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Foreword

National security strategy in the post–Cold War world has proven 
to be far more difficult and contentious than in the era of super-
powers and their allies facing each other in a nuclear standoff. 
Today the world is not so neatly divided, and the issues involved 
seem much more complex and intractable. Serious issues involv-
ing nuclear weapons remain and are now accompanied by a host 
of equally complex issues, some of which involve—or perhaps are 
driven by—matters of religious faith. The result is that under-
standing national security strategy and the process that develops 
that strategy remain subjects of overwhelming importance.

The gestation period for this volume has lasted more than a 
quarter of a century. It began in 1980 when Dennis Drew pub-
lished “Strategy: Process and Principles” in the Air University 
Review. The strategy process model described in the article be-
came the organizing scheme for Drew and Donald Snow to pro-
duce an in-house textbook designed to introduce students at 
Air University’s Air Command and Staff College to some of the 
basic notions of national security strategy. Although Introduc-
tion to Strategy was a very rudimentary text, it remained in 
steady use in both the resident and nonresident curricula until 
1988. Over that period, it introduced tens of thousands of mid-
career military officers to the vagaries of strategy making. 

In 1988 Snow and Drew produced Making Strategy—a new, 
expanded, and more sophisticated version of their original text. 
The new text remained organized around the strategy process 
model first published in 1980. Demand for Making Strategy 
was remarkable considering that although it was written dur-
ing the Cold War, it was reprinted by Air University Press for 
the seventh time in 2001.

Snow’s and Drew’s newest version has been slightly retitled 
and almost totally rewritten to reflect radically changed political-
military realities. Making Twenty-First-Century Strategy addresses 
not only traditional strategy concerns but also the chaotic nature 
of the post–Cold War world and the stark realities of terrorism, 
nuclear proliferation, and military conflicts along religious fault 
lines. Although the authors have changed a great deal in this 



edition, the original strategy process model, first published in 
1980, remains the constant organizing scheme. 

I have no doubt that Making Twenty-First-Century Strategy, 
like its predecessors, will have a long, useful, and influential life. 
The nexus of global terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, and 
militant radical religious beliefs has produced a dangerous and 
complex conundrum for strategists. The potential for a flawed 
strategy to bring about dire political, military, economic, and 
social consequences makes analytical clarity a priority issue. In 
this volume, Donald Snow and Dennis Drew continue their long 
tradition of offering a framework for analysis that provides a sig-
nificant degree of clarity and insight.

     STEPHEN R. LORENZ 
     Lieutenant General, USAF 
     Commander, Air University
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Introduction

This book is about national security strategy: what it is, what 
its objectives are, what problems it seeks to solve or at least 
manage, and what kinds of influences constrain and create op-
portunities for the development and implementation of strate-
gies. The heart of the problem with which national security 
strategy deals is the series of threats—normally military, but 
increasingly semi- or nonmilitary in character—that the coun-
try must confront and somehow overcome or contain.

When the original version of this book1 was published in 
1988, the set of threats facing the United States was reasonably 
static—those problems associated with the Cold War confron-
tation with a communist world led by the Soviet Union—even if 
there were signs of change on the horizon. In the ensuing de-
cade and a half, that configuration of problems largely dis-
solved, along with the concrete parameters within which we 
operated. In its place is a much more diffuse, shifting, and con-
troversial set of problems that is simultaneously simple, com-
pelling, and arguable. Making strategy is no longer a simple, 
straightforward process, if it ever were.

The making and implementation of strategy at the national level 
is largely an exercise in risk management and risk reduction. 
Risk, at that level, is the difference between the threats posed to 
our security by our adversaries and our capabilities to counter or 
negate those threats. Assessing risk and resolving it has two pri-
mary dimensions. The first is the assessment of risk itself: what 
conditions represent threats to our security, and how serious are 
those threats relative to one another and to our safety? The an-
swers to these questions are not mechanical and obvious but are 
the result of subjective human assessments based on different 
political and philosophical judgments about the world and our 
place in it. The other dimension is the adequacy of resources to 
counter the threats that we identify. In circumstances of plenty, 
where there are adequate resources (manpower, materiel, per-
ceived will, etc.) to counter all threats, this is not a problem. In the 
real world, each of these dimensions presents a real set of issues, 
which we must acknowledge up front.



xii

In the real world it is impossible to remove risk altogether for 
each of the reasons suggested. There is indeed honest disagree-
ment about what threatens us and how great different threats 
are relative to one another and to our safety. During the Cold 
War, the threat was direct—the avoidance of a Soviet attack, 
possibly nuclear, on the United States and its allies. Virtually 
everyone agreed such a threat represented the greatest risk fac-
ing the United States and that reducing that risk was the major 
priority. The only question was how best to allocate resources to 
achieve that end. Since the end of the Cold War, the United 
States no longer faces an equivalent threat (even terrorists do 
not threaten the existence of the United States, as Soviet nuclear 
missiles once did). Much of the current policy debate, which 
manifests itself in strategic choices, is about what the threaten-
ing conditions are today and hence what to do about them.

The other dimension, particularly evident in the military 
area, is resource availability to counter threats. The collapse of 
the communist world was accompanied by a worldwide reduc-
tion in military spending that included the United States, if at 
lesser levels in this country than elsewhere. These reductions 
were especially evident between the demise of the Soviet Union 
and the 11 September 2001 (9/11) terrorist attacks and were 
supposed to represent a “peace dividend” at the same time fed-
eral deficit spending declined and disappeared. Stimulated (or 
at least justified) by the “war” on terrorism, additional resources 
have again become available and formed part of the reason for 
the return of deficits. The national security argument has been 
that additional resources are needed to reduce the risk posed 
by international terrorism.

At least three factors have altered the security environment 
and thus the problem of formulating and implementing na-
tional strategy. The first and most obvious is the impact of cru-
cial events, notably the end of the Cold War and the 9/11 at-
tacks. In fundamental strategic terms, the end of the Cold War 
is structurally more important because it disrupted the entire 
strategic environment and required a fundamental rethinking 
about the structure of the threat, the risks it entailed, and how 
we should respond. Debate about this “post–Cold World” con-
tinued inconclusively for the decade between the demise of the 
Soviet Union at the end of 1991 and September 2001, although 
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most observers agreed it was an environment of reduced threats 
and greater opportunities internationally. In this environment 
American strategic policy was overwhelmingly internationalist 
(seeing problems and their solutions in international terms) 
and multilateralist (seeking collective solutions to those prob-
lems). Economic globalization was the symbol of the decade.

The other crucial event, the New York City and Washington, 
DC, bombings, altered the focus of concern, although the 
change itself was less fundamental than it was shocking and 
eye-opening. International terrorism, after all, represents a 
narrower threat to the United States than a potential Armaged-
don with the Soviets, but it did serve to refocus attention around 
an intellectually tangible if operationally more elusive oppo-
nent. Either stimulated or empowered by the reaction to the 
9/11 events, the response was a return to the more geopolitical 
military thinking of the Cold War rather than the less geopo-
litical emphasis on economics that emerged as the dynamic of 
international relations during the 1990s. American policy, with 
strategy following in its wake, turned toward a new grounding 
in an evangelical form of internationalism (the neoconservative 
vision of promoting a democratic order through the application 
of American power, including force) and unilateralism (carrying 
out policy without the participation and approval of the inter-
national community when deemed necessary). Unilateralism 
and evangelism are hardly unique aspects of American policy 
across time, but their combination in its present form is. The 
Bush Doctrine has become the blueprint of the early 2000s.

The second factor has been the emergence of the United 
States as overwhelmingly the most powerful state in the world 
in economic, political, and especially in military terms. During 
the post–Cold War period (1991–2001), it became fashionable 
to refer to the United States as the “sole remaining superpower” 
or, in Secretary of State Madeleine Albright’s memorable phrase, 
“the indispensable nation.”2 A French journalist even coined the 
term hyperpower to suggest the great and accelerating power 
gap between the United States and the rest of the world.3

The distinction was not deemed of overwhelmingly great impor-
tance during the 1990s, when some observers suggested the 
United States might be a hegemonic (supreme or paramount) 
power but was also viewed as a benign, internationalist power, 
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which consulted its friends and allies before exercising its power 
and thus not a great cause of international concern. However, the 
gap has widened significantly, especially in military matters. Fur-
ther, the growing gap was accompanied by a shift in emphasis 
away from a multilateralist to a unilateralist predilection that its 
neoconservative champions liked to refer to as “benign hegemony,” 
but which international critics have viewed as less altruistic.

The third factor altering the environment has been the broadening 
of the content and nature of national security problems. Although 
the primary emphasis in this book is on military strategy and prob-
lems, one must acknowledge and accommodate the semi- and non-
military aspects of policy formulation and execution. International 
terrorism, for instance, has some military aspects, as in the cam-
paign to deny al-Qaeda a sanctuary in Afghanistan, but it is also 
significantly an intelligence and law enforcement problem and thus 
ranks as a semimilitary problem that requires devising military plans 
that accommodate that reality. Homeland security, which will be a 
recurring issue in the pages that follow, is similar in nature. As the 
unfolding situations (at this writing) in Iraq and Afghanistan illus-
trate, important parts of implementing strategy, such as nation 
building, have little military content at all, but these nonmilitary as-
pects of strategy must be successful for the military components to 
have any chance of relevance in terms of overall goals.

This brief discussion seeks to outline in broad terms the 
changing environment. It is relevant, even early in the overall 
argument, because it affects the strategy process at all levels. 
Strategy making is about devising plans and gains its meaning 
when applied to a concrete international environment that can 
and does change. As an example, planning for the use of force 
in the 1990s assumed multilateral solutions to relatively minor 
threats to the United States. Most of the new problems posed 
by that decade were in the general area of “military operations 
other than war” or “peacekeeping operations.” In the twenty-
first century, however, the emphasis has shifted to the essen-
tially unilateral use of American force (under the umbrella of a 
“coalition of the willing”) to effect “regime change” against an 
antidemocratic opponent. The implications for the two assess-
ments are starkly different.

Historically, planning for military employment in the United 
States has centered around three major planning cases or 
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contingencies—strategic nuclear war, major conventional (sym-
metrical) war, and smaller contingencies in the developing 
world variously called low intensity conflict, unconventional 
warfare, insurgency warfare, asymmetrical warfare (the cur-
rent buzz term), and a host of other designations. A somewhat 
newer contingency—more- or less-conventional wars against 
smaller powers (e.g., Iraq or Afghanistan)—will be included 
with the third category since there is the very real operational 
possibility that these may become asymmetrical in the future, 
particularly after the rapid defeat of Iraqi conventional forces in 
1991 and 2003. Although their importance and likelihood have 
changed somewhat, they remain the standards of planning and 
will be pillars around which we will tether discussions.

The three contingencies are arranged in descending order of con-
sequence and ascending order of likelihood. The most consequen-
tial form of American warfare always was (and conceivably still is) 
all-out nuclear war, but given the universal likelihood of its out-
come, it was always the least likely form in which we would engage. 
That likelihood has further been reduced by the removal of ideo-
logical motivation for either the United States or the Soviet Union to 
initiate such a war, but even in an era of reduced nuclear arsenals, 
the possibility still remains and must be considered in planning.

A major conventional (nonnuclear) war between the Cold War 
blocs was always a slightly greater possibility; and if it could 
have remained nonnuclear, its consequences, while great, 
would have been less than those suffered in a nuclear war. The 
problem with planning for such a war was always the difficulty 
in devising plans by which the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion could simultaneously avoid defeat in a strictly conventional 
Soviet thrust westward and avoid nuclear escalation as a way 
to impede the progress of numerically superior communist 
forces. Avoiding—or deterring—such a war ultimately became 
nearly as important as deterring a strategic nuclear war.

In one sense, the rationale for contingency planning for such 
a conflict has disappeared: there is no equivalent of the Soviet 
threat in the present or foreseeable future (concerns among 
some analysts over China emerging as such a threat notwith-
standing). All the states with the forces to engage the United 
States in a major conventional war are either allies or friends, 
and the overwhelming American preponderance in arms (at 
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least as measured by spending) suggests only a large coalition 
of those states could possibly challenge the United States in 
such a war—an even more unlikely probability.

The planning case remains worthy of consideration nonetheless. 
For one thing, the kind of warfare it propounds is so-called sym-
metrical war, where both sides resemble or mirror one another 
along the axes of organization, purpose, affiliation, and intent. For 
the most part, both sides fight using generally the same types of 
forces and, broadly speaking, similar rules of engagement. That 
style, of course, reflects western European values and mores about 
war as engaged in by sovereign states (interstate warfare), which is 
what most people mean when they talk about symmetrical war. In 
the Persian Gulf War of 1990–91, this was the kind of foe the United 
States faced. Whether others will challenge the US military in this 
manner is an open question, but one that must start by under-
standing the contingency and its implications. Moreover, much of 
the United States remains organized to fight exactly this kind of 
warfare, and it is necessary to see how that organization can and 
must be adapted to meet both changing environmental conditions 
and technologically induced changes on the conventional battle-
field. Nuclear deterrence remains the conceptual basis for thinking 
about weapons of mass destruction proliferation, and as a result, 
we will look at these first two contingencies in a single chapter, the 
common thrust of which is extrapolating Cold War themes and 
concerns onto the contemporary environment.

The third contingency centers around what we now refer to as 
asymmetrical warfare. The term, of course, is much more novel 
than the phenomenon it seeks to represent. In the roughest 
terms, asymmetrical warfare is the opposite of symmetrical war-
fare. In this kind of combat, one side fights conventionally while 
the other side organizes itself differently, may or may not share 
the same objectives as its opponent, may or may not represent a 
government or a movement aspiring to become a government, 
and rejects the conventions or laws of warfare propounded by 
the conventional side.

Asymmetrical warfare is as old as armed conflict itself, and it 
is a methodology adopted when one side cannot possibly prevail 
while adhering to the accepted standards of warfare of the time 
and thus seeks to change the rules to give it a chance. The con-
ventional (symmetrical) side will always view deviation from the 
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rules as treacherous and illegal or immoral (or both) and will 
decry the deviation. From the vantage point of the asymmetrical 
warrior, it is the only way possible to avoid defeat.

During the Cold War this planning contingency centered on 
Third World insurgencies, where, generally, an American-
backed, anticommunist government was assaulted by a Soviet- 
(or Chinese-) backed communist insurgent. This “half-war” 
contingency, as it was sometimes known, was most dramati-
cally illustrated by the American experience in Vietnam. In the 
1991–2001 period, much of the violence in the so-called failed 
and failing states (e.g., Somalia, Sierra Leone, and the Congo) 
was arguably asymmetrical in nature or intent.

This contingency is simultaneously the most likely and least 
consequential form of military involvement for the United 
States. It is most likely for two reasons. One is that the bulk of 
the situations in which the United States may be called upon 
or decide to enter will be in the developing world, where accep-
tance of Western conventions is least likely to hold. At the same 
time, the overwhelming American preponderance of arms means 
that no state or movement stands any chance of success fight-
ing the United States symmetrically. The Taliban stood and 
fought and were decimated when faced with American airpower 
and special forces; the Iraqi armed forces simply disintegrated 
when faced with American force. These involvements are the 
least consequential because the most important American in-
terests are rarely at stake in these conflicts and because the 
consequences to the United States and its forces are least pro-
nounced in these circumstances. Because asymmetrical war-
fare is the most likely form of American involvement in the near 
future, a chapter will be devoted to the subject.

One thing is clear about these three contingencies and their 
permutations—each affects thinking about strategy and its im-
plementation in different ways. Each contingency poses a differ-
ent set of strategic questions with different answers, and these 
answers and the capabilities they suggest are not necessarily 
mutually supportive. The strategies and forces one devises to 
deter strategic nuclear war may not help deter conventional war 
in Europe, and they almost certainly have little impact on deter-
ring asymmetrical warfare in the developing world. For instance, 
the mightiest conventional armed force in the world did not 
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prevail against an asymmetrical opponent in Vietnam. Each 
contingency poses different problems that require not only dif-
ferent solutions but also the allocation of resources for different 
capabilities. As long as resources are scarce and the allocation 
of resources to reduce risk in one area does not necessarily also 
reduce risk in another area, the problem of strategy will remain 
one of risk management rather than risk eradication. How one 
wisely devises plans of action and capabilities in support of those 
plans is thus at the heart of an understanding of strategy making.

Hopefully, the organization of the rest of the book amplifies and 
clarifies the themes raised here and does so in a logical and helpful 
way. Section I looks at the question of what strategy is, the process 
by which it is developed, and the various levels at which it must be 
crafted. Section II considers strategy in its political context: the 
questions and debates about the country’s broadest objectives in 
the world, the international and domestic political environments in 
which grand strategy is devised, and the political actors and insti-
tutions involved in the process of devising that strategy.

Sections III and IV move downward through the strategy pro-
cess, concentrating on the military dimension and influences on 
that process. Section III specifically looks at the military level of 
strategy: military strategy in general, operational strategy, asym-
metrical warfare strategy, and nuclear strategy. Section IV looks 
at confounding influences, including the fog and friction of war 
and the impact of military worldviews and doctrine. In the final 
section, many of these factors are brought together by looking at 
the continuing problems of making strategy: conventional (sym-
metrical and nuclear) and asymmetrical dilemmas and the con-
tinuing tension of reconciling interests and risks into strategy.

Notes

1. Col Dennis M. Drew and Dr. Donald M. Snow, Making Strategy: An In-
troduction to National Security Processes and Problems (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air 
University Press, 1988).

2. Remarks at Town Hall Meeting, Ohio State University, Columbus, OH, 
18 February 1998.

3. Ignacio Ramonet, “Servile States,” Le Monde diplomatique, English ed., 
October 2002, http://mondediplo.com/2002/10/01servile.
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mon man a cause he considered worth dying for in battle. They 
were crucial steps on the road to modern total war. However, 
another revolution, the Industrial Revolution, had effects of at 
least equal importance.

One of the first effects wrought by the Industrial Revolution 
was the mechanization of transportation by the advent of steam 
power and the development of railroads. In the United States, 
the impact of rail transport on warfare was first felt in a major 
way during the Civil War. Railroads made rapid transport of 
mass armies over great distances both possible and practical, 
and further, allowed deployed armies to be supplied efficiently 
over great distances. The strategists’ horizons expanded be-
yond the narrow confines of individual battlefields to encom-
pass whole theaters of operations and, on occasion, extended 
to several widely separated theaters.

Railroads, combined with mass armies, also effectively ended 
the era of the “decisive” battle as the determiner of a war’s out-
come. Previously, wars had often consisted of little more than 
one or two large pitched battles after which the defeated side 
sued for peace. Because railroads allowed rapid reinforcement 
or replacement of defeated forces, they made any single victory 
or defeat less decisive. Thus, the Civil War proceeded for four 
long years in spite of numerous major battles, many of which 
might have been decisive in previous conflicts. It should also be 
noted that the construction, maintenance, and operation of an 
effective railroad system required a large industrial capacity, 
the resources to feed that industry, and considerable technical 
expertise in railroad planning, construction, and operations. 
Strategists were again forced to broaden their horizons, this 
time to include such “nonmilitary” considerations as the mobi-
lization and operation of the nation’s industrial infrastructure.

Other products of the Industrial Revolution also changed the 
face of war. For example, the minié ball (named after the French 
inventor Claude Étienne Minié) solved the long-standing prob-
lem of loading rifled muskets quickly, and as a result, rifled 
weapons became the standard for Civil War infantry. Rifled 
weapons provided far greater accuracy and vastly increased ef-
fective ranges when compared with smoothbore muskets, a cir-
cumstance with far-reaching implications. The rifle spelled the 
end of rigid linear tactics and forced infantry to “go to ground” 
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for survival. Greater accuracy at long range meant increased 
casualties, placing greater emphasis on medical services and 
increasing the need for an efficient replacement system. More 
replacements strained the troop training system as well as the 
logistical system, including the industrial production required 
to equip new soldiers. Breech-loading weapons were also used 
during the Civil War (although generally not as standard issue), 
which increased the average rate of fire and placed greater 
strain on logistical systems and industrial capacity.

All of these factors, which were the fruits of the Industrial 
Revolution, led to the establishment of layers of subordinate 
commands to control mass armies and the proliferation of 
specialized staff organizations to provide technical expertise. 
The Prussians first recognized the need for superior staff work 
and, during the Napoleonic Wars, established a general staff 
system that—with later modifications—became the envy of the 
Western world. Other states followed suit, to one degree or an-
other, but few equaled the system of general staff education 
and training developed by Prussian military reformers such as 
Gerhard von Scharnhorst, Augustus von Gneisenau, and Carl 
von Clausewitz and later perfected by Helmuth von Moltke. Not 
only had the horizons of the strategists expanded, but also with 
a general staff system in place, the number of those involved 
in making strategy or influencing strategy decisions expanded 
exponentially.

The development of the internal combustion engine magni-
fied the changes in the process of making strategy. It led to the 
development of the tank, which revolutionized land warfare. At 
sea, the internal combustion engine (combined with the efficient 
storage battery) was crucial to the development of submarines, 
which revolutionized war at sea. And, of course, the gasoline 
engine was the key ingredient needed to take warfare into the 
air (balloons had been used but only to a limited degree and 
with limited success). The advent of airpower greatly multiplied 
complications to the strategists’ world by forcing them to think 
in three dimensions. As it developed and began to mature over 
time, airpower also meant that the home front—the center of 
industrial production needed to sustain modern mechanized 
military forces—could be attacked directly without the need to 
fight through the adversary’s deployed forces and defense sys-
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tems. Airpower put the home front on the front line, providing 
strategists with both new opportunities and new concerns.

