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About the Michael J. Zak Grand Strategy Lecture
In March 2018, the Center for a New American Security (CNAS) launched the 
Michael J. Zak Grand Strategy Lecture Series, a new annual event developed 
to feature original thinking on American grand strategy. For the 2019 event, 
CNAS commissioned seven essays on American grand strategy unbound by 
the intellectual and strategic strictures of the past. In New Voices in Grand 
Strategy, CNAS brings together strategists, academics, and policymakers to 
offer a vision for a grand strategy that defines national power and purpose on 
the world stage.
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I n June 2008, the Center for a New American Security published a compendium of essays 
to grapple with the central questions of American grand strategy.1 The volume compiled 
the views of leading senior strategists from across the political spectrum and from both 

academia and the policy community. Four years later, CNAS embarked on a similar venture, 
presenting the views of four more expert thinkers.2

Today, the debate over America’s proper role in the world is perhaps wider than at any 
time in decades. The 2016 presidential election illuminated deep divides in the American 
public about the scope of the country’s interests, the nature of existing threats, the financial 
and military burdens the United States should shoulder, the degree to which values as well 
as interests should motivate national action, and the methods for attaining national objec-
tives, however defined. The debate among national security experts on such matters should 
be just as wide and searching. 

With the very vision for U.S. global leadership up for grabs, CNAS now seeks to broaden 
the existing debate by bringing new voices to the conversation. We have commissioned a 
series of essays on American grand strategy from a new generation of thinkers, strategists, 
academics, and policymakers. As will immediately become apparent, their contributions are 
not bound by the intellectual and strategic strictures of the past. Our goal was to question 
the assumptions and decisions that have guided U.S. foreign policy in the post–Cold War era, 
to assess how ongoing changes in the world should reshape U.S. grand strategy, and ulti-
mately to propose recommendations and alternatives for the way forward. The essays in this 
volume are fresh, rigorously analytical, and provocative – deliberately so.

They also elucidate and deepen the range of grand-strategic options, identifying different 
and distinct approaches. These seven distinct, thoughtful contributions from rising leaders 
in the field serve as starting points for policymakers seeking to define America’s role in a 
changing world. We hope that they will also serve as a resource for all those wishing to 
thoughtfully consider the right grand strategy for the United States today.

1. “Finding Our Way: Debating American Grand Strategy,” edited by Michele A. Flournoy and 
Shawn Brimley, Center for a New American Security, June 2008, https://s3.amazonaws.
com/files.cnas.org/documents/FlournoyBrimley_Finding-Our-Way_June08.pdf?m-
time=20160906082323.

2. “America’s Path: Grand Strategy for the Next Administration,” edited by Richard Fontaine and 
Kristin Lord, Center for a New American Security, May 2012, https://www.cnas.org/publica-
tions/reports/americas-path-grand-strategy-for-the-next-administration.
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umility is a virtue. Yet in the last quarter 
century, American policymakers have been far 
more likely to embrace the notion of America 

as the “indispensable nation,” responsible for pro-
tecting allies, promoting democracy and human rights, 
tamping down conflicts, and generally managing global 
affairs. Compare this ideal to the U.S. track record – 
endless Middle Eastern wars, the rise of ISIS, global 
democratic backsliding, a revanchist Russia, resur-
gent China, and a world reeling from the election of 
President Donald Trump – and this label seems instead 
the height of hubris. 

Many of the failures of U.S. foreign policy speak 
for themselves. As the daily drumbeat of bad news 
attests, interventions in Iraq and Libya were not 
victories for human rights or democracy, but rather 
massively destabilizing for the Middle East as a whole. 
Afghanistan – despite initial military successes – 
has become a quagmire, highlighting the futility of 
nation- building. 

Other failures of America’s grand strategy are less 
visible, but no less damaging. NATO expansion into 
Eastern Europe helped to reignite hostility between 
Russia and the West. Worse, it has diluted the alli-
ance’s defensive capacity and its democratic character. 
And even as the war on terror fades from public view, 
it remains as open-ended as ever: Today, the United 
States is at war in seven countries and engaged in 
“combating terrorism’ in more than 80.1 

To put it bluntly: America’s strategy since the end of 
the Cold War – whether it is called primacy or liberal 
internationalism – may not be a total failure, but it has 
not been successful either. Many have tried to place 
blame for these poor outcomes.2 But recrimination 
is less important than understanding why America’s 
strategy has failed so badly and avoiding these mistakes 
in future. 

Much of the explanation is the natural outcome of 
changing constraints. Iraq and Libya should not be 
viewed as regrettable anomalies, but rather the logical 
outcome of unipolarity and America’s liberal inter-
nationalist inclination to solve every global problem. 
It’s also a reliance on flawed assumptions – that what 
is good for America is always good for the world, for 
example. Support for dangerous sovereignty-under-
mining norms adds to the problem; just look at the 
Responsibility to Protect (R2P), which has proved not 
to protect populations or stabilize fragile states, but to 
provoke chaos, encourage nuclear proliferation, and 
undermine the international institutions. 

Perhaps, if nothing else had changed, a form of 
watered-down liberal internationalism that foreswore 
interventionism and drew back from the war on terror 
might have been possible.3 But international politics 
are undergoing a period of profound transformation, 
from unipolarity to regional or even global multipo-
larity. Primacy – and the consistent drumbeat of calls 
in Washington to do more, always and everywhere – is 
neither sustainable nor prudent. Nor can we fall back on 
warmed-over Cold War–era strategies better suited to an 
era of bipolar superpower competition. 

It is worrying, then, that perhaps the most important 
driving force in U.S. foreign policy today is inertia. Path 
dependence locks America into alliances and security 
commitments with unreliable partners, strategically 
unwise military conflicts, and policies better designed for 
the unipolar or Cold War eras. The challenge – and most 

important task – for any new grand strategy is to make 
a strategic caesura: to pause and re-examine America’s 
foreign policy commitments and force posture, pruning 
as necessary to reach a more balanced and prudent 
approach for the 21st century. 

What would such a pared-down strategy look like? It 
would seek to retain useful alliances, while downsizing 
or exiting partnerships that are costly and outdated. It 
would maintain a strong military capability, but make far 
fewer military commitments, relying more frequently on 
other tools from the foreign policy tool kit. Rather than 
existing formulations of competition or confrontation, it 
would focus instead on maintaining American security 
and managing the transition to a stable, multipolar world 
without provoking a war – cold or hot – with China. 

Undoubtedly, such a strategy would require accepting 
greater strategic autonomy on the part of allies, with all 
the pros and cons that that entails. Yet a scaled-down U.S. 
grand strategy that focuses on mitigating key threats to 
American security is likely to be more sustainable, more 
successful and – perhaps most importantly for the 2020 
presidential candidates currently seeking a foreign policy 
vision – more popular in the decades to come than any of 
the alternatives. 

H

Recrimination is less important 
than understanding why 
America’s strategy has failed 
so badly and avoiding these 
mistakes in future.
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Primacy Unchained

Supporters of American primacy often argue that 
U.S. grand strategy has changed little since the end of 
World War II. This framing conveniently allows them 
to portray primacy not only as a key force in ending the 
Cold War and ensuring America’s ascendance to global 
superpower, but also as a stabilizing and benign strategy 
that seeks global – not national – welfare. It is also 
closely tied to the concept of the so-called liberal inter-
national order, the idea that the American-led order 
during and after the Cold War was liberal, multilateral, 
and rules-based. 

Both notions, of course, are fundamentally mis-
leading. As various scholars have noted, the idea of a 
“liberal international order” is fundamentally ahis-
torical; insofar as liberal and open features of the 
international system exist, they are more the result of 
American power than any institution or rules-based 
system. These features were themselves often the result 
of fundamentally illiberal choices by the United States 
or its allies: backing autocratic allies, fomenting coups 
in Soviet-aligned states, and supporting rebels in wars 
from Afghanistan to Nicaragua.4 The notion of a liberal 
international order is also Eurocentric: Outside the 
European continent, the United States’ Cold War–era 
policies were far more often coercive and reliant on 
autocratic allies. 

The second notion – that America’s strategy has 
remained unchanged since 1945 – is also misleading. 
Certainly, it is true that the principles underlying 
America’s approach to the world are largely unchanged. 
In both the Cold War era and afterwards, American 
policymakers sought to build strong alliances, shape 
multilateral institutions in ways that would buttress 
American power, and prevent other states from threat-
ening U.S. primacy. Yet the world itself has changed. 
The American strategy of building strong military 
alliance structures – particularly in Europe and Asia – 
made sense when faced with a peer-competitor Soviet 
Union. It makes almost no sense today. Nor does the 
robust American military presence in the Middle East, 
or alliances with problematic autocrats. 

More importantly, primacy is now free of the con-
straints placed upon it by the exigencies of a bipolar 
international system. For U.S. policymakers, this has 
allowed for a massive expansion of goals. For the 
Clinton administration, a series of decisions – to pursue 
dual containment in the Middle East, the expansion 
of NATO, the interventions in Kosovo and Haiti – dra-
matically expanded the scope of U.S. global ambitions 

to include global policing and humanitarian functions. 
By the Bush administration, the remit of U.S. foreign 
policy was nothing less than “the ultimate goal of ending 
tyranny in our world.”5 

So if, as John Lewis Gaddis defines it, “grand strategy is 
the calculated relationship of means to large ends,” then 
it is the ends that have dramatically increased in size 
since 1991, even as means and motives remain similar. 
America’s grand strategy, consequentially, is today much 
more ambitious and assertive than it used to be: Primacy 
is unchained. 

Brave New World

To adjudicate the success or failure of today’s grand 
strategy, we therefore need to look at the post–Cold War 
period. The goals set by proponents of liberal interna-
tionalism during this period were clearly expansive. 
Maintaining primacy – military and economic – was 
in many ways the least important.6 Indeed, as Richard 
Haass put it, America’s purpose was “not to resist mul-
tipolarity . . . but to define it,” creating a world with few 
wars, no proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, 
an open economic system, and an obligation to humani-
tarian intervention where necessary.7 

By the standards of its defenders, therefore, America’s 
current grand strategy has clearly been a failure. The 
world has not been reshaped.8 Yet even by more modest 
standards, it has largely failed. Stephen Walt argues that 
“both the overall condition of the world and America’s 
status within it had declined steadily and significantly 
between 1993 and 2016 . . . . Great power competition had 
returned with a vengeance, weapons of mass destruction 
continued to spread, terrorists and other violent extrem-
ists were an active force in more places, [and] the Middle 
East was in turmoil.”9 To put it another way, America 
entered the 1990s with perhaps the greatest peace 
dividend ever seen. Today, it limps towards 2020 in a dis-
ordered world with many of those benefits squandered. 

American grand strategy cannot be blamed for all 
of these developments. The rise of China and the slide 
toward a multipolar world were both inevitable and 

America’s grand strategy, 
consequentially, is today much 
more ambitious and assertive 
than it used to be: Primacy is 
unchained.
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widely predicted two decades ago. But primacy has 
worsened many of these trends, or, as in the case of 
great-power competition, hastened their arrival. Central 
to understanding the failures of America’s current grand 
strategy are three contemporary problems.

The Intervention Trap
Military intervention abroad is not a bug, but rather a 
feature of American primacy. Certainly, some would 
argue that disasters like the Iraq war are a momentary 
aberration in a broader pattern of benevolent foreign 
policy behavior. Yet supporters of primacy are often 
schizophrenic about this issue. Hal Brands, for example, 
has argued both that democracy promotion is a core 
liberal project, and that the norms of nonaggression and 
sovereignty are paramount to the U.S.-led order.10 Others 
describe humanitarian or pro-democracy intervention 
as a necessary – even core – component of maintaining 
international order.11

In reality, the broad, sweeping goals of liberal interna-
tionalism almost inevitably lead to intervention, at least 
in an era of unipolarity. The rationale may vary from case 
to case, but illiberal behavior – military conquest –typ-
ically is excused as justifiable in the service of liberal 
goals,12 from nonproliferation in Iraq, to human rights 

in Libya or Kosovo, to counterterrorism in Niger and 
Cameroon. Since the end of the Cold War and the end 
of bipolarity, such interventions have become sub-
stantially more numerous; by one estimate, the United 
States engaged in four times as many military interven-
tions since 1992 as during the whole of the Cold War.13 
American endorsement of problematic norms like the 
Responsibility to Protect have only added to the problem. 

The results of the intervention trap have been dire. 
The few moderate successes have been largely out-
weighed by an impressive number of failures. The war in 
Iraq upset the balance of power in the Middle East and 
helped to contribute to the rise of ISIS. The U.S.-installed 
government of Afghanistan continues to slowly lose 
ground against a resurgent Taliban. The intervention in 
Libya produced an ongoing civil conflict. And American 
actions in these cases may be driving dictators elsewhere 
– like North Korea’s Kim Jong Un – to pursue the protec-
tion that only nuclear weapons can bring. 

Even interventions like Kosovo, typically viewed as 
more benign, can be problematic. As James Goldgeier 

notes, “Because it ended with NATO victorious and 
Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic irreversibly 
weakened, it does not get the same level of attention 
as the 2003 Iraq War or the 2011 intervention in Libya. 
But it should.”14 Confrontations with both Russia and 
China during the Kosovo intervention helped to worsen 
relations, and the intervention itself later served as 
a precedent for the Bush administration’s unilateral 
invasion of Iraq. 

On a broader level, the exponential growth of U.S. 
counterterrorism commitments overseas – from drone 
strikes to special ops forces and the deployment of troops 
to engage in “train-and-equip” missions – has driven 
groups with predominantly local grievances into the 
arms of global terror groups, and has increased radical-
ization in various areas.15 Counterterrorism missions 
are frequently invisible to the American people, and 
policymakers rarely debate their missions or cost, con-
tinuing to rely on the dated 2001 Authorization to use 
Military Force. Constant interventions squander blood 
and treasure, all while chipping away at U.S. military 
readiness.16 

As Michael Spirtas of Rand describes, “Almost two 
decades of fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq have resulted 
in a generation of American service members with little 

experience in thinking about or pre-
paring for major power conflict.”17 These 
outcomes are not the consequence of a 
few poor decisions, but rather of the core 
motivating concepts of primacy and its 

expansive aims. If we continue to adhere to a strategy 
that views America as the world’s policeman and savior, 
we will remain stuck in the intervention trap. 

Hubris
America’s liberal internationalist strategy has long been 
characterized by a form of hubris; the idea that America 
can fix most global problems and achieve any goal it sets 
itself to. Indeed, foreign policy elites too often cling to 
the inaccurate idea that American “credibility” is on 
the line in even the most trivial of international crises.18 
Perhaps this shouldn’t be viewed as strange; after all, this 
approach to American foreign policy largely emerged in 
the mid-1990s, when American military, economic, and 
soft power were effectively unrivaled.19 Yet as the United 
States enters a period of relative decline, it will become 
more problematic.20 

Even today, proponents of primacy tend to share an 
overconfidence about the fungibility of U.S. power: In 
effect, they assume that it is easy to transform America’s 
outsize economic and military advantages into actual 

Military intervention abroad is not a bug, 
but rather a feature of American primacy.
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foreign policy achievements. The U.S. track record, 
however, suggests that is not the case. The result is dis-
turbing: Primacy as a strategy is increasingly detached 
from global realities. 

Take America’s overwhelming military might, which 
nonetheless has proven inadequate to the task of counter-
insurgency campaigns and nation-building in the Middle 
East. Attempts to arm and fund moderate rebels inside 
Syria to overthrow the Assad regime likewise foundered 
amid the realities of a brutal, multi-sided civil war, and 
confusing, contradictory policy dictates from Washington. 

This is not the fault of the U.S. military. When asked to 
prosecute a war with limited objectives – such as the swift 
overthrow of Saddam Hussein – it has been an effective 
and powerful hammer. When pointed at a problem – like 
development or nation-building – that turned out not to 
be a nail, it understandably has not done so well. 

Nor is this hubris limited to military force. The devel-
opment of complex financial sanctions has provided 
lawmakers with a critical non-military pressure tool. 
America’s centrality in the U.S. financial system can be 
used to deny countries or terror groups key resources, or 
to achieve moderate policy concessions. Instead, pol-
icymakers have pursued endless sanctions as a tool of 
coercion, trying to effect major policy changes through 
limited financial means in literally hundreds of cases, with 
little understanding of cost or impact. 

Needless to say, in cases from Russia to Syria to Sudan, 
sanctions have never achieved these maximalist goals. 
This all-out strategy has been taken to its logical con-
clusion by the Trump administration, which has turned 
sanctions on even close U.S. allies who do not agree with 
American goals. The resulting creation of sanctions 
circumvention mechanisms like the European Special 
Purpose Vehicle (SPV) – designed to avoid U.S. sec-
ondary sanctions following its withdrawal from the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action – ultimately threatens 
America’s ability to use sanctions at all. 

Like intervention, this sense of hubris is a logical result 
of how primacy views the role of the United States. The 
goal is no less than to reshape the world. And if America 
takes on the mantle of global leadership, and if it is doing 
so for benign reasons, the natural conclusion is that other 
countries should fall in line with U.S. demands, and should 
view U.S. goals favorably. 

The issue of NATO expansion is perhaps the quint-
essential example of this thinking. Whatever ultimately 
motived the American choice to expand NATO, it was 
viewed in Moscow as a malign encroachment into ter-
ritory that had long been within the Russian sphere of 
influence; as such, it was viewed as a genuine security 
concern by Russian elites, whose concerns were largely 
brushed aside by American policymakers. And the belief 
that Russia could do little to prevent NATO expan-
sion also underestimated the ability of Russia to act as 
a spoiler. The result has been resurgent U.S.-Russian 
tensions, and a growing willingness by Russian leaders to 
challenge the United States. 

In short, primacy too often overestimates America’s 
capability to alter outcomes and dismisses the agency 
and capabilities of other states. The result is U.S. policy 
that is increasingly distant from global realities. 

Changing World, Static Strategy
So far, we have largely focused on the historical failures 
of primacy. Yet perhaps the biggest problem is primacy’s 
unsuitability to face the challenges of the future. The 
global balance of power is changing, as other countries 
rise and the United States enters a period of relative 
decline. Though we cannot know what this will look like, 
the most likely scenario is a Chinese rise that falls short 
of a Cold War–style bipolar system. Instead, the 21st 
century will be multipolar, whether that multipolarity is 
regional – with the United States remaining predominant 
outside of certain regions – or global. 

The bottom line, however, is simple: The alliance 
structures and force posture adopted by the United 
States during the Cold War or unipolarity are not well 
suited to compete in this new world. 

For starters, America’s network of allies and partners 
is costly and moribund. NATO may carry historical and 
sentimental weight on both sides of the Atlantic, but 
expansion and an increasing focus on expeditionary 
warfare has weakened its ability to act as a coherent 
collective defense organization and diluted its Western, 
democratic nature.21 Strategically, NATO is problematic. 
Certainly, the United States maintains an interest in 
defending the industrial centers of Western Europe. But 
there are no real threats to Western Europe. Russia is too 
weak to challenge rich Western European states, China 
too far away, and internal problems are far more pressing 
for most Western European states. 

In contrast, those states with actual security threats – 
the small Eastern European or Baltic states – are largely 
disconnected from American interests. The contribu-
tions of NATO members to America’s Middle East wars 

Primacy as a strategy is 
increasingly detached from 
global realities.
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have been laudatory, but never militarily critical. And 
their membership in NATO carries costs for U.S. security, 
notably raising tensions with Russia and creating entan-
glement risks for U.S. forces in the region.

Also costly is NATO’s role in weakening the defense 
capabilities of countries that should be America’s 
strongest partners. Again, this is a feature, not a bug of 
primacy: U.S. defense dominance discourages allies from 
investing in their own defense. But while this policy 
made sense in the aftermath of World War II – poten-
tially preventing conflict in Europe – it makes almost 
no sense today. Indeed, America would undoubtedly 
be better served by a world in which European states 
could bolster U.S. defensive capabilities with their own 
substantial resources. So long as Germany, France, and 
Britain are incentivized to spend on social programs 
rather than defense, this cannot happen. 

In the Middle East, America’s long-running relation-
ship with Saudi Arabia increasingly serves only Saudi 
interests. U.S. security would be best served by a relative 
balance of power in the Gulf, with neither Saudis nor 
Iranians dominant. The Saudi partnership prevents that. 
It also disincentivizes regional states from overcoming 
their political differences in the name of greater security. 
And it has emboldened a reckless Saudi foreign policy 
that has helped to destabilize the region more broadly. 
Our continued partnership with Saudi Arabia cannot be 
justified by any reasonable standard. 

America’s formal partnerships in East Asia – notably 
Japan and South Korea – are more strategically justifiable 
in light of the rise of China. But the way these alliances 
are structured is profoundly unhelpful. In both cases, 
the United States maintains large deployments of troops, 
and routinely takes the lead on all military matters. This 
is the case even in instances – from Okinawa to South 
Korean command-and-control – where these countries 
would prefer to manage matters themselves. By requiring 
control rather than cooperation from our partners, 
American alliance policy disincentivizes countries 
from working to improve their own security, all while 
increasing tensions between the United States and China. 

More broadly, one of primacy’s biggest problems is its 
focus on persistent alliances. Too often, protecting allies 
and perpetuating alliances are described by policymakers 
as core U.S. national security interests.22 But maintaining 

existing alliances simply because they 
already exist – without considering 
changes in the international system and 
how they impact U.S. security – is stra-
tegic malpractice. 

The alliance question is also emblem-
atic of a broader problem in U.S. grand 
strategy: that inertia has become the key 
driver of U.S. foreign policy. 

Path dependence drives America’s 
continued commitment to losing conflicts like 
Afghanistan. It encourages us to maintain a war on terror 
through an ever-increasing series of global deployments 
against an increasingly marginal set of extremist groups, 
most of whom pose no direct threat to the United States. 
Bases are maintained in places like Kuwait or Germany, 
where the security risks to allies dried up some years ago. 
Path dependence means that such bases may serve new 
purposes – such as the role of German bases as forward 
hospitals – but they are not closed or moved. 

Even the Trump administration – for all its talk of 
changing U.S. foreign policy – has in practice simply 
expanded the list of things America must do around 
the world. The 2017 National Security Strategy added 
“strategic competition” with Russia and China to the 
list of national strategic priorities; it did not com-
pensate by reducing any existing military or foreign 
policy commitments.23 

Primacy has proved itself largely unable to change in 
an era of changing global politics. Foreign policy elites 
undoubtedly recognize that the world is changing: The 
list of “challenges” and goals for U.S. foreign policy 
continues to grow every year. Yet there is little reprior-
itization or reconsideration of existing commitments, 
and no willingness to make needed tradeoffs. As a grand 
strategy – the “art of reconciling ends and means”24 in a 
changing world – primacy falls woefully short. 

Pragmatism and Power

Let’s be clear: America’s grand strategy has not actually 
changed in recent years. No matter what critics say,25 
the Obama administration did not retrench globally or 
adopt a realist foreign policy. Nor has the Trump admin-
istration. Though President Barack Obama did authorize 
some troop drawdowns, he added new wars in Libya and 
new deployments across Africa. Even those drawdowns 

The list of “challenges” and goals for U.S. 
foreign policy continues to grow every 
year. Yet there is little reprioritization or 
reconsideration of existing commitments, 
and no willingness to make needed 
tradeoffs.
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are only a reduction when compared to the height of 
the Bush administration’s wars. If you instead take your 
baseline as the late Cold War era or even the mid-1990s, 
it’s clear that American military involvement overseas 
remains extraordinarily high in historical terms. 

Yet the Obama administration’s experiences in 
attempting to minimally downsize U.S. Middle East 
commitments offer a few salutary lessons for those 
who would seek to implement a more pragmatic and 
restrained grand strategy. It is politically risky: Even 
small decreases in America’s overseas commitments risk 
being blamed when something bad inevitably happens. 
Indeed, changing America’s grand strategy may resemble 
critical economic policy changes that often follow a 
J-shaped curve: Things get worse before they get better, 
making change unappealing to policymakers. Not 
changing to reflect a shifting world, however, would be 
riskier in the long run. 

What would a more prudent grand strategy look like? 
In many ways, the bones of such a strategy flow naturally 
from the problems with today’s strategy. America has 
become overextended and addicted to excessive military 
intervention; a new approach would curtail and dramat-
ically reduce intervention abroad. There are two parts to 
this: reducing American commitments to current inter-
ventions – the careful withdrawal of U.S. troops from 
Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan, accompanied by across-
the-board cuts in other counterterrorism missions – and 
raising the bar required for any future intervention. New 
interventions should be extremely rare. They should 
only occur when a key American – not allied – national 
security interest is at stake, and when there is no other 
willing or able party that can achieve the goal. 

Likewise, if America’s network of alliances and 
security partnerships around the world has stagnated, it 
must be reformed and reshaped to serve today’s needs. 
This will look different in different places. In some cases, 
such as U.S. Middle East partnerships, severing a military 
relationship is simple and carries few costs. America’s 
direct support for Saudi military campaigns is strate-
gically counterproductive and in the realm of human 
rights. And there is little need for substantial military 
bases – with the possible exception of naval headquar-
ters in Manama – in the Middle East in the absence of 
major military campaigns in the region. Dialing down 
these conflicts would allow America to close large bases 
in Kuwait, Qatar, and Turkey, and draw back from Saudi 
Arabia, giving the United States a freer hand in chal-
lenging these countries’ human rights abuses.

In East Asia, the rise of China suggests that the United 
States must find ways to continue working with Japan 

and South Korea. But these relationships are today mas-
sively unbalanced. On the Korean Peninsula, a diplomatic 
push to finally end the Korean conflict and improve rela-
tions between North and South also would allow for the 
gradual removal of U.S forces. In both Japan and South 
Korea, the gradual removal of troops will help to reduce 
tensions with China, minimize the risk that personnel 
become involved in ongoing territorial disputes, and shift 
the burden of defense into the hands of these states for 
the long term. 

