambush. With addi-
tional training and practice, a small team of operators 
and analysts can rapidly gain skills to routinely survey 
a wider area of the battlespace, noting changes over 
time and patterns of movement to increase the com-
mander’s situational awareness and plan operations.

At the far extreme of this tactical UAS is the inte-
gration of platforms in a larger system of intelligence 
collection and production through globally integrated 
ISR. The US Air Force defines globally integrated ISR 
as “cross- domain synchronization and integration of 
the planning and operation of ISR assets; sensors; pro-
cessing, exploitation and dissemination systems; and, 
analy sis and production capabilities across the globe 
to enable current and  future operations.”8 This means 
using multiple sensors and platforms from multiple 
geographic commands at all levels of war and across 
all domains of war to gather intelligence and create 
products for customers at all levels. For UASs, this 
means the system includes pi lots, sensor operators, and 
analysts both at forward operating locations and in 
“reachback” locations in the continental United States, 
collecting against requirements submitted by com-
manders at all levels and facilitating products ranging 
from near- real time video feed accessible in operations 
centers to detailed analy sis of multiple products elapsed 
over time for planning and strike operations.9

While basic UAS operations can be conducted with 
a single operator or a small team providing battlefield 
intelligence to a tactical commander, globally  integrated 
ISR requires the successful integration of two ad-
vanced military constructs. The first requirement is a 
professional military, led by a professionalized officer 
corps and a strong noncommissioned officer corps 
who embody the qualities of military expertise, corpo-
rateness, and the responsibility of ser vice to the state.10 
This professional ethos is vital to integrating the sec-
ond requirement, a culture of what the US Army refers 
to as “mission command,” or what the Air Force refers 

the planning and operation of sensors, assets, and pro-
cessing, exploitation, and dissemination systems in di-
rect support of current and  future operations.”5 This 
definition applies most specifically to the integrated ISR 
model applied by US forces and their allies and to their 
common doctrine, which focuses on the pro cess of col-
lecting and integrating information from all sources to 
generate rapidly actionable intelligence for forces with-
out specific emphasis on the platforms of collection. In 
contrast, insofar as this essay looks specifically to the 
acquisition and use of platforms by nations and non- 
state actors often with nascent intelligence collection 
capabilities, it is impor tant to break the ISR construct 
down into its components and consider how each could 
apply to UASs largely in isolation.

In terms of ISR, “intelligence” is somewhat ambig-
uous. The US Department of Defense defines it as “1. 
The product resulting from the collection, pro cessing, 
integration, evaluation, analy sis, and interpretation of 
available information concerning foreign nations, hos-
tile or potentially hostile forces or ele ments, or areas 
of  actual or potential operations, [or] 2. The activities 
that result in the product.”6 Intelligence is thus both a 
product of ISR and a part of ISR. The best way to un-
derstand it is to think of the intelligence in ISR as in-
telligence amassed with traditional products and new 
collection from intelligence disciplines that does not 
neatly fit into the definitions of “surveillance” or “re-
connaissance,” such as  human intelligence. Surveillance 
is the systematic observation of areas, places, or per-
sons by any means available. This includes, but is not 
 limited to, visual, signals, photographic, or other 
means. Reconnaissance, in contrast, is a single specific 
mission undertaken to obtain information about activi-
ties or resources or to secure data.

At the tactical level of ground operations, UASs can 
support military operations and militia movements by 
reconnaissance and surveillance. According to US Army 
Doctrine Publication 20 intelligence supports critical 
offensive and defensive operations including movement 
to contact, attack, exploitation, pursuit, mobile defense, 
area defense, and retrograde.7 All require regular up-
dates to commanders to visualize terrain, determine 
threat strengths and disposition, and confirm or deny 
adversary courses of action. Specific intelligence tasks in 
this pro cess include understanding terrain and how the 
 enemy may apply it; developing situation templates; 
identifying obstacles, conditions, lanes, and bypass loca-
tions; identifying threats such as IEDs or mines and 
their potential locations; identifying potential  enemy 
fields of fire; and generating awareness for the com-
mander of how to conceal friendly courses of action 
and the composition and location of friendly forces.

Given an environment sufficiently permissive to op-
erate Group 1 through 3 UASs,  these systems can be 
ideally suited to provide significant tactical advantages 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   338 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Michael P. Kreuzer  339

tactic on multiple occasions as I  shall discuss in greater 
detail  later, but Houthi militias in Yemen, insurgents in 
Burma, and numerous other groups around the world 
have used similar tactics both to take advantage of the 
potential for a battlefield loss and likely in planned 
attacks.

A similar but potentially more devastating tactic 
against soft targets is to use explosive- laden UAVs in 
direct attacks, effectively as low- budget cruise missiles. 
Even before the prospect of low- cost UASs became a 
real ity of modern warfare, observers of the technology 
anticipated the prospect that the information revolu-
tion would lead to an explosion in the proliferation of 
cruise missiles.13 Though multiple international re-
gimes served to limit mass proliferation of the most 
advanced cruise missile technologies by limiting the 
proliferation of key technologies, the armed UAS is 
 today poised to serve as an alternative for many groups 
seeking a very basic missile capability that often has a 
low operational impact, but potentially large strategic 
impact through the use of information operations. This 
technology can work both ways, however, as Israeli 
UASs have also been used as defensive missiles to tar-
get air incendiary kites and balloons launched by Pal-
estinian insurgent groups.14

The most fearsome advance from the perspective of 
 those who see UAS proliferation as enabling a poor 
man’s air force is the prospect of larger systems capa-
ble of aerial bombardment. This tactic also has been 
observed in recent  battles, with the most notable being 
an attack on Rus sian facilities in January 2018. Pro- 
Syrian- regime forces captured one of  these systems as 
part of a mini “swarm” attack on the Rus sian fa cil i ty,15 
when ten similar drones targeted Hmeimim Air Base in 
Syria and three more targeted a Rus sian naval base in 
Tartus.16 Rus sians reported no damage or casualties 
from the incident, but similar aircraft and munitions 
have been discovered on multiple occasions through-
out Syria. Such aircraft use grenades or mortars as im-
provised bomblets, outfitted with tailfins that can be 
hand- manufactured using balsa wood or 3D- printed if 
the capability is available.

Less of an apparent threat, but potentially more 
costly to civil society, are attacks not of a kinetic and 
explosive nature, but through disruption of nonmili-
tary targets. The most famous case to date has been the 
Gatwick Airport incident, when a series of drone sight-
ings caused the airport to be intermittently shut down 
between December 19 and 21, 2018. The incident af-
fected over 110,000 passengers and 760 flights and re-
sulted in several million dollars in lost revenue for 
airlines.17 Absent protective mea sures, nuisance UAS 
incidents like  these could threaten infrastructure and 
transit in the  future and potentially become a military 
challenge should drone swarms impede airways and 
landing zones required for military operations.

to as “centralized control and decentralized execu-
tion.” Both ser vices exercise central authority to keep 
the focus on strategic objectives, while allowing lower- 
echelon personnel to gain tactical advantages through 
unilateral action  under the higher echelon’s intent. This 
tenet is central to the adoption in land operations of 
what Stephen Biddle referred to as the “modern sys-
tem,”11 and when applied to globally integrated ISR, it 
represents the fusion of the revolution in military affairs 
lit er a ture with the maneuverist lit er a ture to show how 
technological advancement and orga nizational capital 
must intersect to execute complex operations. To pro-
duce timely and accurate intelligence for multiple cus-
tomers si mul ta neously requires del e ga tion of significant 
power and control of ISR operations to ju nior opera-
tors— a pro cess that can exist only in a highly profes-
sionalized, highly skilled, mission- oriented team, not in 
a rigid hierarchic organ ization.

Attack

Though the UAS had existed in the US inventory in ISR 
roles in vari ous forms since the 1960s and prominently 
with the first unarmed Predator variant in the 1990s, 
UASs gained significant public attention beginning in 
the late 2000s when the armed Predator and Reaper 
increasingly became the weapons of choice in the US 
war on terrorism as the United States sought to dra-
matically scale back its ground footprint in Iraq and 
Af ghan i stan. “Surgical strikes” became a catch- phrase 
of the Barack Obama administration, defining his ap-
proach to counterterrorism in the public eye.12 As 
small UASs proliferate, a common concern is the risk 
in democ ratization of aerial vio lence through armed 
UAVs, and likely without the surgical precision or pro-
fessional restraint emphasized by the United States. To 
date, modern war zones that include civilian populated 
areas have seen booby- trapped crashed UASs, crude 
aerial bombardment from improvised grenade- laden 
aircraft, and UASs modified into flying bombs—in es-
sence making them basic cruise missiles or as  others 
have called them “kamikaze drones.”

The most basic attack using commercial off- the- 
shelf drones is as old as insurgent warfare itself— 
reliance on explosive booby traps. With basic drones, 
the prospect of losing a UAS to a lost communication 
link, jamming,  enemy fire, or other issues with malfunc-
tion heightens the chance that the aircraft wreckage  will 
be captured and thus vulnerable to exploitation. The 
old rule for  these circumstances holds true for UAVs as 
it did for US soldiers looking at capturing intelligence or 
souvenir hunting in previous conflicts: if you  didn’t 
place it in the battlefield, you  don’t pick it up. Downed 
UAVs have been found in multiple theaters over the past 
de cade lined with TNT and other explosives, ready to 
detonate when tampered with. ISIS has exploited this 
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tactics throughout the world, suggest that  these air-
craft, both armed and unarmed,  will continue to pro-
liferate widely and remain a valuable tool of insurgency 
for intelligence, attacks, and propaganda purposes. 
World powers with advanced aircraft technology and 
a strategic need to compete with other  great powers 
 will also see significant growth in advanced UASs, par-
ticularly UCAVs needed to fight for air supremacy in 
contested environments and long- loiter ISR/strike air-
craft for stability and counterterrorism/counterinsur-
gency operations. Between  these extremes, most coun-
tries  will likely face significant challenges incorporating 
UASs into their military inventory and  will be faced 
with a difficult dilemma: modernize their forces to en-
able them to take advantage of advanced UASs or com-
pete with basic tactical UASs as their air forces fall 
farther  behind.

To analyze UAS diffusion, I rely heavi ly on an 
adoption- capacity model, first proposed by Michael 
Horo witz.20 This model examines the ability of a 
state or international organ ization to incorporate a 
major military innovation by looking at its financial 
intensity on one hand and its orga nizational capital 
on the other. Given that UASs run the gamut of inno-
vation based on their size and mission, the diffusion 
of UASs  will vary across this spectrum much as 
manned aircraft have.

Figure  1 estimates the relative cost and orga-
nizational capacity required for dif fer ent subsets of 
UASs and implied rates of diffusion. The closer to the 
lower left of the graphic, the faster and more broadly 
the system  will spread. The closer to the top right, the 
slower and more  limited the spread of the system. In 
general, ISR requires a higher orga nizational capital re-
quirement than basic strike, as the  human capital and 
supporting intelligence infrastructure to yield informa-
tion of interest from imagery, signals intelligence, and 
other airborne assets rise along with the technological 
capability of the asset. Tactical imagery, such as video 
derived from a Group-2 drone flying just beyond the 
horizon, is relatively  simple for most ground com-
manders to understand and incorporate into planning 
without a long intelligence chain to make sense of what 
is being shown. As the distance from fielded forces 
grows, and as intelligence collection technology be-
comes more abstract to the average intelligence cus-
tomer, the intelligence tail grows in complexity, and 
with it so does the level of trust put into intelligence 
networks to decipher the meaning of what is being ob-
served. Adding a strike capacity to an aircraft can dra-
matically raise its cost, owing to the additional weight 
to be carried (and thus size and propulsion of the air-
craft) and complexity of remote release systems, but 
the level of complexity backing a strike decision is ul-
timately at the discretion of the operator.

Information Operations

Though ISIS and other insurgent groups throughout 
the world have had relatively low direct impact on the 
battlespace through UAS- directed attacks, the informa-
tion power of their adoption of  these weapons has 
yielded some dividends in terms of raising the cost of 
counterinsurgency through additional protective mea-
sures, recruitment support, and propaganda in multi-
ple forms. As insurgency and counterinsurgency are 
ultimately a po liti cal strug gle for control of territory 
and populations through sustaining insurgent capac-
ity versus expanding the legitimacy of the government, 
information warfare can be a decisive phase of mod-
ern conflict, and the value and roles of UASs in this as-
pect of war must be a serious consideration for mili-
tary planners.

Through their cyber caliphate and via other online 
channels hosting video footage of insurgent attacks, 
ISIS has released videos showing pos si ble attacks from 
the perspective of unmanned bombers and has ex-
ploited much of the hype surrounding UASs to drive 
reactions through media reporting. In January 2017, 
ISIS released a video demonstrating a new, armed UAS 
launching bombing raids against Iraqi military posi-
tions during the initial phases of the recapture of Mo-
sul.18 In 2017, as ISIS was collapsing in the midst of 
assaults from both Syrian forces in the west and co ali-
tion and Iraqi forces in the east, ISIS released a video 
showing bombs being dropped on Syrian military po-
sitions likely in hopes of projecting strength in the 
midst of the onslaught.19 Though it is unclear if the 
videos are au then tic or carefully edited to make more 
traditional bombing attacks appear to have been 
launched from UASs, the reporting they produced and 
the exploitation by ISIS for numerous propaganda vid-
eos over the following months speak to the perception 
on their side of the success in demonstrating even a na-
scent capability.

UAS Diffusion

Although UAS technology has existed for de cades, and 
although concerns surrounding the dangers of UAS 
proliferation have existed for nearly twenty years, UAS 
proliferation remains in a nascent state with few de-
finitive conclusions to be drawn based on evidence to 
date. Despite that, the anecdotal evidence available 
combined with existing academic work on weapons 
proliferation allows us to look at some early projec-
tions for UAS diffusion, and some general trends can 
be observed that point to the likely trajectory of near- 
term UAS utilization. The low cost and ease of use as-
sociated with tactical UAS systems (Groups 1–3), 
combined with the nature of insurgent and terrorist 
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Counter- UAS Diffusion

As military UAS technology spreads, so too  will 
counter- UAS technology. In 2012, the US Defense Sci-
ence Board released a key report titled “The Role of 
Autonomy in DoD Systems,” primarily outlining how 
unmanned systems  will be integrated into US forces 
but also anticipating the need to develop counter- UAS 
programs. The report noted that “while all vehicle sizes 
are pos si ble, the threats from smaller platforms, par-
ticularly small UAVs, that can be launched covertly 
from the ground, may be an especially difficult threat 
to  counter— even in the presence of U.S. air superior-
ity,”22 and it went on to identify significant harassment 
on the battlefield, low- intensity surveillance prior to 
hostile action, and asymmetric attack on the US home-
land as the biggest potential threats. At the time, the 
report found  little evidence that domestic governments 
 were working to  counter the homeland threat of UASs, 
but in the eight years since the original report was writ-
ten, counter- UAS technology has expanded signifi-
cantly. By 2018, a study published by Bard College’s 
Center for the Study of the Drone outlined over 200 
counter- UAS systems on the market or  under develop-
ment, and nearly twenty major events or points of in-
terest where counter- UAS technology was employed to 
varying degrees of success.23

The chief  counter to manned aircraft has tradi-
tionally been kinetic responses in the form of pursuit 

The most costly and expensive weapon systems 
 will require the same advanced aviation technology 
as current fifth- generation fighters, supplemented by 
stealth and encrypted data links to support  either 
swarming operations or control from a “ mother ship.” 
Further,  these systems  will likely require significant 
augmentation from  either advanced air- to- air combat 
algorithms and/or artificial intelligence in order to re-
act and fight in  future air  battles.21 Nearly as costly, 
but more intense from an orga nizational side, ad-
vancements in ISR and precision- strike UASs  will re-
quire continued investments to improve the intelli-
gence capability and command- and- control of strike 
decisions to ensure the accuracy and value of  those 
strikes, to maximize the second-  and third- order ef-
fects of strikes, and to minimize the potential for col-
lateral damage, which could result in strategic failure 
from a poor strike.

Attempts to export more advanced UASs to other 
states have shown the weak spot that exists at the cen-
ter of the chart, in that many of  those states have been 
unable to successfully employ them in the manner for 
which they  were designed. This effectively makes  these 
exported UASs large and expensive tactical UASs, if 
they fly at all. Co ali tion experiences in Iraq highlight 
the possibilities and perils of UAS proliferation to date 
and provide lessons for the  future of gray- zone con-
flict, partner force development, and advanced UAS 
development.
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Figure 1.  Notional Adoption- Capacity Model for UAS Diffusion
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likely be necessary for defenses in  future military op-
erations. Synergia’s dronesafeguard, which represents 
one example of a layered system available on the pri-
vate market, includes fixed and mobile radar detec-
tors, acquisition and motion detectors,  water projec-
tion, radio frequency disruptors, sacrificial collision 
drones, and zombie drone commandeers.28 As aware-
ness of the risks of UAS technology grows, integrated 
counter- UAS programs can continue to spread to both 
the public and private market, enabling significant 
dual- use technology advances.  Future military vehicle 
convoys in gray- zone conflicts are likely to see at least 
one vehicle armed with a counter- UAS suite capable 
of defending the convoy in much the same way previ-
ous generations relied on advanced counter- IED tech-
nology. 

Counter- UAS technology  will likely trail advances 
in UAS technology, particularly with re spect to the 
hardening of signals and GPS guidance. Further, a num-
ber of issues plagues counter- UAS technology, particu-
larly detection effectiveness, interdiction  hazards, and 
interdiction effectiveness in conflict zones. Counter- UAS 
systems are reliant on multiple sensor types, each with 
drawbacks depending on the environment and advance 
knowledge of potential threat aircraft. Electro- optical 
and radar sensors are commonly used for conventional 
aircraft detection, but the low altitudes at which many 
aircraft fly and the fact that many attacks come during 
nighttime hours can limit the effectiveness of both sen-
sors. Acoustic sensors are also employed by a number of 
counter- UAS systems, but  these rely largely on matching 
detected sounds to an internal database of known UAS 
sounds and thus might lag a dynamic UAS environment. 
A successful system  will likely require a combination of 
multiple sensors to identify and verify potential threats, 
as well as advanced algorithms or artificial intelligence 
mechanisms to reduce the likelihood of false- positive 
and false- negative reporting necessary for a  viable de-
fense system.

Even if a system is able to identify and track an 
 enemy UAS sufficiently, engagement itself can be haz-
ardous. Kinetic engagement poses the challenge of 
downed UASs falling from the sky along with poten-
tially spent munitions being used to bring down the air-
craft and what ever explosive or other wise hazardous 
material may be on the craft. In a military engagement 
away from civilian populations, this  will likely be a sec-
ondary concern that can be mitigated through training, 
but populated areas represent a significant physical and 
information operations risk. Electronic warfare inter-
diction may be of  limited utility against more advanced 
weapons system and may in many cases result in col-
lateral electromagnetic spectral damage by jamming 
communications or flight equipment of friendly military 
positions or among the civilian population, again pos-
ing an information operations risk to mission success.

aircraft, anti- aircraft artillery, surface- to- air missiles, 
and ultimately integrated air defense systems that rely 
on combinations of  these technologies to identify 
threat aircraft and apply the optimum layered defense. 
With the UAS, the initial response was to think along 
 these lines and thus consider pos si ble kinetic counter- 
UAS technology; it is intuitive, familiar, and in line 
with what most soldiers in the field would feel com-
fortable applying in a combat scenario. Among the 
most common early counter- UAS weapons was a basic 
shotgun, and this remains the easiest solution to low- 
flying quadcopters in austere environments. However, 
inability to identify/track objects at distances greater 
than approximately 100 meters and the challenges of 
accurately guessing the range of an unknown object 
against the empty sky make this a highly inaccurate 
choice, with the added  hazard of the kinetic threat to 
 people on the ground. Net guns with their ability to 
catch a drone in mesh mid- flight have also been popu-
lar for public discussion, but suffer from many of the 
same challenges as shotguns. Among the most accurate 
kinetic counter- quadcopter techniques is also one of 
the most low- tech: several states have shown that fal-
cons can be trained to grab aircraft in mid- flight, mak-
ing them effective living drone- hunters.

Recognizing that the control and electronic systems 
aboard the aircraft are the critical vulnerability of 
UASs, many nations and their militaries are turning 
instead to nonkinetic means to deny airspace access 
to UASs or, when necessary, bring them down. Among 
the first nonkinetic responses to gain public interest 
was the “zombie drone,” a technique exploiting vul-
nerabilities in the software of common quadcopters 
that enables other drones to take control, potentially 
creating an army of drones.24 The Israelis, facing sig-
nificant domestic UAS threats,  were among the first 
movers of UASs for military applications in the 1980s 
and have been an early adopter in counter- UAS non-
kinetic technology. The Israeli com pany Rafael mar-
kets its Drone Dome protection system including 
360- degree radar and radio frequency sensor to de-
tect and identify a drone as small as .002 square me-
ters from a range of 3.5 kilo meters and neutralize it 
through reactive jamming.25 This system played a 
critical role in ending the Gatwick Airport incident.26 
In 2019, the US Air Force unveiled the Tactical High 
Power Micro wave Operational Responder (THOR), 
which was designed to protect bases from UAS swarms 
within four kilo meters, and the Counter- Electronic 
High- Power Micro wave Extended- Range Air Base 
Air Defense (CHIMERA), which is designed to hit 
targets at medium to long ranges. Both systems iden-
tify potential threats and then use short bursts of 
high- power micro waves to disable the UAV.27

As with other military operations, a multilayered, 
multi- sensor package for counter- UAS systems  will 
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had been spotted in recent months surveying their posi-
tions. When they went to investigate the UAS and ex-
ploit the aircraft, however, the plane blew up and killed 
two Kurdish forces.31 In the  battle for Mosul, over 300 
drone missions  were flown in the span of one month, 
with as many as 100 of them being armed strike opera-
tions.32 In early 2018, the US Air Force noted that it 
had not been since the Korean War sixty- five years 
 earlier that US forces had faced threats from  enemy air-
craft, but that  today the proliferation of commercial 
quadcopters rendered forces vulnerable to munitions 
such as grenades dropped from $650 drones.33

ISIS and other non- state actors throughout Iraq 
and Syria have been at the forefront of exploiting 
small drones in the disor ga nized battlespace that has 
followed the collapse of their territorial holdings. Ini-
tially, they  were used as surveillance platforms to col-
lect intelligence on new Iraqi military posts in North-
ern Iraq as Iraqi forces slowly moved  toward Mosul. 
One surveillance video, placed online through the 
“cyber Caliphate,” was then followed by Katyusha 
rocket attacks on the outpost resulting in one US ma-
rine being killed— one of only seventeen US military 
members killed due to an adversary attack through 
mid- February 2020.34 At the time, the precision accu-
racy of this missile was speculated to be attributable 
to the use of UAS for targeting purposes, a claim em-
phatically rejected by then- OIR commander Lieuten-
ant General McFarland.35

Though the fear remains that UAS proliferation 
could result in an emerging capability for insurgents to 
build their own air force complete with a full ISR and 
attack capability, in practice the threat has been more 
 limited than initially advertised. Even as American 
forces have regularly reported seeing UASs in the vi-
cinity of American bases, no similar precision attacks 
aided by UASs have been noted to date. The Islamic 
State regularly posts propaganda videos showing the 
capability to employ armed drones in mock attacks on 
vehicle convoys and other scenarios, but outside of en-
gagements against other non- state forces, propaganda 
appears to be the extent of this capability for the im-
mediate  future. In part this may be due to US forces 
expanding the use of anti- drone technology and invest-
ing more heavi ly in anti- drone technology, and in part 
this may be a function of the nature of the conflict. 
When the United States employed a heavy ground 
force and relied on regular ground movements to at-
tack the Islamic State, they  were vulnerable to small 
UASs;  today, while operating from fixed locations in a 
supporting role, the Katyusha rocket remains the 
weapon of choice.

In this sense, the tactical UAS is more akin to an 
IED operating in the vertical dimension of war. It is a 
clear threat at the tactical level with the ability to cause 
strategic damage to advancing forces, but it is largely 

Real- World Experiences: Lessons from Iraq

As projections for diffusion of UASs indicate the pos-
sibility for rapid expansion of small systems for tacti-
cal mission sets is high, current military operations in 
Iraq and Af ghan i stan should provide the US military a 
number of early lessons for the prospects of “drone 
wars” and the intersection of theory and practice on 
this subject. The first and most obvious example of the 
use of UASs in small wars has been their use by the US 
military and co ali tion allies for ISR and strategic at-
tack in passive environments, using strategic medium- 
altitude long endurance aircraft tied via satellite to 
both command- and- control and pro cessing hubs 
around the world.

In the first fourteen months of the war against ISIS, 
the air campaign was a significant  factor in destroying 
their capability to sustain control of their territory and 
set the conditions for Iraqi forces backed by US and 
co ali tion operators to gradually destroy ISIS’s territo-
rial control across Iraq and Northern Syria. This com-
plex air- centric operation, costing an estimated $10 
million dollars per day, featured aircraft flying coordi-
nated missions out of Kuwait, Qatar, the United Arab 
Emirates, Jordan, and Turkey, sometimes controlled 
from the United States. It required days to months to 
gather sufficient intelligence to launch such strikes.29 
As airstrikes received the most visibility, the pro cess 
 behind the scenes readily evolved to meet the chal-
lenges of the new battlespace, often initiated by ju nior 
personnel innovating new strategies to rapidly pro cess 
the sheer volume of data being collected daily from 
multiple platforms.30

As the conflict dragged on and US UAS exploits at 
the high end of conflict signaled a slow but steady re-
duction in ISIS’s ability to  counter, ISIS and other par-
ties to the conflict sought out UAS technology, making 
this one of the first major drone insurgency conflicts. 
Meanwhile, as calls increased for “more airstrikes” and 
the desire to build up Iraqi forces to take on an increas-
ing share of the war burden, the Operation INHER-
ENT RESOLVE (OIR) co ali tion moved to develop an 
organic Iraqi ISR and strike capability, sometimes 
manned and sometimes with UASs.

ISIS and Non- State UAS Adoption

At the insurgent end of the spectrum, the proliferation 
of commercial off- the- shelf drone technology has pro-
vided adversaries a potential new weapon, both for ki-
netic operations and in the information realm. Begin-
ning in 2016, Western media became aware of the 
emerging threat from small commercial off- the- shelf 
drones to US forces and allies. In early October 2016, a 
group of Kurdish forces in Northern Iraq shot down 
what appeared to be a small UAV like many  others that 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   343 5/24/21   11:49 PM



344  Unmanned Aircraft in Modern Conflicts

liferation of “killer robots” that  there are very real 
orga nizational obstacles to implementing a complex 
new system of warfare. In 2005, when addressing sol-
diers returning to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, from 
operations in Iraq, President George W. Bush codified 
the US mission in Iraq in  simple terms that have largely 
been a mantra for co ali tion forces ever since: “Our 
strategy can be summed up this way: As the Iraqis 
stand up, we  will stand down.”37 Just over two years 
 later, Iraq would begin procuring its own ISR aircraft, 
and with it the hopes of many that the Iraqis would be 
able to shortly begin collecting airborne intelligence to 
support their own operations and thus enable a grad-
ual decline in US ISR operations in Iraq as demands 
elsewhere in the world  rose.

The first assets acquired by the Iraqis  were manned 
imagery- capable platforms such as the Cessna 208 and 
the King Air 350. In 2008 the Iraqi Air Force pur-
chased three ISR- only C-208s and three AC-208s, ca-
pable of firing Hellfire missiles, in essence making  these 
similar to manned, lower loiter time Predator systems. 
 These aircraft  were further supplemented in 2016 by 
two additional AC-208 aircraft in a purchase deemed 
by the US State Department as contributing “to the for-
eign policy and national security of the United States 
by helping to improve the security of a strategic part-
ner.”38 As the thought pro cess goes, the simplicity and 
reliability of the aircraft enable both cash- strapped na-
tions to have a cheap air- to- ground alternative to the 
F-16 and the United States to have a partner capable of 
its own internal defense from the air.39 At the higher 
end of the Iraqi ISR force is the King Air 350, which 
Iraq also began acquiring in 2007 with its initial order 
of five ISR variants.40

In late 2017, Iraq’s ISR program expanded to in-
clude its first significant UAS platform, the Insitu Scan 
Ea gle, with an initial purchase of six aircraft for just 
 under $8 million.41 Though the Scan Ea gle is signifi-
cantly smaller and less capable than the larger systems 
employed by the co ali tion, it and other Group-2 UAVs 
represent the largest growth in UAS proliferation 
around the world owing to their per- unit reduced cost, 
lack of need for significant airfield infrastructure to 
support (requiring instead a catapult launcher and 
“skyhook” arresting system), and seemingly more in-
tuitive tactical operational perspective given its shorter 
range and FMV- dominant collection suite.42 The 
United States had flown Scan Ea gle in Iraq since 2005, 
and thus on the surface it appeared a logical platform 
to spearhead the Iraqi ISR force.

Iraq, like many other Gulf states, has also sought 
to purchase advanced UAS technology from the United 
States and co ali tion allies to give it a capability, on pa-
per at least, similar to US attack capability through 
systems like the armed variant of the US MQ-1 as well 

reliant on  those forces advancing and in situations 
where they might lose visibility of the threat. But as 
with radio- controlled IEDs, investment in high- tech 
counter- solutions can offset this threat for many state 
actors willing to invest in the technology, training, and 
other ele ments necessary to execute an electronic war-
fare strategy. When the United States and allies exe-
cuted a similar strategy to defeat a proliferation of 
radio- controlled IEDs in Iraq back in 2007, the re-
sponse by insurgents was to regress to lower- tech 
command wire and victim- operated IEDs once more. 
Like rockets and mortars, this was a better investment 
at least given the strategy and the timing.

The United States and its allies  were slow to react 
to the UAS threat and likely paid a short- term cost in 
the 2016–2019 timeframe as a result. Despite warnings 
of the perils of the democ ratization of drone technol-
ogy dating to the beginning of the de cade, it was not 
 until the threat emerged on the battlefield that the 
United States invested heavi ly in counter- UAS technol-
ogy. Moving forward, both UAS and counter- UAS  will 
need to rapidly evolve as the technologies continue to 
evolve on both sides. Adversaries may continue to 
adopt small UASs to improve communication security, 
which could raise their costs and potentially expose 
their supply lines in much the way advanced IED net-
works came to be traceable during the 2007 Iraq War 
surge, but at the same time, UASs could once more be-
come a more  viable threat in the battlespace, evading 
both detection and visibility by opposing forces. Larger, 
medium- range UASs have also been observed in the 
battlefields of Syria, extending the range for operations 
and the payloads as well.36 In the  future,  these aircraft 
could be used for reconnaissance and propaganda 
against co ali tion bases, flying at sufficient altitudes to 
image fixed targets, while overflying shorter- range 
counter- UAS systems. But again, with increased size 
and altitude come trade- offs: reduced target accuracy 
(think high- altitude unguided bombs), the need for air-
fields and training grounds for mission rehearsals, and 
crossing the threshold to where they are vulnerable to 
conventional radar detection. As with the early days of 
manned aviation, the  future of unmanned aviation is 
dynamic, and actors must remain vigilant of advance-
ments to stay ahead of the threat and effectively defeat 
a rapidly changing adversary force in the sky.

Partner- Force UAS

Between the two extremes sits the Iraqi air enterprise, 
and with it a significant data point on the nature and 
limits of UAS diffusion. That is, the Iraqi efforts may 
serve as a warning sign for policy- makers seeking to 
build basic partner- force UAS capacity, and it may be 
reassuring to  those who fear rapid uncontrolled pro-
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tens of thousands of operators, analysts, and command- 
and- control functions operating in a reachback capac-
ity while relying on advanced technology to increase 
battlespace awareness with a minimal ground foot-
print. This arrangement serves both to relieve the host 
nation of the pressures of a significant occupying force 
undercutting domestic perceptions of government sov-
ereignty and to reduce the threat of co ali tion casual-
ties, which could undercut support for the intervention 
by  those countries’ domestic audiences.

The tradeoff, however, is a large, expensive, com-
plicated, and often time- consuming pro cess of trans-
lating volumes of material from information and ru-
mors about ground truth in the operating environment 
into actionable military targets. Figure 2 illustrates in 
a very simplified manner how this pro cess works. Pre-
cise intelligence is produced to reach down to a near- 
real- time strike decision in the dynamic targeting 
cycle through the intelligence cycle of planning; col-
lection; pro cessing, exploitation, and dissemination 
(PED); analy sis; and dissemination, all of which oper-
ate at all levels of war. The last step, full motion video 
watching a target followed by a precision strike, is the 
only part of the pro cess most  people outside of the kill 
chain see. The prior steps in the intelligence cycle are 
necessary to enable the high- fidelity intelligence to 
make the strike a real ity, from national agencies build-
ing baseline Joint Intelligence Preparation of the Bat-
tlespace, through research and national-  and/or theater- 
level assets, to refined collection at the operational 
and tactical level through organic assets and special-
ized collection methods. To make this work in practice 
involves not three distinct pro cesses but an ongoing 
dialogue of many layers, while analysts from Washing-
ton, DC, and across the United States interact with 
operators in Nevada, the Gulf states, and on the ground 
in Iraq to ensure unity of effort in understanding the 
intelligence picture and executing operations.47

For their part, our partner forces see the end result 
and want that capability, as do most countries. It ap-
pears  simple, and the prospect of having a capability 
with just the platform and missiles for this phase of the 
operation makes it seem within reach. For co ali tion 
forces, the apparent simplicity of this final phase of op-
erations is seductive as well— just provide partner forces 
the platform and missiles, the co ali tion  will provide the 
intel leading to that point, and the partner force  will be 
able to pick up  these operations for themselves, free-
ing our assets for other priorities. The US military’s 
“strategy- to- task” framework for planning  these com-
plex operations, taking a desired end state and dividing 
it into lines of effort and discrete tasks to be performed, 
adds to the illusion that the military’s “easy button” is 
to pass each discrete task to the partner force one by 
one. US Air Force doctrine in par tic u lar is largely built 

as the MQ-9. Strict export controls, such as the Mis-
sile Control and Technology Regime, dramatically 
 limited the willingness of the United States to consider 
transferring armed UAS technology to states that  were 
not already members of such technology control re-
gimes.43 In May 2019, this policy changed to allow 
US corporations much greater flexibility to sell UAS 
technology,44 but as of 2020 the United States has not 
sold its most advanced UASs to Iraq. Instead, in 2014 
Iraq began investing in the Chinese equivalent of the 
early MQ-1, the CH-4. To date, the government of Iraq 
has acquired ten of  these systems, but as of August 
2019, only one was assessed to be operational and 
scarcely flew operational missions.45

In the case of both the Scan Ea gle and CH-4, at-
tempts by co ali tion forces to integrate  these systems 
into the Iraqi military have been largely unproductive. 
As of the end of 2019, of the ten CH-4s operated by 
the Iraqi government, only one was considered to be 
mission capable. Of the ten Scan Ea gles owned by the 
Iraqis, an inspector general report showed that only 
two sorties  were flown in the spring of 2019 due to a 
“combination of Iraqi training in the United States, a 
lapse in maintenance contracts, and prob lems with sig-
nal interference.”46

Challenges of Adopting Precision- Strike UAS

President Bush’s pronouncement that “as the Iraqis 
stood up, we would stand down” was succinct and 
seemingly logical in its application, but the real ity of 
this strategy has proved problematic at best and detri-
mental at worst. The challenge is twofold, stemming 
on one side from attempting to transfer a system of 
military operations designed for the strategic needs of 
expeditionary co ali tion forces and not the strategic 
needs of the domestic Iraqi government, and on the 
other an operating concept reliant on diffused opera-
tions between teams with a common sense of purpose 
in a very hierarchic and bureaucratic military structure. 
The Iraqi ISR enterprise in this regard represents a 
strong case study in the challenges of diffusing military 
tasks and technology to a force without the requisite 
orga nizational capacity to adopt such systems.

At the root of the prob lem is the strategic guidance 
of standing up Iraqi forces to take on the responsibili-
ties of co ali tion forces in what naturally appears as a 
one- for- one tradeoff. The system employed by the 
United States and its allies for the past two de cades of 
conflict has centered on precision munitions and stra-
tegic airpower, combined with a light ground footprint 
of Special Operations and light infantry units, to de-
feat adversary forces outside major military operations. 
 These precision strike operations are executed through 
a complex network spanning the globe, consisting of 
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and aerial targeting enables the mission. For the host 
nation, however, ground presence is a virtue and not a 
vice. National sovereignty is fundamentally focused on 
the ability to control territory  free of outside interfer-
ence and should be manifested through a ground pres-
ence ultimately executing government order through 
the law. Domestic reliance on a heavy militarized UAS 
presence is in effect tacit admission of no ability to con-
trol or even access territory, and thus its use under-
mines the goals of establishing sovereignty. But, by fo-
cusing first on building a military force that mirrors 
our own, the United States proj ects on them the need 
to pick up and run with US doctrine models when in-
stead it should be focused on their strategic goals and 
how to enable them with their own doctrine.

If that alone  were the main challenge to building an 
Iraqi air enterprise capable of executing precision- 
strike operations,  there would be a number of plausi-
ble work- arounds. Building the capability would be 
largely incidental, a temporary mea sure incorporated 
by the Iraqi forces while the insurgency remained a 
 viable option with the understanding that it would 
transition to more traditional law enforcement opera-
tions as time went on. The larger challenge is one of 
orga nizational capacity. The Iraqi military has no mil-
itary tradition of strategic airborne ISR, no history or 
doctrine of aerial bombardment, and no sense of del-
egating command to lower echelons to carry out com-

around this concept, which has proved vital to execut-
ing theater- wide air operations by synchronizing nu-
merous tactical objectives. Air Force doctrine for 
foreign internal defense (FID), the operations most 
associated with counterterrorism/counterinsurgency in 
states such as Iraq, makes this model explicit. Through 
a strategy- to- task framework, planners can build a 
“FID plan with a concept of operations that includes 
estimated timelines with phased initiatives, goals, and 
objectives for US actions. The FID plan can be recon-
ciled and adjusted in accordance with the HN’s [host 
nation’s] . . .  strategy. The FID plan gives commanders a 
starting point for initiating appropriate actions”;  these 
are to build a plan, identify tasks, identify which tasks 
the partner force can do, and pass  those tasks to them 
over time.48

The first big challenge is that the strategic objectives 
of the partner force are ultimately distinct from the 
force enabler, in this case the United States and co ali-
tion partners. The co ali tion’s primary goal is disrup-
tion, destruction, and suppression of the insurgent/ter-
rorist force to the degree that the partner force can 
then reestablish sovereignty over its territory. The part-
ner force, by contrast, has the goal of creating and 
expanding territorial control by the government for the 
purpose of building sovereignty. In this regard, military 
operations are at cross purposes. For the co ali tion, 
minimizing the ground footprint through air presence 
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is a lack of a military culture in many of  these regions 
capable of executing  these operations. This  isn’t an in-
tellectual challenge, but a challenge of military culture— 
partly derived from under lying Arab culture, and partly 
from a military designed  under years of dictatorship 
and still uncertain of its country’s  future. As Atkine 
and Serrano maintain, decisions are made at the 
highest levels of government, information is hoarded 
 because it represents power in society, equipment is not 
delegated to lower echelons, and combined arms op-
erations are virtually non ex is tent.52 Too much knowl-
edge, too much power, and too much decision- making 
authority at lower levels is historically viewed with 
paranoia in nonprofessionalized militaries. Absent the 
willingness to share information and delegate decision- 
making authority, precision aerial targeting loses its 
timeliness  factor, in effect rendering it an expensive but 
operationally useless tool.

In practice, unlike the US model for UAS, the Iraqi 
model is top- heavy, linear, bureaucratic, and time- 
consuming.  Human intelligence is maintained through 
the Iraqi National Intelligence Ser vice, and held tight for 
the most part. What is reported goes to the highest lev-
els of the Iraqi military to be looked at alongside what 
the regional military commanders are requesting for 
 future operations to determine what should be tasked 
for ISR. When a mission is tasked, it is explicit on what 
is to be looked at and evaluated, likely without context 
for why the analyst is looking at the site and no ability 
to maneuver the platform to look at other potentially 
related sites (such as for a vehicle follow). The products 
are then transferred back to the Joint Operations Cen-
ter, which in turn makes determinations on what to 
strike. On paper this looks like a simplification of the 
US system (figure 3), but in practice a lot less informa-
tion is passed at all levels, and the time to go through it 

mand intent at the tactical level. All of  these issues ren-
der the prospect of passing a precision- strike capability 
to Iraq a generational change at least, with significant 
co ali tion involvement to change the entire culture of 
the Iraqi military.

For the United States, the growth of the airborne 
targeting enterprise has been a long evolution. Even 
excluding most of the first  century of aerial warfare 
and starting the clock at Operation DESERT STORM 
and the first declaration of a precision- targeting rev-
olution in military affairs,49 through campaigns in 
Kosovo, Af ghan i stan, the second Iraq War (2003–
2010), and right through the early phases of Opera-
tion INHERENT RESOLVE (2014– pre sent), the US 
military’s targeting pro cess has shifted to involve 
more precision munitions, less emphasis on fixed tar-
gets, greater reliance on global information networks, 
and an increasingly versatile intelligence- targeting- 
operations infrastructure to adapt to the needs of the 
changing battlefield.50 At the core of this system is the 
firm embrace of the concept of mission command, 
empowering agile and adaptive tactical leaders to ex-
ecute commander’s intent absent specific directive 
 orders. In the US ISR system, a ju nior soldier or en-
listed airman based in the continental United States 
can talk in real time with a ju nior officer UAS pi lot in 
Nevada to discuss the merits of a strike halfway 
around the world, and that team can request and re-
ceive permission  either to move the sensor or to initi-
ate a strike decision through direct interaction with 
commanders, while all are watching a common feed.51 
Timeliness, professionalism, communication, and sense 
of mission at all levels are vital to facilitating this sys-
tem of warfare.

The challenge for Western forces seeking to train 
and equip partner nations to fight domestic insurgents 
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and cannot be executed in a timely manner by the 
Iraqi military. As Norvell  B. De Atkine observed 
in 1999:

Taking responsibility for a policy, operation, status, 
or training program rarely occurs. U.S. trainers can 
find it very frustrating when they repeatedly en-
counter Arab officers placing blame for unsuccess-
ful operations or programs on the U.S. equipment 
or some other outside source. A high rate of non- 
operational U.S. equipment is blamed on a “lack of 
spare parts”— pointing a fin ger at an unresponsive 
U.S. supply system despite the fact that American 
trainers can document ample supplies arriving in 
country and disappearing in a malfunctioning sup-
ply system. (Such criticism was never caustic or per-
sonal and often so indirect and politely delivered 
that it  wasn’t  until  after a meeting that oblique ref-
erences  were understood.)55

The challenge could be an Arab prob lem as Atkine and 
Serrano imply, or it may be a broader path de pen dency 
issue for militaries in states with a history of faction-
alism and dictatorship, and thus nonprofessionalized 
army. Regardless of what shapes the under lying mili-
tary culture, the case of Iraq is a reminder of the need 
to take that military culture into account and to assess 
orga nizational capacity for adoption of military 
innovations.

Conclusions

More than twenty years into the age of unmanned air 
warfare, a number of patterns are emerging that  will 
likely shape the  future evolution of both state and 
non- state weapons of war. Small UASs, made with 
commercial- off- the- shelf materials and other home-
made solutions (including 3D printing) are a real ity of 
the modern battlespace; they are significant tactical 
weapons similar to IEDs against an unprepared adver-
sary and a potent terrorist threat to soft targets for 
both kinetic strikes and nuisance swarm attacks. At the 
high end, as the United States and other world powers 
experiment with UCAVs capable of supplementing 
fifth- generation fighters carry ing out multiple air supe-
riority missions, the  future of air- to- air combat ap-
pears to be faster, powered by artificial intelligence, and 
fought increasingly through the electromagnetic spec-
trum and the ability to anticipate a rapidly evolving 
battlespace on many layers.

Trapped in between  these extremes are numerous 
states that face instability at home and have already 
strug gled to keep up with the growing military strength 
of major powers. While some have sought UASs as 
prestige weapons, large UASs may in the long run be a 

can take days to even weeks as opposed to near- real- 
time dialogue and constant information- sharing. This is 
not by any means a new observation, but the point is 
far- reaching in terms of its impact on broader strategy 
to implement a partner force development strategy 
that at its core is wholly reliant on a combined arms 
approach with an under lying foundation of trust and 
information- sharing. In critiquing partner- force train-
ing in 1999,

joint commands are paper constructs that have  little 
 actual function. Leaders look at joint commands, 
joint exercises, combined arms, and integrated 
staffs very cautiously for all Arab armies are a 
double- edged sword. One edge points  toward the 
external  enemy and the other  toward the capital. 
The land forces are at once a regime- maintenance 
force and threat at the same time. No Arab ruler 
 will allow combined operations or training to be-
come routine; the usual excuse is financial expense, 
but that is unconvincing given their frequent pur-
chase of hardware whose maintenance costs they 
cannot afford. In fact, combined arms exercises and 
joint staffs create familiarity, soften rivalries, erase 
suspicions, and eliminate the fragmented, compet-
ing organ izations that enable rulers to play off ri-
vals against one another.53

In effect, current strategy puts the cart before the  horse: 
focus on technical and tactical skills, and over time 
professionalism and combined arms execution  will fol-
low. Meanwhile, as significant doubts likely remain 
about the viability of demo cratic governance outside 
significant Western support, leaders both within the 
military and in the government are unlikely to aban-
don anytime soon the historical domestic checks on 
power and authority that have existed in the military 
culture for de cades.

Ultimately, this partner force model as applied is 
effective primarily against fixed targets, within line- 
of- sight communications range, where sufficient time 
exists for the most se nior leaders in country to ap-
prove of operations.  These can then be struck by 
armed UASs, but they can similarly be struck  either 
by fighter aircraft or by long- range artillery.  Under 
the circumstances, the report of the inspector general 
for Operation INHERENT RESOLVE might be in-
complete in observing that “a combination of Iraqi 
training in the United States, a lapse in maintenance 
contracts, and prob lems with signal interference re-
sulted in only two sorties since March of this year 
[2019] by Iraq’s fleet of more than 10 ScanEa gle tac-
tical UASs.”54 More likely, airborne ISR and aerial 
strike facilitated by UAS represents a mission set not 
aligned to the strategic needs of the Iraqi government 
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burden to  these states rather than a force multiplier 
that allows them to skip generations of aviation tech-
nology. As co ali tions seek to build up partnerships and 
enable states to tackle instability at home, the lessons 
of  these early UAS wars should serve as a reminder. 
Orga nizational capital  matters. Military culture plays 
a dominant role in dictating orga nizational capital, and 
we cannot take for granted the complexity below the 
surface of modern combat operations. The UAS like 
other weapon systems is ultimately a tool in a military 
system. The system must drive the tool, and not the 
other way around.
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The essential features of guerrilla warfare— the tac-
tics of applying weakness against strength and the 
clever use of terrain to conceal guerrilla forces from the 
 enemy’s main body— have barely changed since the 
days of the Romans and Persians. What has changed, 
and made guerrilla warfare an altogether more potent 
form of conflict for the accomplishment of po liti cal 
goals, is the addition of revolutionary politics to the 
mix. The man who first wrote penetratingly on  these 
changes fought at the same time as the campaigns that 
gave guerrilla warfare its name: Carl von Clausewitz.

