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How We Got Here


Because so few Americans alive today remember a time when their nation was not a great power, it is easy to forget just how limited our experience is.  And how peculiar.  During most of the time that the United States exercised global leadership, we and our partners faced an evil and aggressive opponent.  Even when America was clumsy and heavy-handed, the alternative was worse.  Our partners—who depended on us for their security--tolerated much.  This, we Americans came to believe, was the natural state of affairs.


Throughout history most great powers cared little what others thought of them.  Like Machiavelli's prince, they concluded that "one ought to be both feared and loved, but as it is difficult for the two to go together, it is much safer to be feared than loved, if one of the two has to be in wanting."  Americans, though, clung to the notion that we can be both feared and loved.  In truth, what our partners think of us matters greatly.  This insecurity—the need for open affirmation of the rightness of our policies—grows from our tradition of open governance.  We simply do not breed (or, at least, empower) leaders so convinced of the validity of their own positions that they are willing to ignore deep opposition.  A policy or position which provokes widespread disapproval, we tend to believe, is probably misguided.  Domestically, this is a worthy trait, helping sustain democracy.  Internationally, though, the need for affirmation renders us dependent on the approval of others and susceptible to angst-ridden hesitation.  We lack the egotistic self-confidence that characterizes the great imperial powers of the past.  This does not automatically exclude us from global leadership.  But it means that we must exercise a specific type of leadership based on cooperation with partners.  As with any collaborative endeavor, this can be difficult, requiring regular compromise and a sustained effort to coordinate priorities and objectives.    


Somehow, though, we lost sight of this, believing that the deference which characterized the Cold War and even the years after the demise of the Soviet Union reflected a permanent change in the world.  We could be both feared and loved.  This presumption about international legitimacy and support also colored US military planning.  Allowing the armed forces to atrophy when a major threat was defeated had been a long American tradition, continued even after World War II.  American military power was like the mythical phoenix bird, repeatedly dying in flames then being reborn from the ashes.  But our defense leaders were determined to break this pattern after the Cold War.  They quickly found a concept to serve as the locomotive for sustaining American military strength: the "revolution in military affairs."
  This idea had two components.  One was the belief that absence of a major global threat following the demise of the Soviet Union was not a rationale for demobilization, but was a result of American military strength.  Second was the conclusion that the nature of armed conflict was undergoing an historic and revolutionary change.  By capitalizing on this, the United States could sustain its military dominance which it would, in turn, use to promote "world order."  


Operationally, events certainly validated the beliefs of the revolutionary theorists (even if they were not so kind to the underlying strategic assumptions).  The 1991 Gulf War showed that an array of military reforms and acquisitions undertaken in the 1970s and 1980s, which included the extensive integration of new technology, had paid immense benefits.  The U.S. military seemed capable of lightning victories over tough opponents with minimal casualties, thereby reducing the chances that the public would turn against a military engagement before it was successful—a vitally important factor for sustaining support for a strong military in the absence of a peer enemy.  By the late 1990s, the Department of Defense was committed to a full scale "transformation" in order to capitalize on the revolution in military affairs and sustain American military preponderance.
  But strangely, there was almost no consideration from either the uniformed military or civilian policymakers that this might be intimidating to other states.  Americans took it as an article of faith that since they only used force to counter aggression, only aggressors had cause to fear their military power.


The election of George W. Bush in 2000 signaled a change in American strategic culture.  Influenced by a group of thinkers often labeled "neoconservatives," President Bush had little need (or want) for approval from other states.
  A nation as powerful as the United States, he and the neoconservatives believed, should be unconcerned with the perceptions and wishes of lesser powers as it pursues its national interests.  The need for affirmation was a quaint peccadillo of an inexperienced power, something which could be transcended through strong, confident political leadership.  And, they concluded, the deference to American power which characterized the Cold War was normal and sustainable, not a product of a specific set of conditions. 