Contrasts in the Cold War
The development of nuclear weapons at the end of World War 

II brought the trend toward total war to its logical extreme. The 
so-called weapons of mass destruction (WMD) were so potent 
that many believed they would never be used in an all-out war 
between two nuclear-armed major powers. The costs to both 
sides in such a struggle would be far greater than the value 
of any possible objective—or so it seemed. The fact that such 
weapons existed and could not be “uninvented” meant that 
their use had to be deterred, and the only deterrent available 
was a secure arsenal of nuclear weapons ready for devastating 
retaliation should an enemy strike.

To complicate the matter further, in the age of airpower and 
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM), the threat of attack 
was only minutes away. For Americans, the near-instant vul-
nerability was startling after two centuries of near-isolation be-
hind broad oceans. Unlike any other time in American history, 
large standing military forces ready for immediate use were re-
quired in peacetime. The strategists were now fully engaged in 
peacetime as well as wartime and were as concerned with pre-
venting war as with waging it. Moreover, they were faced with 
an overwhelmingly important question that could not be an-
swered with any degree of certainty. Could a major war be pre-
vented from escalating to a full-scale nuclear confrontation?

At least partially due to the uncertainty of escalation, the 
Cold War era became, for the major powers, another age of limited 
war, somewhat reminiscent of the eighteenth century. Cold War 
conflicts were fought by the major powers on a limited scale 
for limited objectives and were not fought directly against each 
other for fear of escalation to a nuclear confrontation. However, 
restraint on the part of the major powers did not necessarily 
mean restraint on the part of those lesser states that fought the 
major powers. For example, the North Vietnamese waged a war 
against the United States and South Vietnam that was limited 
only by their means, not by their objectives or commitment. 
The same held true for the Afghans fighting the Soviets.
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 The Cold War reversal of the 200-year trend toward total war 
further complicated and frustrated life for the strategists of the ma-
jor powers. They were forced to contend with the problem of achiev-
ing difficult military objectives with self-restrained force against 
fully committed, albeit militarily lesser foes, while at the same time 
maintaining the forces needed to deter (or, if required, prosecute) 
larger and more desperate struggles against major antagonists.

The end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union 
presented a very different set of circumstances with which 
American strategists had to deal. Most significantly, the Soviet 
Union no longer posed a survival threat, and the United States 
emerged from the Cold War as the only remaining superpower. 
In terms of pure military might, the United States dwarfed all 
potential rivals and most (if not all) combinations of potential 
rivals to an extent perhaps never equaled in recorded history. 
There was no question, particularly after two conflicts against 
Iraq (1991 and 2003), that attempting to wage war against the 
United States using conventional forces and strategies was, at 
best, a dubious proposition.

In the face of such overwhelming conventional military might, 
strategists of America’s opponents have moved to employ some 
of the classic strategies of the weak against the strong. The terror 
tactics employed on 11 September 2001 are, as of this writing, the 
most obvious case in point. Employed by a radical Muslim group 
with a worldwide organization, this terror campaign presents 
problems very similar to those posed by the Vietcong in South 
Vietnam during the early and mid-1960s. In a sense, American 
strategists face an insurgency on a global scale, fueled by reli-
gious rather than political fervor. Whether or not American 
strategists are more successful in dealing with this global insur-
gency than were their predecessors in Vietnam remains to be seen.

Modern strategists must also cope with a breathtaking rate 
of technological change, a rate that gives every indication of 
continuing to accelerate. Although the struggle to use available 
technology effectively or to cope effectively with the enemy’s 
technology has become increasingly complex, American strate-
gists have fully embraced modern high technology on the battle-
field. The substitution of technological prowess for American 
blood is the modern equivalent of the more traditional notion 
of substituting fire and steel in the place of American lives in 
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battle, a notion long embraced by American military leaders. 
As a result, vast weapons research and development programs 
have become essential parts of what Pres. Dwight D. Eisenhower 
once referred to as the military-industrial complex.

The high costs of high-technology weaponry highlight yet an-
other problem with which modern strategists must deal. As the 
liberal democracies adopted policies promoting social welfare, 
greater and greater demands have been placed on the financial 
resources of the state. Military funding requests now compete 
with compelling requests for resources in other areas of public 
interest such as public health, education, and the like. This is 
a particularly vexing problem for American strategists in an era 
when the United States clearly does not face a survival threat, 
does not have anything close to a peer military competitor, and 
must answer to a citizenry that expected some sort of “peace 
dividend” resulting from victory in the Cold War.

Conclusions
As the twenty-first century begins, modern strategists have 

a very full plate. Their horizons have expanded from the nar-
row confines of the battlefield to the limitless expanse of outer 
space. The spectrum of conflict with which they must cope has 
expanded in two directions—upward toward nuclear Armaged-
don and downward to the shadow wars of the guerrilla, the in-
surgent, and the terrorist. Strategists are beset by competing 
ideas about how military forces should be used, how to deal with 
the complexities of technological advancement, and the impor-
tance of military forces relative to other national priorities.

The fundamental functions of the military strategists, however, 
are basically the same as they were in the time of Frederick the 
Great, as, in fact, they have always been—developing, deploying, 
and orchestrating the effective employment of military forces. 
Strategists continue their age-old struggle to overcome the prob-
lems involved in marshaling and using military forces in order to 
achieve a desired objective while coping with myriad influences, 
many of which are beyond anyone’s control. Only the context of 
the struggle has changed.
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Chapter 2

The Strategy Process—An Overview

“Strategy” is a word often wrapped in an aura of great mys-
tery. It is a word that conjures up visions of history’s great cap-
tains incredibly achieving victory against overwhelming odds 
through the application of their superior intellect and insights. 
Visions aside, the reality of strategy in its most fundamental 
sense is nothing more than a plan of action that organizes ef-
forts to achieve an objective. Although this basic meaning of 
strategy is simple and clear-cut, our understanding has been 
hindered by the appearance of the word “strategic.” This ad-
jectival derivative of the same Greek root word connotes “great 
importance” or the “highest level.” In the resulting confusion, 
which continues to this day even among those who should 
know better, even military professionals often mistakenly asso-
ciate strategy only with the highest levels of planning to achieve 
the highest level or most important national objectives.

During the era of such warrior kings as Frederick the Great 
and Napoleon, one man often made the decisions required to pro-
duce strategy. In those relatively simple times described in chap-
ter 1, warrior kings could grasp and decide issues ranging from 
the broadest political direction of the state to the most detailed 
battlefield tactics. They controlled a large vertical slice of their na-
tional command structure since they were at once absolute chiefs 
of state and battlefield commanders. Although the warrior kings 
of the past have given way to modern despots of one variety or an-
other, the complexity of the modern politico-military context vir-
tually eliminates the possibility of one person having the ability to 
grasp all facets of a situation. The result is that even in the most 
tightly organized state, strategy is now made by different people 
or groups at different levels of authority, with often very different 
perspectives on what can or should be done.

The broad and complex modern context within which strate-
gists operate means that a simple definition of strategy, such as 
the one noted above, sheds little light on the factors that make 
strategy the most fundamental and most difficult of all military 
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arts. In the modern era, it is much more accurate and descrip-
tive to consider strategy as a complex decision-making process 
that connects the ends sought (national objectives) with the ways 
and means of achieving those ends. The modern strategy pro-
cess (in both theory and successful practice) consists of at least 
five fundamental, interconnected, and sequential decisions that 
define and shape strategy at each level of authority. They range 
from broad and occasionally abstract decisions about long-term 
national objectives to very narrow and concrete decisions con-
cerning battlefield tactics. Between those two extremes are three 
other crucial decisions that we will refer to as grand strategy, 
military strategy, and operational strategy.

To fully comprehend this decision-making process, one must 
view it on two levels. On the first level the process concerns very 
broad and long-term issues of national strategy—issues that 
transcend current events. For example, at the broadest level, a 
state’s most fundamental objective is generally to preserve its 
sovereignty. To do so, and to achieve other fundamental, long-
term national objectives, the decisions in the strategy process 
must be effectively addressed. On the second level the process 
concerns time-sensitive contingencies. The same basic decisions 
in the process must be effectively addressed to meet such con-
tingencies but are generally addressed much more urgently. 
With that in mind we will examine each of the five fundamental 
decisions in the strategy process.

Determining National Security Objectives
Just as it is difficult to score a bull’s-eye without a target, 

it is also difficult to devise a successful plan of action unless 
one knows the objective of that plan. Strategists’ first task is to 
define the national security objectives that form the foundation 
of the strategy process. If the objectives are ill defined, incon-
sistent, or unsupported by some degree of national consensus, 
then the strategists’ function becomes exceedingly difficult.

American objectives in World War II provide an excellent example 
of well-defined, consistent, and widely supported objectives. The 
United States (and, in varying degrees, its allies) sought the sur-
render of the Axis powers—not just any surrender but total and 
unconditional surrender. Such a stark objective formed a solid 
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 foundation on which to base strategy decisions. In the post–World 
War II years, the advent of nuclear weapons, the Cold War super-
power standoff, and the fear of a nuclear confrontation with the 
Soviet Union have meant that the United States would find it risky 
to pursue such draconian objectives as unconditional surrender in 
any conflict that involved the Soviets, even indirectly.

During the Cold War the broad national security objectives of 
the United States were quite clear. They revolved around con-
tainment of the Soviet Union—along with communism generally 
and its influence—and deterrence of war, particularly nuclear 
war with the Soviets. However, in more specific circumstances, 
American objectives were often either inconsistent or unclear—
situations that led to unfortunate results, as demonstrated in 
both Korea and Vietnam.

The first “hot war” test case for post–World War II objectives 
was the Korean conflict. Unfortunately, the microlevel objec-
tives (flowing from containment) changed with time and cir-
cumstance, causing considerable confusion. In the first months 
of that struggle, the objective was simply to throw the northern 
invaders out of South Korea. After the stunning North Korean 
defeat following the Inchon landings, the objective expanded 
to include the liberation of North Korea and the unification of 
the Korean peninsula. US and UN forces rolled north toward 
China’s border, prompting the Chinese to enter the struggle. 
Chinese forces then drove US and UN forces back south. With 
the change of battlefield fortunes came a reversion to the origi-
nal objective of repelling an invasion of South Korea—this time 
a Chinese invasion. The eventual result was a stalemate near 
the original border between the two Koreas and the general 
disenchantment of the American public.

The objective in Korea was, at the very least, inconsistent 
over time. In Vietnam the stated objective was consistent but 
was poorly explained. As a result, popular support for the war 
was not deep enough or strong enough to withstand the pres-
sures of a protracted conflict. The stated objective in Vietnam 
was to maintain an independent, noncommunist South Viet-
namese nation. The objective was poorly explained in the sense 
that large segments of the American population were not con-
vinced of its importance. Many Americans wondered how US vi-
tal interests could be at stake in a former French colony 10,000 
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miles across the Pacific, one that few Americans had ever heard 
of before 1960. In addition there was considerable question as 
to whether South Vietnam had ever been a state or whether it 
was simply a convenient creation of the major powers following 
the French defeat by Ho Chi Minh’s Vietminh forces in 1954. 
There was also concern in many quarters about lending Ameri-
can support in terms of both blood and treasure to a regime in 
Saigon that was clearly authoritarian and thoroughly corrupt.

On the other hand, those who supported the stated objec-
tive were disappointed in the manner in which the war was 
prosecuted. They clamored for decisive military action, while 
the US government charted a course of graduated military 
pressure in an attempt to reach a negotiated settlement. The 
result was a decline in American national will and military mo-
rale, ultimately expressed in an almost audible sigh of relief as 
America’s Southeast Asian “crusade” came to an ignominious 
conclusion in the mid-1970s.

The end of the Cold War and the demise of the Soviet Union 
made the strategists’ task concerning national objectives at once 
more and less difficult. It was more difficult in a macrosense be-
cause there was no clear adversary upon which to focus. As a 
result, macrolevel national objectives became enigmatic, better 
suited for academic discussion than for providing guidance to the 
strategy process. One only has to compare the very explicit Cold 
War objective of containing the Soviet Union with the post–Cold 
War policy of “engagement and enlargement” promulgated by Pres. 
William Clinton’s administration in 1996. Without passing judg-
ment on the worthiness of either policy, the former was clearly 
much more actionable for strategists than was the latter.

Strategists’ task in terms of national objectives became less 
difficult in the microsense—that is, in actual military confronta-
tions. Without the threat of escalation to nuclear levels, military 
objectives in post–Cold War conflicts could become much more 
straightforward and consistent. In the first conflict with Iraq, 
the liberation of Kuwait was a clear-cut and constant objective 
throughout, even when the opportunity to pursue and destroy 
the Iraqi army fleeing toward Baghdad presented itself—much to 
the chagrin of many who hoped to unseat the Iraqi dictator Sad-
dam Hussein. Twelve years later another US-dominated coalition 
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returned to Iraq for the specific purpose of regime change, that 
is, to unseat Saddam Hussein and his Ba’ath Party cronies.

The two Iraqi cases illustrated how clear and constant micro-
level objectives could be in the post–Cold War period. But it 
is worthwhile to note the ironic twists in both cases as policy 
makers were criticized for being too focused on the stated ob-
jective. In the first case, many later regretted not seizing the 
opportunity to quickly rid the Middle East of a bloody tyrant. 
In the second, it appears at this writing that a laser-like focus 
on getting rid of the tyrant precluded sufficient planning for the 
near chaos that followed his removal.

Whatever the difficulties may be, the point remains that a 
determination of national objectives at both the macro- and 
microlevels is the first and, arguably, most crucial step in the 
strategy process. Success without clear objectives amounts to 
little more than bumbling good fortune. This subject will be 
explored in considerable detail in chapters 3, 4, and 5.

Formulating Grand National Strategy
After identifying and assessing national objectives, strate-

gists must determine which instruments of national power are 
necessary to achieve the objectives and how those instruments 
are to be used. Grand national strategy (grand strategy) can be 
usefully defined as the art of coordinating the development and 
use of the instruments of national power to achieve national se-
curity objectives. Political scientists often refer to grand strategy 
as national policy. Although policy is an arguably broader term 
than this definition of grand strategy, the two terms are often 
used synonymously.

The reader should note that this definition of grand strategy 
includes both the development and use of all the instruments 
of national power (e.g., economic, political, informational, mili-
tary, etc.) and the coordination of these instruments in pursuit 
of an objective. In most cases significant national objectives can 
be achieved only through the coordinated use of several (if not 
all) of the instruments of power. It is also important to note that 
without coordination, the instruments of power can work at 
cross-purposes. For a nonmilitary example, consider that fed-
eral health officials have for many years supported programs to 
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discourage the use of tobacco because it was a health hazard. 
Paradoxically, several levels of government (particularly state 
and local levels) came to rely on the revenues produced by so-
called sin taxes on tobacco products to finance, among other 
things, health programs. Obviously, to the degree that health 
officials succeeded in driving down tobacco use, state and local 
governments suffered from revenue declines. The final irony 
in this example was that a third player, the US Department of 
Agriculture, paid subsidies to tobacco farmers. Such are the 
vagaries of domestic politics. Government policies working at 
such cross-purposes may be only mild and somewhat humorous 
irritants in domestic affairs; but in national security matters, 
when many lives and perhaps the fate of the country may be at 
stake, such policy conflicts are deadly serious affairs. To pre-
vent such self-defeating behavior, those charged with making 
grand strategy decisions must assign what are essentially roles 
and missions to the various instruments of power, determine 
methods to make the roles and missions mutually supporting, 
and identify areas of potential conflict.

Grand strategy is the highest-level connection and primary 
interface between nonmilitary instruments of power and the 
military establishment. This is an important point for at least 
two reasons. First, grand strategy becomes the focal point for 
arguments about the utility of military force in any given inter-
national confrontation. This was particularly important during the 
Cold War because the commitment of forces to combat could 
have led to escalation and unintended superpower confronta-
tion. The utility of force function remains important in the post–
Cold War world because, for better or for worse, in this new 
environment the United States has taken on a role befitting its 
status as the world’s only superpower. But even a superpower 
has limits on its available military forces. The unpleasant reality 
that military forces tend to remain in the places to which they 
are deployed long after the end of hostilities—the extreme cases 
being Germany and Korea, where US troops remain deployed 
more than 50 years after the end of hostilities—only exacer-
bates force limits. In the post–Cold War era, American troops 
remained committed to dealing with Iraq during the entire 12 
years between the first and second Gulf Wars in order to en-
force UN economic sanctions against the Iraqis. At this writing, 
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more than 150,000 troops remain in Iraq months after orga-
nized combat terminated in the second Gulf War, with no ap-
parent prospect for withdrawal. Thus experience indicates that 
any commitment of forces has the long-term potential to make 
a commitment of forces to another contingency situation much 
more difficult in terms of available forces.

The second reason a robust military-nonmilitary interface 
is important at the grand strategy level is the hydra-headed 
nature of virtually all international contingencies. It is nearly 
impossible to conceive of the military instrument of power be-
ing used in isolation to resolve an international dispute. In 
1979, for example, after militant Iranian “students” had seized 
the American Embassy in Tehran, thus trapping a significant 
number of US personnel inside, virtually every instrument of 
US power was mobilized to resolve the situation and rescue 
the hostages. Allies and many adversaries were convinced to 
support the US position, thus isolating Iran politically; very 
considerable Iranian assets in the United States were frozen 
and made unavailable for their use; and US trade with Iran was 
halted. The public was, at best, only vaguely aware of these 
diplomatic and economic pressures. Most of the public only 
remembers the failed rescue attempt that ended so tragically 
at the Desert One site deep in Iran. Few of the general pub-
lic realized at that time that the rescue attempt mounted by 
the military was part of a much larger and more complex ef-
fort. This is often the case. The press tends to concentrate on 
military actions. This is particularly true of the electronic press 
because military maneuvers and the thunder of guns make for 
much better television than do diplomatic maneuvers and the 
freezing of economic assets. As a result, the general public is 
less informed about political and economic pressures, which 
may be the decisive factors in favorably resolving a dispute.

Developing Military Strategy
After selecting the appropriate instruments of national power 

and assigning their roles and missions, the process becomes 
somewhat fragmented as different governmental organizations 
focus on their specialized strategies in support of the overall 
effort. Of interest in this volume is military strategy, which we 
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define as the art and science of coordinating the development, 
deployment, and employment of military forces to achieve na-
tional security objectives. Military strategy, in other words, is 
the application of grand strategy to the military realm.

As mentioned earlier, the decisions in the strategy process 
must be addressed for both long-term objectives and near-
term contingencies. For example, the United States develops 
military forces and deploys those forces during peacetime to 
meet the general requirements of grand strategy in meeting the 
long-term objective of preserving US sovereignty. The nuclear 
deterrent forces deployed during the Cold War were a case in 
point. These forces were intended to support the broad policy 
of deterring a nuclear attack upon the United States. They were 
not deployed in response to a specific contingency—although 
nuclear “saber rattling” was used from time to time during situa-
tions such as the Cuban missile crisis in 1962.

On the other hand, the United States also develops and de-
ploys forces as required to deal with specific contingencies and 
unexpected crises. In these cases, “develop” will probably entail 
tailoring existing forces in terms of size, equipment, and arma-
ment and training them for a specific mission. The forces de-
veloped and deployed for the attempted rescue of the hostages 
from the US Embassy in Tehran mentioned earlier are a case 
in point. They were a patchwork force composed of units from 
all of the armed services quickly cobbled together for one very 
dangerous, complex, and ultimately unsuccessful mission.

It is possible in some circumstances that the development 
and deployment of military forces will achieve the objectives 
sought without their actual employment. Such was apparently 
the case with the nuclear deterrent forces which were carefully 
developed and permanently deployed at a high state of readiness 
during the Cold War but, thankfully, were never employed. The 
term apparently is used because to do otherwise would commit 
the “negative proof” fallacy. Prudence, however, requires plan-
ning for the employment of developed and deployed forces. At 
this level such employment plans are quite broad and generally 
are concerned only with long-term and very general employ-
ment possibilities. At the military strategy level, employment 
plans might address such broad issues as whether a nation’s 
forces should be employed as expeditionary forces or reserved 
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only for homeland defense and whether they would be used for 
offensive operations or only be used for defensive purposes. 
More specific employment plans are developed at lower levels 
of the strategy process.

Through the Cold War years, the kinds of forces developed 
and deployed by the United States changed considerably. Be-
ginning in the Eisenhower administration, enormous reliance 
was placed on the combination of nuclear weapons and long-
range airpower (so-called atomic airpower) to deter all forms of 
war, or failing deterrence, to quickly end any war. Beginning in 
the 1960s, the United States sought much more flexibility in 
its forces, invested much more in modern conventional forces, 
and forward deployed many of these forces in vital areas over-
seas. For example, prepositioning had the great advantage of 
allowing the buildup of very “heavy” conventional forces to meet 
the Soviet threat in Western Europe. The end of the Cold War 
and the demise of the Soviet Union caused a major restruc-
turing of the US Air Force in the early 1990s, including the 
demise of the Strategic Air Command, the command that had 
held most of the nuclear retaliatory power in its control for four 
decades. The armor-heavy US Army did not reorganize to the 
same degree and found that since Western Europe was no lon-
ger threatened by the Soviets, forward deployment had become 
somewhat problematic. At this writing the US Army is unable 
to quickly shift and deploy its very heavy forces to distant dan-
ger spots and thus struggles with relevancy as the twenty-first 
century begins. The point of this short discussion is that even 
when only considering long-term policy objectives, changes in 
the ways forces are developed and deployed can be very large 
and reasonably frequent.