Clausewitz and  People’s Wars

Carl von Clausewitz’s On War is impor tant for our 
purposes both  because it places guerrilla warfare in the 
context of conventional warfare and  because it has ex-
erted considerable influence on Western armies at-
tempting to defeat insurgency— often through the me-
dium of Clausewitz’s con temporary, Henri Jomini.4

Clausewitz fought against Napoleon and  later 
wrote about the Corsican’s remarkable success in rev-
olutionizing war. In comparison to the set- piece  battles 
of the eigh teenth  century, in which Eu ro pean armies 
fought by mutual consent and a single  battle often de-
cided a war, Napoleon’s use of the French nation to 
support his campaigns constituted nothing less than a 
revolution in military affairs. In pre- Napoleonic Eu ro-
pean warfare, the role of the army, acting as the strik-
ing hand of the national sovereign, had so overshad-
owed the role of the  people of a nation in supporting 
war that warfare had been called “the sport of kings” 
for centuries. Armies acted as the instruments of state 
power for national leaders who often personally led 
them into  battle. Warfare involved governments and 
armies, arousing surprisingly  little interest in the ma-
jority of the population, who often did not notice a 
change in rulers that resulted from  battles won or lost.

Napoleon’s decisive contribution was his discovery 
that armies and kings needed no longer fight in isolation 
from the  people of their states. Building upon changes 
that had emerged during the French Revolution, Napo-
leon harnessed the power of the French  people to make 
warfare a “remarkable trinity” composed of the  people, 

Low- intensity conflict has been more common 
throughout the history of warfare than has conflict be-
tween nations represented by armies on a “conven-
tional” field of  battle.  Until relatively recently, however, 
 those who took up arms against the state  were referred 
to as bandits or criminals rather than as combatants 
in irregular warfare; it was only the rise of national-
ism, and the corresponding growth of ac cep tance of 
individual liberty and responsibility, that provided a 
sort of legitimacy to vio lence directed against the state.1

The essential features of guerrilla warfare are avoid-
ing the  enemy’s strength— his main fighting forces— 
while striking at outposts and logistical support from 
unexpected directions. This princi ple is now often de-
scribed as “asymmetric,” but it is as old as the word 
guerrilla itself. The term is derived from the Spanish 
term for “small war” and springs from the Spanish re-
bellion of 1808 against an occupying French army. 
The combined efforts of Wellington’s 60,000 men, a 
small Spanish army, and the Spanish guerrilleros tied 
up more than 250,000 French troops and supported 
Henry IV’s remark that “Spain is a country where small 
armies are beaten and large ones starve.”2 Henry’s ap-
preciation for the unpleasant fate that befell foreign 
armies invading Spain echoes the Roman experience 
 there in the second  century B.C.; Napoleon was not the 
first to be checked by Spanish guerrillas!

Henry focused on the country of Spain, but the 
combination of difficult, broken terrain and a proud 
 people who refuse to bow before a foreign invader is 
one of the constants of guerrilla warfare. A more con-
temporary observer describes the essential nature of 
terrain in increasing the ability of guerrillas to defeat 
a conventional army, noting that such terrain includes

swamps, mountains and forests where mobility is 
 limited to movements on foot and in light vehicles. 
The fact that the partisan operates in such terrain 
 will be to his advantage for in an environment of 
this nature the regular forces lose the use of their 
vehicles and artillery as well as the ability to mass 
superior numbers. In essence, the terrain reduces the 
better equipped, better trained, and better armed 
regular force to a level where the partisan is equal.3

The Hard Lessons of an Insurgency
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theorist of his day. His most famous book, A Summary 
of the Art of War, was published in 1837; it maintained 
his emphasis on scientific princi ples of warfare and on 
massive  battles of annihilation. Like Clausewitz, Jo-
mini hungered for but never enjoyed the command of 
troops in  battle. Jomini deserted Napoleon in 1813 to 
serve on the Rus sian General Staff; again, he never 
gained in de pen dent command. This lifelong position 
on the perimeter of power led Jomini to proclaim in 
his writing that the military commander should have 
absolute control of decisions in campaigns; his models 
 were Frederick the  Great and Napoleon. The princi ple 
they followed was the same one he advocated: mass 
your own armies to threaten a decisive point; then de-
feat a fraction of the  enemy army with all of your own.

Jomini is impor tant  because of his prescription of 
the annihilation of the opponent’s force as the best 
route to victory, a sentiment often and mistakenly at-
tributed to Clausewitz. The Prus sian was actually much 
too subtle to say that anything was always the best 
route to victory— except the accomplishment of the po-
liti cal objectives for which the war was being fought. 
That Jomini’s most famous prescription is misattrib-
uted to Clausewitz, who disliked Jomini personally 
and thought his ideas rubbish, is more than ironic; as 
John Shy says in Makers of Modern Strategy, “If  there 
can be such a  thing as a joke in military history, surely 
this is it.”7 The question of how this ironic joke came 
about has much to do with the historical impact of 
Clausewitz versus Jomini and can be explained very 
simply. Soldiers— and most statesmen— are uncomfort-
able with ambiguity, with Clausewitzian “it depends” 
answers. They like checklists of  simple princi ples that 
always apply, ideas such as “Annihilate the  enemy’s 
force in the field and you  will win the war.” Jomini had 
given his audience what it wanted; Michael Howard 
notes, “This was the kind of  thing that appealed to 
practical soldiers.”8

It was Moltke more than any other who pop u lar-
ized Jominian ideas and called them Clausewitzian; for 
instance, “Victory through the application of armed 
force is the decisive  factor in war. . . .  It is not the oc-
cupation of a slice of territory or the capture of a for-
tress but the destruction of the  enemy forces which  will 
decide the outcome of the war. This destruction thus 
constitutes the principal object of operations.”9 Moltke 
supported such statements with quotations from 
Clausewitz, but certainly by the end of his life Clause-
witz had developed a much more nuanced view of war-
fare than always prescribing the destruction of the 
 enemy forces. That was a Jominian idea, misattributed 
to Clausewitz by Moltke, who muddied the  waters for 
 future generations of strategists still unborn.

This misattribution is impor tant not just  because it 
confuses military historians, but also  because the Jo-
minian concept of victory through annihilation of the 

the army, and the government. Clausewitz described 
what Napoleon grasped almost instinctively: war is “a 
paradoxical trinity— composed of primordial vio lence, 
hatred, and enmity, which are to be regarded as a blind 
natu ral force; of the play of chance and probability 
within which the creative spirit is  free to roam; and of 
its ele ment of subordination, as an instrument of pol-
icy, which makes it subject to reason alone. The first 
of  these three aspects mainly concerns the  people; the 
second the commander and his army; the third the 
government.”5

Another ele ment has been added to warfare; the 
sport of kings has become the business of the  people. 
Although the common  people had always played an 
impor tant role in warfare by providing the men, taxes, 
and foodstuffs with which the army was supplied, the 
rise in nationalism meant that  people and armies  were 
much more intimately linked. The  people increased in 
relative importance, forming the raw material for a 
mass army; the new spirit of enraged nationalism of-
ten kept them fighting even when the national govern-
ment or army had been conquered or ceased to exist. 
Clausewitz’s “remarkable trinity” of the  people, the 
army, and the government is an effective way to depict 
the evolution of the concept of “ people’s war” and  will 
also be very useful in understanding why some armies 
are better than  others at comprehending how to com-
bat revolutionary war.

Absolute Victory: Jomini, Clausewitz,  
and the Propagation of an Idea

Clausewitz’s interpretation of Napoleon’s revolution in 
military affairs is neither the only nor the most influ-
ential interpretation. The ideas of Clausewitz’s con-
temporary, Antoine- Henri Jomini, are impor tant both 
in their own right and in their shaping of the influence 
of Clausewitz on history. Jomini was a Swiss banker 
who, like Clausewitz, was swept up in the events un-
leashed by the French Revolution. A bookish soldier, 
he took a position on Marshal Ney’s staff and began 
to publish works on military history in 1803. The key 
princi ples of all of his years of writing (he lived another 
sixty- five years)  were clearly laid out in Jomini’s first 
book:

• Strategy is the key to warfare.
• All strategy is controlled by invariable scientific 

princi ples.
•  These princi ples prescribe offensive action to mass 

forces against weaker  enemy forces at some 
decisive point if strategy is to lead to victory.6

Jomini served in the Ulm, Jena, Eylau, Spanish, and 
Rus sian campaigns, earning some renown as a soldier 
but much more as the dominant military historian and 
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nation in the world was the son of a Chinese peasant. 
His name was Mao Tse- Tung.

From Clausewitz to Mao:  
The Revolution Continues

However much we may seek it elsewhere, the basic 
text for ideas about revolutionary war is in the 
writings of Mao Tse- Tung.

— John Shy and Thomas W. Collier

Mao Tse- Tung was born in Hunan province in central 
China in 1893.13 His  father was a “ middle peasant,” a 
man who earned enough money to ensure that his 
 family had enough to eat. Mao had a hard childhood; 
his  father was strict but provided him with the com-
parative luxury of a high school education. Mao re-
sponded by reading every thing he could and was a 
keen observer of the inability of the Chinese govern-
ment to meet the needs of the peasants with whom 
he grew up. His ser vice as a private soldier in a cor-
rupt and inefficient army further increased his po liti-
cal awareness; Mao was “the Chinese version of an 
angry young man” when he began working in the li-
brary of the University of Peking in 1917.14 He soon 
had contact with the precepts of communism and 
helped or ga nize the Chinese Communist Party in 
Shanghai in 1921.

Mao described the China in which he grew up as 
“semi- colonial and feudal.”15 It was a country in which 
400 million peasants “ate bitterness” throughout their 
difficult lives and had been exploited by Western na-
tions for over a  century. Griffith notes that “a poten-
tial revolutionary situation exists in any country where 
the government consistently fails in its obligation to 
ensure at least a minimally decent standard of life for 
the  great majority of its citizens.”16 It would be hard 
to imagine a better case in support of Griffith’s argu-
ment than Mao’s China of the 1920s, though the very 
use of the word government is somewhat misleading; 
in fact,  there  were several rival governments in China, 
and the standard of living was prob ably improving— 
though not fast enough to suit Mao.

The Chinese Communist Party took advantage of 
the corruption and inefficiency of the government to 
recruit the proletariat for membership in trade  unions. 
Mao was sent to his home province of Hunan to re-
cruit in 1926; he was surprised by the groundswell of 
peasant support for the National Revolutionary Army 
in 1926. Mao fled to the Chingkang Mountains of 
southern Hunan province  after leading four auxiliary 
regiments in the abortive Autumn Harvest Uprising of 
September  1927. Chu Teh, another survivor of the 
coup, joined Mao in 1928;  after a series of defeats in 
attacks on Nationalist- held cities in 1930, they jointly 
de cided that in China the revolution had to be based 

 enemy forces influenced other thinkers about strategy 
as well as generations of prac ti tion ers. The belief that 
annihilating the  enemy army was the certain route to 
victory was corrupted before World War I into the con-
cept that offense was both practically and morally su-
perior to defense in all cases, a concept Clausewitz 
would have abhorred but in the defense of which he 
was repeatedly quoted. When ideas that  were decidedly 
non- Clausewitzian resulted in the bloody stalemate of 
World War I, he was again quoted out of context to 
justify the continuation of the slaughter for no pos si-
ble po liti cal gain. This occurred despite the fact that, 
as Bernard Brodie points out, German Army chief of 
staff Schlieffen himself was “sufficiently a student of 
Clausewitz” to have absorbed the concept of the pri-
macy of the po liti cal over the military, “for he is on 
rec ord as having urged in writing that if the Plan 
should fail, as of course it did in 1914, Germany should 
at once seek a negotiated peace.”10 No  matter.  After the 
war, Clausewitz took the blame for the conduct of a 
war of annihilation of which he would most certainly 
have disapproved.

The importance of Jomini for a student of counter-
insurgency learning is evident: Jomini emphasizes the 
destruction of the  enemy army in the field, despite 
Clausewitz’s understanding that the true power of 
armies in the wake of Napoleon rests in the  people and 
their government.11 Nonetheless, armies ever since have 
clung to what they continue to describe as “Clause-
witzian” (actually Jominian) princi ples of destroying 
the  enemy army as the key to victory.

Clausewitz was primarily concerned with under-
standing conventional war fought by national armies, 
albeit armies inspired by the then- revolutionary ideas 
and currents unleashed by the ideals of liberty, equal-
ity, fraternity, and love of patrie. However, the feelings, 
aspirations, and energies of the  people that Napoleon 
harnessed for the benefit of the state in conventional 
warfare would play a dramatic role in modifying the 
nature of unconventional warfare as well. Clausewitz 
describes “the  people in arms” as “smoldering embers,” 
which

consume the basic foundations of the  enemy forces. 
Since it needs time to be effective, a state of tension 
 will develop while the two ele ments interact. This 
tension  will  either gradually relax, if the insurgency 
is suppressed in some places and slowly burns it-
self out in  others, or  else it  will build up to a crisis: 
a general conflagration closes in on the  enemy, driv-
ing him out of the country before he is faced with 
total destruction.12

His theoretical description would come to life more 
than a  century  later, half a world away from Prus sia. 
The man who fanned the embers of the most populous 
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associations, identities, and purposes. Foremost among 
the new po liti cal concepts  were  those of ‘China’ and 
‘Chinese nationality.’ ”22

Mao turned the princi ples of guerrilla warfare he 
had used against the Nationalists to the strug gle against 
the Japa nese, si mul ta neously husbanding his own 
forces for the  battle against Chiang’s forces once the 
Japa nese had been evicted. Both sides kept their eye on 
the real prize: the eventual total control of China. 
Mao’s ideas on how to accomplish that task with his 
poorly armed, unprofessional band of Communist 
peasants would lead to the greatest revolution in mili-
tary thought since the ideas of Clausewitz.

Mao’s contribution to the theory of warfare is an 
even closer interlinking of the  people, the army, and the 
government than that discovered by Napoleon and 
analyzed by Clausewitz. In fact, the  people in and of 
themselves  were the greatest weapon the Communists 
possessed, both in their strug gle against the Japa nese 
invaders and in the temporarily postponed fight against 
the Nationalists. In Mao’s own words, “The richest 
source of power to wage war lies in the masses of the 
 people.”23 This doctrine was largely one of necessity: 
it was essential that the army, without an established 
government to provide logistical support, retain the 
goodwill of the  people in order to ensure its own sur-
vival. Hence Mao’s insistence on “a unity of spirit” be-
tween troops and local inhabitants, which is evident 
in a code known as “The Three Rules and the Eight 
Remarks” which guided the activities of the Commu-
nist Eighth Route Army:24

Rules

1. All actions are subject to command.
2. Do not steal from the  people.
3. Be neither selfish nor unjust.

Remarks

1. Replace the door when you leave the  house.
2. Roll up the bedding on which you have slept.
3. Be courteous.
4. Be honest in your transactions.
5. Return what you borrow.
6. Replace what you break.
7. Do not bathe in the presence of  women.
8. Do not without authority search  those you arrest.

The implementation of such precepts allowed the 
army of the  people to be truly an army of the  people; 
it was strict adherence to  these regulations that empha-
sized to the common  people that the Communists 
 were on their side and that the Nationalist armies  were 
not much better than the Japa nese. Full implementa-
tion would create an or ga nized Chinese populace, 
aroused against the Japa nese invaders (and  later, the 

on the peasant rather than the urban proletariat. Doug-
las Blaufarb notes, “The prob lem confronted by Mao 
in China in 1927 was that of writing Hamlet with a 
midget prince of Denmark.”17 China was simply not 
industrialized enough for the urban workers to form a 
 viable base for revolution. Griffith calls this shift in em-
phasis from urban workers to rural peasants “the sin-
gle most vital decision in the history of the Chinese 
Communist Party.”18

Chiang Kai- Shek, heartened by the Communist de-
feat at Changsha that had led to Mao’s decision to fo-
cus on the peasants, announced a “Bandit Suppres-
sion Campaign” in October 1930. It failed miserably, 
as did three similar campaigns in following years. The 
Nationalist troops displayed the conduct that would 
prove to be their downfall: Chiang’s “divisions flailed 
over the land like locusts, further alienating peasants, 
the ill- treated, illiterate soldiers frequently deserting to 
the Communists.”19 Only when Chiang Kai- Shek ac-
cepted the advice of his German adviser, General von 
Falkenhausen, who drew on the British lessons of the 
Boer War and advanced slowly and methodically 
through the Communist base areas with a force of 
some 500,000 supported by artillery and aircraft, did 
the Communists begin to feel the pressure of the coun-
terinsurgency campaign.

The Communists broke through the Nationalist 
lines to begin the “Long March” of some 6,000 miles 
to a new base in Shensi province in October 1934. 
Over twelve months  later, some 30,000 survivors of the 
130,000 who began the march arrived in Shensi; Mao’s 
wife died on the march. Costly as it was, the Long 
March demonstrated the  will of the  people to support 
the revolutionaries.20 It also taught Mao a  great deal 
about revolutionary warfare; it was while he was re-
building Communist strength in Yenan  after escaping 
yet another attack by Chiang Kai- Shek in 1936 that 
Mao wrote Guerrilla Warfare.

The continuing encroachment of Japan into China 
gave Mao’s Communists the po liti cal issue they 
needed to mobilize the  people  behind their cause. 
Chiang’s refusal to ally his forces with Mao’s in a 
national front against the invader allowed Mao to 
“appropriate nationalism from the Nationalists and 
[make] it a power ful Communist weapon.”21 Chiang 
agreed to the creation of a united front only  after 
literally being kidnapped by his own forces shortly 
before the Japa nese invasion in 1937. The Japa nese 
invasion was a blessing in disguise for Mao and the 
Communists: it “broke the hold of parochialism on 
the Chinese peasant. Before the Japa nese invasion 
the Chinese peasant was indifferent to ‘Chinese’ pol-
itics, being wholly absorbed in local affairs. The war 
totally destroyed the rural society order and sensitized 
the Chinese peasantry to a new spectrum of pos si ble 
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Nationalist forces, despite overwhelming material ad-
vantages and the logistical support of the United States, 
 were defeated by  those of Mao, buoyed by the support 
of the vast majority of the Chinese  people. Admittedly, 
the Chinese Communist victory of 1949 reflected a 
conventional operation, but the guerrilla war against 
the Nationalists of 1930–1936, and that against the 
Japa nese of 1937–1945, had set the stage. The impact 
of Mao’s victory on the nations of the West would be 
hard to overstate: in the words of one observer, “The 
fall of the Chinese nationalist regime in 1949 to the 
Communists led by Mao, more than any other event, 
created a new Western consciousness of how pro-
tracted armed conflict, using guerrilla tactics and 
guided by a heterodox version of Marxism- Leninism, 
might achieve decisive revolutionary victory.”28 The 
revolution in military affairs that Mao unleashed 
would soon be  adopted by disciples of the Chinese rev-
olution taking advantage of the changes in the inter-
national system that occurred in the wake of World 
War II.  These included the end of imperialism, the rise 
of modern media, the increase in portability and effec-
tiveness of weaponry, and the rise of po liti cal aware-
ness in the  peoples of former colonies of the West.

Insurgency: A Special Kind of 
Revolutionary War

The reader  will agree with us when we say that once 
barriers are torn down they are not so easily set up 
again.

— Carl von Clausewitz

John Shy and Thomas Collier begin their essay “Rev-
olutionary War” in Makers of Modern Strategy (1986) 
by noting that the 1941 edition of the book did not 
have a chapter on the subject.29 The reason for the in-
creased importance of revolutionary warfare in the 
fifty years since the first edition is “the sudden decline 
in power and prestige of the traditional nation- state 
system. . . .  The crumbling of Eu ro pean empires  under 
colonial and even domestic assault, and the rapid ap-
pearance amidst the imperial ruins of new successor 
states, often weak, are the main reasons why we see 
this new dimension of military theory where none was 
apparent in 1941.”30

Although the rise of nationalism and relative de-
cline of imperial powers are certainly the primary rea-
sons for the increased importance of revolutionary 
warfare  after World War II, they are only part of the 
answer. Nationalism and the supranational philosophy 
of communism  were impor tant motivations for  peoples 
seeking to form governments responsive to their own 
needs;  these are the ends of a revolutionary strategy. The 
means changed as well. The proliferation of portable 

Chinese Nationalists): “The Japa nese aggressor, like a 
mad bull crashing into a ring of flames,  will be sur-
rounded by hundreds of millions of our  people stand-
ing upright, the mere sound of their voices  will strike 
terror into him, and he  will be burned to death.”25

This is a new conceptualization of the idea of 
“ people’s war,” with even more emphasis on the deci-
sive role of an aroused populace fighting against a con-
ventional army weakened by corruption and ineffi-
ciency and crippled by the hatred of the local populace. 
The army and the government  were now of the popu-
lace, living within it and emerging to strike at the 
 enemy before fading back into the cover provided by 
the population.

It is nearly impossible to overstate the emphasis that 
Mao placed on ensuring the support of the  people for 
the revolutionary war that he saw ahead. He returns 
to the point throughout his writing: “This question of 
the po liti cal mobilization of the army and the  people 
is indeed of the greatest importance. We have dwelt on 
it at the risk of repetition precisely  because victory is 
impossible without it.  There are, of course, many other 
conditions indispensable to victory, but po liti cal mo-
bilization is the most fundamental.”26

Revolutionary war is protracted. Mao foresaw three 
phases through which the war of national liberation 
would pass: one of organ ization, consolidation, and 
preservation; one of progressive expansion; and the fi-
nal decisive phase culminating in the destruction of the 
 enemy. During the first phase, military operations 
would be  limited and sporadic; the revolution would 
focus on training cadres, organ izing the peasantry, and 
gathering its strength. The second phase exploits the 
gathering strength of the revolution to attack isolated 
 enemy outposts and patrols with two motives: under-
mining the faith of the populace in the government 
while increasing the prestige of the revolutionaries and 
taking arms, ammunition, and equipment from govern-
ment forces to serve as the “store house of the revolu-
tion.” In the decisive third phase, the guerrilla fighters 
transform themselves into conventional military forces 
that confront and defeat the government in open  battle. 
All phases can and should occur si mul ta neously; re-
cruitment and training of cadres, consolidation of pub-
lic support, and guerrilla operations  will all be con-
ducted in support of the decisive  battles of phase III.

The patience and willingness to suffer over a long 
period in order to achieve ardently desired revolution-
ary goals have led one observer of the phenomenon to 
note, “Insurgents start with nothing but a cause and 
grow to strength, while the counter- insurgents start 
with every thing but a cause and gradually decline in 
strength and grow to weakness.”27

This is exactly what happened in the aftermath of 
the Japa nese defeat in World War II. Chiang Kai- Shek’s 
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reach of the organ ization. Over time, district commit-
tees are formed to control the vari ous village cells, 
while larger military formations are created from the 
best of the local guerrilla forces.

Far from Communist insurgency’s being a new kind 
of war, it is in fact merely an adaptation of Clausewitz’s 
“remarkable trinity.” Changes in weaponry (including 
the media) and especially in the increased role of the 
 people as the logistical support; recruiting base; pro-
viders of intelligence, cover, and concealment; and ar-
mory of the army meant that  enemy forces could no 
longer be defeated by mere defeat of the  enemy army, 
as had previously been the case. Now defeating the 
army required that the  people be defeated as well—or 
at least persuaded not to fight on behalf of, nor even 
support, the insurgents. In the words of a perceptive 
United States Army officer:

When  there are no economic and po liti cal founda-
tions for the guerrilla movement,  there  will be no 
guerrilla movement. The bulk of any guerrilla 
movement joins out of belief in what it is  doing; 
the hard core of leaders keeps  going  because of po-
liti cal beliefs. If the bulk of the band find they can 
live as decent  human beings, do not have to rob to 
live, and can have land and homes, they  will be 
poor guerrillas from then on. If the  great mass of 
the population knows it  will be protected by a 
strong, just government, it has no reason to coop-
erate with the guerrillas, and the system of intelli-
gence and supply that sustains all guerrilla move-
ments breaks down. Without popu lar support the 
mopping up of the hard- core die- hards is fairly 
easy.35

Counterinsurgency: Two Approaches

Revolutions are, by their very nature, hard to under-
stand for  those who live through them.  Because revo-
lutions in any field represent a dramatic shift in under-
standing of the way society is or ga nized and in the 
precepts that have previously governed social be hav-
ior, it is not surprising that they result in questions 
about the best way to  counter them. Napoleon’s grasp 
of revolutionary warfare necessitated a co ali tion of 
Prus sia, Rus sia, and Britain to defeat him; Mao’s rev-
olutionary warfare would also pre sent major concep-
tual challenges to the nations of the West. The chal-
lenge posed by Mao would be even more difficult to 
confront  because conventional military forces have al-
ways had difficulties in engaging guerrillas.

The difficult nature of guerrilla warfare led to two 
dif fer ent approaches to countering insurgencies, exem-
plified by differing approaches to the prob lem of sub-
duing the Welsh in the Norman era. The Norman King 

and extremely effective killing machines in the wake 
of World War II dramatically increased the amount 
of firepower available to groups wishing to over-
throw governments and continues to be a substantial 
prob lem  today.31 Just as impor tant is the increase in 
the ability of the media to get close to even the most 
distant conflicts and to transmit pictures and sounds 
to both the local population and the population of any 
foreign power intervening in a revolutionary conflict. 
T. E. Lawrence noted, “The printing press is the great-
est weapon in the armory of the modern commander.”32 
All of  these  factors, along with a growing disinclina-
tion in the national publics of major powers to accept 
casualties33 or any evidence of oppression by their forces, 
have made the phenomenon of revolutionary warfare 
both more prevalent and far more impor tant than it was 
when the Spanish guerrillas inflicted such punishment 
on French forces in the Peninsular campaign.

 These changes in the ends of insurgency, that is, 
communist or nationalist (or both) domination of the 
government of a nation, and in the means, including 
more effective weaponry and the use of the media as 
an impor tant weapon of the insurgent, changed the na-
ture of revolutionary warfare as well. Clausewitz be-
lieved that  people’s war could serve only as a strategic 
defensive; changes in the ends and means of insurgency 
allowed revolutionary warfare to become not just an 
adjunct to conventional conflict but a strategically of-
fensive form of warfare in its own right. The weapons 
of modern war in the hands of a po liti cally aware and 
motivated populace appeared to create a new kind of 
war; even if the tactics had not changed since Alexan-
der the  Great, the means and ends had. As Robert 
Taber notes in the wonderfully titled The War of the 
Flea, “The specifically modern aspect of guerrilla war-
fare is in its use as a tool of po liti cal revolution— the 
single sure method by which an unarmed popula-
tion can overcome mechanized armies, or failing to 
 overcome them, can stalemate them and make them 
irrelevant.”34

One of the advantages fleas enjoy in their attacks 
on much larger creatures is their autonomy. Similarly, 
nations composed of a large number of small, autono-
mous villages are hard to conquer, as each individual 
village  will fight on individually  after the defeat of the 
national army and  will have to be individually sub-
dued. Mao took advantage of this knowledge, gained 
from hard- won experience, to or ga nize his Commu-
nists into a number of in de pen dent cells that could 
not be defeated en masse. The original revolutionaries 
proselytize to create small groups of believers in out-
lying villages, often through the threat of force: “power 
flows from the barrel of a gun.”  These groups in turn 
both create local armed forces to operate as guerrillas 
against the occupying power and further expand the 
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Harkins, claimed in September 1962 that what was 
required to defeat the Viet Cong within 3  years 
 were “Three Ms”— men, money, and material. The 
result of this approach (normally to the delight of 
an insurgent) is an escalating and indiscriminate use 
of military firepower. The wider consequences of 
this approach, seen both in South Vietnam and else-
where,  will often be an upward spiral of civilian 
alienation.38

The two approaches to counterinsurgency in many 
ways resemble the two approaches often taken to con-
ventional warfare, known as the direct and the indi-
rect approach. A participant in the counterinsurgency 
effort in Vietnam explains:

In essence, military strategy generally boils down to 
a choice between direct and indirect methods. Di-
rect methods imply the physical destruction of the 
 enemy’s means to make war as a preliminary to the 
imposition of one’s physical  will on the  enemy, and 
are exemplified by the Franco- Prussian War and by 
the Western Front of the First World War. Indirect 
methods seek to attain the po liti cal objective of the 
war by avoidance of a frontal clash between oppos-
ing forces.39

The direct approach to defeating guerrillas and in-
surgents is well represented by Harry Summer’s phrase 
“A war is a war is a war.” The indirect approach can 
be clearly explained through reference to Mao’s own 
concept that the revolutionaries are like fish that swim 
in the  water of the  people; defeating insurgents is then 
a  matter of “separating the fish from the  water.”

The Direct Approach: A War Is a War Is a War

The central thesis of the direct approach to fighting a 
revolutionary war is that unconventional war is much 
like conventional war in the Eu ro pean setting; in the 
words of the American Army Col o nel Harry Summers, 
“A war is a war is a war.”40 In order to defeat the 
 enemy, it is only necessary to defeat his armed forces. 
This approach is based on a Jominian interpretation 
of the wars of Napoleon. Armies that resort to this 
method to defeat insurgents are not fighting the last 
war, but rather, fighting the last revolution in warfare: 
the Napoleonic nation in arms rather than Mao’s 
armed nation. This is a standard military misinterpre-
tation based on substantial experience in conventional 
warfare according to the Eu ro pean model.

Western armies often attempt to apply the same 
concept to the defeat of a  people’s army: the counter-
insurgent army focuses on the defeat of the guerrilla 
fighters. The essence of Mao’s theory of revolutionary 

William II (Rufus) waged a ruthless campaign against 
the Welsh  under Gruffydd in 1097 in which William 
“intended to abolish and utterly destroy all of the 
 people  until  there should be alive not so much as a dog. 
He had purposed also to cut down all of the woods 
and groves so that  there might not be shelter nor de-
fense for the men of Gwynedd henceforth.”36

Another approach is presented in Gerald of Wales’s 
Description of Wales, written in 1194. He offers in-
structions in more appropriate techniques for subduing 
the Welsh: “The prince who would wish to subdue this 
nation and govern it peaceably, must use this method. . . .  
Let him divide their strength and by bribes and prom-
ises endeavor to stir up one against the other. . . .  In the 
autumn let not only the marshes, but also the interior 
part of the country be strongly fortified with  castles, 
provisions and confidential families.”37

 These two dif fer ent approaches— annihilating ver-
sus turning the loyalty of the  people— are the founda-
tion of the two approaches to counterinsurgency 
(COIN) to which armies have turned throughout his-
tory. The newest edition of the British army’s Coun
terinsurgency Manual explains the advantages and dis-
advantages of each approach, demonstrating that the 
British have come a long way from the counterinsur-
gency princi ples of William Rufus:

A straightforward attritional approach is one op-
tion. Such strategies have been  adopted and some 
have worked. Absolute repression was used by the 
Germans in response to guerrilla attacks during the 
Second World War. Saddam Hussein’s use of chemi-
cal weapons against the Kurds and his campaign 
against the Marsh Arabs in Southern Iraq are con-
temporary examples of the use of attrition. . . .  
None of the attritional “solutions” described above 
is appropriate in a liberal democracy and it is con-
sidered that a “gloves off” approach to any insur-
gency prob lem has a strictly  limited role to play in 
modern COIN operations.

Furthermore, the rec ord of success for attrition in 
COIN operations is generally a poor one. Undue 
focus on military action clouds the key po liti cal re-
alities, which can result in a military- dominated 
campaign plan that misses the real focus of an in-
surgency. An inability to match the insurgent’s con-
cept with an appropriate government one— likened 
by [Sir Robert] Thompson to trying to play chess 
whilst the  enemy is actually playing poker—is con-
ceptually flawed and  will not achieve success. Hav-
ing deployed conventionally trained troops and 
large amounts of firepower, the attritionalist com-
mander generally feels compelled to use them. The 
head of the US Mission to South Vietnam, General 
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that support is the critical  battle in a counterinsurgency 
campaign—as Robert Thompson emphasizes in his 
Five Princi ples of Counterinsurgency.42

1. “The government must have a clear po liti cal aim: 
to establish and maintain a  free, in de pen dent and 
united country which is po liti cally and eco nom-
ically stable and  viable.”

2. “The government must function in accordance 
with law.”

3. “The government must have an overall plan.”
4. “The government must give priority to defeating 

the po liti cal subversion, not the guerillas.”
5. “In the guerilla phase of an insurgency, a 

government must secure its base areas first.”

Evaluating Counterinsurgency Doctrine 
and Practice

[ These Five Princi ples of Counterinsurgency] are de-
rived from an analy sis of the objectives and tech-
niques of insurgency as posited in this [essay] and are 
heavi ly informed by Robert Thompson’s Five Princi-
ples of Counterinsurgency, themselves drawn from a 
study of the theory and practice of insurgency.

The first point of comparison, victory, may seem to 
be an unfair one, as the achievement of national objec-
tives depends to a  great extent on  factors outside the 
control of the army conducting a counterinsurgency 
campaign, including geography, strength of the local 
government and of the insurgents, and degree of popu-
lar support for the campaign in the nation supporting 
the beleaguered government. Nonetheless, the ultimate 
determinant of the success or failure of counterinsur-
gency theory and practice is the attainment of national 
objectives; neglecting the explicit consideration of this 
characteristic would only relegate it to the realm of 
unstated but inescapable facts. It is better to confront 
it directly.

Although the achievement of national goals may 
not be determined entirely by the army’s counterinsur-
gency doctrine and practice, the army as a power ful 
bureaucratic actor inevitably affects the definition of 
national objectives for the conflict.  Whether  these are 
capable of realization  will to a large degree determine 
 whether victory in the campaign is attained— and the 
army contributes materially to the determination of 
which tasks it can and cannot do, and how, and why.

As Thompson’s Five Princi ples make clear, the 
achievement of  these goals depends to a  great extent 
on the creation of an effective local government that 
earns the support of the  people; note that Thompson 
does not even mention the counterinsurgent army or 
armies. An army that subordinates all military action 
to the achievement of  these po liti cal goals facilitates 
unity of command over all the organ izations attempt-

warfare is that the warriors are part of the  people, liv-
ing among them during the day and striking at night; 
this makes difficult the determination of which are le-
gitimate targets of a counterinsurgency campaign. One 
answer is the killing of all natives down to and includ-
ing domestic animals as advocated by William Rufus.

The Indirect Approach: Separate the Fish  
from the  Water

The other approach to defeating an insurgency is a 
function of a better understanding of Mao and a 
change in the perception of the nature of revolution-
ary warfare. While continuing to attack the armed ele-
ments of the insurgency, the indirect approach recog-
nizes that it is essential also to attack the support of 
the  people for the insurgents. The approach is well de-
scribed in the following passage from Frank Kitson’s 
Low Intensity Operations, which plays on Mao’s de-
scription of a revolutionary army as relying on the 
 people for support “like fish swimming in the  water of 
the population:”

In attempting to  counter subversion it is necessary 
to take account of three separate ele ments. The 
first two constitute the target proper, that is to say 
the Party or Front and its cells and committees on 
the one hand, and the armed groups who are sup-
porting them and being supported by them on the 
other. They may be said to constitute the head and 
the body of a fish. The third ele ment is the popula-
tion and this represents the  water in which the fish 
swims. Fish vary from place to place in accordance 
with the  water in which they are designed to live, 
and the same can be said of subversive organ-
izations. If a fish has got to be destroyed it can be 
attacked directly by rod or net, providing it is in 
the sort of position which gives  these methods a 
chance of success. But if rod and net cannot suc-
ceed by themselves it may be necessary to do 
something to the  water which  will force the fish 
into a position where it can be caught. Conceiv-
ably it might be necessary to kill the fish by pollut-
ing the  water, but this is unlikely to be a desirable 
course of action.41

The indirect approach of defeating an insurgency by 
focusing on dividing the  people from the insurgents, 
removing the support that they require to challenge the 
government effectively, is rather dif fer ent from the di-
rect approach and in the long term is usually more ef-
fective. Once the local and regular armed units are cut 
off from their sources of supply, personnel, and, most 
importantly, intelligence, they wither on the vine or are 
easily coerced to surrender or destroyed by the secu-
rity forces with the aid of the local populace. Winning 
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ing to defeat the insurgency— and makes accomplish-
ment of the objective more likely.

Question Set: Did the Army Develop a 
Successful Counterinsurgency Doctrine?

1. Victory: Did the doctrine  adopted achieve 
national goals in the conflict?

2. Objective: Did the army contribute to the setting 
of realistic national goals in the conflict?

3. Unity of Command: Did the military accept 
subordination to po liti cal objectives?

4. Minimum Force: Did the military use the 
minimum amount of force necessary to accom-
plish the mission?

5. Mass: Did the military structure itself in an 
appropriate manner to deal with the threat at 
hand?

Similarly, Thompson’s princi ples highlight the fact 
that the counterinsurgency forces must use force in sup-
port of the government’s effort to establish legitimacy at 
the expense of the insurgents. Military operations that 
do not exercise minimum force instead diminish the 
support of the  people for the government, which they 
feel should protect them— not destroy them. In a meta-
phor proposed by Brigadier Michael Addison, “econ-
omy of force” is the princi ple of war that states that a 
sledgehammer should not be used to crack a nut  because 
the sledgehammer might be better employed elsewhere. 
The doctrine of “minimum force” forbids the use of a 
sledgehammer to protect the nut inside the shell.43

Fi nally, military forces that structure themselves for 
conventional warfare  will not succeed in protecting 
and hence earning the support of the populace. It is es-
sential that they use the princi ple of mass to protect 
the critical battleground over which the campaign is 
being fought: the  people.

 These five questions have the merit of being based 
on both the history and the theory of insurgency and 
guerrilla warfare. They also provide a critical perspec-
tive for comparison of learning during the conduct of 
counterinsurgency campaigns.
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Two Imperatives

HEW STRACHAN

Hew Strachan, “Learning Lessons from Af ghan i stan: Two Imperatives,” Par ameters 49, no. 3 (2019): 5–10, published by the 
US Army War College.

On October 7, 2001, the United States began bomb-
ing Taliban communications and air defenses (such as 
they  were). So began a commitment to the security of 
Af ghan i stan that continues to this day. Operation EN-
DURING FREEDOM in Af ghan i stan was designed to 
use only a light footprint, leaving the bulk of the fight-
ing to the mujahideen whom the United States had 
supported in their fight against the Soviet Union. In 
March 2002,  after its quick success in toppling the 
Taliban, Washington turned its attention to Saddam 
Hussein. Between 2002 and 2009, Iraq, not Af ghan i-
stan, dominated American counsels.  Here too initial 
operations  were rewarded with quick success, largely 
characterized in terms of state- of- the- art conventional 
warfare. Signs of guerrilla warfare and irregular re sis-
tance  were dismissed, and it was often ju nior com-
manders who detected the changing character of the 

war they  were fighting. The standard assumption of the 
late 1980s,  shaped by the Cold War, persisted: an army 
that prepared for operations at scale against a peer 
 enemy could adjust to “low- intensity war” against an 
 enemy lacking in discipline, organ ization, and sophis-
ticated weaponry.

By 2005, it had become clear the received wisdom 
was not working, and that its hold was preventing sol-
diers from fully understanding the sort of conflict in 
which they  were engaged. The experience of Iraq 
prompted the US Army to reshape its doctrine for what 
it increasingly described as counterinsurgency cam-
paigns. The Combined Arms Center at Fort Leaven-
worth began work in earnest in October 2005, when 
Lieutenant General David Petraeus took over its com-
mand  after his second tour in Iraq. Petraeus turned to 
his West Point classmate, Conrad Crane, to oversee the 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   360 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Hew Strachan  361

US Army had opted not to learn its lessons, but to treat 
the experience as an aberration, or so the prevailing 
narrative ran. Its doctrinal response, Field Manual 
100-5, Operations, particularly in its 1982 edition, fo-
cused on the conventional level of war, and prepared 
American soldiers to defend the inner German border 
against the Soviet Union. The British narrative was not 
dissimilar.  Those units who fought in Northern Ireland 
 were “double- hatted,” their principal strategic func-
tion being, as for their American allies, the defense of 
Western Eu rope against the Soviet Union.

In both cases, preparation for war against a peer 
competitor took priority over counterinsurgency. Econ-
omies of scale demanded flexibility. That seemed to be 
a reasonable expectation of two armies that  were now 
regular and professional. If they could do the first, and 
implicitly harder, task, then—so the wisdom ran— they 
would be capable of dropping down a rung, to do the 
“lesser” work of small unit patrols, hearts and minds, 
and stabilization. The slowness of both armies’ adapta-
tion  after 2002, five years for the Americans and seven 
for the British (longer than  either of their individual 
experiences of the Second World War), suggested  those 
assumptions  were wrong. An army is a big beast, its 
training protocols are reinforced by its hierarchy, and it 
strug gles to adapt quickly from one sort of war to an-
other. For  those thinking about lessons learned from 
2005 to 2009, the conclusion was  simple: do not do 
 after  these wars what they had done in the 1980s. They 
mocked the naivety of their pre de ces sors of a quarter of 
a  century before for their readiness to see war in only 
one dimension. Too much recent real war had proved 
“asymmetric” for conventional war to be the dominant 
paradigm, however much the latter might shape doc-
trine and theory. Experience was a more profound les-
son, and their generation, that of the veterans of Al An-
bar or Helmand, could not possibly forget that as  those 
of the 1980s had done.

But many of them have forgotten, or at least they 
have to an extent that would surprise  those reflecting 
on  these issues a de cade ago. In 2019, the debate is 
once again dominated by peer competitors (China for 
the United States and Rus sia for its Eu ro pean allies), 
counterinsurgency has dropped out of fashion, and 
some well- informed commentators have persuasively 
argued that its princi ples have been overstated. A mili-
tary tendency to look not back, but forward, to look 
to the next war not to be captured by the last, has been 
reinforced by policy.

In 2009, Barack Obama embraced a strategy that 
used airpower (including drones) in conjunction with 
special forces and local proxies, rather than “boots on 
the ground.” Armies conducting the counterinsurgency 
campaigns of the early twenty- first  century incurred ca-
sualties, which made overseas interventions unpop u-
lar. So demo cratically accountable politicians have 

development of new doctrine, or in some re spects the 
recovery of old but neglected knowledge. Crane drew 
on inputs from both theaters of war, Af ghan i stan as 
well as Iraq, and on the US Marine Corps as well as 
the Army. Field Manual 3-24, also branded as Marine 
Corps Warfighting Publication 3-33.5, was ready by 
December 2006.

In 2007, Petraeus was back in Iraq, masterminding 
the surge. A war that the United States had been los-
ing was turned around, at least for the time being. The 
success in Iraq in 2007 made counterinsurgency the 
most obvious lesson learned from the post-9/11 wars, 
and when the US Army returned its attention to a now 
much more dangerous situation in Af ghan i stan, it took 
the message of counterinsurgency with it. Field Man-
ual 3-24 was itself commercially published, and a raft 
of books and articles on irregular war both preceded 
and followed its appearance.

In the United Kingdom, the epiphany was both 
slower and less dramatic. Britain thought it knew 
about “small wars” from its experience of imperial 
conquest and colonial settlement, and about counter-
insurgency specifically from the “success” of its post-
1945 withdrawal from the empire. That phase of its 
history ended, comparatively ignominiously, in the 
withdrawal from Aden in 1967 and with the decision 
to close British bases east of Suez in the following year. 
The 30- year conflict in Northern Ireland, which fol-
lowed almost immediately, began badly: counterin-
surgency princi ples applied in a colonial context had 
to be rethought for use closer to home. But the lessons 
of Northern Ireland proved a false friend when its units 
deployed to Iraq in 2003. Many officers had only seen 
the tail end of a campaign, which by then they  were 
winning: conditions  were much more favorable in the 
1990s than they had been in the 1970s, and by then 
the army had the upper hand in intelligence, tactical 
know- how, and public support.

Basra was in  every way a tougher operating envi-
ronment than Belfast, the troop- to- population ratio 
was much less favorable, and language, religion, and 
culture all presented unfamiliar challenges. By 2006, 
humiliated in southern Iraq and confronting fierce 
fighting in southern Af ghan i stan, the British Army be-
gan to realize the need to revisit its background in 
counterinsurgency. However, it did so reluctantly and 
late. Only in October 2009 did the British Army pub-
lish an updated doctrine, and in the same year, the Brit-
ish Ministry of Defense produced Joint Doctrine Pub-
lication 3-40, on stabilization operations.

During the crisis years of the campaigns in Iraq and 
Af ghan i stan, especially 2006 to 2009, the soldiers of 
American and British armies, as they convened confer-
ences and workshops that addressed  these themes, re-
ferred with regret to their own absentmindedness and 
that of their pre de ces sors.  After the Vietnam War, the 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   361 5/24/21   11:49 PM



362  Learning Lessons from Af ghan i stan

ern Ireland, perhaps itself a reason for British officers 
applying the wrong lessons in Iraq. Nor has the Army 
revisited its counterinsurgency doctrine since 2009, 
thus forfeiting the opportunity to embody the lessons 
from the severe fighting in Helmand in 2009–13. The 
revision of Joint Doctrine Publication 3-40 on stabili-
zation operations, begun in the immediate aftermath 
of Libya in 2011, has floundered.

The United States and Britain possess the two 
NATO armies with the clearest sense of continuity in 
counterinsurgency operations, however discontinuous 
their attention to the subject has been in practice. Af-
ghan i stan, unlike Iraq, was an alliance undertaking. 
Common approaches to the conduct of operations, as 
well as agreed and standardized procedures, are the 
bedrock of NATO cohesion. Its members’ armed forces 
speak to each other in terms that they all understand. 
Policy differences provide volatility, but they are off-
set by military commonalities.

Counterinsurgency doctrine is a major exception to 
this generalization: NATO collectively does not have 
one, nor do most of its individual members. For the 
states of continental Eu rope, irregular and guerrilla 
warfare is linked historically to major war in ways that 
do not apply to Britain and the United States, who are 
both secured by the natu ral defenses provided by the 
sea. Such forms of war  were the only option left to the 
states that  were overrun and then occupied by Ger-
many between 1940 and 1942. And the same might 
have applied during the Cold War if the Soviet Union 
had launched an invasion. Partisan war was an option 
to be exercised at home  because conventional war was 
no longer pos si ble: it was po liti cally destabilizing and 
its conduct was ruthless. It bore  little relationship to 
the idealized if somewhat fanciful ideas of counterin-
surgency in the Anglophone world, applied at a dis-
tance in wars that could be characterized as “ limited.” 
For Amer i ca’s and Britain’s partners in Af ghan i stan, 
overseas operations  were associated with peacekeep-
ing and policing, and  were conducted  under a resolu-
tion of the United Nations Security Council.

As the United States and the United Kingdom re-
embraced and rethought their counterinsurgency doc-
trines, they opened a divide between themselves and 
their Eu ro pean allies, which they strug gled to compre-
hend. They could not understand why the Germans, 
Norwegians, or Poles did not also develop and adopt 
comparable solutions. In par tic u lar, they failed to un-
derstand how the other NATO member with a clear 
inheritance in counterinsurgency, France, interpreted 
the war in Af ghan i stan. France, like Britain, had con-
quered and pacified an empire in the nineteenth 
 century, and then had lost it  after 1945—in fighting 
that proved far more po liti cally divisive and existen-
tially defining than had Britain’s campaigns in Malaya, 
 Kenya, or Cyprus. Successful counterinsurgency itself 

sought other ways to wage war. The new strategy, not 
unlike the old, has contained the prob lem for the time 
being. But it is too early to say  whether it  will produce 
lasting results. Soldiers argue presence on the ground, 
and in sufficient numbers to have effect, is the only way 
to implement a satisfactory and stable outcome. More-
over, the employment of drones and proxies raises  legal, 
ethical, and po liti cal issues, which may not in the long 
run be compatible with the norms of demo cratic states.