During the initial months of the Bush administration, it appeared that China, as an adversary, might justify a more aggressive statecraft and an increase in military spending.  Then al Qaeda, a terrorist movement little known outside the circles of national security specialists up to that point, volunteered for the role of bete noir. While the American public initially accepted the idea that the United States was at war—increasingly with Islamic extremism writ large rather than simply al Qaeda--and that the war on terrorism was the functional equivalent of the Cold War, America’s partners were more skeptical of this construct, particularly after the Taliban government was replaced in Afghanistan, and al Qaeda's infrastructure there broken up.  Deference to the United States was more fragile than it had ever been.  Then the 2003 intervention in Iraq shattered it.  To the publics and leadership of many other nations, Iraq demonstrated that the United States was willing to use the war on terrorism to justify policies which, in their eyes, had little to do with defeating al Qaeda.  At the extreme, they came to believe that President Bush's expansive notion of the war on terrorism was simply a trojan horse for American aggression and imperialism.   While Americans clung to the idea that their power was benign, fewer and fewer non-Americans saw it that way.


Most policymakers, military leaders, and opinion shapers concluded that this was simply a problem of "strategic communications."  If we can better explain ourselves, the idea goes, other nations will recognize that our power is no threat and that we act in the  collective interests of all peace-loving nations.  Thus these nations should again accede to our leadership, adopt our notion of the war on terrorism, and do their part to prosecute it.  This is an appealing idea, but it is fantasy.  Our challenge is not miscommunication but the obsolescence of the mode of leadership we have grown accustomed to.  


We now have two options.  One is simply to continue along the current path, accepting a long term decline in our influence and global role, sustaining partnerships only with other states who see the world as we do.  The other might be called "cooperative leadership."  In this approach, the United States would use its power, both hard and soft, to bolster regional security arrangements and solutions largely defined by the states in a region.  We would exercise peer rather than hierarchical leadership in most regions of the world.  We would reach agreement with partners on the extent and nature of the threat and the appropriate response rather than simply dictating to them.  This would be more than just a change of style.  A grand strategy of collective leadership would also require adjustments to American military strategy and posture.  This essay will suggest what these might entail.

Assumptions

Current U.S. national security and military strategy reflects two key assumptions.  The first is that the United States is at war.  Initially the enemy was defined as "terrorists of global reach," but this evolved into the more focused notion of Islamic extremists who use terrorism.  The idea that the United States was at war was integral to the strategy.  According to American tradition, when the nation is at war, all other security concerns become secondary, and personal rights are subject to a more restrictive interpretation than during peacetime.  As the "global war on terror" became the focus and foundation of American strategy, both of these things happened.


Recently the U.S. military has begun to conceptualize the struggle as the "long war"—a phrase crafted by planners at the United States Central Command and popularized by General John Abizaid, the command's leader.  The long war construct plays some of the same functions in American strategy that the Cold War did.  It provides a rationale for a large military and prodigious defense spending.  It mobilizes and focuses the attention of the public and Congress, helping stave off any urges for a diminution of the American world role, or even disengagement.  And, it bolsters the idea that the American public, Congress, and foreign partners should defer to the president.  Tradition is that partisanship and criticism are tempered when the United States is involved with enemies abroad.  Americans tend to "rally 'round the flag" and expect our allies to do the same.  In a time of war the president has not only the option to disregard opposition from other states, but an obligation to do so.


The second assumption is that American military power, both conventional and unconventional, plays a vital role in the long war against Islamic extremism and terrorism.  Given that the enemy is organized in small, secretive groups networked into a loose system but controls no territory and has no conventional military capability, this requires three further assumptions: 1) state sponsorship is important to transnational terrorism (since conventional military force has its greatest utility against other state militaries); 2) transnational terrorism is linked to the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, which in turn requires the tacit or explicit involvement of states (since, so far as we know, no non-state organization acting clandestinely has the capability to develop and deploy weapons of mass destruction); and 3) terrorism grows from political repression, so eradicating it requires ending political repression (by force if necessary).  While unconventional military forces may participate in direct actions against terrorist networks, large conventional forces only have a central role in the long war if at least one, but preferably all three of these hold.


Both major assumptions need sustained scrutiny and debate.  Take the point that America is at war.  While no one can question the fact that transnational terrorists motivated by Islamic extremism pose a serious threat and could become even more dangerous should they acquire nuclear or biological capabilities, that alone does not suggest that the United States is at "war" with them.  Nor does the fact that the extremists themselves claim they are at war with the West—any number of pirates, brigands, small time rebels, bandits, criminal leaders, and deranged despots have said the same and largely been ignored.  To make the case that a state of war exists with Islamic extremists, American policymakers have portrayed them as seeking to create and rule territory—the "new caliphate" which would, in President Bush's words, be "a unified, totalitarian Islamic state."
  In other words, to justify a state of war against a non-state enemy, we have cast them as a potential state.(  The Islamic extremists may not be Hitler, Stalin, or even Saddam Hussein today, but that is what they want.
  Or so we claim.