“Coordinating” is perhaps the most important word in the 
definition of military strategy. Earlier, in the discussion of grand 
strategy, coordination concerned relationships between instru-
ments of power. At the military strategy level, coordination re-
fers to relationships within the military instrument of power; 
that is, the harmony between the forces developed, where they 
are deployed, and how they are employed. Much to the chagrin 
of politico-military leaders, the military forces they developed 
and/or the places they were deployed have been disastrously 
inappropriate for the employment eventually required. Before 
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World War II, the static fortifications comprising the Maginot 
Line along the Franco-German border became the keystone 
of French defense. The crushing expense of its construction 
and the complacency it fostered delayed modernization of the 
French military. Unfortunately for the French, highly mobile 
German units sidestepped the Maginot Line in 1940, slashed 
deep into rear areas, and rendered the static French fortifi-
cations (and their garrisons) impotent. The French had failed 
to coordinate or harmonize how they developed and deployed 
their forces with the type of employment eventually required. 
They had not recognized, in a timely manner, the revolution 
in mobility wrought by the internal combustion engine, par-
ticularly in aircraft and armored vehicles. Consequently, the 
French were not prepared for the war of rapid maneuver waged 
by their German attackers.

Military strategy sets in motion the actions required to de-
velop a military force structure (i.e., planning; procuring weapon 
systems and materiel; and recruiting, training, and sustaining 
personnel) and then deploys that force structure. These ac-
tions should be accomplished based on broad concepts of how 
these forces will be employed to fulfill the roles and missions 
assigned by grand strategy. Military strategy will be examined 
in considerable detail in chapter 7.

Composing Operational Strategy
While military strategy is broad in its scope, operational 

strategy is much narrower and more specific. Operational strategy 
employs the forces provided by military strategy and can be 
defined as the art and science of planning, orchestrating, and 
directing military campaigns within a theater of operations to 
achieve national security objectives.

The notion of the military campaign is key to understanding 
operational strategy. Campaigns consist of a series of closely 
related operations, each of which may involve a number of battles 
that taken together seek to achieve a particular objective. An 
example will illustrate the concept. Perhaps the best-known 
aerial campaign in the Vietnam War was Linebacker II, an in-
tensive 11-day bombing campaign conducted in late December 
1972, which was the final American campaign in that long 
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struggle. The campaign had a specific politico-military objective. 
The campaign consisted of discrete, daily operations, each of 
which resulted in a number of battles involving enemy fighters, 
surface-to-air missiles, and antiaircraft artillery as they en-
gaged waves of American bombers and supporting aircraft.

Wars are generally composed of a series of campaigns as in 
World War II, the Korean War, and the war in Vietnam. However, 
more recent US military experiences have been in struggles that 
were much shorter and smaller—Iraq (twice), Bosnia, Kosovo, 
and Afghanistan. In each of these cases, the entire military con-
frontation was essentially one campaign finished in quite short 
order (when compared with World War II, Korea, and Vietnam).

The most important word used in the definition is orchestrating, 
which is central to the concept of operational strategy. Orchestrat-
ing suggests that within a campaign, the capabilities of various 
forces must be combined harmoniously to achieve a synergis-
tic relationship. A particularly apt analogy is to a composer who 
must weave together all of the musical notes played by all of the 
instruments in a great orchestra if he or she is to create a sym-
phony rather than cacophony. On a broader scale, orchestrating 
suggests that separate campaigns must be combined in a harmo-
nious fashion to achieve the objectives sought in the larger war.

Fundamental to operational strategy is the development 
of campaigns appropriate to the situation at hand and the 
nature of national objectives being sought. Strangely, an 
appropriate operational strategy is not always synonymous 
with traditional notions of victory. Vietcong and North Viet-
namese forces rarely achieved victory on the battlefield but 
prevailed in their struggle with the United States. Their 
strategy of prolonged struggle—using time as a weapon, 
avoiding catastrophic defeats, and inflicting mounting ca-
sualties on US forces—ultimately resulted in the American 
withdrawal from the war. The Vietcong and North Vietnamese 
strategy produced few battlefield victories, but it was an ap-
propriate strategy that produced the ultimate victory.

Formulating Battlefield Strategy (Tactics)
In spite of clear and attainable national objectives, a well-

coordinated grand strategy, an appropriate military strategy, 
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and a well-composed operational strategy, a country can still 
lose on the battlefield. Thus, the last basic step of the strategy 
process is to formulate and execute battlefield strategy, most 
commonly known as tactics. Battlefield strategy is the art and 
science of employing forces on the battlefield to achieve national 
security objectives. The classic differentiation between tactics 
and higher levels of strategy remains relevant in the sense that 
tactics govern the use of forces on the battlefield while grand 
strategy, military strategy, and operational strategy bring forces 
to the battlefield. One can also add some clarity to the situa-
tion by understanding that tactics are concerned with “doing 
the job right,” and higher levels of strategy are concerned with 
“doing the right job.”

Given that the term tactics is so widely recognized and under-
stood, our use of the term battlefield strategy may puzzle some 
readers. We chose to use battlefield strategy to emphasize the 
connection between decisions made in the marble-lined halls 
of the central government and the death and destruction of the 
battlefield. Clearly, decisions made at the highest strategy levels 
cascade down and eventually result in actions on the battle-
field. The reverse is also obviously true. The consequences of 
victory or defeat in battle rattle up the chain of command, either 
confirming previous decisions or demanding revisions in those 
decisions. In some cases single, seemingly innocuous, events 
on the battlefield can have consequences that can only be de-
scribed as “strategic.” Such was the case in the Vietnam War 
in 1968 when, after a firefight, a platoon of US soldiers began 
burning the huts in a village that had been occupied by enemy 
soldiers. When asked by a television newsman why he was set-
ting fire to the huts, the lieutenant was captured on film re-
plying, “We are burning the village in order to save it.” Later 
broadcast on the evening news in the United States, this small 
incident gained great notoriety as a representation of what 
many believed to be the absurdity of the war. That single inci-
dent played a small but important role in gradually turning the 
tide of American public opinion away from supporting further 
US efforts in Vietnam.

The broader point to be made in connecting tactics to higher de-
cision levels is that the strategy process is iterative, both between 
levels within the process and, of course, the process as a whole. 
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In the first instance, multiple iterations of decisions between lev-
els may be required to find a satisfactory match of requirements 
and capabilities. In the latter instance, results on the battlefield 
feed back to all decision levels and may radically alter the entire 
process by changing the ultimate objective sought.

Influences on the Strategy Process
Numerous external factors constrict and twist the straight-

line flow of decisions that range from national objectives to battlefield 
strategy. The list of these external influences, most of which are 
totally beyond the control of strategists, is almost endless and 
includes, at the very least, such factors as the nature of the 
threat, domestic and international politics, economics, tech-
nology, physical environment and geography, cultural heritage, 
and military doctrine. Figure 1 graphically portrays the strategy 
process and the pushing and tugging of outside influences on 
the process, but it shows only a few of the influences that form 
the parameters of the situation within which strategists oper-
ate. The importance of any particular influence is situational.
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Figure 1. The strategy process
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For example, economic considerations are highly significant 
at the grand-strategy step because budget allocations accom-
pany the assignment of roles and missions. In the same man-
ner, economic factors have a heavy impact on military strategy 
because of the costs involved in developing forces. However, the 
economic influence on battlefield strategy is only indirect.

Conclusions
This chapter began by noting that strategy is a subject often 

wrapped in an aura of great mystery. We have attempted to re-
move much of the mystery by describing strategy as a complex, 
multilevel, iterative, decision-making process linking broad po-
litical ends with specific battlefield ends and means, a process 
influenced by a host of outside influences. As complex as it is, 
at least two other factors further complicate the process.

First, the seemingly neat and compartmentalized steps of the 
process are neither neat nor compartmentalized. They tend to 
blend and flow from national objectives to tactics. Some writers 
have coined such intermediate terms as grand tactics, low-level 
strategy, and high-level tactics in attempts to provide precise 
descriptions of certain situations. Use of these exacting terms 
is unnecessary if one bears in mind that the strategy process is 
a series of interrelated decisions rather than a group of loosely 
related planning events.

The second factor that complicates the process revolves around 
the questions of where and who makes decisions within the 
process. Who determines national objectives, either in a broad 
sense or as they pertain to a specific situation? Who determines 
grand strategy? One might assume grand strategy would be the 
purview of an organization such as the National Security Coun-
cil (NSC), but is that true? What role does the Congress play in 
those decisions, particularly given its role in providing funding? 
How is military strategy determined? How do the military ser-
vices, the Office of the Secretary of Defense, and the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff fit into the process? The same sorts of questions can be 
asked at the operational strategy level, particularly in relation 
to joint operations and the integration of allied forces. Many of 
these issues will be discussed in chapter 5.
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The strategy process copes with the complex context of the 
modern age and accomplishes the same function as that per-
formed almost intuitively by the warrior kings of the eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. In the chapters that follow, we 
examine each element of the process (except tactics) and many 
of the outside influences on the process in much greater detail, 
beginning with the political dimension of the process.
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Chapter 3

Grand National Strategy

The term strategy is military in derivation, and the clearest 
applications of strategy are in the military realm. Other groups 
and individuals have appropriated the term as part of their 
lexicons as well. Thus, there are business strategies, strategies 
for Saturday’s football game, and a host of other usages. For 
our purposes the term is associated with the broad set of goals 
and policies a country adopts toward the world, usually to refer 
to the broadest definition and sense of national foreign policy.

Used in this manner, strategy also retains its essential nature 
as a process relating means to ends, but the means and ends 
are at a somewhat different level. Grand national strategy is the 
process by which the country’s basic goals are realized in a world 
of conflicting goals and values held by other states and nonstate 
actors. The ends of grand strategy are usually framed in terms 
of achieving national interests. The role of the strategy process 
is to provide means for achieving those ends. Those means, in 
turn, are traditionally described in terms of the instruments of 
national power. They are usually categorized as the political (or 
diplomatic), economic, and military instruments of power. The 
result of amalgamating those interests into a coherent set of 
means is the grand strategy of a country over time. For most of 
the first 45 years after World War II, that strategy for the United 
States was containment of communism. With communism not 
only contained but virtually obliterated, there has been an ongoing 
debate over a suitable successor strategy.

Grand national strategy thus emerges as the process by 
which the appropriate instruments of power are arrayed and 
employed to accomplish the national interests. Therefore, the 
building blocks of grand national strategy are the goals or na-
tional interests that are to be served and the instruments that 
may be used to serve those ends.

Vital National Interests
The idea of a vital national interest is unique to the sphere of 

international politics, and it is a term that is commonly defined 
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by two characteristics. The first characteristic is that a vital in-
terest is one on which the state will not willingly compromise. 
By illustration, the territorial integrity of the United States is a 
matter on which the country would not willingly compromise; 
we would not, if we have any choice in the matter, cede any 
part of American soil. The term willingly suggests that there 
are occasions when the state may be forced to concede some 
of its interests. The second characteristic is related—a vital in-
terest is often viewed as one over which a country would go to 
war. Thus, if someone claimed a portion of American soil, not 
only would we refuse to compromise our claim; we also would 
fight to guarantee our retention. This second usage of the term 
is objectionable to some because of its circularity. Thus, if vital 
interests are involved and war is justified, it follows that any-
time a country goes to war, vital interests must have been at 
stake, which is not always the case.

Vital interests normally do not exist within domestic society 
but only within the relations (international politics) between 
sovereign states. The international system has no peaceful, 
authoritative mechanism to resolve matters that are vital to 
its members, nor does it have mechanisms to enforce com-
munity will when vital interests clash. The reason, of course, 
is that since nations believe that some things are so impor-
tant that they cannot be compromised, they want neither the 
mechanisms that might reach compromising decisions nor the 
mechanisms to enforce compromises that might be unacceptable 
to them. Instead, in the international realm, states prefer to 
maintain maximum control over their vital interests, up to and 
including the use of organized armed force to protect or pro-
mote those interests.

Like all other states, the United States has a variety of inter-
ests, some of which are more important than others and some of 
which are amenable to promotion in different manners. Donald 
Neuchterlein, in a number of works, has provided a useful way 
of distinguishing between various interests.1 His framework is 
shown in figure 2. In this depiction, “Intensity of Interest” refers 
to how important a given interest is to the United States (or any 
other country). The highest level of intensity is to the left of the 
heavy vertical line, and the lowest is to the right. The heavy ver-
tical line between the categories of “Vital” and “Major” indicates 
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the point where the criteria of vital interests come into play. “Ba-
sic Interest at Stake” refers to categories of substantive interest, 
which are arranged in roughly descending order.
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Figure 2. National interest matrix (Adapted from Donald Neuchterlein, 
“National Interests and National Strategy,” in Understanding U.S. Strategy: 
A Reader, ed. Terry L. Heyns [Washington, DC: National Defense University, 
1983], 38.)

The notion of intensity of interest is basic here, and its categories 
require definition. According to Nuechterlein, a survival interest 
exists when the physical existence of a country is in jeopardy 
due to attack or threat of attack. Clearly, protecting its exis-
tence is the most basic interest the state has. If a state cannot 
survive, no other interest matters. For the United States, this 
has meant avoiding nuclear devastation by the Soviet Union, 
in reality the only direct threat to our survival, even in an age 
of terrorism where the country’s territory, but not its physical 
existence, is threatened. The strategy problem is how to avoid 
this circumstance (the subject of chap. 9).

The second level of intensity is vital interests, which Nuechter-
lein says are circumstances where serious harm to the nation 
would result unless strong measures, including the use of force, 
are employed to protect the interest. The litmus test for vitality is 
how intolerable a situation would be if not resolved in your favor, 
and people can and do disagree about what they feel is tolerable 
and intolerable. The emergence of an aggressive, hostile regime 
in Mexico (or the collapse of the Mexican political system due to 
the effects of drug-driven corruption) would clearly violate our 
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interests in a friendly, stable neighbor on our southern border, 
and we would act forcefully to avoid that intolerable outcome. 
When the Sandinistas threatened to install an arguably Marxist 
government in Nicaragua in the 1980s, there was sharp disagree-
ment about whether that would be tolerable.

Before proceeding to the other levels of intensity, note that 
protection of survival and vital interests is not always compatible 
and may, indeed, be contradictory on occasion. The clearest 
example of contradiction occurs when protecting a vital inter-
est jeopardizes survival. For instance, the defense of NATO 
Europe during the Cold War could have entailed the use of 
nuclear weapons, which could have escalated to a homeland 
exchange between the United States and the Soviet Union that 
would have threatened the existence of both. Conversely, if the 
Soviets believed that the subjugation of Western Europe was 
vital to them, they faced the same dilemma since attaining that 
end would also have involved the risk of a survival-threatening 
nuclear escalation.

The third level of interest is major interests, which are situations 
where a country’s political, economic, or social well-being may 
be adversely affected but where the use of armed force is deemed 
excessive to avoid adverse outcomes. The difference between a 
vital interest and a major interest is thus that an adverse out-
come on a major interest may be painful but tolerable.

The fourth level of interest is peripheral interests. These are 
situations where some national interest is involved but where 
the country as a whole is not particularly affected by any given 
outcome or the impact is negligible.

The most difficult and contentious determination is between 
vital and major interests. Since the demarcation line Nuechter-
lein draws represents the distinction between what the country 
should and should not be willing to defend with armed force, the 
location of the line can arguably be the most basic item in the 
national defense debate. Indeed, in the difficult debates about 
defense policy, defense spending, and the like, one can get a 
rather clear understanding of various viewpoints by knowing 
on which side of the line participants place different situations. 
There is little real disagreement over which interests are abso-
lutely essential (e.g., deterring nuclear war), but there are mat-
ters of honest difference among political actors about how best 
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to achieve goals (in other words, differences over appropriate 
strategies) and also about what issues do and do not involve 
vital interests.

It is the junction point between vital and major interests that 
is the problem, and this is understandable. In these situations, 
interests are at stake, and, by definition, various outcomes do 
make a difference to the United States. Policy disagreements 
tend to be about how much difference the various outcomes 
make and thus what one should be prepared to do to protect 
these interests.

The situations in the Persian Gulf and Central America il-
lustrate this tension and difference, if in varying ways. Pres. 
Jimmy Carter in his 1980 State of the Union Address, only 
three weeks after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, declared 
free transit through the Persian Gulf and access to Persian 
Gulf oil to be vital American interests. What became known 
as the Carter Doctrine declared that the United States would 
defend its access to the Gulf with armed force if that access 
were threatened. As a result US naval vessels have routinely 
patrolled the Gulf and been stationed nearby in the Arabian 
Sea ever since, and the United States has gone to war once 
directly to protect that access (the Gulf War of 1990–91) and 
once indirectly (in Iraq in 2003) in order to protect vital inter-
ests stated in the Carter Doctrine. General American interests 
tied to the region also caused the United States to intervene in 
Afghanistan to oust al-Qaeda terrorists who were financed in 
part by oil revenues.

But how vital is the Persian Gulf to the United States? Cer-
tainly the Gulf region is important in that much of the oil we 
depend on is produced there and could not be easily replaced 
at equivalent cost. Thus, our economic well-being and vision 
of a favorable world order would be compromised by certain 
political outcomes in the region—such as the emergence of ra-
bidly anti-American regimes there. But does that constitute 
reason enough to use US armed force in the region? Part of the 
rationale for promoting “regime change” in Iraq was to produce 
a democratic alternative to the Saddam Hussein dictatorship 
that will serve as a model for other countries there and hope-
fully lead to a progressively peaceful, democratic Persian Gulf 
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area. Will this happen? If not, how adversely will our interests 
be affected?

The political situation in Central America, and especially Nica-
ragua, during the 1980s was similar and even livelier. There was 
general agreement that US interests in the area would be better 
served by a Nicaraguan government other than that of the San-
dinistas (although there was no universal agreement as to who 
should constitute that alternative). The questions that divided the 
political spectrum were, how much of a problem did the Marxist 
Sandinistas create for their neighbors and for us? and, hence, 
what should we have been prepared to do about the Nicaraguan 
situation? Few argued at the time that the situation was so in-
tolerable that the United States should have contemplated direct 
military intervention, that is, declared the situation a clear and 
compelling vital interest. Rather, the debate was over whether we 
should give military support to the United Nicaraguan Opposition 
(the Contras), thereby placing the situation astride Nuechterlein’s 
line, either in the vital or major interest category.

Because direct defense of territorial assets has not been a 
major US requirement since World War II, a great concern has 
been determining which external situations pose threats to basic 
US interests. In the twentieth century, the existence of a Europe 
not controlled by a hostile power or powers was identified as 
an imperative objective. The US military instrument of power 
has been employed twice in combat to that end, and the quest 
for European security has led to the grand national strategy of 
containment since the 1940s. Northeast Asia (Japan and Ko-
rea) has also been considered vital to US interests since 1945 
(although Korea was not explicitly part of the equation until it 
was invaded in 1950).

The fact that American security interests are primarily ex-
ternal adds a special character and source of contention in 
the formulation of US grand national strategy. With the direct 
(if ultimate) threat to American territory generally limited to 
the nuclear case and the limited case of terrorism, the primary 
roles assigned to American forces—the threats to which those 
forces must prepare to respond—are expeditionary defenses 
against foreign powers posing an indirect threat to the achieve-
ment of basic American goals. Terrorism and the devotion of 
major assets to homeland security have expanded that priority 
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to US soil, of course. This situation creates an imperative for 
American forces not required in countries whose military forces 
are primarily or exclusively concerned with territorial defense 
(e.g., while Poland has no need for a rapid deployment force for 
overseas deployment, it does require forces to defend its terri-
tory), but it also causes disagreement. Expenditure and sacrifice 
for direct homeland defense is a far less contentious idea (al-
though people may disagree about the levels of effort needed) 
than is the less-immediate, more-abstract notion that a situation 
in some distant land poses a vital threat. For instance, the ne-
cessity of American participation in the Vietnam conflict would 
have been much easier to “sell” if the US government had been 
able to argue credibly that the North Vietnamese and Vietcong 
would next head for San Diego Harbor. By contrast, when the 
9/11 attacks shockingly demonstrated our physical vulnerability 
to harm, the country responded strongly and decisively to the 
idea of homeland security.

The extended, expeditionary nature of US security objectives 
gives rise to a more significant debate and disagreement over 
which security objectives should be deemed vital than would 
otherwise be the case. Isolationism (the conscious attempt to with-
draw from international involvement), for instance, is a stron-
ger impulse in American culture than in cultures more directly 
threatened by foreign aggressors. The degree to which American 
vital interests are threatened in any given geographical area is 
the source of considerable division within the United States be-
cause of the physical remoteness of our territory from harm’s 
way. The United States is not unique in this regard. British de-
bate over involvement in continental European affairs during the 
period when the English Channel effectively shielded the British 
Isles from direct territorial peril provides a parallel example. Just 
as the twentieth century demonstrated to Britain that being an 
island does not ensure invulnerability, international terrorism 
has taught that same lesson to Americans.