So the North Atlantic Treaty Organ ization (NATO) 
and Amer i ca’s wider circle of allies are at an inflection 
point where it ill behooves them not to reflect on the 
lessons from Af ghan i stan and to incorporate them into 
their thinking for the  future. This does not mean that 
wars like  those fought in Af ghan i stan are necessarily a 
model for what  will happen again. History does not 
repeat itself, but it certainly deepens understanding. 
For a start, allied forces are still in the country, al-
though most of their publics seem unaware of the 
fact. Moreover, it would be rash to suggest that NATO 
is not  going to find itself fighting another counterin-
surgency in, say, the next 25 years. Lessons may be 
negative (that of Vietnam: “we certainly  will not do 
that again”) as much as positive (that of Malaya: “this 
is a model for how to win the support of the local pop-
ulation”). The absence of debate and discussion is the 
worst pos si ble outcome. It can leave preconceptions 
unchallenged, and it throws away the wisdom garnered 
through hard work, suffering, and loss.

Neither the United States nor Britain has gone 
through the pro cess of learning lessons from Af ghan i-
stan on a scale commensurate with the effort put into 
the war. In Washington, the po liti cal  will has not been 
 there, and in the Army, the views on counterinsurgency 
and its principal exponents have become too politi-
cized, and in some re spects personalized, for an 
avowedly apo liti cal army to collate them effectively. 
Thanks not least to the per sis tence of Raymond T. Odi-
erno when, as the Army’s Chief of Staff, a history of 
the US Army’s role in the Iraq War was initiated. It pro-
vides a potentially rich foundation for the learning of 
lessons, but  whether it  will do so is yet to be seen. A 
similar proj ect on Af ghan i stan  will require a similar 
drive from the top.

Britain too has paid more attention to Iraq than Af-
ghan i stan. The British Army sidelined two internal 
studies on Iraq, before Prime Minister Gordon Brown 
commissioned a government enquiry on the war in 
2009. Since the Chilcot report was published in 2016, 
the Ministry of Defense has tackled the lessons to be 
learned from with commendable seriousness. However, 
the delays and costs incurred by the inquiry have re-
moved any impetus for something similar on Af ghan-
i stan. Unlike the United States, Britain has lost the ap-
petite for official histories:  there is no enthusiasm for 
one on Operation BANNER, the campaign in North-
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achievement has been overshadowed by the tokenism 
of many of the contingents sent into theater, by na-
tional caveats surrounding their employment, and by 
the part played by domestic politics in the timing of 
their withdrawals. The focus on  these dysfunctionali-
ties has been reinforced by Washington’s constant rep-
rimand, voiced as much by the Obama administration 
as by that of Donald Trump, that NATO member states 
are failing to contribute two  percent of their gross do-
mestic product to defense. The United States was re-
luctant to accept the support of its allies in the direct 
aftermath of 9/11, when NATO immediately invoked 
Article 5, and has been reluctant to give thanks for 
their readiness to serve outside NATO’s core area, in a 
country in which none of them had a direct national 
interest, in war waged on behalf of the United States. 
If the United States anticipates fighting  future wars 
with allies, it needs NATO collectively as well as indi-
vidually to draw lessons from Af ghan i stan, and to do 
so in ways that reflect the full range of what the mem-
ber states experienced.

The second imperative follows from the first. This 
search for lessons must not just be in pursuit of com-
monalities. Such an exercise is in danger of looking at 
and recognizing the experience of  others through the 
prism of the United States, and so ignoring differences— 
like that of France— which may themselves be instruc-
tive. Just  because the US Army may deem something 
not to have been “in ven ted  here” does not meant that 
it is therefore unworthy of consideration.  After all, that 
too- ready dismissal of  others’ experiences and of their 
pos si ble applicability was a major source of exactly the 
prob lems the US Army confronted from 2002 to 2004.

The challenge inherent in that statement should not 
be exaggerated. The overwhelming conclusion [drawn 
has been] the power the United States exercises over 
its allies.

carried revolutionary implications for France: it had 
done so  after 1792 and 1870 within metropolitan 
France, and it redivided the “nation in arms,” shattered 
in 1940, in Indochina and Algeria in the 1950s. Amer-
icans understood this experience through an aty pi cal 
lens, David Galula’s report for RAND, Pacification in 
Algeria, 1956–58, which became a core text at the op-
erational level but was not set in its po liti cal context: 
the end of France’s Fourth Republic and the establish-
ment of the Fifth Republic.

Galula was not translated into French  until 2009. 
Vincent Desportes, then responsible for defense doc-
trine, set out to link France’s contribution to NATO in 
Af ghan i stan by drawing the attention of its soldiers to 
their colonial inheritance, citing the examples of 
Joseph- Simon Gallieni in Indochina and Madagascar 
and Louis- Hubert- Gonzalve Lyautey in Morocco. In 
real ity, he might have done better to go even further 
back, to Thomas- Robert Bugeaud, Duke d’Isly in Alge-
ria. The pattern of colonial conquest that he promoted 
put  battle at its heart (as—it is worth pointing out— did 
Charles Callwell in his textbook, Small Wars,  adopted 
by the British Army in 1896), not winning over the lo-
cal population by “hearts and minds.” Af ghan i stan was 
France’s first major NATO operation following its de-
cision to rejoin the military alliance, and so it saw it less 
as a commitment to a “small war” than as its reentry to 
the big league. As subsequent operations in Mali and 
elsewhere have shown, students of the American and 
British armies should not see France’s approach to 
counterinsurgency and irregular war as more of the 
same or as corroboration of what they do.

Learning lessons from Af ghan i stan, therefore, has 
two imperatives. The first is that of the needs of co ali-
tion warfare. At its peak over 50 states contributed to 
the war in Af ghan i stan, making this prob ably the most 
impressive alliance effort in military history. That 

The Regularity of Irregular War
Defining Victory in Per sis tently Engaged Wars

DAVID SACKO

In the conduct of modern Irregular Warfare (IW), the 
United States should take care not to conflate traditional 
conceptions of victory with the deceptively complex IW 
successful endings. This essay integrates insights from 
the IW lit er a ture and argues that victory in IW is predi-
cated on the larger effort of maintaining a liberal world 
order, and that IW victory occurs only once the IW com-
batants come to value that system. This is a kind of vic-

tory that is achievable only through an approach to IW 
that is similar what US Cyber Command (USCYBER-
COM) calls “Per sis tent Engagement.” In the context 
of IW, Per sis tent Engagement entails a whole- of- 
government approach that provides constant pressure 
on malign non- state groups while si mul ta neously seek-
ing to build the legitimacy of the host nation’s govern-
ment and win the support and trust of the population.
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the small war concept is, then, IW, or militarized con-
flict in which one combatant is a non- state armed 
group that applies vio lence, or the threat of vio lence, 
to achieve a po liti cal aim.

Understanding Victory for  
Irregular Warfare

Ultimately, the United States’ strategic objective in IW 
is to affect  people’s thinking who are living within a 
state, rather than that state’s external po liti cal and se-
curity interests and national values. In IW, a less power-
ful and capable non- state rival attempts to upset or 
nullify the military capabilities and benefits of the more 
power ful military, the US military, to achieve opposed 
po liti cal goals.14 This rival employs asymmetric military 
capabilities to contest US power, influence, and  will to 
increase its own legitimacy and influence over the rele-
vant populations. For example, in Iraq and Af ghan i-
stan, the initial state opponent quickly succumbed but 
ele ments of that Baathist and Iraqi Shia or Taliban re-
gime reor ga nized and reconfigured as insurgent, mili-
tia, terrorist, and criminal groups, with each modality 
petitioning the  people of Iraq and Af ghan i stan for dif-
fer ent modes of support and then thereby engaging the 
United States in dif fer ent modes of IW.

IW victory, therefore, is not a question of a success-
ful conventional military operation, but rather of a 
whole- of- government approach in which the military 
instrument of power sets conditions for victory within 
the opponent’s po liti cal, military, economic, social, in-
formation, and infrastructure critical vulnerabilities. 
Simply put, victory in IW begins with the establishment 
and consolidation of a capable po liti cal regime within 
the host nation that is friendly, or at least potentially 
amiable, to US interests. Victory occurs when the trans-
fer of operational capacity from the United States— 
which initially is the primary military option to de-
grade and destroy non- state violent opposition—to 
the friendly host nation regime that rises in legitimacy 
with the local populous. Victory does not necessarily 
entail the destruction of the  enemy. Rather, victory in 
IW is dependent on creation of something new: the 
populous believes in the friendly regime’s right to rule. 
As joint doctrine describes, “The goal is to enhance a 
local partner’s legitimacy and influence over a popula-
tion by addressing the  causes of conflict and building 
the partner’s capacity to provide security, good gover-
nance, and economic development.”15

As compared to victory in a traditional war— the 
military accomplishing what Clausewitz terms the cul-
minating point of victory— IW victory is the long, 
evolutionary influence of a critical mass of the popu-
lation. Ultimately, both are aimed to achieve a po liti-
cal objective, but IW is fundamentally focused on the 

War and Irregular War

Borrowing heavi ly from Carl Von Clausewitz,1 the De-
partment of Defense (DoD) defines war as “socially 
sanctioned vio lence to achieve a po liti cal purpose.”2 
Contingency operations, or “small wars,” then, are 
 those specific military actions against a US  enemy mil-
itary force (or operations during a national emergency 
declared by the president or Congress) that  today truly 
constitute war.3 The US military broadly understands 
such small wars as irregular conflict, distinguishing be-
tween two fundamental warfare types— traditional 
and irregular wars, each with dif fer ent strategic objec-
tives. Traditional war is a violent contest for control 
between states to compel an  enemy to change po liti-
cally. As such, victory normally means defeating an 
 enemy’s military forces, annihilating an adversary’s 
war- making fa cil i ty, and holding  enemy territory by of-
fensive, defensive, and stability operations orches-
trated against  enemy centers of gravity. Traditional 
warfare typically involves military operations against 
enemies engaging conventional and special operations 
forces (SOF) in the land, sea, air, space, and cyber do-
mains. Traditional interstate war is a rare event (and 
constitutionally declared war by the United States is an 
extremely rare event). While US contingency opera-
tions in Iraq and Af ghan i stan early on had traditional 
characteristics, very quickly  these conflicts became 
“untraditional,” or in DoD parlance, “irregular.”

DoD defines IW as a violent strug gle between state 
and non- state actors for legitimacy and influence over 
the nation, rather than the state.4 This type of warfare 
is irregular only in the sense to emphasize that the vio-
lent strug gle is with a non- state actor rather than the 
traditional state opponent. Formally, DoD defines five 
princi ple IW operational modalities: counterterrorism 
(CT), unconventional warfare (UW), foreign internal 
defense (FID), counterinsurgency (COIN), and stabil-
ity operations (SO).5 Warfare, in a unified  whole, in-
corporates both traditional and irregular aspects. For 
example, the US- Panama historical relationship had 
periods of what qualified as irregular war only to be 
punctuated by the traditional war in 1989 before re-
turning to successful low- intensity irregular conflict. As 
Max Boot’s Invisible Armies, a guerilla warfare history, 
points out, non- state armed groups have asymmetri-
cally opposed larger conventionally effective state ac-
tors since the Mesopotamians asserted empire over 
other nations four millennia ago.6 Clausewitz coined 
the term “small war” (now commonly referred to as 
guerilla warfare),7 a term embraced by C. E. Callwell,8 
Mao Tse- Tung,9 and the US Marine Corps;10 David 
Galula,11 John Nagl,12 and David Kilcullen13 refine the 
concept of one par tic u lar variant of small war, insur-
gency. Terminologically, the broadest manifestation of 
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putting forces on alert. Cyber (and IW) threats do not 
behave so linearly. Given the knowledge that states and 
bad cyber actors engage the US cybersphere in real 
time, an effective cyber strategy needs to be continu-
ous and immediately reactive. Per sis tent Engagement 
seeks to  counter the type of consistent daily malicious 
cyber activity not involving the type of armed threat 
necessitating a NSC meeting. To be effective, this doc-
trine must integrate informed daily rules of engage-
ment that understand the threat and that it cannot be 
vanquished easily and that act to expose adversary in-
tentions, capabilities, and vulnerabilities to counterat-
tack and diminish that threat’s capabilities. In essence, 
the new paradigm of per sis tence recognizes intercon-
nectivity and proposes to punish (or reward) proac-
tively and proportionally rather than reactively and 
aggressively—it recognizes that we are in a world of 
perpetual, but low- level, conflict.  These points analo-
gize to IW exactly. IW’s primary goal is to influence 
foreign national support for US goals in the face of an 
alternative  enemy narrative.

Countering this narrative requires what Per sis tent 
Engagement calls subtle, nuanced, and daily consis-
tent competition. Both are whole- of- government ap-
proaches, and successful implementation for both re-
quires the United States to do five  things: (1) provide 
and maintain strong and sustained military and civil-
ian leadership invested in proactive engagement; 
(2)  field an or ga nized, trained, and equipped force; 
(3) clearly signal to adversaries; (4) build the trust of 
international and domestic partners; and (5) develop 
and consistently work for a robust interagency pro-
cess.17 As posed, IW is the domain of several govern-
ment agencies beginning with the US military and 
Joint Special Operations Command, the US State De-
partment, and the US Agency for International Devel-
opment, along with a myriad of other government 
agencies as well as international and local partners. 
 There is no unifying interagency doctrine clearly iden-
tifying IW means and ends, nor is  there consensus on 
the requirements for the type of personnel needed to 
field a long- term IW force.

IW phases are not as clear as traditional war phases 
for three reasons. First, IW campaigns are not small 
versions of traditional wars. A Per sis tent Engagement 
approach recognizes that IW is qualitatively dif fer ent 
in that weaker actors exploit the vulnerabilities of the 
stronger actor by stretching the conflict over both time 
and space, which, in turn, requires a more reactive doc-
trine on the part of the stronger actor. While the quick 
and decisive war  favors the strong, weak actors win an 
irregular war by slowly bleeding the stronger actor, ex-
posing it as an illegitimate foreign force, and con-
stantly moving back the moment of victory. Traditional 
war- planning phases are at best incongruent with IW 

 people rather than the elites and the regime. DoD’s 
“Continuum of Operations” scheme illustrates this 
dual focus.

Traditional war operational plans (OPLANs) focus 
on reacting to the actions of state actors while IW op-
erations focus on popu lar attitudes and reactions. 
DoD’s primary model for developing OPLANs has six- 
phases: Phase 0 (Shape), Phase I (Deter), Phase II 
(Seize the Initiative), Phase III (Dominate), Phase IV 
(Stabilize), and Phase V (Enable Civil Authority). To-
gether,  these imply conflict evolution through the cul-
minating phase (Phase III) of major combat operations 
and a “post- conflict” period of stabilization and tran-
sition.16 If conducted successfully, Phase 0, shaping the 
environment,  will preclude the necessity for kinetic IW 
modes. This phase involves  those joint interagency and 
multinational activities conducted on a routine basis 
to assure or solidify friendly relationships and alliances 
and/or deter potential adversaries. Promotion of the le-
gitimacy of the state and its friendly relations with the 
United States is the fundamental goal. Phase IV and 
Phase V are the active IW modes. Phase IV’s priority, 
stabilizing the environment, involves the reconstitution 
of infrastructure and the restoration of ser vices. This 
phase concludes with the transfer of regional author-
ity to a legitimate civil entity. In Phase V, legitimate civil 
authorities are enabled in their efforts to provide es-
sential ser vices to the populace.  These activities include 
required coordination activities by US military forces 
with multinational, interagency, and nongovernmental 
organ izations while promoting a favorable attitude to 
US policy.

Applying Per sis tent Engagement  
to Irregular Warfare

Irregular war’s many phases are already a regular part 
of US defense policy, particularly in the conduct of the 
shaping operation necessary in Phase 0. Though not al-
ways kinetic, IW may involve direct threat to US per-
sonnel. In a whole- of- government approach, the United 
States needs to be always shaping operations (Phase 0), 
enabling stabilization (Phase IV) and enabling civil au-
thority (Phase V). Related to this mindset is US-
CYBERCOM’s new Per sis tent Engagement doctrine.

Traditional US defense strategies, such as deterrence 
or compellence, assume a rational state opponent and 
a time horizon allowing deliberative action. For in-
stance, in the face of a Soviet invasion of Af ghan i stan, 
the National Security Council met and proposed op-
tions to President Jimmy Car ter, and then Car ter or-
dered economic sanctions in restricting wheat sales to 
the Soviets and diplomatic actions in issuing a state-
ment at the United Nations and boycotting the 1980 
Moscow Olympics, in addition to military signaling by 
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 After 1991, President George H. W. Bush’s “New 
World Order” attempted to consolidate the three 
points of democ ratization, marketization, and  human 
rights throughout the international system.  There  were 
a few rogue conventional threats (notably Saddam 
Hussein’s Baathist Iraq), but the primary impetus was 
to shape domestic regimes to be friendly to  these US 
priorities. The United States sought to promote strong 
CT operations in response to an international Hez-
bollah, early al Qaeda operations, the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), and a host of 
other threats. This led to UW operations, stalwart FID, 
and a special operations footprint primarily in the de-
veloping world. Any public US casualties, however, 
 were greeted with a  great deal of popu lar skepticism, 
such as the eigh teen military deaths and 84 casualties 
in Somalia (ostensibly involving COIN / special op-
erations modes of IW) at the onset of the Clinton 
administration.

 After 9/11, the United States defined its interests 
and stability in very dif fer ent terms. The priority was 
to disrupt adversaries before they could strike at vital 
US interests, the homeland, and the international econ-
omy. Since the Global War on Terror (GWOT) was 
fundamentally an irregular one that featured conven-
tional operations against Af ghan i stan and then Iraq for 
only brief periods, IW modes of CT, COIN, UW, FID, 
and SO predominated from 2001 through  today. The 
primary operators,  today, for the kinetic modes of IW 
are SOF. SOF are “units trained to operate in small 
teams,  behind  enemy lines, utilizing a wide range of 
orga nizational resources and special capabilities that 
are employed to provide innovative solutions to prob-
lematic circumstances.”21 Their mission set includes 
CT, COIN,  counter– weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD), special reconnaissance, and direct action, 
along with the indirect (reliant on partner actor) UW, 
information operations (IO), military information sup-
port operations (MISO), psychological operations 
(PsyOps), civil affairs assistance (CA), security force as-
sistance (SFA), and FID.

It is in this spirit, that Austin Long’s “Limits of Spe-
cial Operations Forces” (chapter 9) is particularly rel-
evant. Long breaks down the utility of SOF and argues 
that although SOF possess a hard- earned subject- 
matter expertise and comparative advantage to proj-
ect discrete and discriminant force for counterterror-
ism and counterintelligence, their actions are not 
appropriate for all modalities of IW. As Long demon-
strates, SOF’s high- risk missions can achieve tactical 
and operational successes, but  these accomplishments 
do not achieve decisive strategic success without the 
strategic military, economic, or diplomatic support that 
comes from a whole- of- government approach.22 Un-
fortunately, this has been lost on the United States 
during operations in Af ghan i stan: the United States 

and, more often, misleadingly dangerous. Though they 
may overlap, they are distinct, violent po liti cal pro-
cesses, and, IW is much more common,  whether it is 
violent or nonviolent in nature.

Second, traditional military- centered approaches to 
deterring, dominating, and pacifying adversaries prove 
to be only marginally successful in population- centric 
irregular conflicts. Again, Per sis tent Engagement’s em-
phasis on countering attacks immediately at their ori-
gins or preventing the attack from ever occurring is a 
dif fer ent mode. As John Nagl argues, pacifying states 
frequently use the military to punish in the hopes of de-
terring  future insurrection.18 However, the results are 
predictable. Throughout history, we see that weak ac-
tors are quick to recognize IW tactics as a  viable  counter 
to strong traditional militaries and strategies based on 
force- on- force benefits.19 Consequently, pacification ef-
forts may bring short- term relief, but they further legiti-
mize the very raison d’être of the insurgency.

Third, the successful irregular conflict outcome  will 
likely be determined by the success of Phase 0 and 
Phase I operations to properly shape, or win over, non- 
state armed groups from directly opposing US interests. 
One of Per sis tent Engagement’s crucial but difficult 
implementation requirements is building international 
as well as local partner trust. Shaping operations in IW 
need to be designed to positively affect the targeted 
population’s perceptions of the cooperative local gov-
ernment first and the United States only in tertiary 
terms.20 Such shaping operations may occur over sev-
eral years, if not de cades.

Per sis tent Engagement and  
US Defense Strategy

In IW, victory is not accomplished simply with the de-
struction of the  enemy regime. The secondary, but per-
haps more daunting task, lies in  either convincing the 
local population to stop fighting or meeting irregular 
warfare’s minimum threshold of creating regimes 
friendly to US interests— thus, leading to the question, 
what is an agreeable US interest? Moreover, why would 
the United States wish to support such ubiquitous op-
erations that carry the high potential to produce enor-
mous casualties and cost im mense national wealth? In 
large part, the answer is derived from a larger US stra-
tegic objective.

During the Cold War, the United States integrated 
foreign and defense policy to contain the Soviet Union 
as the United States built global institutions protecting 
international commerce, liberal po liti cal institutions, 
and  human rights. Premised on maintaining friendly 
regimes, US policy buttressed conventional (and stra-
tegic) deterrence (Phase I) with active irregular conflict 
support in the form of robust counterinsurgency, CT, 
UW, FID, and SO.
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recognizing Ghani’s presidency in May in exchange for 
Abdullah heading the peace pro cess and naming 
50  percent of GIRoA cabinet posts. At the same time, 
the Taliban are pushing the limits of the agreement 
brokered between them and the United States.

As the US military engages less in direct action 
forms of IW (COIN and UW) and facilitates more 
indirect IW modes intended to consolidate GIRoA’s 
legitimacy, a well- defined multinational, whole- of- 
government, Per sis tent Engagement approach is 
needed. In the meantime, negotiations have stalled. 
This should surprise no one. The conditional peace 
agreement was largely a product of direct- action tacti-
cal victories. SOF direct- action is impor tant but it is 
not transformative. Rather, a negotiated peace with 
counterterror assurances keeping the US homeland safe 
 will be pos si ble only when the aims of the other wise 
would-be insurgents align with US global objectives. 
When the inevitable po liti cal setbacks occur as part of 
the push and pull of the diplomatic pro cess, the United 
States  ought to reject the temptation of returning to an 
SOF direction action modality; SOF are incredibly ef-
fective for their purpose, but they, as Long shows, are 
strategically  limited.

Per sis tent Engagement and Stability  
of the International System

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, 
the “West,” the United States, and the other eco nom-
ically developed consolidated democracies attempted 
to extend the institutions that had served them so 
well— the peaceful resolution of disputes; liberal eco-
nomic development; recognition of basic individual 
 human integrity and po liti cal rights—to the former- 
Soviet sphere of influence, and through the rest of the 
world, thus bringing the so- called end of history.25 The 
states that emerged from the Soviet Eu ro pean and 
Asian po liti cal community separately began to inte-
grate Western po liti cal, economic, and cultural insti-
tutions into their newly reformed countries as  these 
states attempted to integrate into the institutions, 
norms, and regimes articulated by the system leader, 
the hegemon, the United States.

Hegemonic Stability theory is attributed principally 
to the work of Robert Gilpin (see chapter 4), who as-
serts that hegemonic power is necessary to structure 
the international system, primarily for its own advan-
tage but also to the advantage for most and, very com-
monly, for all in the system.26 The hegemonic state has 
symbolic, economic, and military capabilities that can 
be used to entice or compel  others to accept its leader-
ship. The benefits derived by the hegemon are not nec-
essarily what the system requires in terms of general-
ized benefits—it is frequently coercive but sometimes 
may appear munificent. A hegemonic state must also 

chases tactical victories without linking the IW to the 
larger global strategic objective. Consider the United 
States’ most recent attempt to extricate itself from 
Af ghan i stan.

Lessons from Af ghan i stan

In 2001, the United States launched a traditional war 
to compel the Taliban- controlled Af ghan i stan govern-
ment to cease support for al Qaeda. By early 2002, the 
Taliban’s main military forces  were defeated and their 
war- making capability was annihilated, and the US 
military initiated stability operations in the newly held 
territory. Since 2003, the Taliban (with the Haqqani 
Network, Hezb- e- Islami Gulbuddin, among  others) 
has launched an insurgency against the US co ali tional 
partner, the Government of the Islamic Republic of Af-
ghan i stan (GIRoA). This insurgency features terrorist 
and criminal modes of fighting and has elicited a range 
of US responses, including traditional war operations 
featuring movements of large numbers of troops with 
close air combat support.  After nearly twenty years, the 
consequences have been tragic: preservation and sup-
port for Phase IV (Stabilize) and Phase V (Enable Civil 
Authority) are proving ephemeral and could easily slip 
to Phase III (Dominate) or even Phase I (Shape) with 
lightning speed. Throughout operation ENDURING 
FREEDOM and its follow-on operation FREEDOM’S 
SENTINEL, establishing effective Afghan governance 
was a consistent line of effort. US and co ali tion forces 
sought primarily to enable the GIRoA to exercise sover-
eignty and ultimately negotiate with the Taliban for a 
peace that removed support for any international terror 
group.

 After nineteen frustrating years, on February  29, 
2020, the United States signed a conditional peace 
agreement with the Taliban. Ambassador Zalmay 
Khalilzad, the Special Representative for Af ghan i stan 
Reconciliation (SRAR), engaged in talks with the Tali-
ban to achieve an agreement to safeguard the US 
homeland and reduce the number of US forces de-
ployed in Af ghan i stan. As the agreed- upon joint decla-
ration stated, any comprehensive peace agreement  will 
be made up of four interconnected parts: (1) counter-
terrorism assurances; (2) troop withdrawal; (3) intra- 
Afghan negotiations that lead to a po liti cal settlement; 
and, (4) a comprehensive and permanent ceasefire.23

As of May 2020, the GIRoA and the Taliban have 
been at an impasse to facilitate prisoner exchange, im-
peding the first step in intra- Afghan negotiations. Still, 
US military troop levels rapidly declined from approxi-
mately 12,000–13,000 at the start of 2020 to an esti-
mated 8,600 by mid- July 2020.24 Also complicating 
 matters, GIRoA recently overcame an internal po liti cal 
impasse between President Ashraf Ghani and First Vice 
President Abdullah Abdullah with Abdullah fi nally 
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 human security30” is most likely to prevail in IW, a pro-
cess that  today is growing increasingly nuanced and 
complicated. Complicating  factors, for Kilkullen, in-
clude (1) the proliferation of portable and effective 
killing machines; (2) the ubiquity of media and com-
munication technology to spread dif fer ent narratives— 
even fake news; (3) the growing disinclination of na-
tional publics to accept casualties, which has made for a 
more risk- adverse battlespace; and (4) the increase 
of  urbanization. Urbanization’s inexorable increase 
(10  percent in 1908, 50  percent in 2008, and 67  percent 
projected in 2050) underscores the rising complexity of 
the other IW ingredients,31 leading to multidimensional 
non- state armed groups operating in a combination of 
cyber, sea, air, land, and space domains. “Competitive 
Control” meets “Per sis tent Engagement” on the key 
point that once again, it is the  people,  human security, 
who drive any such conflict- management system.

Conclusion

A key question of this essay is: What is the purpose of 
the use of force? It further asks, how should American 
defense policy be arrayed to “win” conflicts in the 
twenty- first  century? To the extent that the United 
States seeks to maintain the US- led liberal system and 
exercise Per sis tent Engagement as articulated  here, cur-
rent US military contingency operations and other less 
kinetic modes of IW  will continue. If the United States’ 
“fascinating trinity” (government, military, and  people) 
can accept the costs to further the stability of the in-
ternational system, a longer peace is pos si ble. For ex-
ample, consider the fact that the US policy  toward 
 Korea has been a success even though it required re-
solve, commitment, and, most of all, patience. The tra-
ditional mode of war ended in 1953, yet US opera-
tions in the Republic of  Korea (ROK) have incurred 
military casualties and required national wealth. In re-
turn, ROK has been secure and  free (even if  under the 
shadow of the Demo cratic  People’s Republic of  Korea’s 
regular threats), Northeast Asia has been stable for 
trade, Japan has not succumbed to a regional security 
dilemma, and the US military has not been forced into 
a long- term military engagement since 1953.

That type of massive cost has already been partly 
paid in Af ghan i stan. Continuing operations to oversee 
the destruction of ISIS, the protection of the nascent 
demo cratic (if struggling) Kabul regime, and a ceasefire 
with the Taliban  will require high levels of resolve, 
commitment, and patience. The United States can de-
mobilize and fully withdraw militarily when the po liti-
cal pro cess has a chance to work. If the United States 
withdraws, it risks incentivizing ISIS in the short- term 
and undercutting the liberal world order in the long- 
term risks.  Were the United States to immediately cease 
operations in Af ghan i stan, Iraq, North Africa, and ev-

fulfill a functionally distinct security- related role that 
stabilizes international economic and politico- military 
relations.

This role is perhaps the most fundamental task as-
sociated with hegemonic governance. The hegemon 
creates a set of international interactions— a system— 
whereby its interests are maximized. The international 
system is specifically designed to advance the hege-
mon’s own interest by creating international social, 
po liti cal, and economic arrangements.

Returning to the question of IW, the United States 
needs clearer doctrine and  grand strategy to commu-
nicate the means and ends for IW to both  those who 
execute  these policies and the American  people. Per sis-
tent Engagement gives the United States a narrative to 
integrate IW modalities (CT, UW, FID, COIN, and SO) 
to proactively maintain US equities in the international 
system. Per sis tent Engagement seeks a more integrated 
military and civilian leadership with a robust inter-
agency pro cess devoted to engaging threats to friendly 
regimes at the most proximate level with a capable, 
clearly intentioned IW force that fundamentally in-
volves international and domestic partners in efforts 
to ultimately increase security and prosperity through-
out the international system.

John Nagl’s “The Hard Lesson of Insurgency” 
(chapter 9) points to the maintenance of the support 
of a broad swath of the operative population in any 
irregular campaign contesting or supporting state le-
gitimacy as the primary and essential condition for vic-
tory. Nagl evokes Clausewitz’s “fascinating trinity” of 
the  people, army, and government and Clausewitz’s 
view that just as nationalism serves as the basis for an 
effective army, nationalism (or subnationalism) may 
serve to resist the occupation and devour the rudiments 
of the  enemy’s capabilities.27

Clausewitz was speaking about resisting an occu-
pation in guerilla war. Mao’s revolutionary war theory 
would  later incorporate the relevance of the masses in 
fomenting internal regime change, even revolution 
with Mao’s inclusion of the triune:  people, army, and 
government. Following the decline of the nation- state, 
the rise of nationalism, and the decline of imperial 
powers, Nagl reminds us of Mao’s lessons, “the rich-
est source of power to wage war lies in the masses of 
the  people.”28 However, the  people are useless if they 
 don’t believe in the cause or in maintaining the legiti-
macy of the state.

Per sis tent Engagement’s IW focus is non- state 
armed groups as compared to cyberspace’s sub- state 
actors. David Kilcullen’s theory of competitive control 
follows from Nagl’s deduction that the  people, or the 
nation, are the key Clausewitzian “center of gravity” 
for IW.29 According to Kilcullen, the armed group that 
best establishes “a normative system for resilient, full- 
spectrum control over vio lence, economic activity, and 
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ditional war to achieve a clear Clausewitzian culminat-
ing point of victory. Victory is farther over the horizon. 
Nagl reminds us of T.  E. Lawrence’s dictum that 
counterinsurgency victory is tantamount to “eating 
soup with a knife” (slow and messy); so, too, also are 
the terms of IW’s broader strategic victory.
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USCYBERCOM’s paradigm of Per sis tent Engage-
ment illustrates a new way of thinking that considers 
the interconnectedness of the world and how the 
United States might affect change at a quickly evolv-
ing level. The United States should not be focused only 
on deterrence (punishment, denial, anti- access, or 
other wise); rather it should more proactively, though 
not necessarily aggressively, punish or reward, not ag-
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However, to the extent that the United States recog-
nizes the real ity of forever war, or perpetual conflict, 
such low- level conflict— even if continuous— can be 
managed and minimized, provided the United States 
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tently communicated such a strategic vision to the 
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also plays domestically. Eco nom ically, we failed to teach 
free- trade benefits to the American public and then 
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the case with the po liti cal aspects of the American- led 
liberal international system.  There  will be challenging 
situations, loss of life, and long- term expensive opera-
tions as a result of per sis tent engagement of US forces, 
but  these challenges are nothing in comparison to the 
alternative of withdrawing and loosening the forces of 
chaos and anarchy in international politics.

Traditionally, wars  were fought to some conclusion, 
be it a ceasefire with clearly identified conditions (Ko-
rean Conflict, Desert Storm, Yom Kippur War, and so 
on) or total victory and occupation (World War II). 
Wars of the twenty- first  century, however, are not likely 
to be total wars or even “ limited wars,” as in the case 
of  Korea and Vietnam, but rather perpetual wars of 
transformation or IW. We should not continue to use 
the concepts of victory created in  those  earlier eras to 
define “success” (not victory) when they no longer ap-
ply. This essay calls for the United States to incorpo-
rate concepts of Per sis tent Engagement to an asymmet-
ric non- state opponent to positively affect friendly 
regimes as mal- actors seek control of the media, the 
economy, key administrative targets, military loyalty, 
and overall regime legitimacy.

This solution is very hard for the United States to 
accomplish. At this point, Per sis tent Engagement runs 
almost  counter to the US po liti cal nature. A long- term 
effort to shape another nation’s values and outlooks is 
not achieved with the “shock and awe,” or overwhelm-
ing, use of force, that the United States employs in tra-
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played a vital role in shaping global politics through-
out history.6 Hundreds of years ago, technologies such 
as the printing press allowed the written word to flour-
ish.  These set the stage for new forms of po liti cal pro-
test and activity.7 In the 20th  century, nuclear weap-
ons significantly increased the destructive capabilities 
of numerous countries.8

Yet the relative impact of technological change of-
ten depends as much or more on how  people, organ-
izations, and socie ties adopt and utilize technologies as 
it does on the raw characteristics of the technology.9 
Consider the aircraft carrier, which the British Navy in-
ven ted in 1918. As the best in the world at using bat-
tleships, the Royal Navy initially  imagined the utility 
of aircraft carriers as providing airplanes to serve as 
spotters for the battleship. The Japa nese and US navies, 
however, innovated by using the aircraft carrier as a 
mobile airfield, fundamentally transforming naval war-
fare in the 20th   century.10 Or, consider the printing 
press again: Its role in accelerating nationalist po liti-
cal movements depended on the incentives that origi-
nally motivated  those movements and the movements’ 
ability to take advantage of the new technology’s ca-
pability to spread information.11

What role  will artificial intelligence play? In many 
ways it is too soon to tell, given uncertainty about the 
development of the technology. But AI seems much 
more akin to the internal combustion engine or elec-
tricity than a weapon. It is an enabler, a general- 
purpose technology with a multitude of applications. 
That makes AI dif fer ent from, and broader than, a mis-
sile, a submarine, or a tank.

Advances in narrow AI could create challenges as 
well as opportunities for governments and military 
organ izations. For example, narrow AI applications 
such as image recognition would help  those militaries 
that are already wealthy and power ful and that can af-
ford to keep up. It is harder to predict how AI applica-
tions could affect the heart of military organ izations, 
influencing planning as well as questions of recruiting, 
retention, and force structure. What happens as mili-
taries increasingly need soldiers who have training in 
coding and who understand how algorithms work? Or 
if swarming, uninhabited systems make large conven-
tional military platforms seem costly and obsolete? 

In early September 2017, Rus sian President Vladimir 
Putin brought artificial intelligence from the labs of 
Silicon Valley, academia, and the basement of the Pen-
tagon to the forefront of international politics. “Artifi-
cial intelligence is the  future, not only for Rus sia, but 
for all humankind,” he said. “It comes with colossal 
opportunities, but also threats that are difficult to pre-
dict. Whoever becomes the leader in this sphere  will 
become the ruler of the world.”1

Putin’s remarks reflect a belief, growing in sectors 
and regions across the world, that advances in artificial 
intelligence  will be critical for the  future—in areas as 
varied as work, society, and military power. Artificial in-
telligence is a critical ele ment of what Klaus Schwab, 
head of the World Economic Forum, calls the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution.2 Eric Schmidt, the former CEO of 
Google, argues that artificial intelligence is so impor tant 
to the  future of power that the United States needs a 
national strategy on artificial intelligence, just as it had 
one for the development of space technology during the 
Cold War.3 Elon Musk, the head of Tesla and SpaceX, 
has even said that growth in artificial intelligence tech-
nology, left unchecked, could risk sparking World War 
III.4  These statements suggest that artificial intelligence 
 will have a large and potentially deterministic influence 
on global politics and the balance of power.5

 Whether artificial intelligence has revolutionary 
consequences or merely incremental effects, it is criti-
cal to grasp how and why it could  matter in the na-
tional security arena. Despite a wave of articles about 
artificial intelligence in the popu lar press and trade 
journals,  there has been less in the way of systematic 
academic work on the national security consequences 
of such developments. This article attempts to fill that 
gap by examining the effects on national security of 
narrow artificial intelligence, or systems designed to do 
deliberately constrained tasks, such as the Jeopardy- 
playing version of IBM’s Watson or AlphaGo, de-
signed to play the board game Go. Specifically, it as-
sesses the issues AI stands to raise for the balance of 
power and international competition through the lens 
of academic research on military innovation, techno-
logical change, and international politics.

Popu lar writing on AI tends to focus almost exclu-
sively on technology development. Technology has 
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in a world where dual- use AI has  great military rele-
vance and diffuses rapidly as well as a scenario in 
which military AI developments are more “exclud-
able,” limiting diffusion and generating more first- 
mover advantages.

How all this  will play out over the next de cade or 
more is unclear. Already, China, Rus sia, and  others are 
investing significantly in AI to increase their relative 
military capabilities with an eye  toward reshaping 
the balance of power. As the field of AI matures, and 
more implementations become plausible in arenas such 
as logistics, personnel, and even deployable units, coun-
tries  will need to figure out how to use AI in practical 
ways that improve their ability to generate military 
power. The risk for the United States in terms of balance 
of power thus lies in taking its military superiority for 
granted and ending up like  Great Britain’s Royal Navy 
with the aircraft carrier in the mid-20th   century— a 
technological innovator that is surpassed when it comes 
to orga nizational adoption and use of the technology.

What Is Artificial Intelligence?

What is artificial intelligence?  There is no broad con-
sensus on the specific meanings of terms such as “arti-
ficial intelligence,” “autonomy,” and “automation.” For 
the purposes of this article, “artificial intelligence” re-
fers to the use of computers to simulate the be hav ior of 
 humans that requires intelligence.14 Put another way, 
AI can be thought of as the ability of an artificial agent 
to achieve goals in a “wide range of environments.”15 A 
system with artificial intelligence is distinct from a ro-
bot or robotic system, which can be remotely pi loted or 
autonomous.16 For example, the Boston Dynamics 
SpotMini, which can open a door, is remotely pi loted 
by a  human operator and so would not qualify as AI.17 
Automatic systems, such as a toaster in the civilian 
world or, to use a military example, an explosive trig-
gered by a tripwire, respond mechanistically to envi-
ronmental inputs.18 Automated systems, by contrast, 
operate based on multiple preprogrammed logic steps 
as opposed to the simplicity of a tripwire.19 Autono
mous systems have more latitude and are programmed, 
within constraints, to achieve goals, optimizing along a 
set of par ameters.20

 There are two main approaches to AI, broadly con-
ceived. The first is symbolic artificial intelligence— the 
creation of expert systems and production rules to al-
low a machine to deduce behavioral pathways. IBM’s 
Deep Blue, which defeated Garry Kasparov in chess in 
1997, used a symbolic approach.21 Computational, or 
connectionist, approaches to artificial intelligence, in 
contrast, typically attempt to allow for prob lem rec-
ognition and action by machines through calculations 
rather than symbolic repre sen ta tion.22 Machine learn-
ing represents a key computational approach to artificial 

Leading militaries often strug gle in the face of or gan i-
za tion ally disruptive innovations  because it is hard to 
make the bureaucratic case for change when a military 
perceives itself as already leading.

What countries benefit from AI  will depend in part 
on where militarily relevant innovations come from. 
Nonmilitary institutions, such as private companies 
and academic departments, are pushing the bound aries 
of what is pos si ble in the realm of artificial intelligence. 
While some AI and robotics companies, such as Bos-
ton Dynamics, receive military research and develop-
ment funding,  others, such as DeepMind, do not, and 
actively reject engaging with military organ izations.12 
Unlike stealth technology, which has a fundamentally 
military purpose, artificial intelligence has uses as var-
ied as shopping, agriculture, and stock trading.

If commercially driven AI continues to fuel innova-
tion, and the types of algorithms militaries might one 
day use are closely related to civilian applications, ad-
vances in AI are likely to diffuse more rapidly to mili-
taries around the world. AI competition could feature 
actors across the globe developing AI capabilities, 
much like late-19th- century competition in steel and 
chemicals. The potential for diffusion would make it 
more difficult to maintain “first- mover advantages” in 
applications of narrow AI. This could change the bal-
ance of power, narrowing the gap in military capabili-
ties not only between the United States and China but 
between  others as well.

Experts disagree about the potential trajectory of 
the technology, however, which means that forecasts of 
the consequences of AI developments for the interna-
tional security environment are necessarily tentative.13 
While the basic science under lying AI is applicable to 
both civilian and military purposes, it is plausible that 
the most impor tant specific military uses of AI  will not 
be dual use. Technological advances that are more ex-
clusively based in military research are generally harder 
to mimic. It follows that military applications of AI 
based more exclusively in defense research  will then 
generate larger first- mover advantages for early adopt-
ers. Moreover, if the computational power necessary 
to generate new, power ful algorithms prices out all but 
the wealthiest companies and countries, higher- end AI 
capabilities could help the rich get richer from a 
balance- of- power perspective. On the other hand, if 
leading militaries fail to effectively incorporate AI, the 
potential for disruption would also be larger.

This article defines artificial intelligence and exam-
ines what kind of technology AI is. It then turns to key 
questions and assumptions about the trajectory of nar-
row AI development that  will influence potential 
adoption requirements for military applications of AI, 
a  factor critical to shaping AI’s influence on the bal-
ance of power. The paper then assesses how narrow 
artificial intelligence  will affect the balance of power 
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Second, artificial intelligence can assist in pro cessing 
and interpreting information. Image- recognition algo-
rithms can be used for tagging vacation photos and 
identifying products in stores as well as in Proj ect Ma-
ven, a US military program that seeks to develop algo-
rithms to automate the pro cess of analyzing video 
feeds captured by drones.31 While the applications in 
each case are dif fer ent, the under lying algorithmic 
task— rapid image identification and tagging—is con-
sistent. Third, overlapping narrow AI systems could be 
used for new forms of command and control— 
operational systems, including  battle management, 
that analyze large sets of data and make forecasts to 
direct  human action—or action by algorithms.32

What Type of Artificial Intelligence?

It is useful to think about the degree of artificial intelli-
gence as a continuum. On one end are narrow AI appli-
cations such as AlphaGo, able to beat the best  human 
Go players in the world.  These are machine- learning 
algorithms designed to do one specific task, with no 
prospect of  doing anything beyond that task. One can 
imagine narrow AI as relatively advanced forms of au-
tonomous systems, or machines that, once activated, 
are designed to complete specific tasks or functions.33

On the other end of the spectrum is a “super- 
intelligent” artificial general intelligence. This kind of 
AI would consist of an algorithm, or series of algorithms, 
that could do not only narrow tasks but also could func-
tionally think for itself and design solutions to a broader 
class of prob lems. Describing an extreme version of this, 
Nick Bostrom writes about the risk of a superintelligent 
AI that could plausibly take over the world and perhaps 
even decide to eliminate  humans as an inadvertent con-
sequence of its programming.34 In the  middle of this 
spectrum, though perhaps leaning  toward artificial gen-
eral intelligence, is “transformative AI,” or AI that can go 
beyond a narrow task such as playing a video game but 
falls short of achieving superintelligence.35

This article focuses on the potential effect that nar-
row applications of artificial intelligence could have on 
the balance of power and international competition. 
Among current AI technologies and advances, narrow 
applications are most likely to affect militaries— and 
with them the balance of power— over the next two de-
cades. Moreover, even experts disagree about  whether 
artificial general intelligence of the type that could 
outpace  human capabilities  will emerge in the short 
to medium term or  whether it is still hundreds of years 
away. AI experts also disagree about the overall tra-
jectory of advances in AI.36 Surveys have found that 
only 50   percent of AI researchers believe that an AI 
system  will be capable of writing a best- selling book by 
2049. About 75  percent of AI researchers thought it 
could be 2090 before an AI system could write a 

intelligence. Multiple computational techniques are 
used to create machine- learning algorithms, including 
Bayesian networks, decision trees, and deep learning. 
Deep learning, now popularly associated with artifi-
cial intelligence, is a technique that harnesses neural 
networks to train algorithms to do specified tasks, such 
as image recognition.23 Some researchers are pursuing 
hybrid approaches that integrate both symbolic and 
computational approaches to AI. The hope  behind hy-
brid approaches is that creating common languages 
 will enable algorithms that can employ multiple path-
ways to learn how to do par tic u lar tasks, making them 
more effective.24

For the purposes of this article, the specific meth-
ods of AI that generate par tic u lar capabilities are less 
critical than understanding the general trajectory of the 
technology. In many cases, it is too soon to tell which 
methods  will generate which capabilities.

AI Is an Enabler, Not a Weapon

The impact of the invention of a new technology de-
pends, in part, on its potential basic uses.25 Some com-
munication technologies, such as the telegraph or tele-
phone,  were designed to more rapidly connect  people 
in dif fer ent locations. Munition technologies, such as 
missiles and bullets, are designed to inflict damage on 
a target. Railroads are a transportation technology, as 
is a bicycle.  These broad categories of technologies 
have subcomponents that draw on vari ous technolo-
gies themselves. For example, more than 300,000 parts 
go into an F-35.26 Another category might then be 
called “enabling technologies,” which are designed not 
specifically for a single purpose like the examples above 
but, instead, are general- purpose, with broad applica-
tions across many other types of technologies. Electric-
ity is an enabling technology.