The evidence and logic behind this, though, are thin, confusing the aspirations of an adversary with the actual threat they pose.  Certainly the leaders of al Qaeda have mentioned the idea of a restored caliphate.  When Islam was politically unified, they believe, it was strong; when it fractured into nation states, it was vulnerable to interference and domination by non-Muslims, particularly the West.  Hence it should be unified again.  But there is little sign that al Qaeda has any sort of real strategy or program to create a unified Islamic state, or that the extremists could, in fact, rule it should it be created.  Most of Al Qaeda's thinking derives from the salafi tradition in Islam.  One of its characteristics is that "warriors"—which is the way the members of al Qaeda perceive themselves—do not rule Islamic states.  That task falls to clerics, scholars, and jurists.  The role of the warrior was simply to please God by defending Islam, leaving the construction and administration of governments to others.
  


Ultimately al Qaeda can kill and destroy, but it cannot create or administer.  As salafists, al Qaeda has no executable political plan or strategy.  They are not like the Bolsheviks and Nazis who had explicit political plans and strategies even before they seized power.  Recent history suggests that even should al Qaeda's allies or affiliates take power somewhere, they stand little chance of unifying the Islamic world, much less creating a super-state which can challenge the United States.  It is hard to imagine, for instance, the benighted Afghan Mullah Mohammed Omar, whom Osama bin Laden considered the paragon of an Islamic leader, ruling a modern, powerful state which could challenge the West.  To the extent that we can glean any sort of political program or plan from the Islamic extremists, it is a recipe for a failed state—which Mullah Omar’s Afghanistan, of course, became.  Ultimately the "new caliphate" is, like the medieval European idea of "Christendom," a fantasy.  To build American strategy on the delusions of our opponents rather than their capabilities is a mistake.  To distort al Qaeda into the type of enemy we know and understand—a Hitler, Stalin, or Saddam Hussein who can be defeated by war—may be emotionally appealing, but it does not reflect reality.  And by pretending that the challenge from Islamic extremists is something it is not, we are less able to deal with the threat that it actually is.

The idea that conventional military power is a necessary and vital part of the long war against Islamic extremism is also shaky.  A case can be made that transnational terrorists would like overt assistance from states sympathetic to their cause, but there it little evidence that it is necessary.  Al Qaeda, its franchises, and its emulators current function without their Taliban ally in and with other sympathetic states keeping them at arm's length.  It is true that transnational terrorists exploit "ungoverned spaces" or states willing to turn a blind eye to them, but it is not apparent how large, conventional U.S. military forces can address these problems.  Today we tolerate ungoverned spaces throughout Asia, Africa, and South America.  Even without the conflict in Iraq, we are unlikely to use armed force to bring order to these places.  Iran, Syria, even Pakistan and Saudi Arabia demonstrate that the United States is equally unlikely to forcibly remove regimes so long as their support to terrorists is unofficial or below some undefined threshold.  The lesson other governments could draw from the American interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq was not that they cannot support or tolerate terrorists, but simply that they must limit or hide such ties.


The same holds for proliferation.  While American leaders have asserted since September 11 that hostile states "might" provide or sell weapons of mass destruction, they never explained why a regime would do this given the massive risks and relatively low strategic payoff.
  And despite the 2003 intervention in Iraq, there is little evidence that the threat of conventional military action by the United States deters proliferation.  Other proliferators seem to have concluded that the strategic "lesson" of Iraq is "don't be stupid like Saddam Hussein," not "don't acquire nuclear or biological weapons."