The remoteness of many of the areas of interest to the United 
States makes the debate over whether interests are vital or 
major/peripheral more lively and has affected the debate over 
the relative national emphasis on security and nonsecurity 
goals. By definition, interests deemed vital require military re-
sources if the gap between threat and capability (i.e., risk) is to 
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be narrowed. Providing the required resources usually comes 
at the expense of other demands, such as social programs. If 
the same interests are designated as major or peripheral, the 
pressure to divert resources to military ends disappears be-
cause, in risk terms, assaults on major or peripheral interests 
represent a smaller threat.

The end of the Cold War has somewhat altered this debate. 
Since the demise of the Soviet Union, the United States is the 
only superpower. This status, by definition, means we have in-
terests everywhere and the global reach to influence situations 
in our favor. Arguably, this expands our global responsibilities 
and means that more situations are major or vital to the United 
States than when we were not the only global power. There is, of 
course, disagreement over how much the United States should 
extend its interests and levels of activity around the world.

This competition is important because of the reciprocal relation-
ship between grand strategy objectives and the means available 
to achieve them. To some extent, ends must be determined by 
less-than-abundant available means; thus, risks must be borne 
where it is determined adequate resources are not available. 
Since national priorities generally exceed resources available 
to fulfill them, they are contentious in the sense that various 
people rank them differently in the competition for resources. 
Advocacy of competing objectives is always spirited and generally 
stated in terms of absolute need.

The post-Vietnam debate over defense during the second half 
of the 1970s can be viewed in these terms. Part of that debate 
centered on what objectives should be pursued: where and in 
what situations was American ability to project power neces-
sary and proper? Given the outcome in Vietnam, many Americans 
wanted to limit that capability to ensure the United States could 
not physically get into another similar conflict. At the same 
time, a perceived erosion in defense capabilities—particularly rela-
tive to the Soviet Union (e.g., war materiel expended in Vietnam 
had not been replenished)—raised questions about American 
ability to meet security objectives.

The administration of Pres. Ronald Reagan entered office 
committed to the proposition that the then-current spending 
levels did not provide the wherewithal to meet legitimate objec-
tives. It secured a large military funding increase to reduce 
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what it considered intolerable levels of risk—what it called the 
Carter “unilateral disarmament” during the 1980 presidential 
campaign. By the mid-1980s, the resulting buildup had arguably 
reduced risk considerably, but public and congressional con-
cern about huge budget deficits and their political and economic 
consequences had fueled yet another debate over relative spend-
ing priorities.

The degree of external threat and public willingness to respond 
to differing levels of threat are additional sources of friction 
that affect perceptions about vital interests. The two problems 
are, of course, related and sequential. If people recognize a high 
degree of threat, their willingness to combat it through defense 
spending is likely to be higher than if the threat level seems 
low (as it did during much of the 1990s). But, since the direct 
threat to basic American values is limited to the nuclear case, 
the credibility of other threats is often ambiguous and debatable.

It was one thing, for example, to argue the need for a credible 
deterrent against Soviet nuclear aggression, but it was quite 
another proposition to argue that basic American values were 
undercut because of the violence in Kosovo during the late 
1990s. In the nuclear case, the threat was to American survival 
and was unambiguous and easily recognized. Thus, avoiding 
its consequences was an objective with which grand national 
strategy had to come to grips (although people can and do ar-
gue vehemently about the appropriate military strategies, tac-
tics, and deployments necessary to achieve the objective). In 
the second case, there was ample room for disagreement. Al-
though it was quite clear that Albanian Kosovars and Serbs 
were engaged in sometimes gruesome atrocities against one 
another and that the result was a humanitarian disaster, it 
was not so clear whether the situation was any of our business. 
The argument that intervention was justified on the grounds of 
a “humanitarian vital interest” in ending the slaughter did little 
to clarify the debate.

The translation of basic national interests into objectives leading 
to the formulation of grand national strategy and the factors 
influencing that translation can be exemplified. Beginning in 
the late 1940s and extending to the end of the Cold War, US 
grand national strategy was the containment of communism. 
The core assumption of the strategy is that Soviet-dominated 
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communist states should not be allowed to spread beyond the 
boundaries established at the end of World War II because fur-
ther spread would eventually pose a direct threat to the United 
States. Originally devised for and applied to the power balance 
in Europe, the basic containment formulation was extended 
to encompass the Sino-Soviet periphery, although the primary 
author of the strategy, George F. Kennan, denied that this ex-
tension was his intent.2 The effect of containment was to draw 
a line on the map and to declare that any forced change outside 
that line was a threat to American interests. Whether those 
interests at any specific place were vital—so that the United 
States would militarily defend them—or merely major, in which 
case our support would be more limited, was an ongoing source 
of debate.

Although there was disagreement about the operational im-
plications of containment and the extent to which the United 
States should enforce the containment line, there was re-
markable consensus for containment in the postwar period. 
Much of this consensus arose from two related factors. The 
first was the existence of a clear, unambiguous opponent whose 
threat to us was equally clear and worthy of combating (engag-
ing in risk reduction). Second, that concrete nature meant that 
applications of the principle of containment were also clear and 
deductive. The most obvious symbol of the Cold War competi-
tion was military; and knowledge of the contours of that threat 
logically suggested what needed to be done to reduce the risks 
Soviet military power might represent.

Disillusionment with application of the containment strategy 
in Southeast Asia and the perception that détente was moderating 
US-Soviet relations resulted in less-explicit references to con-
tainment as basic strategy through the mid-1970s and beyond. 
Because the strategy was in place for more than 40 years and 
was the reference point for a whole generation of strategists, it 
was a difficult construct to abandon, even after the end of the 
Cold War. The concreteness and worthiness of the problem and 
its handling became intellectually comfortable. The Cold War 
and containment were solid and real, unlike the murky ambi-
guity of the environment since the Cold War ended.

The international environment has undergone two distinct 
changes since the beginning of the 1990s. The end of the Cold 
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War in 1991 (when the Soviet Union ceased to exist) ushered 
in a decade of relative tranquility in national security terms. 
The major threat to the United States disappeared, and the 
United States emerged as the only superpower with no fore-
seeable military competitor. As the first Quadrennial Defense 
Review (QDR) of 1997 put it, the United States lacked a “peer 
competitor” that could challenge it militarily for the near or 
midterm. Instead, the focus of grand national strategy moved 
to the economic realm in the form of an aggressively globaliz-
ing economy and the phenomenon known as globalization. The 
Clinton administration, in office for almost all this period, re-
directed strategy toward a principle it called “engagement and 
enlargement,” wherein the United States would attempt to pro-
duce a more stable, peaceful world order by expanding what it 
called the “circle of market democracies”—countries champion-
ing political democracy and private enterprise economics—by 
engaging the most promising candidates and attempting to 
draw them into the enlarging network of similar states. The 
military realm was relegated to the peripheries, largely engag-
ing in efforts to bring order to chaotic situations in countries of 
marginal interest to the United States such as Somalia, Haiti, 
Bosnia, and Kosovo.

The terrorist attacks of 9/11 forced another paradigm 
change, this time back toward the geopolitical focus that had 
dominated the Cold War period, if with a different focus. The 
rallying cry became the “war” on terrorism (the term war is 
in quotation marks because the campaign against terrorism 
bears only tangential resemblance to the normal definition of 
war in military terms). The United States divided the world into 
two camps—those who joined in the effort to suppress interna-
tional terrorism, and the “axis of evil” and its supporters. Al-
though a comprehensive grand strategy has yet to emerge from 
this complex of activities, operationally the orientation is cap-
tured in the three pillars of the Bush Doctrine: the “distinctly 
American internationalism” (a preference for international ac-
tion but willingness to act unilaterally); the preservation of 
American military superiority; and the willingness to engage in 
preemptive action rather than only reacting to provocations or 
attacks. The emerging rationale—based largely on the so-called 
neoconservative worldview—is something called “benign hege-
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monism,” the use of unchallengeable American power toward 
good ends, like the promotion of democracy.3 The American 
action in Iraq in 2003 is the most obvious example of the prin-
ciple in operation.

Instruments of National Power
Different perceptions of the international environment lead 

to different strategies about how best to achieve national ends. 
Because the international system is one of anarchy (the ab-
sence of any authoritative mechanism to enforce values), states 
must, to some extent, rely on their own ability to realize na-
tional interests. It is the mark of a significant power that it pos-
sesses an appropriate mix of ways either to convince or coerce 
other states to act in accordance with its interests in different 
circumstances. Since the Cold War was a heavily military con-
frontation, military means were often most applicable to solve 
problems. During the 1990s, economic levers were supreme 
much of the time. Since 9/11, the pendulum has swung back 
toward military means.

The array of means a state has available to achieve its inter-
ests is generally known as the instruments of power. In conven-
tional terms, these instruments are generally placed in a three-
fold classification, although some analysts add other categories, 
such as intelligence. The military instrument refers to the extent 
to which a country’s armed forces can be employed (or used as 
a threat) to achieve national ends. The economic instrument re-
fers to the application of a state’s material resources in achiev-
ing those ends. The diplomatic (or political) instrument refers 
to the ways the international political position and diplomatic 
skills of the state can be brought to bear in pursuit of national 
interests. Each instrument is applied for the same purpose: to 
achieve outcomes that serve the national interest.

A range of employment strategies accompanies each instru-
ment. The potential use of the military instrument, even when 
its application is not threatened, always lurks in the background 
to condition international relationships. The potential for ther-
monuclear confrontation certainly served as a conditioner in 
US-Soviet relations, which forced the two superpowers to treat 
one another more carefully than would otherwise have been the 
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case. In a somewhat similar vein today, overwhelming Ameri-
can military superiority and the apparent will to employ it is 
argued to increase the effectiveness of American efforts overall, 
as in adding leverage to US efforts to broker a peace settlement 
between Israel and the Palestinians. Indeed, perpetuating that 
advantage is a central reason why maintaining superiority is 
one of the pillars of the Bush Doctrine.

At the same time, armed forces can be employed in a variety 
of other ways to influence events. Some employments are rela-
tively mild and more symbolic than substantial, as in the move-
ment of naval forces into waters adjacent to a local conflict to 
indicate support for a particular regime. Depending on the ob-
jectives and the perceived level of threat, more-active strategies 
include providing arms to combatants, assigning technical or 
combat advisers, moving forces forward in the area, and in-
tervening in hostilities. The ultimate application, of course, is 
direct combat in support of (by definition) vital interests.

The economic instrument also takes varied forms, and the 
extent to which it can be employed depends greatly on the 
country’s economic strengths. In this regard much of the con-
cern over declines in American world power in the 1970s and 
1980s was at least implicitly a commentary on the relative 
strength of the US economy within the global economic system. 
As the world’s leading economic power, the United States can 
wield considerable economic leverage. Despite concerns about 
an economics-driven decline in the 1970s and 1980s, by the 
1990s the American economy had rebounded, largely on the 
strength of preeminence in the high-technology or telecommu-
nications revolution. This leadership provided an enormous ad-
vantage in assuming the leading role in the globalization phe-
nomenon. The adoption of the “American model” of economic 
development during the decade formed the foundation for the 
policy of engagement and enlargement that was the engine for 
the American-dominated decade.

The economic instrument is more explicitly amenable to the 
“carrot-and-stick” approach than other instruments. Hence, 
economic assistance or preferential trade relationships can be 
used as positive inducements (carrot) to produce desired behavior, 
and the threat of withholding aid or using quotas or tariffs to 
disadvantage trade can be a sanction (stick) if another country 
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does not take desired actions. The same strategy can be applied 
in other economic areas, such as foreign direct-investment 
policy, to encourage or constrain overseas activities of Ameri-
can corporations, and in policies more closely associated with 
the military instrument, such as arms transfers. Cumulatively, 
economic inducements provide one of the strongest forms of 
“soft power”—the positive attraction and desire to emulate the 
American system.

The diplomatic/political instrument is somewhat more deriva-
tive and amorphous. Because of the United States’ position as 
the political leader of the international system, its proposals au-
tomatically receive more attention and scrutiny than the propos-
als of a less-powerful country. It is not clear whether US political 
“clout” derives purely from that position or whether its underlying 
source is American economic and military strength, which pro-
vides the real muscle for our political efforts. What is clear is that 
diplomatic skill can help turn events in a state’s favor. During the 
nineteenth century, for instance, the influence of the compara-
tively weak Hapsburg monarchy in Austria-Hungary was largely 
the result of the diplomatic brilliance of foreign minister Count 
Klemens Wenzel von Metternich. The ability to mediate success-
fully and to produce unique and mutually acceptable solutions to 
complex issues without application of military or economic power 
is the essence of the diplomatic instrument.

These instruments, of course, do not exist and are not ap-
plied in a vacuum. The extent to which a country has military 
might, economic resources, or skilled diplomats is one source 
of limitation, but democratic societies in particular have other 
constraints, especially arising from domestic affairs. For con-
stitutional, statutory, and political reasons, the president of 
the United States cannot exercise the military instrument with 
complete impunity in support of strategic objectives over which 
there is political disagreement. Constitutional entrustment of 
the power to declare war to the Congress is a limit on such a 
prerogative, and the War Powers Act of 1973 attempts to place 
statutory limitations on presidential ability to employ American 
forces in combat in situations where war is not declared. There 
are clear limits on these constraints, however. The United 
States has not engaged in a declared war since World War II, 
having forfeited the right to declare war except in self-defense 
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by signing the United Nations charter. Politically, the need for 
public support places some constraints on the president, but 
these are not airtight. Disagreements about how bloody the 
war might be did not keep George H. W. Bush from gaining a 
congressional resolution in support of hostilities in 1991, and 
the Congress granted George W. Bush virtual carte blanche to 
wage war against Iraq in 2003.

The economic instrument has similar constraints. The de-
gree to which the US government can manipulate economic 
assistance is limited by the comparatively small and static size 
of its assistance budget. Foreign aid has been described as a 
budgetary element with no real domestic constituency. As a 
result it has not grown with inflation, causing its real value to 
decline. The United States consistently stands at or near the 
bottom of aid givers measured as a percentage of gross domes-
tic product (GDP).

Manipulation of trade relationships is also constrained by do-
mestic considerations. For example, providing favorable trade 
terms for the import of foreign textiles or other consumer goods 
is likely to hurt domestic industries and cause internal resis-
tance from, among others, trade unions. Restrictions on trade, 
such as the embargo against Iraq that the Bush administration 
sought to have lifted after the war, are likely to result in selec-
tive domestic sacrifices against the target population and thus 
be deemed unfair. In the same vein, the US government cannot 
order private firms to invest in particular countries nor can it 
completely control their activities if they do invest. In an age of 
privatization, deregulation, and instant global telecommunica-
tions, the ability of any government to monitor, and hence to 
control, economic activity has been considerably compromised 
by the rapidly evolving international economic system.

Several other factors complicate the task of developing strate-
gies for particular instruments of power. First, the instruments 
are highly interrelated and thus cannot be viewed in isolation. 
In modern warfare, military success or failure depends to a large 
degree on the national economic, technological, and industrial 
base and the extent to which that base can be mobilized and ap-
plied to the war effort. At the same time, military spending is a 
significant part of the American economy, and fluctuations can 
reverberate throughout the economy (the effects of base closings 
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on local economies, for instance). The country’s economic health 
also depends to some degree on diplomatic skill in negotiating 
favorable trade agreements with foreign governments. To com-
plete the circle, diplomatic success depends on activities that 
can be backed up by economic and military rewards or sanc-
tions. In other words, treating the various instruments of power 
in isolation oversimplifies reality.

Second, each of the instruments of power is, in fact, a com-
bination of multiple factors, and any one factor can be crucial 
in a given situation. It is difficult, for example, to identify any 
single index of military power that allows prediction of a clash 
between two reasonably equal, or even not-so-equal, foes be-
cause so many factors comprise military prowess. In addition 
to such obvious factors as the amount of manpower and fire-
power available to any contestant, numerous other influences 
may prove critical. Some of these are tangible, such as the 
length and security of supply lines; others are more difficult to 
measure precisely, such as morale, leadership, strategic and 
tactical soundness, compatibility between physical capabilities 
and political objectives, and sheer luck. To a great extent, mili-
tary history is a chronicle of calculation and miscalculation in 
comparing military instruments and their capacities to serve 
national ends and of constant adaptation to changing realities. 
A contemporary example of these uncertainties is the impact of 
asymmetrical warfare and the further impact of the stunning 
American victory in Iraq against a foe expected to adopt asym-
metrical methods but which simply collapsed instead.

Third, one may speak analytically about the individual in-
struments of power and their use in various strategies; but, 
in application, some combination of instruments usually must 
be brought to bear, often in an ad hoc rather than a carefully 
preplanned manner. This complex intertwining occurs for two 
related reasons. On one hand, any given situation may involve 
multiple objectives with political, economic, and military/secu-
rity dimensions, and different strategies may be necessary for 
the various aspects. The extent and mix of actions employing 
one or more instruments of power will vary depending on the 
situation and the stage it is in at any given time. On the other 
hand, situations evolve over time; thus, an appropriate strategy 
at one point may be forced to yield to another strategy at a dif-



47

GRAND NATIONAL STRATEGY

ferent point. The situation in Iraq and Afghanistan illustrates 
the first factor, and the Iranian hostage crisis is a good example 
of the second factor.

The effort to dislodge and bring to justice the al-Qaeda terrorist 
network in Afghanistan in 2001 and the military campaign to 
remove Saddam Hussein illustrate the way attaining an overall 
goal may require different strategies and different instruments 
at different points in time. In Afghanistan the refusal of the 
Taliban government to turn over the al-Qaeda leadership after 
9/11 created the need for a military campaign, first to bring 
down that government and then to find some suitable replace-
ment. The first phase involved conventional military actions 
by the Northern Alliance of Afghan fighters and American air-
power and special forces. It was successful since the combina-
tion of forces left the Taliban with no choice but to stand and 
fight, leaving them vulnerable to destruction from the air. In 
Iraq the situation was similar. The goal of military action—vari-
ously justified as regime change to remove Saddam Hussein, 
the destruction of alleged Iraqi weapons of mass destruction, 
or severing of the connection between the Iraqi government and 
terrorists—clearly dictated a military campaign to physically 
remove the barriers to Hussein’s overthrow. That was accom-
plished by the coalition of American and British forces (with 
some minor assistance from other coalition members) within a 
matter of weeks, but removing the barrier posed by opposition 
military forces was by no means the only problem that had to 
be surmounted for ultimate success.

The second and ultimately decisive phase of both campaigns 
was the reconstruction of the two states after the war, a pro-
cess known as nation building. The rationale for the efforts was 
somewhat different in the two cases. In Afghanistan the justi-
fication was to create a stable political and economic condition 
in that extremely poor country that would make it resistant to 
future penetration by terrorists—what was sometimes called 
“draining the swamp” of conditions conducive to the recruit-
ment of terrorists. In Iraq the goal was more ambitious—to 
nurture an Iraqi democracy that would become a regional bea-
con and begin the movement toward peace and tranquility in 
the region.
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Military force is, of course, much more conducive to bringing 
down old political structures than to building new ones. While 
the US military retains some residual responsibility for main-
taining order in both countries until indigenous mechanisms 
can replace them (a process easier said than done), the economic 
and political instruments of power become paramount as the 
nation-building process proceeds. Once elementary order is 
instituted, the emphasis necessarily shifts to economic assis-
tance to repair and replace infrastructure and services inter-
rupted or destroyed by war and then to bring the economy back 
onto its feet by providing jobs and income to begin restoring 
economic normalcy. At the same time, political assistance is 
necessary to help populations lacking democratic traditions 
adapt democratic forms to their unique cultural and political 
circumstances. Neither of these tasks is easily accomplished, 
and both are ongoing processes at this writing.

The Iranian hostage crisis of 1979–81 illustrated both the 
interrelation of the various instruments and an emphasis on 
one or the other at different times during the crisis. Diplomatic 
activities were conducted throughout the period that Ameri-
cans were held captive, but they were generally muted and 
highly secret. Initially, the economic instrument of power was 
applied through levying a trade embargo and freezing Iranian 
financial assets in the United States. When economic pres-
sure failed to secure the hostages’ release, the military instru-
ment was applied in the unsuccessful raid at Desert One in 
late spring 1980. In the end diplomatic efforts, heavily assisted 
by Algerian intermediaries, secured the release of the embassy 
personnel, although the effects of economic sanctions and the 
Iranian need for money and spare parts to continue prosecut-
ing the war with Iraq had a considerable impact.

The fourth factor that complicates strategy making for par-
ticular instruments of power is the fact that different countries 
are predisposed by culture, history, and circumstance to prefer 
greater or lesser reliance on different instruments of power. 
During the heyday of British power in the nineteenth century, 
the United Kingdom sought to rely primarily on diplomatic skill 
to maintain a balance of power conducive to British commer-
cial interests on the European continent—a preference influ-
enced by a relatively small population and cultural aversion 
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to maintaining a peacetime standing army. The Soviet Union 
relied heavily on the military instrument, partly because of its 
experience with foreign invaders and partly because a weak 
Soviet economy restricted its economic leverage. The United 
States has historically emphasized the economic instrument, 
reflecting a preeminent economic system and an aversion to 
maintaining a large peacetime military force dating back to the 
American Revolution.