So what kind of technology is artificial intelligence? 
While the rhe toric of the “Third Offset”27 and other 
discussions in the defense community sometimes make 
artificial intelligence seem like a munition, AI is actu-
ally the ultimate enabler. AI can be part of many spe-
cific technologies, analogous to the internal combus-
tion engine as well as electricity.28 Andrew Ng of 
Stanford University argues that, like the invention of 
electricity, AI could enable specific technologies in fields 
as diverse as agriculture, manufacturing, and health 
care.29

Artificial intelligence can operate in several dimen-
sions. First, it can be used to direct physical objects, 
such as robotic systems, to act without  human super-
vision.  Whether in tanks, planes, or ships, AI can help 
reduce the need to use  humans, even remotely, or as 
part of human- machine teams.30 Swarm techniques, 
for example, generally involve the creation of super-
vised algorithms that direct platforms such as drones. 
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and international politics. Most research on technology 
and international politics focuses on specific, mature 
technologies, such as nuclear weapons, or on military 
innovations.43 Since AI is at an early stage, examining it 
requires adapting existing theories about military tech-
nology and military innovation.44

My adoption capacity theory provides insight into 
how developments in AI  will affect the balance of 
power.45 This theory argues that the relative financial 
and orga nizational requirements for adopting a mili-
tary innovation influence the rate of diffusion of that 
innovation and its impact on the balance of power. Fi-
nancial considerations include calculating the unit 
costs of the hardware involved and determining 
 whether the under lying capability is based on commer-
cial or militarily exclusive technology. Other consider-
ations include assessing the extent to which adopting 
the innovation requires disrupting the critical task of 
the military (i.e., what an organ ization views itself 
as attempting to achieve) or the status of key orga-
nizational elites (for example, fighter pi lots in an air 
force). Given that adoption capacity theory focuses on 
major military innovations, however, it requires adap-
tation to be applied to artificial intelligence at pre sent.

To determine how technological changes  will shape 
the balance of power, adoption capacity theory sug-
gests that three questions must be answered. First, 
while technology itself is rarely, if ever, determinative, 
how might use of a technology influence the character 
of warfare? Consider the machine gun. When deployed 
asymmetrically, it proved useful for the offense. But in 
combination with barbed wire, when possessed sym-
metrically, this technological advance helped create the 
trench- warfare stalemate of World War  I.46 More 
broadly, the Industrial Revolution and the shift in man-
ufacturing to factories and mass production  were 
 behind the  rifle’s evolution from a niche, craft weapon 
possessed by a small number of forces to a widely 
available capability. This change influenced the relative 
lethality of  battles as well as how militaries or ga nized 
themselves and developed tactics.47

Second, how might dif fer ent actors implement a 
given technology or be bureaucratically constrained 
from implementation, and what possibilities for mili-
tary innovation  will that generate? This question is 
particularly relevant  because the challenges of orga-
nizational adoption and implementation of a techno-
logical innovation are closely linked with effectiveness. 
 Those challenges are critical to determining how an in-
novation  will impact international politics.

De cades of research demonstrates that the impact 
of technological change on global politics— whether it 
is change in economics, society at large, diplomacy, or 
military power— depends much more on how govern-
ments and organ izations make choices about the adop-
tion and use of new capabilities than on the  technologies 

best- selling book. That even highly trained experts dis-
agree about  these development issues illustrates a high 
degree of uncertainty in the field.

Given  these questions about which AI technologies 
 will be developed, this article focuses on the capabilities 
that are most likely to emerge in the next generation.

Technology and the Balance of Power

Emerging technologies primarily shape the balance of 
power through military and economic means.37 Tech-
nologies can directly influence countries’ abilities to 
fight and win wars. They can also indirectly affect the 
balance of power by impacting a country’s economic 
power.  After all, countries cannot maintain military su-
periority over the medium to long term without an 
under lying economic basis for that power.38 Recall the 
decline of the Ottoman Empire or Imperial China.

However, it is not yet clear how the invention of 
specific AI applications  will translate into military 
power. Despite continuing investment, efforts to inte-
grate AI technologies into militaries have been 
 limited.39 Proj ect Maven is the first activity of an “Al-
gorithmic Warfare” initiative in the US military de-
signed to harness the potential of AI and translate it 
into usable military capabilities. Still, many invest-
ments in the United States and elsewhere are in early 
stages. As Missy L. Cummings writes:

Autonomous ground vehicles such as tanks and 
transport vehicles are in development worldwide, as 
are autonomous underwater vehicles. In almost all 
cases, however, the agencies developing  these tech-
nologies are struggling to make the leap from de-
velopment to operational implementation.40

It is impor tant to distinguish  these potential tech-
nological innovations from military innovations. While 
military innovations are often linked to changes in 
technology,41 it is not always the case. Military inno-
vations are significant changes in orga nizational be hav-
ior and ways that a military fights that are designed to 
increase its ability to effectively translate capabilities 
into power.42 The use of aircraft carriers as mobile air-
fields by the United States and Japan is a prototypical 
example. While AI could potentially enable a number 
of military innovations, it is not a military innovation 
itself, and no applications of AI have been used in ways 
that would count as a military innovation at this point.

 Because AI research and technology are still in their 
early stages, usage of AI in warfare is not even yet analo-
gous to the first use of the tank in World War I, let 
alone effective use of combined arms warfare by the 
Germans in World War II (the military innovation now 
known as blitzkrieg). This limits analyses about how 
narrow AI might one day affect the balance of power 
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Third, how  will a new technology spread? The an-
swer to this question  will help determine relative first- 
mover advantages gained from adopting the technol-
ogy.58 While Kenneth Waltz initially suggested that 
emulation of military technologies happens quickly, 
subsequent research demonstrates that it is far more 
complicated.59 The rate of diffusion  matters: In the 
case of technologies that diffuse slowly, the country 
that first implements  will have a sustainable edge over 
its competitors. But when other countries can rapidly 
adopt a new technology, the relative advantages of be-
ing first diminish.60

The diffusion of military technology occurs through 
multiple mechanisms, just like the diffusion of technol-
ogies in general.61 Adoption capacity theory suggests 
a few  factors that  will be key in influencing the diffu-
sion of narrow AI. The first is the unit cost of creating 
AI systems. The greater the hardware and compute 
costs associated with creating militarily relevant algo-
rithms, the higher the barrier to entry  will be. Alterna-
tively, once the algorithms have been created, they be-
come software and can more easily diffuse.

Moreover, technologies that have only military pur-
poses tend to spread more slowly than technologies 
where commercial incentives drive their development. 
If a technology has only military uses— such as stealth 
technology— and it has a high unit cost and level of 
complexity, the number of actors who can emulate or 
mimic that technology is minimized.62

On the other hand, technologies with commercial 
incentives for development generally spread much 
faster. In the 19th  century, the railroad, used as a “mil-
itary technology,” enabled rapid power projection and 
the massing of military forces to a greater degree than 
had previously been pos si ble. Yet it was the commer-
cial incentives for the fast shipping of goods that helped 
speed the construction of dense railroad networks 
around the world, making it difficult for countries to 
gain sustainable advantages in railroad capabilities.63

The Impact of AI on the Balance of Power

If Eric Schmidt, Vladimir Putin, Elon Musk, and  others 
are correct that AI is a competitive battleground, what 
 will be the character of that competition?64 The United 
States and China seem to be furthest ahead in the de-
velopment of AI. As the two most power ful countries 
in the world, the competition for global leadership in 
AI technology evokes, for many, 20th- century compe-
titions such as the space race. Retired Marine Corps 
Gen. John Allen and SparkCognition CEO Amir Hu-
sain have argued that the United States therefore needs 
to do more to get and stay ahead.65

Global investments in artificial intelligence for 
economic and national security purposes are increas-
ingly described as an arms race.66 China published a 

themselves.48 Scholarship on military innovation by 
Barry Posen, Stephen  P. Rosen, and  others shows 
that technological innovation alone rarely shapes the 
balance of power.49 Instead, it is how militaries use a 
technology that makes a difference.50 A military’s abil-
ity to employ a technology depends in part on the 
complexity of the technology, how difficult it is to use, 
and  whether it operates in predictable and explainable 
ways.  These  factors influence the trust that se nior mili-
tary leaders have in the technology and  whether they 
use it.51 Additionally, the more bureaucratically disrup-
tive it is to adopt a technology, the more challenging it 
can be for older, more established organ izations to do 
so— particularly if the organ ization is underinvested in 
research and development designed to integrate new 
technologies and ideas.52

Consider that  every country in Eu rope in the mid-
19th  century had access to railroads,  rifles, and the tele-
graph around the same time. But it was the Prus sian 
military that first figured out how to exploit  these tech-
nologies, in combination, to rapidly proj ect power. 
 After that, other militaries adapted their organ izations 
to take similar advantage.53

The example of the British Navy and the aircraft 
carrier further illustrates how orga nizational pro cesses 
determine the impact of technology on military power.54 
As referenced above, despite having in ven ted the air-
craft carrier, the Royal Navy’s institutional commitment 
to the battleship meant that it initially saw the value of 
this new technology almost exclusively in its ability to 
facilitate the use of airplanes to act as “spotters” for 
battleships. The United States and Japan, as rising naval 
powers with less invested in the importance of the bat-
tleship, thought more creatively about this innovation 
and realized that the aircraft carrier’s real value lay in 
the in de pen dent striking power it offered.55 Since 
battleships— and admirals with experience and comfort 
operating them— dominated the navies of many coun-
tries, thinking about the aircraft carrier as a mobile air-
field required a difficult conceptual shift.56

Even  after it became clear that the optimal use of 
aircraft carriers was as a mobile airfield, adopting car-
rier warfare proved challenging. The Chinese navy has 
been working on carrier operations for two de cades 
and is only just starting to build real competency. The 
Soviet Union attempted to adopt carrier warfare for 
de cades and failed. Simply put, the systems integration 
tasks required to operate the ship, launch and recover 
airplanes from the ship, and coordinate with other na-
val assets are very difficult to execute.57 The larger the 
change within the organ ization required for a military 
to effectively utilize new technologies, the greater the 
bureaucratic challenges and, with them, the likelihood 
that power ful countries  will not have the orga-
nizational capability to adopt. This is a key mecha-
nism through which the balance of power can change.
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AI and the Character of War

The “character of warfare” in a period can be defined 
as the dominant way to fight and win conflicts given 
existing technologies, organ izations, and polities. The 
character of warfare changes in concert with the tools 
that become available and how they influence the ways 
militaries or ga nize themselves to fight wars.77 The shift 
to mass mobilization in the Napoleonic era exempli-
fies a nontechnological development that changed the 
character of warfare.

Applications of AI have the potential to shape how 
countries fight in several macro ways. On the broad-
est level, autonomous systems, or narrow AI systems, 
have the potential to increase the speed with which 
countries can fight, yet another similarity between AI 
and the combustion engine. Even if  humans are still 
making final decisions about the use of lethal force, 
fighting at machine speed can dramatically increase the 
pace of operations.78

 There are several military applications of AI cur-
rently in development or  under discussion that can be 
considered, though many are at early stages. For ex-
ample, some research shows that the way that neural 
networks can utilize imagery databases and classify 
par tic u lar scenes (such as a mountain) allows for a 
more accurate assessment of specific locations.79 Ad-
ditionally, the pro cessing power that is pos si ble with 
narrow AI systems has the potential to increase the 
speed of data analy sis, as Proj ect Maven in the United 
States aims to do. Investments in image recognition of-
fer the hope of achieving faster, more accurate results 
than  humans can achieve  today, and is a likely ave nue 
for continued investment and application (setting aside 
the questions of accidents, hacking, and other ways 
that systems could go awry80).

Successful implementation of AI beyond areas such 
as image recognition might lead to new concepts of op-
eration that could influence force structure and force 
employment, or how militaries or ga nize themselves 
and plan operations. One possibility is the use of large 
numbers of smaller platforms, known as swarms, for 
military operations. Algorithms and control systems 
designed to enable “swarming” already exist in the pri-
vate sector and in academia.81 Military- grade algo-
rithms would require coordination with other military 
systems, including early- warning aircraft, inhabited 
aircraft, satellites, and other sensors. Deployed swarms 
in a combat environment would have to be capable of 
real- time adaptation to optimize operations if some 
ele ments of the swarm  were shot down— a challenge 
that commercial applications would not necessarily 
face. Methods for developing swarming algorithms 
could include be hav ior trees or deep learning.82

Another potential application for narrow AI that 
could shape the character of war is coordination 

national strategy on artificial intelligence in 2017 
that said AI represents a “major strategic opportu-
nity” and proposed a coordinated strategy to “build 
China’s first mover advantage” and lead the world in 
AI technology.67 Rus sia is investing heavi ly as well, 
especially in the military domain. Reports suggest 
that the Rus sian military is designing autonomous 
vehicles to guard its ballistic missile bases as well as 
an autonomous submarine that could carry nuclear 
weapons. In robotics, Rus sia is deploying remotely 
pi loted tanks, such as the Uran-9 and Vehar, on the 
battlefield.68

China and Rus sia are not the only actors outside 
the United States interested in national security ap-
plications of AI. The character of AI technology, like 
robotics, makes many countries well positioned to 
design and deploy it for military purposes.69 Com-
mercial incentives for AI developments and the dual- 
use character of many AI applications mean that 
countries with advanced information economies are 
poised to be leaders in AI or at least fast followers.70 
In Southeast Asia, Singapore is on the cutting edge of 
AI investments (both military and nonmilitary). 
Other Southeast Asian nations are making advances 
in AI research as well.71 In the military domain, South 
 Korea has developed the SGR- A1, a semiautonomous 
weapon system designed to protect the demilitarized 
zone from attack by North  Korea.72

AI also provides opportunities for capital- rich 
countries, which creates incentives to develop the tech-
nology. Wealthy, advanced economies that have high 
levels of capital but also have high  labor costs or small 
populations— middle powers such as Australia, Can-
ada, and many Eu ro pean countries— often face chal-
lenges in military recruiting. For  these countries, tech-
nologies that allow them to substitute capital for 
 labor are highly attractive. Indeed, Gen. Mick Ryan, 
commander of Australia’s Defence College, argues 
that countries can take advantage of the intersection 
of AI and robotics to overcome the prob lems caused 
by a small population.73 France’s 2017 defense strat-
egy review points to the development and incorpora-
tion of artificial intelligence as critical to the French 
military’s ability to maintain “operational superior-
ity.”74 Israel, a classic example of an advanced economy 
with more capital than  labor, also funds military AI 
investments that would predict rocket launches and 
analyze video footage.75 Lt. Col. Nurit Cohen Inger, 
who heads the unit of the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) 
in charge of assessing the military relevance of AI, said 
in 2017 that, for the IDF, AI “can influence  every step 
and small decision in a conflict, and the entire conflict 
itself.”76

Given  these investments, how might developments 
in AI affect military organ izations and the character 
of war, and how might they diffuse?
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Successfully operating even semiautonomous  battle 
management systems is likely to require new occupa-
tional specialties and shifts in recruiting, training, and 
promotion to empower individuals who understand 
both military operations and how par tic u lar AI systems 
function. Rosen shows that altering the promotion of 
military personnel to empower  those with expertise in 
new areas is critical to adopting military innovations in 
general. AI should be no exception.85

As described above, the use of AI systems at the op-
erational level could generate options for how militar-
ies or ga nize and plan to use force, due to the potential 
to use larger numbers of networked systems operating 
at machine speed instead of relying exclusively on 
small numbers of high- quality inhabited aircraft. Im-
plementing such concepts, however, could require dis-
ruptive orga nizational shifts that could threaten to 
change which military occupations provide the high-
est status and are gateways to leadership roles. Already, 
this can be seen with the Air Force, dominated by 
fighter pi lots, which has been relatively hesitant when 
it comes to investments in uninhabited aerial vehicles. 
It would also challenge entrenched bureaucratic no-
tions about how to weigh quantity versus quality. 
Adopting narrow AI in the most optimal way could 
prove challenging for leading militaries, which  will 
need trained personnel who can do quality and reliabil-
ity assurance for AI applications to ensure their ap-
propriate and effective use.

Other applications, such as Proj ect Maven in the 
US Department of Defense, are easier to implement 
 because they are sustaining technologies from the per-
spective of lit er a ture on orga nizational innovation.86 
Autonomous systems that can rapidly and accurately 
pro cess drone footage do not disrupt high- status mili-
tary occupational specialties, nor do they disrupt how 
military ser vices operate as a  whole. It is when opti-
mal uses of narrow AI would require large shifts to 
force structure that the adoption requirements, and 
bureaucratic antibodies, ramp up. One example of 
bureaucratic re sis tance preventing the production of a 
new technology that could have proved disruptive is 
the US military’s failure to fund the X-47B drone, a 
next- generation system that could take off from and 
land on aircraft carriers autonomously. This illus-
trates the way bureaucratic politics and orga nizational 
competition can hinder the adoption of innovative 
technologies.87

The strategic or orga nizational culture of a military 
or society can also indicate which  will be best posi-
tioned to exploit potential advances in AI,88 specifi-
cally, how open  those cultures are to innovation.  There 
is a risk of tautology, of course, in cultural arguments 
at times since it can be hard to mea sure  whether an 
organ ization is capable of adopting a technology  until 
it has tried to do so or done it. However, Emily Gold-

through layers of algorithms that work together to 
help manage complex operations.  These algorithms 
could be expert systems that generate decision trees. Or 
they could involve algorithms developed through gen-
erative adversarial networks. In this approach, algo-
rithms compete against each other to teach each other 
how to do vari ous tasks. Some algorithms  will need to 
be trained to assist in coordinating multiple military as-
sets, both  human and machine. In that case, adver-
sarial learning could help compensate for the unique 
character of decision- making in individual  battles and 
the prob lem of learning to adapt beyond the available 
training data.83

The ability to operate faster through algorithms 
that assist  human commanders in optimizing  battle 
plans, including real- time operations, could shift force 
employment and force structure, especially in the air 
and at sea. Since World War II, modern militaries have 
been engaged in a shift from quantity to quality in mili-
tary systems. The thinking is that smaller numbers of 
expensive, high- quality systems are more likely to lead 
to victory in  battles. AI could accelerate trends that 
challenge  these long- running force- structure impera-
tives, such as the need to defeat adversaries with ad-
vanced anti- access, area- denial (A2/AD) networks with 
tolerable costs.

If algorithms and coordination at machine speed 
become critical to success on the battlefield, expensive, 
high- quality platforms could become vulnerable to 
swarms of sensors and lower- cost weapons platforms 
that are effectively networked together. AI could thus 
help bring quantity back into the equation in the form 
of large numbers of robotic systems. In the near to mid- 
term, however, optimal use of AI may lie in leveraging 
machine learning to improve the per for mance of ex-
isting platforms.

Incentives exist for nearly all types of po liti cal re-
gimes to develop AI applications for military purposes. 
For democracies, AI can decrease the relative burden 
of warfare on the population and reduce the risk to 
soldiers, even more so than with remotely pi loted sys-
tems, by reducing the use of personnel. For autocra-
cies, which do not trust their  people in the first place, 
the ability to outsource some ele ments of military 
decision- making to algorithms, reducing reliance on 
 humans to fight wars, is inherently attractive.84

Orga nizational Politics and Artificial 
Intelligence

Despite uncertainty about specific military applications 
of AI, the examples of how AI can be used in a military 
context described above reveal that  these capabilities 
have the potential to significantly disrupt orga nizational 
structures. Take the example of  battle management co-
ordination ( whether in human- machine teams or not): 
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makes decisions about firing weapons against poten-
tial targets. The difference between this and an auton-
omous version that is pi loted and operated by an al-
gorithm is software. From the outside, the platform 
would look the same.

But, if narrow AI is software from the perspective of 
military technology, it is software that requires sub-
stantial hardware for its creation. The associated hard-
ware costs— especially for advanced narrow AI 
applications— are potentially significant.93 The more 
complex the algorithm, the more up- front computa-
tional hardware is required to “train” that algorithm.94 
Thus, corporate and academic AI research leaders 
have to invest in teraflops of computing power. This is a 
dif fer ent kind of hardware than a tank or a cruise mis-
sile, but it is hardware all the same. Rapid advances in 
AI through deep learning and neural networks over the 
last de cade have thus required advances in computing 
hardware. Joel Emer, an electrical engineering and 
computer science professor at MIT, states it plainly: 
“Many AI accomplishments  were made pos si ble 
 because of advances in hardware.”95  After an algorithm 
has been trained, however, it can be applied without 
access to that computing environment, and the power 
necessary to run completed algorithms is dramatically 
reduced.

How rapidly AI capabilities  will diffuse via simul-
taneous invention or mimicry  will depend, in part, on 
the availability of computing power. If the cost of com-
puting power continues to decline as chips become 
more efficient, then countries that are already home to 
advanced technology companies  will have more access 
to AI capabilities faster than other countries without 
 those kinds of technology companies.

If, on the other hand, the hardware costs of devel-
oping complex algorithms remain beyond the capac-
ity of companies in most countries, diffusion  will hap-
pen only deliberately, such as through trade or bilateral 
agreements at the nation- state level, or via espionage 
(i.e., hacking). This would likely slow the diffusion 
of most AI advances, increasing the advantages for 
innovators.

Determining the extent to which militarily relevant 
applications of AI are based on commercial technol-
ogy versus exclusively military research is also a criti-
cal question raised by adoption capacity theory. While 
it is hard to know the answer at pre sent, examining 
both scenarios  will illustrate how that answer might 
shape the way AI affects the balance of power and the 
structure of international competition.

Dual- Use AI

Research on the  future of work suggests that strong 
commercial  drivers are incentivizing the develop-
ment of AI around the world. A 2017 McKinsey Global 

man’s work on the Ottoman Empire suggests the value 
of developing metrics of cultural openness when it 
comes to predicting willingness to experiment and 
adopt AI systems.89

Interestingly, norms regarding force structure could 
also play a role in inhibiting the use of AI for certain 
military tasks. As Theo Farrell’s research on the Irish 
Army  after in de pen dence shows, militaries often mimic 
the functional form of more power ful actors even when 
 doing so is not in their interest. Applying his insight in 
the case of artificial intelligence, some militaries may 
be less likely to use AI in ways that are or gan i za tion-
ally disruptive, especially if  doing so would involve 
shifts in vis i ble force structure, such as a move from 
small numbers of advanced inhabited aircraft to 
swarming concepts that use cheaper, more disposable 
aircraft.90

Arguments about orga nizational and strategic cul-
ture are generally consistent with adoption capacity 
theory, since both focus on the challenges that innova-
tions pre sent when they disrupt the identity of an 
organ ization.91  After all, militaries that already spend 
a lot on research and development, that are younger, 
and that have broad conceptions of their critical task 
are more likely to be culturally “open” and able to 
adopt new technologies or full innovations further 
down the development line.

The Diffusion of Militarily Relevant AI:  
Two Scenarios

 There is a fundamental question about the extent to 
which militarily relevant uses of narrow AI  will diffuse 
easily. Answering this question is necessary for predict-
ing the first- mover advantages associated with a tech-
nological innovation, which in turn helps to determine 
its relative impact on the balance of power and war-
fare. To determine how easily a new technology  will 
diffuse, adoption capacity theory suggests looking at 
the unit cost of the technology, especially the physical 
hardware.

Designing AI capabilities requires both software 
and hardware. This influences how to think about the 
“unit cost” of AI. Military capabilities based in hard-
ware often spread more slowly than  those based in 
software, generating more sustainable advantage for 
the first adopter of a given capability, especially when 
the unit costs of that capability are relatively high. The 
high unit cost of flattop aircraft carriers, for example, 
means that only wealthy and power ful countries adopt 
them.92

When it comes to platforms, algorithms are soft-
ware rather than hardware. Take the example of the 
MQ-9 Reaper, a current- generation US military armed 
drone. The MQ-9 is remotely pi loted, meaning that a 
pi lot at another location directs the airframe and 
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 will create yet another incentive for countries to focus 
on quantity in military systems. If leads in AI develop-
ment prove difficult to sustain, advanced militaries are 
likely to have systems of approximately the same qual-
ity level, presuming they all reach the same conclusion 
about the general potential of integrating AI into mili-
tary operations. In that case, countries may be more 
likely to try to gain advantage by emphasizing quan-
tity again— this is in addition to the inherent incentives 
for mass that narrow AI might create.

If dual- use AI is critical to military applications of 
AI, the ability to design forces, training, and opera-
tional plans to take advantage of  those dual- use appli-
cations  will be a differentiating  factor for leadership in 
AI among the  great powers. The 1940  Battle of France 
illustrates what could ultimately be at stake in the 
most extreme case. Both the Germans on one side and 
the British and French on the other had tanks, trucks, 
radios, and airplanes that they could, in theory, have 
used for close air support. What gave the Germans 
such a large edge was blitzkrieg— a new concept of 
operations that could overwhelm even another ad-
vanced adversary.104

Let’s return to the comparison between AI and the 
space race. If AI technology diffuses more rapidly 
 because it has both commercial and military purposes, 
making first- mover advantages more difficult to sus-
tain, comparisons to the space race may be  limited. 
The space race was a bilateral challenge between the 
United States and the Soviet Union designed to put a 
person on the moon, which included both develop-
ments in rockets and technologies designed to keep 
 humans alive in space, land on the moon, and return 
safely. The rocket development itself was also part of 
the creation of intercontinental ballistic missiles 
(ICBMs). And critical economic spillovers from the 
space race included development of the satellites that 
led to GPS and other key enablers of the Information 
Age. Yet overall, the race to the moon was run by two 
governments for national purposes— not primarily for 
dual- use economic gain.

The commercial  drivers of AI technology, and the 
speed with which new algorithms diffuse, would make 
competition much broader than it was during the bi-
lateral space race. Competition is much more likely to 
be multilateral, featuring countries and companies 
around the world. A better analogy might be to the 
competition surrounding the development of second 
industrial revolution technologies in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. France, Germany, Britain, Japan, 
the United States, and  others vied for supremacy in 
steel production, chemicals, petroleum, electricity, and 
other areas.

For military applications of AI where the under-
lying technology is driven by commercial developments, 
the impact of a country getting ahead in AI technology, 

Institute report found a midpoint estimate of 400 mil-
lion  people, or 15  percent of the workforce, that are 
likely to be disrupted by automation before 2030.96 
Widely cited research by Carl B. Frey and Michael A. 
Osborne estimates that 47  percent of jobs in the United 
States are at risk of being replaced by automation. That 
includes  lawyers, stock traders, and accountants, not 
just blue- collar jobs.97 Companies across the economy 
have incentives to develop and use algorithms.

Commercial interest in AI is so high that some 
argue it— and the finite number of talented AI engi-
neers—is holding back military developments.98 What’s 
more, the higher salaries and benefits that commercial 
companies can offer mean that militaries may have to 
turn to civilian companies to develop advanced AI ca-
pabilities. Google’s decision to partner with the US 
Defense Department on Proj ect Maven illustrates 
how the same talent and knowledge that  will drive 
commercial innovation in AI may also be necessary for 
military technology innovation.99

When technology advances derive primarily from 
the civilian sector, rapid adoption of new technologies 
around the world becomes more likely. Commercial 
companies may spread the technology themselves, and 
the profit motive incentivizes rapid mimicry by related 
companies in dif fer ent countries.100 Companies in Bra-
zil, Germany, Japan, and Singapore could become AI 
leaders or at least fast followers.

A commitment to open- source development by 
many of the major players in AI could also increase the 
rate of diffusion. In 2015, for example, Google opened 
up TensorFlow, its artificial intelligence engine, to the 
public.101 Elsewhere, researchers committed to the open 
development of AI to help reduce the safety risk of algo-
rithms that “break” in high- leverage situations publish 
their findings in ways that advance their cause— and 
make it easier for their algorithms to be copied.102

Even though advanced applications of commercial 
AI would require significant hardware and expertise, 
adoption capacity theory suggests that as the under-
lying basis of a technology gets more commercially 
oriented, it spreads relatively faster, as explained above. 
Companies like DeepMind have an edge  today. But in 
such a scenario,  there would be more companies 
around the world with relevant technological capac-
ity. It is also easier for governments to leverage private- 
sector companies when  those private- sector actors 
have nongovernmental market incentives for develop-
ing or copying technology.

So how would dual- use AI being critical to military 
applications of AI shape global power? As noted above, 
the period in which a technological innovator enjoys 
a market advantage shrinks when countries and com-
panies can acquire or copy  others’ advances relatively 
easily. This makes it hard to stay ahead qualitatively.103 
In the AI and robotics realms, it is pos si ble that this 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   380 5/24/21   11:49 PM



Michael C. Horo witz  381

quire hardening for electronic warfare and extra pro-
tections from spoofing and hacking that would be of 
relatively less concern in the civilian world. In military 
environments, adversaries’ efforts to hack and spoof 
increase the need for security.

The potential for countries to have strong commer-
cial AI research sectors may mean that even narrow 
AI developments with applications geared  toward mil-
itary use may be easier to mimic than, say, stealth tech-
nology has been over the last generation. But stealth 
is an outlier: It has proven uniquely difficult to copy 
relative to other military technologies over the past 
few hundred years.

For AI developments that do not have clear com-
mercial analogues,  there could be substantial first- 
mover advantages for militaries that swiftly adopt AI 
technologies, particularly if they can achieve computer- 
driven breakthroughs that are difficult to copy. What 
would this mean for AI competition? As described 
above, China’s AI strategy highlights the way many 
countries increasingly view AI as a global competition 
that involves nation- states, rather than as a market in 
which companies can invest.108 As Elsa Kania writes, 
the  People’s Liberation Army (PLA)

is funding a wide range of proj ects involving AI, and 
the Chinese defense industry and PLA research in-
stitutes are pursuing extensive research and devel-
opment, in some cases partnering with private 
enterprises.109

Adopting militarily exclusive AI technologies could 
also generate significant orga nizational pressure on 
militaries. Even if it would be hard for most countries 
to be fast followers or mimic the advances of other 
militaries, great- power competition in AI would gen-
erate risk for  those powers that are unable to adapt in 
order to or gan i za tion ally exploit advances in AI, even 
if they are able to make technical advances. Tradition-
ally, this risk is highest for the world’s leading military 
power, in this case the United States. Leading military 
powers often strug gle to envision how to use new tech-
nologies in ways that are or gan i za tion ally disruptive. 
They can also be blind to that fact, believing they are 
in the lead right up to the point when their failure of 
creativity  matters.110

From a balance- of- power perspective, this scenario 
would be more likely to feature disruption among 
emerging and  great powers but not a broader leveling of 
the military playing field. The ability to exclude many 
countries from advances in AI would concentrate mili-
tary competition among current leading militaries, such 
as the United States, China, and Rus sia.  There could be 
significant disruption within  those categories, though. A 
Chinese military that more rapidly developed critical 
algorithms for broader  battle management, or that was 

over time, would have unclear implications for relative 
power if a rival country was close enough to be a fast 
follower. Advances in commercially driven AI tech-
nology are about building new industries, changing 
the character of existing industries, and ensuring that 
the leading corporations in the global economy that 
emerges are based in one’s own country.

Militarily Exclusive AI

The alternative to military applications of AI that are 
based in commercial developments is a world where 
military applications of AI are driven instead by research 
that is applicable only to militaries. Copying technologi-
cal innovations of “excludable” technologies— those not 
based on widely available commercial technology— 
requires espionage to steal the technology (as the Soviets 
did with the atomic bomb) or mimicry based on observ-
able princi ples of the technology.105  There are several 
reasons, however, to think that many military applica-
tions of narrow AI  will be unique in ways that  will make 
them more difficult to copy.

First, the complexity of advanced military systems 
can make emulation costly and difficult. This is espe-
cially true when a number of components are not avail-
able on the commercial market and the ability to build 
them depends, in part, on classified information.106 The 
same can also be said for some advanced commercial 
technology, of course, but this is not the norm. The in-
ability to adapt commercial algorithms for some mili-
tary purposes could limit the capacity of most states to 
produce relevant AI- based military capabilities, even if 
they have advanced commercial AI sectors. It could also 
mean that systems integration challenges for using mili-
tarily relevant algorithms are large enough to deter 
many militaries from investing heavi ly.107

What ever the uncertainty about how specific AI ad-
vances  will translate into military capabilities, some of 
the most impor tant military applications of narrow 
AI— those with a potentially substantial impact on 
larger- scale military operations— may not have obvious 
civilian counter parts.  Battle management algorithms 
that coordinate a military operation at machine speed 
do not necessarily have commercial analogues— even if 
supervised by a  human with command authority— 
excluding the development of a narrow AI designed, 
say, to run a factory or operational system from top to 
bottom. In  these arenas, military- grade algorithms may 
require conceptual breakthroughs that other countries 
may find hard to rapidly mimic.

Second, some military AI applications, such as im-
age recognition, do have obvious commercial counter-
parts. Even in  those cases, however, the cybersecurity 
concerns and reliability associated with military- grade 
technology can differ from  those for civilian applica-
tions. Military AI systems deployed in the field may re-
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tions of AI triggering a new industrial revolution are 
overstated. Adoption capacity theory shows that 
changes in relative military power become more likely 
in cases of military innovations that require large orga-
nizational changes and the adoption of new opera-
tional concepts. Even if the United States, China, and 
Rus sia  were to end up with similar levels of basic AI 
capacity over the next de cade, the history of military 
innovations from the phalanx to blitzkrieg suggests it 
is how they and  others use AI that  will  matter most for 
the  future of military power.

 Whether AI capabilities diffuse relatively slowly or 
quickly, major military powers  will likely face security 
dilemmas having to do with AI development and de-
ployment. In a slow- diffusion scenario, if countries fear 
that adversaries could get ahead in ways that are hard 
to rapidly mimic— and small differences in capabilities 
 will  matter on the battlefield— that  will foster incen-
tives for quick development and deployment. In a 
rapid- diffusion scenario, competitive incentives  will 
also exist, as countries feel like they have to race just to 
keep up.114 Moreover, it  will be inherently difficult to 
mea sure competitors’ pro gress with AI (unlike, say, ob-
serving the construction of an aircraft carrier), causing 
countries to assume the worst of their potential rivals.

Competition in developing AI is underway. Coun-
tries around the world are investing heavi ly in AI, 
though the United States and China seem to be ahead. 
Yet even if the space- race analogy is not precise, un-
derstanding AI as a competition can still be useful. 
Such frameworks help  people and organ izations un-
derstand the world around them, from how to evalu-
ate international threats to the potential trajectory of 
wars.115 If likening competition in AI to the space race 
clarifies the stakes in ways that generate incentives for 
bureaucratic action at the government level, and raises 
corporate and public awareness, the analogy stands to 
have utility for the United States.

From a research perspective, one limitation of this 
article is its focus on the balance of power and interna-
tional competition, as opposed to specific uses of AI. 
 Future research could investigate par tic u lar implemen-
tations of AI for military purposes or other critical 
questions. Specific implementations could include the 
use of autonomous weapon systems able to select and 
engage targets on their own.  These systems could raise 
ethical and moral questions about  human control,116 as 
well as practical issues surrounding war that is fought 
at “machine speed.”117 The integration of AI into early- 
warning systems and its ability to aid in rapid targeting 
could also affect crisis stability and nuclear weapons.118 
In the broader security realm, AI  will affect  human se-
curity missions.119 By laying out an initial framework 
for how military applications of narrow AI could struc-
ture international competition and the balance of 

more willing to use them than the United States, might 
gain advantages that shifted power in the Asia- Pacific. 
This assumes that  these algorithms operate as they are 
designed to operate. All militarily useful AI  will have to 
be hardened against hacking and spoofing. Operators 
 will use narrow AI applications only if they are as or 
more effective or reliable as existing inhabited or re-
motely pi loted options.111

While this discussion has focused on narrow AI ap-
plications, the notion of bilateral competition in AI 
may be most pressing when thinking about artificial 
general intelligence.112 Although artificial general intel-
ligence is beyond the scope of this paper, it would 
 matter as a discrete competitive point only if  there is a 
clear reward to being first, as opposed to being a fast, 
follower. For example, developing artificial general in-
telligence first could lock in economic or military lead-
ership. Then  others would not have the ability to 
adopt it themselves, or their adoptions would be some-
how less relevant, and that could be a discrete “end 
point” to competition. It seems unlikely, however, that 
such development would be that discrete or that one 
country would get a lead in this technology that is so 
large that it can consolidate the impact of being a first 
mover before  others catch up.

Conclusion

Technological innovations,  whether the machine gun, 
the railroad, or the longbow, can influence the balance 
of power and international conflict. Yet their impact is 
generally determined by how  people and organ izations 
use the technology rather than by the technology it-
self.113 It is too early to tell what the impact of narrow 
AI  will be, but technology development suggests it  will 
have at least some effect.

As an “enabling” technology that is more like elec-
tricity or the combustion engine than a weapon system, 
narrow AI is likely to have an impact that extends be-
yond specific questions of military superiority to influ-
ence economic power and socie ties around the world. 
This article demonstrates that technological innovation 
in AI could have large- scale consequences for the 
global balance of power. What ever the mix of dual- use 
AI or militarily exclusive AI that ends up shaping mod-
ern militaries over the next few de cades, the orga-
nizational adoption requirements are likely to be sig-
nificant. Militaries around the world  will have to 
grapple with how to change recruiting and promotion 
policies to empower soldiers who understand algo-
rithms and coding, as well as potential shifts in force 
structure to take advantage of AI- based coordination 
on the battlefield.

Military and economic history suggests that the ef-
fect of narrow AI could be quite large, even if sugges-
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More broadly, if investing in and appropriately 
utilizing AI is critical to military power in the 
21st  century, the US approach is a mixed bag. Opti-
mists can point to investments in connecting cutting- 
edge research to US military forces through institutions 
such as the Defense Innovation Unit– Experimental 
(DIUx), the Strategic Capabilities Office, and the De-
fense Advanced Research Proj ects Agency (DARPA). 
From discussions of the “Third Offset” to “Multi- 
Domain  Battle,” se nior military and civilian leaders 
are also taking the challenge of AI seriously.127

Meanwhile, a  great deal of bottom-up innovation 
is happening in the US military, both in terms of de-
veloping technologies and experimenting with novel 
concepts of operation. It is pos si ble that the research 
and smaller, experimental programs that the United 
States is funding  will become part of mainstream US 
military programs, enabling the United States to stay 
ahead and sustain its military superiority. If narrow AI 
continues to develop, adopting the technology  will re-
quire sustained attention by se nior leaders.

Pessimists, however, can point to a gap between rhe-
toric and unit- level experimentation on the one hand 
and bud getary realities on the other.128  There is a lot of 
discussion about the importance of artificial intelligence 
and robotics, as well as a clear desire among se nior uni-
formed leadership to make the US military more net-
worked, distributed, and lethal by taking advantage of 
AI, among other technologies.129 This rhe toric has not 
yet caught up to real ity in terms of US military spending 
on AI. When faced with a choice of investing in a next- 
generation drone, for example, the US Navy used its 
available programmatic dollars for the MQ-25 air- to- 
air refueling platform, which  will support inhabited air-
craft such as the F-35. The MQ-25 program was chosen 
over an advanced armed system— based on the X-47B 
demonstrator— with stealthy potential that could oper-
ate in dangerous conflict environments.130 The MQ-25 
decision may be seen as the canary in the coal mine if 
the US military falls  behind in the coming decades— 
especially if a failure to appropriately adopt advances in 
AI and robotics turns out to be a key reason for that 
relative military decline.

At the end of the day, however, AI’s effect on inter-
national politics  will depend on much more than 
choices about one par tic u lar military program. The 
challenge for the United States  will be in calibrating, 
based on trends in AI developments, how fast to move 
in incorporating narrow AI applications. This  will be 
true  whether  those applications are dual- use or based 
in exclusively military research. And that challenge to 
leadership in AI in general, as well as in military power, 
is complicated by the movements of China and other 
competitors, all of which seem interested in leveraging 
AI to challenge US military superiority.

power, this article lays the groundwork for thinking 
through  these questions in the  future.

This article also raises a series of policy questions. 
When thinking about AI as an arena for international 
competition, one question is  whether, in response to 
China’s AI strategy, the United States should launch 
its own comprehensive AI strategy. In 2016, the Obama 
White House released an AI policy road map. It ac-
knowledged the importance of US leadership in AI 
but focused mostly on regulatory policy questions.120 
The transition from Barack Obama to Donald Trump 
led to a pause in  these efforts, though the White House 
recently announced the creation of a new committee 
of AI experts to advise it on policy choices.121

Some might argue that it is necessary for the United 
States to develop and announce a formal AI strategy 
similar to China’s.122 While  there are plenty of private- 
sector incentives for the development of AI technol-
ogy, only the government can coordinate AI invest-
ments and ensure the development of par tic u lar 
implementations that it considers critical for AI 
leadership.123

On the other hand, it is the  free market in the 
United States, and its connections to the global econ-
omy, that have made the United States an engine of 
global innovation. More centrally planned economies 
have often strug gled with innovation. During the Cold 
War, the Soviet defense- industrial base and military 
proved effective at perfecting existing technologies or 
adopting technologies. The centralized Soviet system, 
however, made true innovation more difficult.124

China is spending much more than the United 
States on AI research, and Chinese AI researchers are 
producing more papers on topics such as deep learn-
ing than US researchers.125 How that translates into 
tangible advances in AI technology is unclear. From a 
balance- of- power perspective, one could argue that the 
optimal approach would involve a mixed strategy be-
tween market and government development of AI. In 
the economic arena, central planning can stifle inno-
vation, meaning the role of government should be to 
fund basic research and then let market incentives do 
the rest.

The defense sector may be dif fer ent, however. For 
the United States, it  will be up to the Department of 
Defense to clearly outline what types of AI technolo-
gies are most useful and to seed research and develop-
ment to turn  those technologies into a real ity. For any 
strategy, for both the United States and China, a prin-
cipal challenge  will be translating basic research in pro-
grams of rec ord into  actual capabilities. As Cummings 
writes about government agencies working on AI sys-
tems around the world, “The agencies developing  these 
technologies are struggling to make the leap from de-
velopment to operational implementation.”126
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tems: countries must now possess an extremely ad-
vanced industrial, scientific, and technological base in 
weapons production before they can copy foreign mili-
tary technology. On the other hand, the knowledge to 
design, develop, and produce advanced weapon sys-
tems is less likely to diffuse, given its increasingly tacit 
and orga nizational nature. As a result, the advantage 
of backwardness has shrunk significantly, and know- 
how and experience in the production of advanced 
weapon systems have become an impor tant source of 
power for  those who master them. This article employs 
two case studies to test this argument: Imperial Ger-
many’s rapid success in closing the technological gap 
with the British Dreadnought battleship, despite sig-
nificant inhibiting  factors; and China’s strug gle to imi-
tate the US F-22/A Raptor jet fighter, despite several 
facilitating conditions.

Our research contributes to key theoretical and 
policy debates. First, the ability to imitate state- of- the- 
art military hardware plays a central role in theories 
that seek to explain patterns of internal balancing and 
the rise and fall of  great powers. Yet, the mainstream 
international relations lit er a ture has not investigated 
this pro cess.4  Because imitating military technology 
was relatively easy in the past, scholars and policy- 
makers assume that it also is  today, as frequent analo-
gies between Wilhelmine Germany and con temporary 
China epitomize.5 This article investigates the conditions 
 under which the imitation of state- of- the- art weapon 
systems such as attack submarines and combat aircraft 
is more or less likely to succeed.

Second, this article develops the first systematic the-
oretical explanation of why US superiority in military 
technology remains largely unrivaled almost thirty 
years  after the end of the Cold War, despite globaliza-
tion and the information and communication technol-
ogy revolution. Some scholars have argued that devel-
oping modern weapon systems has become dramatically 
more demanding, which in turn has made internal 

Can adversaries of the United States easily imitate its 
most advanced weapon systems and thus erode its 
military- technological superiority? Do reverse engi-
neering, industrial espionage, and, in par tic u lar, cyber 
espionage facilitate and accelerate this pro cess? China’s 
decades- long economic boom, military modernization 
program, massive reliance on cyber espionage, and as-
sertive foreign policy have made  these questions in-
creasingly salient. Yet, almost every thing known 
about this topic draws from the past. As explained in 
this article, the conclusions that the existing lit er a ture 
has reached by studying prior eras have no applicabil-
ity to the current day.

Scholarship in international relations theory gen-
erally assumes that rising states benefit from the “ad-
vantage of backwardness,” as described by Alexander 
Gerschenkron.1 By free- riding on the research and 
technology of the most advanced countries, less devel-
oped states can allegedly close the military- technological 
gap with their rivals relatively easily and quickly.2 
More recent works maintain that globalization, the 
emergence of dual- use components, and advances in 
communications (including the opportunity for cyber 
espionage) have facilitated this pro cess.3 This lit er a-
ture is built on shaky theoretical foundations, and its 
claims lack empirical support.

The international relations lit er a ture largely ignores 
one of the most impor tant changes to have occurred 
in the realm of weapons development since the second 
industrial revolution (1870–1914): the exponential in-
crease in the complexity of military technology. This 
article argues that this increase in complexity has pro-
moted a change in the system of production that has 
made the imitation and replication of the per for mance 
of state- of- the- art weapon systems harder—so much so 
as to offset the diffusing effects of globalization and 
advances in communications. On the one hand, the in-
crease in complexity has significantly raised the entry 
barriers for the production of advanced weapon sys-
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Military- Technological Competition

States compete to develop, field, and maintain the most 
advanced military platforms pos si ble.13 When a coun-
try develops a new military technology, its competitors 
 will devise countermea sures and counter- innovations 
to limit, and possibly eliminate, the advantage their 
 enemy derives from its innovation. Counter- innovations 
such as anti- air defense systems force innovators to fur-
ther improve the per for mance of their technology.14 
The history of military innovation is, in the end, the 
history of innovation, counter- innovation, and further 
innovation.15

Although countermea sures and counter- innovations 
can be very effective, they permit countries only to ne-
gate the benefits an  enemy gains from its innovations.16 
When countries seek to remain or become regional or 
global powers, or when they aim to deploy certain ca-
pabilities, however, they have to acquire specific mili-
tary platforms, such as aircraft carriers for long- range 
power projection, jet fighters for air superiority, or sub-
marines for sea denial. Some countries lagging  behind 
in  these capabilities  will try to copy  others’ military in-
novations and, ideally, to outperform them.17  Under 
the right conditions, imitation  will facilitate and accel-
erate the ability of some states to catch up technologi-
cally.18 First, by free- riding on the research and tech-
nology of innovators, imitators can save the resources 
they would other wise need to invest to develop indig-
enously state- of- the- art technology.19 Second, imitators 
can avoid making the  mistakes of the innovators or, 
worse, embarking on technically unfeasible proj ects— a 
strong possibility when dealing with cutting- edge tech-
nologies.20 Third, imitators can use their unused re-
sources to improve existing technology and possibly 
outperform innovators.21 In sum, imitators  will derive 
an advantage when imitation is cheaper and faster than 
innovation.22

 These conditions  were pre sent in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, when rising powers such 
as Wilhelmine Germany, Imperial Japan, and the So-
viet Union  under Joseph Stalin could easily imitate for-
eign military technology and catch up with their rivals 
in a relatively short period of time.23 Implicitly or 
explic itly,  these and similar cases have informed the lit-
er a ture on the balance of power and on the rise and 
fall of  great powers— a lit er a ture that largely has ac-
cepted the assumption that copying foreign military 
technology is relatively easy.24

Lit er a ture Review

The imitation of military technology plays a central but 
unappreciated role in the lit er a ture on international re-
lations theory.25 Internal balancing, for instance, often 
entails imitating foreign technology. Yet, international 

balancing against the United States more difficult.6 This 
lit er a ture, however, cannot explain why in the age of 
globalization and instant communications— with cy-
ber espionage permitting the theft of massive amount 
of digital data— US know- how in advanced weapon 
systems has not already diffused to other states. Other 
contributors to the debate on unipolarity have  either 
pointed to the relative inferiority of Chinese military 
technology without providing a theoretical explana-
tion, or they have argued that developing the mili-
tary capabilities to challenge the status quo is, in the 
long run, a function of po liti cal  will—an argument 
that cannot account for the failure of the Soviet 
Union to cope with US military technology from the 
late 1970s onward.7 This article argues that in the 
transition from the second industrial revolution to 
the information age, the imitation of state- of- the- art 
military technology has become more difficult, so 
much so that  today rising powers or even peer com-
petitors cannot easily copy foreign weapon systems.8 
Our findings address existing concerns that China’s 
use of cyber espionage and the increasing globaliza-
tion of arms production  will allow Beijing to rapidly 
close the military- technological gap with the United 
States.9

Third, the international relations lit er a ture accepts 
the claim that globalization and advances in commu-
nications have made the imitation of military technol-
ogy easier; yet no one has empirically tested this prop-
osition.10 This failing is particularly concerning in light 
of the opportunities opened by cyber espionage— a 
practice that, according to many observers, could erode 
the US advantage in military technology. Richard 
Clark, a former US se nior government official, believes 
that Chinese cyber espionage could result in the United 
States “hav[ing] all of [its] research and development 
stolen”; Gen. Keith Alexander, a former director of the 
National Security Agency, worries that cyber espionage 
could lead to “the greatest transfer of wealth in his-
tory.”11 With a few notable exceptions, however, in-
ternational relations scholars have paid  little attention 
to the advantages and limits of cyber espionage for 
copying foreign military technology.12 Our research 
fills this gap and tests the conventional wisdom using 
the case of China, one of the states that has benefited 
the most from globalization and that has employed 
cyber espionage more extensively than any other 
country. [. . .]