The most complex, of course, is America’s long-run-
ning commitment to NATO. The United States should not 
withdraw from the alliance. But it should make steady 
progress over the next decade to ending the U.S. military 
footprint in Europe and gradually shifting the burden 
of defense to major European states. Policymakers also 
should seriously consider unorthodox and novel ways to 
reform the alliance to reduce entanglement risk, whether 
that is consolidating NATO back to smaller membership, 
developing mechanisms to expel difficult member-states, 
or encouraging the creation of parallel, complementary, 
or alternative collective defense arrangements among 
groups of European states.26 Such changes carry costs – 
allies may not always share American views about how 
best to achieve security – but they are small compared to 
the risks of continuing with the status quo. 

The most important component of a new grand 
strategy is a willingness to limit America’s goals and use 
commensurate means to achieve them. Ultimately, grand 
strategy is “a theory of how a state can cause security 
for itself.”27 America’s strategic aims should be limited 
to those that actually impact U.S. security. This means 
largely abandoning humanitarian intervention and 
democracy promotion. It requires an acceptance that 
alliances are not ends in themselves. And it necessitates 
self-control based on understanding that America cannot 
singlehandedly reshape the world; instead, it must react 
to the world as it is. 

Avoiding threat inflation is key. Terrorism, cyberat-
tacks, and nuclear proliferation are all real problems. But 
the threat they pose to Americans is limited; the response 

America has become 
overextended and addicted to 
excessive military intervention;  
a new approach would curtail 
and dramatically reduce 
intervention abroad.
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to them should be proportionate. Policymakers also 
should be conscious that the military is not the only tool 
of foreign policy. Diplomacy, limited use of sanctions and 
other economic statecraft, intelligence, trade, immigra-
tion, and even the soft power of cultural exchange are all 
useful tools for achieving U.S. interests.

The most difficult problem for U.S. grand strategy in 
coming years will be China. The belief of liberal inter-
nationalists that China’s integration into international 
markets and institutions would reduce the likelihood of 
future great-power competition has proven false. Yet – 
with the exception of a few questionable maritime claims 
– there also is little evidence that China is a revisionist 
power seeking to dominate Asia or the world, and there 
are strong concerns that a strategy of confrontation with 
China is likely to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. A 
balanced approach – seeking to allay Chinese fears while 
protecting America’s advantages in international institu-
tions and access to sea lanes and global trade – is needed. 
It will be extremely challenging to execute. 

Ultimately, however, the key goal of U.S. grand strategy 
for the next few decades is to ensure a soft landing into 
the multipolar world, avoiding a cold or hot conflict with 
China. For this reason, it is vital to conserve American 
resources and share the burden with like-minded 
states where ever possible. This is distinct from today’s 
policy of alliances as an end in themselves; instead, it 
is seeking like-minded states in Europe and Asia who 
share a common vision of global security and are willing 
to commit concrete resources to it. Meanwhile, policy-
makers must not only limit America’s global aims, but be 
realistic about what U.S. power can actually achieve in 
the world. 

It is perhaps no coincidence that Reinhold Niebuhr, 
closely associated with the development of realist foreign 
policy in the mid-20th century, also is credited as the 
author of the Serenity Prayer: “God grant me the serenity 
to accept the things I cannot change; the courage to 
change the things I can; and the wisdom to know the dif-
ference.”28 If America’s grand strategy is to be successful 
in the 21 century, we could do worse than adopt this kind 
of pragmatism and modesty. 

The most important component 
of a new grand strategy is a 
willingness to limit America’s 
goals and use commensurate 
means to achieve them.
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Thirty years after the Cold War 
ended, the world is fracturing 
and America’s principal grand 
strategic challenge is once 
again high-stakes, long-term 
competition against formidable 
revisionist states – China and 
Russia.

he Cold War was more normal than we often 
think. There were distinctive aspects of that 
rivalry, particularly its global nature and the 

threat of nuclear Armageddon. But at its core, the Cold 
War was just one of a long line of great-power strug-
gles to set the terms of world order. Those struggles date 
back to antiquity. They often have featured smoldering 
rivalry punctuated by the threat or occurrence of war. 
And they typically have blended geopolitical and ideo-
logical conflict, involving the balance of ideas no less 
than the balance of power. George Marshall said that one 
could not “think with full wisdom and with deep con-
victions” about the Cold War without understanding the 
Athens-Sparta rivalry.1 Similarly, veterans of that ancient 
struggle would have had no difficulty understanding the 
Cold War – or the world we inhabit today. 

Thirty years after the Cold War ended, the world 
is fracturing and America’s principal grand strategic 
challenge is once again high-stakes, long-term compe-
tition against formidable revisionist states – China and 
Russia. So far, this competition is occurring mainly in 
the no-man’s land between peace and war, although the 
danger of military conflict is growing. It is an intense 
geopolitical struggle over power and influence, but it also 
is an inescapably ideological conflict between opposing 
models of government and differing visions of inter-
national society. The outcome of this competition will 
determine whether the 21st century becomes an exten-
sion of the relatively peaceful, prosperous, and stable 
world to which Americans have become accustomed –  
or marks a return to the predatory, coercive patterns 
of a more distant past. It also will influence the fate 
of freedom in countries around the globe. If this 
does not constitute a “new Cold War,” it will do until 
one comes along.2 

The United States, with its phalanx of allies and 
partners, has the power to wage this contest effectively. 
But doing so will require U.S. grand strategy to become 
less ambitious and more assertive. Less ambitious in that 

America will not be able to achieve the post–Cold War 
dream of a truly global order in which liberal values are 
universal and revisionist powers have become respon-
sible stakeholders. Yet more assertive in that America 
and its friends will have to compete with greater vigor, 
on a larger number of fronts, over a generational time 
frame if they are to defend the extraordinary achieve-
ments of the past 70 years and prevent the onset of a 
darker age. In the late 1940s, one policymaker described 
America’s grand strategy as “holding our own world 
together” while “increasing the disruptive strains” on the 
enemy’s world.3 That’s the basic task in today’s twilight 
struggle as well.4 

The Success and Failure of Post–
Cold War Grand Strategy
The triumph of the West over the Soviet bloc during the 
Cold War represented a momentous twofold achieve-
ment: the containment of a dangerous adversary and 
the building of a vibrant free-world community under 
American leadership. After the Cold War, Washington 
doubled down on this success. 

Multiple administrations promoted democracy and 
free markets while seeking to suppress threats from 
rogue states, terrorism, and nuclear proliferation. 
America also blended deterrence, in the form of a global 
alliance network and unmatched military capabilities, 
with integration, in the form of membership in a thriving 
global economy, in a bid to dissuade potential challengers 
from upsetting the status quo. The near-term goal was 
to preserve U.S. primacy while expanding the “liberal 
international order.” The longer-run objective was to 
globalize that order by co-opting – and eventually trans-
forming – the major countries that might try to disrupt it. 
“Our idea,” Secretary of State James Baker explained in 
1992, “is to replace the dangerous period of the Cold War 
with a democratic peace” covering “the whole world.”5

This grand strategy helped make the post–Cold War 
world remarkably democratic and prosperous. It smoth-
ered resurgent instability in Eastern Europe and East 
Asia and fostered an environment in which America and 
its allies were utterly dominant. U.S. statecraft thereby 
delayed the return of a more competitive world for 20 
years, far longer than most scholars had thought pos-
sible.6 Unfortunately, the grandest aspirations of this 
strategy – that the liberal order could become universal 
and great-power rivalry could be relegated to the past – 
went wanting, for three reasons. 

The first was a failure of integration. U.S. officials 
hoped that China and Russia would become responsible 

T
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stakeholders in an American-led world. Once prospects 
for democratization in these countries faded, however, 
it was certain that authoritarian regimes predicated on 
the suppression of liberalism would feel threatened in 
a world where liberal values were supreme.7 Similarly, 
Washington was not wrong to expand NATO, maintain 
its alliances in East Asia, and prevent China and Russia 
from controlling their “near abroads.” But Moscow 
and Beijing resented – more deeply than U.S. officials 
understood – the fact that a hegemonic America stood 
athwart their geopolitical ambitions. 

That resentment might not have mattered if not for 
the second reason – the shifting power balance. So long 
as U.S. primacy was unrivaled, even dissatisfied powers 
could not risk incurring America’s “focused enmity.”8 
Yet U.S. primacy became more contested over time, in 
part due to the prosperity the liberal order fostered. 
Russia’s constant-dollar GDP doubled between 1998 and 
2014, and its military spending quadrupled. Between 
1990 and 2016, Chinese GDP increased roughly twelve-
fold and military spending grew tenfold.9 Countries 
that desired to challenge the American order were now 
increasingly capable of doing so. 

This shift was exacerbated by a third factor: dis-
traction, disinvestment, and creeping disinterest by 
the United States. After 2001, America spent a decade 
focusing its military and diplomatic engagement on the 
Middle East rather than on maintaining a generational 
lead over potential peer-competitors. For a half-de-
cade after that, Washington slashed defense spending 
due to fiscal pressures and political dysfunction. And 
since the 2008 financial crisis, U.S. officials have shown 
ambivalence about American leadership, subtly under 
Barack Obama and flagrantly under Donald Trump. 
The constraints, both material and psychological, on 
revisionist behavior were weakening as the impetus 
to such behavior intensified. Over the past decade, 
China and Russia have mounted a challenge that 
is ambitious indeed. 

The Authoritarian Challenge

Consider the geopolitical challenge. Through various 
tactics – from geo-economic projects to military 
intimidation – both China and Russia are seeking to 
reestablish spheres of influence and bring their strategic 
peripheries to heel. They are contesting international 
norms such as freedom of navigation and non-aggres-
sion, and undermining U.S. alliances and partnerships 
from the Baltic to the South China Sea. Both coun-
tries have executed major military buildups to cow 

their neighbors and hold U.S. forces at risk, and both 
have sought to project influence not just regionally but 
globally. This is “normal” behavior by dissatisfied powers. 
Yet it is troubling because it is eroding the geopolitical 
pillars – the relationships, norms, and configurations of 
power – of a world that has been so advantageous to U.S. 
interests, and because it is reviving the more predatory 
proclivities American statecraft has aimed to suppress. 
The Chinese challenge in particular could eventually 
pose a severe threat to the global balance of power and 
the dominance of the democracies.10

The geopolitical challenge is intimately related to the 
ideological challenge. China and Russia are intensifying 
and modernizing repression at home while supporting 
fellow autocrats and exporting tools of political control 
abroad. They are subverting and intimidating democ-
racies in their respective neighborhoods and meddling 
in democratic processes across multiple continents. 
They are working assiduously to corrupt international 
norms regarding human rights, to establish pro-author-

itarian global rules for Internet management, and to 
hold up their own autocratic systems as models for other 
countries to follow. In doing so, Beijing and Moscow 
are seeking to end the global ascendancy of democratic 
values and make the 21st century an age of authoritarian 
revival. The more prevalent illiberal forms of governance 
are, the more secure autocratic rulers in Russia and 
China will be. And the stronger those countries become, 
the better they can shape the balance of ideas as well as 
the balance of power.11 

Indeed, China and Russia are not merely nibbling 
away at the edges of the international system. They are 
reaching into the heart of the democratic world. Part of 
China’s ongoing effort to seize the economic and techno-
logical high ground has been a systematic campaign to 
weaken the United States by using intellectual property 
theft, forced technology transfer, and mercantilist trade 
practices. Beijing also has exerted its economic and dip-
lomatic leverage to stifle foreign criticism of its human 
rights abuses, effectively exporting its restrictions on 
freedom of speech. 

China and Russia are not 
merely nibbling away at the 
edges of the international 
system. They are reaching into 
the heart of the democratic 
world.
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Most alarmingly, both China and Russia have 
employed influence operations – suborning corrup-
tion, spreading disinformation, and others – to distort 
democratic political systems and sow discord within 

opposing coalitions.12 Here, there is a powerful synergy 
between strengthening autocracy at home and weak-
ening democracy abroad: The tools Putin used to 
interfere in America’s 2016 elections were the same 
tools he initially developed to bolster his domestic 
authority. In the future, the rise of deepfakes, synthetic 
media, and other fruits of artificial intelligence will 
give China and Russia still greater ability to poison 
democratic political systems, as intensifying compe-
tition gives them still greater incentive to do so. The 
more fragmented and demoralized the “free world” 
is, the easier it will be for the authoritarian powers 
to achieve their objectives. The democratic decay 
and surging illiberalism in key parts of the world – 
including Europe and America – offer fertile ground 
for this sort of political warfare. 

To be clear, neither China nor Russia is determined 
simply to destroy the existing order as Napoleon or 
Hitler did. Both countries – China especially – need 
a functioning global economy to maintain domestic 
prosperity. Yet both countries nonetheless are seeking, 
in parallel ways and for parallel reasons, a dramati-
cally altered international environment – one in which 
spheres of economic and geopolitical influence have 
returned, American power is balanced and con-
strained, and authoritarianism advances as democracy 
retreats.13 These visions are antithetical to America’s 
interest in preserving a world where the United States 
can trade freely, influence events in key regions, and 
prevent aggressive authoritarian regimes and ideolo-
gies from gaining the global ascendancy – and they can 
succeed only if the U.S.-led liberal order is rolled back 
and weakened. And because Russia and China share 
this objective, they have forged an increasingly strong 
strategic partnership, tightened cooperation with other 
autocracies such as Iran, and thereby constituted a sort 
of authoritarian international for the 21st century. 

This last point is crucial. There are myriad historical 
tensions and policy differences between Russia and 
China. But the overarching geopolitical and ideolog-
ical congruence of their aims is profound, and it has 

produced the closest bilateral 
alignment in decades. Even where 
Russia and China are not explicitly 
working together – in supporting 
beleaguered authoritarian regimes, 
for instance – their actions have 
mutually reinforcing effects.14 U.S. 
rivalries with Russia and China 

thus represent two fronts in the same struggle; the 
strategic symbiosis between Moscow and Beijing is mag-
nifying the disruption the revisionist challenge causes. 

So far, admittedly, that disruption has remained less 
severe than it might be. Moscow has avoided attacking 
U.S. allies militarily, even as it has dismembered Ukraine 
and Georgia and waged “war by other means” against 
the West. Beijing has pursued its aims largely through 
measures short of outright conflict. Yet China and Russia 
could become more confrontational if they perceive that 
a sharper challenge might be successful. That moment 
of danger is closer than most Americans realize. Shifting 
regional military balances have created situations in 
which Chinese leaders might believe they could win a 
short, limited war against the United States over Taiwan, 
or Russian leaders might think they could conduct 
a smash-and-grab in the Baltic and use the threat of 
nuclear escalation to deter NATO.15 It would hardly be 
unprecedented for a revisionist power to use force in 
hopes of shattering the authority and credibility of an 
established power. 

Of course, whether Beijing and Moscow can achieve 
their ambitions – by force or otherwise – remains 
uncertain. Both countries face serious economic, polit-
ical, and demographic problems; both have provoked 
resistance among their neighbors. Yet Russia has so far 
compensated for its limited power with risk-taking and 
asymmetric competition that has caught rivals flat-
footed. And even if Chinese power eventually falters, 
between now and then Beijing could still be the most 
formidable international opponent America has ever 
faced. Meanwhile, the malaise and divisions within the 
democratic world give Russia and China reason to hope 
that time is on their side. 

The authoritarian challenge will not disappear 
anytime soon. How America should respond is the 
defining question of our time. 

U.S. rivalries with Russia and China represent 
two fronts in the same struggle; the strategic 
symbiosis between Moscow and Beijing is 
magnifying the disruption the revisionist 
challenge causes.
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Wrong Answers

One approach, suggested by prominent U.S. and inter-
national observers, would emphasize conciliation over 
confrontation. If it is normal for major powers to seek 
greater sway, especially on their strategic peripheries, 
perhaps America should partially accommodate those 
desires. By conceding Russia and China additional influ-
ence – if not total dominance – over their geographical 
neighborhoods, Washington might ease those countries’ 
perceptions of insecurity and defuse their dissatisfac-
tion with the broader international system. At the very 
least, such withdrawals could be traded for reciprocal 
concessions. A U.S. decision to abandon Taiwan might 
be exchanged for limits on Chinese claims and coercion 
in the South China Sea.16 

The trouble, however, is that this approach makes 
great concessions – moral and strategic – up front 
and runs terrible risks down the road. In the near 
term, this strategy would leave democratic states such 
as Taiwan, Ukraine, and Georgia in the geopolitical 
clutches of brutal autocracies. Over the longer term, 
it would give Russia and China enhanced strategic 
positions by reducing the challenges they face on their 
frontiers. Put simply, a China that had reincorporated 
Taiwan, or a Russia that effectively controlled Ukraine, 
would be better positioned to push for even greater 
advantage within its region and beyond. And if such 
deals fail to satiate Russian and Chinese ambitions – if 
they simply convince Moscow and Beijing that the 
U.S.-led order is fragmenting – the result could be more, 
not less, instability. 

A second idea – reducing the threat by splitting 
America’s chief adversaries – is also unrealistic. Ideally, 
Washington would not have to confront two rivals 
simultaneously: It might use Russia to contain China, 
just as it once used China against the Soviet Union. Yet 
Moscow is presently the more aggressive of the two 
powers; it is driven by a deep geopolitical and ideolog-
ical animus toward America and the democratic world. 
It is hard to imagine Putin reversing course and con-
fronting China absent some exorbitant Western payoff 
that would severely weaken the international system in 
the name of saving it. This might change in the future. If 
China makes a serious run at global primacy, Russia may 
not like having an aggressive behemoth on its borders. 
But in the near term, there is little Washington can 
do – at tolerable cost – to flip the unfavorable geometry 
of the strategic triangle. 

Finally, if grand strategies that preemptively give 
ground are likely to fail, so is a grand strategy that 

reverts to the “one-world” internationalism America 
practiced after the Cold War. The Trump administration 
has gotten a lot wrong on foreign policy, but what it has 
gotten right is that America cannot effectively compete 
against China while pursuing ever-deeper economic 
integration with China. More broadly, if post–Cold War 
strategy sought to draw potential challengers into an 
expanding liberal order, this objective now seems ever 
more elusive. A global democratic peace remains a most 
desirable destination. But America cannot get there 
anytime soon. 

A Grand Strategy of Preservation

What remains is a grand strategy not of retrenchment 
or expansion but preservation: an approach that aims 
not to globalize the liberal order, but to preserve that 
order, impressive but incomplete as it is, against the 
authoritarian challenge. This grand strategy moderates 
the ambition of America’s global engagement, seeking to 
hold the line until Chinese and Russian policies mellow 
or the nature of these governments changes. Yet given 
the severity of the authoritarian challenge, it entails 
significantly intensified measures to resist Russian and 
Chinese pressures, as well as focused counter-pres-
sures against those competitors. This grand strategy is 
not a replay of Cold War–era containment, because the 
circumstances and players are different. But it revives 
the strategic ethos of “holding our own world together” 
and “increasing the disruptive strains” on the opponent’s 
world – for as long as it takes to succeed. 

This strategy also revives another aspect of Cold 
War statecraft: the idea that America’s “inside game” 
is very different than its “outside game.” Inside 
the order – among America’s allies, close partners, and 
fellow democracies – U.S. policy has a positive-sum 
logic. It seeks to strengthen Washington’s position by 
strengthening like-minded nations. Outside the order, 

What remains is a grand 
strategy not of retrenchment 
or expansion but preservation: 
an approach that aims not to 
globalize the liberal order, 
but to preserve that order, 
impressive but incomplete as 
it is, against the authoritarian 
challenge.
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U.S. policy takes something nearer a zero-sum approach, 
meant to defeat rivals’ strategies, weaken their positions, 
and increase their costs. These inside and outside games 
are, in fact, interdependent. Washington can compete 
most effectively against its adversaries if it has the coop-
eration of friends that are convinced of the benefits 
of American leadership. 

Does the United States have the power to pursue this 
grand strategy? The answer is almost certainly yes. As 
William Wohlforth, Stephen Brooks, and Michael Beckley 
have shown, the United States still possesses signifi-
cant and often-underestimated advantages – military, 
economic, and diplomatic – over any competitor.17 When 
America’s dozens of treaty allies and close partners are 
factored in, the U.S.-led coalition accounts for perhaps 
70 percent of global GDP and global military spending.18 
U.S. primacy may not be as towering as it once was, but it 

remains formidable, particularly when Washington works 
with its friends. If America can summon the requisite 
purpose and wisdom – if it can capitalize on the steps the 
Trump administration has taken toward sharper compe-
tition while liberating itself from that administration’s 
erratic and self-defeating tendencies – it should be able to 
execute a grand strategy resting on eight pillars. 

Rebuilding Situations of Strength. The most alarming 
geopolitical trend of recent years has been the erosion 
of America’s “situations of strength” – the alliances and 
military advantages that constrain revisionist behavior 
and underpin the liberal order.19 A grand strategy of pres-
ervation begins with measures to sustain deterrence and 
shore up the balance of power. 

This will be expensive. The National Defense Strategy 
Commission estimates that preserving U.S. military advan-
tages and favorable regional equilibriums will require 
raising real-dollar defense spending by 3 to 5 percent 
annually for at least five years.20 Nor is money all that 
counts: Increased spending and intellectual energy must 
be focused on solving the operational problems created 
by the Russian and Chinese buildups and dominating the 
frontier of technological innovation. Rebuilding situations 
of strength also will require restoring trust with allies that 
have been alarmed by Washington’s recent unreliability 
and even hostility, while significantly changing how those 
alliances operate. This is more than a matter of getting 

allies to spend more. It involves networking bilateral rela-
tionships in the Indo-Pacific, deepening ties with partners 
(India, Vietnam, Singapore) that are becoming quasi-al-
lies, and adapting alliances to confront cyberattacks, 
information operations, and political meddling with no 
less energy than they would confront a military assault.21 
The key principle in all this is that America will get the 
most out of its friends by doing more, not less. Threats of 
abandonment may produce upticks in military outlays, 
but over the long term, allies and partners will take more 
risks and behave more to Washington’s liking if they feel 
assured of U.S. commitment.

Resisting Coercion Short of War. Shoring up an order 
under assault also requires resisting coercion short of 
war. Such coercion – China’s salami-slicing in the South 
China Sea or Russia’s sponsorship of armed proxies – 
shifts the status quo incrementally; it demoralizes U.S. 

allies and partners by demonstrating 
that Washington cannot protect 
them from ambiguous aggression.22 
Pushing back is inherently difficult, 
because this behavior often occurs in 
the seams between various U.S. gov-
ernment entities and places the onus 

of escalation on the defender. But the alternative is losing 
situations of strength on the installment plan. 

America has options here: broadening use of economic 
sanctions and diplomatic pressure, drawing brighter red-
lines and clarifying ambiguous commitments to front-line 
states, employing cybertools to frustrate probes or exact 
a price from aggressors, intensifying efforts to expose 
incremental coercion. Some of these options involve 
preclusion – deterring or thwarting probes – while others 
involve punishment – imposing costs in response. The 
United States needs a tool kit featuring both types of 
measures, and it must not be deterred from using them 
by a reflexive fear of escalation.23 The risks of responding 
more sharply to coercion short of war are real, but so are 
the risks of letting that coercion succeed and revisionist 
momentum accumulate.

Aligning Geo-economics with Geopolitics. Geopolitical 
thinking was never absent from post–Cold War foreign 
economic policy. The governing assumption, however, 
was that deeper integration with potential rivals was a 
good bet because it eventually would tame and transform 
them. Today, it is not possible or prudent to pursue a Cold 
War–style strategy aimed at isolating U.S. competitors 
(especially China). Yet Washington does need a more 
competitive approach focused on increasing free-world 
power and cohesion while providing greater autonomy 
and leverage vis-à-vis challengers. 

Washington can compete most effectively 
against its adversaries if it has the 
cooperation of friends that are convinced  
of the benefits of American leadership.
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This approach should entail limiting dangerous 
dependencies, such as Europe’s reliance on Russian 
energy, America’s use of Chinese-made munitions com-
ponents, or the dependence of countries throughout 
Eurasia on Chinese trade, investment, and technology. 
It should include stronger responses to predatory 
economic behavior, such as punishing companies 
that practice intellectual property theft. Not least, it 
should feature trade and investment pacts meant to 
promote stronger growth within the liberal order while 
leaving rivals sidelined and disadvantaged.24 Given the 
economic heft of China in particular, all of these initia-
tives will need broad multilateral support to succeed. 
This means ending trade disputes with U.S. allies: 
Washington will not convince the democratic world to 
lock arms against Moscow and Beijing while it is simul-
taneously waging economic war against Brussels.

Taking Up the Ideological Challenge. Because the 
authoritarian challenge is as much ideological as 
geopolitical, a robust defense of human rights and 
democracy is critical to sustaining an environment in 
which America’s own liberal polity can flourish. It is 
also critical to exerting strategic pressure on China and 
Russia by ensuring that authoritarian governments 
remain relatively isolated and marginalized. 

Since 2003, democracy promotion has been inextri-
cably (if somewhat unfairly) associated with military 
crusades in the Middle East. Yet America can mount an 
inspired defense of its values through largely non-co-
ercive measures. Those measures involve working with 
other democracies to counter authoritarian disinfor-
mation and manipulation, resisting autocratic attempts 
to promote illiberal global norms such as “Internet 
sovereignty,” and supporting home-grown democratic 
movements in countries around the world. At a time of 
political backsliding within U.S. alliances, Washington 
also should reserve its most intimate relationships for 
truly democratic allies, while taking a more transac-
tional approach to illiberal partners. Finally, America 
can strengthen the overall community of democracies 
by promoting greater institutional linkages between 
its democratic alliance blocs in Europe and the Indo-
Pacific, focused on achieving broader collective defense 
against authoritarian economic coercion or political 
subversion. Russia and China know that the struggle 
between democracy and authoritarianism is a struggle 
for global strategic advantage. U.S. policy should 
reflect the same idea.25 

Waging Political Warfare. China and Russia are 
waging political warfare against democratic systems, 
so strengthened defenses are needed. Yet political 

warfare is an offense-dominant domain, and it will be 
difficult for even a relatively status-quo grand strategy 
to succeed if Washington remains entirely on the defen-
sive. Moreover, the corrupt authoritarian nature of the 
Chinese and Russian regimes represents perhaps their 
greatest competitive weakness. A grand strategy of 
preservation therefore needs an offensive component: a 
forward-leaning program of political warfare. 