Fifth and finally, the relative emphasis placed on different 
instruments of power fluctuates with time. During the latter 
decades of the twentieth century, it was fashionable in the 
United States and Western Europe to derogate military power 
as a means of realizing foreign policy objectives. Partly as a 
result of the Vietnam experience and partly as a result of the 
tremors created by the various oil “shocks” and skyrocketing 
energy costs, emphasis shifted to something called economic 
interdependence and later globalization. Advocates of inter-
dependence argue that the world’s countries were becoming so 
inextricably tied to one another through burgeoning trade in 
energy and mineral resources and in agricultural and indus-
trial goods that no state remained self-sufficient in any mean-
ingful way. Countries have to cooperate to survive since hos-
tilities with virtually any rival risk cutoff of vital goods. States 
are forced to cooperate from fear of the economic consequences 
of not being part of the globalizing economy, much as fear of 
mutual vaporization forced some level of US-Soviet coopera-
tion. The argument for interdependence suggested the relative 
rise of the economic instrument among the tools of power, and 
its champions optimistically suggest that once cooperative pat-
terns become widespread, they may become the norm. This 
line of reasoning became the mantra of the 1990s, along with a 
diminished role for military force.

There is evidence, however, of a growing awareness that inter-
dependence has a darker, more-Machiavellian side in which 
the military instrument plays a potentially greater role. Espe-
cially in light of international terrorism, this construct suggests 
that mutual dependence does not always lead to cooperation 
and prosperity, as the collapse of the East Asian economies 
in 1997–98, with ripple effects globally, demonstrated at the 
turn of the millennium. While few observers believe a recessive 
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global economy will continue indefinitely, the economic expe-
rience of the last few years suggests that unbridled optimism 
about the inevitability of globalization is unwarranted.

Conclusions
As the preceding discussion suggests, grand national strategy 

making is a process of determining what interests the state 
has, what priorities to place on various interests, and what 
national instruments of power are available, appropriate, and 
acceptable for achieving individual interests and the aggregate 
of those interests. The process is inevitably political because it 
involves public policy choices about the relative interests that 
are at stake, their intensity, and the risks each involves—all 
matters of legitimate political disagreement. This determina-
tion is always contentious, especially in the gray areas sepa-
rating interests that are vital from those of a lower level of in-
tensity, such as major interests. This distinction is especially 
important for military strategists because the location of the 
line between vital and lesser interests is supposed to define 
where the military will and will not ply its trade.

The number of vital interests a state has that are actively 
opposed by other states influences the extent of its reliance on 
the military as opposed to other instruments of national power, 
as does the aggressiveness with which those interests are pur-
sued. At the same time, the availability or absence of certain 
kinds and amounts of power may place limits on the interests 
that a nation can pursue. A small, developing state, for in-
stance, cannot define its vital interests in global terms because 
it lacks the military—and other—means to prosecute them. At 
the other extreme, the United States possesses such enormous 
military power that it can pursue a wide range of interests by 
applying the relevant instrument of power to the particular 
problem at hand. The possession of a broad and powerful ar-
ray of instruments of power is, to a large extent, what differen-
tiates the United States from other world powers and earns it 
the designation as the sole remaining superpower.

Thus, matching the instruments of power to the interests of 
the state is a primary task of the strategy maker. What those 
interests are and what instruments will be available in what 
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quantities to pursue those interests are matters of public policy 
choices. The choices are made in the political realm, where 
decisions are made about which scarce resources are allocated 
to what ends. The discussion in the next two chapters looks at 
the “political dimension” and how it affects strategy, beginning 
with the political environment and then moving to the actors 
and institutions in the political realm.
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Chapter 4

The Political Environment 
of Grand Strategy

There is a widely held misconception—especially within military 
circles—that military affairs and, more specifically, the making 
of military strategy are somehow divorced from politics. Ba-
sic to this image is a notion that any association with politics, 
which is viewed as impure and even tawdry, taints and com-
promises the professionalism underlying the military art and 
science. From these assumptions flows the conclusion that 
military performance, including the making of strategy, should 
protect itself to the greatest extent possible from the contami-
nation of politics.

This unfortunate misconception reflects an extremely narrow 
view of politics. A distinction sometimes made between “low” 
politics and “high” politics may be useful here. Low politics 
generally refers to the partisan clash over political objects such 
as “pork barrel” projects, which aid officials for reelection and 
other self-interested actions. High politics, on the other hand, 
generally refers to actions and considerations motivated by the 
kinds of concerns discussed in chapter 3. Objections to politics 
as tainting are generally aimed at low politics. The kinds of 
political concerns associated with strategy are generally over 
political disagreements about higher national interests.

If politics is viewed broadly as the ways in which conflicts 
of interest over scarce resources are resolved, the relationship 
between politics and military power is intimate and reciprocal. 
Obviously, application of military power is one of the ways that 
conflicts can be resolved. The absence of more-formal means of 
conflict resolution that marks the anarchic international sys-
tem often dictates that the military instrument of power is the 
means by which conflicts are resolved. At least the military in-
strument is always a potential means for resolving differences 
involving the clashing vital interests of states.

Put a slightly different way, the reasons for using military 
power are politically determined. Military strategy is very much 
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an ends-means relationship in which the ends are politically 
mandated and defined. The role of strategists is to determine 
proper ways to apply military force to achieve those political 
ends. “War,” as the Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz 
clearly put it, “is the continuation of political activity by other 
means.”1 Its objective, to borrow from the British strategist Sir 
Basil Liddell Hart, is to create “a better state of the peace” and 
that better state is invariably defined in terms of maintaining 
or altering the political relationship between the adversaries.2

To cite the most recent example of this dynamic in action, 
regime change in Iraq (a political preference of the US govern-
ment about which the Saddam Hussein government disagreed) 
could only be achieved by the physical, military overthrow of 
the Iraqi regime. The strategy for militarily overthrowing that 
regime was thus the means to a political end, a better state of 
the peace (at least from our perspective) that did not include 
Saddam Hussein as the ruler of that country.

This construction of the relationship between military activity 
and politics is essentially noncontroversial and unobjectionable 
because it leaves the military profession relatively free of associa-
tion with the day-to-day manifestations of partisan politics and 
politicians (low politics). It fits well within the historical American 
tradition of a highly apolitical military establishment. It is when 
the notion of politics moves from the so-called high road to the 
low road of partisan politics that a taint begins to appear.

Understanding strategy requires a more sophisticated under-
standing of the political environment in which strategy is made 
and carried out. Military affairs are influenced by, as well as 
have an influence on, the politics of national security. At the 
most obvious and gross level, the political process determines 
how much money is available in the defense budget (which is of-
ten the partial product of low politics) and thus what military ca-
pabilities are available to carry out what strategies. At the same 
time, the amount and kind of military force available constrain 
or create opportunities to realize various political purposes, usu-
ally defined in terms of various national interests. The two em-
phases clearly interact. How much money is available influences 
what capability can be developed and the ends that can be pur-
sued. At the same time, how much capability one wants influ-
ences how much money one prefers to spend on defense.
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 Since strategy is not made in a vacuum but within the political 
context, that context must be understood if good strategy is to 
result. To that end, this chapter essentially explores two sets of 
political factors. The first of these is a series of ongoing influences 
and limitations from the political realm. Following that, the dis-
cussion moves to the influence of the strategic culture and how it 
is determined by the country’s history and geography.

Influences on Grand Strategy
Viewed broadly, grand national strategy formulation occurs 

in the context of setting American foreign policy objectives. How 
to apply military force successfully and when or if force will 
achieve national objectives is the unique province of the strategy 
maker—the contribution strategists make to the national de-
bate over achieving broad foreign policy goals.

As a political process aimed at resolving differences and achiev-
ing ends, grand strategy making resembles other policy areas; 
that is, the same patterns of legislative-executive interaction and 
bureaucratic maneuvering are present in agriculture or energy 
policy as are involved in national security policy. The difference is 
in how many Americans are affected by different policy areas and 
how profound that influence may be rather than in the nature 
of the process. Because national security involves some matters 
that deal directly or indirectly with fundamental questions for the 
state such as national survival, however, the nature of grand 
national strategy involves some unique influences not present in 
other areas.

At least six characteristics define and influence the grand 
strategy process in the United States:

• security policy is potentially fundamental in its effects,

• its objectives are external rather than domestic, 

• its objectives are generally negative rather than positive, 

• it has a basically conservative bias, 

• its problems and solutions are often highly technical, and 

•  it is more vulnerable to the vicissitudes of the budgetary 
process than other areas of public policy.
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Each of these factors affects the design of strategy and its con-
tent; collectively, these factors help define the milieu for strategy 
making. The reason for delineating these characteristics is nei-
ther to celebrate nor decry their existence; rather it is to recognize 
the opportunities and limitations they present to strategists.

Fundamental Nature

The first characteristic is the fundamental nature of grand 
national strategy. As noted, national security policy has as 
its primary objective protecting the country from those who 
would do it harm (national existence or survival interests, as 
described in chap. 3). Since physical protection from devas-
tation or subjugation is the most basic national interest, the 
purposes of national security policy are universal in nature in 
the sense that they affect everyone. If they are tested, every 
citizen, especially in a nuclear or a terrorist world, has a stake 
in them. This universality, and the fact that implementation of 
security policies is inevitably an expensive proposition, injects 
a breadth of interest and emotional quality into debates about 
national security that is absent in, for instance, forestry and 
fisheries policy.

This universality and its life-and-death quality cut both ways 
in the public debate. At one level, it is difficult for all but a tiny 
minority to openly oppose a vigorous and robust national secu-
rity policy and grand strategy because of the stakes. Under-
estimating the threat and thus failing to reduce risk appro-
priately has potentially deadly consequences that do not so 
obviously apply to appropriations for highway construction; it 
is a matter of priorities. At the same time, the potential expense 
of modern military engagement, both in blood and treasure, 
gives pause about where and when employment of the military 
instrument of power is appropriate. In the contemporary con-
text, the very low American casualty rates since the end of the 
Cold War may seem to have loosened some of these inhibitions, 
but the economic expense of casualty-minimizing technologies 
may prove a counterweight. The resulting contention usually 
concerns where the boundary between vital and less-than-vital 
interests should be located.
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External Objectives

The second characteristic influencing the grand strategy pro-
cess is that the national security policy leading to formulation 
of such strategy is generally directed toward foreign problems 
rather than domestic priorities. This external dimension creates 
three sources of complication in the strategy process.

The first source concerns knowledge. Foreign governments 
and their policy makers are the objects of security policy, and 
strategists and policy makers are likely to have less knowledge 
about what motivates and influences them than is the case in 
domestic politics. Rather than using direct means to acquire 
knowledge about problems and their solutions, US decision 
makers usually have to use less-direct means, such as intel-
ligence gathering and analysis, sometimes without a presence 
on the ground. These sources inevitably are less than perfect 
in terms of the information collected, and interpretation of im-
perfect information may be adversely affected by cultural and 
other biases.

The post–Iraq War dispute over whether Saddam Hussein 
possessed weapons of mass destruction, and if he did, in what 
quantities, illustrates this problem. The United States had not 
had an embassy in Baghdad since the first Persian Gulf War, 
and thus lacked the critical ability to develop a reliable intelligence 
network within the country that could definitively answer the 
questions. Instead, it had to rely on what proved to be less than 
totally reliable information, some of which proved simply to be 
false. These failures compromised some postwar analyses of 
the objectives of the invasion.

The second source of complication is the fact that national 
security strategies are directed toward adversaries or poten-
tial enemies, not friends and allies. This means that policy op-
tions are generally delineated and discussed in an atmosphere 
of suspicion and distrust. As a result, assessments of defense 
policy are made in a contentious atmosphere of presumed hos-
tile intent, where facts are often beclouded and their interpreta-
tion is open to varying analyses. When Saddam Hussein denied 
that Iraq possessed WMD stores on the eve of the invasion, the 
virtually automatic response, rightly or wrongly, was to dismiss 
his demurral out of hand.
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The classic debate over capabilities and intentions further 
illustrates this phenomenon. As a general rule, US intelligence 
capabilities provide the government with rather precise informa-
tion on the military capabilities of adversaries but usually pro-
vide only a limited idea about why they possess those capabili-
ties (the adversaries’ intended use for those capabilities). Since 
armaments can be, and are, possessed for a variety of reasons, 
determining an adversary’s intention is a logical prerequisite 
to fashioning policies to deflect threats and to reduce risk. But 
with complete information regarding only half of the intentions-
capabilities tandem, the problem becomes a dilemma: can one 
infer an adversary’s intentions from capabilities alone or must 
one know the adversary’s intentions to make any sense of the 
capabilities presumably developed to support those purposes? 
The situation is aggravated by the knowledge that any number 
of intentions can underlie a given capability and that an ad-
versary is not likely to reveal his intentions to the “enemy.” To 
make matters worse, the suspicions that create an adversarial 
relationship in the first place can result in a tendency to dis-
miss as propaganda any enemy statements of intent that are 
not totally malevolent.

The 2003 debate about why the Democratic People’s Repub-
lic of Korea (DPRK or North Korea) announced its intention to 
arm itself with nuclear weapons illustrates this point. Although 
the United States knew with some precision whether the DPRK 
could build such weapons and at what rates of production, why 
they would do so was less clear. Since the DPRK had been an 
adversary since 1950, the first inclination was to assume they 
were arming themselves with the intent to use nuclear weapons 
in a future regional conflict or even against the US homeland. 
Two alternate explanations were that such weapons might be 
a deterrent against an Iraq-style US invasion or that the mere 
threat to build them was designed to reactivate negotiations 
between North Korea and the West. Which interpretation was 
correct? In the opaqueness of adversarial relations, the ten-
dency was to accept the most dire, negative explanation.

The third source of difficulty arising from dealing with for-
eign problems is control. Not only do we not always know the 
intentions of our adversaries, it is not always possible to an-
ticipate and hence deter actions harmful to our interests. The 
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United States would have preferred that India and Pakistan 
not demonstrate their nuclear capabilities by testing weapons 
in 1998. Due to intelligence failures, the United States had little 
forewarning of the imminence of the “nuclearization” of the 
subcontinent; and even if we had, it is not clear what we could 
have done to prevent the event. One purpose of strategy is to 
influence foreign governments not to do things harmful to our 
interests, but we do not control events outside our borders. 
Major uncertainties do arise and cannot always be anticipated 
and deflected.

Negative Objectives

These uncertainties are compounded by the third influence 
on strategy—grand strategy has a basically negative purpose. 
Often the purpose of national security policy is not so much 
to promote positive goals as it is to prevent others from engag-
ing in hostile, harmful actions. There are, of course, situations 
where policy is intended to promote positive purposes, as in 
nurturing democratization or economic reform in Third World 
countries. Even then the reasons underlying positive policies 
may be preventative, as in making a society less permeable for 
hostile elements such as terrorists—the current centerpiece of 
democracy promotion in the Middle East. Thus, security policy 
often seeks to keep things from happening, and problems exist in 
demonstrating the success of a negative policy. If the purpose 
is to deter hostile action against our interests, we can clearly 
demonstrate that the policy failed if the adversary carries out 
the action we sought to prevent. Unfortunately, it is logically 
impossible to conclude that the failure to carry out the action 
was the result of our strategy. A state may choose not to act for 
a variety of reasons, only one of which may be our deterrence 
strategy. To prove the success of a deterrence strategy requires 
committing what, in formal logic, is known as the fallacy of af-
firming the consequent. An example from the Cold War may 
clarify this anomaly.

The Soviets maintained massive conventional and nuclear 
forces (capabilities) that could have been used for an invasion 
of Western Europe throughout the Cold War period. The adver-
sarial relationship between the United States and its European 
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allies and the Soviet Union suggested that these forces might 
have been intended for such an attack. The policy problem for 
the United States and its allies was to deter the Soviets from 
carrying out this presumed intent. The policy solution was the 
containment strategy implemented by the NATO alliance that 
included a high degree of military readiness in Europe.

The most important question about containment and the mili-
tary strategies implementing it was, did it work? The Soviets never 
invaded NATO countries, but can their failure to do so during 
the 40-plus years of the Cold War be attributed to US deter-
rent policy and force posture? Perversely enough, the ques-
tion could have been answered definitively only if the Soviets 
had invaded Western Europe. In that event, containment policy 
would obviously have failed.

Since an invasion did not occur, is it possible to conclude 
that the containment strategy was successful? Unfortunately 
for analysis and evaluation, the answer is no. Why? The answer 
is that there are any number of reasons that might explain the 
Soviets’ lack of aggression, and US containment strategy is only 
one. The most prominent alternative explanation is that the 
Soviets were simply not interested in conquering and then hav-
ing to occupy Europe. There is no reliable way to know which 
explanation was the correct one. The Soviets maintained that 
they did not harbor such an intention, but it is the perverse na-
ture of adversarial relations that we always assumed they must 
have been lying. You cannot trust your enemies, and if you can 
trust them, they must not be the enemy.

Conservative Bias

The first three factors combine to help define a fourth charac-
teristic—a built-in conservative bias in defense strategy mak-
ing. In the absence of definitive knowledge of what motivates 
adversaries and in view of the potentially cataclysmic results of 
guessing wrong, the natural and quite prudent policy is to play 
it safe—to hedge bets by preparing for the largest number of 
conceivable contingencies; that is, to reduce as many potential 
risks as possible. The result may be a higher level of military 
preparedness than would be the case under more-optimistic 
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planning assumptions. The problem is exacerbated in the cur-
rent climate of uncertainty about current and future threats.

During the Cold War the adversary was known, including 
the threats and risks inherent in different courses of action. 
The result was that strategizing and force planning were threat-
based, measured and crafted against a concrete object. In the 
current environment of shifting threats and future uncertain-
ties, there is no standard against which to plan. The result has 
been to develop strategies and forces based upon technological 
possibilities for military capacity, or capability-based planning. 
Since the range of potential threats in such an environment is 
only limited by the imagination, such strategy development is 
potentially very costly.

The operational manifestation of this conservative bias is the 
worst-case planning syndrome. In essence the worst case is 
devised by looking at a scenario combining estimates of adver-
sary capability (constructed by extrapolating somewhat beyond 
known capability) with the most malevolent intention. Strate-
gies and forces are then developed to counter the worst case. 
The assumption is that configurations adequate to thwart the 
worst-possible contingency will also be effective in lesser situa-
tions. Lacking a concrete worst case after the implosion of com-
munism in 1991, the Defense Department devised a hypotheti-
cal worst case in the early 1990s—simultaneous medium-size 
wars with Iraq and North Korea.

There are, however, at least four drawbacks to this conser-
vative bias and its manifestation, worst-case planning. First, 
constructing the worst case risks exaggerating the threat be-
yond what it may actually be or even have the realistic likeli-
hood of becoming. If the worst case fails to materialize in any-
thing like its predicted form, its proponents are likely to be 
accused of “crying wolf.” This criticism has been raised about 
the color-coded terrorist alert system devised by the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security. Second, when worst-case prepa-
rations indeed exceed the capability and intent of the actual 
or potential adversaries, they may seem unduly provocative 
and may make matters worse by raising warning signals in 
the minds of those potential adversaries about our intentions. 
Third, preparing for the most stressful possible contingency is 
almost always more expensive than preparing for lesser prob-
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lems; the longer the worst case does not arise (possibly be-
cause of the preparations), the greater the pressure to reduce 
costs because of a growing belief the threat is not lively. Fourth 
and finally, preparing for the worst case can presume that do-
ing so readies one for lesser cases as well, but this is only if 
those cases are analogous to the worst case. If lesser contin-
gencies are not microcosms of the worst case, the results can 
be irrelevant preparations that delude us into believing we can 
do things we cannot, in fact, do. The most obvious example of 
the fallacy of the lesser-included case was in Vietnam, where 
it was presumed at the outset that a force prepared to con-
front a much more formidable, heavily armed Soviet adversary 
would have little trouble against an apparently less-fearsome 
Vietcong and North Vietnamese opponent.

Technological Nature

The fifth influence is technological. Spurred primarily by 
enormous increases in the sophistication and applications 
of computer and related telecommunications technologies, a 
qualitative revolution has taken place in the lethality of weapon 
systems rivaling such earlier innovations as the tank and the 
airplane in its impact on warfare thinking. This revolution ex-
tends across the spectrum of weaponry and has elevated the 
importance of technological processes within the strategy-making 
process to the point that, in some instances, technological pos-
sibility has become the primary determinant of strategy.

The effect of technology on strategy is paradoxical, complex, 
and too extensive for detailed consideration here. It can, how-
ever, be exemplified in two contemporary ways: the revolution 
in military affairs (RMA) and resultant gap between those who 
have undergone the RMA and those who have not, and the 
impact on strategic thinking that this imbalance creates for 
strategy and counterstrategy.

The current major change in the technological nature of war-
fare is the result of the so-called RMA. Such quantum changes 
occur from time to time in military affairs and give the pos-
sessor enormous advantages on the battlefield over the non-
possessor. This was clearly the case in nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century Europe, when a series of technologies deriving 
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from such inventions as the internal combustion engine (for 
cars, trucks, tanks, heavier-than-air aircraft, and the like) and 
batteries (for submarines) removed the advantages that earlier 
advances in warfare, notably firepower, had conferred on the 
defender.