Military- Technological Superiority

Military- technological superiority is a central theme in 
both international politics and international relations 
theory. Yet, the discipline has not studied the condi-
tions  under which states can close the military- 
technological gap with their rivals.
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innovation, even with full access to original blueprints 
and designs.39 Third, imitating foreign technology also 
seems to be difficult in the commercial realm, where, 
according to international relations theory, it should be 
particularly easy. For instance, Google and Microsoft, 
two of the most advanced companies in the world, 
have strug gled to cope with Apple’s smartphone and 
tablet technology.40 In the following section, this arti-
cle explains why  these trends are even more  pronounced 
in weapons production.41

Complexity and Military- Technological 
Superiority

Since the second industrial revolution, the complexity 
of military technology has increased exponentially. 
This dramatic increase has changed the nature of in-
novation and of imitation, making the latter much 
more difficult to implement.

Complexity and the Integration Challenge

Complexity generates incompatibilities and vulnerabil-
ities.42 As complexity increases, the number and sig-
nificance of incompatibilities and vulnerabilities also 
increase— exponentially.43 Anticipating, detecting, 
identifying, understanding, and addressing all pos si ble 
technical prob lems when designing, developing, and 
manufacturing an advanced weapon system pose ma-
jor challenges.44 Addressing them without creating new 
prob lems is an even greater challenge.45 More chal-
lenging still is the need for weapons producers to de-
sign platforms that can incorporate cutting- edge and 
yet- to- be- developed technologies, and to limit their 
vulnerability to subtle and effective  enemy countermea-
sures and counter- systems.46

Three developments help account for the increase 
in the complexity of military technology since the sec-
ond industrial revolution. First, the number of compo-
nents in military platforms has risen dramatically: in 
the 1930s, a combat aircraft consisted of hundreds of 
components, a figure that surged into the tens of thou-
sands in the 1950s and to 300,000 in the 2010s.47 As 
the number of components expands, the number of po-
tential incompatibilities and vulnerabilities increases 
geometrically. Ensuring the proper functioning and 
mutual compatibility of all the components and of the 
 whole system thus becomes increasingly difficult.48

Second, advancements in electronics, engineering, 
and material sciences have resulted in the components 
of major weapon systems becoming dramatically more 
sophisticated, leading military platforms to become 
“systems of systems.”49 Integrating large numbers of 
extremely advanced components, subsystems, and sys-
tems poses a daunting challenge. More sophisticated 
components have extremely low tolerances, which in 

relations scholars have not investigated when and why 
efforts to imitate foreign weapon systems are success-
ful.26 Instead, they have assumed that states’ intentions 
or incentives to imitate  will ipso facto lead to success.27

According to Kenneth Waltz, for example,  because 
of competition and socialization dynamics in interna-
tional politics, the “weapons of the major  contenders . . .  
come to . . .  look much the same all over the world.”28 
Similarly, Robert Gilpin argues that “ there is a historical 
tendency for the military . . .  techniques of the domi-
nant state or empire to be diffused to other states in the 
system.”29 For  P. W. Singer, “The prob lem for ‘first 
movers’ . . .  is that they have to pay heavi ly” when de-
veloping military technology. In comparison, imitating 
countries “can ‘ free  ride’ on the early cost, copy what 
works and focus all their energy and resources solely on 
improving upon what the first mover does.”30 Interest-
ingly, even some of the scholars who have questioned 
the lit er a ture’s conventional wisdom agree with the 
proposition that the imitation of military hardware is 
relatively easy. In the words of Emily Goldman, “Hard-
ware is often easy to acquire.”31 Similarly, Michael 
Horo witz writes that “it is [not] difficult to copy . . .  
specific technologies.”32

Many scholars further argue that globalization and 
information technologies have facilitated and acceler-
ated the diffusion of technology in the military realm.33 
Joseph Nye observes that, in the age of globalization, 
“technology . . .  eventually spreads and becomes avail-
able to adversaries.”34 Some scholars claim that coun-
tries with advanced commercial industrial and techno-
logical capabilities can exploit their industrial and 
scientific base to develop state- of- the- art military tech-
nology.35 Other scholars have stressed that, since the 
early 1990s, commercial research and development 
(R&D) has supplanted military R&D as the main 
driver of innovation.36 As a result, many advanced 
technologies are now accessible on the global market 
at moderate cost, including  those required for produc-
ing first- class military capabilities.37 [. . .]

Prob lems with International Relations Theory

 There are three prob lems with the conventional wis-
dom in international relations theory regarding the 
ability of states to copy foreign military technology. 
First, if imitation is easy, why do states invest in mili-
tary innovation at all? Why not simply wait for  others 
to develop innovations and then copy them?38 Second, 
the assumption that imitation is easy is at odds with 
the lit er a tures in economic history, economics, history 
of technology, management, science and technology 
studies, and sociology, which have sought to explain 
why some innovators retain a first- mover advantage, 
what the sources of industrial leadership are, and why 
very advanced companies sometimes fail to replicate an 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   391 5/24/21   11:49 PM



392  Why China Has Not Caught Up Yet

art military technology.63 In fact, intuition and conjec-
ture could be transferred from country to country with 
relative ease.64 The main challenge  these countries 
faced was to mobilize the necessary capital to launch 
production and to achieve the necessary economies of 
scale.65 For industrialized countries, this challenge was 
not insurmountable.66 Consider the naval rise of Im-
perial Japan.  Because of its qualitatively modest do-
mestic shipbuilding industry, in 1905 the Japa nese 
navy mostly deployed British- made warships.67 Yet, 
through a policy based on “copy, improve and inno-
vate,”68 involving the “purchase of specific foreign ex-
amples, the exhaustive analy sis and testing of  those 
models [and] their subsequent improvement,”69 by 
1912–13, Japan was able to commission two super 
Dreadnoughts that surpassed their British counter parts 
in both speed and tonnage.70 And by the 1920s, “the 
skills available at both naval and commercial dock-
yards made Japan capable of turning out a range of 
warships that in design and construction  were equal or 
superior to  those of any navy in the world.”71

Over time, however, the increase in complexity of 
military technology has made the pro cess of imitation 
much more difficult. Economies of scale and exorbi-
tant capital investments still represent major barriers 
for most countries seeking to enter the defense sector. 
Yet, simply extracting and investing resources is no 
longer sufficient to close the technological gap with the 
most advanced countries. Lacking the necessary know- 
how for weapon systems production has, in fact, be-
come a major obstacle for actors trying to imitate for-
eign technology— wealthy countries included.72 Japan’s 
experience in the 1980s and 1990s offers a useful com-
parison to the Imperial era discussed above. As Ste-
phen Brooks notes, despite Japan’s then- primacy in 
high- technology and despite several de cades of collab-
oration on weapons production with the United States, 
its F-2 fighter proved to be “a white elephant: no bet-
ter than the F-16C [Japan built upon and] at least 
twice as expensive to produce.”73

In the next two sections, this article explains why the 
increase in complexity has steadily eroded the advan-
tages of imitation that some countries once enjoyed.

Absorptive Capacity

The increase in technological complexity over the past 
150 years has exponentially raised the requirements to 
assimilate and imitate foreign military technology, thus 
canceling the first necessary condition for states to en-
joy the advantage of imitation— relatively low entry 
barriers for the imitation of state- of- the- art weapon 
systems.

To  free  ride on the R&D of a foreign country, a 
country must be able “to identify, assimilate, and ex-
ploit knowledge from the environment.”74 But as schol-

turn require a degree of accuracy and precision in de-
sign, development, and manufacturing that was un-
thinkable a  century ago.50 For instance, aircraft en-
gines in the 1900s and 1910s  were “crude” mechanical 
devices that self- taught individuals could design, 
assem ble, and install in their own repair shops.51 In 
contrast, the production of  today’s aircraft engines is 
so technologically demanding that only a handful of 
producers around the world possesses the necessary 
technical expertise.52 Consider that in turbofan en-
gines, a “close clearance between [a rotary] part and 
its surroundings can be critical. One- tenth of 1 milli-
meter [i.e., 0.00393 inch] variation in dimension can 
have a significant impact on system compatibility.”53 
The same is true of materials, electronics, and software, 
where minor imprecisions can have dramatic conse-
quences.54 For example, in modern jet fighters, soft-
ware controls every thing, from the operation of radars 
to the supply of oxygen. The expansion of onboard 
software functions is reflected in the increase in the 
number of software code lines from 1,000 in the F-4 
Phantom II (1958), to 1.7 million in the F-22 (2006), 
and to 5.6 million in the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter/
Lightning II (2015).55 Even a minor prob lem in  those 
millions of lines of code could ground the aircraft or 
prove fatal.56 This level of sophistication explains why 
software engineering is responsible for most of the de-
lays and of the prob lems seen in advanced weapon 
systems.57

Third, modern weapon systems can now perform 
in extraordinarily demanding environmental and op-
erational conditions, thanks to improvements in all 
metrics (e.g., speed, altitude ceiling for aircraft, and col-
lapse depth for submarines).58  These improvements, 
however, have increased the likelihood of technical 
prob lems.59 The more sophisticated a component is, 
the more likely minor environmental changes  will af-
fect its per for mance.60 In addition, as technological ad-
vances permit weapon systems to operate in once un-
familiar environmental conditions, designers and 
engineers are forced to deal with previously unknown 
physical phenomena.61

Change in the Nature of Innovation and Imitation

The increase in complexity and the resulting integra-
tion challenges have brought about a change in the 
very nature of innovation. In the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, innovation was primarily the 
product of conjecture, creativity, ingenuity, and intu-
ition, as was the case with two of the most revolution-
ary military technologies of the twentieth  century: sub-
marines (1900) and aircraft (1903).62 [. . .]

During the second industrial revolution, imitating 
countries could exploit the know- how and experience 
of their most advanced peers to develop state- of- the- 
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most con ve nient and cheapest to make use of another 
country’s research and development.”83 For this reason, 
Germany in the 1930s could move from “possess[ing] 
no significant aircraft industry” to being “in the fore-
front of aviation technology” in just three years.84

Massive Capacity

The increase in the complexity of weapon systems has 
exponentially raised the absorptive capacity require-
ments to assimilate foreign know- how and experience 
and to imitate foreign military platforms.85 The stock 
of accumulated knowledge has, in fact, expanded to 
the point of becoming a “burden” for  those seeking to 
assimilate it.86 The number of disciplines involved has 
increased dramatically,  going well beyond  those nec-
essary for weapon systems development, and reaching 
into new, unexplored fields related both to the environ-
mental conditions where the platform is expected to 
operate and to interactions between  human beings and 
technology (e.g., ergonomics,  human physiology, and 
cognitive sciences).87 Moreover, imitators must master 
all of  these disciplines,  because the margins for error 
and imprecision have shrunk enormously. Infinitesi-
mally small  mistakes can have potentially catastrophic 
effects, given the low tolerances and vulnerability of 
many key components, as well as the demanding envi-
ronmental and operational conditions in which mili-
tary platforms are employed.88

The evolution of aircraft production illustrates this 
trend. Originally an empirical field, aircraft design in 
the 1920s and 1930s started to incorporate scientific 
discoveries from aerodynamics theory and engineering 
science as wooden strut- and- wire biplanes began giv-
ing way to streamlined all- metal monoplanes.89  After 
World War II, the advent of rocket engines, radio com-
munications, automatic guidance and control, and 
high- speed aerodynamics created new challenges. In 
response, aircraft manufacturers had to broaden and 
deepen their knowledge base to include fields such as 
weapons design, avionics, and material structures, as 
well as the training of aircrews, combat tactics, and, 
most importantly,  human physiology and atmospheric 
sciences.90 With supersonic speed and subsequent ad-
vances, the number and sophistication of disciplines 
required for aircraft development expanded to the 
point of being well ahead of scientific knowledge and 
understanding.91 Work on the SR-71 Blackbird exem-
plifies  these trends.  Because of the friction resulting 
from flying at three times the speed of sound, the body 
of the Blackbird was exposed to temperatures above 
600°F. To address the resulting prob lems, Lockheed 
had to develop “special fuels, structural materials, 
manufacturing tools and techniques, hydraulic fluid, 
fuel- tank sealants, paints, plastic, wiring and connect-
ing plugs, as well as basic aircraft and engine design.”92 
With the transition to fly- by- wire, the absorptive 

arship from other disciplines shows, knowledge and 
experience are not public goods that can be easily and 
cheaply appropriated.75 An imitator must possess an 
adequate absorptive capacity: material and nonmaterial 
capabilities such as laboratories, research centers, test-
ing and production facilities, a skilled workforce, and a 
cumulative technological knowledge base (the stock of 
knowledge acquired through previous proj ects).76 With-
out such absorptive capacity, the imitator  will have to 
develop an advanced industrial, technological, and sci-
entific base before it can copy foreign technologies. In 
the next two sections, this article explains how the in-
crease in complexity has created massive and highly 
specific requirements for  those seeking to imitate ad-
vanced weapon systems.

From  Limited to Massive Absorptive  
Capacity Requirements

Whereas in the past, the requirements to imitate for-
eign military technology  were  limited,  today, states 
need to master, to an unpre ce dented level, a much 
broader range of disciplines and activities.

 Limited Capacity

In the aftermath of the second industrial revolution, the 
absorptive capacity required to imitate cutting- edge 
technologies was comparatively low for  great powers. 
For industrialized countries, capital investments and 
sufficient economies of scale  were essentially the only 
constraints, as entering weapons production required 
relatively  little accumulated knowledge or experi-
ence.77 During this period, “within many economic 
sectors, the knowledge required for moving out of the 
technological frontier was rather elementary scientific 
knowledge of a kind that had been available for a long 
time.”78 Even sectors such as metallurgy, which “placed 
a premium on basic chemical knowledge . . .  drew pri-
marily on elementary science when they drew on sci-
ence at all.”79 This was also true for emerging fields 
such as aviation, which owed “practically nothing to 
the relatively mature state of the science of fluid dy-
namics.”80 In addition, the number of disciplines re-
quired in a given field was  limited. For example, avia-
tion design well into the late 1930s essentially required 
knowledge about “efficient aerodynamic structure and 
hydraulic controls.”81 Similarly,  until World War II, 
submarine development required only reliable and 
power ful diesel engines, welding of metals, and effi-
cient designs.82

In  these circumstances, it is clear why “the period 
before 1914 . . .  was unlikely to produce asymmetrical 
[revolutions in military affairs] that conferred endur-
ing advantages.” Technology moved swiftly across bor-
ders, and  great powers  were able to exploit it with 
relative ease—to the point that it “was indeed often 
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isting technological and industrial capabilities to as-
similate foreign military technology: the absorptive ca-
pacity requirements have become progressively more 
specific.103 “Specific” requirements refers to the fact 
that the laboratories, research centers, testing and pro-
duction facilities, skilled workforce, and the cumula-
tive technological knowledge base developed for a par-
tic u lar type of production cannot be easily redeployed 
for assimilating and exploiting foreign know- how and 
experience in weapon systems.104

For instance, the design of modern weapon systems 
requires advanced knowledge of enemies’ counter- 
systems, tactics, and doctrines, as well as of the envi-
ronmental conditions of operations.105 When copying 
foreign technology, countries need this knowledge to 
translate foreign information into  actual designs.106 
Design capabilities are also extremely impor tant when 
seeking to integrate foreign component technologies 
into a competitive military platform. As John Alic 
writes, “Early design choices largely determine ultimate 
per for mance and costs.” Once a design has been cho-
sen, “no amount of analy sis, modification, and re-
finement can salvage a deficient concept.”107 Under-
standably, commercial enterprises do not possess the 
necessary design capabilities for military production 
and cannot develop them overnight.108 In submarine 
design, for example, “the most challenging competen-
cies . . .  require at least ten years of experience and a 
Ph.D.”109 [. . .]

One could argue that through reverse engineering, 
industrial espionage, or cyber espionage, an imitating 
country could skip the design and development stages 
and manufacture a foreign weapon system using its ex-
isting industrial base. This argument ignores a key 
constraint: the increase in complexity has also made 
manufacturing pro cesses more specific and possibly 
unique.  Because of the requirements that military plat-
forms need to meet,  today’s production pro cesses 
must achieve stringent levels of precision that are alien 
to most industries.110 For instance, the low observabil-
ity to radar of stealth aircraft  will be compromised if 
“the heads of [just] three screws [are] not quite tight 
and extend . . .  above the surface by less than an eighth 
of an inch.”111 In the words of the F-117 Nighthawk’s 
program man ag er, “In building the stealth fighter, we 
had to tightrope walk between extreme care and Swiss- 
watch perfection to match the low radar observability 
of our original computerized shape.”112 In turn, devel-
oping, updating, and preserving this type of manufac-
turing skill calls for highly specific training, practices, 
and pro cesses. In the shipbuilding industry, workers 
across all technical skills require “6–8 years to reach 
at least 90  percent of optimum productivity.”113

The unique requirements of manufacturing weapon 
systems go well beyond skills and pro cesses. Take, for 
example, machine tools. In the early twentieth  century, 

 capacity requirements grew by an order of magnitude, 
as aircraft production expanded to a broad set of 
highly demanding fields such as electronics, computer 
science, and communications, with “software construc-
tion [being] the most difficult prob lem in engineer-
ing.”93 Moreover, given the nature of  these disciplines, 
the margin for error has continued to shrink: a minor 
glitch in the software or the exposure of the hardware 
to unforgiving conditions (e.g., extreme heat, cold, or 
humidity) can be fatal.94 With the increase in auton-
omy in military aviation, the number of disciplines re-
quired for weapons production has expanded to “un-
manned systems,  human  factors, psy chol ogy, cognitive 
science, communication, human- computer interaction, 
computer- supporter work groups and sociology.”95

From Generic to Specific Requirements

Since the second industrial revolution, the absorptive 
capacity required to imitate foreign technology has be-
come so specific that countries can no longer exploit 
their civilian industries to catch up technologically in 
the military realm. This change has further raised the 
entry barriers for imitating advanced weapon systems.

Generic Requirements

In the second half of the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, manufacturing benefited from unpre ce-
dented and possibly unique synergies and economies 
of scope.96 The relatively low level of technological 
complexity imposed fairly loose requirements, per-
mitting the adoption across dif fer ent industries of 
the same machine tools, the same industrial pro cesses, 
and the same know- how.97 For instance, prob lems re-
lated to automobile production  were “not fundamen-
tally dif fer ent from  those which had already been de-
veloped for products such as bicycles and sewing 
machines.”98 As a result, “the skills acquired in pro-
ducing sewing machines and bicycles greatly facili-
tated the production of the automobile.”99 With mass 
production, the opportunities for synergies and econ-
omies of scope among dif fer ent industries expanded 
even further.100 [. . .]

Specific Requirements

Opportunities for synergies and economies of scope, 
however, have diminished dramatically.101 Weapon sys-
tems increasingly rely on extremely advanced tech-
nologies, such as data fusion or stealth, that in many 
cases have no application in the commercial sector. At 
the same time, they operate  under uniquely demand-
ing environmental and operational conditions (e.g., fly-
ing at Mach 2). The resulting large number of subtle 
and challenging technical prob lems has led to an ex-
ponential increase in the required degree of accuracy.102 
Consequently, imitators can no longer exploit their ex-
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previously, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, innovations  were the results of conjecture, 
creativity, ingenuity, and intuition (and sometimes of 
just plain luck or accidents).122 This meant that the 
knowledge of how to produce a given technology was 
relatively  simple; it could be written down in terms of 
princi ples and rules—it was codifiable. Codifiability 
permitted the spread of knowledge.  Because of the 
growing complexity of weapons systems, however, in-
novations have become the product of extensive pro-
totyping, testing, experimentation, and refinement: as 
a result of this change, knowledge related to a given 
weapon system has become increasingly less codifi-
able—it has become tacit. As former Secretary of De-
fense Ashton Car ter and coauthors have noted, “Tacit 
knowledge is a route for maintaining a technological 
edge in military systems: what cannot be written down 
can hardly be stolen.”123

Codifiable Knowledge

During the immediate aftermath of the second indus-
trial revolution, the knowledge  behind most innova-
tions was relatively  simple: their logic and functioning 
 were directly observable and understandable.124 As 
such, an innovation generally carried within itself the 
very know- how related to its production pro cess.125 
The simplicity of such know- how, in turn, allowed for 
the innovation’s codification, and hence promoted its 
diffusion. This is what happened, for example, in 
manufacturing.

In the mid- nineteenth  century, the implicit knowl-
edge of skilled craftsmen was partially codified, allow-
ing semiskilled workers to perform the manual tasks 
associated with the emergence of mechanized, stan-
dardized manufacturing of interchangeable parts.126 
This trend was  later reinforced with the development 
of the assembly line, which relied on the simplicity of 
the pro cesses involved, and thus “the worker’s implicit 
knowledge had to be made explicit.”127 Implicit knowl-
edge was “gathered and analyzed” to permit the frag-
mentation of work into a multitude of extremely 
 simple tasks.128 Beginning in the 1910s, the orga-
nizational and technical princi ples of the assembly 
line and mass production  were codified in articles and 
books.129 The Ford Motor Com pany, the pioneer of 
the assembly line, also contributed to the codification 
of such knowledge when it de cided to “have any part 
of its commercial, managerial or mechanical practice 
given full and unrestricted publicity in print.”130 Ford’s 
transparency facilitated the diffusion of mass produc-
tion pro cesses to other industries.131 [. . .]

Tacit Knowledge

 Because of the increase in the complexity of military 
technology, the technological knowledge of how to de-
sign, develop, and produce a given weapon system has 

as discussed  earlier, disparate fields such as the auto-
mobile and sewing machine industries used the same 
machine tools. In contrast, since the end of World War 
II, the production of military aircraft engines has re-
lied on machine tools with a degree of precision that 
no commercial com pany possesses or needs.114 For its 
part, the US Navy has developed propellers that dra-
matically reduce the acoustic signature of its subma-
rines.115 With help from the John Walker spy ring, the 
Soviet Union obtained information about how to man-
ufacture US propellers.116 Their production, however, 
required computer- controlled milling machines with a 
degree of accuracy that Soviet machines could not 
achieve.117 In short, the Soviets could not rely on their 
existing capabilities to exploit the information they 
had obtained through industrial espionage.118

Technological Knowledge

The second condition for the advantage of imitation 
requires that imitating countries acquire, relatively eas-
ily and quickly, the technological knowledge of how 
to design, develop, and/or manufacture a given military 
platform, so that they can take advantage of the inno-
vator’s advances before the platform becomes obso-
lete.119 The increase in the complexity of military tech-
nology, however, has made technological knowledge 
increasingly tacit and orga nizational in nature, which 
means that it does not diffuse to other countries  either 
easily or quickly.

Regardless of how advanced a country’s industrial, 
scientific, and technological base is, the production of 
new military platforms requires work at the design, de-
velopment, and manufacturing stages aimed at antici-
pating, identifying, and addressing inherent idiosyncra-
sies.  These idiosyncrasies stem from the challenges 
related to the integration of state- of- the- art compo-
nents, subsystems, and systems, as well as from hav-
ing the platform operate  under previously unexplored 
environmental conditions. As the director of Lock-
heed’s Skunk Works division, Chief Engineer Clarence 
“Kelly” Johnson, recalled when discussing the SR-71, 
“Every thing about the aircraft had to be in ven ted. 
Every thing.”120 This article argues that the technologi-
cal knowledge related to the production of advanced 
military platforms such as the SR-71 does not diffuse 
easily,  because such knowledge is embedded in the 
orga nizational memory of the defense com pany that 
produced it.

From Codified to Tacit Knowledge

Over the past  century and a half, weapons production 
has changed dramatically, as indicated by the increase 
in the development time of weapon systems from a few 
months to several years and even de cades.121 As noted 
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all- big- gun battleship that delivered higher speed, more 
stability, better armor protection, and, possibly more 
impor tant, the firepower of two to three pre- 
Dreadnought battleships.139 As such, Dreadnought 
made all existing battleships suddenly obsolete, thus 
canceling the capital investments that Britain’s com-
petitors had made during the past de cade, including 
 those of Imperial Germany.140 Dreadnought battleships 
incorporated newly available component technologies 
and translated into practice British Adm. Jackie Fisher’s 
maxim to “hit first, hit hard, and keep hitting.”141 First, 
Dreadnought battleships employed turbines rather 
than boilers: their lower weight, increased  horse power, 
and superior fuel efficiency resulted in greater speed 
(from 12 knots to a high of around 20 knots) without 
compromising range.142 Second,  because of develop-
ments in mechanics, electrical systems, and metallurgy, 
Dreadnought battleships carried longer- range quick- 
firing guns that, thanks to the first fire- control systems, 
extended the range of naval combat from a few thou-
sand yards in 1905 to 12,000–20,000 yards in 1916.143 
Third, pro gress in metallurgy enabled the production 
of lighter but more resistant armor that, combined with 
developments in naval science, led to a doubling of 
battleship tonnage (from 15,000 to 30,000 tons).144

Absorptive Capacity

For Germany, the challenge appeared daunting; now it 
had to confront “by far the strongest shipbuilding in-
dustry in the world” with unrivaled experience in 
warship production.145 In comparison, Germany’s ab-
sorptive capacity in naval shipbuilding was relatively 
low in 1906.  Until 1876, Germany was still purchasing 
most of its warships from Britain, and well into the 
1880s, it still had no significant defense shipbuilding 
capability.146 With the launch, in 1890, of its imperialist 
foreign policy (Weltpolitik), and the resulting increase 
in bud get allocations to the navy, Germany began to 
learn impor tant lessons both in weapons procurement 
and in warship design.147 Yet, on the eve of the Dread-
nought revolution, Germany had only slightly more 
than a de cade of experience in warship production, and 
its industry was still struggling to produce advanced 
battleships, which  were significantly inferior to their 
British counter parts.148

Second, Germany had a late start in reproducing 
Britain’s Dreadnought design and several component 
technologies. This is  because the very  factors driving 
Germany’s naval rise— domestic politics and bureau-
cratic ambitions— paradoxically  were also responsible 
for slowing down, and possibly even harming, its na-
val modernization.149 On the one hand, civil- military 
relations  were unstable: Kaiser Wilhelm II, the  great 
sponsor of German naval rearmament, constantly in-
tervened in navy policy, inadvertently delaying “war-
ship design and construction.”150 On the other hand, 

become increasingly tacit. Tacit knowledge cannot be 
codified.132 It entails knowledge derived mostly from 
experience and hence is retained by  people and organ-
izations: for this reason, it does not diffuse  either eas-
ily or quickly.133 Indeed, “the most effective way of 
[transferring tacit knowledge], despite telephone, video 
and other remote methods, is face- to- face interac-
tion.”134 To replicate a given weapon system, an imita-
tor needs direct access to the innovator’s tacit 
knowledge— that is, access to the very  people who 
worked on the system.135 Other wise, it  will strug gle to 
figure out what each part does, the requirements it is 
intended to meet, how to produce it, and how it is con-
nected to other components—in other words, its de-
sign, development, and production know- how.136 
Moreover, disassembling a military platform into 
smaller components to observe and understand its 
functioning has become significantly more challenging. 
 Today many weapon systems, such as jet fighters, 
“comprise highly integrated subsystems that are ex-
tremely difficult (if not impossible) to decompose into 
in de pen dent modules.”137 The introduction of electron-
ics has reinforced this trend, as the functioning of 
software is governed not by observable physical laws 
(in contrast, for example, to aerodynamics), but by the 
software’s internal correctness and its perfect integra-
tion with the weapon system’s hardware.138 [. . .]

Empirical Investigation

In this section, this article employs two cases to test our 
theory. First, it explains the rationale  behind our case 
se lection. Second, the article examines Imperial Ger-
many’s naval rearmament in the context of its naval 
rivalry with  Great Britain from 1890 to 1916. Third, 
the article considers China’s aerospace modernization 
program in the context of its competition with the 
United States from 1991 to 2018.

Research Design

The cases of Imperial Germany and con temporary 
China allow us to put our theory to a hard test and 
existing international relations theories to an easy 
test. In other words, if the conventional wisdom fails 
 here, one should be skeptical of its validity  under less 
favorable circumstances. Conversely, if our empirical 
investigation supports our argument, one should be 
confident about its success  under more favorable con-
ditions. [. . .]

Wilhelmine Germany and the All- Big- Gun 
Battleship, 1890–1916

In 1906, at the apex of the Anglo- German naval ri-
valry, the Royal Navy commissioned Dreadnought, an 
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dominance.162 It made remarkable improvements in 
ship design and construction as well as in other key 
component technologies and, in some realms, it even 
managed to outperform the new British all- big- gun 
battleships.163

First, the German turbine industry caught up 
quickly, enabling the navy’s battleships to match Brit-
ain’s in terms of speed: by 1910–11, even the German 
companies that did not cooperate with foreign partners 
succeeded in indigenously producing modern turbines, 
which, in some cases, proved superior to their British 
counter parts.164

Second, with re spect to light- but- resistant armor 
steel plates for fire protection, German technology 
outperformed British technology, as the thinner, and 
hence lighter, 6- inch armor plating produced by Krupp 
foundries in Germany “was approximately as effective 
as” the 8- inch steel armor plating manufactured by the 
Harvey United Steel Com pany in Britain.165 German 
gun technology also caught up quickly: the transition 
to larger calibers proved unproblematic, and accord-
ing to some accounts, by the start of World War I Ger-
many possessed the most advanced naval guns in the 
world.166  Behind Germany’s success was its capacity 
to transfer Krupp’s know- how in steel- plating to 
warship- building and to exploit the superiority of its 
chemical industry for the development of more ad-
vanced propellant charges. In fact, Germany’s shells 
enjoyed “greater penetrative power” than the Royal 
Navy’s.167

Third, Germany succeeded in leveraging its domes-
tic civilian industry to catch up quickly in the realm of 
fire- control equipment, which it had initially ne-
glected.168  After the introduction of the British Dread
nought, the German navy recognized the inadequacy 
of its own long- range gunnery capabilities, and there-
fore started working on a rangefinder (the EU/SV- 
Anzeiger) more advanced than the StandGerät, which 
it had acquired in 1897.169 To assess its new system, 
the navy acquired a rangefinder from a British com-
pany that, by mid-1907, “had recaptured the lead in 
fire- control instruments,” and whose equipment (the 
Mark II) was considered the best available at the 
time.170 The tests revealed similar per for mances be-
tween the British and German systems.171 From 
1908  until World War I, the Royal Navy continued 
upgrading its fire- control systems (introducing Mark 
III and Mark IV equipment), but Germany managed 
to keep pace. By the eve of the 1915  Battle of Dogger 
Bank, not only was the German fire- control system 
“similar in princi ple” to  those of British warships,172 
but “at 20,000 yards,” it was also “as accurate as the 
[British] 9- foot coincidence rangefinders at 15,000–
16,000 yards,”173 while its “spotting procedures could 
straddle more quickly.”174 In other words, Germany 
managed to get a lead in fire- control systems.175

Adm. Alfred von Tirpitz, appointed to lead the Ger-
man Imperial Navy and fulfill the emperor’s aspira-
tions, was strenuously opposed to any increase in the 
capabilities of German battleships,  because their addi-
tional costs risked undermining the domestic co ali tion 
supporting his naval plans.151 As a result, the German 
Imperial Navy systematically ignored incoming intel-
ligence about the development of Dreadnought and 
halted research in the technological domains under-
lying the new battleship’s design, including turbines, 
fire- control systems, and long- range guns.152 For in-
stance, German naval yards continued to develop ob-
solete designs  until late 1905, even though they had 
been aware since 1903 of the emerging all- big- gun 
battleship concept.153 Similarly,  until 1910 the Ger-
man Imperial Navy designed its fire- control system for 
short- range naval engagements (around 6,000 yards).154 
Still, on the eve of World War I, no one in the German 
Imperial Navy “had thought it pos si ble to fight effec-
tively at a range of over . . .  16,250 yards.”155

As a result, German investments in fire- control 
equipment initially remained  limited, and the device 
Germany  adopted in 1897 to mea sure bearing and 
bearing rate (the StandGerät) was much “clumsier” 
than its British counterpart (the Dumaresq).156 Analo-
gous considerations applied to German naval fire-
power: Tirpitz had long preferred “smaller- caliber 
guns firing relatively lightweight high- velocity shells.” 
 These shells, however,  were in effec tive at longer ranges, 
 because they “lost velocity more quickly than heavier 
ones” and thus  were unfit for the engagements that 
took place during World War I.157 Fi nally, and para-
doxically, Tirpitz’s defense industrial strategy explic-
itly obstructed domestic research on turbines, thus fail-
ing to promote the development of an indigenous 
industry in this domain.158

Access to Foreign Technology and Know- How

The German Imperial Navy had relatively  limited ac-
cess to British Dreadnought- related technologies and 
technological knowledge— and, when it did, it did not 
use them.159 Even though German naval yards had pre-
vious access to the all- big- gun battleship design, they 
did not immediately employ this information to im-
prove  either the warship designs they  were working 
on or their design capabilities.160 In the case of tur-
bines,  after having obstructed research in this realm, 
Tirpitz realized that German industry was lagging. 
Although he managed to have a British com pany es-
tablish a turbine production plant on German soil, he 
did not promote the transfer of technological know- 
how to German companies.161

Outcome

In line with our theory, within a few years, Germany 
was able to pose a serious challenge to Britain’s naval 
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1960s.190 The reasons for China’s delay in combat air-
craft production include economic backwardness, a 
command economy, and its international isolation, as 
well as some par tic u lar po liti cal choices, such as limit-
ing the amount of attention paid to military aviation 
during the Cold War, especially when compared to mis-
siles or warships.191 China did not start from scratch, 
however. During the 1970s and 1980s, the Chinese de-
fense industry worked on several programs, accruing 
some experience in military aviation.192 Moreover, 
since the 1970s and in par tic u lar since the 1990s, Chi-
na’s industrial base has benefited tremendously from 
FDI, R&D joint ventures, and mergers and acquisi-
tions with Western aerospace companies.193 Most of 
the world’s major jet engine producers, airline manu-
facturers, and companies specializing in avionics and 
aerospace component technologies have established a 
presence in China.194 Chinese companies have also 
purchased machinery to “manufacture sophisticated 
weapon systems and related components.”195

Access to Foreign Technological Knowledge

Unlike Imperial Germany and its efforts to imitate the 
Dreadnought battleship, China has benefited from 
massive access to foreign technological knowledge in 
its attempt to imitate US advanced jet fighters.

China has engaged more extensively in cyber espi-
onage than any other country.196 In 2007, 2009, and 
2011, Chinese hackers entered the servers of the Pen-
tagon and gained access to some fifty terabytes of data 
containing the designs and blueprints of US stealth 
fighters, as well as other critical information.197 China 
has also relied extensively on traditional industrial es-
pionage, including the recruitment of former engineers 
and scientists who worked for Western aerospace 
organ izations.198 Together, industrial and cyber espio-
nage have given China extensive access to American 
know- how. Moreover, China managed to obtain an 
F-117 that crashed in Serbia in 1999, allowing it to in-
spect, analyze, and possibly reverse engineer the air-
craft’s stealth features.199

Further, since the 1960s, China has benefited from 
significant transfers of technology from more advanced 
countries.200 In the 1970s, it had access to turbofan en-
gines developed by Rolls- Royce.201 In the 1980s, Is-
rael provided extensive “weapon- making know- how” 
useful in the design, fire- control, avionics, and radar 
capabilities of China’s fourth- generation aircraft.202 
Through Pakistan, China gained access to US F-16 
Fighting Falcon jet fighters.203  After the end of the Cold 
War, China signed an agreement with Pakistan to co- 
produce Pakistan’s fourth- generation fighter, itself the 
result of a co- production proj ect with the American 
Grumman Aerospace Corporation (the F-7P Sabre II 
“Super 7”);204 it also reached a licensing agreement 

Combat per for mance during the most impor tant 
naval engagement of World War I, the 1916  Battle of 
Jutland, further supports our conclusions.176 Despite 
some material and operational disadvantages that af-
fected the mobility of German warships,177 the two 
fleets performed very similarly in terms of accuracy: 
“117 British hits (2.45  percent) versus 83 German hits 
(2.3  percent),” thus suggesting that in terms of overall 
technology the two fleets  were generally on par.178 In-
terestingly, “German fire started excellently, but got 
worse as the day wore on, whereas British gunnery im-
proved over time.”179 This indicates that the two sides 
enjoyed similar technology, but that over the duration 
of the  battle, the Royal Navy could leverage its supe-
rior drilling, tactics, and experience.

In sum, despite all the countervailing pressures dis-
cussed  earlier,180 Germany managed in just a few years 
to imitate British Dreadnought battleships and to de-
velop “superior North Sea fighting ships to their Brit-
ish contemporaries.”181 German ships had in fact 
“better range- finding equipment, superior fire- control, 
and improved compartmentalization . . .  and better 
shells.”182 Moreover, German equipment “functioned 
excellently” during the war,183  because some of its key 
components  were “apparently better and more plenti-
ful than in  Great Britain.”184

China and Fifth- Generation Fighter  
Aircraft, 1991–2018

The United States commissioned its fifth- generation 
stealth fighter, the F-22/A Raptor, in 2005. Like Dread
nought, the F-22 had no match when it was fielded, 
specifically  because of its “first- look, first- shoot, first- 
kill” capabilities.185 To begin, the application of stealth 
technology reduces by several  orders of magnitude the 
observability of the F-22 to  enemy sensors.186 In addi-
tion, with its supercruising thrust- vectoring engines, 
the F-22 can achieve fuel- efficient supersonic speed and 
high maneuverability, enhancing its per for mance 
against  enemy fighters.187 Fi nally, the F-22 possesses 
superior and longer- range situational awareness thanks 
to its advanced onboard computer systems, software, 
and data- fusion capabilities:  these attributes enable the 
collection, rapid pro cessing, and exploitation of large 
amounts of dif fer ent types of data that ultimately in-
crease the F-22’s battlefield per for mance.188

Absorptive Capacity

When in the late 1990s China started work to develop 
a fifth- generation fighter, its absorptive capacity in the 
military aviation domain was relatively  limited.189 
China could assem ble modern foreign weapon systems, 
but its experience with combat aircraft production 
was restricted to Soviet designs from the 1950s and 
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Rus sian underpowered engines that provide neither su-
percruise nor thrust- vectoring capabilities and that 
left a vis i ble trail.218 Subsequently, China de cided to 
commission the J-20 into ser vice by mounting indige-
nous but older and underpowered engines that also 
lack supercruise and thrust- vectoring capabilities.219 
This solution was intended to be temporary while 
work on the engines originally intended for the J-20 
continued.  These more advanced engines have experi-
enced “critical prob lems,” however, including an ex-
plosion during a ground test in 2015.220 According to 
an anonymous source, as of 2018, “engineers ha[d] 
failed to find the key reason for the[se] prob lems,”221 
and apparently “ there [was] no fundamental solution 
to overcome [them].”222 In November  2018, China 
switched back to Rus sian engines for three of the four 
J-20s that performed at the biannual Airshow China 
in Zhuhai—an event China uses to showcase its aero-
space accomplishments. This decision suggests that the 
“temporary” indigenous engines are not deemed very 
reliable.223

China’s strug gle to indigenously develop aircraft en-
gines thus throws into question the growing belief 
among observers that China has closed the military- 
technological gap with the United States with re spect 
to fifth- generation fighters.224 Possibly more impor tant, 
it also illustrates that the advantages of imitation that 
China has enjoyed have inevitably been  limited. As 
mentioned  earlier, several  factors significantly facili-
tated China’s efforts to develop turbofan engines; and 
from 2010 to 2015, it spent some $22 billion to de-
velop an indigenous engine for its combat aircraft.225 
Yet, as of 2019, it continues to strug gle.226 According 
to an executive with a Chinese engine manufacturer, 
“The road to success is filled with setbacks and fail-
ures,” and far from being able to take a shortcut, China 
has experienced the same prob lems of “each of the 
world’s engine powers.”227 It is unknown how Chi-
nese engines  will perform and when they  will be 
 operational.228 According to defense industry experts 
Tai Ming Cheung, Thomas Mahnken, and Andrew 
Ross, they “lag one to two generations  behind leading 
international competitors, and the near- term prospects 
of narrowing this gap are poor.”229 In fact, the engine 
China is developing might not be sufficiently power ful 
to make the J-20 a “ viable . . .  air combat fighter.”230

Third, military experts agree that China is also lag-
ging in another key realm of fifth- generation fighters— 
avionics.231 China’s difficulties in this realm stem from 
the fact that aerospace sensors and software develop-
ment currently pose some of the most daunting engi-
neering challenges.232 Software prob lems, in fact, are 
very difficult to anticipate: testing and refining must 
continue  until the software is perfected, given that when 
the aerospace software fails, it fails “catastrophically.”233 

with Rus sia for the production of its fourth- generation 
aircraft (the Sukhoi Su-27).205 Rus sian experts have 
also provided Chinese workers and engineers “with the 
know- how to assem ble Su-27 fighter aircraft using im-
ported materials and equipment,” and have trained 
them to “domestically manufacture key materials.”206 
China has also been purchasing engines, radars, and 
other systems and subsystems from abroad in order to 
analyze and possibly replicate them.207

Outcome

Nevertheless, China’s aerospace industry has strug gled 
enormously to imitate US technology. In 2017, China 
commissioned the J-20 Black Ea gle, a step that many 
analysts viewed as the end of the US mono poly on 
fifth- generation fighters.208 Yet, serious doubts persist 
about  whether the per for mance of the J-20 comes even 
close to that of the F-22. In fact, anonymous Chinese 
sources have admitted that China rushed the J-20 into 
ser vice in response to increasing tensions in the South 
China Sea, despite capability gaps that make it inferior 
to the F-22.209

First,  because of design similarities between the US 
F-22 and the Chinese J-20, many observers have con-
cluded that China has been able to quickly replicate US 
technology.210 A closer examination suggests other-
wise. The J-20 displays several design flaws and non- 
stealthy features on the sides and in the rear of the 
fighter that dramatically increase its detectability to 
both radar and thermal sensors.211  These limitations 
would represent a critical liability in air- to- air engage-
ments with US fifth- generation jet fighters.212 More-
over, the J-20 displays two small wing projections (ca-
nards) forward of the main wings. Generally intended 
to help the longitudinal equilibrium, and static and 
dynamic stability, of an aircraft, the canards also in-
crease its frontal radar cross section, thus limiting its 
overall capabilities.213 From an industrial perspective, 
that the J-20 carries canards suggests poor design.214 
As noted,  little can be done about poor designs, which, 
once  adopted, can be improved only marginally.215 
 These flaws and features convey a more impor tant 
message: China has been unable to fully copy US 
stealth designs and technology. Instead, it has had to 
engage in extensive experimentation, prototyping, and 
refinement, inevitably encountering prob lems in the 
pro cess.216

Second, China has faced enormous challenges in de-
veloping one of the most impor tant systems of mod-
ern jet fighters— power ful and reliable thrust- vectoring 
turbofan engines capable of supercruise. According to 
experts, this failing represents prob ably “the most glar-
ing weakness of China’s aviation industry.”217 For this 
reason, China has so far relied on compromises. For 
its early prototypes, from 2010 to 2017, it relied on 
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with only four missiles, thus limiting  either its range or 
its capabilities.246 Even the Chinese media criticized it 
as a “flopping fish.”247  Because of recurrent fatal acci-
dents and crashes, China recently de cided to look for 
a replacement for this aircraft.248

Fifth, China has derived only  limited cost and time 
advantages from its imitation efforts. According to 
Gabe Collins and Andrew Erickson, it is “reasonable 
to assume the J-20 has a unit cost of somewhere from 
US$100- to- $120 million. . . .  By contrast, the F-22 
costs around US$143 million per plane.”249  These es-
timates show that China has derived a cost advantage 
of just 14 to 20  percent, which is hardly impressive 
given that China is the country that has relied most 
extensively on both industrial and cyber espionage, 
and that has benefited massively from the transfer of 
technology through FDI, mergers and acquisitions, and 
the purchase of foreign components. Such a cost ad-
vantage is even less impressive given that the F-22 is 
now twelve years old, that the J-20 has significant de-
ficiencies, and that its costs  will inevitably increase fur-
ther as China attempts to fix its prob lems and improve 
its per for mance. The latter point is critical,  because 
“the final 10  percent striving  towards maximum per-
fection costs 40% of the total expenditure on most 
proj ects.”250 The same is true with regard to time. The 
F-22 became operational in 2005— about twenty 
years  after the proj ect started.251 Launched in the late 
1990s and tested in 2010, the J-20 was officially com-
missioned in the fall of 2017.252 Still, it is not yet fully 
operational and remains inferior to the F-22 on sev-
eral dimensions: in other words,  after more than 
twenty years, China has not yet closed the gap with the 
United States.253

A skeptical reader might won der  whether a more 
advanced country would have accomplished better re-
sults than China in imitating the F-22. The hardest case 
for our theory would be if the imitating country had 
the same aerospace capabilities as the United States 
and if it had access to all the technological knowledge 
related to the F-22. This case exists. In 2011, the US 
government interrupted production of the F-22. In 
2017, the US Air Force commissioned a study to un-
derstand how much it would cost to restart produc-
tion. In other words, the United States wanted to know 
what it would take to copy its own technology from 
just six years before. The findings are sobering: the 
same country that created the F-22 would have to 
spend $10 billion to restart the production of its fifth- 
generation fighter— equivalent to 25  percent of the to-
tal procurement cost for 194 aircraft.254

In sum, over the past twenty years, China has made 
impressive accomplishments in modernizing its aero-
space industry. Given the extent to which it has bene-
fited from globalization and cyber espionage, however, 
the evidence casts serious doubt on the claim that  these 

 Because China has thus far been unable to copy US air-
craft design and engines,  there is  little reason to believe 
that it has been more successful in this much more chal-
lenging realm. An additional consideration supports 
this assessment. The complexity of modern aerospace 
software is unpre ce dented.234 Flight control software 
has become exponentially more complex, eliminating 
trade- offs in design— for example, between observabil-
ity to radar and aerodynamic efficiency. In other words, 
complexity has moved from hardware to software.235 
In addition, software has taken over an increasing 
number of more complex functions— most promi-
nently, automatic long- range  enemy detection, geoloca-
tion, high- confidence identification, and accurate target 
tracking.236  Little information is available on Chinese 
radar operation and data- fusion capabilities, but we 
can use available evidence on Chinese flight control as 
a proxy. This proxy is valid,  because developing flight 
control software is far less demanding than software 
for radar operation and data fusion.237 According to 
Chinese media, the J-20 still  faces prob lems with its 
flight control software.  There is thus  little reason to be-
lieve that China has been able to develop the most chal-
lenging part of the J-20’s onboard software.238

Fourth, the difficulties that China has encountered 
with the development of less advanced fourth- 
generation fighters further corroborate our argument. 
Despite the significant transfer of technology and sup-
port that China has received from Rus sia, Israel, and 
vari ous Eu ro pean countries, its industry has strug gled 
in this domain.239 For instance, in 2004 China sud-
denly broke a licensing agreement with Rus sia on the 
Sukhoi Su-27, with the aim of exploiting the experi-
ence it had already gained to produce in de pen dently 
an indigenous version, the Shenyang J-11.240 The pro-
duction pro cess did not go smoothly, however. For ex-
ample, at “one point the [Chinese engines]  were re-
portedly requiring overhauls  every thirty hours of flight 
time, compared to four hundred hours for . . .  the Su-
27.”241 Similarly, according to US sources, some vari-
ants of this aircraft have been “in big trou ble,” as tech-
nical malfunctions have led to several crash landings.242 
Additionally, in 2016 China bought twenty- four new, 
heavi ly upgraded derivatives of the very aircraft it had 
copied from Rus sia (the Sukhoi Su-35).243 Although 
the reasons for this purchase are unknown, it is fur-
ther indicative of China’s inability to produce a copy 
of this aircraft—or even a more advanced one such 
as fifth- generation jet fighters.244 China has experi-
enced similar prob lems with its carrier- based fighter 
aircraft, the Shenyang J-15 Flying Shark, a reverse- 
engineered version of a Rus sian fighter (the Sukhoi Su-
33) that is more than thirty years old and that China 
purchased from Ukraine.245  Because of the thrust con-
straints of its engine, the J-15 can take off from an 
aircraft carrier ski- jump with only half a fuel load or 
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United States in the  later phases of the Cold War.257 
Our theory thus challenges the view among interna-
tional relations scholars that catching up technologi-
cally is about  will— which, for states, ultimately means 
mobilizing the necessary capital. Although warranted 
in the past, this view is no longer valid,  because sim-
ply pouring money into a proj ect cannot generate the 
necessary defense- industrial base and experience with 
the technology being pursued.258

More impor tant, by explaining the enduring 
military- technological superiority the United States 
currently enjoys, our research contributes to one of the 
most significant debates in the field of international re-
lations theory: the potential for the United States to 
maintain its unrivaled power. Many observers and 
prac ti tion ers believe that US primacy in military tech-
nology is coming to an end,  because of the diffusion 
of cheap counter- systems and  because of opportunities 
to exploit both dual- use technologies and cyber espio-
nage to  free  ride on more advanced countries’ research. 
Chinese military strategists themselves “subscribe to 
the arguments [of] Alexander Gerschenkron” about the 
advantage of imitation, and their technology and in-
dustrial policies have tried as much as pos si ble to rely 
on the acquisition, assimilation, and replication of 
foreign technology.259 Our theory indicates that  under 
the current technological paradigm, the entry barri-
ers for modern military platforms  will remain mas-
sive, even for the most advanced countries. Mean-
while, the tacit and orga nizational know- how related 
to the production of modern weapon systems  will 
force aspiring  great powers to engage in extensive 
and expensive experimentation and testing before 
they can deliver state- of- the- art technology. This ar-
ticle is not claiming that China or other countries are 
destined to fail in their attempts to close the military- 
technological gap with the United States. Rather, this 
article argues that rising  great powers cannot easily 
copy foreign technology and thus catch up militarily 
at a fraction of the cost and at a fraction of the time 
of their competitors.