Offensive political warfare can involve supporting 
dissidents, human rights activities, and non-govern-
mental organizations within authoritarian societies; 
using targeted sanctions to penalize abusive officials; 
publicizing information about official corruption and 
repression; continually underscoring the contrast 
between liberal and illiberal systems of governments; 
and other projects. The point of these initiatives is not 
to overthrow the Chinese or Russian regimes (a dan-
gerous and probably unachievable policy). The point is to 
increase their costs, divert their ambitions and energies, 
and force rivals that have been on the offensive to play 
defense for a change.26 

Pursuing Realistic Cooperation. Americans must 
re-accustom themselves to competition as a way of life. 
Yet they also should remember that cooperation can 
occur even amid the bitterest rivalries. During the Cold 
War, the superpowers collaborated to limit the danger 
of nuclear war, inhibit nuclear proliferation, and erad-
icate smallpox. In the new twilight struggle, there may 
be opportunities to regulate the role of destabilizing 
military technologies and address the intensifying effects 
of climate change. 

The key is to balance such cooperation against the 
need for advantage in fundamentally competitive rela-
tionships. Yes, America should urgently recommit itself 
to global action on climate change, but it should not make 
unrelated geopolitical concessions in hopes of smoothing 
the path to agreement.27 Rather, it should operate on the 
assumption – validated by history – that rivals can collab-
orate in areas of common interest even while struggling 
fiercely where interests clash.28 

Avoiding Distraction. A grand strategy focused on 
great-power rivalry cannot ignore other issues. Iran is 
pursuing its own campaign of revisionism in the Middle 
East; what happens in theaters outside Europe and the 
Indo-Pacific will deeply affect U.S. relations with China 
and Russia. If Washington walks away from existing 
commitments, it may find itself having to re-intervene 
later, at a higher cost, after threats have metastasized. 
Yet every grand strategy involves painful prioritization, 
because there are never enough resources, attention, and 
political will to go around. 
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Deterring a nuclear North Korea is essential; waging 
war to prevent Pyongyang from developing an ICBM 
capability would be a tragic diversion. Containing Iranian 
influence in the Middle East will require some coercive 
measures, but provoking a diplomatic or military 
crisis would constitute grand strategic profligacy. 
Counterterrorism cannot be abandoned, but neither can 
it be allowed to consume outsized amounts of resources 
indefinitely. Instead, Washington must adopt – and stick 
to – a counterterrorism strategy based on suppressing 
the most dangerous threats at a manageable cost and 
accepting the slightly higher risks that result.29 More 
generally, America will need a problem-management 
rather than a problem-solving approach to challenges 
outside the new twilight struggle. 

Winning the Contest of Systems. All of these measures 
reside in the realm of foreign policy. But the clash 
between America and its authoritarian rivals is ulti-
mately a contest of systems – a measure of whose 
political, social, and economic model functions better at 
home and abroad. The cardinal sin of grand strategy is 
to take steps that tarnish the image or impair the per-
formance of the American system. The trick is to use 
protracted rivalry to catalyze reforms that make that 
system stronger.

America has done this before. During the 1950s, the 
federal government supported school de-segregation 
and created the interstate highway system as ways of 
better competing with Moscow.30 During the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, fears about coming Japanese domi-
nance pushed Washington to balance the budget. The 
modern-day equivalent might be using the Chinese and 
Russian threats to spur enhanced public investment in 
education and infrastructure, sponsor intensive research 
and development in breakthrough technologies, address 
long-term fiscal challenges, and reform a democracy that 
is choking on gridlock and dysfunction. George Kennan 
once wrote that Americans should “experience a certain 
gratitude to Providence” that the Cold War had “made 
their entire security as a nation dependent on pulling 
themselves together.”31 To preserve the world it has built, 
America must revive that spirit today. 

Conclusion

The question that arises in any discussion of grand 
strategy today is: Is it politically feasible? The costs 
and risks of a grand strategy of preservation would be 
considerable, as would the dislocation caused for some 
domestic groups (particularly those deeply entangled 
economically with China). There are deeply worrying 

signs about whether the American people still support 
an ambitious, expensive global agenda: In recent 
presidential elections, they repeatedly have chosen 
candidates that have promised to do less in the world 
rather than more. 

Yet the political prospects are still better than they 
might initially appear. Presidential idiosyncrasies aside, 
there is strong bipartisan support for competition with 
Russia and an emerging consensus on getting tougher 
with China. In particular, there is a growing recogni-
tion that the latter country represents a comprehensive 
threat to American interests – a challenge that spans the 
military, diplomatic, economic, and ideological realms.32 
Although the opinion polling is ambiguous, there also are 
indications that Americans have become slightly more 
committed to global engagement since Trump’s election, 
perhaps because the deterioration of the international 
order has reminded them why that engagement matters 
in the first place.33 If nations need enemies to give them 
a sense of purpose and a spur to action, then an asser-
tive American grand strategy may be politically feasible, 
after all. 

It is, admittedly, hard to imagine this president – who 
continually has talked down U.S. foreign policy – making 
the case for any positive grand strategic agenda. Indeed, 
although the Trump administration has increased 
military spending, shaken up the relationship with 
China, and articulated the need for a more competitive 
grand strategy, it has taken so many steps that have 
weakened the international order and made America 
less geopolitically effective.34 But the next administra-
tion will have an opportunity to build consensus behind 
a more constructive approach, provided that it under-
takes a concerted campaign to educate the public on 
how the authoritarian challenge menaces American 
interests and values, and what a responsible but vigorous 
response might entail. This won’t require threat inflation 
or cynical efforts to “scare the hell out of the American 
people.” Simply explaining the truth would  
be frightening enough. 

A grand strategy of preservation may not be sexy: A 
generational effort to hold the line and gradually ramp 
up the pressure on American adversaries recalls Lord 
Vansittart’s description of “an endless game played for 
a joyless victory.”35 Yet America has thrived in long-
term competition before. Executing the grand strategy 
described here is vital to beating back a new authori-
tarian challenge and averting the emergence of a more 
brutal, illiberal world in which America’s own future 
would be imperiled.
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nder what conditions should the United States 
remove its armed forces from a particular 
region? When is it okay to leave? What is the 

best way to depart? How should we weigh the benefits 
and risks of any departure? 

Over the last two decades, these questions have 
not been part of the mainstream conversation about 
American grand strategy.1 Instead, discussions about 
significantly curtailing the U.S. presence military 
abroad mostly took place in intellectually subversive 
backwaters, like academia or at the Cato Institute. 
With President Donald Trump at the helm of U.S. 
foreign policy, however, the possibility that the 
U.S. military would come home from its different 
global garrisons has moved from a gleam in Patrick 
Buchanan’s eye to serious proposals for withdrawal. 
Indeed, over the last two years, the Trump administra-
tion, usually via the Twitter machine, has questioned 
the benefits of the U.S. presence in South Korea, our 
commitment to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), and the counterterrorism mission in Syria. 
Whether out of a fit of pique, to pursue some larger 
scheme, or both, the President has radically changed 
how we discuss America’s role in the world, especially 
the value of stationing U.S. armed forces overseas. Even 
a few of his critics on the progressive left have begun to 
articulate a similar version of American  
grand strategy.2

Altering alliances, and especially reducing their 
attendant military commitments, contradicts the 
conventional wisdom about U.S. grand strategy.3 Since 
the end of the Cold War, the consensus in Washington 
holds that a robust American military presence abroad 
sets the foundation for a peaceful, perhaps even liberal, 
international order.4 A grand strategy of primacy, 
according to the mandarins of U.S. foreign policy, is 
not only beneficial for the United States, but is good 
for all status quo powers. Stationed abroad, American 
forces deter aggression, pacify former rivals, and keep 
the seas open for global commerce. At the same time, 
the United States reinforces peace by promoting free 
markets, democratic regimes, and international insti-
tutions.5 Most experts believe if the United States acts 
wisely, it can play the role of international sheriff well 
into the future.6 

Critics of this conventional wisdom call for aban-
doning primacy in favor of a more restrained grand 
strategy.7 The problem, in their view, reflects a lack 
of serious discussion about the core interests of the 
United States,8 left as the only superpower in 1991. 

Policymakers answered the question of “What areas 
of the world are worth fighting and dying for?” with 
a not well considered “Most of them.” According to 
advocates of restraint, this expansive conception of 
national interest is wrongheaded. As evidence of pri-
macy’s failure, they point to wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and Libya. These idealistic ventures wasted American 
blood and treasure. They also created more instabil-
ity.9 By following the advice of experts to “try harder” 
in the Middle East, the United States has squandered 
resources, while China rises and Russia rebounds. To 
preserve American power, restraint proponents argue 
the United States should pursue narrow national inter-
ests and pare down its military commitments abroad.10 

In many ways, these scholars of restraint echo 
some of President Trump’s themes on foreign policy. 
Although he talks like a restrainer, it remains unclear 
if he eventually will behave like one.11 Trump has been 
both good and bad for restraint.12 On the upside, he 
has questioned the underlying assumptions of our U.S. 
grand strategy of primacy. On the downside, his erratic 
foreign policy, marked by hasty changes and abrupt 
reversals in deployments, makes restraint look reckless.

If restraint, then, is going to become a viable alter-
native to our current grand strategy, the case for it 
needs to evolve from a normative discussion of why the 
United States should do less. It also needs more coher-
ence and judgment than Trump’s instinct to withdraw 
American forces on what seems like a whim. The next 
phase of the debate should outline how to prudently 
practice restraint. To that end, this paper offers a 
framework for how to implement a more restrained 
grand strategy. Specifically, I outline how and why the 
United States could adopt a grand strategy of offshore 
balancing, an approach popular among proponents of 
restraint. The variant of this strategy that I present here 
envisions putting the military burden for European 
security back on Europeans, significantly pares down 
the U.S. military presence in the Middle East, and 
reduces the American presence in East Asia. I derive a 
set of criteria that aim to help policymakers weight the 
costs and benefits of reducing U.S. forces in a region. 
These criteria not only explain the best conditions 
for passing the torch to regional powers for their own 
security, but also could provide for a better discussion 
of U.S. grand strategy in general. My goal is to move 
the debate on American grand strategy generally, and 
among the restraint family in particular, from the nor-
mative case for why the United States should do less to 
how we could do less.

U
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Roots and Principles of Restraint

In very broad terms, grand strategy “represents an 
integrated scheme of interests, threats, resources, 
and policies.”13 It provides principles to guide a state’s 
foreign policy.14 More narrowly, grand strategy is a 
country’s theory about how it will obtain security and 
defend its other national interests.15 A grand strategy 
should outline a country’s interests, the threats to those 
interests and the policies to defend them. Some scholars 
see grand strategies as too formulaic and constrictive 
for the practical conduct of day-to-day foreign policy, a 
kind of intellectual straitjacket that could prove dan-
gerous. Better to detail a country’s interests and remain 
flexible about how to pursue them. The consensus 
disagrees, viewing grand strategy as useful, as long as 
policymakers do not adhere to it mindlessly.16 President 
Ronald Reagan’s successful foreign policy, for example, 
stemmed from his administration’s willingness to 
abandon the Cold War script of competition with the 
Soviet Union in favor of cooperation.17 

Because it proved effective in winning the Cold War, 
the best-known American grand strategy is contain-
ment.18 As the scheme crafted to guide U.S. foreign 
policy after World War II, containment focused on 
preventing the expansion of the Soviet Union’s military 
and political power into regions deemed critical to U.S. 
interests.19 Because many scholars tend to hail con-
tainment as a success, we often forget that it was not a 
uniform grand strategy. Policymakers often disagreed 
about which parts of the world deserved defending 
and what instruments the United States should use to 
do so. These differences explain why the meaning of 
containment varied over time. Those who favored a 
narrower conception of containment, or finite contain-
ment, aimed primarily on keeping Western Europe and 
Japan outside the Soviet orbit. Still others argued that 

the United States needed to roll back the Soviets in their 
third world enclaves and Eastern Europe as well. Some 
American leaders sought to reach a modus vivendi with 
Soviet leaders, while others approached cooperation 
with more trepidation. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union prompted a national 
conversation, albeit a brief one, about what path the 
United States should pursue next.20 Flushed from the 
success of the Cold War, American policymakers quickly 
decided to pursue a grand strategy of primacy. U.S. 
policy aims first to prevent the emergence of another 
peer competitor like the Soviet Union. Primacy seeks to 
preserve what Charles Krauthammer called the “Unipolar 
Moment.” This strategy depends on American military 
supremacy to deter the rise of some great powers, while 
U.S. alliances would remove incentive for the rise of 
others.21 The quick, decisive victory in the Gulf War 
seemed to offer proof of American dominance in conven-
tional military operations. 

American primacy embodies the proverbial mailed fist 
inside a velvet glove. Over the last 20 years, the United 
States has promoted institutions, free-market capi-
talism, and democracy as the foundation of a rules-based 
international system. These efforts fit what President 
George H. W. Bush called the “New World Order.” In this 
world, institutions prevent states from fighting, demo-
cratic governments resolve disputes with one another 
peacefully, and globalization inspires trade more than 
war. Pundits like Tom Friedman would explain this 
new version of international politics as the triumph of 
the “Lexus” over the “olive tree.” Even so, as the RAND 
Corporation noted at the time, “[T]he posture and capa-
bilities of the U.S. armed forces remain central factors in 
global stability. Put simply, the United States is the world’s 
preeminent military power and the chief ‘exporter of 
security.’”22 In this era as the preeminent military power, 
we have embarked on numerous military interventions, 
changed several regimes by force, expanded our military 
footprint abroad, and expanded the number of member 
states in NATO. 

Those in favor of restraint, in contrast, conclude that 
finite containment worked, our Cold War alliances have 

served their purpose, and, with 
abundant security, the United States 
can afford to draw back from the 
global commitments required to 
defeat the Soviet Union. The end of 
the Cold War represents an oppor-
tunity to recover from a dangerous, 
costly four-decade security competi-
tion. Primacy, they worry, trades one 

narrow but ambitious international mission for a more 
expansive role for the United States in world politics. 
Acting as the globe’s “reluctant sheriff,” they warn, does 
not serve American interests. Instead, it squanders the 
country’s power and ultimately will prove self-defeating. 

If restraint is going to become a viable 
alternative to our current grand strategy, the 
case for it needs to evolve from a normative 
discussion of why the United States should 
do less.
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This disagreement between advocates of primacy and 
proponents of restraint reflects differences in the princi-
ples guiding grand strategy. The term “restraint” refers 
to a broad community of scholars who believe that the 
United States would do well to do less. They define U.S. 
interests narrowly. Most limit the country’s core interests 
to sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the safety of the 
homeland.23 Proponents of restraint also see force as a 
blunt instrument. Together, this conception of interests 
and pessimism about the application of military power 
significantly restricts the conditions under which the 
United States should project its armed forces abroad. The 
bar for military interventions is therefore, high. Since 
they can end up making matters worse, policymakers 
should exercise caution with humanitarian missions, and 
eschew military occupations, because they breed resent-
ment and resistance among local populations. 

Most importantly, restraint advocates believe that the 
odds do not favor the United States remaining the world’s 
sole superpower. With no peer competitor to oppose 
it, American policymakers risk over-extension. They 
embark on foolish ventures that may advance U.S. objec-
tives in the short term, but weaken its power position in 
the long term. American wars in the Middle East over 
the last 18 years illustrate this destructive tendency. At 
the same time, because states balance against power, 
attempts to maintain military supremacy become self-de-
feating. Competitors, with a healthy instinct for survival, 
imitate and innovate to counter American military 
power. Eventually, new great powers will rise. As the fic-
tional British Prime Minister Francis Urquhart remarks 
about the fall of Margaret Thatcher in the first (and best!) 
version of the television series, House of Cards: “Nothing 
lasts forever. Even the longest, the most glittering reign 
must come to an end someday.” 

Different approaches to grand strategy exist within 
the restraint community. Among this group, the con-
sensus holds that sound reasons exist for some amount 
of contraction. After all, retrenchment historically has 
allowed great powers to recover from costly compe-
titions. 24 Without the Soviet threat, the United States 
can and should reduce its military commitments and 
spending. In this strategic environment, some think 
this means America should come home.25 For others, it 
depends on the region.26 Some see an overall reduction as 
the best approach.27

Adopting a Grand Strategy of Offshore Balancing
Offshore balancing represents one well-known grand 
strategy from the restraint family. According to this 
strategy, the United States should focus narrowly on 

three core interests: protecting the homeland from 
attack, defending its territorial integrity, and preserving 
its sovereignty. The greatest threat to American interests, 
in this view, is another great power that can dominate its 
region, or a regional hegemon.28 International terrorist 
groups pose another threat when capable of attacking the 
U.S. homeland. This narrow conception of interest is the 
defining feature separating supporters of offshore bal-
ancing, and restraint in general, from those who simply 
want to adjust our current grand strategy.29

In pursuit of these fundamental national interests, 
this strategy argues that the United States should project 
military power into a region only when local powers 
cannot address threats, especially those of a potential 
peer competitor. The best way to project U.S. interests, 
this strategy argues, it to shore up a region’s balance of 
power. In practice this means, the United States should 
shift the burden of most military interventions on 
regional powers. U.S. armed forces represent the tool of 
last resort, tipping the balance of power in the favor of 
the United States and its allies.30 

A grand strategy of offshore balancing passes the torch 
of security to regional powers. Local countries take the 
lead in deterring and defending against threats, espe-
cially on land. As a hedge, the United States would put 
the bulk of its military resources into maintaining strong 
air and naval forces that could aid regional powers as a 
last resort. Naval power in particular is the key ingredient 
for an effective strategy of offshore balancing. A strong 
navy, including a few overseas bases, will help the United 
States to retain its command of the blue water commons. 
Mastery of the seas give the United States the ability 
to keep opponents at a distance and, in an emergency, 
project power to regions in need of assistance. 

Critics of offshore balancing raise the issue of two 
primary risks associated with leaving a region. First, 
they worry that U.S. withdrawal could spark wars among 
regional powers. Once the United States departs, local 
disputes can turn into rivalries, and eventually war. 
These conflicts can prove even more dangerous because 
some countries might possess nuclear weapons. The 
concern is that once the United States leaves Europe, 
for example, World War III will break out. Only the 
American pacifier can keep the continent safe. Critics 
make a similar argument about terrorism. If the United 
States leaves the Middle East, terrorist groups on the 
ropes will bounce back. And, should war happen, the 
United States will feel compelled to return. Of course, 
war might happen even if the United States remains. 
Emboldened allies could trap the United States in 
disputes that are of peripheral interests. Still further, the 
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United States does not automatically intervene in every 
conflict, even though it might seem that way these days.

Second, critics also fear that nuclear proliferation 
will increase if American forces leave a region.31 U.S. 
extended deterrence guarantees represent the best 
way to prevent nuclear proliferation. With American 
protection, capable countries do not feel compelled to 
acquire nuclear weapons. This danger is less alarming 
than it seems. Preventing nuclear proliferation can prove 
difficult if a country is hell-bent on obtaining a nuclear 
arsenal. Happily, predictions of proliferation cascades 
tend to exaggerate the rate of nuclear acquisition. It also 
is not obvious why new nuclear powers would increase 
the risk of war. If fact, their nuclear weapons might 
deter war. One also can imagine policies that help new 
nuclear states to ameliorate safety concerns, something 
we eschew today. Further, the current grand strategy of 
primacy and its emphasis on regime change have done 
much to convince countries in the United States’ cross-
hairs to reach for nuclear weapons. Finally, extending 
deterrence with nuclear weapons is harder and more 
dangerous than if a country uses its own nuclear 
weapons to deter aggression.

The United States, however, can manage these risks 
by how it implements offshore balancing. I envision 
offshore balancing as a grand strategy the United States 
can tailor to specific regions. There are four possible 
variants. Each version of the strategy comes with its own 
risks and benefits. Ideally, the United States could act as 
a balancer of last resort in each region, intervening only 
when locals cannot prevent one power from becoming a 
hegemon. American policy followed this script in World 
Wars I and II. The danger here is that the United States 
comes into a conflict too late. During the Cold War, the 
United States played the role of onshore balancer in 
Europe. The risk here is that the war the United States 
seeks to deter happens anyway, which is why extended 
deterrence was so dangerous during the Cold War. 

Two additional variants of offshore balancing deserve 
attention. U.S. military forces can perform a discrete 

mission in a region. Operation Just Cause, the 1989–90 
takedown of Manuel Noriega’s regime in Panama, 
represents a good model of military action to secure a 
peripheral interest with limited scope. Of course, the 
danger in this instance is that the United States succumbs 
to mission creep and a discrete step grows into a larger, 
longer-term intervention. Finally, the United States can 
establish a limited presence in a region. A good example 
of this kind of regional role is Operation Earnest Will of 
1987–88, in which the U.S. Navy protected Kuwaiti oil 
tankers in the Persian Gulf during the Iran-Iraq War. 
The potential downside of this strategy is that the United 
States sends insufficient forces to perform the mission.

When to Pass the Torch: Criteria for Evaluating 
Benefits and Risks of Leaving
How, then, do we implement a strategy of offshore bal-
ancing? How do we pass the torch? My goal is to move 
the debate on American grand strategy generally from 
why the United States should do less to how we could 
do less. In this way, we can do a better job comparing 
grand strategic options. Any transition to offshore bal-
ancing should take place slowly and deliberately, with a 
clear-eyed approach to managing potential downsides. 
Prudent policymaking requires balancing some risks and 
benefits. Therefore, as the United States transitions to a 
strategy of offshore balancing, policymakers should ask 
the following six questions for each region to determine 
the depth of American commitment. 

Is There a Military Threat to Core U.S. Interests  
in the Region? 
First and foremost, policymakers need to know if there is 
a country that can conquer or dominate a specific region. 
Recall, a grand strategy of offshore balancing identified 
a potential peer competitor as the greatest threat to U.S. 
security. The United States does not want a country to 
replicate in its home region America’s unique status as 
the only great power. Such a state can marshal resources 
that would enable it to generate enough military power 
to oppose the United States in the Western Hemisphere. 
For this reason, the United States, when capable, has 
intervened in Europe and East Asia to prevent a country 
from conquering its region. Historical examples of coun-
tries that attempted to become regional hegemons, and 
failed, include Napoleonic France, Imperial Japan, the 
Soviet Union, and Wilhelmine and Nazi Germany. 

Determining the threat of a potential hegemon 
requires evaluating a number of factors. Certainly, the 
usual quantitative measures, like gross domestic product 
and military spending, matter greatly.32 Beyond these 

Ideally, the United States could 
act as a balancer of last resort 
in each region, intervening only 
when locals cannot prevent 
one power from becoming a 
hegemon.
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usual suspects, however, analysts should consider several 
qualitative metrics that can enhance or depreciate 
these broader measures of military power. The types 
of forces a country can use in a theater also govern the 
level of threat. Additionally, analysts should conduct net 
assessments of the military missions a near peer might 
want to perform. Net assessments combine quantita-
tive measures with qualitative metrics to obtain a more 
complete picture of the military threat a potential adver-
sary poses.33 These types of analyses work best when 
they include the military skill and will of an opponent.34 
Lastly, defense planners should evaluate the power 
projection capabilities of potential hegemons. Possessing 
impressive military capabilities is not enough to influ-
ence international politics if a country cannot also deploy 
and sustain its forces.35 

Are there Benefits of a Reduced Presence?
Second, what benefits can the United States obtain by 
withdrawing from a region? In each region, a grand 
strategy of offshore balancing offers the United States 
three potentially attractive benefits. First, it lowers the 
possibility that the United States will become entrapped 
in conflicts that are peripheral to its interests. Barry 
Posen rightly worries that allies, confident in U.S. 
security guarantees, could drag the United States into 
unnecessary wars.36 Second, reducing the American 
military presence lowers the possibility that the United 
States will become locked into spirals of hostilities with 
potential adversaries. When forward deployed and 
targeting some countries, U.S. armed forces can bolster 
nationalist narratives about American aggression. 
Regimes can use this kind of rhetoric to bolster their 
domestic stability at the United States’ expense. Third, a 
strategy of offshore balancing tries hard to avoid military 
occupations because local populations, more often than 
not, resist foreign constabulary forces.37 

Can a Reduced Presence Give the United States  
a Competitive Advantage?
Third, can the United States reduce its military presence 
in a region that plays to its strengths rather than its 
weaknesses? The ability of the United States to abandon 
dangerous as well as difficult extended deterrence 

commitments represents a crucial 
advantage of offshore balancing. 
American policy should aim to put 
likely adversaries in circumstances 
making it too costly for them to 
compete with the United States.38 
Although the United States con-
tinues to command the commons, 

the contested zones remain painful places to conduct 
military operations. For example, China and Russia 
continue to deploy air defenses and antiship missiles 
that make it difficult for the United States to operate 
close to their coastlines. A wiser posture would force 
competitors to contemplate military missions outside 
of their well-defended anti-access, area-denial bubbles. 
On land, major powers continue to improve their con-
ventional forces. Weaker opponents can rely on guerrilla 
warfare and insurgency – methods of fighting that do 
not play to American strengths and undermine long, 
nation-building campaigns. 