The present RMA is proving to be of the same order of magni-
tude as that which began at the beginning of the last century. Its 
base is high technology, notably advances in the rapidly unify-
ing areas of computation and telecommunications and their ap-
plication to warfare. The examples are numerous and familiar: 
battlefield management through real-time television images re-
corded and transmitted to remote command posts; advances in 
munitions range and accuracy that allow the possessors to rain 
violence on opponents with great precision while outside the 
adversary’s response range and to selectively destroy targets, 
thus reducing collateral damage; and the ability to coordinate 
the rapid movement of diverse force elements over large areas in 
ways that bewilder the opponent. Much of the “shock and awe” 
of the American attack against Iraq derived from these kinds of 
technological applications to the modern battlefield.

The genesis of the current RMA is the Vietnam conflict, where 
computers were first widely introduced into the military. At 
that time the implications of the new technologies had not been 
fully realized (for instance, the idea that computers could serve 
as communications devices was not conceptualized, much less 
implemented, until the late 1960s), nor had the doctrinal and 
strategic implications been incorporated into military thinking. 
In the interim between Vietnam and the Gulf War of 1990–91, 
there were considerable advances in the uses of computers (es-
pecially in telecommunications), a conscious effort to plumb the 
implications of these technologies for military purposes, and 
reductions in both the size and cost of increased capabilities 
related to computerization. The result was a considerably dif-
ferent form of military campaign against which the Iraqis had 
no adequate conceptual or physical defense. In the following 
decade-plus, this gap widened even further, as the RMA made 
American forces progressively more potent and sophisticated, 
while the Iraqi forces became less sophisticated than before.

There are several direct implications of the RMA. At the most 
dramatic level, it has created an apparently insurmountable 
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capability gap between not only the United States and develop-
ing countries like Iraq, but essentially also between the United 
States and the rest of the world. While the United States cut 
back on military expenditures, especially manpower, during 
the 1990s, it did so to a lesser degree than did other countries 
in both the developed and developing world. Nor did it decrease 
its commitment to the application of the RMA to its forces and 
the strategies for which they are designed and utilized. The 
United States emerged from the twentieth century with not the 
largest armed force in the world (which belongs to China), but 
with by far the most sophisticated force. In addition to having 
the most technologically advanced weapons, the United States 
is the only country to have the technological infrastructure to 
train personnel to use these weapons and to maintain them—
yet another part of the technological gap.

The United States’ dedication to an RMA-based force has pro-
duced the overwhelming superiority in arms with which it faces 
the twenty-first century. The nature of the high-technology revo-
lution has been, since its beginning, that getting ahead in the 
race is progressive. Since today’s computers design tomorrow’s, 
whoever has the superior devices in this generation will likely 
arrive at the next generation first and with the best product, 
and so on. The United States accumulated that advantage in 
both technology and its military applications in the 1990s, and 
now it is a matter of choosing to maintain, or even expand, the 
gap. This physical superiority, combined with the policy intent 
to maintain it, is of course at the heart of the strategy underlying 
the Bush Doctrine.

The RMA changes the calculation of military employment. 
During the 1990s, the official view within the US body politic 
was that Americans would not tolerate casualties in warfare. 
At the beginning of the decade, the resolution that Pres. George 
H. W. Bush requested from the Congress in support of the Gulf 
War was almost hamstrung by prophecies of very large Ameri-
can battlefield losses (which, of course, turned out to be wildly 
exaggerated), and the Clinton administration concluded after 
the ranger massacre in Mogadishu, Somalia, that any casualties 
were unacceptable. The bombing campaign against Yugoslavia 
over Kosovo, where aerial bombers were required to stay above 
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15,000 feet to minimize the possibility of being shot down, exem-
plifies this fixation.

This unwillingness to incur casualties, of course, very greatly 
limits the kinds of situations into which armed forces can be 
committed. During the 1990s, that limitation dictated deploy-
ment almost exclusively in peacekeeping missions, where ac-
tive combat was not present. The RMA, however, reduces that 
problem by creating such an advantage for our forces that rela-
tively few of them become casualties of war. This was first ex-
perienced in the Gulf War, where the United States incurred 
less than 150 losses, and the numbers from the active combat 
phase of the 2003 war were even smaller.

The reduction in American (if not necessarily adversary) ca-
sualty prospects obviously expands the number and kinds of 
situations for which those forces may be employable in the fu-
ture. That may, in turn, be something of a double-edged sword. 
If the fear of casualties inhibited the commitment of forces, 
the loss of that inhibition may embolden planners and policy 
makers to insert forces into situations more readily, even too 
readily. Whether casualty reduction will ultimately prove to be 
a virtue or a vice remains to be seen.

The highly unorthodox method used by al-Qaeda terrorists in 
attacking the United States stimulated a strategic debate about 
the alternate forms that warfare against the nation might take, 
leading to descriptions such as “fourth generation warfare” and the 
symmetrical/asymmetrical distinction, a problem briefly raised in 
the introduction. The imbalance in conventional, European-style 
warfare capability between the United States and any conceivable 
opponent is so enormous that any opponent facing the prospect of 
military conflict with the United States can only conclude that it 
has no chance whatsoever fighting according to the accepted rules 
of warfare (fighting symmetrically). The Iraqis learned this lesson 
so well in 1991 that they mounted essentially no conventional de-
fense in 2003, knowing full well that doing so would ensure their 
utter defeat and destruction. Given that problem, what is a poten-
tial opponent to do?

The shorthand answer is that such an opponent must change 
the rules of engagement in a way that will remove the American 
advantage in firepower, logistics, and information gathering and 
processing, among other things. One way to attempt to negate 
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the American symmetrical advantage is to disperse; avoid direct, 
head-on engagement; and, instead, pick and choose isolated at-
tacks in places where firepower cannot be concentrated, as the 
opposition did for the most part in Vietnam. A particularly weak 
opponent may resort to acts of terrorism as the only way to en-
gage in effective actions, a tactic perfected by Hezbollah in its 
successful campaign to remove the Israelis from southern Leba-
non between 1982 and 2000 and which has been a prominent 
tactic of the intifada against the Israelis ever since. In changing 
the rules, it is quite likely that the opponent will violate the ac-
cepted Geneva laws of war (e.g., attacking civilians, mistreat-
ing prisoners) and will be deemed cowardly, immoral, unethical, 
and the like. For many advantaged by conformance to linear or 
conventional rules, asymmetrical warfare will be viewed as less 
than savory.

The asymmetrical response confronts strategists with a 
quandary and a dilemma. The quandary is that the United 
States may have perfected conventional warfare to the point 
that it has made symmetrical responses so suicidal as to rule 
them out for opponents. We may, in other words, have gotten 
so good at European-style warfare as to make it obsolete, much 
like making nuclear war so deadly as to become unthinkable. 
There is thus a very real question of whether we shall ever have 
the meaningful opportunity to engage in the style of warfare 
we have perfected. In the process, we may well have created an 
environment where asymmetrical warfare is our opposition’s 
only style of choice.

The dilemma (and irony) is that in creating this situation, we 
may have put ourselves in the position of fighting a kind and 
style of warfare at which we are disadvantaged. It takes no de-
tailed command of US military history to point out that the only 
times the United States has fared well in what we now call asym-
metrical conditions is when we were the asymmetrical warriors 
(e.g., the American Revolution). When we have been the conven-
tional warriors facing an asymmetrical foe, we have not fared so 
well: the Seminole Wars of the 1820s, the Philippines insurgency 
of 1898–1902, and Vietnam come readily to mind.

The strategic questions that arise from this are twofold. First, 
is American symmetrical superiority so great that no opponent 
can fashion an effective counterstrategy? When the invasion of 
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Iraq was taking place, the Iraqis may have determined that no 
resistance would be effective or that they could not keep pace 
with the advance. For instance, they did not mount the pre-
dicted asymmetrical urban-guerrilla defense of Baghdad and 
instead absorbed the invasion and mounted a fifth-column 
campaign of assassination of American occupation forces. The 
other question is how the United States adapts to asymmetrical 
warfare: what is the American counter-counterstrategy in the 
face of asymmetrical attacks? The American ability to adapt to 
low-level Iraqi opposition to our occupation (e.g., sniper attacks, 
suicide bombings) is a lesson in countering counterstrategy.

Economic Constraints

The sixth influence on grand strategy is economic. Implementing 
the American grand strategy, whether containment or some alter-
native, is an expensive proposition. Although the expense can be 
moderated somewhat by manipulating the number of places on the 
list of vital (as opposed to major or peripheral) interests, defending 
America from a wide range of potential enemies and maintaining 
military superiority is a costly task. This economic burden runs 
afoul of the traditional aversion for large-scale, peacetime defense 
spending. The United States, after all, was founded partially as a 
reaction to British taxation to pay for forces supposedly guarding 
the colonies from Indians (a burden—taxation without representa-
tion—that many colonists found unnecessary and unacceptable). 
In addition the American tradition historically was to reduce its 
forces to a minimum size—and hence, cost—when we were not at 
war. This, of course, meant that prior to the post–World War II pe-
riod, the United States regularly entered wars unprepared and un-
mobilized, but our protection from enemies by wide oceans made 
this circumstance acceptable. The potential problem created by 
such a situation was revealed by the near-disaster in Korea.

The current situation seems far removed from that half-century-
old era. When the United States moved from its mobilization-
demobilization past to a permanent state of readiness—including 
large active duty forces and sizable reserves—the Cold War was the 
central reality, and there seemed little choice. It is arguable that 40 
years of perpetually high defense spending has caused us to forget 
our historical aversion to such spending; there is little clamor for 
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great reduction, and the “peace dividend” promised in the 1990s 
(as a result of the need for less spending with the Cold War over) 
seems little more than a long-forgotten lament.

In comparative terms, American defense spending is greater 
now than it was during the Cold War by one measure, less by 
another. As a percentage of global spending on defense, the 
United States dwarfs the rest of the world in a way that was not 
true during the Cold War, when both adversaries and friends 
spent considerably more than they do now. At the same time, 
the United States spends less on defense than it used to in 
terms of the percentage of the federal budget devoted to de-
fense across time or actual buying power adjusted for inflation. 
Those who argue the country spends more or less (or too much 
or too little) are thus arguing from different bases.

Large expenditures—including contributions to the deficit and 
debt—have been justified on both political and more purely mili-
tary grounds. Politically, the maintenance of military superiority 
is a pillar of the Bush foreign policy, because it permits the United 
States an option in pursuing an aggressive policy of both pro-
moting democracy and combating terrorism. In this view poten-
tial opponents will pay much more attention to a militarily domi-
nant United States that can back its demands with action than 
a United States that lacks that ability. Militarily, the more robust 
the American military is, the better able it is to protect its soldiers 
on the battlefield, thereby limiting casualties.

The alternatives in this debate over defense spending are 
thus established. Within the George W. Bush administration, 
the prevailing preference is for military robustness, with defi-
cits a lower order of priority. The other tradition, expressed first 
in the post–World War II era by President Eisenhower, is that a 
balanced budget is the key underpinning to true national se-
curity, an assumption at least tacitly accepted by the Clinton 
budget balancers. But how is this possible? Can the two views 
be reconciled with one another?

If the primary value is to reduce the deficit, one must decide 
how; and there are only a limited number of methods. These, 
of course, include increases in federal revenues by additional 
taxation (also known euphemistically as revenue enhancement) 
or reductions in spending. Neither is very appealing because 
each takes something (income or benefits) away from voters, 
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but reduced spending seems most likely, given the American 
public’s widely recognized distaste for further taxes and the 
Bush administration’s enthusiasm for tax reductions. In the 
1990s the situation was enhanced by economic prosperity that 
brought additional revenues into government coffers and close 
monitoring of spending.

If the alternatives are increased budget deficits and hence 
enlarging debt versus reduced defense and/or social spending, 
which is the priority? As of 2000, about 85 percent of all govern-
mental expenditures were in three categories: entitlement pro-
grams (e.g., Medicare), national defense, and servicing (paying 
the interest on) the national debt. All other government func-
tions comprised only 15 percent of the total. Entitlements are 
difficult to cut because they benefit a large number of constitu-
ents (voters) and are generally mandated by law. One cannot fail 
to pay the interest on the national debt because of the need to 
borrow in the future, and much of the “fat” has been removed 
from the other 15 percent of the budget. That leaves the defense 
budget, which is particularly vulnerable because approximately 
two-thirds of it is appropriated annually and is somewhat easier to 
cut than expenditures that are made automatically (entitlements 
and debt service). The only alternative is to open the “lockbox” of 
social entitlement programs for the future.

All of the factors listed thus far influence the strategies we 
contemplate, adopt, or reject. Mostly, they do not have a direct 
impact on the operational levels of strategy, but instead help 
form the outer parameters of what is acceptable and possible. 
The factors leading to the conservative bias, for instance, dic-
tate that national security concerns will always operate within 
a bounded set of intellectual ideas. Technological levels and 
economic constraints will influence what we can or are will-
ing to do. In addition to these influences, however, there is the 
more general attitude of the country toward defense and stra-
tegic matters, something known as strategic culture.

Strategic Culture
The strategic culture of a country is the combination of his-

torical experience, geography, and political tradition and how 
these help to shape the country’s attitudes toward the military 
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instrument of power. For example, previous results from using 
the military instrument greatly affect current perceptions of the 
places and ways the instrument can be appropriately and ef-
fectively employed. Thus, experience has much to do with how 
different countries assign roles to military power in achieving 
their goals. Each of the factors in strategic culture has acted 
quite differently in shaping the strategy process in the United 
States and other countries. The cumulative experience of coun-
tries is likely to produce a distinctive, collective view of military 
power and appropriate strategies for its use—a unique stra-
tegic culture. The contrast between the United States and 
Russia—two of the world’s largest and most powerful states 
but with very different experiences—illustrates the impact of 
these factors.

Historical experience may be the most basic factor. In the 
broadest sense, how we view our history at war and at peace 
predisposes how we look at present and future uses of military 
force. As a point of contrast, history has taught Americans and 
Russians very different lessons.

At least prior to our involvement in the Cold War, the Ameri-
can experience with military affairs had been episodic but posi-
tive. For most of the American experience, military force has 
not been as central a part of our national consciousness as it 
has been for other countries living in close proximity to enemies 
or potential foes. Because of this, war has been viewed as the 
interruption of prolonged and more normal interludes of peace 
in which there has been little need for sustained concern with 
national defense. Because no foreign invaders have seriously 
menaced American soil since the War of 1812, when the United 
States has had to go to war, we have historically had no need 
for constant vigilance or the elevated gratitude for the protec-
tion provided by the military. Instead, the United States usually 
fought in an expeditionary manner, sending troops far from home 
in defense of extended interests rather than the more-immediate 
and personal defense of hearth and home.

At the same time, the experience before Korea and Vietnam 
was one of success. American political purposes were served by 
the experience at arms (the War of 1812 being a single excep-
tion not often acknowledged). From this experience has grown 
the traditional American self-image of an essentially pacific 
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people, slow to anger but effective once mobilized. We believe in 
the description attributed to Adm Isoroku Yamamoto when he 
learned that Pearl Harbor had been attacked before the Japa-
nese ultimatum was delivered in Washington. He was quoted 
as saying that Japan had “awakened a sleeping giant and filled 
him with a terrible resolve.”3

The Russian experience, as well as that of many European 
countries, has been quite different. For Russians of whatever 
political persuasion, national survival has always been a ma-
jor concern, and failures to prepare for military action have 
exacted a high price. Russian history is replete with invasion 
and expansion. The list of foreign invaders goes back at least as 
far as the Golden Hordes of the Mongols and forward through 
the Polish princes and Napoléon to Hitler. In the twentieth cen-
tury alone, there were four major invasions of Russian soil: the 
Russo-Japanese War, World War I, the Russian Civil War of 
1919–22 (when one of the invaders was the United States), and 
World War II. The last of these experiences, known in the then–
Soviet Union as the Great Patriotic War, is the most instructive. 
In that war upward of 20 million Soviet citizens lost their lives, 
and the Soviet Union was nearly defeated before the German 
armies were stopped in the environs of Moscow by the Rus-
sian winter. The result has been a “Barbarossa complex” (from 
the code name of the German invasion) that teaches that the 
Russians must never again be unprepared for war. The slow 
acceptance of NATO’s eastward expansion since the end of the 
Cold War reflects this Russian suspicion of hostile outsiders 
approaching, surrounding, and even attacking their soil.

Geography also influences strategic culture. In the American 
case, once again, that influence has been largely positive in at 
least two related senses—protection from assault and the ab-
sence of dependency on the outside world.

First, the geographic position of the United States has pro-
tected us from foreign invasion. In geopolitical effect, the United 
States is essentially an island protected by broad oceans. More-
over, the United States borders on only two other countries, 
neither of which poses any military threat to the integrity of 
American soil. As a result, we have been afforded the luxury of 
being militarily unmobilized for much of our history.
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The geographic inheritance of the United States has also been 
benevolent in the sense that the North American continent is 
exceptionally well endowed with natural resources (fertile soil, 
mineral and energy resources, etc.). Thus, for much of our his-
tory, we have been essentially self-sufficient in natural resources. 
Only recently, as some resources have been depleted and as 
needs have arisen for exotic materials (e.g., titanium), has the 
United States become dependent on foreign sources. The idea 
of defending access to something like the petroleum reserves of 
the Persian Gulf is thus a far more recent and alien concept to 
Americans than it is to the energy-deficient countries of Europe 
and Japan. In short, geography has had the effect of shield-
ing Americans from the geopolitics of natural resources, a major 
concern for countries like resource-poor Japan, whose economy 
and prosperity are highly dependent on foreign sources.

Geography has not been so kind to the Russians. Although 
Russia occupies more territory than any other state in the 
world, with a rich endowment of mineral and energy resources, 
it is also physically vulnerable. European Russia is part of the 
northern European plain that has been a historic east-west in-
vasion route in both directions over the centuries. Moreover, a 
look at the map shows that the old Soviet Union was ringed by 
real enemies and reluctant allies from Norway in the northwest 
to the Korean peninsula in the east. Many of these enemies 
were richly earned through a series of Russian military adven-
tures from the czars to the commissars, but nonetheless they 
are sources of the need for military preparedness. If Ameri-
can history suggests that geography is a buffer against military 
threat, Russian history equally suggests that geography means 
a need for vigilance.

Political tradition manifests itself in several ways. One mani-
festation is national political ideology concerning the relation-
ship between man and the state and the proper function of 
government. The Russian and American experiences stand in 
contrast. The Russian tradition, under the czars of the Rus-
sian Empire and their latter-day counterparts in the Soviet 
Union, offered a state-centered, messianic, expansionist, and 
authoritarian worldview in contrast to the liberal democratic, 
capitalistic American view. Both ideologies view themselves as 
universally applicable (representing an order that all countries 
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should adopt), and both countries have supported like-minded 
groups around the globe. The current emphasis of the neocon-
servatives in the United States on spreading political democ-
racy around the world reflects this tradition, and it may be less 
than coincidental that a number of the neoconservatives were 
originally Marxists.

The impact of political tradition is also evident in historical 
and current ideas about the proper levels of political participa-
tion. The Communist regime in the Soviet Union inherited and 
perpetuated an extremely closed, authoritarian political sys-
tem that contained no tradition of broad-based, mass politi-
cal participation. In some ways, the attempt to transform that 
country into a political democracy is made more difficult by 
the absolute absence of any kind of liberal, participatory tradi-
tion. This tradition contrasts sharply, of course, with the open, 
highly participatory American democratic tradition.

The effects of political tradition on strategic culture are am-
biguous and, to some extent, contradictory. At one level, closed 
societies tend to be more militaristic than open societies. The 
relationship between the regime and the military is often synergis-
tic. Since these societies are not based on popular consensus, 
helping to keep the regime in power is an important military 
function. To gain and sustain military support for the regime, 
military preparedness is a higher priority for political authori-
ties than would otherwise be the case. At the same time, the 
absence of open political debate means that the government 
of a closed society has less difficulty in allocating scarce re-
sources to military purposes rather than to more-popular pri-
orities, such as agricultural productivity or consumer goods. 
Finally, a closed society has historically been able to control 
access to information to a much-greater degree than is pos-
sible in an open society, and this has facilitated manipulation 
of knowledge about military actions. The Orwellian prediction 
about control of information and regime control has, of course, 
been reversed since the telecommunications revolution. States 
that have attempted to manipulate and control information 
have been more prone to opposition and overthrow than more-
open societies. Technology has become the ally of openness 
and the opponent of suppression, not the other way around, as 
Orwell feared.
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Many observers contend that the need to develop political con-
sensus for military employment makes pursuit of limited political 
objectives in war extremely difficult for open societies. Explanations 
for this phenomenon vary and generally have complex psychologi-
cal roots. The basic line of thought is that unlimited objectives (e.g., 
unconditional surrender) are more concrete and understandable 
than are more-limited objectives. Since they portray the enemy as 
an absolute evil who must be defeated absolutely, they justify the 
sacrifices entailed by warfare to a greater degree than limited objec-
tives. Put more simply, absolute objectives are easier to “sell” to the 
public than limited political objectives.