Indirectly, our research also addresses existing con-
cerns about  future counter- systems that China could 
deploy to contest the Western Pacific. Although some 
of  these systems are comparatively cheap and unso-
phisticated (e.g., missiles), key platforms such as sub-
marines and jet fighters are extremely complex, while 
other emerging technologies such as remotely pi loted 
and autonomous vehicles are becoming increasingly 
sophisticated and costly, and are expected “to converge 
rapidly with  those of manned aircraft.”260 Similarly, ex-
ploiting emerging technologies (e.g., robotics or artifi-
cial intelligence) for military purposes  will not be easy: 
to integrate them into their weapon systems, countries 
 will have to invest massively in a broad range of disci-
plines and gain experience through trial and error. The 

two  factors have brought about a revolutionary trans-
formation that makes the imitation of foreign weapon 
systems much easier than it used to be.255

Conclusion

In his seminal article “Command of the Commons,” 
Barry Posen argued that the unrivaled military- 
technological superiority of the United States gives it 
a key advantage over other countries.256 According to 
the lit er a ture in international relations theory, however, 
such advantages should be temporary, especially in an 
era of globalization, real- time communications, and 
dual- use technologies: knowledge allegedly diffuses 
quickly, thus undermining one of the sources of US 
hegemony— superiority in military technology. This ar-
ticle has provided a theoretical explanation for why, 
three de cades  after the fall of the Berlin Wall and more 
than fifteen years  after the publication of Posen’s arti-
cle, US weapon systems largely remain unrivaled.

This article has argued that the dramatic increase 
in the complexity of military technology observed over 
the twentieth  century has significantly shrunk the ad-
vantage of backwardness described by Gerschenkron. 
On the one hand, the requirements for imitating mod-
ern weapon systems have become harder to meet. On 
the other, the technological knowledge of how to de-
sign, develop, and produce modern weapon systems 
has become less likely to diffuse. As a result, compared 
to the pre– World War I period,  today imitating foreign 
weapon systems is more difficult. Countries cannot 
simply  free  ride on the research and development of the 
most advanced states: they first have to develop the in-
dustrial, scientific, and technological capabilities re-
quired for becoming first- tier weapons manufacturers; 
then, they must go through extensive trial and error to 
address the multitude of extremely small but challeng-
ing prob lems that weapons development entails.

The evidence presented shows that in comparison 
to the early twentieth  century, when Germany could 
quickly catch up with  Great Britain in all- big- gun bat-
tleships, in recent years China has faced enormous 
hurdles in closing the military- technological gap both 
with the United States in fifth- generation aircraft and 
even with Rus sia in fourth- generation jet fighters. 
China has strug gled to achieve success despite its mas-
sive cyber- theft activities, the benefits it has derived 
from globalization, its acquisition of foreign companies 
and technology, and an unpre ce dented inflow of for-
eign direct investments.

This research provides a unified theory that helps 
explain why the imitation of advanced weapon systems 
has become more difficult with the transition from the 
industrial to the information age. Our theory holds 
also in other cases. For example, it helps account for 
the Soviet Union’s incapacity to catch up with the 
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key question for the  future is  whether the fourth in-
dustrial revolution  will bring about a paradigmatic 
transformation in production, and if so, how this trans-
formation  will change the dynamics of innovation and 
imitation. Given that “as the capabilities of autonomy 
increase . . .  considerable system complexity  will be 
created as the software and hardware is expanded,”261 
our research suggests that the difficulty of imitation 
 will continue to increase. Further research should fo-
cus on this topic.262
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fective nuclear counterforce strike by  either side— that 
is, a disarming blow by one superpower against the 
nuclear arsenal of the other— had become impossible.3 
Each of the superpowers wielded an enormous arsenal, 
which was deployed on a diverse set of delivery sys-
tems. The sheer number of targets that would have to 
be destroyed, combined with the limitations of con-
temporary guidance systems, virtually guaranteed 
that any disarming attack would fail, leaving the  enemy 
with a large number of surviving weapons with which 
to retaliate. Furthermore, any significant counterforce 
strike would have produced enormous quantities of 
lethal radioactive fallout and hence caused millions 
of civilian casualties.4 Most Cold War strategists— 
many of whom are still active in the nuclear analyti-
cal community  today— came to instinctively associ-
ate nuclear weapons with stalemate and nuclear use 
with Armageddon.

But nuclear weapons— like virtually all other 
weapons— have changed dramatically over the past 
four de cades. Modern guidance systems permit nuclear 
planners to achieve “probabilities of damage” against 
hardened nuclear targets that  were unheard of during 
the Cold War. And heightened accuracy also permits 
nontraditional targeting strategies that would further 
increase the effectiveness of counterforce strikes and 
greatly reduce casualties.5 The revolution in accuracy 
and sensors, and the relatively small con temporary ar-
senals, mean that nuclear balances around the world— 
for example, between the United States and China, the 
United States and North  Korea, and perhaps in the 
 future between Iran and Israel— bear  little resemblance 
to the Cold War superpower standoff.

To illustrate the revolution in accuracy, in 2006 we 
modeled the hardest case for our claim: a hy po thet i cal 
US first strike on the next largest nuclear arsenal in the 
world, that of Rus sia. The same models that  were used 
during the Cold War to demonstrate the inescapabil-
ity of stalemate— the condition of “mutual assured 
destruction,” or MAD— now suggested that even the 
large Rus sian arsenal could be destroyed in a disarming 
strike.6 Furthermore, the dramatic leap in accuracy— 
which is the foundation for effective counterforce—is 
based on widely available technologies within reach 

We have published a series of articles in recent years 
about the role of nuclear weapons in international pol-
itics.1 Taken together,  these articles advance two main 
arguments: First, technological innovation has dramat-
ically improved the ability of states to launch “coun-
terforce” attacks— that is, military strikes aimed at 
disarming an adversary by destroying its nuclear 
weapons. Second, in the coming de cades, deterring the 
use of nuclear weapons during conventional wars  will 
be much harder than most analysts believe. Both of 
 these arguments have impor tant implications for the 
US nuclear weapons modernization effort currently un-
derway, and both have generated discussion and criti-
cism in the nuclear analytical community. Thus, we of-
fer  here a brief summary of our main points and 
rebuttal to several of the criticisms.

The Counterforce Revolution  
and US Nuclear Primacy

The first set of arguments is about an impor tant, yet 
virtually unnoticed, consequence of changes in military 
technology and the balance of power. In a nutshell, the 
same revolution in accuracy that has transformed con-
ventional warfare has had equally momentous conse-
quences for nuclear weapons and deterrence.2 Very 
accurate delivery systems, new reconnaissance tech-
nologies, and the downsizing of arsenals from Cold 
War levels have made both conventional and nuclear 
counterforce strikes against nuclear arsenals much 
more feasible than ever before. Perhaps most surpris-
ing, pairing highly accurate delivery systems with nu-
clear weapons permits target strategies that would 
create virtually no radioactive fallout, hence, vastly re-
duced fatalities.

For nuclear analysts weaned on two seeming truths 
of the Cold War era— that nuclear arsenals reliably de-
ter attacks via the threat of retaliation and that nu-
clear weapons use is tantamount to mass slaughter— 
the implications of the counterforce revolution should 
be jarring.

The conventional view linking nuclear weapons to 
stalemate and slaughter was correct during the latter 
de cades of the Cold War. By the mid-1960s, a truly ef-
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senal. Our main claim is that deterring nuclear con-
flict  will be much more difficult in the coming de cades 
than many analysts realize. As nuclear weapons pro-
liferate, it becomes increasingly likely that the United 
States  will find itself in conventional conflicts with 
nuclear- armed adversaries.  Those adversaries under-
stand the consequences of losing a war to the United 
States— prison or death typically awaits  enemy lead-
ers.7 Coercive nuclear escalation as a means of creat-
ing stalemate and remaining in power is one of the only 
trump cards available to countries fighting the United 
States.

Some analysts might scoff at the notion that a ra-
tional leader would use nuclear weapons against a su-
perpower like the United States. But that retort con-
flates the logic of peacetime deterrence with the logic 
of war, and it ignores history. During peacetime, almost 
any course of action is better than starting a nuclear 
war against a superpower. But during war— when that 
superpower’s planes are bombing command and lead-
ership sites, and when its tanks are seizing territory— 
the greatest danger may be to refrain from escalation 
and let the war run its course. Leaders of weaker 
states— those unlikely to prevail on the conventional 
battlefield— face life- and- death pressures to compel a 
stalemate. And nuclear weapons provide a better 
means of coercive escalation than virtually any other.

The notion of countries escalating conflict to avoid 
conventional defeat may sound far- fetched, but it is 
well grounded in history. When nuclear- armed states 
face overwhelming conventional threats—or worry 
about the possibility of catastrophic conventional 
defeat— they often adopt coercive escalatory doctrines 
to deter war or stalemate a conflict that erupts. Paki-
stan openly intends to use nuclear weapons to  counter 
an overwhelming conventional Indian invasion. Rus-
sia claims it needs theater nuclear weapons to  counter 
NATO’s conventional advantages. Israel expects to win 
its conventional wars but retains the capability for nu-
clear escalation to prevent conquest in case its con-
ventional forces suffer a catastrophic defeat.

The discussion of coercive nuclear escalation should 
sound familiar to Western analysts, as it was NATO’s 
strategy for three de cades. From the mid-1960s  until 
the end of the Cold War, NATO planned to deter war, 
and stalemate it if necessary, through coercive nuclear 
escalation. NATO understood that—by the mid-
1960s—it could no longer win a nuclear war against 
the Soviet Union, but it still based its national security 
strategy on coercive escalation  because it  believed War-
saw Pact conventional forces  were overwhelming.

In short, the escalatory dynamics that existed dur-
ing the Cold War exist  today— and they are just as 
power ful. States still face the same critical national se-
curity prob lem they faced during the Cold War and 

of other nuclear- armed states, including Rus sia, China, 
Pakistan, and  others. Our overriding message is not 
about the US- Russian nuclear balance per se. Rather, 
our point is that key beliefs about nuclear weapons 
have been overturned; scholars and analysts need to 
reexamine their under lying assumptions about nuclear 
stalemate and deterrence.

Since 2006, we have discussed  these issues with 
many nuclear analysts, US government officials, and 
military officers involved with the nuclear mission. Al-
most every thing we learned reinforced our views 
about the counterforce revolution and suggests our 
 earlier work understated the leap in US counterforce 
capabilities— with one exception. We previously ar-
gued that US “nuclear primacy”— the ability to use 
nuclear weapons to destroy the strategic forces of any 
other country— appeared to be an intentional goal of 
US policy- makers. We noted that even as the United 
States greatly reduced its nuclear arsenal, it retained, 
and in some cases improved,  those nuclear forces that 
 were ideally suited to the counterforce mission. Based 
on what we have subsequently learned, we would re-
cast and sharpen this part of our argument to contend 
that the United States is intentionally pursuing “strate-
gic primacy”— meaning that Washington seeks the 
ability to defeat  enemy nuclear forces (as well as other 
WMD)— but that US nuclear weapons are but one di-
mension of that effort. In fact, the effort to neutralize 
adversary strategic forces— that is, achieve strategic 
primacy— spans nearly  every realm of warfare: for ex-
ample, ballistic missile defense, antisubmarine war-
fare, intelligence- surveillance- and- reconnaissance sys-
tems, offensive cyber warfare, conventional precision 
strike, and long- range precision strike, in addition to 
nuclear strike capabilities.

In sum, two fundamental “truths” about nuclear 
weapons— they reliably produce stalemate and their use 
would necessarily create mass casualties— have been 
quietly overturned by changes in technology and dra-
matic force reductions. Unfortunately, many con-
temporary analyses of nuclear politics seem to rest on 
the assumption that nuclear deterrence still functions as 
it did in the 1970s. The stipulation of mass slaughter 
 under MAD conditions may be true for some nuclear 
relationships in the world but not for  others. And new 
conditions generate new questions: for example, how is 
deterrence likely to work when nuclear use does not au-
tomatically imply suicide and mass slaughter? In par tic-
u lar, what are the implications for US nuclear policy?

The Prob lem of Coercive Escalation  
and US Nuclear Modernization

A second set of arguments stems from the prob lem of 
nuclear escalation and the  future of the US nuclear ar-

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   411 5/24/21   11:49 PM



412  The New Era of Nuclear Weapons, Deterrence, and Conflict

low we summarize the main objections and offer our 
response.

“The United States is not seeking to neutralize 
adversary deterrent forces.”

Some critics argue that the United States is not seek-
ing strategic primacy. They reject any intent  behind the 
emergence of US nuclear primacy and downplay the 
effort to neutralize adversary deterrent forces in US 
military strategy. Instead of the United States bolster-
ing its counterforce capabilities, critics emphasize how 
it is minimizing the role of nuclear weapons in national 
security strategy—as only this is consistent with inter-
national arms control and nonproliferation efforts 
aimed at convincing other states to forego strategic 
weapons, reduce existing arsenals, or cancel modern-
ization programs. The implication is that we have mis-
takenly imputed sinister motives to US defense pro-
grams and planning.

Disavowal of the US pursuit of strategic primacy 
comes most frequently from  those who work inside or 
outside the government on arms control and nonpro-
liferation policy. Yet,  those who work on US regional 
war plans and counterproliferation policy typically see 
nothing controversial in our claim that the United 
States seeks the ability to neutralize adversary strate-
gic weapons. In fact, this effort appears to be official 
US policy. As a  simple internet search shows, the US 
government does not hide the wide range of research 
and planning efforts underway that fall  under the ru-
bric of “defeat WMD” or “combatting WMD.” And the 
under lying logic  behind  those efforts is  simple: deter-
rence may fail, especially during conventional wars, 
and therefore the United States needs the ability to de-
fend US forces, allies, and the US homeland from 
 enemy WMD using, depending on the circumstances, 
conventional strikes, missile defenses, special opera-
tions, offensive cyberattacks, and in extreme cases 
nuclear strikes. In short, “defeating WMD” and “seek-
ing strategic primacy” are essentially synonymous: pro-
tecting oneself from  others’ strategic weapons (which 
sounds reasonable) and neutralizing  others’ strategic 
deterrent forces (which sounds more malicious) are 
simply two phrases describing the same be hav ior.

Current US  grand strategy— which takes an expan-
sive definition of national interests and is committed 
to a global network of alliances— means that the 
United States may be drawn into wars with WMD- 
armed adversaries. We agree with many US govern-
ment officials that the ability to neutralize  those adver-
sary capabilities in such a conflict may be critical.  Others 
are  free to disagree. But all analysts should recognize 
that current US efforts to neutralize adversaries’ deter-
rent forces are inherently threatening to  those states, 

throughout history: namely, how to prevent stronger 
countries from conquering them. The high- stakes 
poker game of international politics has not ended; the 
players and the cards dealt have merely changed.  Those 
who  were weak during the Cold War are now strong, 
and another set of militarily “weak” countries— such 
as North  Korea, Iran, Pakistan, and even China and 
Russia— now clutch or seek nuclear weapons to defend 
themselves from overwhelming military might, just as 
NATO once did.

What can the United States do to mitigate the prob-
lem of escalation? Ideally, it should avoid wars against 
nuclear- armed enemies. But that option may not be 
pos si ble given current US foreign policy and alliances. 
War may erupt on the Korean Peninsula, ensnaring the 
United States in a  battle against a desperate nuclear- 
armed foe. In the  future, Washington may fight a 
nuclear- armed Iran over sea lanes in the Persian Gulf. 
And the United States could someday be dragged into 
war by a clash between Chinese and Japa nese naval 
forces near disputed islands.

Alternatively, the United States could seek to de-
velop conventional war plans designed to wage  limited 
war without triggering  enemy escalation. Development 
of alternative plans is sensible, but history shows that 
wars are difficult to contain, and modern conventional 
warfare is inherently escalatory.

A third option to mitigate  these dangers is to retain, 
and improve, US nuclear and nonnuclear counterforce 
capabilities. Fielding power ful counterforce weapons 
may help deter adversary escalation during war—by 
convincing  enemy leaders to choose a “golden para-
chute” rather than escalation— and would give US 
leaders better response options if deterrence failed. In 
par tic u lar, the United States should retain and develop 
nuclear weapons that bring together three key charac-
teristics of counterforce: high accuracy, flexible yield, 
and prompt delivery.

To be clear, sharpening US counterforce capabilities 
is not a “solution” to the prob lem of adversary nuclear 
weapons. Although, ceteris paribus, it would be better 
to have excellent counterforce capabilities than to lack 
them, given enough time and motivation, many coun-
tries could greatly increase the survivability of their 
forces. But given the plausible prospect that the United 
States  will find itself waging war against nuclear- armed 
states, and given the power ful incentives of US adver-
saries to brandish or use nuclear weapons, it would be 
reckless to proceed without a full suite of modern nu-
clear and nonnuclear counterforce capabilities.

Response to Our Critics

A recent conference panel devoted to our work raised 
several criticisms, some familiar and  others new.8 Be-
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“ These arguments undermine US arms control 
and nonproliferation policy.”

Fi nally, some critics suggest that what ever the truth of 
our claims, an open discussion of  these issues is coun-
terproductive  because it undermines US arms control 
and nonproliferation objectives. They worry that our 
analy sis emboldens defense hawks in other countries 
(particularly in Rus sia and China), undermines infor-
mal “Track II” diplomacy, and may catalyze foreign 
nuclear arms modernization. More broadly, by draw-
ing too much attention to the leap in US nuclear capa-
bilities and the utility of nuclear weapons for relatively 
weaker states, we undermine US efforts to delegitimize 
and prevent the spread of the nuclear weapons.

This critique is misguided for three reasons. First, 
other countries understand that the United States 
wields enormous counterforce capabilities and seeks to 
enhance them. For example, defense analysts in Rus sia 
and China closely watch and frequently comment on 
changes in US military capability. Moreover, potential 
US adversaries understand that nuclear weapons are 
uniquely suitable tools to deter a superior adversary or 
prevent catastrophic conventional defeat. This is why 
Pakistan relies on nuclear weapons to deter India; why 
Rus sia says it needs theater nuclear weapons; why Is-
rael  will not abandon the “Samson Option”; and why 
North  Korea clings at such  great expense to its nuclear 
weapons.

Second, stifling discussion of  these issues is detri-
mental to US national security. For example, some de-
fense analysts seem to have  adopted the assumption 
that no country would deliberately use nuclear weap-
ons against the United States, even though deliberate 
escalation was US policy when NATO felt it was too 
weak to defend itself against a Soviet invasion of Eu-
rope. If analysts continue to hold a false sense of the 
irrelevance of nuclear weapons even as US adversaries 
cling to them to try to keep the United States at bay— 
and if analysts convince enough policy- makers to do 
the same— there is a real danger the United States could 
stumble into a nuclear war. The lack of open discus-
sion about the role of nuclear weapons is compounded 
by the constraints of security classification, which fur-
ther limits the ability of policy- makers to explain 
impor tant issues. In short, ignoring  these issues— not 
discussing them—is the real danger.

Fi nally,  unless they recognize the strategic incentives 
faced by countries like North  Korea, Pakistan, Iran, 
and China, US leaders are susceptible to misattributing 
malign and aggressive intentions from  those countries’ 
efforts to acquire nuclear weapons or modernize deliv-
ery systems and arsenals.  Unless US leaders understand 
that other countries rely on nuclear systems to keep 
more power ful potential adversaries in check— and 

and few should be surprised when  those adversaries 
treat US pleas for greater arms reductions with con-
siderable skepticism.9

“Nuclear weapons are unnecessary; conventional 
weapons can do the job.”

A second criticism is that retaining (or improving) spe-
cific US nuclear weapons for the counterforce mission 
is unnecessary. The idea is that modern delivery sys-
tems are now so accurate that even conventional 
weapons can reliably destroy hardened targets. The 
key, according to this argument, is simply knowing the 
location of the target: if you know where it is, you can 
kill it with conventional weapons; if you do not, even 
nuclear weapons  will not help. The implication is that 
even though counterforce capabilities are crucial, nu-
clear weapons are not needed for this mission.

This criticism is wrong,  because  there is a substan-
tial difference between the expected effectiveness of 
conventional strikes and the expected effectiveness of 
nuclear strikes against a range of plausible counter-
force targets. Even the most power ful conventional 
weapons— for example, the GBU-57 “Massive Ord-
nance Penetrator”— have an explosive power compa-
rable to “only” 3–5 tons of TNT. By comparison, the 
least power ful (according to open sources) nuclear 
weapon in the US arsenal explodes with the equivalent 
power of roughly 300 tons of TNT.10 The higher yield 
of nuclear weapons translates to greater destructive ra-
dius and higher likelihood of target destruction.11 
Against ordinary targets, the accuracy and destructive 
power of conventional weapons is sufficient. Against 
nuclear targets—if success is defined by the ability to 
destroy  every weapon targeted— the much greater de-
structive radius of nuclear weapons provides a critical 
margin of error.

Furthermore, in real- world circumstances delivery 
systems may not achieve their usual levels of accuracy. 
Jammers that degrade the effectiveness of guidance sys-
tems and active defenses that impede aircraft crews or 
deflect incoming missiles can undermine accuracy. Even 
mundane  things like bad weather can degrade war time 
accuracy. Against hardened targets, conventional weap-
ons must score a direct hit, whereas close is good 
enough when it comes to nuclear weapons. Lastly, many 
key counterforce targets are mobile. In  those cases, nu-
clear weapons allow for greater “target location uncer-
tainty” (when the target has moved since being ob-
served) compared to their conventional counter parts.12

It is true that modern guidance systems have given 
conventional weapons far greater counterforce capa-
bilities than ever before, but  there is still a sizable gap 
between what nuclear and conventional weapons can 
accomplish.
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are not particularly useful in the twenty- first  century. 
That is a dangerous approach. The very reason the 
United States relied on nuclear weapons in the past is 
the reason potential US adversaries  will rely on them 
now and in the  future: nuclear weapons are a power-
ful deterrent against conventionally superior adversar-
ies. In short, we need to be honest about why states 
rely on nuclear weapons, as we once did, and the dan-
gers this poses for the United States and its allies.
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 unless they acknowledge to themselves that the United 
States is working steadily to neutralize adversary deter-
rent forces— they are more likely to misperceive  enemy 
efforts to develop a robust deterrent force as a clear 
sign of hostility and as evidence that the other country 
is out of step with international standards of be hav ior. 
Simply put, the United States may prefer that its adver-
saries disarm or remain unarmed and thus leave them-
selves vulnerable to US power, but the fact that they 
often do not should not be misperceived as a sign of 
aggression.

Conclusion

The arguments we advance  here raise new puzzles for 
scholars and pressing issues for policy- makers. Scholars 
need to reexamine much of the established wisdom 
about nuclear deterrence. From Schelling’s early works 
to the pre sent, many scholars have explored nuclear de-
terrence dynamics by modeling coercion  under condi-
tions of mutual vulnerability.  Those models suggest that 
deterrence success depends principally upon resolve 
rather than capabilities ( because the capability of each 
side to inflict unacceptable damage is an assumption of 
the model). Schelling’s formulation made sense when he 
developed it—to explore the challenges of Cold War de-
terrence  under conditions of MAD— but the same ana-
lytic framework is still used  today even though many 
nuclear dyads are not characterized by nuclear stale-
mate. The counterforce revolution means that nuclear 
exchanges may not lead to mutual devastation— one 
party may suffer far less or even be spared entirely. Ana-
lytical models and conclusions derived from them (for 
example, about the importance of resolve over capabili-
ties for deterrence success) need to be reexamined and 
updated.

The challenges facing US policy- makers, given the 
changes in the nuclear landscape, are profound. They 
must find a way to build sufficient counterforce capa-
bilities to protect the United States and its allies from 
quite plausible adversary escalatory strategies— all the 
while avoiding building so much capability that it trig-
gers a Cold War– style arms race with Rus sia and 
China. They must direct the US military to develop 
concepts for waging conventional war against nuclear- 
armed adversaries that would permit the United States 
to achieve its military objectives yet reduce the incen-
tives for adversary escalation.

Perhaps most fundamentally, US leaders must en-
courage a more transparent and public debate about 
the roles and missions of US nuclear forces— and the 
capabilities that must be retained in the arsenal to 
execute  those missions. Unfortunately, many con-
temporary nuclear analysts, policy advocates, and 
policy- makers seek to minimize discussion about nu-
clear weapons and simply assert that nuclear weapons 
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where actors possess, and are willing to use, robust tra-
ditional military forces to defend their interests.

Classical deterrence theory developed to explain 
nuclear deterrence with nuclear weapons, but dif fer ent 
types of weapons or combinations of operations in dif-
fer ent domains can have differential effects on deter-
rence and defense.6 Nuclear weapons and cyber oper-
ations are particularly complementary (i.e., nearly 
complete opposites) with re spect to their strategic char-
acteristics. Theorists and prac ti tion ers have stressed 
the unpre ce dented destructiveness of nuclear weapons 
in explaining how nuclear deterrence works, but it is 
equally, if not more, impor tant for deterrence that ca-
pabilities and intentions are clearly communicated. As 
quickly became apparent, public displays of a nation’s 
nuclear arsenals improved deterrence. At the same 
time, disclosing details of a nation’s nuclear capabili-
ties did not much degrade the ability to strike or re-
taliate, given that defense against nuclear attack 
 remains extremely difficult. Knowledge of nuclear 
capabilities is necessary to achieve a deterrent effect.7 
Cyber operations, in contrast, rely on undisclosed vul-
nerabilities, social engineering, and creative guile to 
generate indirect effects in the information systems that 
coordinate military, economic, and social be hav ior. 
Revelation enables crippling countermea sures, while 
the imperative to conceal capabilities constrains both 
the scope of cyber operations and their utility for co-
ercive signaling.8 The diversity of cyber operations and 
confusion about their effects also contrast with the ob-
vious destructiveness of nuclear weapons.

The prob lem is that transparency and deception do 
not mix well. An attacker who hacks an adversary’s 
nuclear command and control apparatus, or the weap-
ons themselves,  will gain an advantage in warfighting 
that the attacker cannot reveal, while the adversary  will 
continue to believe it wields a deterrent that may no 
longer exist. Most analyses of inadvertent escalation 
from cyber or conventional to nuclear war focus on 
“use it or lose it” pressures and fog of war created by 
attacks that become vis i ble to the target.9 In a US- 
China conflict scenario, for example, conventional 
military strikes in conjunction with cyberattacks that 
blind sensors and confuse decision- making could gen-
erate incentives for both sides to rush to preempt or 

Introduction

In the 1983 movie WarGames, a teenager hacks into 
the North American Air Defense Command (NORAD) 
and almost triggers World War III.  After a screening of 
the film, President Ronald Reagan allegedly asked his 
staff, “Could something like this  really happen?” The 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff replied, “Mr. Pres-
ident, the prob lem is much worse than you think.” 
The National Security Agency (NSA) had been hack-
ing Rus sian and Chinese communications for years, 
but the burgeoning personal computer revolution was 
creating serious vulnerabilities for the United States 
too. Reagan directed a series of reviews that culmi-
nated in a classified national security decision direc-
tive (NSDD-145) entitled “National Policy on Tele-
communications and Automated Information Systems 
Security.” More alarmist studies, and potential reme-
dies, emerged in the ensuing de cades as technicians and 
policy- makers came to appreciate the evolving threat.1

Cyber warfare is routinely overhyped as a new 
weapon of mass destruction, but when used in con-
junction with  actual weapons of mass destruction, se-
vere, and underappreciated, dangers emerge. One side 
of a stylized debate about cybersecurity in international 
relations argues that offensive advantages in cyber-
space empower weaker nations, terrorist cells, or even 
lone rogue operators to paralyze vital infrastructure.2 
The other side argues that operational difficulties and 
effective deterrence restrain the severity of cyberattack, 
while governments and cybersecurity firms have a pe-
cuniary interest in exaggerating the threat.3 Although 
we have contributed to the skeptical side of this de-
bate,4 the same strategic logic that leads us to view 
cyberwar as a  limited po liti cal instrument in most sit-
uations also leads us to view it as incredibly destabi-
lizing in rare situations. In a recent Israeli wargame of 
a regional scenario involving the United States and 
Rus sia, one participant remarked on “how quickly lo-
calized cyber events can turn dangerously kinetic when 
leaders are ill- prepared to deal in the cyber domain.”5 
Importantly, this sort of catalytic instability arises not 
from the cyber domain itself but through its interac-
tion with forces and characteristics in other domains 
(land, sea, air,  etc.). Further, it arises only in situations 

Thermonuclear Cyberwar
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where existing systems  were vulnerable to disrup-
tion and destruction from electromagnetic pulse, 
other high altitude nuclear effects, electronic war-
fare, sabotage, or physical attack; in decision mak-
ing where  there was inability to assure national 
command authority survival and connection with 
the nuclear forces, especially  under surprise condi-
tions; and in communications systems, which  were 
susceptible to the same threats above and which 
could not guarantee availability of even minimum- 
essential capability during a protracted war.15

The nuclear weapons safety lit er a ture likewise pro-
vides a number of troubling examples of NC3 glitches 
that illustrate some of the vulnerabilities attackers 
could, in princi ple, exploit.16 The SAC history noted 
that NORAD has received numerous false launch in-
dications from faulty computer components, loose cir-
cuits, and even a nuclear war training tape loaded by 
 mistake into a live system that produced erroneous 
Soviet launch indications.17 In a 1991 briefing to 
the STRATCOM commander, a Defense Intelligence 
Agency targeteer confessed, “Sir, I apologize, but we 
have found a prob lem with this target.  There is a 
 mistake in the computer code. . . .  Sir, the error has 
been  there for at least the life of this eigh teen month 
planning cycle. The nature of the error is such that the 
target would not have been struck.”18 It would be a 
difficult operation to intentionally plant undetected er-
rors like this, but the presence of bugs does reveal that 
such a hack is pos si ble.

Following many near- misses and self- audits during 
and  after the Cold War, American NC3 improved with 
the addition of new safe- guards and redundancies. As 
General Kehler pointed out in 2013, “The nuclear de-
terrent force was designed to operate through the most 
extreme circumstances we could possibly imagine.”19 
Yet vulnerabilities remain. In 2010, the US Air Force 
lost contact with 50 Minuteman III ICBMs for an hour 
 because of a faulty hardware cir cuit at a launch con-
trol center.20 If the accident had occurred during a cri-
sis, or the component had been sabotaged, the USAF 
would have been unable to launch and unable to de-
tect and cancel unauthorized launch attempts. As Bruce 
Blair, a former Minuteman missileer, points out, dur-
ing a control center blackout the antennas at un-
manned silos and the cables between them provide 
potential surreptitious access vectors.21

The unclassified summary of a 2015 audit of US 
NC3 stated that “known capability gaps or deficiencies 
remain.”22 Perhaps more worrisome are the unknown 
deficiencies. A 2013 Defense Science Board report on 
military cyber vulnerabilities found that while the

nuclear deterrent is regularly evaluated for reliabil-
ity and readiness . . .  , most of the systems have not 

escalate.10  These are plausible concerns, but the revela-
tion of information about a newly unfavorable balance 
of power might also cause hesitation and lead to com-
promise. Cyber blinding could potentially make tradi-
tional offensive operations more difficult, shifting the 
advantage to defenders and making conflict less likely.

Clandestine attacks that remain invisible to the tar-
get potentially pre sent a more insidious threat to crisis 
stability.  There are empirical and theoretical reasons 
for taking seriously the effects of offensive cyber op-
erations on nuclear deterrence, and we should expect 
the dangers to vary with the relative cyber capabilities 
of the actors in a crisis interaction.

Nuclear Command and Control 
Vulnerability

General Robert Kehler, commander of US Strategic Com-
mand (STRATCOM) in 2013, stated in testimony before 
the Senate Armed Ser vices Committee, “We are very con-
cerned with the potential of a cyber- related attack on our 
nuclear command and control and on the weapons sys-
tems themselves.”11 Nuclear command, control, and 
communications (NC3) form the ner vous system of the 
nuclear enterprise spanning intelligence and early warn-
ing sensors located in orbit and on Earth, fixed and mo-
bile command and control centers through which na-
tional leadership can order a launch, operational nuclear 
forces including strategic bombers, land- based interconti-
nental missiles (ICBMs), submarine- launched ballistic 
missiles (SLBMs), and the communication and transpor-
tation networks that tie the  whole apparatus together.12 
NC3 should ideally ensure that nuclear forces  will al-
ways be available if authorized by the National Com-
mand Authority (to enhance deterrence) and never used 
without authorization (to enhance safety and reassur-
ance). Friendly errors or  enemy interference in NC3 can 
undermine the “always- never” criterion, weakening 
deterrence.13

NC3 has long been recognized as the weakest link 
in the US nuclear enterprise. According to a declassi-
fied official history, a Strategic Air Command (SAC) 
task group in 1979 “reported that tactical warning and 
communications systems . . .   were ‘fragile’ and suscep-
tible to electronic countermea sures, electromagnetic 
pulse, and sabotage, which could deny necessary warn-
ing and assessment to the National Command Author-
ities.”14 Two years  later, the Principal Deputy  Under 
Secretary of Defense for Research and Engineering re-
leased a broad- based, multiser vice report that doubled 
down on SAC’s findings: “The United States could not 
assure survivability, endurability, or connectivity of the 
national command authority function” due to

major command, control, and communications de-
ficiencies: in tactical warning and attack assessment 
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systems continue to meet their intended purpose, 
but risk to mission success is increasing as key ele-
ments of the system age. The unpredictable chal-
lenges posed by  today’s complex security environ-
ment make it increasingly impor tant to optimize 
our NC3 architecture while leveraging new tech-
nologies so that NC3 systems operate together as a 
core set of survivable and endurable capabilities 
that underpin a broader, national command and 
control system.30

In no small irony, the internet itself owes its intel-
lectual origin, in part, to the threat to NC3 from large- 
scale physical attack. A 1962 RAND report by Paul 
Baran considered “the prob lem of building digital com-
munication networks using links with less than perfect 
reliability” to enable “stations surviving a physical at-
tack and remaining in electrical connection . . .  to oper-
ate together as a coherent entity  after attack.”31 Baran 
advocated as a solution decentralized packet switching 
protocols, not unlike  those realized in the ARPANET 
program. The emergence of the internet was the result 
of many other  factors that had nothing to do with 
managing nuclear operations, notably the meritocratic 
ideals of 1960s counterculture that contributed to the 
neglect of security in the internet’s founding architec-
ture.32 Fears of NC3 vulnerability helped to create the 
internet, which then helped to create the present- day 
cybersecurity epidemic, which has come full circle to 
create new fears about NC3 vulnerability.

NC3 vulnerability is not unique to the United 
States. The NC3 of other nuclear powers may even be 
easier to compromise, especially in the case of new en-
trants to the nuclear club like North  Korea. Moreover, 
the United States has already demonstrated both the 
ability and willingness to infiltrate sensitive foreign nu-
clear infrastructure through operations such as Olym-
pic Games (Stuxnet), albeit targeting Iran’s nuclear fuel 
cycle rather than NC3. It would be surprising to learn 
that the United States has failed to upgrade its Cold 
War NC3 attack plans to include offensive cyber oper-
ations against a wide variety of national targets.

Hacking the Deterrent

The United States included NC3 attacks in its Cold 
War counterforce and damage limitation war plans, 
even as con temporary critics perceived  these options 
to be destabilizing for deterrence.33 The best known ex-
ample of  these activities and capabilities is a Special 
Access Program named Canopy Wing. East German 
intelligence obtained the highly classified plans from a 
US Army spy in Berlin, and the details began to emerge 
publicly  after the Cold War. An East German intelli-
gence officer, Markus Wolf, writes in his memoir that 
Canopy Wing “listed the types of electronic warfare 

been assessed (end- to- end) against a [sophisticated 
state] cyber attack to understand pos si ble weak 
spots. A 2007 Air Force study addressed portions 
of this issue for the ICBM leg of the U.S. triad but 
was still not a complete assessment against a high- 
tier threat.23

If NC3 vulnerabilities are unknown, it is also unknown 
 whether an advanced cyber actor would be able to ex-
ploit them. As Kehler notes, “We  don’t know what we 
 don’t know.”24

Even if NC3 of nuclear forces narrowly conceived is 
a hard target, cyberattacks on other critical infrastruc-
ture in preparation to or during a nuclear crisis could 
complicate or confuse government decision- making. 
General Keith Alexander, Director of the NSA in the 
same Senate hearing with General Kehler, testified that

our infrastructure that we  ride on, the power and 
the communications grid, are one of the  things that 
is a source of concern. . . .  We can go to backup gen-
erators and we can have in de pen dent routes, 
but . . .  our ability to communicate would be signifi-
cantly reduced and it would complicate our gover-
nance. . . .  I think what General Kehler has would 
be intact . . .  [but] the cascading effect . . .  in that 
kind of environment . . .  concerns us.25

Kehler further emphasized that “ there’s a continuing 
need to make sure that we are protected against elec-
tromagnetic pulse and any kind of electromagnetic 
interference.”26

Many NC3 components are antiquated and hard to 
upgrade, which is a mixed blessing. Kehler points out, 
“Much of the nuclear command and control system 
 today is the legacy system that  we’ve had. In some 
ways that helps us in terms of the cyber threat. In some 
cases it’s point to point, hardwired, which makes it 
very difficult for an external cyber threat to emerge.”27 
The Government Accountability Office notes that the 
“Department of Defense uses 8- inch floppy disks in a 
legacy system that coordinates the operational func-
tions of the nation’s nuclear forces.”28 While this may 
limit some forms of remote access, it is also indicative 
of reliance on an  earlier generation of software when 
security engineering standards  were less mature. Up-
grades to the digital Strategic Automated Command 
and Control System planned for 2017 have the poten-
tial to correct some prob lems, but  these changes may 
also introduce new access vectors and vulnerabilities.29 
Admiral Cecil Haney, Kehler’s successor at STRAT-
COM, highlighted the challenges of NC3 moderniza-
tion in 2015:

Assured and reliable NC3 is fundamental to the 
credibility of our nuclear deterrent. The aging NC3 
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cations and  were working on a method of blocking 
 orders before they reached the Rus sian pi lots and 
substituting their own from West Berlin. Had this 
succeeded, the MiG pi lots would have received 
commands from their American  enemy. It sounded 
like science fiction, but, our experts concluded, it 
was in no way impossible that they could have 
pulled off such a trick, given the enormous spending 
and technical power of U.S. military air research.36

One East German source claimed that Canopy 
Wing had a $14.5 billion bud get for research and op-
erational costs and a staff of 1570  people, while an-
other claimed that it would take over 4 years and $65 
million to develop “a prototype of a sophisticated elec-
tronic system for paralyzing Soviet radio traffic in the 
high- frequency range.”37 Canopy Wing was not cheap, 
and even so, it was only a research and prototyping 
program. Operationalization of its capabilities and in-
tegration into NATO war plans would have been even 
more expensive. This is suggestive of the level of effort 
required to craft effective offensive cyber operations 
against NC3.

Preparation comes to naught when a sensitive pro-
gram is compromised. Canopy Wing was caught in 
what we describe below as the cyber commitment 
prob lem, the inability to disclose a warfighting capa-
bility for the sake of deterrence without losing it in the 
pro cess. According to New York Times reporting on 
the counterintelligence investigation of the East Ger-
man spy in the Army, Warrant Officer James Hall, “of-
ficials said that one program rendered useless cost 
hundreds of millions of dollars and was designed to 
exploit a Soviet communications vulnerability uncov-
ered in the late 1970’s.”38 This program was prob ably 
Canopy Wing. Wolf writes, “Once we passed [Hall’s 
documents about Canopy Wing] on to the Soviets, they 
 were able to install scrambling devices and other 
countermea sures.”39 It is tempting to speculate that the 
Soviet deployment of a new NC3 system known as 
Signal- A to replace Signal- M (which was most likely 
the one targeted by Canopy Wing) was motivated in 
part by Hall’s betrayal.40

Canopy Wing underscores the potential and limi-
tations of NC3 subversion. Modern cyber methods can 
potentially perform many of the missions Canopy 
Wing addressed with electronic warfare and other 
means, but with even greater stealth and precision. Cy-
ber operations might, in princi ple, compromise any 
part of the NC3 system (early warning, command cen-
ters, data transport, operational forces,  etc.) by blind-
ing sensors, injecting bogus commands or suppressing 
legitimate ones, monitoring or corrupting data trans-
missions, or interfering with the reliable launch and 
guidance of missiles. In practice, the operational feasi-
bility of cyberattack against NC3 or any other target 

that would be used to neutralize the Soviet Union and 
Warsaw Pact’s command centers in case of all- out war. 
It detailed the precise method of depriving the Soviet 
High Command of its high- frequency communications 
used to give  orders to its armed forces.”34

It is easy to see why NC3 is such an attractive tar-
get in the unlikely event of a nuclear war. If for what ever 
reason deterrence fails and the  enemy decides to push 
the nuclear button, it would obviously be better to dis-
able or destroy missiles before they launch than to rely 
on possibly futile efforts to shoot them down, or to ac-
cept the loss of millions of lives. American plans to dis-
able Soviet NC3 with electronic warfare, furthermore, 
would have been intended to complement plans for de-
capitating strikes against Soviet nuclear forces. Tempo-
rary disabling of information networks in isolation 
would have failed to achieve any impor tant strategic 
objective. A blinded adversary would eventually see 
again and would scramble to reconstitute its ability to 
launch its weapons, expecting that preemption was in-
evitable in any case. Reconstitution, moreover, would 
invalidate much of the intelligence and some of the tra-
decraft on which the blinding attack relied. Capabilities 
fielded through Canopy Wing  were presumably intended 
to facilitate a preemptive military strike on Soviet NC3 
to disable the ability to retaliate and limit the damage of 
any retaliatory force that survived, given credible indica-
tions that war was imminent. Canopy Wing included

• “Mea sures for short- circuiting . . .  communica-
tions and weapons systems using, among other 
 things, microscopic carbon- fiber particles and 
chemical weapons.”

• “Electronic blocking of communications immedi-
ately prior to an attack, thereby rendering a 
counterattack impossible.”

• “Deployment of vari ous weapons systems for 
instantaneous destruction of command centers, 
including pin- point targeting with precision- 
guided weapons to destroy ‘hardened bunkers.’ ”

• “Use of deception mea sures, including the use of 
computer simulated voices to override and 
substitute false commands from ground- control 
stations to aircraft and from regional command 
centers to the Soviet submarine fleet.”