Moreover, in many possible conflicts today, the stakes 
favor opponents. Under these circumstances, American 
adversaries have great incentive to risk higher levels of 
violence to obtain their objectives.39 This imbalance of 
stakes could translate into two concrete problems for 
U.S. armed forces. An opponent might risk the first use 
of nuclear weapons to avoid defeat, calculating that the 
United States will capitulate since the costs of fighting 
far outweigh any benefits.40 In long wars, such as insur-
gencies, adversaries can wear down the American 
will to fight.41

What Are Risks to Core U.S. Interests  
of Reduced Presence?
Fourth, will reductions in a region hurt core U.S. inter-
ests? Critics might list a number of downsides to offshore 
balancing. However, given the narrow conception of 
core national interests that drive this grand strategy, two 
dangers stand out from the rest. Both focus on the rise of 
a U.S. peer competitor. American planners might worry 
about regional great-power rivalries that spiral into arms 
races. Not every security competition ought to concern 
U.S. policymakers, only the rare ones that could result 
in one power emerging as regional hegemon. Relatedly, 
the United States should calculate whether a rising peer 
competitor could persuade countries to bandwagon 
rather than balance against it. Since countries interested 
in survival tend to align against powerful neighbors, the 
likelihood of rampant bandwagoning behavior seems 
unlikely. With respect to terrorism, the typical argument 
is that U.S. withdrawal from a region can embolden 

Any transition to offshore balancing should 
take place slowly and deliberately, with a 
clear-eyed approach to managing potential 
downsides. Prudent policymaking requires 
balancing some risks and benefits.
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non-state actors or create a favorable environment 
for them to operate. Of course, an American presence 
on the ground is no guarantee of stability and also 
can create a fertile breeding ground for terrorism. 

Can Local Powers Replace the United States 
As Balancer? 
Fifth, policymakers need to understand if local 
powers establish a balance of power. The United 
States can hedge against regional threats if local 
powers possess the capabilities and intentions to 
serve as the first line of defense. Obviously, this 
requires counties wealthy enough to field appro-
priate armed forces. The tendency of states toward 
a balance of power can provide incentives for local 
countries to translate their wealth into military 
power and to cooperate against common threats. 
Worries about fighting a dangerous opponent 
without can paper over even ideological differences 
among countries.42 Most of the time, the United 
States can find a few countries to which they can 
pass the buck. The exception, of course, might occur 
after a major war, when regional powers need time 
to recover. American forces might have to come 
onshore to restore a regional balance if local coun-
tries face a potential hegemon. A slow, deliberate 
drawdown of U.S. forces can give countries in a 
region time to prepare for security independence.

Can Local Powers Accommodate Regional 
Opponents? 
Finally, can an offshore balancing strategy encourage 
regional powers to reach some accommodation with 
their neighbors? Even powerful states see war as a 
dangerous way to achieve their aims and frequently 
prefer concessions to conflict.43 Local powers, sen-
sitive to the dynamics of the security dilemma, can 
signal their benign intentions by how they posture 
their military forces. If the U.S. departure does not 
result in arms racing, then that could telegraph to 
other local powers that they are setting aside any 
short-term anxieties for long-term bargains. Before 
leaving, the United States could encourage regional 
powers to establish spheres of influence, drawing 
clear lines of interest to avoid conflicts. Existing 
regional security institutions could assist in such 
agreements. A clear status quo can reduce the prob-
ability of conflicts stemming from misperceptions. 
Furthermore, a gradual reduction in the American 
presence can motivate regional powers to accommo-
date one another.44

Implementing Restraint: Offshore 
Balancing in Europe, the Middle 
East, and East Asia
What would a grand strategy of offshore balancing look 
like in Europe, the Middle East, and East Asia today? 
Most students of national security would consider 
these three regions the most important to U.S. national 
security. As we would expect, tailoring offshore balance 
according to the above six criteria leads to a different 
American force posture in each region. Below, I describe 
three variants of offshore balancing.

Closing Time in Europe: The United States as 
Balancer of Last Resort
In Europe, the United States should return to its role as 
region’s balancer of last resort. This new role means U.S. 
forces should gradually transition out of Europe, leaving 
local NATO members to carry the burden. The United 
States, however, should not abandon the alliance. Ideally, 
the United States would remain part of NATO, but shift 
the responsibility of the continent’s first line of defense 
to Europeans. Specifically, American air and ground 
forces should leave Europe. Policymakers should decide 
which naval bases the U.S. might require to continue its 
maritime command of the commons. 

This transition is overdue, with the fall of the Soviet 
Union almost three decades past. U.S. policymakers 
should explain honestly to their allies that the United 
States needs to protect interests elsewhere, and current 
conditions favor Europeans taking up the torch of 
self-defense. Currently, no country in Europe poses a 
threat to core American interests. This greatly differs 
from the previous century, when the United States twice 
had to intervene to prevent German hegemony, later 
winning the opportunity to prevent Soviet domination 
of the continent. Today, and likely well into the future, 
no candidate hegemon exists. Consider the situation in 
Western Europe. There, the frequently expressed worry 
that without the American pacifier the continent would 
return to its warring ways appears wildly overblown. 
With strong economic ties, numerous international insti-
tutions, British and French nuclear weapons, and several 
strong democracies, a rerun of World War I or II does not 
seem in the cards.

A potential hegemon emerging from the east also 
seems a very remote possibility. With apologies to 
Vladimir Putin, Russia cannot become the Soviet Union 
anytime soon. Russia lacks the economic foundation and 
population to control Eurasia. In many respects, it looks 
like Texas with nuclear weapons, and without some of 
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the Lone Star State’s economic as well as demographic 
potential.45 More importantly, Russia cannot project 
enough military power to conquer and to hold the terri-
tory of most NATO members.46 Russia could threaten the 
Baltic countries, but even there it would risk the same 
kind of grinding insurgency it suffers in Ukraine today. 

In many ways, the United States has positioned itself 
in a terrible security position in Europe. Given that core 
American interests face no threat, this situation makes 
no sense. The United States and its NATO allies did a 
terrible job accommodating a defeated, post–Cold War 
Russia. On top of broken promises over NATO expansion, 
the United States abrogated the Anti-Ballistic Missile 
Treaty and then placed missile defenses near the former 
Soviet Union.47 The enlargement of NATO obligated the 
United States to protect countries not representing core 
U.S. interests. 

Even worse, these new members, especially the Baltic 
states, will prove hard to defend should Russia invade. 
NATO intervention would require battering down 
Russian air defenses and overcoming its cruise missile 
gauntlet. Should NATO forces liberate their Baltic 
allies, U.S. officials fear Russia would mount a limited 
nuclear attack to secure victory. The recent Nuclear 
Posture Review agonizes over this possibility, arguing 
for new capabilities to deter Russia from using nuclear 
weapons as a means for preventing defeat on a conven-
tional battlefield. Ironically, during the Cold War, NATO 
made the exact same threat to deter a Soviet invasion of 
West Germany. Deterring a country from using nuclear 
weapons as you prepare to apply the coup de grace is 
mission impossible.48

One way to avoid this nightmare scenario is for the 
United States to pass the defense of Europe to local 
NATO allies. Because of their impressive wealth, NATO’s 
European members possess more than enough capacity 
to provide for their own defense. This observation does 
not bear on the debate about whether NATO’s European 
partners contribute enough military spending to the 
alliance. Frankly, that conversation obscures a larger 
issue: The American presence provides no incentive for 
self-defense. Even so, France, Germany, and the United 

Kingdom have begun to discuss security initiatives they 
could adopt should the United States leave.49 

Interestingly, it does not seem clear that the United 
States’ NATO partners, at least those in the west, view 
Russia as a threat. Germany, after all, continues to 
purchase natural gas from Russia. Rather than fight on 
the periphery of the old Soviet Union, then, Europeans 
should recognize a Russian sphere of influence and 
decide where they want and don’t want to fight. This 
kind of decision is best left to our NATO allies in 
Europe. Announcing the U.S. decision to remove its 
armed forces from the region should persuade these 
countries to begin contemplating their own core inter-
ests in Europe.

Paring Down in the Middle East: A Discrete 
Counterterrorism Mission
The only threat to core U.S. interests in the Middle East 
is a terrorist attack against the American homeland. 
At the moment, no country possesses the capability to 
become a regional hegemon. Iran and Saudi Arabia may 
have hegemonic aspirations, but they lack the military 
capabilities to project power and to conquer territory. 
States in the region might own vast oil resources, but 
it remains unlikely that one country will emerge to 
control them. Should a local power interfere with the 
free flow of oil, the United States has demonstrated its 
ability and willingness to come onshore to protect it. 
Still further, the dependence of the U.S. economy on oil 
from the Middle East has declined significantly over the 
last 40 years. 

From Yemen to Syria, regional conflicts continue to 
afflict the Middle East. Recent American attempts to act 
both as a regional pacifier and an exporter of democracy 
contribute to this instability. As the last two decades 
have demonstrated, local powers are better suited to 
dealing with them.50 More importantly, these local 
disputes fall outside core American interests.

With this narrow conception of American inter-
ests, a grand strategy of offshore balancing would call 
for the discrete deployment of U.S. armed forces to 
prevent terrorist groups from controlling large territo-
rial sanctuaries. Specifically, the United States should 
maintain its small mission in the Middle East to coop-
erate with local forces to roll back territory held by 
ISIS. Ideally, the United States would continue using 
air power to aid allied ground forces clearing the last 
remnants of ISIS sanctuaries in Syria and Iraq. As part 
of the American effort to retain mastery of the seas, to 
command the commons, the U.S. Navy should retain its 
facilities in Bahrain.

Ideally, the United States would 
remain part of NATO, but 
shift the responsibility of the 
continent’s first line of defense 
to Europeans.
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Recently, President Trump declared operations against 
ISIS a success, and therefore, at an end. Since ISIS still 
controls territory, this declaration seems premature. 
Although a compelling case for removing U.S. armed 
force exists, American planners need to ensure that they 
have accomplished their mission. Some analysts believe 
defeating ISIS, al Qaeda, and other international ter-
rorist groups requires a persistent U.S. presence in the 
Middle East. Defeating an idea takes decades, not years.51 
Proponents of offshore balancing argue that the best 
counterterrorism strategy seeks to prevent these groups 
from controlling territory. A small footprint and discrete 
over-watch missions serve American interests better 
than permanent deployments. In this view, the Obama 
and Trump administrations took the right approach.52 
However, the decision to remove U.S. forces from the 
ISIS fight seems premature. The current administration 
should declare victory when ISIS no longer controls ter-
ritory. This approach is different from advocating a long 
war on terrorism.

Most U.S. armed forces, then, should leave the region. 
As part of a slow transition out of the area, the United 
States should continue pursuing a peace agreement 
with the Taliban to end the conflict in Afghanistan. If 18 
years of nation building have failed to bring peace, then 
it is foolish to keep trying the same failed strategy. “Try 
harder” and “stay the course” are slogans, not strategies. 
Unfortunately, the United States cannot and should not 
permanently garrison the country. Some worry that 
the American departure will not only mean a return to 
civil war in Afghanistan, but that this instability will 
have deleterious effects on Pakistan. This represents a 
legitimate concern. Both possibilities could erupt even 
with American forces garrisoning Afghanistan, however, 
providing more reasons to leave now. 

Sharpening the Focus with a Limited Presence  
in East Asia
The rise of China as a potential peer competitor poses 
the greatest long-term threat to U.S. interests in East 
Asia. If a Chinese bid for hegemony occurs, it will happen 
down the road. In terms of economic might, China’s 
wealth matches, and by some measures, has overtaken 
the United States’. However, Beijing cannot do much 
today to militarily challenge Washington in the Western 
Pacific. For certain, China over the last two decades 
has made it more costly and difficult for the U.S. Navy 
to command the air over the Taiwan Strait, should the 
need arise. Chinese military modernization has focused 
on keeping American forces away, improving the surviv-
ability of its nuclear forces, and building professionalism. 

To change the balance of power, China would need 
better power projection capabilities.53 Concerns about 
economic growth, competition with local powers, and 
anxieties over access to energy resources could hinder 
any of their potential hegemonic ambitions. 

Since Chinese hegemony represents a long-term 
concern, the more pressing risk is that the United 
States becomes embroiled in other regional disputes 
that at best represent peripheral interests. The United 
States should take three steps to reduce the probability 
it becomes entrapped in such conflicts. Each of those 
steps also encourage local powers to exercise more 
caution and independence as they provide for their own 
security. First, the United States should withdraw any 
commitment, informal or otherwise, to defend Taiwan. 
China cares more about Taiwan than the United States 
does, and defending the island nation is becoming an 
increasingly difficult task.54

Second, U.S. forces should withdrawal from the 
Korean Peninsula. The Republic of Korea is both eco-
nomically and militarily capable of providing for its own 
defense.55 Analysts of American foreign policy con-
stantly worry that South Korea will break ranks with the 
United States to improve relations with North Korea. 
We should encourage this kind of rapprochement. Here 
is an instance where decoupling is good. The United 
States should retain its security alliance with South 
Korea, moving from a frontline provider of security to  
a balancer of last resort.

Third, the United States should renegotiate its 
alliance with Japan to give it more security indepen-
dence. As part of the new arrangement, American air 
and ground forces should leave Japan. In the contrast, 
American naval forces should remain, since they 
provide the U.S. with the decisive tool to command the 
maritime commons.56 This naval infrastructure not 
only allows the United States to continue securing the 
sea-lanes of communication and commerce, but also 
provides a hedge in case it needs to surge forces to  
the region.

Since Chinese hegemony 
represents a long-term concern, 
the more pressing risk is that 
the United States becomes 
embroiled in other regional 
disputes that at best represent 
peripheral interests.
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A reduced, limited presence in the Western Pacific 
also represents the best way to manage the rise of China. 
Since it is nowhere as militarily powerful as the Soviet 
Union in its heyday, China does not require the United 
States to rush toward containment. Competition between 
the United States and China need not look like the Cold 
War.57 Because China lives in a more dangerous neigh-
borhood, The United States may pursue a more cautious, 
long-term strategy for China’s rise. The United States can 
use this situation to its advantage. American efforts to 
accommodate Chinese concerns by carving out regional 
spheres of influence could go a long way in reducing 
spirals of hostility between Washington and Beijing.58 In 
concrete terms, the United States has to choose its battles 
wisely. Take, for instance, disputes in the South China 
Sea. There, the United States only should take action 
if China obtains the capability to challenge American 
command of the maritime commons. 

Conclusion: Changing the Discourse 
on Restraint
This paper aims at changing the discourse about grand 
strategy, especially arguments in favor of restraint. Those 
who believe that U.S. armed forces should not play the 
role of global sheriff have made compelling normative 
arguments in support of this position. Now, the debate 
needs to address how the United States can adopt 
more restrained strategies. To that end, I outline how 
American policymakers could adopt a grand strategy 
of offshore balancing. I present some criteria for eval-
uating the risk and benefits of removing U.S. forces 
from specific regions.

These criteria could improve current debates about 
grand strategy. Even with all the mistakes it has made 
in the last two decades, the United States remains very 
powerful. Nevertheless, “American exceptionalism” will 
not keep the U nited States at the top ranks of the great 
powers forever. The history of international politics 
suggests those who goes up must come down. This 
should motivate a deeper debate about how best to define 
American interests and the threats to them. Right now, 
peripheral or second-order concerns sidetrack debates 
about U.S. grand strategy. Many prefer to discuss tactics, 
techniques, and procedures rather than thinking through 
the principles guiding our foreign and defense policies. 
Disputes over the best way to take down Chinese air 
defenses in a fight over Taiwan overshadow deeper 
issues, like if it is wise for the United States to defend 
Taiwan in the first place. Whether this reflects a lack of 
imagination, or the pernicious powers of “The Blob,” 

remains unclear. Defending the status quo is always 
easier than change. 

President Trump’s Twitter feed and disjointed foreign 
policy complicates the conversation about grand strategy. 
One moment he warms the heart of the restraint com-
munity by criticizing NATO. The next moment he breaks 
their hearts by declaring U.S. forces will remain in Iraq 
to contain Iran. This chaos, however, comes with a silver 
lining. By questioning deeply held assumptions about 
American grand strategy, he creates a space for a more 
public examination of core U.S. interests. Advocates of 
restraint should take advantage of this opening to present 
not only the rationale for doing less, but to explain how 
the United States could implement such policies. The 
key to persuading the American public and policymakers 
about the wisdom of grand strategies such as offshore 
balancing depends in no small part on systematically 
showing how the benefits outweigh the risks.
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he 2016 presidential election was an earthquake 
for Washington’s foreign policy establishment. 
Donald Trump defeated a slew of candidates 

who sought to maintain the bipartisan consensus on the 
United States’ role in the world. Astonishment quickly 
turned to defense of the so-called rules-based interna-
tional order, that many had believed would continue to 
organize the world in perpetuity following the Cold War. 

Yet Trump, a wannabe strongman, has had no qualms 
exposing his disdain for human rights and international 
norms that have purportedly guided American deci-
sionmaking on the world stage since World War II. As 
a result, his presidency has exposed significant weak-
nesses in the international and domestic institutions 
supporting the U.S.-led world order and the folly of 
defending a system whose weaknesses helped fuel  
his rise to power. 

For better or worse, the past two years of Trump’s 
presidency have created an opportunity for a significant 
course correction in U.S. foreign policy. It is time for a 
bold reimagining of the United States’ role in the world 
based on an honest, unparalleled analysis of U.S. conduct 
since the end of the Cold War. It will not be enough 
to attempt to return to business as usual. This pivotal 
moment requires the United States to put forth a vision 
for overseas engagement rooted in values-driven prin-
ciples. Such an approach would allow the U.S. to truly 
work in solidarity with those seeking a more peaceful 
and just world. 

The “Benign” Hegemony of U.S. 
Leadership
In 1991, the U.S. emerged victorious in the Cold War, 
which had long exacerbated conflict in remote parts 
of the world as the United States and Soviet Union 
competed for influence. This competition drove the 
United States to try to stop the spread of communism 
at seemingly any cost – whether through the forced 
installation of friendly (often military) dictatorships or 
through wars of attrition against communist insurgen-
cies. Following the fall of the Soviet Union, the United 
States maintained a drive for military superiority and 
influence, believing that remaining the world’s sole 
superpower was a strategic imperative. 

The consensus view that U.S. military superiority helped 
it prevail over the Soviet Union codified the belief that 
U.S. security depended on its military dominance over 
potential rivals. Ground wars and air campaigns were 
supplemented with a series of alliances, foreign military 
bases, security cooperation and assistance, and patrols, to 
prevent the rise of another great power. The United States 
maintained a spheres-of-influence mentality, as it sought 
diplomatic and military alliances with regional powers 
to increase its influence over the foreign policy decisions 
of countries around the world. Countries under U.S. 
“tutelage” would receive economic and military benefits 
through beneficial trade agreements, military assistance, 
or political legitimation through the stationing of U.S. 
troops. The underlying assumption of this grand strategy, 
called primacy,1 was that the United States’ role as sole 
superpower meant managing, and in essence controlling, 
world affairs. 

U.S. military power was seen as immutable and was 
employed to remake the world in the United States’ 
image. According to this worldview, the spread of democ-
ratization, economic development based in free-market 
capitalism and unfettered international commerce, and 
human rights would foster stability. Doing so would 
uphold the U.S.-led order that, in turn, bolstered the power 
of the United States. 

There appear to be few specific articulations of U.S. 
national interests outside maintaining the United States’ 
hegemony over world affairs. As American security and 
prosperity relied on global dominance, the United States 
believed it had an exceptional right to intervene in world 
affairs to maintain stability. Any failures to keep the peace 
were a result of external aggression to the U.S.-led system, 
rather than systemic limits on U.S. military power to 
control events in a multicausal world. 

It is important to consider that this preference for sta-
bility may have had the opposite of the intended effect, that 
the military approach taken to protect U.S. hegemony may 
have undermined the economic power of the United States 
while exposing it to more adversaries, that U.S. actions 
inconsistent with its stated values of freedom and human 
rights or the inconsistent application of those values have 
undermined U.S. credibility as a beacon of them, and that 
the desire for such control actually has made the United 
States, the American people, and the world less safe.

“Might it not be that a great force that has always been 
thinking in terms of human needs, and that always will 
think in terms of human needs, has not been mobilized?”

—Jeanette Rankin
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Failures of Primacy

The United States’ predominant reliance on military 
intervention to secure its interests has had a delete-
rious, and in some cases outright disastrous,2 effect 
on the stability of the rules-based international order. 
The United States’ desire for hegemony caused it to 
take on the role of “world police” during Republican 
and Democratic administrations alike. As a result, 
there has been a dramatic increase in U.S. military 
interventions around the world. Despite the various 
humanitarian reasons given for those interventions, 
the reality remains that the United States repeatedly 
has intervened militarily to protect hegemony over the 
international order. 

The overemphasis on the use of force, however, 
has led to the decline of the very system it seeks to 
uphold. The greatest failure of U.S. primacy has been 
the preventative war framework adopted following 
the September 11, 2001, attacks – a framework that 
has engulfed the United States in a seemingly endless 
global war with ill-defined objectives. Rather than 
merely retaliating for the 9/11 attacks, the United 
States reverted to a geographically unlimited conflict 
against an ideology. Wars often became nation-building 
exercises that quickly expanded to new venues as 
extremist violence spread. Nearly 18 years later, the 
United States “combats terrorism”3 in 80 countries, 
with active bombing campaigns in seven countries, 
U.S. troops in combat in 14 countries, and 40 foreign 
military bases (for counterterrorism purposes) around 
the world – all at the cost of nearly $6 trillion.4

Primacy is wholly inadequate to address the causes 
of extremist violence, which has led to an overblown 
threat perception: Every potential threat is a problem 
that only can be addressed by the use of military 
force. This strategy does not uphold an interna-
tional world system that values human life, human 
rights, and international law. It merely advances an 
Americanized view of security that remains obsessed 
with eradicating any threat to U.S. power, no matter 
its form. While extremist violence remains a security 
challenge – particularly to the people in the countries 
where the United States is at war – it does not pose an 
existential threat to the U.S. homeland.5 Yet 17 years 
later, the post-9/11 wars have expanded, rather than 
limited, extremist groups’ reach, particularly online, 
while the number of groups has grown exponentially 
over the last two decades. 

This approach to securing U.S. power has had a 
devastating effect on people around the world and 
in the United States. Approximately 500,000 people 
have died as a result of U.S. military interventions 
in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan alone.6 At home, 
the post-9/11 wars have exacerbated Islamophobia, 
anti-Muslim hate, and empowered white suprema-
cist movements. The growth of the national security 
state has subjected Americans to mass surveillance 
and other civil liberty violations. The state of per-
petual war since 9/11 has caused Pentagon spending 
to reach some of the highest levels in U.S. history 
– constituting by far the highest portion of federal 
discretionary spending, with nearly half of the 
Pentagon’s budget going to defense contractors, and 
little left over to invest in domestic priorities. This 
reality further undermines the idea that the United 
States is acting to uphold a rules-based international 
order that values human rights for all.

Despite the ever-growing evidence that military 
intervention cannot create democracy nor undermine 
the spread of extremist violence, there is no serious 
debate of this strategy in Washington. U.S. foreign 
policy makers on both sides of the aisle continue to 
assume that military superiority will allow the U.S. to 
prevail over extremist violence and rising great-power 
competitors alike. This assumption justifies clinging 
to a failed system of military alliances and security 
structures that gives the veneer of multilateralism, 
but is in reality a facade for escalatory U.S. unilat-
eralism that benefits elite and corporate financial 
interests, while ignoring collective security threats 
like climate change. 

Nearly 18 years later, the United 
States “combats terrorism” 
in 80 countries, with active 
bombing campaigns in seven 
countries, U.S. troops in 
combat in 14 countries, and 
40 foreign military bases (for 
counterterrorism purposes) 
around the world – all at the 
cost of nearly $6 trillion.
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Redefining National Interests for  
a Multipolar World
A new approach is necessary to adapt to the current 
and future strategic landscape. The challenges of 
the multipolar world are many, and they are inter-
connected: China’s rising economic prowess that 
challenges American control of the world’s economy, 
extremist violence that undermines people’s safety 
and the rule of law, control of the world’s wealth by 
a small group of elites and the challenge posed by a 
growing global authoritarian axis that fuels corrup-
tion and seeks to prevent the realization of human 
rights. The common thread is that these challenges 
cannot be addressed through the use of military force. 

A renewed assessment of U.S. national interests in 
the world must come from the values that the United 
States aspires to represent. The United States has by 
no means fully fulfilled or upheld the aspirational 
ideals envisioned by the founders of this country in 
practice. Yet it should remain the goal to realize these 
values for all Americans, and to facilitate the reali-

zation of those same values around the world. There 
is no one-size-fits-all grand strategy that will apply 
to every part of the world in which the United States 
engages, or every security challenge it faces. Rather, 
U.S. policy makers must define national interests on 
the basis of upholding aspirational U.S. values, namely 
safety, solidarity, self-determination, equality, and 
justice for all. 

While suggesting that values could drive U.S. 
national security decisionmaking in practice may 
seem idealistic, such skepticism fails to recognize the 
tipping point the world faces. The United States can 
no longer maintain its power by imposing its interests 
on other people around the world. The realpolitik 
approach to maintaining U.S. dominance has veered 
too far from moral considerations and exposed 
that acting without such considerations actually 
undermines U.S. power. Any redefinition of national 

interests therefore must end this dissonance and reckon 
with the fact that the dysfunction of today indicates the 
need for a radical reformation of the status quo. Reforms 
that merely tinker with the current system will not put 
the United States at the forefront of positive change 
in the world. 

A New Approach to U.S.  
Engagement in the World:  
A Values-Driven Foreign Policy
Five values-driven principles should undergird U.S. 
engagement in the world:

Safety
Building safety in U.S. foreign policy starts with rec-
ognizing that all people have the right to safety, as 
Americans do. Actions that make others less safe are 
inappropriate responses to the American perception of 
insecurity. Building safety in the United States requires 
building collective security for all of humanity. It 
means acting to secure not only the American people, 
but also acting in ways that build sustainable human 
security around the world. Reconceptualizing American 
security must begin with an abandonment of the mili-
tarization of U.S. foreign policy and a reorientation of 
national security spending to prioritize human needs at 
home and abroad. 