Finally, the idea that democratization is the solution to transnational terrorism, and it must be said that the role of conventional American military power in this area is also subject to question.  The September 2006 National Strategy for Combating Terrorism states, "The long-term solution for winning the War on Terror is the advancement of freedom and human dignity through effective democracy."
  This assumption is based on the belief that extremists turn to terrorism because they have no legitimate means of seeking their political ends.  Whether accurate or not, this idea overlooks the fact that the objectives of an extremist are, by definition, extreme.  Even a democracy is unlikely to satisfy them.  It also does not fully explain why stable democracies like those in Western Europe, Japan, and, for that matter, the United States produce terrorists.  The National Strategy for Combating Terrorism dances around this problem by stating that "In some democracies, some ethnic or religious groups are unable or unwilling to grasp the benefits of freedom otherwise available in the society.  Such groups can evidence (sic) the same alienation and despair that the transnational terrorists exploit in undemocratic states."
[BTW, you have stumbled onto a very interesting syntax problem in the foregoing—a great illustration of how sloppy writing stems from sloppy thinking.]  How, then, would new democracies in the Islamic world, were they to arrive, avoid the problem?  And  even if spreading democracy to the Islamic world was, in fact, the palliative for extremism and terrorism, it is not clear how conventional American military power furthers this end.  It would seem that the Iraq conflict would disabuse Americans of the idea that the United States can turn repressive states into stable democracies at the point of the bayonet.  Promoting democracy is a worthwhile objective for a variety of reasons, but it falls short as a solution to terrorism or a rationale for conventional military power.


It is, though, easy to understand why promotion of democracy became a central tenet of the effort to eradicate Islamic extremism.  The neoconservatives who provided the intellectual foundation for the Bush strategy sought to emulate Reagan.
  Reagan's strategy—the linear descendant of Woodrow Wilson's—combined American economic and military strength with the active promotion of liberal values, particularly democracy and market-based economics.  It is based on the notion of the "democratic peace"—that democracies, depending on one's perspective, either do not undertake aggressive war against each other or, at least, are less likely to.  But beyond the issue of whether a world composed of market-based democracies would be more peaceful, there is a prior question of whether American activism can help bring about such a world.  The Reagan strategy of values-based assertiveness and the promotion of democracy was exactly the right one for its time.  Such a strategy is effective against tottering empires or imperial systems which have lost their will.  It applies a strategic coup de grace.  But it is not effective against a rising ideology.  Such a situation requires a different approach.  In general, the best American strategy is one that places great stress on values and ideology when the opponent's ideology is weak or crumbling, and which takes a more traditionally realist, power-focused approach against an opponent with a robust ideology and will.  As Ian Shapiro notes, one of the things that made that original, Cold War notion of containment so effective was that George Kennan, its architect, knew that "arguing with Soviet leaders about the merits of international issues was a waste of time since they could never be persuaded of the values and commitments of America's political leaders."
  But current U.S. strategy for the war on terror continually claims that Americans—if only they had better "strategic communications"—can convince Muslims that the ideas and narratives of Islamic extremists are wrong and the ones we promote are right.  We continue to confuse today's Islamic world with the Soviet bloc of the 1980s despite the fact that the former sees itself (rightly or wrongly) as on the ascent, and the latter was dispirited by the jarring contradiction between communism's rhetoric and its reality.  Thus the neo-Reaganite elements of the Bush strategy were the wrong approach for our time, thus rendering us increasingly ineffective and isolated.


Where does this leave us?  The short answer is: in need of a new grand strategy.  A more realistic and effective grand strategy would, more than anything, give us clarity where the war on terrorism has brought confusion.  In strategy, some threats must be defeated.  Then war—the use of military force to impose one's will on the enemy by destroying its capabilities and, in many cases, occupying its territory to create a new political structure—is appropriate.  Other type of threats must be managed.  Empires have long understood this—they managed the barbarians outside their borders.  A threat managed rather than defeated is not necessarily any less of a threat.  It is simply a different type of threat not amenable to defeat in war.


Contemporary transnational terrorism is the type of threat which must be managed rather than defeated in war.  This does not imply that terrorism is a law enforcement issue.  It does not imply that terrorists have the same civil rights as non-terrorists.  It does not imply that armed force, including conventional military power, will not be used.  And it certainly does not imply that the United States (or any nation) should be sanguine about the terrorist threat.  It simply implies that contemporary transnational terrorism is not amenable to defeat in war.  This idea is not so radical as it might first seem.  The Bush administration itself has often stated that the war on terrorism is unlike any other war.  That is true: if taken to its logical conclusion, it suggests that the conflict with terrorism is not, in fact, war.