The tendency of open societies to prefer “all-or-nothing” 
military solutions alarms many observers in a nuclear-armed 
world, but it is instructive to officials responsible for fram-
ing American policy. Of the four major conflicts fought by the 
United States in the twentieth century, the two (World Wars I 
and II) that enjoyed more popular support had unlimited politi-
cal objectives; whereas the two largely unpopular conflicts (Ko-
rea and Vietnam) had limited political objectives. In the latter 
cases, opinion surveys clearly indicated that the public never 
understood the objectives, hence, never embraced the goals. 
Moreover, the limited nature of the objectives in the Korean 
and Vietnamese wars lacked the moral force of total objectives. 
Most future American military actions are likely to be for limited 
purposes (the overthrow of Saddam Hussein was an exception), 
so these dynamics are likely to continue in the future.

Summary and Conclusions
This chapter has discussed the web of idiosyncratic factors 

that, in effect, places boundaries on American use of military 
force. These factors are, of course, politically derived and politi-
cally expressed limitations that strategists must anticipate and 
accommodate, because a military strategy that is unacceptable 
politically is a strategy that is likely to be rejected by the public 
and thus be incapable of implementation.

On occasion some good military advice may be lost in the 
process of being weighed against political criteria, and that can 
be frustrating. The frustration can, however, be lessened by 
knowing what the criteria are. Other elements that must be 
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understood include actors in the national security policy pro-
cess and their institutional positions, to which the discussion 
now moves.

Notes

1. Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. and trans. Michael Howard and Peter 
Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), 88.

2. B. H. Liddell Hart, Strategy (New York: Meridian Printing, 1991), 338.
3. The quote, long attributed to Adm Isoroku Yamamoto, is believed to 

have originated in the film Tora! Tora! Tora! (1970) and was never actually 
spoken by the Japanese fleet commander.
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Chapter 5

Grand Strategy Actors and Institutions

Decisions about the content of grand strategy and the re-
sources available to implement that strategy are products of 
political processes within the federal government. Therefore, 
a basic understanding of how the federal government makes 
national security policy decisions and who in the various insti-
tutions of government makes those decisions is a critical ele-
ment in the making of strategy. While the political system may 
not have a controlling role in the details of strategic decisions 
at all levels, it does provide direction about the interests the 
country will pursue and the resources that will be available for 
strategists to use in the name of national opportunities and 
risk reduction.

By way of introduction, two aspects of decision making in the 
national security area should be mentioned: the unique role of 
the National Security Council system in making and implement-
ing policy, and the more-general political principle of checks and 
balances as it applies to the national security area.

The system by which national security policy is made within 
the executive branch of government is known as the NSC system. 
The basic structure of this system was created by the National 
Security Act of 1947, which, among other things, established 
those statutory institutions most responsible for coordinating 
the various actions of government that affect national security. 
The individuals who comprise the NSC are the key players in 
making grand strategy. It is basic to understanding national 
security policy to recognize that policy is the result both of the 
interactions of formal institutions and the personalities of the 
individuals who operate them. Membership in and evolution of 
the NSC system are discussed below.

The basic principle by which the system works is that of 
checks and balances. At the formal, constitutional level, this 
principle regulates the interaction between the executive and 
legislative branches of government and, when the system works 
the way it is intended, guarantees that neither branch acts 
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arbitrarily without the consultation or approval of the other. 
Within this relationship, the executive—the president—often 
appears to have the primary responsibility and power, but that 
power is counterbalanced by the Congress, principally through 
the power of the purse, oversight of presidential actions by con-
gressional committees, and constitutional responsibilities that 
correspond to and limit specific constitutional mandates given 
to the president.

The checks and balances system also acts in a more informal 
manner, especially within the executive branch, to ensure that 
the widest possible range of policy perspectives is aired before 
policy is made. This means that the NSC system—augmented in 
individual policy cases by other agencies where their interests 
are also affected (e.g., the Department of Agriculture for embar-
goes on foreign grain sales)—ensures that all institutional per-
spectives on given problems have a chance to be heard before 
key decisions are made. When the system works as intended, 
the result is an effective system in terms of creating the great-
est practical level of review and the most likely chance that 
wise policy will result. At the same time, the very thoroughness 
of the system often makes it time-consuming and frequently 
inefficient. As a practical matter, there is always some tension 
between effective and efficient operation, and this tension and 
dynamic are even more obvious in the relations between the 
executive and the legislative branches.

With this very basic introduction in mind, one can look at the 
various influences on the system. This chapter begins by examin-
ing the role of the executive branch, since it is most visible within 
the national security policy system from which most strategic 
mandates arise, and notes the checks and balances built into 
executive power. It then looks at the bases of congressional au-
thority and finally at the influence of other actors, principally 
interest groups and public opinion, on the process.

Executive Branch
The executive branch of government has the major responsibility 

for the formulation of foreign and national security policy. At the 
pinnacle of this system, of course, is the president, whose powers 
are both constitutional and political in nature. The president is 
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 assisted by relevant executive branch agencies, organized around 
but not limited to those advisers and agencies named by the Na-
tional Security Act, as it has expanded across time.

The constitutional responsibilities of the president in the na-
tional security area are stated succinctly in Article II, section 2, 
of that document. By constitutional provision, the president is 
designated as commander in chief of the armed forces, has the 
sole authority to negotiate treaties with foreign governments, 
and has the power to appoint and remove ambassadors and 
other officials. In addition, he is both the chief executive (head 
of government) and the head of state and is the only official 
who can recognize (and remove recognition) of foreign govern-
ments. This short listing reflects both the compactness of the 
Constitution as a whole and the relative simplicity of the time 
in which it was written. In 1787, after all, governmental ac-
tivity was considerably more restricted than it is today, and 
the international role of a young and physically isolated United 
States was marginal and circumscribed, which is both an ac-
curate depiction of the nation’s role in the world and the prefer-
ence of most Americans at the time. Each of these basic roles 
has changed and generally expanded as the United States’ role 
in the world has increased.

As the size of the US armed forces has increased and US 
commitments with security implications have become global, 
the president’s role as commander in chief has become much 
greater. The power of the president to act in this capacity, par-
ticularly in the actual employment of armed forces, is shared 
with the Congress and is highly controversial. Important checks 
and balances are built into this role. For one thing, the presi-
dent commands only those armed forces explicitly raised and 
maintained by the Congress, and only the Congress has the 
authority to declare war. War declaration was originally a sig-
nificant limitation of presidential power, but since countries 
now seldom formally declare war, it has become less important 
and has effectively reduced this constitutional limitation on 
presidential authority.

To attempt to retrieve some of their authority over how armed 
forces are used, the Congress has passed—over presidential ob-
jection—such mechanisms as the War Powers Act (which places 
reporting and approval requirements on the employment of US 
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forces in combat) and the Arms Export Control Act (which limits 
the size of arms exchanges that can be undertaken without 
specific congressional approval).1 In recent years, presidents 
have tried to smooth congressional concerns about proposed 
military actions, either by consultation with key congressional 
members before employing armed forces or by seeking and ob-
taining joint resolution of the Congress in support of proposed 
military action in advance; both the Gulf War of 1990–91 and 
the invasion of Iraq in 2003 were “authorized” in this manner.

The treaty-making power has also expanded. According to 
the Constitution, only the president or his representatives in-
vested with full power (plenipotentiaries) can negotiate treaties 
with foreign governments. The framers of the Constitution as-
sumed that agreements between the United States and other 
countries would be in the form of treaties and, as a result, gave 
the Congress a check by requiring the president to secure the 
advice and consent of two-thirds of the Senate on any treaty 
before it becomes binding on the United States.

The sheer volume of foreign affairs does not allow all interna-
tional interactions of the US government to be handled through 
the treaty process. Instead, the overwhelming majority of all 
formal relations now takes the form of executive agreements—
formal obligations between the United States and other govern-
ments that have the force of law but do not require senatorial 
approval. In these cases the congressional check is informal. If 
the agreement requires spending American monies (they usually 
do), the Congress can exercise the powers of the purse and ef-
fectively veto the agreement by not providing the funds neces-
sary to implement it. If there is no funding involved in what the 
Congress thinks is an obnoxious agreement, it can retaliate 
against the president in some other area of public policy.

The third presidential power is the authority to appoint and 
remove officials. The advantage this confers to presidents is in 
helping to ensure the loyalty of key decision makers and imple-
menters of policy. The power to appoint allows presidents to 
name to important positions people who share their views, and 
the power to remove assures continuing loyalty. Originally, the 
Constitution envisaged that this authority would apply mainly 
to ambassadors, but as the power and size of the federal govern-
ment have expanded, so have the numbers of important officials 
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who work for the president. Now literally thousands of so-called 
political appointees (presidential appointees who do not have 
civil service protection and thus serve at the pleasure of the 
president) are named at the senior- and middle-management 
levels of various cabinet and other agencies.

Once again there is a congressional check in that almost all 
important presidential appointments require confirmation by 
the Senate. The confirmation process does not encompass the 
personal staff of presidents, including the professional staff of 
the NSC and other parts of the White House Office. The Con-
gress, which does not have the time or resources to examine all 
appointees exhaustively, uses the check selectively and thus 
reserves its detailed consideration for controversial positions 
and individuals.

The president is designated as both the chief executive (or 
head of government) and head of state. As head of government, 
the president is effectively the chief executive officer (CEO) of 
the executive branch of the government and is responsible for 
formulating the policies of that government. Because of his po-
sition as CEO, essentially the entire federal bureaucracy “works 
for” the president. At the same time, his role as formulator of 
policy makes him the leading partisan politician in the coun-
try. This designation often clashes with his largely ceremonial 
position as head of state. In that role, he is the leading political 
symbol of the United States, a position not unlike the role of 
the Queen (or King) of England.

These two designations often create some difficulty in how 
we deal with presidents. In systems like that of Great Britain, 
the two roles are separated, and their positions thus differently 
defined. The British prime minister is head of the governing 
party, is viewed (quite correctly) as the leading partisan poli-
tician in the country, and has his or her policies and person 
criticized as such with no notion that doing so somehow in-
jures Great Britain. That is because the Queen, who does not 
engage in any partisan activity, serves as the rallying point for 
the country, the symbol of the British Empire. Thus, British 
citizens can hate and berate the prime minister but still not 
deride the crown.

It is more confusing in our system, where we fuse the two 
roles into one position and person. When someone criticizes 
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the president as a partisan politician with whom they disagree, 
are they also besmirching the presidency as the symbol of the 
country? This was an issue during the impeachment of former 
president Richard M. Nixon. Many Americans, regardless of 
whether they thought Nixon was guilty of the charges against 
him, opposed impeachment on the grounds that impeaching 
the man would also degrade the office.

Sixth, and finally, the president is the recognizer of foreign 
governments. This power technically derives from Article II, sec-
tion 3 of the Constitution, which deals directly with receiving 
“Ambassadors and other Public Ministers.” Since these officials 
are representatives of their governments, either accepting or 
rejecting them has the effect of extending or denying recogni-
tion and approval to the governments they represent. Although 
this power is seldom used (the refusal to recognize the govern-
ment of the People’s Republic of China between 1949 and 1972 
was a major exception), it is a potentially significant power, 
since it can be wielded without congressional action.

If the constitutional prerogatives of presidents convey power, 
their political powers can be even more impressive. Presidential 
political powers are in areas that are not subject to congressio-
nal checks and balances and thus can yield advantages over 
the Congress. At least six such powers stand out.

The first is presidential singularity. The president is the only 
nationally elected official. Thus, a president is the only politi-
cian with a national constituency and the only person who can 
legitimately claim to be the representative of and speaker for 
“all the people.” By contrast senators and representatives can 
only speak for their states or districts. As a consequence, their 
individual views are generally not accorded the same weight 
as that of the president. It is no coincidence that presidents 
get their busts chiseled into Mount Rushmore; members of the 
Congress do not.

The second advantage presidents have is that, at least nomi-
nally, the entire federal bureaucracy works for them. Although 
presidents rapidly learn the limits of their control over elements 
of the bureaucratic structures (especially those structures run 
by people with civil service protection), the advantage in terms 
of access to information and expertise on the range of public 
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matters is great, since the resources available to the Congress 
are considerably smaller.

The third advantage is the mantle of office. Simply occupy-
ing the presidency bestows prestige, credibility, and deference 
to the holder of the office. As the political leader of the world’s 
most powerful country, the president is automatically a world 
leader whose opinions and actions have global consequences. 
Aside from the simple prestige this provides, the position means 
presidents routinely have access to other world leaders and as 
a result can claim more personal, even intimate, knowledge of 
such contemporaries than any other American official. At the 
same time, what presidents do and say is important simply 
because they are presidents.

The importance of the presidency and its occupants leads to 
a fourth advantage—unparalleled access to the electronic and 
print media. Whatever any president does is news. There is an 
entire White House press corps whose livelihood and success 
are based on its surmises about presidents. If a president wants 
publicity for a position that he does not wish to officially en-
dorse, all he has to do is wander down to the pressroom, declare 
his remarks off the record (at which point the president becomes 
a “well-placed spokesman” or the like), and the total resources of 
the electronic and print media are at his beck and call.

Fifth, presidential power in the national security area has 
been enhanced by de facto delegation of authority from the 
Congress. With certain high-profile exceptions, the Congress 
does not enmesh itself in the day-to-day workings of national 
security policy, and with good reason. For one thing, national 
security affairs are almost invariably complex and multifaceted, 
and most members of the Congress have neither the expertise 
nor the interest to follow them in-depth. For another, the sheer 
volume of national security affairs is beyond the capabilities 
of congressional scrutiny, especially since the Congress must 
consider public affairs across the range of public policy areas. 
Many security problems are time-sensitive as well. The struc-
ture and nature of the Congress are best suited to situations 
that allow thorough deliberation and debate, both of which are 
time-consuming. National security situations often move faster 
than the pace of congressional debate so that a president must 
act after only informal consultation with the leaders of the 
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houses of the Congress and the chairpersons of relevant com-
mittees. Since national security matters often involve physical 
danger to the country or to American citizens, the public is likely 
to turn, in times of crisis, to the national leader—the president.

A sixth advantage of the president is his ability to issue presi-
dential doctrines. While these statements of policy have no real 
binding authority attached to them, they are nonetheless im-
portant statements of the policy preferences of the presidents 
who declare them, and they have proven difficult positions for 
subsequent presidents to renounce or downgrade, even if they 
may personally disagree with them.

Not all presidents issue doctrinal statements, but those who 
have are remembered for them. The most famous is the Mon-
roe Doctrine (1823), of course, which has guided US policy 
toward Latin America (no colonization or interference in the 
Western Hemisphere) for nearly two centuries.2 More recently, 
the Carter Doctrine of 1980, by declaring US access to Persian 
Gulf oil to be a vital interest, has been a standard that subse-
quent presidents have all given homage to as the basis of policy 
in that region.3 Most recently, the Bush Doctrine—American 
military superiority, preference for multilateral action but the 
willingness to act unilaterally, and the assertion of a right to 
take preemptive action—has set the grounding for American 
security policy. Its endurance may be as great as the Monroe 
Doctrine or as fleeting as the Nixon Doctrine of 1969 (which 
specified in what limited cases the United States would come 
to the physical aid of beleaguered Third World states during the 
Cold War).4

The cumulative effect of the president’s constitutional and 
political position is effective political dominance of the national 
security system. Generally speaking, presidential advantage 
has been expanding throughout the period since World War 
II. Before that war, foreign and security policies were relatively 
uncomplicated. The chief, and virtually sole, institution respon-
sible for carrying out US foreign policy was the State Depart-
ment. Concerns that we now routinely label as national secu-
rity considerations were of comparatively minor importance.

The emergence of the United States as a major world power 
in competition with the Soviet Union after the war changed that. 
Clearly, a major motif of that postwar competition was military. 
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As a result the national security implications of foreign policy be-
came more important, and the terms foreign policy and national 
security policy came to be used more or less interchangeably.

This change in orientation was recognized statutorily and 
organizationally in the National Security Act of 1947. In ad-
dition to creating an independent Air Force, the Central Intel-
ligence Agency (CIA), and the Department of Defense (DOD), 
the act provided a structure within which to fashion national 
security policy: the National Security Council. The statutory 
members of the council are the president (who convenes it and 
serves as chair), the vice president, the secretary of state, and 
the secretary of defense. The president may appoint additional 
members, and the act specifies that the director of Central In-
telligence (DCI) and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
(CJCS) serve as advisers to the NSC. Finally, the act contains 
the provision for a professional staff to coordinate the coun-
cil’s activities. The position of national security adviser (NSA) 
evolved from this provision.

The institutional complexity and inclusiveness of the NSC 
system began to expand during the Eisenhower administra-
tion, assuming a form resembling its present parameters dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s, and is now often referred to as the 
interagency process. In addition to the NSC itself, the system 
has three additional formal sets of institutions of descending 
authority. Directly below the NSC is the Principals Committee 
(PC). It is composed of the same members as the NSC itself, ex-
cept that the president is not physically present at these meet-
ings. The reasons for convening the NSC as the PC include 
providing a forum for matters not important enough to require 
presidential presence or to provide a forum for frank exchange 
of views that might be less candid if the principals were con-
cerned about pleasing the president (this use was invoked by 
John F. Kennedy during the Cuban missile crisis; the PC was 
then called the Executive Committee or ExComm).

Directly below the PC is the Deputies Committee (DC). As the 
name implies, the members are the principal deputies of the 
major members of the NSC/PC. Their job is to handle details 
of policy recommendations going up to the NSC/PC or to begin 
implementation of decisions reached from above. At the bot-
tom of the expanding pyramid is a series of Policy Coordination 
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Committees (PCC). These are organized geographically (chaired 
by the relevant assistant secretary of state) and functionally, 
with the chair appointed from the most relevant agency (e.g., 
the PCC for economics is chaired by a representative of the 
Treasury Department). The PCCs perform functions such as 
monitoring ongoing situations, implementing policy orders, 
and providing staff work on proposals in the system.

The NSC system has proven a very durable tool that has re-
mained intact despite changes of party in the White House for 
more than 50 years. In addition it has been the model for other 
security-related initiatives. In 1993, for instance, President Clin-
ton used the concept as the basis for forming the National Eco-
nomic Council (NEC) as a parallel advisory organ in the field of 
international economics (the principal difference between the two 
is that the NSC was created by statute and the NEC was created 
by executive order of the president). After the 9/11 tragedy, Presi-
dent Bush created the Homeland Security Council (HSC), with a 
structure that includes a PC, a DC, and PCCs, to coordinate the 
response to international terrorism.

The institutions represented on the National Security Coun-
cil and prominent at other levels of the interagency process are 
the core actors who examine national security policy within 
the executive branch. They bring to bear different institutional 
perspectives on foreign and defense concerns and thus, when 
the system operates properly, guarantee that the range of in-
stitutional concerns is addressed before policy is made. This 
is especially true at the lower levels of the process where more 
than the statutory agencies are routinely represented.

Despite its historically preeminent role as the foreign policy 
agency, the State Department’s influence has been in gradual 
decline. The department is still responsible for US embassies 
and consulates and their personnel up to and including the 
ambassadors. Most American business with foreign govern-
ments is still conducted through the embassy system, but, 
particularly in high-profile situations with national security 
overtones, other actors have infringed on traditional State De-
partment “territory.”

There are several reasons for this. The business of the State 
Department is diplomacy, and its preferred instrument of power 
is the diplomatic instrument. As the economic and especially the 
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military instruments have become more prominent, their “advo-
cates” have assumed more importance in the decision system. 
Moreover, the State Department’s preference for diplomacy has 
earned it, rightly or wrongly, a reputation within other segments 
of the national security community for being “soft” on policy is-
sues. The very public struggle for primary influence over na-
tional security policy between Secretary of State Colin Powell 
and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld during crises con-
fronting the Bush administration brought these differing and 
contrasting perspectives into particularly vivid relief.

A second source of decline has been the tendency of a number 
of post-1945 presidents to actively conduct their own foreign 
policies, and in the process, to draw into the White House a 
number of policy functions historically associated with the State 
Department. This was especially true during the Nixon adminis-
tration, when a good deal of the real responsibility for making 
security policy was given to the NSC staff and particularly the 
national security adviser, Dr. Henry Kissinger. During the 1990s, 
President Clinton showed a tendency to insert himself person-
ally into the process, notably in the Israeli-Palestinian dispute 
and in Northern Ireland. After two years of relative aloofness, 
Pres. George W. Bush placed his personal prestige on the table 
in attempting to sell the “road map” for a Middle Eastern peace.

A third source of decline is the revolution in communications. In 
earlier times, embassies in foreign countries were distant in time 
as well as space from Washington, DC. As a result, ambassadors 
had to have real decision-making authority because of the impos-
sibility of timely communication with Washington. Today, that au-
thority has diminished; generally, ambassadors serve as little more 
than communications links between the governments of their host 
countries and decision makers in Washington. This dilution of im-
portance also applies to the information-gathering function that 
used to be central to the embassy system. Formerly, the embassy 
was the chief government source for information on activities in 
foreign countries. Today, the government in Washington routinely 
receives its initial information on world events from global televi-
sion. The embassies are relegated to verifying television reports and 
interpreting news provided over global airwaves.

The other statutory member of the NSC (other than the vice 
president) is the secretary of defense. The Department of Defense 
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is, of course, the largest actor in the system in terms of man-
power and budget, and it also serves as the implementing arm 
for the military instrument of power.