The United States first must end its role as the 
world’s largest purveyor of violence and stop waging 
wars around the world that force people to flee their 
homes and that harm the most vulnerable in society. 
It must end the post-9/11 wars, along with the wars on 
immigrants and drugs. These wars only militarize U.S. 
communities and other societies, disproportionately 
target people of color, and contribute to the United States 
having the highest rate of incarceration per capita.7 
Comprehensive U.S. immigration reform, which should 
welcome refugees, immigrants, and families seeking a 
better life, is also essential to realizing safety both for 
Americans and for people around the world. In doing so, 
the United States can reorient security spending from 
industries that profit from human suffering to invest-
ments in peace building, conflict prevention, climate 
security, mental health, community policing, and skills 
training, all of which address human needs at home and 
around the world. 

BUILDING COLLECTIVE SAFETY
The United States remains in a unique position to lead 
the world in addressing collective security threats 

U.S. policy makers must 
define national interests 
on the basis of upholding 
aspirational U.S. values, 
namely safety, solidarity,  
self-determination, equality, 
and justice for all.
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such as climate change and nuclear weapons. Both 
Democratic and Republican administrations have 
successfully moved8 toward reducing9 the spread10 and 
number11 of nuclear weapons. The United States should 
seek to build on this legacy of making the world safer 
by adopting a No First Use policy, re-entering the Iran 
nuclear deal (JCPOA), maintaining the Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Force (INF) Treaty, extending the New 
START agreement, and canceling both the recapital-
ization of every facet of the U.S. nuclear arsenal and the 
proposed new classes of nuclear weapons. 

On climate change, the United States can and should 
lead on the bold solutions necessary within the next 12 
years to prevent the most catastrophic effects of climate 
change from being realized.12 The United States must 
address its role in climate insecurity by implementing a 

ten-year mobilization plan to reorient the U.S. economy 
toward renewable energy and sustainable development.13 
This stimulus to the economy would build economic 
security at home while also putting the United States in 
a position to lead on implementing the bold, multilateral 
initiatives necessary to build environmental and human 
security globally. 

BUILDING SAFETY BY REORIENTING SECURITY 
ASSISTANCE
Building safety also requires a comprehensive, inclusive 
approach to political and economic development abroad. 
The United States must reconceptualize and reprioritize 
its foreign assistance. It should get out of the business 
of building foreign militaries in the image of the U.S. 
military – an unattainable goal14 that often subordinates 
the will of these countries’ citizens to the military15 and 
can embroil the United States in gross human rights 
violations.16 Instead, security assistance and cooperation 
should have clear metrics and be limited in scope, such as 
focusing on building the rule-of-law capacities of police 
forces and militaries. Such assistance must be offered 
only on the basis of effective implementation of polit-
ical and economic benchmarks, as well as guaranteeing 
non-governmental organizations’ unfettered access to 

foreign aid. Any military equipment transfers must 
include more robust pre-vetting and end-use restric-
tions to prevent misuse. Overall, the United States 
should reorient the majority of its security assistance 
to stabilization and conflict prevention that focuses on 
increasing local capacity for locally led peace building, 
entrepreneurship, community organizing, and 
economic empowerment initiatives.

SAFETY AS A POLICY METRIC
Safety provides a useful metric, a principle that would 
require U.S. foreign policy practitioners to consider if 
a policy actually will make the people of the subject 
country safer or if there are better tools that the 
United States can employ toward that end. It requires 
the United States to end current policies that vilify 

or dehumanize others, or use 
coercion or force to create safety. 
It requires policymakers to ask 
whether saber-rattling rhetoric or 
economic sanctions will positively 
change the behavior of a foreign 
government, or if it will cause the 
ruling party to hoard resources 
and take actions that harm its own 
people. Sometimes this principle 

will mean playing a facilitating role to other nations or 
actors, sometimes it will be mean playing a partnership 
role, and sometimes it will mean playing a leadership 
role. Overall, however, it will mean U.S. actions help 
build collective safety around the world.

Solidarity
Acting in solidarity with people around the world 
rather than imposing the interests of the United States 
would be a strategic shift for U.S. foreign policy. For too 
long, the United States has acted with either disre-
gard or ignorance of local contexts and local drivers 
to conflict. This shortsighted approach has relied 
sometimes on aligning with and bolstering repressive 
governments. As a result, U.S. actions effectively have 
harmed local reform efforts or, at best, undermined 
them, resulting in anti-American sentiment and the 
loss of U.S. credibility on human rights. If the United 
States is truly interested in advancing human rights, 
justice, and self-determination for all, the best way to 
do so is by acting in support of communities around 
the world working to win systemic change in their 
societies. 

Rather than taking action without consideration 
of the desires of peoples in other countries, the 
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United States should prioritize expanding the scope 
of its engagement in the world from the government 
level to the societal level to ensure its policies support 
the needs of local communities. U.S. diplomacy then 
must focus on engagement with a broad set of local 
stakeholders, including local civil society, community 
organizers, youth, and women leaders, who are the 
engines for change within their societies. U.S. diplomatic 
engagement also must seek to establish connections 
between U.S. grassroots movements and others around 
the world to facilitate coordination to achieve mutual 
goals of dignity, liberation, and self-determination. 
This approach will require a significant expansion of 
the diplomatic corps to a much greater extent than just 
returning to previous levels of investment in the foreign 
and civil service that Trump has gutted.

ACTING IN SOLIDARITY IN THE MIDDLE EAST
Solidarity requires a more consultative approach to 
align U.S. policy with the rights and needs of people in 
countries around the world. Backing inherently unstable 
authoritarian regimes that repress their own people and 
violate human rights in the Middle East, for example, has 
allowed military alliances to trump local aspirations for 
governance and economic reforms. Rather than acting 
in solidarity with people in the region, U.S. actions have 
exacerbated civilian harm and aggravated these societies’ 
fragility. The experience of the Obama administration 
during the 2011 Arab uprisings shows the limits of lofty 
rhetoric17 without a reorientation of U.S. interests in the 
region.18 So long as U.S. policy focuses on establishing 
a top-down model of security and development, it 
will continue to undermine people’s right to self-de-
termination and the U.S. ability to play a constructive 
role for change. 

Continued reform movements in the region,19 however, 
present an opportunity for the United States to reorient 
its policies to support the goals of people, not authori-
tarian governments. This would require an expansion 
of U.S. diplomatic engagement with nongovernmental 
actors and other members of the international commu-
nity to facilitate negotiations between the people and 
their governments. The United States should use its 
various levers for influence, including diplomatic state-
ments and accountability for the bilateral relationship, 
to push governments to meaningfully engage and create 
accountability for atrocities committed. Rather than 
seeking regime change, this would ensure the United 
States acts in solidarity with the people and in support of 
the values it always has claimed to support. 

SOLIDARITY AS A POLICY METRIC
Solidarity provides a useful metric for policymakers to 
determine whether U.S. actions would undermine or 
support the desires of local populations. This metric 
would require policy makers to determine whether they 
have engaged a broad cross-section of society working 
for change outside the government, and conduct an 
analysis as to whether U.S. action, whatever its form, will 
not harm and instead support the desire of the public. 
This will not always mean that the United States takes 
the desired action some members of these societies will 
ask for – for example, helping to overthrow governments 
through the use of force – but it will ensure that any U.S. 
action centers the voices of those most affected by U.S. 
decisionmaking.

Self-determination
Supporting self-determination for all will require the 
United States to support other governments’ decisions 
that fulfill the needs and desires of their own people. It 
will require the United States to listen more and dictate 
less in bilateral and multilateral relationships. By under-
standing that the aspirations of other people may not 
align with immediate U.S. priorities, upholding this 
principle supports democratization around the world. 
It is also an essential component of building safety for 
others by allowing people to determine how best to fulfill 
the human needs of their own societies. By focusing 
policy outcomes on upholding local communities’ right 
to self-determination, the United States can help dis-
mantle systems of oppression, such as white supremacy, 
economic exploitation, racism, patriarchy, and colo-
nialism, that prevent economic and political inclusion. 

UPHOLDING SELF-DETERMINATION IN INTERNATIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT 
Support for international development is essential to 
supporting self-determination for all. The United States 
must focus international development initiatives on pri-
oritizing locally led initiatives that serve local needs. The 
current administrative burden placed upon recipients of 
U.S. development aid prevents small, local (often rural) 
partners from receiving grants – actors who often know 
the most about local development needs and are critical 
to building local institutional capacity. The United States 
should seek to eliminate this level of bureaucratic burden 
as much as possible by providing flexible funding for 
local community foundations.20 Such foundations are 
able to take on the administrative and legal burden for 
local implementers and empower the local community 
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to identify local solutions for conflict mitigation, political 
reconciliation, and social and economic empowerment. 
With sufficient anti-corruption controls, this will help 
ensure that U.S. development assistance around the 
world addresses the needs of disproportionately mar-
ginalized populations, such as women and indigenous 
people, and allows these groups to lead the implementa-
tion of solutions. 

UPHOLDING SELF-DETERMINATION  
FOR THE KOREAN PEOPLE
While Washington’s rhetoric acknowledges people’s 
right to self-determination, it is not necessarily upheld 
in practice. Washington, for example, has largely ignored 
South Korean President Moon Jae-in’s efforts to seek 
peace on the Korean Peninsula. Moon is acting in South 
Korea’s security interests, in recognition that a war, first 
and foremost, would harm the Korean people. The mass 
popular support for his efforts to achieve inter-Korean 
reconciliation only underscore the fact that Moon is 
acting in the interest of his own people. Yet Washington 
has resisted steps toward peace without North Korea’s 
unilateral disarmament, and has expressed repeated 
concerns that Moon’s diplomacy will harm U.S. security 
and play into North Korea’s supposed goal of under-
mining the bilateral alliance.21 

What this criticism misses, however, is that by 
failing to align U.S. interests with the popular will of 
the Korean people, the United States could be the one 
undermining its alliance with South Korea. To truly 
support the self-determination of the Korean people, 
U.S. policymakers should recognize instead that the 
South’s approach to peace and the denuclearization of 
the Korean Peninsula could address the United States’ 
security interests in restricting North Korea’s nuclear 
program. Following South Korea’s lead by putting 
peace and denuclearization on equal footing could 
strengthen the U.S. bilateral relationship and support the 
self-determination of the Korean people. By achieving 
a comprehensive peace deal that secures the eventual 
disarmament and increased economic development of 
North Korea, the U.S. also could help the North Korean 
people achieve better human rights and self-determi-
nation by facilitating the liberalization of North Korean 
society in the long term.

SELF-DETERMINATION AS A POLICY METRIC
The principle of self-determination can serve as a useful 
metric for foreign policy makers. By centering the desires 
of the people most affected by U.S. policy decisions, the 
United States can move to align its interests with the 

popular will of other societies. In policy development, 
upholding self-determination will require U.S. poli-
cymakers to engage with broad cross-sections of local 
populations and analyze whether partner governments’ 
actions uphold the desires of their people. It also will 
force an assessment as to whether a proposed U.S. policy 
will uphold or undermine people’s right to determine 
their future. Policymakers also will need to determine 
how to uphold self-determination when issues arise 
outside of people’s relationship with their national gov-
ernment, at the local, interstate, or multinational level. 
Doing so will prevent the United States from doing harm 
while also uplifting the fresh policy solutions developed 
by the people of other nations. 

Equality
Ending economic, racial, and gender inequality is a 
security and moral imperative for the United States 
and the world. While the spread of international 
trade and market-based economies has contributed 
to technological innovation22 and the alleviation23 of 
extreme poverty,24 it also has helped to concentrate 
wealth in the hands of a global elite who have used 
tax havens, corporate loopholes, and corruption to 
hoard the world’s financial resources, fueling further 
inequality and competition over limited resources. Mass 
inequality has helped exacerbate divisions between 
identity groups rooted in economic, gender, and racial 
inequality, creating competition rather than a united 
movement for change. 

Authoritarian movements take advantage of these divi-
sions to facilitate economic exploitation and kleptocratic 
corruption. Authoritarian systems of government profit 
off state industries at the expense of their own people, 
while imposing austerity policies (whether at their own 
behest or as a result of neoliberal economic policies 

required by the Bretton Woods institutions) that harm 
the most vulnerable and increase the divide between rich 
and poor – all in the name of economic development. To 
increase their own economic and political power, author-
itarian leaders, multinational corporations, and other 
corrupt actors from Saudi Arabia to Russia to the United 
States have used shell corporations, tax havens, money 
laundering schemes, and corrupt dealings to secure their 
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interests, hoard financial wealth, and exploit workers. 
In the United States and around the world, this often 
has resulted in the loss of middle class jobs that once 
provided social mobility, and undermined investment in 
sustainable industries that could increase local commu-
nities’ economic security. Meanwhile, the top 1 percent of 
the population controls half the world’s wealth.25 

WORKING TOWARD EQUALITY  
BY REDUCING ECONOMIC INEQUALITY
There must be a bold reformation of the international 
economic system to ensure the needs of all peoples – not 
just oligarchs and corporations – are met. While previous 
U.S. anti-corruption regulations have had global impact, 
more must be done to dismantle global oligarchy and 
close loopholes that protect the power of multinational 
corporations. The United States should require bene-
ficial ownership reporting from American businesses 
and entities to help end the power of secret money in 
the U.S. financial system.26 Passing beneficial ownership 
legislation, for example, would help ensure that the U.S. 
financial system is not used for illicit financial flows, and 
limit the use of shell companies to hide wealth or anony-
mously give endless amounts of money to undermine the 
influence of people in elections. 

To help build economic equality, the United States 
should prioritize international economic policies that 
empower people, not corporations, by giving workers 
a fair playing field and enshrining the right to collec-
tive action. It also must end the undue power given 
to corporate interests to exploit other countries eco-
nomically through investor-state dispute settlement 
(ISDS), which allows corporations to sue countries for 
profits in a corporate-run tribunal. Instead, the United 
States should give workers a seat at the table in trade 
negotiations, abolish the ISDS system, raise and protect 
safety and labor standards, and provide workers the 
right to organize collectively to ensure equal protection 
under the law.

PURSUING EQUALITY THROUGH DEVELOPMENT FINANCE
Working toward equality is also essential to addressing 
great-power competition. Pursuing equality through 
investments in sustainable development can counter 
exploitative strategies like China’s Belt and Road initia-
tive27 that has facilitated Chinese influence around the 
world, and, in some instances, given China increased 
control over debtor nations.28 This initiative is a debt trap 
in another form that prevents these countries from rein-
vesting in their own people, undermining the economic 
development of these nations in the long term. Despite 

this reality, such loans are attractive in the face of options 
on offer, such as International Monetary Fund loans that 
often come with their own debt trap by imposing aus-
terity spending on recipient nations to repay the loans. 

Reinvigorating U.S. development finance through, 
for example, the newly established U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation (USIDFC) is 
essential to offering developing countries a viable, 
non-exploitative alternative.29 With a $60 billion budget, 
USIDFC holds much promise to offer transparent, 
U.S. financing for economic opportunity and growth 
in the private sector. It is imperative that USIDFC 
be implemented in such a way that balances its tri-
partite priorities of development, national security, 
and commercial viability. It can do so by prioritizing 
local impact and establishing fair and nondiscrimi-
natory labor practices for local workers involved in 
USIDFC-financed projects. It also should coordinate 
heavily with USAID to ensure the projects it prioritizes 
are actual game changers for the local economy and 
working people, rather than just a boon to American 
commercial interests. 

EQUALITY AS A POLICY METRIC
Equality is an essential metric for U.S. foreign policy. 
U.S. policymakers must assess whether a proposed 
policy will help lift up the most marginalized in society. 
Policymakers should emphasize policies grounded in 
fairness, nondiscrimination, and equal opportunity. 
Prioritizing diversity in U.S. national security staffing 
also can help uphold this principle by ensuring a variety 
of perspectives and experiences in the policymaking 
process. Ensuring social and economic inclusion in U.S. 
international development, trade, and financial policy 
will be essential to undermining mass inequality. 

Justice
Instilling justice as a principle of U.S. foreign policy will 
mean elevating the protection of human rights as a core 
priority of U.S engagement in the world. U.S. government 
institutions, the Pentagon in particular, have resisted 
accountability for their actions abroad, and the lack of 
congressional oversight since 9/11 has only furthered 
this trend. This must change if the United States is to 
be a credible actor for justice in the world. The United 
States must prioritize policies that prevent human suf-
fering, hold perpetrators – including parts of the United 
States government and private military contractors – 
accountable for abuses, and ensure U.S. actions uphold 
international law and norms in order to help create a 
more inclusive and accountable world system. 
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Accountability for abuses affiliated with U.S. actions 
during the post-9/11 wars primarily has meant obfus-
cation. The Pentagon has claimed30 far fewer civilian 
casualties31 in its air campaign in Iraq and Syria, parts of 
which have been called a “war of annihilation,”32 than 
that documented by nongovernmental organizations.33 
This is not a rare occurrence: The United States has 
vastly undercounted civilian casualties in the targeted 
killing program,34 and deliberately ignored well-docu-
mented gross violations of human rights by U.S. partner 
forces in Yemen.35 These failures of justice are an attempt 
by the U.S. military to shield itself and its partners from 
accountability. It also avoids a serious public discussion 
as to whether killing thousands of civilians forwards the 
security of Americans or other people. 

HOLDING THE UNITED STATES AND ITS PARTNERS 
ACCOUNTABLE 
Silence in the face of abuses – whether those of the 
United States or of others – in the name of national 
security only fuels insecurity and does nothing to keep 
Americans or other people around the world safe. The 
United States must change its relationship with account-
ability and instead seek to hold itself accountable to the 
very norms and laws it has sought to uphold. The first 
step is to end the Forever War that has produced wide-
spread civilian harm, and to engage in truth commissions 
to publicly reconcile with the conduct of U.S. military 
activities, its abetting of partner abuses, and violations of 
American civil liberties since 9/11. 

The United States also should start by adhering to 
international law in any military engagement or security 
cooperation, rather than making legal interpretations 
that undermine compliance to the Law of Armed 

Conflict.36 It also can help further the cause of justice by 
issuing transparent rules of engagement that expand on 
the civilian harm protections in the Obama-era presi-
dential policy guidance.37 It should enforce the human 
rights provisions of the Foreign Assistance Act and 
Arms Export Control Act and cut off security assistance 
to countries that engage in gross violations of human 
rights.38 Vetting foreign military partners for abuses also 
must occur before extending security cooperation agree-
ments or the transfer of military equipment, weapons, 
and other services. 

While the conduct of foreign policy ultimately will 
require U.S. engagement with governments that do harm 
to their own and other people, that engagement must 
not create a blank check for impunity. The United States 
should never deny its own purported values and always 
make clear in words and in action that it supports human 
rights, accountable governance, and justice for all. In 
practice, this should not prevent diplomatic engage-
ment with governments that repress their own people 
or commit human rights abuses. Instead, as was the 
case with Iran, the starting point may be first resolving a 
collective security concern, which can build a foundation 
for deeper engagement on human rights and governance 
reform in the future.

ESTABLISHING MULTILATERAL ACCOUNTABILITY 
MECHANISMS 
In its most common parlance, accountability in U.S. 
foreign policy often equates to punitive airstrikes against 
non-allied perpetrators of human rights violations. Such 
actions – often taken by the President in circumvention 
of Congress’ Article I authority – are applauded by both 
sides of the aisle because the United States did something 
in the face of atrocities. Yet in reality, such airstrikes do 
little to create real accountability, and more often than 
not fuel more violence.39 Punitive military action cannot 
take the place of diplomacy and actual accountability. 

Rather than further militarizing human rights, the 
United States must shift its approach to help establish 
international accountability mechanisms to deter future 
human rights atrocities. The United States should ratify 
the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, as 
its previous failure to do so undermined the power of the 
institution to bring justice. While international tribunals 
and universal jurisdiction remain viable tools, the United 
States should seek instead to instill accountability within 
the United Nations as part of the institution’s current 
reform effort. To prevent the U.N. Security Council from 
impeding collective action for justice, for example, the 
United States should support expanding the Council’s 
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non- and permanent membership to include more 
members from the Global South,40 and support adopting 
a code of conduct that ends the use of the Security 
Council veto for Council actions that would create 
accountability for acts of genocide, war crimes, and 
crimes against humanity.41 

JUSTICE AS A POLICY METRIC 
Justice is a critical metric for reforming U.S. engagement 
abroad. In policy development, it will require U.S. poli-
cymakers to critically assess past U.S. actions that have 
undermined accountability for human rights abuses. It 
will require the United States to hold itself accountable 
under international law if it seeks to hold others to the 
same standard. It will require for the United States to 
instill accountability into its bilateral military relation-
ships and hold partners accountable for human rights 
abuses in every instance, not only when convenient. It 
will require the United States to speak out in the face of 
abuses even if it is the U.S. military or allied nations that 
commit them. Only by doing so can the United States 
help lead the reform of the international governance 
system to create true accountability mechanisms that 
deter future atrocities.

Conclusion

While this may appear to be a radical project requiring 
immutable resources, it is important to remember that 
the United States rose to the task following World War 
II and sought to make the world a better, safer place. 
This approach will require the U.S. government to hold 
itself to a higher standard than the pursuit of power. It 
also requires a whole-of-society approach to changing 
the United States’ role in the world to ensure political 
momentum behind this reformation. The good news 
is that polling of the U.S. public supports this more 
restrained, constructive approach to world affairs42 
and suggests support for policymakers who take bold 
action to re-center U.S. engagement on the well-being 
and security of all. If Washington seeks to reestablish 
the United States as a true force for good in the world, it 
would do well to heed the desires of the American people 
and people around the world for a more values-driven 
approach to U.S. foreign policy.
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s the Cold War reached its denouement, the 
George H. W. Bush administration sought to 
move “beyond containment” and toward a new 

strategic vision for the United States. In August 1990, 
shortly after Saddam Hussein’s Iraq invaded neigh-
boring Kuwait, President Bush and his National Security 
Advisor Brent Scowcroft went fishing off the coast of 
Kennebunkport, Maine. Since the Atlantic bluefish 
weren’t biting, the two statesmen spoke about grand 
strategy instead. From this “searching discussion” 
emerged an enticing organizing principle: the advent of a 
“new world order.”1 

Though inchoate in its nature and scope, this new 
world order sought to forestall interstate aggression and 
manage violent conflict through multilateral coopera-
tion among great powers – in Bush’s words, “a world in 
which the rule of law supplants the rule of the jungle.”2 
Precisely how this ambition would be achieved remained 
ill-defined – until the Gulf War placed the true char-
acter of the unipolar moment in stark relief. Militarily, 
U.S. forces outperformed all operational expectations;3 
diplomatically, Washington assembled a coalition that 
shouldered the financial burden of the war;4 domes-
tically, the U.S. public vigorously rallied around the 
flag.5 The war left no doubt that the United States 
would define and enforce the terms of the post–Cold 
War world – if necessary, through military interventions 
like the one that seemed to succeed brilliantly in the 
Gulf. While basking in the victorious glow of the largest 
military parade since World War II, then–Secretary 
of State James Baker recalled a recent aside from his 
counterpart at the Pentagon, Dick Cheney: “Baker, it 
doesn’t get any better than this.”6 In those heady days 
of 1991, neither man could have known the tragic depth 
of that insight. 

“We’re 0 for a Lot”

Military interventions have defined America’s role in 
the world ever since, and with a rather dismal record of 
success. The United States used military force abroad 
more than 200 times since 1992.7 This is a staggeringly 
large number – all the more so in relative terms, as the 
entire Cold War saw only 46 instances of armed overseas 
deployments, not to mention a grand total of 86 over the 
entirety of the 19th century. While it is hardly shocking 
that the world’s sole superpower flexed its military 
muscle so freely, it is surprising that Washington has 
continued to do so amid disappointing outcomes, fre-
quently at high cost. As Admiral Michael Mullen, former 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, succinctly put it: 

“We’re 0 for a lot.”8 President Donald Trump was more 
acerbic: “Seven trillion dollars over a 17-year period, and 
we have nothing – nothing except death and destruction. 
It’s a horrible thing.”9 (The upper end of researchers’ 
estimates of the long-term costs of American interven-
tions in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, and Syria is closer 
to $5.9 trillion.10)

The costs – in blood, in treasure, in national pride and 
prestige – exacted by recent wars have placed military 
interventions at the center of debates over the future of 
American grand strategy, and rightfully so. In the polit-
ical arena, President Trump is hardly alone in judging 
the United States’ recent track record unacceptable. 

On the other end of the partisan spectrum, Senator and 
Democratic presidential candidate Elizabeth Warren 
charges that America’s Middle Eastern misadven-
tures “have not succeeded even on their own terms.”11 
Senator Bernie Sanders directly connected his critique 
of U.S. interventionism to his rejection of “benevolent 
global hegemony” as a desirable grand strategic option: 
“events of the past two decades — particularly the 
disastrous Iraq war and the instability and destruction 
it has brought to the region — have utterly discredited 
that vision.”12 Democratic international affairs thinkers 
and former government officials echo the rallying cry 
to end America’s “forever wars.”13 Outside the beltway, 
longtime academic advocates of a more restrained grand 
strategy see a window of opportunity in this left-right 
alignment against Washington’s post–Cold War foreign 
policy excesses.14

But while it is clear that military interventions 
assumed an outsized role in American grand strategy 
over the course of the post–Cold War period – with 
political debates about foreign policy increasingly 
focused on these interventions’ costs – it is less clear 
where Washington goes from here. Learning the right 
lessons from recent history is vitally important, but even 
a careful forensic examination of past mistakes does not 
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provide a perfect guide to future policy. It is therefore 
necessary to go beyond an evaluation of specific inter-
vention decisions and their consequences to examine the 
strategic environment that shaped them. Such an exam-
ination reveals three enabling factors that contributed to 
post–Cold War U.S. grand strategy’s military overreach. 
First, the absence of great-power rivals created a low risk 
of both catastrophic escalation and pernicious counter-in-
tervention by other powerful states; second, the United 
States’ military-technological endowments created new 
opportunities for intervention – particularly intervention 
at a low human cost – where they had not existed before; 
and third, the American public was willing to tolerate 
foreign intervention so long as casualties and taxes 
remained at acceptably low levels. While these conditions 
surely did not guarantee success, they made the United 
States’ post–Cold War tempo of military interventions 
possible and contained the consequences of failure. 