• “Us[e of] the technical installations of ‘Radio  Free 
Eu rope/Radio Liberty’ and ‘Voice of Amer i ca,’ as 
well as the radio communications installations of 
the U.S. Armed Forces for creating interference 
and other electronic effects.”35

Wolf also ran a spy in the US Air Force who disclosed 
that

the Americans had managed to penetrate the [So-
viet air base at Eberswalde]’s ground- air communi-
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retaliation as the chief mechanism for avoiding war.46 
Po liti cal actors have issued threats for millennia, but 
the advent of nuclear weapons brought deterrence as 
a strategy to center stage. The Cold War was an intense 
learning experience for both prac ti tion ers and students 
of international security, rewriting well- worn realities 
more than once.47 A key conundrum was the practice 
of brinkmanship. Adversaries who could not compete 
by “winning” a nuclear war could still compete by ma-
nipulating the “risk” of nuclear annihilation, gam-
bling that an opponent would have the good judgment 
to back down at some point short of the nuclear brink. 
Brinkmanship crises— conceptualized as games of 
chicken where one cannot heighten tensions without 
increasing the  hazard of the mutually undesired 
outcome— require that decision- makers behave irratio-
nally, or possibly that they act randomly, which is dif-
ficult to conceptualize in practical terms.48 The chief 
concern in historical episodes of chicken, such as the 
Berlin Crisis and Cuban Missile Crisis, was not  whether 
a certain level of harm was pos si ble, but  whether an 
adversary was resolved enough, possibly, to risk nu-
clear suicide. The logical inconsistency of the need for 
illogic to win led almost from the beginning of the nu-
clear era to elaborate deductive contortions.49

Both mutually assured destruction (MAD) and suc-
cessful brinksmanship depend on a less appreciated, 
but no less fundamental, feature of nuclear weapons: 
po liti cal transparency. Most ele ments of military power 
are weakened by disclosure.50 Military plans are con-
siderably less effective if shared with an  enemy. Con-
ventional weapons become less lethal as adversaries 
learn what dif fer ent systems can and cannot do, where 
they are located, how they are operated, and how to 
devise countermea sures and array defenses to blunt or 
disarm an attack. In contrast, relatively  little reduction 
in destruction follows from  enemy knowledge of nu-
clear capabilities. For most of the nuclear era, no ef-
fective defense existed against a nuclear attack. Even 
 today, with evolving ABM systems, one ICBM still 
might get through and annihilate the capital city. Nu-
clear forces are more robust to revelation than other 
weapons, enabling nuclear nations better to advertise 
the harm they can inflict.

The need for transparency to achieve an effective 
deterrent is driven home by the satirical Cold War film 
Dr. Strangelove: “The  whole point of a Doomsday Ma-
chine is lost, if you keep it a secret! Why  didn’t you 
tell the world, eh?” During the real Cold War, fortu-
nately, Soviet leaders paraded their nuclear weapons 
through Red Square for the benefit of foreign military 
attachés and the international press corps. Satellites 
photographed missile, bomber, and submarine bases. 
While other aspects of military affairs on both sides of 
the Iron Curtain remained closely guarded secrets, the 
United States and the Soviet Union permitted observ-

depends on the software and hardware configuration 
and orga nizational pro cesses of the target, the intelli-
gence and planning capacity of the attacker, and the 
ability and willingness to take advantage of the effects 
created by cyberattack.41 Cyber compromise of NC3 
is technically plausible though operationally difficult, 
a point to which we return in a  later section.

To understand which threats are not only techni-
cally pos si ble but also probable  under some circum-
stance, we further need a po liti cal logic of cost and 
benefit.42 In par tic u lar, how is it pos si ble for a crisis to 
escalate to levels of destruction more costly than any 
conceivable po liti cal reward? Canopy Wing highlights 
some of the strategic dangers of NC3 exploitation. 
Warsaw Pact observers appear to have been deeply 
concerned that the program reflected an American will-
ingness to undertake a surprise decapitation attack: 
they said that it “sent ice- cold shivers down our 
spines.”43 The Soviets designed a system called Perim-
eter that, not unlike the Doomsday Device in Dr. Stran
gelove, was designed to detect a nuclear attack and 
retaliate automatically, even if cut off from Soviet high 
command, through an elaborate system of sensors, 
under ground computers, and command missiles to 
transmit launch codes.44 Both Canopy Wing and Pe-
rimeter show that the United States and the Soviet 
Union took nuclear warfighting seriously and  were 
willing to develop secret advantages for such an event. 
By the same token, they  were not able to reveal such 
capabilities to improve deterrence and avoid having to 
fight a nuclear war in the first place.

Nuclear Deterrence and Credible 
Communication

Nuclear weapons have some salient po liti cal proper-
ties. They are singularly and obviously destructive. 
They kill in more, and more ghastly, ways than con-
ventional munitions through electromagnetic radia-
tion, blast, firestorms, radioactive fallout, and health 
effects that linger for years. Bombers, ICBMs, and 
SLBMs can proj ect warheads globally without signifi-
cantly mitigating their lethality, steeply attenuating the 
conventional loss- of- strength gradient.45 Defense 
against nuclear attack is very difficult, even with mod-
ern ballistic missile defenses, given the speed of incom-
ing warheads and use of decoys; multiple warheads 
and missile volleys further reduce the probability of 
perfect interception. If one cannot preemptively de-
stroy all of an  enemy’s missiles, then  there is a non-
trivial chance of getting hit by some of them. When one 
missed missile can incinerate millions of  people, the no-
tion of winning a nuclear war starts to seem meaning-
less for many politicians.

As defense seemed increasingly impractical, early 
Cold War strategists championed the threat of assured 
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erence, especially over issues of fundamental national or 
international importance. At the same time, nuclear 
weapons appear to be of  limited value in prosecuting 
aggressive action, especially over issues of secondary or 
tertiary importance, or in response to aggression from 
 others at lower levels of dispute intensity. Nuclear 
weapons are best used for signaling a willingness to run 
serious risks to protect or extort some issue that is con-
sidered of vital national interest.

As mentioned previously, both superpowers in the 
Cold War considered the warfighting advantages of 
nuclear weapons quite apart from any deterrent effect, 
and the United States and Rus sia still do. High- altitude 
bursts for air defense, electromagnetic pulse for frying 
electronics, underwater detonations for anti- submarine 
warfare, hardened target penetration, area denial, and 
so on, have some battlefield utility. Transparency per 
se is less impor tant than weapon effects for warfight-
ing uses, and can even be deleterious for tactics that 
depend on stealth and mobility. Even a single tactical 
nuke, however, would inevitably be a po liti cal event. 
Survivability of the second strike deterrent can also 
militate against transparency, as in the case of the So-
viet Perimeter system, as mobility, concealment, and 
deception can make it harder for an observer to track 
and count respective forces from space. Counterforce 
strategies, platform diversity and mobility, ballistic mis-
sile defense systems, and force employment doctrine 
can all make it more difficult for one or both sides in 
a crisis to know  whether an attack is likely to succeed 
or fail. The resulting uncertainty affects not only esti-
mates of relative capabilities but also the degree of con-
fidence in retaliation. At the same time,  there is reason 
to believe that platform diversity lowers the risk of nu-
clear or conventional contests,  because increasing the 
number of types of delivery platforms heightens sec-
ond strike survivability without increasing the lethal-
ity of an initial strike.56 While transparency is not it-
self a requirement for nuclear use, stable deterrence 
benefits to the degree to which retaliation can be an-
ticipated, as well as the likelihood that the conse-
quences of a first strike are more costly than any ben-
efit. Cyber operations, in contrast, are neither robust 
to revelation nor as obviously destructive.

The Cyber Commitment Prob lem

Deterrence (and compellence) uses force or threats of 
force to “warn” an adversary about consequences if it 
takes or fails to take an action. In contrast, defense 
(and conquest) uses force to “win” a contest of strength 
and change the material distribution of power. Some-
times militaries can change the distribution of informa-
tion and power at the same time. Military mobiliza-
tion in a crisis signifies resolve and displays a credible 
warning, but it also makes it easier to attack or defend 

ers to evaluate their nuclear capabilities. This is espe-
cially remarkable given the secrecy that pervaded So-
viet society. The relative transparency of nuclear 
arsenals ensured that the superpowers could calculate 
risks and consequences within a first- order approxima-
tion, which led to a reduction in severe conflict and 
instability even as po liti cal competition in other are-
nas was fierce.51

Recent insights about the  causes of war suggest that 
divergent expectations about the costs and consequences 
of war are necessary for contests to occur.52  These in-
sights are associated with rationalist theories, such as 
deterrence theory itself. Empirical studies and psycho-
logical critiques of the rationality assumption have 
helped to refine models and bring some circumspection 
into their application, but the formulation of sound 
strategy (if not the execution) still requires the articula-
tion of some rational linkage between cause and ef-
fect.53 Many supposedly nonrational  factors, moreover, 
simply manifest as uncertainty in strategic interaction. 
Our focus  here is on the effect of uncertainty and igno-
rance on the ability of states and other actors to bargain 
in lieu of fighting. Many wars are a product of what 
adversaries do not know or what they misperceive, 
 whether as a result of bluffing, secrecy, or intrinsic un-
certainty.54 If knowledge of capabilities or resolve is a 
prerequisite for deterrence, then one reason for deter-
rence failure is the inability or unwillingness to credibly 
communicate details of the genuine balance of power, 
threat, or interests. Fighting, conversely, can be under-
stood as a costly pro cess of discovery that informs ad-
versaries of their  actual relative strength and resolve. 
From this perspective, successful deterrence involves in-
stilling in an adversary perceptions like  those that result 
from fighting, but before fighting actually begins. Agree-
ment about the balance of power can enable states to 
bargain (tacitly or overtly) effectively without needing 
to fight, forging compromises that each prefers to mili-
tary confrontation or even to the bulk of pos si ble risky 
brinkmanship crises.

Despite other deficits, nuclear weapons have long 
been considered to be stabilizing with re spect to rational 
incentives for war (the risk of nuclear accidents is an-
other  matter).55 If each side has a secure second strike—
or even a minimal deterrent with some non- zero chance 
of launching a few missiles— then each side can expect 
to gain  little and lose much by fighting a nuclear war. 
Whereas the costs of conventional war can be more 
mysterious  because each side might decide to hold some-
thing back and mete out its punishment due to some in-
ternal constraint or a theory of graduated escalation, 
even a modest initial nuclear exchange is recognized to 
be extremely costly. As long as both sides understand 
this and understand (or believe) that the adversary un-
derstands this as well, then the relationship is stable. 
Countries engage nuclear powers with considerable def-
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fenses). Should an adversary discover an implant, 
it is usually relatively  simple to remove or disable. 
For this reason, offensive cyber  will always be a 
fragile capability.60

The world’s most advanced cyber powers, the 
United States, Rus sia, Israel, China, France, and the 
United Kingdom, are also nuclear states, while India, 
Pakistan, and North  Korea also have cyber warfare 
programs. NC3 is likely to be an especially well de-
fended part of their cyber infrastructures. NC3 is a 
hard target for offensive operations, which thus re-
quires careful planning, detailed intelligence, and long 
lead- times to avoid compromise.

Cyberspace is further ill- suited for signaling  because 
cyber operations are complex, esoteric, and hard for 
commanders and policy- makers to understand. Most 
targeted cyber operations have to be tailored for each 
unique target (a complex organ ization not simply a 
machine), quite unlike a general purpose munition 
tested on a range. Malware can fail in many ways and 
produce unintended side effects, as when the Stuxnet 
code was accidentally released to the public. The cat-
egory of “cyber” includes tremendous diversity: irritant 
scams, hacktivist and propaganda operations, intelli-
gence collection, critical infrastructure disruption,  etc. 
Few intrusions create consequences that rise to the 
level of attacks such as Stuxnet or BlackEnergy, and 
even they pale beside the harm imposed by a small war.

Vague threats are less credible  because they are in-
distinguishable from casual bluffing. Ambiguity can be 
useful for concealing a lack of capability or resolve, al-
lowing an actor to pool with more capable or resolved 
states and acquiring some deterrence success by asso-
ciation. But this works by discounting the costliness of 
the threat. Nuclear threats, for example, are usually 
somewhat veiled  because one cannot credibly threaten 
nuclear suicide. The consistently ambiguous phrasing 
of US cyber declaratory policy (e.g. “We  will respond 
to cyber- attacks in a manner and at a time and place 
of our choosing using appropriate instruments of U.S. 
power.”61) seeks to operate across domains to mobilize 
credibility in one area to compensate for a lack of cred-
ibility elsewhere, specifically by leveraging the greater 
robustness to revelation of military capabilities other 
than cyber.

This does not mean that cyberspace is categorically 
useless for signaling, just as nuclear weapons are not 
categorically useless for warfighting. Ransomware at-
tacks work when the money extorted to unlock the 
compromised host is priced below the cost of an inves-
tigation or replacing the system. The United States 
prob ably gained some benefits in general deterrence 
(i.e., discouraging the emergence of challenges as 
opposed to immediate deterrence in response to a 
 challenge) through the disclosure of Stuxnet and the 

if the warning fails. Per sis tence in a  battle of attrition 
not only bleeds an adversary but also reveals a will-
ingness to pay a higher price for victory. More often, 
however, the informational requirements of winning 
and warning are in tension. Combat per for mance of-
ten hinges on well- kept secrets, feints, and diversions. 
Many military plans and capabilities degrade when re-
vealed. National security involves trade- offs between 
the goals of preventing war, by advertising capabilities 
or interests, and improving fighting power should war 
break out, by concealing capabilities and surprising the 
 enemy.

The need to conceal details of the true balance of 
power to preserve battlefield effectiveness gives rise to 
the military commitment prob lem.57 Japan could not 
coerce the United States by revealing its plan to attack 
Pearl Harbor  because the United States could not cred-
ibly promise to refrain from re orienting defenses and 
dispersing the Pacific Fleet. War resulted not just 
 because of what opponents did not know but  because 
of what they could not tell each other without paying 
a severe price in military advantage. The military ben-
efits of surprise (winning) trumped the diplomatic ben-
efits of coercion (warning).

Cyber operations,  whether for disruption and intel-
ligence, are extremely constrained by the military 
commitment prob lem. Revelation of a cyber threat in 
advance that is specific enough to convince a target of 
the validity of the threat also provides enough infor-
mation potentially to neutralize it. Stuxnet took years 
and hundreds of millions of dollars to develop but was 
patched within weeks of its discovery. The Snowden 
leaks negated a  whole swath of tradecraft that the NSA 
took years to develop. States may use other forms of 
covert action, such as publicly disavowed lethal aid or 
aerial bombing (e.g., Nixon’s Cambodia campaign), to 
discretely signal their interests, but such cases can only 
work to the extent that revelation of operational de-
tails fails to disarm rebels or prevent airstrikes.58

Cyber operations, especially against NC3, must be 
conducted in extreme secrecy as a condition of the ef-
ficacy of the attack. Cyber tradecraft relies on stealth, 
stratagem, and deception.59 Operations tailored to 
compromise complex remote targets require extensive 
intelligence, planning and preparation, and testing 
to be effective. Actions that alert a target of an exploit 
allow the target to patch, reconfigure, or adopt 
countermea sures that invalidate the plan. As the De-
fense Science Board points out, competent network 
defenders

can also be expected to employ highly- trained sys-
tem and network administrators, and this opera-
tional staff  will be equipped with continuously 
improving network defensive tools and techniques 
(the same tools we advocate to improve our de-
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tems might, for example, press the preemption button 
instead of waiting to  ride out the attack and then 
retaliate.”66

The outcome of fog of decision scenarios such as 
 these depend on how  humans react to risk and uncer-
tainty, which in turn depends on bounded rationality 
and orga nizational frameworks that might confuse ra-
tional decision- making.67  These  factors exacerbate a 
hard prob lem. Yet within a rationalist framework, cy-
berattacks that have already created their effects need 
not trigger an escalatory spiral. While being handed a 
fait accompli may trigger an aggressive reaction, it is 
also plausible that the target’s awareness that its NC3 
has been compromised in some way would help to 
convey new information that the balance of power is 
not as favorable as previously thought. This in turn 
could encourage the target to accommodate, rather 
than escalate. While defects in rational decision- making 
are a serious concern in any cyber- nuclear scenario, the 
situation becomes even more hazardous when  there are 
rational incentives to escalate. Although “known un-
knowns” can create confusion, to paraphrase Donald 
Rumsfeld, the “unknown unknowns” are perhaps 
more dangerous.

A successful clandestine penetration of NC3 can de-
feat the informational symmetry that stabilizes nu-
clear relationships. Nuclear weapons are useful for de-
terrence  because they impose a degree of consensus 
about the distribution of power; each side knows the 
other can inflict prohibitive levels of damage, even if 
they may disagree about the precise extent of this dam-
age. Cyber operations are attractive precisely  because 
they can secretly revise the distribution of power. NC3 
neutralization may be an expensive and rarified capa-
bility in the reach of only a few states with mature sig-
nals intelligence agencies, but it is much cheaper than 
nuclear attack. Yet the very usefulness of cyber opera-
tions for nuclear warfighting ensure that deterrence 
failure during brinksmanship crises is more likely.

Nuclear states may initiate crises of risk and resolve 
to see who  will back down first, which is not always 
clear in advance. Chicken appears  viable, ironically, 
 because each player understands that a nuclear war 
would be a disaster for all, and thus all can agree that 
someone can be expected to swerve. Nuclear deter-
rence should ultimately make dealing with an adver-
sary diplomatically more attractive than fighting, pro-
vided that fighting is costly—as would seem evident for 
the prospect of nuclear war— and assuming that bar-
gains are available to states willing to accept compro-
mise rather than annihilation. If, however, one side 
knows, but the other does not, that the attacker has 
disabled the target’s ability to perceive an impending 
military attack, or to react to one when it is underway, 
then they  will not have a shared understanding of the 
probable outcome of war, even in broad terms.

Snowden leaks. Both revelations compromised tra-
decraft, but they also advertised that the NSA prob ably 
had more exploits and tradecraft where they came from. 
Some cyber operations may actually be hard to miti-
gate within tactically meaningful timelines (e.g., hard-
ware implants installed in hard- to- reach locations). 
Such operations might be revealed to coerce conces-
sions within the tactical win dow created by a given 
operation, if the attacker can coordinate the win dow 
with the application of coercion in other domains. As a 
general rule, however, the cyber domain on its own is 
better suited for winning than warning.62 Cyber and 
nuclear weapons fall on extreme opposite sides of this 
spectrum.

Dangerous Complements

Nuclear weapons have been used in anger twice— 
against the Japa nese cities Hiroshima and Nagasaki— 
but cyberspace is abused daily. Considered separately, 
the nuclear domain is stable and the cyber domain is 
unstable. In combination, the results are ambiguous.

The nuclear domain can bound the intensity of de-
struction that a cyberattacker is willing to inflict on an 
adversary. US declaratory policy states that unaccept-
able cyberattacks may prompt a military response; 
while nuclear weapons are not explic itly threatened, 
neither are they withheld. Nuclear threats have no 
credibility at the low end, where the bulk of cyberat-
tacks occur. This produces a cross domain version of 
the stability- instability paradox, where deterrence 
works at the high end but is not credible, and thus en-
courages provocation, at low intensities. Nuclear 
weapons, and military power generally, create an up-
per bound on cyber aggression to the degree that re-
taliation is anticipated and feared.63

In the other direction, the unstable cyber domain 
can undermine the stability of nuclear deterrence. Most 
analysts who argue that the cyber- nuclear combination 
is a  recipe for danger focus on the fog of crisis decision- 
making.64 Stephen Cimbala points out that  today’s 
relatively smaller nuclear arsenals may perversely mag-
nify the attractiveness of NC3 exploitation in a crisis: 
“Ironically, the downsizing of U.S. and post- Soviet 
Rus sian strategic nuclear arsenals since the end of the 
Cold War, while a positive development from the per-
spectives of nuclear arms control and nonproliferation, 
makes the concurrence of cyber and nuclear attack ca-
pabilities more alarming.”65 Cimbala focuses mainly 
on the risks of misperception and miscalculation that 
emerge when a cyberattack muddies the transparent 
communication required for opponents to understand 
one another’s interests, redlines, and willingness to use 
force, and to ensure reliable control over subordinate 
commanders. Thus a nuclear actor “faced with a sud-
den burst of holes in its vital warning and response sys-
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The direction of influence between the cyber and 
nuclear realms depends to large degree on which do-
main is the main arena of action. Planning and con-
ducting cyber operations  will be bounded by the abil-
ity of aggressors to convince themselves that attacks 
 will remain secret, and by the confidence of nuclear 
nations in their invulnerability. Fears of cross- domain 
escalation  will tend to keep instability in cyberspace 
bounded. However, if a crisis has risen to the point 
where nuclear threats are being seriously considered or 
made, then NC3 exploitation  will be destabilizing. 
Brinksmanship crises seem to have receded in fre-
quency since the Cuban Missile Crisis but may be 
more likely than is generally believed. President Vladi-
mir Putin of Rus sia has insinuated more than once in 
recent years that his government is willing to use tac-
tical nuclear weapons if necessary to support his 
policies.

Cyber Power and Nuclear Stability

Not all crises are the same. Indeed, their very idiosyn-
crasies create the uncertainties that make bargaining 
failure more likely.68 So far our analy sis would be at 
home in the Cold War, with the technological novelty 
of cyber operations. Yet not  every state has the same 
cyber capabilities or vulnerabilities. Variation in cyber 
power relations across dyads should be expected to af-
fect the strategic stability of nuclear states.

The so- called second nuclear age differs from super-
power rivalry in impor tant ways.69  There are fewer 
absolute numbers of warheads in the world, down 
from a peak of over 70,000  in the 1980s to about 
15,000  today (less than 5,000 deployed), but they are 
distributed very unevenly.70 The United States and Rus-
sia have comparably sized arsenals, each with a fully 
diversified triad of delivery platforms, while North 
 Korea only has a dozen or so bombs and no meaning-
ful delivery system (for now). China, India, Pakistan, 
Britain, France, and Israel have modest arsenals in the 
range of several dozen to a  couple hundred weapons, 
but they have very dif fer ent doctrines, conventional 
force complements, domestic po liti cal institutions, and 
alliance relationships. The recent nuclear powers lack 
the hard- won experience and shared norms of the Cold 
War to guide them through crises, and even the United 
States and Rus sia have much to relearn.

Cyber warfare capacity also varies considerably 
across con temporary nuclear nations. The United 
States, Rus sia, Israel, and Britain are in the top tier, able 
to run sophisticated, per sis tent, clandestine penetra-
tions. China is a uniquely active cyber power with 
ambitious cyber warfare doctrine, but its operational 
focus is on economic espionage and po liti cal censor-
ship, resulting in less refined tradecraft and more po-
rous defenses for military purposes.71 France, India, 

Consider a brinksmanship crisis between two nu-
clear states where only one has realized a successful 
penetration of the rival’s NC3. The cyberattacker 
knows that it has a military advantage, but it cannot 
reveal the advantage to the target, lest the advantage 
be lost. The target does not know that it is at a disad-
vantage, and it cannot be told by the attacker for the 
same reason. The attacker perceives an imbalance of 
power while the target perceives a balance. A danger-
ous competition in risk- taking ensues. The first side 
knows that it does not need to back down. The sec-
ond side feels confident that it can stand fast and raise 
the stakes far beyond what it would be willing to if it 
understood the true balance of power. Each side is will-
ing to escalate to create more risk for the other side, 
making it more likely that one or the other  will con-
clude that deterrence has failed and move into warf-
ighting mode to attempt to limit the damage the other 
can inflict.

The targeted nature and uncertain effects of offen-
sive cyber operations put additional pressure on 
decision- makers. An intrusion  will prob ably disable 
only part of the  enemy’s NC3 architecture, not all of it 
(which is not only operationally formidable to achieve 
but also more likely to be noticed by the target). Thus 
the target may retain control over some nuclear forces, 
or conventional forces. The target may be tempted to 
use some of them piecemeal to signal a willingness to 
escalate further, even though it cannot actually esca-
late  because of the cyber operation. The cyberattacker 
knows that it has escalation dominance, but when even 
a minor demonstration by the target can cause  great 
damage, it is tempting to preempt this move or  others 
like it. This situation would be especially unstable if 
only second strike but not primary strike NC3 was in-
capacitated. Uncertainty in the efficacy of the clandes-
tine penetration would discount the attacker’s confi-
dence in its escalation dominance, with a range of 
pos si ble outcomes. Enough uncertainty would discount 
the cyberattack to nothing, which would have a stabi-
lizing effect by returning the crisis to the pure nuclear 
domain. A  little bit of uncertainty about cyber effec-
tiveness would heighten risk ac cep tance while also rais-
ing the incentives to preempt as an insurance mea sure.

Adding allies into the mix introduces additional in-
stability. An ally emboldened by its nuclear umbrella 
might run provocative risks that it would be much 
more reluctant to embrace if it was aware that the um-
brella was actually full of holes. Conversely, if the 
clandestine advantage is held by the state extending the 
umbrella, allies could become unnerved by the willing-
ness of their defender to run what appear to be out-
size risks, oblivious of the reasons for the defender’s 
confidence, creating discord in the alliance and incen-
tives for self- protective action, leading to greater un-
certainty about alliance solidarity.
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prob lem is not absolute, since the discovery of the 
power to hurt does not automatically disarm it. Suc-
cessful mitigation  here is assumed to restore mutual as-
sessments of the balance of power to what they would 
be absent the cyberattack.

 Table 1 shows how  these  factors combine to pro-
duce dif fer ent deterrence outcomes in a brinksmanship 
(chicken) crisis. If  there is no cyber compromise and 
the target detects nothing (no false positives) then we 
have the optimistic ideal case where nuclear transpar-
ency affords stable “deterrence.” Transparency about 
the nuclear balance, including the viability of secure 
second strike forces, provides strategic stability. We 
also expect this box to describe situations where the 
target has excellent network defense capabilities and 
thus the prospect of defense, denial, or deception suc-
cessfully deters any attempts to penetrate NC3. This 
may resemble the Cold War situation (with electronic 
warfare in lieu of cyber), or even the pre sent day US- 
Russia dyad, where the odds of  either side pulling off 
a successful compromise against a highly capable de-
fender are not favorable. Alternately the attack may be 
deemed risky enough to encourage serious circumspec-
tion. However, the existence of Canopy Wing does not 
encourage optimism in this regard.

Conversely, if  there is a compromise that goes un-
detected, then  there is a heightened risk of “war” 
 because of the cyber commitment prob lem. This box 
may be particularly relevant for asymmetric dyads such 
as the United States and North  Korea, where one side 
has real cyber power but the other side is willing to go 
to the brink where it believes, falsely, that it has the ca-
pability to compel its counterpart to back down. Cy-
ber disruption of NC3 is attractive for damage limita-
tion should deterrence fail, given that the weaker state’s 
diminutive arsenal makes damage limitation by the 
stronger state more likely to succeed. The dilemma for 
the stronger state is that the clandestine counterforce 
hedge, which makes warfighting success more likely, is 
precisely what makes deterrence more likely to fail.

The United States would face similar counterforce 
dilemmas with other dyads like China or even Rus sia, 
although even a strong cyber power should be more 
circumspect when confronted with an adversary with 
a larger/more capable nuclear and conventional arse-
nal. More complex and cyber savvy targets, moreover, 
are more likely to detect a breach in NC3, leading to 
more ambiguous outcomes depending on how actors 
cope with risk and uncertainty. Paradoxically, confi-
dence in cyber security may be a major contributor to 
failure; believing one is safe from attack increases the 
chance that an attack is successful.

If the successful compromise is detected but not mit-
igated, then the target learns that the balance of power 
is not as favorable as thought. This possibility suggests 
fleeting opportunities for “coercion” by revealing the 

and Pakistan also have active cyber warfare programs, 
while North  Korea is the least developed cyber nation, 
depending on China for its expertise.72

It is beyond the scope of this article to assess crisis 
dyads in detail, and data on nuclear and cyber power 
for  these countries are shrouded in secrecy.  Here, as a 
way of summing up the arguments above, we offer a 
few conjectures about how stylized aspects of cyber 
power affect crisis stability through incentives and key 
aspects of decision- making. We do not stress relative 
nuclear weapon capabilities on the admittedly strong 
(and contestable) assumption that nuclear transpar-
ency in the absence of cyber operations would render 
nuclear asymmetry irrelevant for crisis bargaining 
 because both sides would agree about the terrible con-
sequences of conflict.73 We also omit domestic or psy-
chological variables that affect relative power assess-
ments, although  these are obviously impor tant. Even 
if neither India nor Pakistan has  viable cyber- nuclear 
capabilities, brinksmanship between them is dangerous 
for many other reasons, notably compressed decision 
timelines, Pakistan’s willingness to shoot first, and do-
mestic regime instability. Our focus is on the impact 
of offensive and defensive cyber power on nuclear de-
terrence above and beyond the other  factors that cer-
tainly play a role in real- world outcomes.

First, does the cyberattacker have the orga nizational 
capacity, technical expertise, and intelligence support 
to “compromise” the target’s NC3? Can hackers ac-
cess critical networks, exploit technical vulnerabilities, 
and confidently execute a payload to disrupt or exploit 
strategic sensing, command, forces, or transport capac-
ity? The result would be some tangible advantage for 
warfighting, such as tactical warning or control paral-
ysis, but one that cannot be exercised in bargaining.

Second, is the target able to “detect” the compro-
mise of its NC3? The more complicated and sensitive 
the target, the more likely cyberattackers are to make a 
 mistake that undermines the intrusion. Attribution is 
not likely to be difficult given the constricted pool of 
potential attackers, but at the same time the conse-
quences of misattributing “false flag” operations could 
be severe.74 At a minimum, detection is assumed to 
provide information to the target that the balance of 
power is perhaps not as favorable as  imagined previ-
ously. We assume that detection without an  actual 
compromise is pos si ble  because of false positives or de-
ceptive information operations designed to create pes-
simism or paranoia.

Third, is the target able to “mitigate” the compro-
mise it detects? Revelation can prompt patching or net-
work reconfiguration to block an attack, but this as-
sumption is not always realistic. The attacker may have 
multiple pathways open or may have implanted mal-
ware that is difficult to remove in tactically meaning-
ful timelines. In such cases the cyber commitment 
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lation.75 The essential distinction between “use- lose” 
risks and “war” in this typology is the target’s knowl-
edge of some degree of NC3 compromise. Use- lose and 
other cognitive pressures can certainly result in nuclear 
war, since the breakdown of deterrence leads to the re-
lease of nuclear weapons, but we distinguish  these 
outcomes to highlight the dif fer ent decision- making 
pro cesses or rational incentives at work.

A “spiral” of mistrust may emerge if one side at-
tempts a compromise but the defender detects and 
mitigates it. Both sides again have common mutual es-
timates of the relative balance of power, which super-
ficially resembles the “deterrence” case  because the 
NC3 compromise is negated. Unfortunately, the detec-
tion of the compromise  will provide the target with 
information about the hostile intentions of the cyber-
attacker. This in turn is likely to exacerbate other po-
liti cal or psychological  factors in the crisis itself or in 
the crisis- proneness of the broader relationship. The 
strange logical case where  there is no compromise but 
one is detected and mitigated could result from a false 
positive misperception (including a third party false 
flag operation) that could [cause] conflict spiraling.76 
The bluff and coercion outcomes are also likely to en-
courage spiraling be hav ior once the fleeting bargain-
ing advantage dissipates or is dispelled (provided any-
one survives the interaction).

The risk of crisis instability is not the same for all 
dyads. It is harder to compromise the NC3 of strong 
states  because of the redundancy and active defenses 
in their arsenal. Likewise, strong states are better able 
to compromise the NC3 of any states but especially of 
weaker states,  because of strong states’ greater orga-
nizational capacity and expertise in cyber operations. 
Stable deterrence or MAD is most likely to hold in mu-
tually strong dyads (e.g. the United States and the So-
viet Union in the Cold War or Rus sia  today to a lesser 
extent). Deterrence is slightly less likely in other equally 
matched dyads (India and Pakistan) where defensive 
vulnerabilities create temptations but offensive capa-
bilities may not be sufficient to exploit them. Most 
states can be expected to refrain from targeting Amer-
ican NC3 given a US reputation for cyber power (a 
general deterrence benefit enhanced by Stuxnet and 
Snowden). The situation is less stable if the United 
States is the attacker. The most dangerous dyad is a 
stronger and a weaker state (United States and North 
 Korea or Israel and Iran). Dyads involving strong and 
 middle powers are also dangerous (United States and 
China). The stronger side is tempted to disrupt NC3 
as a warfighting hedge in case deterrence breaks down, 
while the weaker but still formidable side has a rea-
sonable chance at detection. The marginally weaker 
may also be tempted to subvert NC3, particularly for 
reconnaissance; the stronger side is more likely to de-
tect and correct the intrusion but  will be alarmed by 

cyber coup to the target in the midst of a crisis while the 
cyberattacker maintains or develops a favorable mili-
tary advantage before the target has the opportunity to 
reverse or compensate the NC3 disruption. Recognizing 
the newly transparent costs of war, a risk neutral or risk 
averse target should prefer compromise. The coercive 
advantages (deterrence or compellence) of a detected 
but unmitigated NC3 compromise  will likely be fleet-
ing. This suggests a logical possibility for creating a win-
dow of opportunity for using par tic u lar cyber opera-
tions that are more robust to revelation as a credible 
signal of superior capability in the midst of a crisis. It 
would be impor tant to exploit this fleeting advantage 
via other credible military threats (e.g., forces mobilized 
on vis i ble alert or deployed into the crisis area) before 
the win dow closes.

One side may be able gain an unearned advantage, 
an opportunity for coercion via a “bluff,” by the same 
window- of- opportunity logic. A target concerned 
about NC3 compromise  will prob ably have some net-
work monitoring system and other protections in 
place. Defensive systems can produce false positives as 
a result of internal errors or a deception operation by 
the attacker to encourage paranoia. It is logically pos-
si ble that some false positives would appear to the tar-
get to be difficult to mitigate. In this situation, the tar-
get could believe it is at a disadvantage, even though 
this is not in fact the case. This gambit would be op-
erationally very difficult to pull off with any reliability 
in a real nuclear crisis.

Cyber- nuclear coercion and bluffing strategies are 
fraught with danger. Detection without mitigation 
might put a risk- acceptant or loss- averse target into a 
“use- lose” situation, creating pressures to preempt or 
escalate. The muddling of decision- making heightens 
the risk of accidents or irrational choices in a crisis sce-
nario. Worry about preemption or accident then 
heightens the likelihood that the initiator  will exercise 
counterforce options while they remain available. 
 These pressures can be expected to be particularly in-
tense if the target’s detection is only partial or has not 
revealed the true extent of damage to its NC3 (i.e., the 
target does not realize it has already lost some or all 
of what it hopes to use).  These types of scenarios are 
most usually invoked in analyses of inadvertent esca-

 Table 1.  Cyber Operations and Crisis Stability

Not 
compromised Compromised

Not detected Deterrence War

Detected but not 
mitigated

Bluff  
(or use- lose)

Coercion  
(or use- lose)

Detected and 
mitigated

Spiral Spiral
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engages in cyber operations to improve its capacity for 
nuclear “winning,” thereby undermining the warning.

The prohibitive cost of nuclear war and the relative 
transparency of the nuclear balance has contributed to 
seven de cades of nuclear peace. If this is to continue, it 
 will be necessary to find ways to maintain transparency. 
If knowledge of a shift in relative power is concealed, 
then the deterrent effect of nuclear capabilities is under-
mined. This  will tend to occur in periods where concern 
over nuclear attack is heightened, such as in the midst of 
a militarized crises. Yet  there is no reason to believe that 
states  will wait for a crisis before seeking to establish 
advantageous positions in cyberspace. Indeed, given the 
intricate intelligence and planning required, offensive 
cyber preparations must precede overt aggression by 
months or even years. It is this erosion of the bulwark of 
deterrence that is most troubling.

What can be done? Arms control agreements to ban 
cyberattacks on NC3 might seem attractive, but the cy-
ber commitment prob lem also undermines institutional 
monitoring and enforcement. Even where the United 
States would benefit from such an agreement by keep-
ing this asymmetric capability out of the hands of other 
states, it would still have strong incentives to prepare its 
own damage limitation options should deterrence fail. 
Nevertheless, diplomatic initiatives to discuss the dan-
gers of cyber- nuclear interactions with potential oppo-
nents should be pursued. Even if cyber- nuclear dangers 
cannot be eliminated, states should be encouraged to 
review their NC3 and ensure strict lines of control over 
any offensive cyber operations at that level.

Classified studies of the details of NC3, not just the 
technical infrastructure but also their  human organ-
izations, together with war games of the scenarios 
above, may help nuclear war planners to think care-
fully about subverting NC3. Unfortunately, the same 
reconnaissance operations used to better understand 
the opponent’s NC3 can be misinterpreted as attempts 
to compromise it.81 More insidiously, private knowl-
edge can become a source of instability insofar as 
knowing something about an adversary that improves 
one’s prospects in war increases the incentive to act 
through force or to exploit win dows of opportunity in 
a crisis that could inadvertently escalate.

Anything that can be done to protect NC3 against 
cyber intrusion  will make the most dangerous possi-
bility of successful but undetected compromises less 
likely. The Defense Science Board in 2013 recom-
mended “immediate action to assess and assure na-
tional leadership that the current U.S. nuclear deterrent 
is also survivable against the full- spectrum cyber . . .  
threat.”82 Defense in depth should include redundant 
communications pathways, error correction channels, 
isolation of the most critical systems, component het-
erogeneity rather than a vulnerable software monocul-
ture, and network security monitoring with active 

the ambiguity in distinguishing intelligence collection 
from attack planning.77 In a brinksmanship crisis be-
tween them, win dows for coercion may be available 
yet fleeting, with real risks of spiral and war.

Policy Implications

Skeptics are right to challenge the hype about cyber-
war. The term is confusing, and hacking rarely amounts 
to anything approaching a weapon of mass destruc-
tion. Cyberspace is most usefully exploited on the 
lower end of the conflict spectrum for intelligence and 
subversion, i.e., not as a substitute for military or eco-
nomic power but a complement to it. Yet the logic of 
complementarity has at least one exception regarding 
conflict severity, and it is a big one.

Offensive cyber operations against NC3 raise the 
risk of nuclear war. They do so  because cyber opera-
tions and nuclear weapons are extreme complements 
regarding their informational properties. Cyber oper-
ations rely on deception. Nuclear deterrence relies on 
clear communication. In a brinksmanship crisis, the 
former undermines the latter. Nuclear crises  were rare 
events in Cold War history, thankfully.  Today, the pro-
liferation and modernization of nuclear weapons may 
raise the risk slightly. Subversion of NC3 raises the 
danger of nuclear war slightly more. Cyberwar is not 
war per se, but in rare circumstances it may make es-
calation to thermonuclear war more likely.

NC3 is a particularly attractive counterforce target 
 because disruption can render the  enemy’s arsenal less 
effective without having to destroy individual plat-
forms. US nuclear strategy in practice has long relied on 
counterforce capabilities (including Canopy Wing).78 
Deterrence theorists expect this to undermine the credi-
bility of the adversary’s deterrent and create pressures 
to move first in a conflict.79 If for some reason deter-
rence fails, however, countervalue strikes on civilian 
population centers would be militarily useless and mor-
ally odious. Counterforce strikes, in contrast, aim at 
preemptive disarmament or damage limitation by at-
tacking the  enemy’s nuclear enterprise. Counterforce 
capabilities are designed for “winning” a nuclear war 
once over the brink, but their strategic purpose may still 
include warning if they can somehow be made robust to 
revelation. During the Cold War, the United States 
found ways to inform the Soviet Union of its counter-
force ability to sink SSBNs, hit mobile ICBMs, and 
show off some electronic warfare capabilities without 
giving away precise details.80 This improved mutual rec-
ognition of US advantages and thus clearer assessment 
of the consequences of conflict, but the military com-
mitment prob lem was real nonetheless. The prob lem is 
particularly pronounced for cyber disruption of NC3. 
As one side builds more sophisticated NC3 to improve 
the credibility of its nuclear “warning,” the other side 
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defenses (i.e., a counterintelligence mindset). Older 
technologies, ironically, may provide some protection 
by foiling access of modern cyber techniques (Rus sia 
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yet vulnerabilities from an  earlier era of inadequate 
safeguards are also a prob lem. For defense in depth to 
translate into deterrence by denial requires the addi-
tional step of somehow advertising NC3 redundancy 
and resilience even in a cyber- degraded environment.

Cyber disruption of NC3 is a cross- domain deter-
rence prob lem. CDD might also be part of the solution. 
As noted above, CDD can help to bound the severity 
of instability in the cyber domain by threatening, im-
plicitly or explic itly, the prospect of military, economic, 
law- enforcement, or diplomatic consequences. Cyber-
attacks flourish below some credible threshold of de-
terrence and rapidly tail off above it. CDD may also 
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For years,  there have been detailed plans for how 
to control emissions, and for de cades  those plans have 
not been followed. Thus, the world is now locked into 
significant warming, and prob ably soon it  will be 
locked into more. That is a huge prob lem that merits 
a serious response.

For advanced industrial socie ties, the major costs as-
sociated with warming temperatures  will arise from 
erosion of agricultural productivity; costs imposed by 
adverse weather effects and changes in the biological 
stock; health effects of warming temperatures, includ-
ing the effects of extensive forest fires and migration of 
tropical diseases into temperate regions that previously 
kept them at bay; and the direct cost of expending re-
sources to adapt the industrial base and the physical 
stock of the country, such as transportation infrastruc-
ture and urban infrastructure, in ways that limit carbon 
emissions. Some of the costs may be unexpected—as 
when Hurricane Sandy caused power outages as far 
west as Michigan, or when Hurricane Irene caused sub-
stantial damage from inland flooding in New  England, 
in additional to the damage to more traditional storm- 
hit parts of the southern East Coast of the United States. 
The costs to the United States of just one of  these super-
storms has been estimated at $70 billion.3

For countries with less developed po liti cal and eco-
nomic institutions, navigating climate change may 
prove a more challenging task. Particularly hard hit 
 will be large, populous countries at the lower-  to 
middle- income range, which  will have to si mul ta-
neously manage weather shocks and the pro cess of 
engaging in economic development with lower- carbon 
technologies. Countries such as Nigeria and Ethiopia, 
with populations in excess of 100 million and the as-
piration to develop further, may face particularly acute 
challenges— though they are also best placed to absorb 
and make effective use of well- targeted sustainable de-
velopment assistance.

 Were a warming planet the only change in front of 
us, it would already impose substantial burdens on 
policy- making to effectively  handle the coming eco-
nomic and social changes. However, changing weather 
patterns intersect with ongoing changes in socioeco-
nomic development, existing dynamics of conflict, and 
a shifting power structure in the international order as 
a  whole. The interplay across  those set of changes are 
where we  will find the most challenging dynamics.

At the time of writing, the 2019 Novel Coronavirus, 
or COVID-19, has been declared a pandemic by the 
World Health Organ ization and has infected citizens 
of almost  every country in the world, with  every sign 
that the consequences of the pandemic  will deepen. At 
the upper end of projections, it is well within the range 
of the feasible that in some countries, COVID-19  will 
claim more lives than some recent wars. This is a stark 
reminder that natu ral phenomena, as well as manmade 
crises, can pose grave threats to state and society. The 
consequence of failing to respond early and aggres-
sively to COVID-19 are plain to see, and they stand as 
a harbinger for what  will happen if the United States 
refuses to take a leading role in preventing other natu-
ral threats to state and society.

Climate change poses just such a threat. As we gain 
ever greater understanding about the imminent, me-
dium-  and long- term effects of a rise in the average 
global temperature, so too do we understand that cli-
mate change  will likely be a defining, if not the defin-
ing, existential challenge of our time. No country, and 
no sector of the economy or society,  will be unaffected 
by  these changes. In some areas, the impact  will be se-
vere; and in some instances, acute security challenges 
 will surely follow. This essay charts some of  those se-
curity consequences, both for the United States and for 
the international community as a  whole.

Backdrop

For countries that are well governed and have diverse 
economies and robust social and po liti cal institutions, 
including the United States, moving to limit the rise in 
average global temperatures, while si mul ta neously navi-
gating the impacts of changing weather patterns,  will be 
a mammoth, but in princi ple, a manageable exercise. 
That of course assumes that policy is informed by sci-
ence and driven by an effective combination of private- 
sector innovation and effective public policy mea sures, 
and that the po liti cal leadership of the country and of 
key institutions—at federal, state, and local levels— 
understands the gravity and scale of the challenge.1 That 
such leadership is currently lacking at the federal level in 
the United States poses a serious challenge; however, 
such is the nature of the United States that state, local, 
civic, corporate, and academic leadership is making up a 
substantial portion of the gap in the meantime.2
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in the geopo liti cal and economic landscape in the 
 Middle East and North Africa (initially encapsulated 
in the phrase “Arab Spring”) led to a surge in conflict 
and vio lence both within states and across the region, 
which at the time of writing, accounts for roughly 
90  percent of all  battle deaths in conflict. And, indeed, 
the ongoing global COVID-19 crisis may very well 
amount to a similar shock to areas most heavi ly af-
fected by the virus.

Across  those waves of conflict, irrespective of re-
gion, the countries most at risk of conflict are  those at 
the lowest end of the income scale.  Those countries in 
turn are most likely to rely heavi ly on agriculture for 
substantial shares of their GDP. And the agriculture in-
dustry is of course most directly affected by changing 
weather patterns, and in par tic u lar by shifts in patterns 
of rainfall or loss of ground  water, as well as by related 
consequences of warming average temperatures.

Hardest hit  will be Sub- Saharan Africa. Using the 
same models and same metrics that predict a nearly 
25  percent rise in levels and lethality of conflict glob-
ally  under a 4- degree temperature rise, a recent study 
suggests a 54   percent increase in conflict in Sub- 
Saharan Africa alone.9 This would result in several 
hundred thousand additional  battle deaths and the dis-
placement of millions. And the patterns of war tell us 
that the effects of this  will not be  limited to the indi-
vidual countries affected but  will spread both within 
Africa and beyond by the vectors of transnational ter-
rorism and by mass migration.

Rising temperatures also have an effect on interper-
sonal vio lence and on crime, including the attendant 
loss of life and potential security consequences from 
 those two forms of  human vio lence.10 Anyone who has 
experienced civil conflict in Iraq or North Africa has 
witnessed first- hand the ways in which extreme heat 
can seriously exacerbate social tensions, amplifying 
preexisting cleavages or sources of conflict and ham-
pering efforts to restore the peace.

Wider Security Issues

As we range out to other forms of conflict and insecu-
rity, the pattern of causality is less certain  because the 
incidences are rarer, the effects are less direct, and the 
timeframes are longer. At the very least, though, we 
need to be mapping and considering the following sets 
of issues from both an American and an international 
security perspective. As we do so, we also need to be 
cognizant of the fact that we are seeing real- time ef-
fects play out in ways that show bigger and bigger im-
pacts and growing tail risks. Preparing for the tail 
risks of large- scale, severe impacts from climate change 
must become a standard part of risk assessment for 
American and international security institutions.

Climate and Conflict

This trend is best mapped, so far, in the domain of in-
ternal conflict. Internal conflict is where most of the 
research on conflict dynamics has been concentrated 
in the past de cade, and it has been by far the dominant 
form of warfare in the post– Cold War era. Conse-
quently,  there is a robust set of experiences and data 
from which to draw and against which to test models 
of change. Across the domain of internal conflict, sub-
stantial work has been undertaken to map the effect 
of climate- related impacts, such as changing patterns 
of rainfall and weather shocks.