The role of the DOD has increased as foreign policy problems 
have been redefined as national security problems. Its role has 
been more or less enhanced, depending on the predisposition of 
administrations to look to the military instrument as the proper 
tool for dealing with foreign problems. Thus, the Reagan adminis-
tration elevated that role to a much higher level than did the Carter 
administration, and the Bush administration relies more on the 
military instrument than did the Clinton administration.

It is the genius of the NSC system to set these competitive 
agencies as coequals in forming policy and to force their coop-
eration in making that policy most of the time. In important 
national security decisions, both the secretaries of state and 
defense have a prominent voice at the NSC and PC levels, and 
this interaction occurs at the assistant secretary level or below 
at the DCs and PCCs as well. The secretaries bring to bear the 
unique institutional perspective and the accumulated exper-
tise and judgment of their agencies. In this process of review 
and consultation, the relevant arguments and counterargu-
ments are likely to be aired and presented to the president for 
his or her final determination. It should be noted that no votes 
are ever taken at the NSC because to do so might influence or 
confine the president’s option, which is not the purpose of the 
NSC; it is merely to advise. Although wise policy is not always 
the result, policy is at least well informed.

Three statutory advisory assistants to the NSC aid the statu-
tory members in reaching decisions. The CJCS has the respon-
sibility of offering military advice on various policy options as the 
chief statutory military adviser to the president (a designation 
created by the Goldwater-Nichols Defense Reorganization Act of 
1986). The DCI, as head of the CIA and chair of the intelligence 
community (a collection of all the agencies within the government 
with some intelligence function), has the primary responsibility 
of gathering and providing intelligence information on the activi-
ties of foreign governments. This information is provided through 
a daily summary of intelligence collected worldwide by various 
agencies and collated by the CIA and by the National Intelligence 
Estimates (NIE), summaries, and recommendations based on 
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intelligence gathered over longer periods of time. Finally, the NSC 
staff, headed by the national security adviser (whose original role 
was NSC office manager), has as its primary responsibility coordi-
nating the activities of the action agencies and providing whatever 
level of policy advice the president wants. Because the NSA, as 
head of the staff, has his or her (Condoleezza Rice was the first fe-
male to hold the post) physical headquarters in the White House, 
the incumbent often has superior access to the president.

Controversy has surrounded, to varying degrees, both the 
DCI/CIA and the NSC staff. The major source of controversy 
regarding the CIA has centered on those activities within its Di-
rectorate of Operations that fall under the title “covert actions.” 
The directorate’s ability to engage in secret actions against for-
eign governments had been severely curtailed under the Carter 
administration and DCI Stansfield Turner. President Reagan 
appointed William Casey, an old friend and former spymaster 
under the legendary William “Wild Bill” Donovan of World War 
II fame, to the DCI position. One of Casey’s chief goals was to 
revitalize the agency’s covert-action capabilities.

In the wake of the Iran-Contra affair of the mid-1980s, 
the NSC staff came under careful scrutiny. When it was first 
formed, the staff’s role was viewed largely as clerical, collating 
and transcribing the actions of the NSC. Gradually that role 
expanded, especially under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, 
both of whom elevated the national security adviser to a policy 
adviser. Nixon further expanded the NSA role to policy formula-
tion. In the Iran-Contra affair, the NSC staff adopted the role of 
policy implementer, albeit clandestinely, conducting secret ne-
gotiations with the Iranian government of Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini and providing congressionally forbidden assistance 
to the Nicaraguan Contras (the two major aspects of the Iran-
Contra scandal).

Two concerns have arisen as the NSC role has expanded. 
First, there is concern about the propriety of the NSC staff act-
ing as a policy implementer. Many would like to see staff func-
tions reduced to the original intent as essentially staffers with 
little policy responsibility. Others argue that, since the NSC 
staff is a personal staff of the president, the president should 
be able to organize it in the way that best fits his or her own 
style. Second, the NSA and other NSC staff are not confirmed 
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by the Senate nor are their activities subject to direct congres-
sional oversight, as are the activities of most government agen-
cies, thus raising the question of accountability.

The activities of the CIA and other intelligence agencies have 
similarly been controversial and subject to public scrutiny. So-
called covert operations emanating from the CIA’s Directorate 
of Operations have long been questioned because they some-
times involve the clandestine commission of acts that violate 
US (and foreign) law. These activities—curtailed by Carter and 
reinstituted by Reagan—were further reduced by Clinton in the 
1990s to the chagrin of some analysts following the 9/11 tragedy. 
At the same time, scandals such as the Aldridge Ames affair 
(a CIA officer exposed after years of selling US secrets to the 
Soviets and later the Russians) and intelligence failures, such 
as the questionable performance of the intelligence community 
in anticipating and thwarting the 9/11 attacks, have further 
tarnished the intelligence community’s—and especially the 
CIA’s—reputation.

Legislative Branch
The Congress is the other major institutional actor in the na-

tional security policy process. Within the checks and balances 
system that underpins the US Constitution, there is planned 
tension between the executive and legislative branches, some-
times referred to as “an invitation to struggle.” In attempting to 
ensure that a too powerful executive did not emerge to threaten 
the republic, the Constitution assigns a major role to the Con-
gress to oversee and restrain the actions of the executive; this 
is accomplished constitutionally and politically.

The constitutional restraints given to the Congress, as 
pointed out earlier, are largely reactive and seek to review 
presidential actions to ensure they are in the national interest. 
These restraints operate in shared areas of responsibilities, or 
what are otherwise known as concurrent powers exercised by 
both branches. As noted in the last section, these include rais-
ing and maintaining armed forces, declaring war, advising and 
consenting on treaties, and confirming officials.

The political powers of the Congress in the national secu-
rity area consist of two related powers. The first is the power 
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of the purse. All appropriations bills, by constitutional provi-
sion, must originate in the House of Representatives, and the 
executive branch of government cannot spend any money in 
the national defense (or for any other purpose) that has not 
been specifically appropriated by the Congress for the purpose 
mandated. Since virtually everything the executive branch does 
costs money, this is not an insignificant power.

The power of the purse can be exercised both directly and in-
directly. In a direct sense, the Congress can refuse to fund all or 
part of the monies requested by the president for national security 
projects. Prime examples of this direct application in the 1980s 
included the MX (Peacekeeper) missile system and the Strategic 
Defense Initiative (SDI), both of which were funded at levels con-
siderably lower than those sought by the administration.

There are some things that, as a practical matter, the Con-
gress cannot directly control, such as providing support for 
military personnel in a combat zone. In these instances, the 
Congress can voice its displeasure indirectly by such means 
as threatening to deny funding for other presidentially backed 
programs. The Congress used the power of the purse to force 
extrication of American combat forces from Vietnam by an-
nouncing a cutoff date for the appropriation of funds in sup-
port of combat operations there.

The other political tool of the Congress is known as “watch-
dogging.” A primary purpose of the Congress is to monitor execu-
tive policies and programs, both in terms of their wisdom and 
the degree to which they are exercised. The primary tool for 
this is the web of standing committees in the two houses of the 
Congress. The committee-system structure, in fact, is designed 
to reflect the organization of the executive branch, with a pair 
of committees—one in each house—designated to oversee each 
major executive agency and function. Most of the interaction 
between the Congress and the executive branch in matters of 
national security occurs in these committees, and the most 
powerful (and usually the most knowledgeable) members of the 
Congress in the area of national security policy are the chairs 
and ranking minority members of the relevant oversight com-
mittees. In the area of national security, the most relevant Sen-
ate committees (with their House equivalents in parentheses 
where the title is different) are Foreign Relations (International 
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Relations), Armed Services, Finance (Ways and Means), Select 
Committee on Intelligence, and Appropriations. When impor-
tant national security concerns arise, statements by the chairs 
(almost always members of the majority party in the relevant 
house of the Congress) and the ranking member (the leader of 
the minority party who would normally become chair should 
control be reversed) are bellwethers of congressional opinion.

Other Actors
In addition to the governmental actors with formal responsibility 

in the policy process, other actors directly affect the substance of 
strategy. Three major sources of influence outside formal govern-
mental channels are readily identifiable—interest groups, public 
opinion, and the media—and will be discussed below.

At the most general level, an interest group is a collection of 
individuals who share common interests different from other 
groups’ interests and who act in concert to promote their com-
mon interests. In the political sphere, many such groups repre-
sent the gamut of interests on general issues of grand strategy 
and more-specific policy issues. Each group attempts to influ-
ence public policy in directions compatible with its beliefs. 

Interest groups operate in several ways. Two of the most promi-
nent tools interest groups employ are lobbying and education to 
transmit policy options and positions from the private sector to 
governmental actors who make policy decisions. Lobbying refers 
to direct attempts to persuade public officials to support their 
positions. Education (which is also used in lobbying) refers more 
generally to efforts to convince people to support interests based 
on enlarging citizen awareness of the interest group’s position 
and its desirability as a part of public policy.

 A more controversial form of interest-group activity is “pres-
sure,” a form of influence-peddling that attempts to coerce po-
litical figures into compliance with interest-group positions, 
not so much on the virtue of the position as the negative con-
sequences of opposing that interest. The most obvious mecha-
nism for bringing pressure is the political action committee 
(PAC), and the most extreme of pressure activities is using 
the resources of the PAC either to promote or oppose the elec-
tion or reelection of targeted officials or candidates. Among do-
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mestic interest groups, the National Rifle Association is among 
the most famous (or infamous, depending on one’s position on 
these matters) practitioners of pressure; among more interna-
tionally oriented groups, the American-Israeli Political Action 
Committee (AIPAC) stands out. 

Classifying the different kinds of interest groups in any neat, 
precise way is difficult, but there are at least four criteria that 
can be used for distinguishing different kinds of groups. Cer-
tain groups can be distinguished by the breadth of the issues 
in which they take an interest. At one extreme are the general 
interest groups, such as the League of Women Voters or the 
AFL-CIO, who take positions on virtually all issues. These gen-
eralist groups differ from more-specific groups who may take 
positions only on foreign and national security policy problems 
(e.g., the Council on Foreign Relations) or some subset of for-
eign policy (e.g., the Association of the United States Army on 
Army matters). Generalist groups are larger and have higher 
public visibility, but quite often the more specialized groups 
possess greater expertise in their particular areas of interest 
and, hence, are more effective in influencing decisions.

A second perspective on interest groups relates to their or-
ganizational permanence. Most organized groups persist over 
time and attempt to promote enduring interests, but the last 
several decades have seen the rise of so-called single-interest 
groups. These groups usually begin as loose, ad hoc coalitions 
responding to a discrete interest and have mixed records in 
terms of permanence. The various anti-Vietnam war groups 
represented a single-interest group that dissolved after their 
issues disappeared. The antidraft registration movement of the 
early 1980s is another example. The groups organized by Ralph 
Nader are examples of single-interest groups that have shown 
more permanence by widening their purviews.

A third way to view interest-group activity is the degree to 
which they focus on strategic issues. Such organizations as the 
Foreign Policy Association or the Veterans of Foreign Wars have 
foreign policy/strategic interests as primary concerns, and they 
generally develop elaborate positions encompassing the broad 
range of strategic policies. Others become directly interested in 
specific issues when their other interest areas become relevant 
to foreign policy (e.g., the American Farm Bureau Federation 
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and the National Association of Manufacturers regarding im-
port of foreign goods).

Fourth, interest groups may be distinguished in terms of 
whether they represent “public” or “private” interests. An im-
portant phenomenon paralleling the rise of single-issue groups 
has been the emergence of groups purporting to protect broad 
public interests (e.g., the public at large) rather than more pa-
rochial interests. Such groups as Common Cause or Moral 
Majority are controversial because their views of what consti-
tutes the public “good” are often based on ideological precepts 
(liberal or conservative) and because many suspect that their 
apparent piety in professing the interests of all masks more 
parochial concerns. It is virtually a contradiction in terms for a 
group to claim to represent the interests of all citizens on any 
policy area. There are essentially no areas in which everyone 
agrees, and if everyone did, there would be no reason to form 
an interest group.

The most controversial interest groups represent private in-
terests that may profit directly from policy outcomes. These 
“vested” interests exist across the whole range of policy areas 
(e.g., pharmaceutical firms in relation to food and drug laws), 
but they have gained particular prominence in the security area 
due to the large amounts of money traditionally allocated to de-
fense spending. Private interests are often quite active in pres-
sure tactics, such as raising campaign funds for and against 
particular candidates.

In any open society, public opinion provides the final and 
ultimate restraint on governmental decision making. Principles 
of responsibility and accountability embedded in our constitu-
tional system mean that decisions must be justified as being in 
the public interest, and the public must be willing to bear the 
burdens that policy decisions create. The perception of public 
willingness to support policy is a particularly important con-
sideration in the defense and security area because of the po-
tentially extraordinary burdens that decisions may impose on 
members of the public and the society as a whole (e.g., poli-
cies may result in war). In less extreme cases, however, public 
opinion as a determinant of what policies can and cannot be 
sustained is more constrained.
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The point to be made in the national security area (as in other 
policy areas) is that there is no single public opinion. Instead, 
the public can be divided into several categories, based on their 
knowledge of and interest in public affairs. The distinction is im-
portant, because most Americans fall into the lowest category, 
and this limits the effectiveness of the public as a whole in over-
seeing and judging policy.

 For better or worse, the vast majority of the US citizenry has 
no developed or sustained interest in foreign policy issues. This 
uninformed public does not regularly seek information about 
foreign or national security affairs, and it does not consistently 
form opinions unless its own interests are directly affected by 
events (e.g., the Iraq war), an event receives wide publicity (e.g., 
Saddam Hussein’s alleged weapons of mass destruction), or ef-
forts are made to mobilize it (e.g., support for the “war” on ter-
rorism). Participation by the uninformed public tends to be spo-
radic, and its members’ opinions are highly malleable; rather 
than shaping foreign policy, its opinions are shaped by it.

The second largest public sector is the informed public. This 
segment of the public is defined as citizens who regularly keep 
up with, and form opinions about, foreign affairs. Its opinions 
tend to be generalized rather than specific (e.g., “pro-defense” or 
“anti-defense” spending as opposed to being for or against spe-
cific weapons deployment). Access to information for this group 
is generally limited to the electronic and popular print media, 
and most of its members are professionals whose work does 
not directly involve them in foreign affairs. This group generally 
contains local opinion leaders (e.g., clergy and journalists) who 
perform the important task of transmitting information to the 
uninformed public. With its limited information and greater fo-
cus on other areas, however, the informed public’s role in the 
policy process is more reactive than formative.

The most important influence on decision makers comes 
from the effective (or elite) public. This segment is made up of 
that part of the public that actively puts forward and advocates 
various policy alternatives. It includes interest-group represen-
tatives, national opinion leaders (e.g., the national media), and 
individuals whose lives and livelihoods are directly affected by 
foreign affairs (e.g., executives of corporations doing business 
overseas). In the areas of grand strategy and military strategy, 
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the expert community of defense intellectuals—scholars and 
analysts at “think tanks” and retired military officers, for in-
stance—are particularly influential. These individuals seek to 
influence policy by advocating positions in scholarly and pro-
fessional journals, testifying before committees of the Congress, 
and the like. Members of this group are often seen on television 
locally or nationally as “talking heads,” analyzing and explain-
ing events and crises and thus, presumably, expanding the ex-
pert base of the media outlets.

The other, and in some ways most controversial, outside in-
fluence on the process is the news media. There are two dis-
tinct forms the media take—print and electronic journalism. In 
recent years the electronic media have become the more promi-
nent and, to the extent that media coverage is controversial, 
most of the controversy resides with television journalism. This 
has become especially important in an age of 24-hour-a-day 
news coverage through outlets such as Cable News Network 
(CNN) and its numerous clones worldwide.

The media play several increasingly controversial roles in the 
governmental process. The first and most traditional function 
is collecting and reporting news. Observing and reporting what 
goes on in the world is the most basic thing that journalists do. 
When questions arise about this function, as they often do in 
areas such as national security, they tend to come from one of 
two sources. One is the question of qualification: are journal-
ists well trained or educated enough to observe and understand 
complex reality in events such as war? This is particularly a 
problem in the current generation, since hardly any journalists 
have served in the military (previous generations were subject 
to the draft, and as a result, some journalists had served). The 
other question is objectivity. For years there was a common ac-
cusation of a “liberal bias” among journalists that caused them 
to see events in a distorted manner. More recently, an oppo-
site accusation has emerged that there is a “conservative bias” 
that has intruded into the process (primarily, according to the 
charges, the product of large advertisers and media moguls 
threatening to punish journalists who veer from the conserva-
tive interpretation of events).

A second form of media activity is investigation and watch-
dogging. At the simple level of reporting, journalists do little 
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more than reiterate what public officials tell them. Traditionally, 
journalists have felt the need to go beyond acceptance of official 
positions to try to determine the veracity of those statements 
and to be sure that officials are indeed carrying out the public 
trust. When the media in effect suggest officials may be lying 
or doing things they should not do, the results are tension and 
an adversarial relationship between the media and the govern-
ment. Such an adversarial relationship is, however, exactly why 
the First Amendment called for a free and unregulated press to 
place a check on the malfeasance of government officials. This 
tension became a major national security problem during the 
Vietnam War—especially after the Tet offensive of 1968—when 
reporters concluded they had been lied to in reports of progress 
in the war and that, by dutifully reporting those lies, they had 
been deceiving their readers and viewers. The tension has re-
mained in the media-government relationship ever since.

The media also interpret news for a public that often does not 
have the expertise to determine the deeper meaning of events 
and actions in the public realm, and this is particularly true in 
a highly technical and political area such as national security. 
This is certainly an important and legitimate service for the 
media to perform for the public, but it is subject to the same 
criticisms as those that attach to reporting in general. Are re-
porters systematically biased in how they interpret events on 
ideological bases? Is the result a distortion of what they report? 
Do reporters really have the expertise to make interpretations 
that are any more valid than the average citizen (who probably 
is unqualified to question the reporter’s qualifications)? Who 
should you trust?

More recently, there has been the question of whether inter-
pretation that is dissenting of governmental positions is sup-
pressed because of fear of the consequences. One of the more 
notorious, recent examples of government punishing a dissent-
ing media member was the 2003 case of Associated Press cor-
respondent Helen Thomas. The dean of the White House press 
corps, it had been tradition to recognize her to ask a question, 
often the first one, at presidential press conferences since the 
early 1960s. Because Thomas had angered the White House 
by printing a critique of the then-mounting campaign to invade 
Iraq, she was not recognized, sending a chilling message to other 
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journalists. The official White House explanation, that she was 
not recognized because she was no longer a reporter (she was 
retired) but only a columnist, did little to assuage concerns.

A final role—or at least accusation—is that the media act as an 
agenda setter for government. The idea is that media publicity 
of some events and ignoring of others has the effect of forc-
ing government to respond to some situations not on the basis 
of their assessment of what is important but because of what 
the media forces them to consider. One of the most poignant ex-
amples of this force was a response by Tony Lake, Clinton’s first 
national security adviser, to a question from a reporter as he was 
entering the White House. When the reporter asked what was 
on the agenda for today, Lake replied, “I don’t know. CNN hasn’t 
told me yet.” Journalists deny that they set agendas, but simply 
report the agendas established by others.

Conclusions
The process of formulating grand strategy is not a sterile, ana-

lytical procedure in which changes on one side of a magic for-
mula automatically suggest or produce reactions on the other 
side. Nor is it an exercise in deductive logic, where first prin-
ciples produce axioms and corollaries that cascade downward 
to culminate in a comprehensive plan to confront hostile forces. 
Rather, the grand strategy process is inherently a political pro-
cess with all the untidy characteristics of any political process.

The product of such a thorough process is usually compro-
mise. In a closed society, a small elite can largely impose its will 
on the majority, but the interplay of interests and ideas within 
and outside various levels and branches of government in a 
democratic society requires some kind of consensus. Reaching 
consensus usually involves all sides giving something to get 
something else. For those in search of constancy and clarity 
of guidance in translating abstract ideas into concrete opera-
tional strategies, the result can be confusion and even frustra-
tion. Much of the strategists’ purpose is to try to bring some 
order to the chaos of conflicting events, the most extreme of 
which is the employment of military force. Those strategies, in 
turn, have as their primary purposes protecting the chaotic, 
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even messy, political process that frustrates creating the order 
fundamental to protecting it.

Notes

1. The War Powers Resolution of 1973 was initially vetoed by Pres. Richard 
Nixon but later enacted by the 93rd Congress (H. J. Res. 542, 7 November 
1973) as Public Law 93-148. (See US Code, vol. 50, secs. 1541–48). Section 
2778 of the Arms Export Control Act provides the authority to control the 
export of defense articles and services and charges the president to exercise 
this authority. Public Law 90-629 (US Code, vol. 22, secs. 2751–2799).

2. For additional information, see http://www.ushistory.org/documents/
monroe.htm.

3. Pres. Jimmy Carter, State of the Union Address, 23 January 1980, as 
cited by Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, “US Foreign Policy: Our Broader 
Strategy,” 27 March 1980, Department of State, Current Policy no. 153, as 
reprinted in Case Study: National Security Policy under Carter, Department of 
National Security Affairs, Air War College, AY 1980–1981, 98.

4. The Nixon Doctrine—“United States Foreign Policy for the 1970s: A New 
Strategy for Peace” (submitted to the Congress on 18 February 1970)—can 
be found at http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/print.php?pid=2835. It 
outlined a policy of reducing US overseas military commitments in favor of 
economic and military aid. The Vietnamization process is a classic example 
of this policy.
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