Looking to the future, it is tempting to conclude that 
conspicuous failures in Iraq and Afghanistan, accompa-
nied by the strategic exigencies of renewed great-power 
competition and the United States’ shrinking military 
edge, will end the United States’ interventionist streak. 
It is more likely, however, that the siren call of inter-
ventionism will endure, albeit at a diminished intensity. 
Neither political nor military constraints will wholly 
preclude opportunities for large-scale uses of force 
overseas, even as a more competitive geopolitical environ-
ment makes it substantially riskier. It is therefore the task 
of grand strategy to tame the interventionist temptation 
by bounding American global ambitions, clearly delin-
eating U.S. interests, and elevating non-military tools in 
the realization of these ends.

A Grand Strategy Without Limits

The global balance of power determines the limits of any 
grand strategy. Some policymakers preferred an approach 
that uprooted Soviet power in Eastern Europe during the 
early Cold War, for example, but the costs and risks of 
such a “rollback” strategy made containment a preferable 
alternative.15 American grand strategy during the unipolar 
moment was unique in its comparative lack – and indeed 
rejection – of such limits. As the 1991 National Security 
Strategy recognized, “the United States remains the only 
state with truly global strength, reach and influence in 
every dimension.”16 The Pentagon’s 1992 Defense Planning 
Guidance went further in articulating the strategic 
implications of primacy: “Our first objective is to prevent 
the reemergence of a new rival . . . that poses a threat on 
the order of that formerly posed by the Soviet Union.”17 

Indeed, the United States’ preeminent position afforded 
tremendous freedom of action and the American theory of 
security came to increasingly depend on the use of force 
as a means of addressing a wide range of security and 
humanitarian challenges. 

The absence of great-power rivals fostered highly 
permissive conditions for American military intervention 
around the world. Although the Cold War grand strategy 
of containment had not provided definitive criteria for 
determining where the United States should use force, 
it did provide general guidelines: the need to “to present 
the Russians with unalterable counter force at every point 
where they show signs of encroaching upon the interests 
of a peaceful and stable world.”18 The post–Cold War 
world had no such touchpoints, beyond a vague yet all-en-
compassing commitment to advancing liberalism. The 
United States therefore came to pursue a grand strategy 
that expansively defined the range of national and inter-
national interests worthy of advancement via military 
force. The U.S. military intervened abroad to stem civil 
strife in Somalia, promote democracy in Haiti, stop ethnic 
cleansing in Bosnia and Kosovo, preempt an illusory 
WMD program in Iraq, retaliate against the al Qaeda–har-
boring Taliban in Afghanistan, prevent a humanitarian 
emergency in Libya, defeat the Islamic State in Iraq 
and Syria, and fight the scourge of terrorism around the 
world. Two of these early-2000s interventions, in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, began with the aforementioned intent 
but quickly morphed into nation-building efforts and 
prolonged counterinsurgency campaigns. Many of these 
interventions, particularly those undertaken in the 1990s, 
were “wars of choice”; others, like Afghanistan, began 
as “wars of necessity” that redressed legitimate security 
risks, but came to suffer from excessive mission creep.19 

Even as the costs of these interventions – particularly 
the post-9/11 interventions – were massive, the national 
security risks were remarkably low. The geopolitical slack 
of the post–Cold War era allowed the United States to 
engage in global military interventions with little concern 
that doing so might provoke catastrophic escalation. 
This too was a marked departure from earlier historical 
periods defined by global spheres of influence, including 
the Cold War. President Harry Truman intervened in the 
Korean War knowing it might lead to a direct confronta-
tion with Russia; though the prospect of World War III 
did not deter him, it rendered the intervention extremely 
high-stakes and required a warfighting strategy designed 
to avoid inciting Russian counter-intervention. In other 
instances, like the Hungarian uprising in 1956, the risk of 
general war was too great to justify any American military 
intervention at all. 



@CNASDC

52

By contrast, the post–Cold War world did not feature 
a zero-sum global competition. Unipolarity meant that 
the balance of power did not hinge on the control or 
political organization of small states. As such, there was 
no rival power bent on delivering setbacks to the United 
States at every opportunity. Regional meddlers like Iran 
and Pakistan nevertheless inflicted significant costs on 
American operations in Iraq and Afghanistan – but the 
assistance and safe havens they provided were limited, 
if lethal. The absence of spheres of influence also meant 
that the United States could intervene in erstwhile Soviet 
client states like Afghanistan, Iraq, and Bosnia without 
running afoul of a great-power patron. In a sense, Kosovo 
was the exception that proved the rule: Despite Russia’s 
long-standing interests in the Balkans, Moscow’s stand 
at the Pristina airport was the closest NATO forces 
came to directly confronting Russia, and the face-off 
ended with agreement on a joint peacekeeping opera-
tion (albeit with Russian troops operating under their 
own command). Aside from this incident, the notion 
that a military intervention could escalate into a conflict 
that would directly threaten the American homeland 
was nearly unthinkable. 

Looking to the future role of military interventions in 
U.S. grand strategy, similarly permissive conditions are 
unlikely to persist. Readers have no doubt heard much 
about the return to great-power competition. Indeed, 
Washington now faces a rising and revisionist China as 
well as a declining but still-formidable and revanchist 
Russia; both militaries have undertaken ambitious mod-
ernization programs that will degrade the United States’ 
ability to operate in the Western Pacific and the Baltics 
over the coming decade. Meanwhile, North Korea is now 
armed with nuclear weapons and ICBMs likely capable 
of reaching the continental United States. This strategic 
outlook – combined with the prospect of significant fiscal 
tightening at home – suggests the United States no longer 
will have the luxury of expending its national security 
resources on long and costly wars of choice without 
forcing dangerous trade-offs. 

Great-power rivalry does not necessarily augur an end 
to the era of American military intervention, however, 
and much will depend on how Washington defines its 
grand strategic objectives for the burgeoning compe-
titions. Shifting regional military balances foreshadow 

a growing risk that the United 
States could face intervention 
decisions that directly implicate 
core U.S. interests in Europe and 
Asia: a Taiwan contingency, Baltic 
incursion, or North Korean prov-
ocation against South Korea, for 

example. In reacting to any such contingency, the United 
States would have to contemplate whether and how to 
overcome unfavorable geography, acute escalation risks, 
and the adversary’s likely first-mover advantage – a situa-
tion that differs profoundly from U.S.-initiated post–Cold 
War interventions, all of which afforded Washington 
significant discretion in defining when, where, and 
how to intervene. 

Even beyond areas proximate to American allies or 
vital to the United States’ command of the commons, 
U.S. interventions may become increasingly costly 
and contested. Russia’s involvement in Syria – with its 
determination to frustrate American attempts to depose 
Syrian President Bashar al Assad, as well as the attendant 
risk of a direct clash between U.S. and Russian forces –
therefore could be a leading indicator of what is to come. 
Moreover, as a grand strategic matter, the Vietnam War’s 
history vividly demonstrates that high-stakes geopolit-
ical competition is not sufficient to preclude American 
intervention on the strategic periphery – and in fact 
may incentivize it. If U.S. grand strategy comes to define 
the competition with China – or a Russia-China “axis 
of authoritarians” – as global and zero-sum in nature, 
Washington will be pulled toward interventions that aim 
to prevent rival powers from accruing political, military, 
and/or economic influence, even in locations of lesser 
geostrategic significance. 

“The United States Can Do  
Anything, Just Not Everything”
If victory in the Cold War left the United States without 
clear grand strategic purpose, it also left the United 
States exceptionally well armed. When the Cold War 
ended, the U.S. military had a nuclear arsenal numbering 
more than 20,000 warheads,20 nearly 2 million troops,21 
upwards of 500 Navy ships,22 and a cutting-edge suite 
of military technologies developed to fight the Soviet 
Union. The First Gulf War placed this preponderance 
of power in stark relief with its surprisingly quick 
rout of Saddam Hussein’s “million-man army” with 
historically low American casualties.23 The war also 
forestalled deeper defense cuts and settled the argument 
in favor of a robust regional contingency strategy as 

The United States no longer will have the 
luxury of expending its national security 
resources on long and costly wars of choice 
without forcing dangerous trade-offs.
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the basis for defense planning.24 Consequently, even 
after harvesting a “peace dividend” through defense 
downsizing over the course of the 1990s, the United 
States remained uniquely capable of global power 
projection and at the forefront of an apparent techno-
logical revolution in military affairs.25 As one mid-1990s 
analysis put it, “The United States can do anything, 
just not everything.”26 

Indeed, the United States had the military capabil-
ities to intervene nearly anywhere at any time; when 
confronting a crisis overseas, military force became 
the central instrument of American grand strategy. 
Repeatedly, the U.S. military achieved decisive effects 
at remarkably low American casualties using a com-
bination of legacy sea and air transportation assets 
along with advanced military technologies like stealth, 
precision-guided munitions (PGMs), satellite com-
munications, and unmanned systems.27 The 1998 

Kosovo intervention represented the apotheosis of this 
trend: The B-2 bomber made its combat debut, PGMs 
featured prominently, and unarmed UAVs assumed an 
important combat support role for the first time in a 
U.S.-led air campaign that compelled Serbian leaders 
to accede to NATO’s terms.28 New technologies also 
enabled an expansion of the role for Special Operations 
forces.29 In Afghanistan, American airpower supported 
a small cadre of approximately 350 special operations 
forces, 100 CIA paramilitary units, and their Afghan 
partners to quickly overthrow the Taliban in 2001 – a 
moment of success that proved fleeting but also seems 
to have been influential on the use of special forces and 
advanced technology to unseat Saddam Hussein in 
2003 (another transitory victory).30 A U.S.-led coali-
tion principally used air power in Libya to overthrow 
Muammar Qaddafi’s regime, only to find its early 
achievements in civilian protection overshadowed by 
the country’s subsequent disintegration into civil war.31 
Indeed, the spectacular achievement of military objec-
tives alongside unsatisfactory political results has been 
a hallmark of post–Cold War interventions.32

The United States will retain a formidable suite of 
power projection, precision strike, and intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities into 
the 2020s, in addition to its global network of allies, 
partners, and bases.33 These capabilities will continue 
to provide policymakers in Washington an unparal-
leled menu of options for military intervention around 
the world – but its margin of advantage has diminished 
from the post–Cold War peak, making future interven-
tions costlier. Particularly in the Western Pacific and 
on NATO’s eastern flank, the United States is becoming 
more constrained due to advancements in Chinese and 
Russian anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) capabilities – 
a development that will significantly complicate future 
intervention decisions. Keenly aware of its status as a 
potential target of American intervention, North Korea 
has amassed artillery along the South Korean border, 
acquired nuclear weapons, and tested advanced 
missiles at various ranges. Iran, for similar reasons, 
has pursued an asymmetric naval strategy, developed 
missiles for cost-imposing A2/AD, and maintains a 
regional network of proxy forces.34 

Even when matched against far less capable state or 
non-state actors, the U.S. military now has to contend 
with precision weapons, unmanned systems, and 
dense information environments. Indeed, the military 
innovations demonstrated so spectacularly in the Gulf 
War have diffused and will continue to do so. As Elliot 
Cohen writes, “Weapons of precision now pervade the 
battlefield, including in the hands of guerrillas, and air 
and space are now available to all combatants in the 
form of satellite-aided navigation systems (e.g., GPS), 
or commercially available overhead imagery.”35 While 
the American military can still do almost anything, 
its interventions will be riskier, costlier, and demand 
greater trade-offs than they did in the post–Cold War 
environment. Military interventions must neces-
sarily assume a lesser role in American grand strategy 
as a result. 

Permissive Politics

Beyond its kinetic effects, American military effec-
tiveness enabled a high tempo of foreign military 
interventions with remarkable public forbearance, 
attenuating the domestic-political costs of an interven-
tionist grand strategy. Although casualties are not the 
only means by which the American public determines 
its approval of a military intervention, high fatali-
ties certainly make sustained popular support more 
challenging.36 As such, the United States’ ability to use 

The United States had the 
military capabilities to intervene 
nearly anywhere at any time; 
when confronting a crisis 
overseas, military force became 
the central instrument of 
American grand strategy.
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military technologies that diminished the human 
costs of war likely created politically permissive 
conditions for policymakers in the post–Cold War 
era. Yet even in Afghanistan, the nation’s longest-ever 
war, significant casualties have not prompted public 
backlash due in part to two post–Vietnam War 
changes: the narrowly distributed burden of service 
in an all-volunteer military and the end of war taxes.37 

Of course, the mere fact that Americans are not 
protesting the Afghanistan War in 1968 proportions 
hardly implies that military interventions are polit-
ically neutral. Every post–Cold War president has 
won the White House by promising to curb foreign 
adventurism: Clinton promised a laser focus on the 
economy, Bush disavowed nation building, Obama 
made opposition to the Iraq War his signature issue, 
and Trump denounced democracy promotion via 
force. Yet, revealingly, each president continued to 
rely on military intervention to advance his inter-
national objectives, most notably: Clinton with 
humanitarian interventions in Somalia, Haiti, Iraq, 
and the Balkans; Bush through the war on terror 
and specifically in Afghanistan and Iraq; Obama by 
surging in Afghanistan and initiating a war in Libya; 
and Trump by increasing American involvement in 
Afghanistan and Syria, while repeatedly threatening 
to use force against North Korea and Venezuela and 
expanding strikes in Africa. Anti-interventionism 
may be a winning political argument underpinned 

by considerable strategic merits – but faced with 
specific intervention decisions, countervailing 
forces, such as the “rally ’round the flag” effect, 
public deference to elite cues, and media boosterism, 
seem to render public skepticism a weaker and 
more ambiguous constraint on policymakers than 
commonly assumed.

As the United States moves into the “post–post–
Cold War” period, many of these same conditions 
are likely to hold, giving policymakers significant 
political leeway in defining the role of military 

interventions in future American grand strategy. This 
flexibility is not immutable, however, and several 
policy or political shifts could alter the debate signifi-
cantly. Political science research indicates that the 
American public’s casualty tolerance depends on its 
assessment of a war’s bearing on the national interest, 
as well as its likelihood of success.38 If future inter-
ventions implicate core strategic interests, like the 
defense of treaty allies, the public may be willing to 
bear far higher costs with diminished political reper-
cussions. Indeed, a majority of Americans express 
their support for the use of U.S. troops to repel a 
North Korean invasion of South Korea or Japan, as 
well as a Russian invasion of a NATO ally (though 
the numbers are lower for contingencies involving 
Chinese aggression against Taiwan or Japan).39 When 
assessing the importance and likelihood of success of 
military interventions, however, the public does not 
reach their conclusions independently; rather, as with 
many other controversial foreign policy issues, they 
rely on cues from like-minded elites.40 

Intensifying partisan polarization may thus 
create new hurdles to foreign military interven-
tions. Public opinion about the use of force is already 
highly polarized: In the case of the 2003 Iraq War, 
for example, the current partisan divide in assess-
ments of the war’s wisdom roughly mirrors the gap 
between Democrats and Republicans’ support for the 
decision to use force in March 2003.41 If the partisan 
gap continues to widen among both elites and the 
mass public, presidents may find it even more difficult 
to garner bipartisan support for military interven-
tion decisions.42 Acting without broad-based public 
or congressional support exposes the president 
politically to the costs of failure and may disincen-
tivize risky intervention decisions. Polarization also 
increases the likelihood that military interventions 
will come under fire from opponents in Congress, 
as exemplified by recent efforts to end American 
involvement in the Yemeni civil war by using legisla-
tion to tie the U.S. military’s hands. 

Finally, throughout the post–Cold War period, 
Americans bore the financial costs of war indirectly: 
Rather than paying war taxes, the government 
shunted the costs of intervention onto the federal 
deficit.43 As the United States’ fiscal crisis reaches 
increasingly dangerous proportions,44 the politics of 
war financing could change dramatically – whether 
through a return to direct taxation, an end to the 
United States’ ability to fund its wars through bor-
rowing, or dramatic defense spending cuts.45 

If future interventions 
implicate core strategic 
interests, like the defense 
of treaty allies, the public 
may be willing to bear far 
higher costs with diminished 
political repercussions.
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The Way Forward

Throughout the post–Cold War period, military inter-
ventions served as crucibles for American grand strategy. 
Although the pillars of liberal internationalism were 
well defined – shaping an international order conducive 
to domestic peace and prosperity, the spread of liberal 
politics and markets, and institutionalized international 
cooperation – its universalizing ambitions dictated few 
natural boundaries. Military interventions thus com-
pelled policymakers to define the limits of the national 
interest through decisions about where, when, and how 
to use military force abroad.46 Once underway, some 
military interventions – particularly the 2003 Iraq 
War – created their own gravitational fields, consuming 
time, attention, and resources in vast quantities. The 
excesses of liberal internationalism’s post–Cold War 
implementation mars the record of a grand strategy that 
also delivered meaningful successes.47 As Hal Brands 
argues, “for all its travails, American strategy has played 
a central role in making the post–Cold War international 
system more stable, more liberal, and more favorable to 
U.S. interests and ideals than it would otherwise have 
been – and certainly in bringing about a more benign 
international environment than many expert observers 
expected when the post-Cold War period began.”48

In charting the way forward, the United States needs a 
more focused grand strategy that can advance American 
interests in a more constrained geopolitical future. 
Central to this task will be a diminished role for discre-
tionary military interventions in U.S. grand strategy, even 
as this strategy also must define the vital interests that 

the nation should prepare to defend in an increasingly 
contested security environment. Together, the reemer-
gence of great power competitors, erosion of the United 
States’ margin of conventional military advantage, and 
intensification of domestic-political pressure suggest a 
number of guidelines: 

First, the United States should end its “forever wars.” 
A negotiated settlement via ongoing dialogue with the 
Taliban in Afghanistan is the most feasible way to end 
America’s longest war. Although ham-handed in its 
execution, President Trump’s instinct to begin drawing 

down the U.S. presence in Syria gestures in the right 
direction. So too does the president’s decision to limit the 
number of American troops in Africa.49 While extrica-
tion from Afghanistan, Syria, and Africa need not imply a 
complete abandonment of the United States’ counterter-
rorism efforts, it does require a sharply curtailed mission. 
Congress has a role to play here as well, including by 
initiating a national debate about the appropriate use 
of military power in an evolving security environ-
ment. A repeal of the 2002 Authorization for the Use of 
Military Force against Iraq and replacement of the 2001 
Authorization for the Use of Military Force against the 
September 11 attackers could help achieve the requisite 
strategic recalibration.50

Second, to guide strategic planning, the United States 
needs a clearer conception of its own national inter-
ests than has prevailed in the post–Cold War era. Only 
a lucid definition of interests can delineate between 
wars of necessity and wars of choice. Moreover, in a 
limited war – whether with a near-peer competitor or a 
lesser power – sharply defined objectives are necessary 
to bring a conflict to its conclusion under conditions 
short of all-out Clausewitzian victory.51 Even in ongoing 
counterterrorism efforts, clarity of purpose can help set 
attainable objectives, determine acceptable costs, and 
avoid the mission creep that threatens to make the war 
on terror truly endless. 

Third, U.S. grand strategy must focus on great-power 
rivalry with China and Russia. The demands of these 
competitions should focus strategists’ minds on the 
greatest national security challenges, while undermining 
the case for using resources to intervene in substate 

conflicts, conduct nation-building 
operations, and/or prosecute 
armed regime change. A serious 
and well-resourced conflict pre-
vention strategy spearheaded by a 
revitalized State Department can 
help preclude intra- or interstate 
violence that threatens the United 

States and its allies and partners – a more cost-effective 
alternative to waiting until intervention is required.52 Far 
from obviating the possibility of military intervention, 
however, a return to great-power politics renders it more 
acute. The United States must plan to deter a Chinese or 
Russian move on American allies in Asia and Europe, as 
well as prepare for every phase of a conflict – to include 
war termination and postwar counterinsurgency and 
stability operations – should it occur.53

Fourth, Washington should prepare for a future 
in which interventions are no longer military in the 

The United States needs a more focused 
grand strategy that can advance American 
interests in a more constrained geopolitical 
future.
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conventional sense.54 Particularly as geopolitical 
dynamics make traditional military interventions costlier 
and riskier, the United States must craft a grand strategy 
that relies on a wider array of tools. Given the United 
States’ continued financial primacy, economic coercion 
is likely to remain chief among non-military tools, but 
Washington also could stand to regain its competency 
in what George Kennan called “political warfare.”55 
Diplomacy, foreign aid, and international law will prove 
essential as well. To be effective, American grand strategy 
must marshal its diverse tools but also coordinate them, 
both within the U.S. government’s sprawling interagency 
and alongside allies.56 Moreover, for as long as the United 
States retains an overmatch in conventional military 
capabilities, it should expect persistent subconventional 
challenges that hover carefully below traditional conflict 
thresholds. To avoid unnecessary escalation, the United 
States should be ready to respond symmetrically in this 
space. The United States should employ conventional 
force only when interests are sufficiently vital and when 
military power is the most effective means.57 

Finally, strategists should be wary of new forms of 
military intervention that appear to lower costs and 
risks. Autonomous systems and cyberweapons create 
new opportunities for intervention without risking 
American lives; the absence of “boots on the ground” also 
enhances presidential war powers by evading oversight 
by Congress and the public.58 To the extent that the 
United States maintains its advantages in these new 
forms of warfighting, the temptation to utilize these tools 
will only increase. But if there is one resounding lesson of 
the post–Cold War period, it is: Just because the United 
States can do something, does not mean that the United 
States should do something. 

After the end of the Cold War and in the nearly three 
decades since, a permissive domestic and international 
environment afforded politicians and policymakers a sig-
nificant margin for error. Grand strategy was frequently 
reactive and emergent; the purpose of American power 
was not sharply defined; and the United States’ record 
of military misadventures reflects these shortcomings. 
Today and into the future, there will be no such strategic 
slack. The United States needs a lucid grand strategy to 
guide its role in the world and – critically – to discipline 
the application of America’s vast military power so that it 
remains tightly tethered to the national interest. 
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t is weird to be America. Despite the constant patter 
about globalization, the United States remains the 
most self-sufficient, secure, and independent country 

on earth. It has many problems, of course, but they are 
distinctly first world problems. It retains from most any 
perspective – geographic, economic, military, and even 
demographic – an unrivaled capacity to ignore the rest of 
the world.1 Its population, by and large, is absorbed with 
more pressing domestic issues and rarely expresses much 
collective interest in the world beyond North America. 
Foreign policy issues, even sometimes America’s own 
wars, do not figure prominently in U.S. elections. 
America does not really need much foreign policy.

But of course, America has a lot of foreign policy. 
And it is not just focused on issues like immigration, 
homeland security, and trade that push up against 
America’s borders. To the contrary, the United States 
is a global power like no other. It has military forces in 
more than 150 countries around the world and a web 
of alliances and partnerships that covers every region 
on the planet.2 Every day, its navies police bodies of 
waters that are thousands of miles from its shores; every 
week, its air forces bomb enemies that have never seen 
America; every decade, its military overthrows govern-
ments of countries that most of its population could not 
identify on a map.3

America is at once the country that needs a foreign 
policy the least and yet has it the most. We are so used to 
this paradox that we rarely question why it is the case. 
The paradox means that while U.S. foreign policy is not 
hard to explain from a historical perspective, it is hard to 

justify based on first principles – or to the voters. In other 
words, U.S. foreign policy in recent decades has been a 
luxury, not a necessity. In previous eras, it was a luxury 
the United States could afford – a powerful country that 
could, often did. But the return of geopolitical com-
petition, the emergence of new powers, and pressing 
issues at home mean that it is not clear the situation 
can continue. 

If the last few presidential elections are any guide, the 
American people are asking for less foreign policy – or 
at least for a foreign policy that is more rooted in their 
daily concerns. If America is going to continue to have 
a foreign policy, it will need one that responds to those 
demands. Formulating it will represent a challenge for 

America’s foreign policy practitioners, what President 
Barack Obama’s team derisively referred to as the blob.4 
Over the decades of America’s global presence, those 
practitioners progressively have embraced an ever-
larger vision of U.S. national interest. That vision now 
encompasses almost every important global security 
issue in every region of the world. But it has largely left 
America behind.

Why America Has a Foreign Policy

From a historical perspective, it is not hard to explain 
why America has such an expansive foreign policy. For 
many U.S. policymakers, the main lesson of the first half 
of the 20th century was that the United States could just 
not sit back in its hemisphere and allow threats to gather 
in Europe or Asia. The post–World War I experience had 
demonstrated that deep American involvement in the 
world was necessary for stability. Without an American 
presence in the key strategic regions of the world, the 
nations of Europe and Asia inevitably would go to war 
yet again. To prevent that instability from washing up 
on American shores, the United States ultimately would 
need to get involved yet again. It was far cheaper, in both 
blood and treasure, to maintain a large presence in the 
world and prevent the next war than it was to fight it. 

This argument never took deep root within the 
public. Even in 1945, most Americans wanted, as Averell 
Harriman put it, “to settle all our difficulties with Russia 
and then go to the movies and drink Coke.”5 It took the 
outbreak of the Korean War, and the sense of threat to 

the United States itself from the 
Soviet Union and from communism, 
to inspire in the American public 
an interest a willingness to support 
the tens of thousands of military 
casualties and large expenditures 

(nearly $20 trillion in 2019 dollars) of the long Cold War.6 
During the early Cold War, U.S. policymakers did manage 
to create a domestic consensus in favor of U.S. leadership 
of the free world. But throughout, they had to maintain 
a precarious balance between a public that often ques-
tioned the domestic utility of American foreign policy 
and the demands on the treasury and the military that 
global leadership entailed.