Now, conflict in all its forms is a complex  human 
endeavor and rarely attributable to a single dynamic 
or cause. That complexity is reflected in the research 
lit er a ture, which highlights multiple recurrent sources 
of conflict. Most prevalent are low levels of economic 
development; low capabilities of the state; and inter-
group in equality.4 Another  factor, highlighted by the 
World Bank among  others, is a recent history of con-
flict. States and socie ties that have recently experienced 
conflict are far more likely than  others to experience 
another bout of conflict and becoming trapped in some 
cases in a cycle of conflict and underdevelopment, of-
ten for de cades.5

Across  these multiple sources of pressure on states, 
shocks associated with changing weather patterns— 
especially changing patterns of rainfall— can be 
mapped. Looking to the past, the best science suggests 
that climate impacts add to the risk of conflict in low- 
income socie ties by around 5  percent.6 But that is look-
ing to the past, when temperature rises and attendant 
weather effects have been  limited. A recent major study 
published in Nature, which brings together more than 
a dozen of the leading social and physical scientists 
tracking the effect of changing weather patterns on 
conflict, produces a sobering picture of what lies ahead. 
With an anticipated 2- degree Celsius rise in average 
global temperatures, we see an increase in the risk and 
lethality of conflict of around 13  percent; with a pos-
si ble 4- degree rise, that risk spikes further upward to 
over 25  percent.7

Internal conflicts can also be  shaped by external 
shocks. Over the past three de cades, internal conflicts 
have arisen when major regional and global changes 
have driven shifts in resource flows and/or external po-
liti cal support. The collapse of the Soviet Union led to 
substantial conflict in eastern Eu rope. The end of the 
Cold War, ironically, led to a surge in conflicts in Latin 
Amer i ca and Sub- Saharan Africa— though that was 
quickly followed by a surge in peacemaking and peace-
keeping efforts by the United Nations, regional organ-
izations, and Western powers, resulting in a gradual 
but steady decline in levels of vio lence.8 A deep change 
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Sea- level rise is very likely to directly affect the 
physical survival of several small island states. This is 
a security risk in its own right for  those countries, but 
it could also have wider implications, especially in the 
Western Pacific where US naval installations and US 
naval defense are highly dependent on a series of small 
island installations across the region. This is already a 
topic of concern for US Indo- Pacific Command (USIN-
DOPACOM) leadership. And beyond the  simple rise 
of sea levels, as the seas continue to warm, the result-
ing cyclones and hurricanes  will be fed more energy 
from the warmer surfaces; this  will make them more 
destructive both in an absolute sense and  because  these 
storms  will drive surges of higher sea levels farther and 
farther inland— creating greater  human misery, de-
struction, and economic stress.  These intersecting cli-
mate effects  will be devastating.

Great- Power Relations

Changing climate patterns and industrial countries’ 
collective response to climate change could also have 
substantial geopo liti cal implications. Two countries 
whose posture  matters a  great deal to both American 
and international security are Saudi Arabia and 
Russia— one a putative US security partner, albeit a 
troubled one, the other a US adversary. Both rely im-
mensely on the sale of fossil fuels (oil and gas) for their 
GDP and for state income. Saudi Arabia, for its part, 
has begun to think through what it means for them as 
a society that we  will see a transition away from fossil 
fuel consumption over the next twenty years— but it 
has not done much to act on this. Rus sia, to be sure, 
has not. How  these two countries cope with that 
change  will likely have substantial implications for the 
stability and security of their regions and, in the case 
of Rus sia, for international security as a  whole. We 
have only begun to think through this potentially chal-
lenging issue.

A very dif fer ent question is India, an indispensable 
partner to the United States in the management of the 
Indo- Pacific region. India has 400 million  people who 
have  little or no access to modern energy. As a demo-
cratic society, it has no choice but to attempt to indus-
trialize to provide greater access to energy for its poor. 
But should India industrialize through the same carbon 
intensive pathways as both the West and China, then 
we  will likely be locking in at least 4 degrees of tem-
perature rise—an intolerable risk.

How do we square this circle? Substantial transfer 
of both technology and resources is likely to be neces-
sary if India is  going to be able to maintain an effec-
tive strategy for development while navigating much 
tighter restrictions on carbon emissions.13 This is an 
area where American leadership— from the federal 
government, to be sure, but also from states, cities, 

Migration

The effects of conflict are not  limited to the country in 
question; they spread, subregionally and beyond. The 
most impor tant vector of this spread is through refu-
gee flows and related forms of migration. Consider the 
manner in which the flow of more than 3 million refu-
gees from genocide in Rwanda in the mid-1990s pro-
ceeded to help to destabilize the  whole of Central Af-
rica. Again, low state capability is a key issue  here: 
states with greater levels of wealth and more robust 
institutions are better able to  handle the sudden inflow 
of large numbers of refugees. Even  there, however, so-
cial stresses can be substantial, as we saw with the very 
sudden flow of more than 1 million refugees from Syria 
and other conflict- affected parts of West Asia into Eu-
rope in the summer and fall of 2015.

Already, Turkey is straining with the effects of host-
ing nearly 3 million Syrian refugees. As conflict levels 
increase due to changing climate, among other reasons, 
so too  will refugee flows and related forms of migra-
tion, such as climate migration.  Under some estimates, 
Latin Amer i ca, Sub- Saharan Africa, and Southeast Asia 
 will generate as many as 143 million climate mi grants 
by 2050, with many of  these individuals fleeing directly 
into Eu rope.11 This would have substantial, even se-
vere, consequences for po liti cal stability in southern 
Eu rope in par tic u lar.

Sea- Level Rise

Perhaps the most extensive, though not the most im-
mediate, security consequences from a warming cli-
mate  will come from sea- level rise. This  will have sev-
eral major impacts.

First, we are likely to see substantial migration from 
low- level island states, whose populations may migrate 
to coastal areas in Southeast Asia to escape the effects of 
climate change. This can have destabilizing effects simi-
lar to  those just described for Eu rope. Second, sea- level 
rise is already putting economic pressure on impor tant 
states in the coastal areas of the Indian Ocean, notably 
Bangladesh and Myanmar— both of which have large 
populations and large parts of their agricultural land in 
low- lying areas heavi ly exposed to rising sea levels. Per-
haps Bangladesh, which has weaker state capacity, is the 
threshold indicator of what’s to come: Bangladesh lost 
as many as 250,000  people during Cyclone Nargis in 
1998. So far, we have not seen as severe loss of life in 
Myanmar, but if sea- level rise increases along with aver-
age temperature, we may see similar consequences. 
Myanmar, of course, plays a highly consequential role 
in Asian security politics, given its geo graph i cal location 
between India and China and its potential to serve as an 
alternative route for China into the Indian Ocean by-
passing the Malacca Straits.12
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the United States. And since the end of the Cold War, 
the United States has been the unquestioned leader of 
the international security architecture, the international 
order as a  whole, and global governance.

However,  there are now several challenges to Amer-
ican leadership. Much of the security community is 
seized with  these, most of all the challenge posed by 
the rise of China as an economic and increasingly a 
strategic actor. But the security community has not yet 
adequately seized the implications of climate change 
for American leadership.

This has two essential dimensions. First, more fully 
understanding and preparing for the impacts laid out 
above— from increased conflict and migration to sea- 
level rise to changing patterns of stability and instabil-
ity in great- power relations, climate change  will affect 
multiple dimensions of international security in a di-
rect sense. But  there is also a second, consequential fea-
ture of the issue.

What ever it is that the American population and US 
leadership think of climate change, much of the rest of 
the world, including core American allies, treat climate 
change as a top- tier issue, one requiring seriousness of 
purpose and extensive global cooperation. If the United 
States fails to lead the world in mitigating climate 
change and in preparing to adapt to the consequences 
of the changes already baked into natu ral systems, this 
 will contribute to the already diminishing confidence in 
American standing and American leadership. The con-
sequences of this would rebound across  every aspect of 
the American alliance dynamic and include Amer i ca’s 
viability as a leader of the international order. In fact, 
 these consequences are already becoming apparent.

Serious American leadership requires not just reen-
gaging at the federal level, but also putting into place 
institutions and incentives that play to Amer i ca’s  great 
strengths— our decentralized capacity to act at the 
state, city, and local level and our ability to mobilize 
enormous civic, academic, and commercial innovation. 
American leaders  will also have to balance the follow-
ing challenge— namely, the fact that across the interna-
tional system  there is a growing need to mobilize the 
community of democracies to rally in defense of the 
multilateral order and to tackle shared global chal-
lenges. Climate change, however, is a prob lem that  will 
also require extensive cooperation with China (as well 
as the other major growing economies, especially in 
Asia). That need not be premised on warm relations 
between ourselves and the Chinese, and we certainly 
cannot take such relations as a given, or even likely. 
Rather, we have to invest in understanding how to 
drive cooperation  under conditions of competition, 
even rivalry. In some areas, climate change may have to 
proceed like arms control, with a shared sense on both 
sides of the consequences of unchecked emissions, par-
allel commitments, and some form of verification.14

companies, and think tanks— can make a critical dif-
ference. And if the United States is not part of the so-
lution for India, what should be the most impor tant 
bilateral partnership of the twenty- first  century  will 
suffer.

The Arctic

A fourth, and already consequential impact of chang-
ing weather patterns, is occurring in the Arctic. Warmer 
temperatures and the attendant melt of sea ice are 
changing the patterns of flow across a once- frozen 
north. The Arctic is now providing new routes for 
trade during the summer months and could soon see 
year- round travel with ice- hardened ships and convoys 
of container ships. Certainly within twenty years, the 
northern sea route  will open up a new shipping lane 
from the major container ports on China’s eastern 
shore to the markets of the eastern United States and 
across the Atlantic to Eu rope. The implications of this 
could be wide ranging.

More immediately, changing weather patterns have 
opened up major new areas for deep- sea energy explo-
ration, especially in the Barents Sea and the adjacent 
Norwegian Sea. Virtually  every major energy com pany 
in the world is engaged in one or more proj ects of ex-
ploration in the Barents. As of now,  there are still 
challenges to recovery, and at low energy prices it 
seems unlikely that firms  will invest the resources to 
fully develop  these fields. But as other resources be-
come constrained, substantial development  will take 
place. And some of this is driven not by markets, but 
by geopolitics. Already we are seeing the development 
of major new gas fields in the Yamal Peninsula by a 
Rus sian state- owned gas firm and the flow of large 
quantities of natu ral gas from  these fields to China. The 
flow of fossil fuels from the Rus sian high north to 
China is emerging as a central pillar in the evolving, 
and dangerous, relationship between  these two most 
impor tant non- Western powers.

American Leadership

In all of the above—in its economic effects, its effects 
on development, its effects on conflict, and its effects 
on geopolitics— climate change rebounds to the ques-
tion of the effects on American leadership.

Since 1940, the United States has led the  free world 
in defense against a series of fundamental threats. A 
critical feature of American leadership in the wake of 
World War II was that it combined security responses 
with economic opportunity— the United States was the 
 great advocate and the  great protector of liberalization, 
 free trade, and  later globalization. This allowed socie-
ties to participate in win- win economics while gaining 
security support through an alliance or friendship with 

550-92214_Riley_ch01_4P.indd   434 5/24/21   11:49 PM



John R. Allen and Bruce Jones  435

pher B. Field, Cullen Hendrix, Jean- Francois Maystadt, John 
O’Loughlin, Philip Roessler, Jürgen Scheffran, Kenneth 
Schultz, and Nina von Uexkull, “Climate as a Risk  Factor for 
Armed Conflict,” Nature 571 (June 2019): 193–197.

5. World Bank, World Development Report 2011: Con
flict, Security, and Development— Overview (En glish) (Wash-
ington, DC: World Bank Group, 2011).

6. Solomon M. Hsiang, Marshall Burke, Edward Miguel, 
“Quantifying the Influence of Climate on  Human Conflict,” 
Science 321 (September 13, 2013): 1–14.

7. Mach et  al., “Climate as a Risk  Factor for Armed 
Conflict.”

8.  Virginia Page Fortna, Does Peacekeeping Work? Shaping 
Belligerents’ Choices  After Civil War (Prince ton, NJ: Prince ton 
University Press, 2008).

9. Marshall  B. Burke, Edward Miguel,  Shanker Satya-
nath,  John  A. Dykema, and  David  B. Lobell, “Warming In-
creases the Risk of Civil War in Africa,” Proceedings of the 
National Acad emy of Sciences of the United States of Amer
i ca 106 (December 6, 2009): 20670–20674.

10. Michael  J. Lynch, Paul  B. Stretesky, and Michael  A. 
Long, “Climate Change, Temperature, and Hom i cide: A Tale 
of Two Cities, 1895–2015,” Weather, Climate, and Society 12, 
no. 1 (December 13, 2019): 171–81.

11. Kanta Kumari Rigaud, Alex de Sherbinin, Byran 
Jones, Jonas Bergmann, Viviane Clement, Kayly Ober, Jacob 
Schewe, Susana Adamo, Brent McCusker, Silke Heuser, and 
Amelia Midgley, “Groundswell: Preparing for Internal Climate 
Migration” (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018).

12. Thant Myint- U, Where China Meets India: Burma and 
the New Crossroads of Asia (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2018).

13. Bruce Jones and Samir Saran, An “India Exception” 
and India U.S. Partnership on Climate Change (Washington, 
DC: The Brookings Institution, January 12, 2015).

14. This is an area where Brookings scholars have begun 
to innovate and explore alternative models. See forthcoming 
work by Thomas Wright, by David Victor, and by Bruce Jones 
and Nils Gilman.

Climate change  will affect  every industry and  every 
sector in  every society of the world. It is already seen 
in enraged weather patterns battering the East Coast, 
the changing  water  table in the  Great Plains, forest fires 
in California, energy productivity in the once frozen 
North, and industrial development. Managing  those 
changes and generating the kinds of international 
structure and cooperation needed to flow resources to 
the most necessary areas and build resilience, and man-
age the change,  will be a fundamental test for the in-
ternational order in the coming years. If the United 
States fails to lead, it risks squandering its moral stand-
ing and its leadership at a critical time in the interna-
tional order— with serious, perhaps severe, costs.
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adverse effects of a charge when the timing might catch 
policy- makers by surprise.

Black Swans, on the other hand, are inherently un-
foreseeable and therefore require policy that is much 
more resilient to unknown threats. In  these cases,  there 
is less probability of dodging or deflecting a threat that 
no one saw coming.  Here, defense policy must be well 
equipped to absorb and recover from the adverse ef-
fects of a Black Swan event.

The sudden and unexpected COVID-19 pandemic 
provides ample opportunity to analyze the challenges 
facing American defense policy in an increasingly 
complex and interconnected global environment. 
COVID-19 illustrates the changing nature of what 
constitutes a national security threat to the United 
States. It also highlights the need for resilient defense 
policy— one that adequately prepares to dodge or de-
flect the unexpected charge of a Grey Rhino, while 
improving the United States’ ability to absorb and re-
cover from adverse Black Swans.

To do so, modern defense policy must move beyond 
in effec tive analyses of the component parts, must in-
clude all domains pre sent within a complex system, 
and must be evaluated against tangible resiliency met-
rics to ensure such policies are adaptable and flexible to 
 counter the threat from a world of unknown un-
knowns. Unlike most defense regulations that provide 
ample direction on what to perform, this essay attempts 
to provide guidance on how to go about achieving such 
a change in defense policy- making. As national secu-
rity threats become more diverse, frequent, and costly, 
failures in predicting their occurrence are to be 
expected— both Black Swans and Grey Rhinos are in-
herently unpredictable— though this should not pre-
clude the development of effective responses to such 
unforeseen events.

Changing Nature of National  
Security Threats

More than a year and a half before the COVID-19 
outbreak, former Obama administration homeland 
security advisor Lisa Monaco used the 100th anniver-
sary of the 1918 Spanish flu pandemic to warn that 

To paraphrase Winston Churchill, we are not even at 
the end of the beginning of the coronavirus crisis. At 
the time of this writing, the United States alone  faces 
more than 8.1 million known cases and more than 
500,000 deaths as a result of the novel coronavirus, 
SARS- CoV-2, which has given rise to the COVID-19 
disease.1 The authors of this volume certainly hope that 
by the time this text is published the pandemic has 
been contained—if not eliminated. Even with such a 
conclusion, however, the effects on American society 
and the challenges to our approach to strategic think-
ing  will have only begun.

For many, this global pandemic is a “Black Swan”—
a term pop u lar ized by Nassim Nicholas Taleb in 2007, 
to refer to something that is highly improbable, or 
even unimaginable.2 For  those who consider the pan-
demic to be a Black Swan event, “Nobody could have 
seen it coming.”3  Others, such as Michele Wucker, con-
sider the pandemic to be a “Grey Rhino”— a massive, 
two- ton event that every one can see on the horizon, 
even if they are unsure of when (or if) the charge 
might occur, thereby making avoidance inherently dif-
ficult.4 Both Grey Rhinos and Black Swans have use-
ful, albeit dif fer ent, explanatory value when analyzing 
defense policy.

Grey Rhinos tend to be  those events that current 
defense policy is well aware of but unwilling or ill- 
equipped to deal with.  These type of events include 
potential threats such as climate change, artificial in-
telligence, cyberwarfare, hypersonics, and quantum 
computing. Each of  these threats constitutes a Grey 
Rhino— stomping the ground and getting ready to 
charge— that policy- makers are aware of, but forecast-
ing when or if  these events  will occur can make Grey 
Rhinos just as unpredictable as Black Swans. Since 
Grey Rhino events are foreseeable— that is, policy- 
makers know that they may occur at some point— 
aggressive and forward- looking defense policy can al-
low for educated guesses as to what risks the event 
entails and how to go about minimizing that risk. Most 
importantly, Grey Rhinos give the chance to act, even 
if it is impossible to determine if or when the event 
might occur. As a result, defense policy aimed at Grey 
Rhinos must be well- equipped to dodge or deflect the 

Epilogue

Defense Policy Resilience in the Face 
of Black Swans and Grey Rhinos
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recently illustrated in Iraq, Af ghan i stan, and Syria— 
conflicts that the US military would do well to avoid.

The US military certainly possesses unique capa-
bilities that are well suited for some aspects of pan-
demic response. This alone would require appropriate 
defense policy to implement. However, this is not to 
argue that the Defense Department needs to add “pan-
demic response” to its already long list of tangential 
missions. The  simple act of naming global pandemics a 
national security threat would result in the organ-
ization of a whole- of- government response to  these 
types of Grey Rhinos. According to Monaco, “An ap-
propriate strategy should be tailored to the multifac-
eted nature of the threat pandemics pose and should 
include diplomacy and foreign aid along with public 
health preparedness.”17

In truth, some have argued that Americans may 
look at national security differently from now on and 
may no longer be willing to give the Department of 
Defense such a large bud get to defend against foreign 
threats that few see coming.18 In theory, that largesse 
was unable to prevent the coronavirus from killing 
sixty times more Americans than 9/11, with more fa-
talities reported  every day. As a result, the funding for 
an expansion of the nation’s pandemic response may 
very well be reallocated from within the Defense De-
partment’s budget— already the single largest discre-
tionary spending item for the nation. Some have even 
warned that the coming defense cuts would need to be 
very deep and disruptive, requiring defense leaders to 
make extremely hard choices.19 Defense priorities 
such as equipment modernization, increased force 
 end- strength, and procurement plans may all need to 
be reduced or eliminated. Ser vice rivalries might even 
intensify as the nascent Space Force joins the clamor 
for shares in a shrinking defense bud get. However, 
naming pandemics a national security threat and de-
veloping a whole- of- government response may actu-
ally “ free the Defense Department to focus on the 
kinds of adversaries it is best designed to deter and de-
feat: the ones we can see.”20

As David Barno and Nora Bensahel argue, “The 
United States that eventually emerges  after [this] crisis 
 will be deeply transformed and  will have new and dif-
fer ent priorities. We in the national security commu-
nity must ready ourselves for this new era, where eco-
nomic recovery and preparing for domestic threats like 
pandemics  will be far greater concerns for most Amer-
icans than threats from foreign adversaries.”21 Shift-
ing priorities, shrinking bud gets, and increasing global 
complexities are all likely to produce a fundamentally 
dif fer ent US military posture than previously known.

As Lawrence Freedman describes (chapter 8), even-
tually a nation’s existing po liti cal, economic, and social 
structures can respond to initial attacks, preventing the 
event from resulting in system collapse. Conversely, 

“pandemic disease poses one of the greatest threats to 
global stability and security.”5 Microsoft founder Bill 
Gates used the same anniversary to argue that “a 
global flu epidemic could kill more  people in the short- 
term than terrorism or climate change.”6 He contin-
ued: “We need to think through how to  handle quar-
antines, make sure supply chains  will reach affected 
areas, decide how to involve the military, and so on.”7 
Even the Director of National Intelligence ranked vul-
nerability to a large- scale outbreak of contagious dis-
ease as one of the top threats facing the country.8

Despite  these warnings,  little action was taken to 
avoid being crushed by the impending Grey Rhino. 
While defense professionals in the United States  were 
focused on great- power competition with China and 
Rus sia, funds  were diverted from the Defense Threat 
Reduction Agency’s bud get for biosecurity threats and 
instead used to research hypersonic weapons and arti-
ficial intelligence.9 Additionally, while funding for 
renovation of the nuclear stockpile was increased 
20  percent, the National Security Council’s Pandemic 
Preparedness and Response Directorate was disbanded, 
leaving the nation without a dedicated team for such 
contagions.10

 These dichotomies highlight the need for a renewed 
analy sis of what constitutes a national security threat 
to the United States and which resources should be al-
located to combat  these challenges. To date, COVID-19 
has killed more  people than Vietnam,  Korea, and the 
War on Terror— combined.11 Early in the crisis, the 
pandemic was able to achieve something no adversary 
had been able to accomplish since World War II: it 
knocked a US Navy aircraft carrier out of ser vice.12

To make  matters worse, the effects of COVID-19 
are also likely to exacerbate the threats emanating 
from already- fragile countries. For  those nations pre-
viously facing severe conflict or natu ral disasters, the 
shock is  going to be more acute and the impact more 
devastating in terms of deaths and disruption of basic 
ser vices. For many of  these nations, their ability to pro-
vide  water, sanitation, health care, and hygiene ser-
vices  were  limited to begin with, and vulnerable groups 
such as refugees and the el derly are often  those most 
likely to lack such basic ser vices.13 As an example, at 
the time of this writing in May 2020, Burkina Faso 
faced 796 known cases and 51 deaths as a direct re-
sult of the coronavirus.14 At least another 850  people 
had been killed due to COVID- related unrest.15 Despite 
a nation in lockdown, their health care system was 
overwhelmed, displacement was spiraling, and terror-
ist and insurgent groups had already taken root. “So 
far more than 760,000  people have been displaced and 
almost a million are in need. Many of  these  people 
have been displaced over the past three months, as the 
security situation has deteriorated rapidly.”16 Such 
power vacuums may well lead to similar conflicts as 
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scribed as the ability to “bounce back”  after encoun-
tering difficulty or trauma.

In each of  these contexts, resilient systems are re-
quired in order to respond effectively in the face of a 
challenge or an adverse effect. In engineering terms, 
this ability to “bounce back,” or overcome challenge, 
depends on how well a policy or piece of infrastructure 
is engineered to absorb and recover from damages 
caused by adverse events. In the context of engineering 
resilience, princi ples such as robustness, redundancy, 
and modularity are relied upon. This is the type of resil-
ience being referred to when describing a resilient piece 
of military infrastructure. However, this is but one as-
pect of what resilience means. In an ecological sense, 
resilience also deals with how close a system is to col-
lapse. In the context of ecological resilience, concepts 
such as flexibility, adaptability, and resourcefulness are 
utilized— concepts that are largely absent from the mil-
itary’s definition above. By combining both aspects of 
resilience, a resilient defense policy would anticipate a 
multitude of unknown threats and would be nimble 
enough to respond quickly and adapt to lessons 
learned.25

 These two facets of resilience need not be compart-
mentalized, however, as each model “brings with it a 
set of conceptual guidelines that are complementary 
and desirable.”26 In fact, such hybrid resilience is nec-
essary to create a system that is resilient to a wider 
range of threats. Defense policy should be robust, re-
dundant, and modular (engineering resilience), as well 
as flexible, adaptable, and resourceful (ecological resil-
ience). When combined, resilience is simply “the abil-
ity to plan and prepare for, absorb, recover from, and 
more successfully adapt to adverse events.”27

Often, discussions of defense policy resilience dis-
till to debates about how much “risk” the Defense De-
partment or the United States is willing to accept. Un-
fortunately, this distinction hinders the development of 
resilient defense policy. Compared to resilience, risk 
“quantifies known  hazards and expected damages” in 
a way that assumes advance knowledge of the effect 
of a known event. Such knowledge may occur when 
dealing with Grey Rhino events, but  here, the effects 
of such an event may still be relatively unquantifiable 
since the potential timing of the event is unknown.

Additionally, this type of risk calculation is simply 
not pos si ble when dealing with emerging and unfore-
seen threats, such as true Black Swan events. For  these 
types of unimaginable threats, the effects are entirely 
unknown. As a result, “using risk assessment to mea-
sure system resilience only offers solutions to incremen-
tal, known risks, and does  little to manage unforeseen 
events or perform  under the stress of catastrophe.”28 
Resilient defense policy therefore “depends upon spe-
cific qualities that risk assessment cannot quantify, such 
as system flexibility and interconnectedness.”29

systems that lack such resilience may be unable to 
successfully meet  these challenges. This resilience can 
only be achieved by anticipating (or at least hedging 
against) not only the initial Black Swan, but the subse-
quent second-  and third- order effects of such an event. 
Failure to do so can prove costly in terms of military 
lives and strategic advantages lost.

Slow- burning and complex crises have revealed the 
need for the United States to generate more innovative 
and effective public policies and governance practices 
for a wider range of national security challenges.  These 
crises might include the opioid epidemic, pandemics, 
migration, climate change, and financial markets—to 
name a few. Each of  these complex systems is an inte-
gral part of our lives, and each has the potential to fail 
in ways that separate them from traditional under-
standings of security challenges. “As the world be-
comes more connected— the culmination of the prom-
ise of globalization—it becomes more complex. That 
complexity carries with it benefits for some and a hid-
den cost for all: fragility.”22 This fragility is introduced 
by a series of pressures not previously understood as 
national security threats and can only be adequately 
addressed with resilient defense policy.

Risk versus Resilience

In order to develop such resilient defense policy, one 
must move beyond the buzzword to understand ex-
actly what resilient defense policies would look like. 
Much of the confusion surrounding the overarching 
concept of resilience is due to the varying definitions 
in use by dif fer ent industries. As a result, our under-
standing of resilience changes depending on the con-
text in use.

The Office of the Secretary of Defense for Policy 
(OSD- P) definition of resilience provides some insight 
into how defense policy- makers view resilience: it is 
“the ability of an architecture to support the functions 
necessary for mission success with higher probability, 
shorter periods of reduced capability, and across a 
wider range of scenarios, conditions, and threats, in 
spite of hostile action or adverse conditions.”23 The 
prob lem is that this definition of resilience tends to fo-
cus narrowly on battle- damage characteristics that 
the military is well conditioned to address.

In the military, systems are often described as resil-
ient if they are robust or impenetrable (e.g., a resilient 
information network), though as the OSD- P definition 
illustrates, it is also used to describe a military force 
with the ability to provide operational capacity despite 
disruption,  whether natu ral or man- made, inadvertent 
or deliberate.24 This is very similar to the physical sci-
ences, where materials and objects are deemed resilient 
if they resume their original shape upon being bent or 
stretched. In  human psy chol ogy, this concept is de-
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ways.”32 Therefore, strategic foresight is not intended 
to avoid or prevent Black Swan or Grey Rhino events 
from happening, but rather to prepare for the inevita-
ble second-  and third- order effects that such a shock 
would bring about.

Traditionally, it  isn’t the initial shock of a large pop-
ulation falling ill that leads to a national security break-
down, but rather the failure of a public health system, 
the resulting economic decline due to large numbers of 
quarantined workers, and the strain on global supply 
chains for every thing from personal protective equip-
ment (PPE) to foodstuffs. As a result, “Failure in one 
part of the system can cascade into other parts— such 
as how the current pandemic stresses public health— 
and, through our response,  ripples into the economy, 
causing mass layoffs and a collapse in consumer confi-
dence, trade, and industrial production.”33

Black Swans are, by their very nature, unpredict-
able. And since planners cannot prepare for  every un-
imaginable scenario, defense policy must anticipate the 
second-  and third- order effects that are inevitable— 
even if we cannot predict their cause. That is, the in-
ability to predict Black Swans requires the capability 
to react more efficiently to the repercussions of such 
events. For example, any number of Black Swan events 
might cause mass migration, mass unemployment, or 
health care system collapse. The goal is not to predict 
the cause of  these effects. The goal of resilient policy is 
the ability to address  these challenges regardless of 
what caused them.

Likewise, while defense planners can see Grey Rhi-
nos on the horizon (which allows for a better approx-
imation of the event’s second-  and third- order effects), 
 these events’ unpredictable timing leads to similar chal-
lenges ensuring adequate preparedness. Resilient de-
fense policy ensures that the system is ready to absorb 
and recover from  these adverse effects, regardless of 
when they might occur.

Such is the case for complex, interconnected sys-
tems. Foreseeing  these developments and establishing 
our response to them rely heavi ly on the art of strate-
gic thinking. Traditional military planning efforts uti-
lize vari ous frameworks to analyze the operational en-
vironment, taking into account the po liti cal, military, 
economic, social, infrastructure, and informational 
(PMESII)  factors that may affect potential courses of 
action in response to vari ous crises.34 Too often, this is 
where the analy sis ends, resulting in missed complex 
interactions between vari ous PMESII nodes. That is, 
without a more complete picture of the operating en-
vironment, potential courses of action cannot be ade-
quately analyzed, and second-  and third- order effects 
may be missed— the exact effects that must be planned 
for when we cannot predict the initial events.

It is just  these kind of staggering second-  and third- 
order effects of the COVID-19 pandemic that have the 

Two examples serve to illustrate the fallacy of basing 
defense policies on the concept of risk as opposed to a 
more appropriate discussion of policy resilience. First, 
the creation of the Transportation Security Administra-
tion and the installation of armored cockpit doors  were 
actions taken to reduce the risk of another 9/11- type 
terrorist attack. However,  these changes did nothing to 
create a more resilient aviation system, capable of ab-
sorbing and recovering capabilities in the event that an-
other such event  were to occur. Similarly, the Trump 
administration’s current emphasis on building a wall 
along the southern border of the United States may re-
duce the risk of illegal immigration. However, the wall 
is a perfect example of planning for one specific type of 
threat. Even if this wall is built along the entire southern 
border, it  will do nothing to increase the resilience of the 
American economic, health care, and social welfare 
systems— the second-  and third- order effects of illegal 
immigration. If and when immigrants find another way 
into the country, the system  will be just as unlikely to 
absorb the adverse effects of illegal immigration; nor 
 will recovery time be lessened.

Understanding this difference between risk and re-
silience is vital for the development of effective defense 
policy.  These two examples illustrate how current de-
fense policy frequently addresses specific, identifiable 
risks, without making the under lying system more re-
silient against a multitude of threats. When faced with 
 future Black Swans or Grey Rhinos, current defense 
policies  will be found lacking. To avoid such miscalcu-
lations, we need to learn from our failures to prepare 
for, absorb, recover from, and adapt to the sudden out-
break of COVID-19. This requires an investigation 
into how we might use systemic thinking to develop 
resilient defense policies for  future Black Swan or 
Grey Rhino events.

Systemic Thinking

 These miscalculations are due, in part, to a critical 
shortfall in the art of strategic thinking (see chapter 6). 
As noted by Daniel McCauley,  today’s leaders have 
“lost the ability to look and plan ahead.”30 However, 
in order to deal with an increasingly complex and un-
certain world, a new developmental paradigm must be 
constructed. As global interdependencies increase, 
changes in the economic, social, religious, or military 
realms demand strategic consideration. Global health 
concerns are no dif fer ent.

Benjamin Jensen notes that as the world becomes a 
more interconnected system, “systems tend to be resil-
ient and adaptive, reor ga niz ing and mutating in re-
sponse to change.”31 The failure of such systems is 
therefore rarely the result of a single shocking event. 
Rather, fragility in the system develops from “a com-
bination of  factors that interact in unpredictable 
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physical domain and includes data use, transfer, 
analy sis, and storage;

• Cognitive Domain (C): this has to do with  human 
processes— i.e., translating, sharing, and acting 
upon knowledge to make, communicate, and 
implement decisions throughout the system; and

• Social Domain (S): this involves interactions and 
entities that influence how decisions are made, 
including government regulations, religions, 
cultures, and languages.41

Continuing the use of the coronavirus pandemic as 
a case study, defense policy that attempts to meet this 
challenge would be analyzed according to the physi-
cal, information, cognitive, and social (PICS) domains 
listed above. For example, current methods of think-
ing about individual nodes of a system result in large 
ware houses of PPE on hand in the event of a global 
pandemic. This worldwide staging of emergency equip-
ment would meet the requirements of a resilient pol-
icy in the physical domain— which is where most re-
silience analyses stop. Systemic thinking, on the other 
hand, might allow decision- makers to foresee the PPE 
supply chain and equipment- tracking challenges in the 
information domain due to large portions of the pop-
ulation  under quarantine.  Today, countries around 
the globe are struggling with critical shortages in 
medical supplies and equipment, and “ these shortages 
threaten to leave curable patients untreated and 
health professionals exposed, with potentially grave 
consequences.”42 Similarly, resilience analyses in the 
cognitive and social domains might have prepared 
policy- makers for the challenges associated with a 
population that does not want to abide by quarantine 
regulations or differences in how po liti cal parties might 
approach the crisis.

This is not to say that defense leaders should have 
predicted when this Grey Rhino might have charged, 
but in  today’s global security environment, where de-
fense professionals cannot claim expertise in  every con-
ceivable challenge, planners must develop policy that 
is resilient in the face of unknown unknowns. That is, 
knowing that a global pandemic was certainly pos si-
ble, resilient defense policy should have been developed 
to mitigate the second-  and third- order effects certain 
to be caused— whenever the event might occur. This 
mitigation is best achieved by ensuring policy resilience 
within all of the domains pre sent in complex, intercon-
nected systems.

Policy resilience is based on the recognition that the 
strategic environment has changed and that civil struc-
tures, resources, and ser vices are the first line of de-
fense for modern socie ties. Resilient policies involve the 
 whole of government with an integrated private sector 
and act as a deterrent against adversaries, while cush-
ioning the blow from non- actor threats (e.g., global 

potential to cause systemic failure. In a single week 
early in the crisis, almost 3.3 million Americans applied 
for unemployment benefits— five times more than in 
the previous record- setting week in 1982.35 More than 
36 million  people have filed for unemployment, and 
economists estimate that more another 5 to 10 million 
Americans could be unemployed before this crisis 
ends.36 Small businesses have already begun shutter-
ing, and tax revenues for 2020  will inherently be 
depressed— providing the government far less money 
to spend on recovery efforts.37 Homelessness, hunger, 
and extreme poverty could all reach catastrophic levels. 
“The severity of this sudden economic crisis  will pro-
foundly shape the lives and spending patterns of Amer-
icans for years (and perhaps even de cades) to come, as 
they grapple with  these disastrous consequences.”38

Though  these effects may not be avoidable, plan-
ners and policy- makers need a way to understand (and 
plan for) the relationships between seemingly disparate 
nodes of the operating environment. Such strategic 
thinking “is a cognitive pro cess used to design and sus-
tain an organ ization’s competitive advantage. It is a 
holistic method that leverages hindsight, insight, and 
foresight and precedes strategy or plan development. 
Strategic thinking relies on an intuitive, visual, and cre-
ative pro cess that explores the global security envi-
ronment to synthesize emerging patterns, issues, con-
nections, and opportunities.”39

This type of thinking is essentially the opposite of 
the traditional analyses taught throughout professional 
military education. Joint doctrine currently employs 
“systematic” thinking, which emphasizes separating 
the individual pieces of what is being studied into man-
ageable parts. This emphasis is why PMESII frame-
works are so widely utilized throughout military plan-
ning. By contrast, systemic thinking focuses on the 
interaction between the vari ous nodes being studied. 
Instead of breaking the system down into smaller 
chunks, it actually expands to include all actors, 
 factors, and forces working upon a system— often re-
sulting in a complex systems map of the operating en-
vironment. For this reason, systemic thinking is fre-
quently more effective in solving the most difficult 
prob lems— complex issues involving numerous, inter-
dependent variables.40

By utilizing systemic thinking, defense policy can 
also be analyzed according to how resilient it is within 
each of the vari ous domains that encompass all large, 
complex systems:

• Physical Domain (P): analyzing resilience in the 
physical domain often entails a mea sure ment of 
the level of robustness, redundancy, and modular-
ity of a par tic u lar system;

• Information Domain (I): resilience in the informa-
tion domain consists of what we know about the 
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sis in the “Prepare” and “Absorb” aspects of policy 
resilience, as policy- makers attempt to dodge and 
deflect an unanticipated charge from a known threat. 
 However, since Black Swan events are inherently un-
known, very  little can be done to prepare for such an 
event. Instead, resilient defense policy  here would em-
phasize the absorption and recovery from the unavoid-
able adverse effects to come.

Conclusion

The final effects of the coronavirus are as of yet un-
known. What is known, however, is that American de-
fense policy should undergo a significant evolution in 
response to the second-  and third- order effects of an 
 enemy that cannot be seen or addressed with tradi-
tional military might.

To meet the vari ous challenges of a period of un-
certainty, including  those posed by Black Swans and 

pandemics). “Resilient socie ties also have a greater 
propensity to bounce back  after crises: they tend to 
recover more rapidly and are able to return to pre- 
crisis functional levels with greater ease than less resil-
ient socie ties.”43

To assist in the creation of such resilient defense 
policy,  table 1 combines the vari ous aspects of resil-
ience across the top (prepare, absorb, recover, and 
adapt— PARA), and the domains that encompass all 
large, complex systems (physical, information, cogni-
tive, and social— PICS) down the left side.44 This  table 
provides a mea sure of policy resilience for defense pol-
icy planners to consider.

Returning to the discussion of Black Swan and Grey 
Rhino events, the PARA- PICS framework allows for 
defense policy to be focused on the type of events it is 
meant to address. For example, policies intended to ad-
dress Grey Rhinos— pandemics, climate change, and 
artificial intelligence— would have more of an empha-

 Table 1.  Defense Policy Resilience Considerations (PARA-PICS)

Prepare Absorb Recover Adapt

Physical

Can the policy be used to 
prepare for numerous 
potential adverse events?

Does the policy reduce the 
time needed to reverse 
adverse effects?

Does the policy reduce 
the time needed  until full 
functionality is restored?

Can the policy be adapted 
following an event to allow 
for improvement?

Which potential events 
 will cause the greatest 
effect on the population?

Does the policy help the 
population to adapt to  
a “new normal?”

Information

How well does the policy 
detect the emergence of 
a range of potential 
threats?

How well does the policy 
detect when and what 
damage has occurred?

Does the policy minimize 
the time required to 
gather and disseminate 
damage info?

Does the policy allow for 
the detection of trends,  
or changing threats and 
vulnerability levels?

Cognitive

Has an adequate range of 
scenarios been considered 
for this policy?

Can the policy be 
implemented quickly in the 
event of an adverse event?

Do specific contingency 
plans exist?

What is the flexibility of 
policy- makers to update 
governing regulations to 
address changes?

Does the policy help 
prepare individuals to 
disseminate information 
about potential threats?

Does the policy address 
the second-  and 
third- order effects of a 
range of potential 
threats?

Social

Have adequate resources 
been allocated to 
preparing for a range of 
events? 

Does the policy address 
adverse effects on 
population due to indirect 
effects in addition to 
primary threat?

What resources  will be 
required to restore full 
functionality?

What is the anticipated 
willingness of the populace 
to accept changes to 
standard procedures?
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plex systems (physical, information, cognitive, and 
social). Consequently, some aspects of defense policy 
should remain in place— such as the current focus on 
capabilities- based planning and an emphasis on joint-
ness. Military planning should not be directed at avoid-
ing specific Black Swan events, as they are by defini-
tion, unpredictable. Nor should policies rely on the 
ability to forecast when a Grey Rhino might occur. 
However, this analy sis suggests that defense policy 
needs increased emphasis on second-  and third- order 
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ture to include all actors,  factors, and forces pre sent 
within the system. “Much of what we have to learn is 
not about the science of prediction but the art of timely 
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As professional football player turned MIT mathe-
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probable  things happen all the time in life. It’s just ex-
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gagement, tearing up nuclear, economic, and climate 
accords, and threatening to withdraw the United States 
from NATO. With the announcement in the midst of a 
pandemic that the United States would cease funding 
and leave the World Health Organ ization, the admin-
istration appeared to be willing to have the United 
States “go it alone.” The  future of the liberal world 
order was in peril.

As editors, we wrestled with how to encapsulate the 
enormity of the expanding mission facing US defense 
policy. Each of  these global issues was pressing, but the 
US capacity to  counter each was nearly impossible. It 
was questionable if the United States possessed the re-
sources, manpower, and po liti cal  will to  counter all the 
myriad pressures. As one of our editors remarked, it 
was as if the United States was playing a game of 
Twister— the classic Milton Bradley game where play-
ers stretch themselves into seemingly impossible con-
tortions to keep their hands and feet on their assigned 
circles. Left foot red: the United States deploys troops 
to Syria to support operations against the Islamic State; 
right hand green: the US State Department declared 
that the Chinese government is committing genocide 
against the Uyghur people. The number and complex-
ity of the moves across the board threatened to topple 
the United States.

As we  imagined  Uncle Sam contorted across the 
Twister mat, we considered the role of the United States 
in the world. The unipolar moment seemed to be gone 
or at least fading, but what was next? In this time of 
uncertainty, what was the role of the United States? Was 
it to be the world’s defender of democracy or the global 
police officer? Should the United States prioritize pro-
tecting its homeland and invigorating the American 
economy? It seemed as though the United States may 
have been  going through an identity crisis.

Adding to this crisis, technological and societal 
changes  were sending shock waves through the Amer-
ican defense system. Although it could persist in the 
near term, the defense system had become so large and 
cumbersome that it strug gled to adapt to and incorpo-
rate urgently needed revolutionary changes.  Under 
this pressure, policy was desperately lagging, and  there 
existed a largely unspoken recognition that the United 
States was still trying to adapt mid- twentieth- century 
solutions to twenty- first- century questions.

In June 2019, we, the editors of this volume, assem-
bled in the McDermott Library at the US Air Force 
Acad emy to plan the ninth edition of American De
fense Policy. It had been fourteen years since Ameri
can Defense Policy, 8th ed. was published and much 
had changed for American security studies. While the 
eighth edition responded to the September 11 attacks 
and the ongoing counterinsurgency wars in Iraq and 
Af ghan i stan, the landscape in 2019 was decidedly 
dif fer ent.

The threats from non- state actors had not dimin-
ished; indeed, the United States was entering its eigh-
teenth year in Af ghan i stan while an unspecified num-
ber of troops remained in Iraq. The Islamic State, 
al- Qaeda, and Hez bollah continued as major threats 
to security in hotspots across Africa, the  Middle East, 
and Asia. At the same time the United States remained 
embroiled in operations to subdue non- state actors, 
great- power politics was again a pressing issue. 
Balance- of- power competition reminiscent of the Cold 
War was on the rise. Rus sia was perfecting grey- zone 
operations, instigating trou ble with invasions of 
Ukraine, and siding with President Bashar al- Assad in 
the Syrian civil war. Meanwhile, China was steadily 
building its military forces and making aggressive 
moves in the South China Sea, not to mention enact-
ing assertive economic policies that threatened US pri-
macy. And while the rise of Rus sia and China threat-
ened the status of the United States as a global 
hegemon, smaller states such as North  Korea, now part 
of the nuclear club of nations, and Iran continued to 
agitate global security with increasingly sophisticated 
weapons programs.

Beyond  these more “traditional” threats  were new 
issues that strained the existing international system. 
Cyberwarfare joined the traditional warfighting do-
mains and threatened to turn power grids and eco-
nomic systems into new ave nues of warfare. Influence 
warfare went to new heights as adversaries used social 
media and artificial intelligence to target civil society 
itself, creating false information and undermining 
demo cratic institutions, such as elections. The effects 
of climate change created conditions for conflict over 
scare resources and produced unmanageable refugee 
crises. All the while, a new administration pursued a 
significant departure from traditional American en-
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widening: nuclear weapons remained a bedrock func-
tion of the US military while the Space Force was just 
standing up.

We  were well into the book when a Grey Rhino 
trampled across the globe in the form of COVID-19 
(see the Epilogue). As the virus brought the world to 
its knees, we pondered what this pandemic would 
mean for defense policy. It could change every thing— 
how the United States conceptualized both allies and 
enemies, how it deployed troops and utilized resources, 
and how it utilized technologies. On the other hand, 
COVID-19 might not change anything, and defense 
policy would continue on the same trajectory.

For the editing team, the pandemic confirmed at 
least one  thing:  there was no way we could cover  every 
impor tant topic in this one volume. Although we 
wanted to delve into theories of great- power rivalries, 
rising powers, and continuing non- state threats, we 
would need to carefully cull the lit er a ture for pieces 
that gave an overview of the complex environment. We 
wanted to cover the conventional battlespace, weapons 
of mass destruction, and the emerging space domain, 
but we would need to choose se lections that provided a 
more general sense of the multifaceted military the-
aters. While we dreamed of articles covering a vast ar-
ray of emerging technology, such as hypersonic weap-
ons, quantum computing, or biotechnology, we realized 
we would need to be content with articles that pro-
vided a taste of innovations in the conduct of war while 
leaving the reader  eager to do more research.

This volume, in sum, is an attempt to do all of the 
above. We hope it conveys the complexity of defense 
policy as the United States twists and bends to meet 
myriad expectations. It is meant to portray the vast 
goals and strategies that underlie policy, the competing 
missions that vie for the attention of the US Armed 
Forces, and the constraints that limit what is pos si ble 
to achieve in foreign policy. Fi nally, it is designed to 
give students of defense policy a taste of the intricacies 
of the pro cess and a hunger to be part of shaping 
 future outcomes.

In this game of Twister, the United States was des-
perately trying to reach down to tamp out crises 
across the globe and to reach up to integrate the next 
ground- breaking technology, all the while bending 
over to conceal prob lems, such as shortfalls in the de-
fense bud get or an armed force exhausted by nearly 
two de cades of continuous conflict.  These types of 
maneuvers could only be sustained for a short time 
before every one in the game collapsed. We worried 
that if policy- makers did not change the game, or play 
it differently, the United States would lose the next 
war or fade away as China ascended to a global hege-
monic status.

With this analogy in mind, our editorial team de-
signed the scope of the book to capture the complex-
ity of the situation and the competing goals of defense 
policy. To provide insight into the fundamental  drivers 
of defense policy, we sought classic works that have 
provided the theories and values that have influenced 
how the United States envisions its place within an 
ever- changing international environment. To shed light 
on the complexity of the policy- making pro cess, we 
looked for innovative articles that described the mul-
tiplicity of players, challenges to the profession of arms, 
and the tensions that arise as smaller bud gets must 
straddle larger mission sets. Fi nally, we wanted to por-
tray how the United States adapts to the rapidly 
changing security environment and the disruptive tech-
nologies that typify the emerging battlefield.

 These  were impor tant  matters, and it was a lofty 
goal to capture all of this in one volume. We debated 
which works best capture the United States’ values and 
 grand strategies. We discussed how to include the in-
numerable impacts of the American defense policy- 
making pro cess, ranging from  women in combat, the 
politicization of the military, and the use of contrac-
tors and the National Guard to supplement active duty 
armed forces. Lastly, we strug gled to include all the 
technological innovations of the past fifteen years that 
revolutionized the battlefield while making space for 
the traditional military missions. The gap was vast and 
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