But then the Cold War ended in 1991 and the Soviet 
threat disappeared. Many predicted that without the 
threat of the Soviet Union, the United States would 
return home and once again concentrating on drinking, 
if not Coke, then perhaps juice smoothies.7 But in fact, 
the opposite happened. Under both Democratic and 

I
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Republican presidents, the United States explicitly 
adopted a strategy of global leadership. It not only 
maintained its Cold War alliances in Europe and Asia, 
it expanded its reach and fought wars in Africa, the 
Balkans, and the Middle East, and it involved itself 
in practically every global security problem from the 
Western Sahara to the South China Sea.

Again, this historical anomaly is not hard to explain 
in retrospect. It is an iron law of democratic politics 
that any vast spending program, no matter its origin or 
purpose, will spawn powerful interests that will force-
fully support its continuation. Over the course of the long 
Cold War, the United States naturally had built up an 
enormous military, industrial, and intellectual complex 
to support and run its global foreign policy. 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower in his 1960 farewell 
address had warned of a military-industrial complex 
that would seek to lock the United States into ever 
higher military spending. But what emerged from the 
Cold War was more than that. It was a self-replicating 
class of powerful institutions and people whose educa-
tion, outlook, and financial interests all told them that 
America’s continued global leadership was necessary 
both for global stability and American security. This class 
never constituted a cabal, trying to distort U.S. policy for 
their advantage. To the contrary, in my experience both 
inside and outside of government, they are patriots who 
genuinely believe in the virtues of America’s global role. 

Nonetheless, over time, interests tend to form iden-
tities – you tend to believe something if your next meal 
(or your kid’s college education) depends on it. The U.S. 
foreign policy elites’ very identity tied them to the con-
tinuation of an approach that supported their interests 
as a class: an activist foreign policy of American global 
leadership. Dissenters were essentially apostates, banned 
from the church of government or even condemned to 
the hell of academia.

Leadership now has become central to the identity 
of most foreign policymakers. For example, a genuine 
debate raged within the U.S. government over whether 
to intervene in Libya in 2011. But when the British and 

French declared that they would launch a military oper-
ation even without the United States, suddenly it became 
a leadership issue and the debate fundamentally shifted. 
Key U.S. officials believed that without the United States, 
a European intervention surely would fail, and the 
United States would have to pick up the pieces. So the 
United States had better lead from the start. They gener-
ally failed to note that the America’s own track record on 
such interventions did not exactly inspire confidence.

Crucially, in the 1990s, this class interest inter-
sected with a time of prosperity and enormous U.S. 
military superiority, the so-called unipolar moment.8 A 
booming economy meant that fiscal pressures, while still 
important, were much less than they might have been. 
After the exhilarating experience of easy military victory 
in the First Persian Gulf War of 1991, America’s demon-
strated military and technological superiority seemed to 
imply that that it could achieve almost anything at rela-
tively little cost in lives and treasure. A distracted public 
could afford to allow the powerful foreign policy elite to 
maintain U.S. global leadership as a luxurious hobby and 
a source of patriotic pride. 

Of course, this policy was not without its controver-
sies and setbacks. “The policy elite needs something 
to do and enjoys traveling and global leadership” is not 
a winning slogan for a foreign policy program, even in 
times of plenty. U.S. foreign policy thinkers recognized 
that without the Soviet Union to focus minds, they 
needed a new intellectual framework to justify an expan-
sive foreign policy framework. Over the last 25 years, 
there were many such efforts from Washington think 
tanks and from within the U.S. government. They ranged 
from President Bill Clinton’s strategy of enlargement9 to 
President George W. Bush’s vision of a democratic trans-
formation of the Middle East.10 

Such “grand strategies” differed on important details 
when it came to how to achieve U.S. geopolitical goals. 
They stirred many great debates on the importance 
of working with allies, on the promise and pitfalls of 
international institutions, and on the uses and abuses of 
military force. But they all agreed on a central point: The 
United States needed to maintain a policy of global lead-
ership and worldwide presence. It needed, in short,  
a lot of foreign policy.

For such an expansive policy to justify itself, it needed 
to demonstrate a threat to U.S. national security. In a 
country as secure as the United States in the 1990s, 
this proved slightly difficult. The key has long been 
to recognize that in an interdependent world, every-
thing ultimately is connected to everything else. It 
is always possible therefore to draw a logical, albeit 

It is an iron law of democratic 
politics that any vast spending 
program, no matter its origin or 
purpose, will spawn powerful 
interests that will forcefully 
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hypothetical, connection between any given foreign 
problem and a disastrous outcome for U.S. national 
security or prosperity.

For example, Balkans instability in the 1990s threat-
ened to “spill over” into other countries, upsetting 
political and economic stability throughout Europe, with 
eventual impacts within the United States. The United 
States must intervene to stop it. A failure to support the 
NATO aspirations of Eastern Europe would condemn 
that part of the world to chronic instability, eventually 
requiring U.S. intervention. The United States must 
expand its alliance commitments. An invasion of a 
faraway country by a neighboring dictator may inspire 
bullies elsewhere to adopt the same tactics, thus even-
tually threatening the United States, so America must 
intervene to stop him. Because everything is connected 
to everything else, anything can logically become an 
American foreign policy problem. 

The terrorism problem that emerged as the pre-
eminent organizing principle of U.S. foreign policy 
after the September 11 attacks fits easily into this 
framework. Those attacks provided compelling, tele-
vised evidence that the world still could affect the 
United States in the most direct and horrible ways. 
The idea that a cell of underfunded zealots in caves 
in long-forgotten Afghanistan could wreak such 

damage clearly demonstrated the everything was 
indeed connected to everything else. The addition of 
weapons of mass destruction to the scenarios only 
enhanced this sentiment. 

The U.S. foreign policy community jumped at the 
opportunity to fit the terrorism problem into a leader-
ship framework. The attack, in this view, demonstrated 
that maintaining U.S. security and leadership there-
fore required intervening everywhere against the very 
possibility of terrorism – the global war on terror. As 
President Bush put it, “If we wait for threats to fully 
materialize, we will have waited too long.”11 The Obama 
administration that followed never fundamentally 
challenged this approach.

Terrorism, especially in its more expansive definitions, 
is a technique that exists pretty much everywhere. The 
logical linkage of terrorism anywhere to U.S. national 

security at home provides a ready justification for U.S. 
intervention everywhere from Somalia to Yemen to the 
Philippines. And because terrorism is deeply rooted in 
social conditions, such missions tend to expand to the 
reform of entire societies. 

Even in a time of great-power peace, this logic justi-
fied an enormous expansion of U.S. foreign policy into 
the Middle East, Africa, and Asia, including two long 
wars, interventions in many other conflicts, drone cam-
paigns and special forces raids in countries as diverse as 
Pakistan, Somalia, and Niger, plus training programs and 
military assistance to dozens of countries. 

Why U.S. Foreign Policy is Luxurious

The problem with the leadership approach is not that 
it lacks logic. The problem is that it is luxurious. It is a 
foreign policy for a country that, at least until recently, 
so far exceeded its rivals in wealth and security that it 
could afford to let foreign policy become the plaything of 
domestic elites and defense industrial interests.

To understand why U.S. foreign policy is luxurious, it 
is helpful to understand how a less weird country might 
form its foreign policy. In a more insecure, resource-con-
strained environment, the strategy process would look 
quite different. One would not start by looking around 

the world and searching for threats 
that, through some long chain of 
causation, eventually might affect 
one’s national security. A few threats 
would seem self-evidently more 
immediate, and you would allocate 
scarce resources to those problems 
first, and probably also last. More 

distant threats might pose some risk, but you would 
decide that you can and must accept that level of risk.

Armenia, for example, is not focused on the civil war 
in Syria; it is worried about the Azerbaijani armies on its 
borders. One can make a good case about how civil war in 
Syria someday might negatively affect Armenia. It would 
be a better case than for the United States – Armenia is, 
after all, much closer to Syria than is the United States. 
But Armenia is a poor country with more urgent pri-
orities. Both its leaders and its public are focused on 
the Azerbaijani problem. It does not have the luxury of 
devoting much time or resources to the problem of the 
Syrian Civil War, even if in an ideal world, far-thinking 
Armenian strategists might like to.

Of course, America is not Armenia—it is a global power 
with responsibilities and interests around the world. But 
it ended up that way precisely because it does not have 

The U.S. foreign policy elites’ very identity 
tied them to the continuation of an approach 
that supported their interests as a class: an 
activist foreign policy of American global 
leadership.



DOES AMERICA NEED A FOREIGN POLICY?

65

Armenia’s immediate problems and resource constraints. 
Most foreign policy strategies, by necessity rather than 
choice, assume limited resources and focus on clear, 
immediate problems. 

For example, a more constrained country would have 
looked at the problem of terrorism after 9/11 as one 
that had to be managed through a homeland security 
approach rather than through eradicating the problem 
of terrorism everywhere. Interestingly, even as the U.S. 
war on terror has notably failed to eradicate or even to 
slow the growth of terrorism abroad, U.S. homeland 
security policy has effectively managed the problem of 
foreign terrorism in the United States.12 As Peter Bergen 
and David Sterman note, “since 9/11, no foreign terrorist 
group has successfully conducted a deadly attack in the 
United States. ”13 The war on terror was apparently a 
luxury, but it continues to justify large swaths of  
U.S. foreign policy.

In general, U.S. foreign policy strategy, lacking direct 
threats or severe constraints, can devote vast resources to 
a wide array of problems – terrorism, nuclear weapons, 
Iran, North Korea – without much sense of prioritiza-
tion or limits. It does so in the name of leadership and 
on the luxurious logic that even small, distant threats 
should be addressed.

Another way to understand that U.S. foreign policy 
is luxurious is by observing the public’s approach to 
it. Efforts to understand the public’s view on foreign 
policy sensibly tend to ask people how they feel about 
specific foreign policy problems, say the war in Iraq, 
or about larger questions such as America’s role in the 
world. They tend to find a public that broadly supports 
an internationalist posture and even a leadership 
approach.14 But more deeply they find a public that does 
know much about foreign affairs and doesn’t have deeply 
held positions on most foreign policy issues. A public 
that has better things to worry about has quite rationally 
outsourced foreign policy to elites, providing fairly little 
feedback or guidance.15

Indeed, a closer look shows that the public’s foreign 
policy views are usually derivative of their views on 
domestic politics. For example, Republican voters long 
have been considered particularly hawkish on Russia. 
Such an attitude seemed well rooted in the experi-
ence of the Cold War and the hard-line identity of the 
Republican Party. But when President Donald Trump 
began making the case that perhaps Russia wasn’t so bad, 
the attitudes of many Republican voters on Russia shifted 
quite suddenly and starkly.16 Similarly, Democratic 
voters during the Obama years overwhelmingly sup-
ported U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. Now that 

Trump is pushing that same policy, a majority now favor 
staying the course.17 Overall, as a recent Gallup poll on 
foreign policy concluded, “the responses to almost every 
question [on foreign policy] we ask Americans seem to be 
divided by partisanship.18”

Such partisanship on foreign policy is a sign of luxury. 
People who live in countries with immediate threats do 
not generally allow themselves the luxury of shifting 
their views on key foreign policy questions. Armenia 
has raucous domestic politics, but a very firm and 
invariable consensus on the Azerbaijani threat. They 
have maintained that consistent policy because they 
have few other options.

U.S. threats are more imagined, or at least more 
distant. Hiding behind their oceans and their nuclear 
weapons, American voters can change their minds and 
new presidential administrations can shift policies dra-
matically. U.S. foreign policy shows enormous variability 
on specific supposedly high-priority issues. The United 
States can invade Iraq, and then withdraw from it, and 
then invade it again. It can decide not to intervene in 
Syria, then intervene there.19 It can consider war with 
Russia over Georgia, then reset relations with Russia, 
then sanction it over Ukraine. Such inconsistency is a 
luxury that few other countries can afford. 

Of course, luxuries are not in and of themselves a bad 
idea. Whether that coveted $48.5 million diamond-en-
crusted iPhone is a reasonable indulgence or a ruinous 
extravagance depends entirely on how much money 
you have. The United States clearly has had a luxurious 
foreign policy for the last 30 years, but it largely has been 
a luxury the United States could afford. 

U.S. foreign policy in recent decades has careened 
from failure to failure, most prominently in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. But despite the vast sums spent, the 
enormous human and material damage wrought on 
distant battlefields, and the tragic deaths of thousands 
of U.S. soldiers, the country as a whole has not felt that 

In general, U.S. foreign policy 
strategy, lacking direct threats 
or severe constraints, can 
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array of problems – terrorism, 
nuclear weapons, Iran, North 
Korea – without much sense of 
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failure. The United States has not become noticeably 
less secure, U.S. wars have not bankrupted the treasury, 
and U.S. domestic politics are not consumed by foreign 
policy issues. The problem, it seems, with being rich is 
that you can lose a lot of money without really noticing.

The question now is not whether U.S. foreign policy 
is luxurious, but whether the country can still afford a 
diamond-encrusted policy. 

What Foreign Policy Can the    
United States Afford Today?
As U.S. foreign policy elites have distracted themselves 
with U.S. global leadership, the world has changed 
both at home and abroad. Two interconnected devel-
opments in recent years imply that a policy of global 
leadership no longer may be affordable.

The first is the rise of new powers and the return of 
geopolitical competition. The presence of these new, 
often assertive powers means that, even as America 
continues to prosper, it is less powerful. Power, after 
all, is a relative concept – if someone else has more of 
it, you necessarily have less.

The increasing power, or at least assertiveness, of 
these countries, particularly China and Russia, but also 
emerging powers such as Turkey, Brazil, and India, 
pose increasing problems for the United States around 
the world. They limit U.S. options in Ukraine, Syria, 
Afghanistan, and the Pacific Ocean and even at times 
meddle in U.S. domestic affairs. Maintaining leader-
ship in the face of their multidimensional challenge 
would require enormous new resources. So, even 
though U.S. overseas commitments have not increased 
in recent years and U.S. defense spending has gone up, 
increased competition means that many U.S. analysts20 
and policymakers21 believe that U.S. foreign policy is 
dramatically underfunded. 

Of course, the United States retains enormous 
strengths. The new powers still do not directly 
threaten the United States, and U.S. defense spending, 
about 3.5 percent of GDP, remains modest by historical 
standards. Many believe22 that not only can the United 
States continue to afford a strategy of leadership, but 
that the new challenges from illiberal or authoritarian 
states23 imply that the United States is now entering 
yet another global struggle that it must win to remain 
free at home.

Still, it is clear this task is much more daunting than 
it has been in recent decades. It also seems that in a 
more constrained and competitive environment, a 
second factor is coming into play. The public may no 

longer provide a permissive domestic condition for 
a foreign policy of leadership without a more direct 
relationship to American domestic concerns. As noted, 
public opinion polls still show support for internation-
alist policies. But listening to the emerging24 plans25 
of the presidential candidates in 2020, it also is clear 
that they see a public demand for a foreign policy that 
is more rooted in domestic concerns – worries about 
trade, immigration, and domestic inequality – than 
about distant wars or the rise of China.

Moreover, the current candidates no doubt feel 
much less constrained by the foreign policy establish-
ment than in the past. In previous elections, candidates 
generally assumed that they needed the support of 
some segment of that establishment to show that their 
foreign policy wasn’t crazy and that they could be 
trusted with the nuclear button. That still gave can-
didates a certain menu of choices, but it meant that 
broadly they had to support American leadership or 

the think tanks, and therefore the media, would label 
them isolationist or even dangerous. Throughout his 
campaigns and his presidency, Obama worried a great 
deal about what the Washington elite thought of his 
foreign policy, making great effort to reach out to them 
and placate them even if he often deplored their views.

But in 2016, candidate Trump simply ignored the 
foreign policy establishment, expressing no interest 
in their support. The Republican segment of that 
elite rose in protest against their own candidate and 
actively campaigned against him, specifically targeting 
his fitness to be commander-in-chief.26 But their 
efforts had no effect on either the primary or general 
election campaigns. Trump won without them and has 
increasingly governed without them. The experience 
demonstrates that whatever political power the foreign 
policy elite ever had, it is now gone. For better or for 
worse, the current crop of candidates is free to select 
from a much wider menu of foreign policy options.

The presence of these new, 
often assertive powers 
means that, even as America 
continues to prosper, it is less 
powerful. Power, after all, is a 
relative concept – if someone 
else has more of it, you 
necessarily have less.
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How to Create a U.S. Foreign Policy 
that Protects
Selecting from that broader menu is not easy. If the 
goal remains to retain global leadership or to go out 
into the world and strangle every potential problem in 
its cradle, America’s task appears daunting indeed. It 
would require summoning a sense of national purpose 
at least akin to the mobilization needed for the Cold 
War. That was hard in the late 1940s and required a 
communist invasion of South Korea to accomplish it. 
Today, absent some even larger geopolitical catastrophe, 
it seems a political fantasy. 

Moreover, it is not necessary. From the perspective 
of protecting U.S. national security and ensuring U.S. 
prosperity – of making U.S. foreign policy relevant 
again for the American public –the current task appears 
much more manageable. The United States, after all, 
retains advantages that are the envy of every other 
country, including rising powers such as China. Two 
large oceans, a highly innovative economy, a global 
network of alliances, a massive nuclear arsenal, and 
the world’s best military provide a solid foundation on 
which to build. If the United States decided to create 
a more normal foreign policy, it could achieve its 
goals fairly easily.

The key to using those advantages effectively is to 
focus, to borrow a formulation from French President 
Emmanuel Macron, on a U.S. foreign policy that 
protects. A foreign policy that protects provides tangible 
and comprehensible benefits to the broader population 
rather than to the elite that has run it for so long. 

Such a foreign policy needs to start from the ground 
up – that is, America’s economic and security needs 
at home. At the moment, the United States has few 
pressing security needs. Very little directly threatens the 
U.S. homeland, which implies it could get by with less 
foreign policy that is aimed at security threats that are 
distant in time and space. 

Such a policy does involve some risk, of course – all 
non-luxurious foreign policies involve risk. The apostles 
of global leadership claim that without America acting 
to regulate global affairs, some areas of the world will 
become less stable. That is a risk, but arguably the 
United States, with its inconsistent policies and incom-
petent interventions, has not been a force for stability in 
recent years. It is past time to ask whether these efforts 
really make us safer, or whether they simply express our 
foreign policy elites’ fear of change. More to the point, 
this is no longer a policy that the United States can 
afford or has the domestic consensus to run.

The United States does still need and can still afford 
a foreign policy focused on promoting American pros-
perity and domestic strength. That means U.S. foreign 
policy should concentrate, as the Trump administration 
often has done, first and foremost on the international 
economic policies that affect all Americans – on trade, on 
immigration, and on the international regulatory issues 
that in an interdependent world increasingly determine 
the structure of the U.S. economy. 

Unlike the Trump administration, however, U.S. 
foreign policy also should focus on global issues that 
matter at home, like climate change, corruption, and 
the regulation of cyberspace. In all cases, those policies 
should be aimed not at enriching corporations and 
the wealthy, but on supporting American workers and 
reducing inequality at home. In this way, U.S. foreign 
policy can cease to appear a distant plaything of elites 
and become a force for meaningful change in the lives 
of many Americans.

This is not a counsel of isolationism. A foreign policy 
that begins at home does not end there. The United 
States, by virtue of its size, history, and culture, always 
will be a global player. It needs to retain its alliances and 
use its influence to promote stability in various regions of 
the world. For this purpose, America’s historical alliances 
represent a unique source of its strength, one that China 
and other emerging powers lack. 

But in a world of geopolitical competition, those 
alliances should serve more explicitly as force multi-
pliers for promoting U.S. security, rather than only as 
channels through which to exercise American lead-
ership and provide security benefits for U.S. partners. 
One doesn’t need to insult and denigrate U.S. allies, as 
President Trump often has done, to convince them that 
a more equal alliance structure will create a more lasting 
American commitment to their security. Many U.S. allies 

U.S. foreign policy should 
concentrate first and 
foremost on the international 
economic policies that affect 
all Americans – on trade, 
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already understand the changing nature of power in the 
world and already have begun to accept a new, more 
balanced arrangement.

But being involved in the world does not have to entail 
taking responsibility for security and stability in every 
corner of the globe. It does not require chasing terrorists 
through faraway deserts and jungles, nor solving human 
rights issues in other countries that have little bearing on 
American security. And it does not mean fighting battles 
for U.S. allies that can fight them on their own. 

Such a policy provides for less than perfect security. 
Americans have grown used to a foreign policy that 
does not accept even distant risks. So even as the public 
desires a foreign policy that focuses on their problems, 
it frightens easily when told scary stories of distant 
Islamist terrorists or North Korean nuclear weapons. If 
the foreign policy elites want to return from the political 
wilderness to which the Trump administration has con-
demned them, they will need to cease using scare tactics 
and create a narrative that explains how U.S. foreign 
policy can provide reasonable protection and prosperity 
to the people at home and yet accept that even the most 
powerful nation on earth cannot control destiny. 

The era of luxury of in foreign policy is over, but the 
times of security and prosperity can continue.
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Introduction

fter a period of limited success, the United States’ 
post–Cold War grand strategy is increasingly 
a failure.1 To say so is not to insult the men and 

women who have committed their lives to public service, 
nor to gloss over the many accomplishments wrought 
by U.S. foreign engagement. However, on the core issue 
of whether American grand strategy has left the United 
States in a more secure position compared with plau-
sible alternatives, America’s foreign engagement has 
been premised on faulty assumptions, implemented in 
problematic ways, and focused on secondary issues. In 
an age of renewed populism and great-power compe-
tition, it is no surprise that many outside the corridors 
of power seek a change in the status quo – to para-
phrase the American philosopher Hank Hill, this grand 
strategy ain’t right.

More concretely, American grand strategy is failing 
because it lost sight of two realities of international rela-
tions. The first – that international politics are colored 
by states’ desire for security given the uncertain inten-
tions of others – is a regular mistake made by other great 
powers.2 The second – that effective strategy requires 
setting priorities and allocating resources among com-
peting demands – is particularly problematic when a 
state is uniquely powerful and, like the United States 
after 1991, confronts few obvious, clear, and compelling 
threats.3 Regardless, the United States since the Cold 
War’s end not only adopted a highly expansive grand 
strategy that threw American weight around in ways that 
worried others, but often engaged in foreign excursions 
that had little to do with issues that affected core U.S. 
security. As a result, it simultaneously frittered away its 
strength on secondary concerns and incentivized – and, 
in some cases, abetted – other states to scale back the 
United States’ power position.

This situation is not necessarily surprising: Strategic 
innovation tends to occur in response to failure, and 
the United States’ post–Cold War dominance was such 
that obvious failures were few and far between. Still, the 
outcome is remarkable. Given the advantages enjoyed by 
the United States in the early 1990s, unipolarity might 
reasonably have been expected to last decades. Instead, 
owing heavily to U.S. grand strategy, great-power compe-
tition is back after barely 20 years.4

Adjusting to this situation will be no easy task. Not 
only does the United States need to cast off many of the 
intellectual shibboleths that contributed to this situation 
(more on these later), but the United States’ grand stra-
tegic toolkit must be adjusted for modern times. Military 

hardware, economic capabilities, diplomatic relation-
ships, and human capital all need change. To be clear, 
there is much that can be salvaged from the current state 
of affairs. Still, the United States is entering a new era in 
which the attitudes and approaches that guided it after 
the Cold War – and had their antecedents during the 
contest with the Soviet Union – need major renovation.

The remainder of this essay proceeds in several 
sections. Following this introduction, I offer stan-
dards to evaluate U.S. grand strategy. Next, I review 
the evolution of U.S. grand strategy since 1991, 
before – third – evaluating this record against these 
standards. Fourth, I highlight elements of an alternate 
grand strategy suited for an era of geopolitical flux. 
I then briefly conclude.

Setting the Standard

At the broadest level, grand strategy refers to a state’s 
theory on how to cause security for itself by linking 
the goals it believes will produce this security with the 
means – particularly military – at its disposal to obtain 
these ends.5 In evaluating grand strategy, the question 
becomes twofold. First, does a specific grand strategy 
limit threats to one’s security? Relations with other great 
powers are particularly salient to this issue, given their 
significant capabilities and ability to shape the strategic 
environment to which a grand strategy responds. One 
wants to know whether a grand strategy adequately 
shapes relations vis-à-vis other great powers to promote 
cooperation where possible and minimize military 
threats where it must.6 Second, are the tools and tech-
niques chosen to promote security appropriate to the 
task? That is, are ends and means “integrated” – with 
clear priorities set among different goals, adequate 
resources devoted to their resolution, and due consider-
ation given to potential second- and third-order effects 
of one’s efforts – or do ends and means run at cross 

Given the advantages enjoyed 
by the United States in the 
early 1990s, unipolarity might 
reasonably have been expected 
to last decades. Instead, owing 
heavily to U.S. grand strategy, 
great-power competition is back 
after barely 20 years.

A
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purposes, such that applying the strategy creates more 
problems and generates more risk than it solves?7 

Prima facie, these questions might seem of little 
relevance when evaluating the United States after 
the Cold War. After all, with the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the United States no longer faced a great-power 
challenger that could credibly mount a sustained chal-
lenge to U.S. interests short of an all-out nuclear war.8 

One therefore might argue that the way to evaluate 
the United States’ grand strategy is not to assess its 
capacity for creating security, but its ability to promote 
an interlocking set of relationships – what some call an 
“international order” – broadly conducive to interests 
such as the spread of capitalism and liberal democracy.9 
This view, however, is wrong. Benefiting from an unprec-
edented degree of security after 1990–91, the United 
States’ need was to shape an international environment 
that would protect this position; in context, this meant 
either sustaining the United States’ preeminence or – if 
that was judged impossible – to ensure stable relations 
developed with future great powers as they arose.10 To 
assess post–Cold War American grand strategy is there-
fore to ask how the United States fared in these tasks.

The Post–Cold War Trajectory

The basic answer to these questions is “not well.” A 
large body of literature traces the United States’ post–
Cold War foreign engagement, with more on the way as 
archives open and researchers gain access to materials 
needed to analyze the history.11 Without relitigating the 
specific twists and turns of post-1991 foreign policy, it is 
worth trying to describe the general history of the period.

Briefly, the end of the Cold War prompted American 
policymakers to recommit the United States to sustained 
engagement in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East; for 
the sake of parsimony, this essay will focus primarily 
on the first two regions.12 The commitment per se was 
nothing new – the United States intervened in both 
world wars and played an active role in shaping Eurasia’s 

security and political life during the Cold War to prevent 
a return to the internecine great-power conflict that 
had brought catastrophe in 1914–19 and 1939–45.13 With 
the Soviet Union defeated and the United States the 
world’s sole superpower after 1991, however, the core 
logic of American engagement shifted: While the desire 
to ensure Eurasian stability remained, the way of fos-
tering this stability required the United States remain 

the dominant power abroad. Thus, 
and as the 1991 Defense Planning 
Guidance and its successors 
famously declared, American power 
was now to be used to prevent the 
re-emergence of great power rivals 
able to challenge American preem-
inence. Notably, these challengers 
were as much identified as actors 
in the American orbit – with the 
European Community (later Union) 

and Japan singled out – as they were states such as Russia 
and China beyond the United States’ direct influence.14 

To attain these ends, the organs of U.S. foreign policy 
were repackaged for the post–Cold War era. Gone 
was a military, diplomatic corps, and economic system 
designed for containment. In its place were a host of 
activities believed vital to sustain American preem-
inence. In Europe, for example, the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization, once used to mobilize Western 
European resources and counterbalance the Soviet 
Union, was rebranded as a collective security mecha-
nism that could provide European stability writ large, 
anchor the American presence on the Continent, and 
ensure the United States could play an outsize role 
in calling Europe’s security shots.15 Indeed, largely 
at the United States’ behest, the alliance would start 
moving into the former Soviet Union’s former sphere 
of influence starting in the mid-1990s – significantly, 
without actually deploying forces into the area (in 
fact, the U.S. military presence in Europe was reduced 
significantly after 1991).16

Similarly, the United States engaged Russia after the 
fall of the Soviet Union in an effort to promote democ-
racy, liberal values, and capitalism in the former Soviet 
core, believing such steps were necessary to prevent 
future Russian revisionism. This effort continued even as 
Russian reform faltered in the early to mid-2000s. And 
despite Russia’s liberal backsliding, American policy-
makers remained committed to finding a quid pro quo 
with Russian leaders to sustain a more or less peaceable 
relationship.17 Not coincidentally, the dual NATO and 
Russian pillars of U.S. policy in Europe were mutually 

The United States’ need was to shape an 
international environment that would protect 
this position; in context, this meant either 
sustaining the United States’ preeminence  
or – if that was judged impossible – to ensure 
stable relations developed with future great 
powers as they arose.
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reinforcing: After all, sustaining and enlarging NATO 
provided a hedge against potential Russian ill behavior, 
just as Russian engagement amid NATO’s repackaging as 
a security rather than defense organization vitiated the 
need for Cold War–style defense efforts.18

America’s Asia policy underwent a parallel shift. Like 
NATO, the United States’ alliances with South Korea and 
Japan were sustained into the post–Cold War era, and 
both states were kept under the U.S. security blanket.19 To 
a far greater extent than with Russia, however, American 
engagement with China took off. Having spent much 
of the second half of the Cold War in a loose alliance 
against the Soviet Union, the 1990s and 2000s saw the 
dramatic expansion of economic, political, and military 
ties. Engagement was intended to facilitate China’s rise 

in East Asia on the presumption that economic growth 
and external support would spur China’s domestic liber-
alization and emergence as a “responsible stakeholder” 
in the diplomatic system designed by the United States.20 
As with Russia, however, the policy also faced important 
limits. U.S. strategists in the Clinton administration 
prepared to use the U.S.-Japanese alliance to counter 
China if and when engagement failed to reap its intended 
results.21 By the 2000s, this effort accelerated further as 
the Bush and subsequent Obama administrations built 
up U.S. military and political ties in and around Asia – a 
trend most prominent with India – in part to prepare for 
potential security competition.22 

Without being overtly competitive, in other words, U.S. 
policy converged on a system intended to incorporate 
as many states as possible into the American sphere of 
influence on favorable terms, while using the resulting 
framework to create barriers for powerful states – some 
of whom remained outside the United States’ orbit – 
from challenging this framework.23 Of course, shaping 
the United States’ future security competition was not 
the only feature of U.S. grand strategy after 1991. Instead, 
American policy also saw the United States throw its 
weight around in a series of foreign interventions. The 

increase was striking: As Monica Duffy Toft reports, 
where the United States engaged in 46 military inter-
ventions during the Cold War, the number jumped to 188 
in the 1992–2017 period.24 Nor is it just the frequency of 
intervention that matters – the United States also has 
evinced a strong preference for trying to reconstitute 
domestic order in the targets of its intervention along 
broadly liberal lines.25 

Though a noble task, such transformations are also 
difficult to effect, generally requiring efforts to alter 
the fundamental political and economic lives of these 
societies.26 Perhaps unsurprisingly, such activities 
often consumed significant levels American time and 
resources. Intervention in the Bosnian conflict, for 
instance, led to more than a decade of U.S. involvement 
in reconstruction operations.27 More dramatically, U.S. 
troops remain in Kosovo 20 years after the 1999 Kosovo 
War, just as the last half-decade witnessed creeping 
American involvement in the Syrian Civil War (though 
the latter is ostensibly changing).28 Meanwhile, the Iraq 
War will have cost several trillion dollars and nearly 
45,000 killed or wounded U.S. troops (plus thou-
sands more Iraqis) by the time it concludes. And the 
United States has spent nearly two decades, upwards 
of $1 trillion in direct operations costs, and sustained 
thousands of casualties trying to shape Afghanistan’s 
domestic order, only for the effort to be seen increas-
ingly as an unwinnable exercise.29 There is a legitimate 
question over whether the burdens in these opera-
tions are sustainable, but that is beside the point: The 
real issue is whether the resources could have been 
better allocated elsewhere.30 

Insofar as the costs involved far exceeded initial 
expectations31 and frequently resulted in claims from 
within the U.S. government itself that the operations 
diverted resources from other important missions, it cer-
tainly appears that the opportunity costs were large and 
meaningful.32 Equally significant, the prior costs of these 
operations carry the potential to block clear-eyed assess-
ments of American opportunities such that resource 
drains continue. After all, with time, energy, resources, 
and personal reputations wrapped up in these opera-
tions, there is often understandable reluctance – visible 
in debates over whether a “better deal” was possible in 
Iraq, or whether U.S. sacrifices in Afghanistan require 
continued engagement – by U.S. stakeholders with skin 
in the game to cut bait.33 

Unlike American efforts at influencing the opportu-
nities and preferences of potential competitors, such 
interventions were more an outgrowth of American 
grand strategy than a central pillar of American policy. 

The fact that U.S. power far 
outstripped the countries 
in which the United 
States intervened led U.S. 
policymakers to overestimate 
what American power could 
accomplish in the targeted 
states.
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That is, because the end of the Cold War left the United 
States significantly more capable and with far greater 
strategic reach than potential rivals, there were few con-
straints on the U.S. exercise of force. Likewise, the fact 
that U.S. power far outstripped the countries in which 
the United States intervened led U.S. policymakers to 
overestimate what American power could accomplish 
in the targeted states. These conditions allowed shifts 
in American domestic politics, coupled with a foreign 
policy establishment believing in the application of 
American power, to spur a raft of foreign engagements. 
Simply put, sustaining American preeminence was the 
focus of U.S. strategy, but the preeminence the United 
States already enjoyed was the key enabler of America’s 
post–Cold War interventionism and engagement.34 

Evaluating the Strategy

One might read the preceding and conclude that the 
United States pursued a wise and effective grand 
strategy.35 After all, American policymakers in the 
preceding telling indeed focused on fostering a benign 
future security environment involving both prospec-
tive challengers and potential trouble spots in the 
strategic periphery and deployed American power to 
those ends. Considering, too, that the post–Cold War 
world remains largely free of the sort of major war 
that marked the pre-1914 and interwar periods, and 
it might seem the United States effectively shaped 
its security environment.36 

These looks are deceiving. In fact, the American grand 
strategy described above has increasingly failed, given 
the criteria laid out earlier in this paper. 

First, U.S. strategy since 1991 contained an internal 
contradiction. Although focused on preventing another 
state from threatening American preeminence, the 
tools chosen to get there were out of sync with the ends 
sought. To sustain preeminence, U.S. policymakers 
needed – as they recognized – to suppress prospective 
challengers from emerging. As noted, however, a large 
portion of American grand strategy after 1991 focused 
instead on engaging prospective rivals. This was partic-
ularly the case vis-à-vis China, where engagement called 
for helping the PRC develop economically and politically 
in expectation that such support would ameliorate future 
problems by encouraging (1) domestic liberalization, 
and subsequently (2) diplomatic, military, and economic 
structures favored by the United States.37 

The problem with this approach is simple: While 
affording China room to mount a firmer challenge to 
U.S. interests if it wanted, it offered little insurance 

against the possibility that events in China would go in a 
direction other than that preferred by the United States. 
Put simply, engagement relied on an uncertain political 
calculus to produce the strategic outcome the United 
States wanted, even as the policy increased these states’ 
capacity to challenge American interests. As Ely Ratner 
and Kurt Campbell – ironically, two of the intellec-
tual architects of U.S.-Chinese relations in the Obama 
years – recently acknowledged, this effort “failed.”38 
The net result thus leaves a disenchanted United 
States facing an empowered – and, as scholars such 
as Robert Ross and Michael Swaine observe, increas-
ingly fearful – China.39

Of course, and as noted, American preeminence pres-
ervation involved hedges via U.S. alliance commitments 
and military presence. Other elements of American 
strategy, however, undercut the effectiveness of U.S. 
efforts. On one level, and as Eugene Gholz points out, 
maintaining firm American ties with NATO members, 
Japan, and others led to the United States’ enmesh-
ment in their conflicts vis-à-vis Russia and China.40 By 
sustaining its alliances, the United States necessarily 
has taken on their security concerns as its own for the 
sake of the alliances’ continuation. Thus, even though 
the United States has little direct interest in East Asian 
island disputes, the United States’ desire to preserve the 
credibility of its commitments with Japan (and other 
East Asian states) pushes the United States to make 
common cause with Japan against China in the contest.41 
Similarly, the loss of many of NATO’s East European 
member states would do little to shift the distribution 
of power between the United States and Russia; never-
theless, so long as the United States remains wedded to 
NATO and these states are in the alliance, the United 
States is exposed to their disputes with Moscow.42 

American alliances, in short, substitute American 
competition with Moscow and Beijing for the local com-
petitions that otherwise would occur. In doing so, the 
United States needlessly worsens its own relations with 
other, increasingly powerful states – it courts conflicts 
of interest when few are otherwise present. The United 
States also forfeits many of its military advantages 
along the way as, having to protect clients located near 
the borders of Russia and China, it is forced to operate 
in areas where Chinese and Russian military power 
can best be brought to bear. As debates over NATO 
reinforcement in Eastern Europe and concerns over 
declining U.S. maritime power in the South and East 
China seas reveal, the situation forces the United States 
to bear increasing costs and risks for the privilege of 
protecting allies along the Eurasian littoral.43
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Nor is it just U.S. security commitments that make 
U.S. grand strategy problematic. By keeping military 
forces forward-deployed to hedge Chinese and Russian 
aggrandizement, the United States decreases the 
security these states enjoy. This, in turn, pushes them 
to counterbalance in ways that harm bilateral relations 
and undermine U.S. military advantages. The trend is 
particularly problematic in East Asia, where Chinese 
leaders seemingly worry what the United States may do 
with its significant military presence.44 To be sure, the 
United States also worries about China’s own ambitions, 
but that is beside the point: The United States’ presence 

likely prompts China to compete more intensely than 
otherwise would be the case. Indeed, China’s decision to 
develop so-called anti-access and area-denial capabilities 
aimed at hindering American military operations in the 
region illustrates the issue, highlighting that American 
efforts have prompted China to treat the United States 
as an adversary.45 Even if one believes that East Asia 
without the United States would witness more Chinese 
aggression, it also is unlikely that the United States 
would be the primary target of Chinese concerns, given 
the presence of other potential threats nearer to the 
Chinese mainland. The same dynamic applies to Russia 
and Europe. In sum, U.S. efforts to hedge while engaging 
prospective great powers harms U.S. relations with those 
actors and accelerates problematic shifts in the local 
distribution of power.

Still, antagonizing China and Russia would be manage-
able if the United States also cultivated effective partners 
with which it could share the burden of responding to 
Russian and Chinese pushback. However, even as the 
United States antagonized powerful states outside of 
its security perimeter, American strategy deprived the 
United States of effective assistance from what should be 
other capable Eurasian states. Having made NATO and 
the U.S.-Japan alliance the cornerstones of American 

involvement in Europe and Asia, while also seeing states 
therein as prospective challengers in their own right, 
American policy effectively infantilized these states. On 
the one hand, with American security guarantees intact, 
allies were free to cheap-ride on American security 
largesse. Without denying that allies have made notable 
contributions to many post–Cold War operations, even 
the most capable American partners punch below their 
weight. Germany, for instance, is virtually unable to 
field an effective military, British and French funding 
shortfalls have hindered military operations against both 
Kosovo and Libya, while Japan has engaged in 20 years of 
hand-wringing over whether moderate defense spending 
increases and an enlarged operational footprint are even 
legally permissible.46 Considering these states histor-
ically have not shied away from assembling military 
power – indeed, many played critical roles in Western 
defense efforts during the Cold War – the post–Cold War 
change is remarkable and virtually inexplicable without 
an American security blanket.47

Of course, American leaders have occasionally 
recognized and increasingly criticized the allies for 
underproviding for their own defense.48 Yet it also is 
true that the United States has not always welcomed 
allied efforts to play a greater role in post–Cold War 
security issues. Instead, part of the allied infantilization 
witnessed has been at the United States’ behest.49 For 
example, various efforts by the Western European allies 
to pool resources and play a more independent role in 
European security deliberations were opposed by dif-
ferent U.S. administrations as a threat to NATO (and thus 
U.S. preeminence);50 subsequent initiatives such as the 
European Security and Defense Program and the more 
recent Permanent Structured Cooperation, meanwhile, 
are expressly presented as being under or secondary to 
NATO, and so disincentivize real allied efforts to step up 
by reinforcing the ability to ride cheap.51 

Similarly, even as U.S. policymakers regularly encour-
aged greater Japanese military spending and Japan’s 
assumption of new missions in the post–Cold War 
period, U.S. strategy remained premised on ensuring U.S. 
“leadership” within the alliance. Likewise, U.S. efforts 
at spurring Japanese military efforts focused heavily 
on pushing Japan to play a greater role in defending its 
home territory, securing the sea lanes of communication 
immediately around Japan, and participating in human-
itarian and counterterrorism operations.52 Missing, 
in other words, were the sort of power projection and 
high-end military operations that might enable Japan 
to play a more active role in regional security, or even to 
provide more for its own security.

Having made NATO and 
the U.S.-Japan alliance the 
cornerstones of American 
involvement in Europe and Asia, 
while also seeing states therein 
as prospective challengers in 
their own right, American policy 
effectively infantilized these 
states.
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Finally, it is worth noting the pernicious effect that 
U.S. interventionism and the associated domestic 
transformation efforts has had on U.S. relations with 
other major powers. First, the efforts were often time 
and energy sinks. In retrospect, the Balkan conflicts, 
Iraq, and Afghanistan consumed a significant portion 
of U.S. policymakers’ time and attention. This crowded 
out energy that could be focused on shaping relations 
with major states in Europe and Asia. Famously, for 
instance, the George W. Bush administration’s focus on 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan short-circuited efforts 
to redouble the U.S. commitment to Asia, just as the 
Obama administration’s later “Pivot” to Asia was stymied 
by calls to address short-term exigencies around the 
greater Middle East (as well as reinforcing U.S. presence 
in Europe, given apparent Russian assertiveness) after 
2011.53 Second, the interventions and state building 
efforts drained American resources. Although wartime 
funding allowed the U.S. services to recapitalize and 
modernize many high-end units through the mid-2010s, 
the increased operations tempo – coming against a force 
that was intended to be numerically smaller than at other 
times in U.S. history – has contributed to maintenance, 
training, and upkeep shortfalls.54 High operational rates 
also led to gaps in many of the day-to-day tools (e.g., 
weapons stocks) critical to warfighting.55 Moreover, 
given the large cost of the conflict, it is plausible that U.S. 
economic growth suffered due to the financial outlays: 
even if the costs of the conflict are themselves bearable, 
the resources likely could have been spent more produc-

tively elsewhere.56 Third, and partly as a result of paying 
for and innovating in response to such conflicts, the U.S. 
military is now poorly structured for a new era of great-
power politics – possessing too-few relevant platforms 
and insufficient personnel – and lacks the budget to 
rectify the imbalance.57

Above all, U.S. interventions undercut relations with 
other major powers. Contestation over the 2003 Iraq 
War, for one, undermined U.S. ties with France, Germany, 
and Russia.58 Likewise, both Russia and China were 
incensed over the 1999 Kosovo War, by some accounts 
seeing the United States’ willingness to intervene 
without U.N. authorization as proof that the United 

States’ professed willingness to abide by international 
norms and to use its great power in a responsible manner, 
was deceptive; that Serbia was a close Russian ally and 
that the United States ended up bombing the Chinese 
embassy in Belgrade only exacerbated problems.59 The 
degree to which these interventions affected U.S. foreign 
relations as compared to other factors remains up for 
debate. Still, the actions were minimally needless irri-
tants to other major powers with which the United States 
sought to engage.

Toward a New Path

To summarize, the United States’ post–Cold War grand 
strategy has been superficially well constructed but 
deeply problematic in practice. American policymakers 
sought to manage the United States’ relations with other 
major powers in Eurasia so as to extend the United 
States’ unipolar period. The way in which it did so, 
however, virtually ensured that this exercise failed and 
left the United States in a vulnerable position. Extending 
American preeminence required the United States 
prevent other states from cutting into the United States’ 
relative position – instead, American policy abetted 
others’ growth. This itself would have been manageable 
had American policy adjusted in response to this situ-
ation, but, by failing to reconcile ends and means, U.S. 
strategy helped antagonize other major powers while 
infantilizing other states that might otherwise bear more 
(or all) of the burdens in addressing the security risks 

attendant to a shifting distribution 
of power. Baldly stated, the United 
States after the Cold War could have 
tried to freeze the distribution of 
power in its favor, or accommodated 
itself to the inevitable shifts while 
empowering partners and adjusting 
its own footprint to best manage 

the shift. By choosing neither, it is left in an increasingly 
overextended and vulnerable position.

How can the United States extricate itself from this 
situation? Part of the solution first comes in recognizing 
the problem – no easy task given that many analysts seem 
to believe that the problem of American overextension, 
allied infantilization, and great-power rivalry can be 
resolved with largely operational fixes to the status quo.60 
More directly, however, any solution requires a concep-
tual shift in terms of how U.S. policymakers understand 
and assess the United States’ security options.61

 American policymakers tend to associate U.S. national 
security with sustained American preeminence: being 

The U.S. military is now poorly structured 
for a new era of great-power politics – 
possessing too-few relevant platforms and 
insufficient personnel – and lacks the budget 
to rectify the imbalance.
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the strongest actor globally and in strategically salient 
regions such as Europe and Asia. This is unsurprising. 
After all, the United States is hardly the first country to 
associate its security with its relative power position. 
Indeed, given the United States’ triumph in the Cold 
War – emerging from the contest as the sole remaining 
superpower, with its power base intact and its allies in 
the fold – it would have been highly surprising if U.S. 
policymakers did not give serious thought to maintaining 
the United States’ unprecedentedly advantageous geopo-
litical position. Considering, too, that organizations tend 
to innovate most directly in response to obvious failures 
and the United States’ post–Cold War advantages were 
such that overt problems were few and far between, 
the incentive to recognize and adapt to the problems 
outlined above were limited.

Given the deep contradictions in American grand 
strategy, the time is right for a course adjustment. In 
particular, U.S. policymakers should consider leveraging 
the United States’ geographic and strategic position 
while empowering capable states overseas to do more to 
provide for their own security.62 

What would elements of this strategy look like in 
practice? For one thing, the United States would sig-
nificantly reduce or curtail its security commitments in 
and around Eurasia. The objective is not as – some have 
suggested – a pell-mell retreat, but a graduated series of 
steps that would ramp down the U.S. security presence. 
In doing so, the United States would simultaneously 
take itself out of the proximate line of fire of prospective 
adversaries such as Russia and China, while limiting the 
ability of states such as Japan and Germany to cheap-
ride on U.S. security largesse. The objective would be to 
foster a more or less stable balance of power in critical 
Eurasian regions in which local actors such as Japan 
and Germany confronted prospective disturbances 
from states such as China and Russia in the regions 
in question. As scholars such as Barry Posen, Stephen 
Walt, and John Mearsheimer offer, there are many 
reasons to be optimistic that such an outcome is possi-
ble.63 Europe and Asia each have multiple players with 
significant economic capacity, technological prowess, 
and latent military potential. Moreover, given Eurasian 
political geography, these states should be able to adopt 

security postures that hem in potential adversaries – 
making the consequences of aggrandizement appear 
highly costly – by adopting their own versions of anti-ac-
cess/area-denial military policies.64 That defensive and 
deterrent policies tend to be less financially costly than 
offensive strategies reinforces the feasibility of this route, 
creating the potential that a stable strategic balance is 
possible even with limited resources allocated to defense 
and security measures. 

Notably, even as this effort reduced U.S. day-to-day 
involvement in Eurasian security affairs, it might rein-
force U.S security, generate economic returns, afford it 
greater strategic flexibility, and even – paradoxically – 
strengthen the United States’ net power position. First, 
with major states like Germany, Russia, Japan, and China 
pushed to balance one another, the U.S. defense budget 
could fall by a proportional amount, and the savings 
invested in other, potentially more productive activities. 
Indeed, given the size of the U.S. defense budget, even 
moderate savings would produce substantial resources 
that could be returned, inter alia, in the form of tax 
reductions, increased infrastructure spending, or invest-
ment in science and research.65 

Second, freed of firm and fixed security commitments 
that entangle it in competition with other capable states, 
the United States would be able to take a more relaxed 
stance toward Eurasian political squabbles. If tensions 
mounted, U.S. policymakers would have greater latitude to 
decide whether, when, and how to intervene to best meet 
American interests. Furthermore, because this approach 
assumes no fixed and firm U.S. commitments, it creates 
the possibility of some degree of cooperation with Russia 
and/or China in situations where current American allies 
were judged problematic, thereby capping the extent 
to which China and Russia were automatically treated 
as American rivals (and vice versa). Finally, because the 
United States would no longer be the balancer of first 
resort in Eurasia and compelled to bear the costs and 
risks which that entails, it increases the likelihood that 
the United States could utilize problems in Eurasia to 
strengthen its relative position. After all, by leaving room 
for the United States to decide whether and how to inter-
vene in Eurasian politics at opportune times, the approach 
allows U.S. policymakers to optimize the terms and 
conditions of American involvement while increasing the 
likelihood that other states will be those most weakened 
in the course of any geopolitical contest. Although 
perhaps not a pleasant idea to entertain, the United States 
potentially would be able to improve its relative position 
by having other countries be the primary expenders of 
blood and treasure if Eurasian problems mount.

To summarize, the United 
States’ post–Cold War grand 
strategy has been superficially 
well constructed but deeply 
problematic in practice.
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Critics might object that there is no guarantee that an 
equilibrium will emerge if the United States leaves those 
regions. Wars tend to occur when states disagree over 
the distribution of power, just as the history of European 
and Asian politics contains ample room for concern.66 
By the same measure, there are understandable worries 
that major players in Eurasia may bandwagon rather 
than balance prospective threats, potentially abetted by 
external subversion of their political systems.67 These 
are all valid concerns. However, it is equally true that 
there is no guarantee that the current U.S. approach to 
Eurasia will produce peace, given the shifting distri-
bution of power in Asia, the ambiguous distribution of 
power and will around Europe’s eastern flashpoints, and 
the hollowing out of U.S. alliances as security devices. 
Furthermore, it should go without saying that if poten-
tial balancers in Eurasia are prone to bandwagoning and 
subversion, then throwing an American security blanket 
over them is hardly a panacea: Doing so simply leaves the 
United States vulnerable to their own abandonment. 

Conclusion

No grand strategy is without problems. Resources 
are limited, threats can be ambiguous, and domestic 
politics may challenge the coherence of any preferred 
strategic approach. Still, the United States today faces 
a pressing need for a deep readjustment in its grand 
strategy. Created at the height of the United States’ 
post–Cold War preeminence, changes in the geopolitical 
landscape mean that American grand strategy is now 
beset with internal contradictions and courts strategic 
dilemmas with friends and foes alike. A major course 
adjustment – one requiring policymakers to embrace a 
different mindset as to what U.S. security requires and to 
adopt different tools to attain this end – is in order. This 
adjustment will be neither easy nor risk- and cost-free. 
Still, the problems involved pale in comparison to the 
dilemmas that may result from continuing the current 
approach, or that could manifest should the United 
States be forced to adjust course abruptly in response to 
an unexpected crisis. Ultimately, grand strategy exists 
to help a state obtain security for itself. With unipo-
larity waning and efforts to sustain preeminence riven 
with problems, the time has come for policymakers to 
reconsider the fundamental focus, logic, and tools of U.S. 
grand strategy. A new course is needed for a renewed era 
of great-power competition.
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