Moving beyond the war on terrorism would allow the United States to develop a new strategy of collective leadership.  It would allow us to construct a more balanced approach able to deal with the full range of state, non-state, and transnational threats rather than a strategy so focused on a single threat that other problems are left to fester.  Moving beyond the notion of a war on terrorism would also allow the United States to address the serious and growing dissonance between our priorities and those of our partners.  Other states would no longer assume that their importance to the United States is a function purely of whether their paramount security concern is transnational terrorism.  Moving the beyond the war on terrorism would allow the United State to synchronize its strategy with partners, to make collective efforts the norm, and to allow regional states to play a major, even a dominant role, in defining the desired security arrangements in their part of the world.  It would allow the United States to resume its traditional and natural role as a partner in regional security systems, rather than that of an empire with satellites.  The question, then, is what type of military strategy and structure would best support a grand strategy of collective leadership?

Ends

Strategy is composed of "ends" (objectives), "means" (the power resources to attain objectives, including military forces), and "ways" (the strategic and operational concepts that shape how power resources are used in pursuit of objectives).
  U.S. military strategy must necessarily include some "ends" which promote or protect purely  national interests and others which reflect broader international interests.  Cooperative leadership would seek the appropriate balance between them.  


A military strategy for cooperative leadership would have seven interlinked objectives:

· Defend the homeland;

· Assure access to the “global commons,” including sea lanes, space, and, possibly the infosphere;

· Deter and, if necessary, defeat conventional aggression;

· Contribute to the control or amelioration of transnational security threats such as terrorism and organized crime;

· Contain and control the dispersion of dangerous technologies and information, and minimize the effects of such dispersion;

· Contribute to relief, stabilization, and reconstruction operations (to include counterinsurgency); and

· Enhance stabilizing capabilities among partner states or organizations.

In general, there is little debate within either the American public or among the U.S.' partners (or potential partners) concerning these objectives.  Where contention arises, though, is on the issue of how they are to be promoted or attained—on the "ways" of American military strategy.
Ways

  Every coherent strategy must have "rules of engagement" which specify when, where, and how force is to be used.  The "where" of American strategy will and should remain consistent.  The United States should be willing to play a leading role within  regions of major national interest, whether defined by propinquity (Central America and the Caribbean), by longstanding ties (Western Europe, Japan, Taiwan, South Korea), or by economic interests (Southwest Asia).  It should also contribute to broad based collective efforts elsewhere.  "When" and "how" are more difficult to spell out in advance, but for a strategy of collective leadership, the existence of a working consensus on the part of regional states, or those with an interest in the region, and the willingness of partners to contribute to any military mission should be major decision criteria.  This will vary, though, according to the objective.


The United States must maintain the ability to promote or attain some of its strategic objectives unilaterally.  Others should normally (or only) be undertaken collaboratively.  This is not an either/or proposition, but is best visualized as a continuum:
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Those objectives that lie further to the left are more likely to be undertaken unilaterally, with a greater associated need to sustain the capability for unilateral activity.  In the middle, objectives will normally be undertaken collaboratively, but the United States might, under special circumstances, need to pursue them unilaterally or with a limited set of partners, either to their completion or temporarily.  Take, for instance, defeating conventional aggression.  The United States might initially do this unilaterally or with limited partners since few other militaries have the rapid force projection capability of the United States, but ultimately such activities should be completed as part of a coalition.  Objectives on the right side of the spectrum should almost always be undertaken in a collaborative manner.


The two greatest areas of contention are: first, containing and controlling the dispersion of dangerous technologies and information, and minimizing the effects of such dispersion (which I will call "counter proliferation" for short even though the concept entails more than that), and, second, contributing to relief, stabilization, and reconstruction, operations (which I will call "stabilization" for short again even though the concept entails more than that).


Nearly all nations agree that the dispersion of dangerous technologies and information is destabilizing and should be prevented when possible.  Nearly all also agree that methods other than force—diplomacy, economic sanctions, and so forth—are preferred to military means.  There is less agreement, though, on the role that armed force should play in counter proliferation.  One argument is that diplomacy not backed by the threat of force is seldom effective against a determined opponent.  Thus nations that seek to limit proliferation must have the means and willingness to punish proliferators that reject diplomatic solutions.  The counter argument is based on two ideas.  First, the existing nuclear nonproliferation regime is inequitable, reflecting a presumption that great powers are "rational" enough to trust with nuclear weapons, but others are not.  A state system based on such "tiered" rights, this position holds, is inherently unstable, giving those locked into second class status little stake in the system.  This merits debate, with no easy answer.  Clearly there is a tiered system of rights in the existing proliferation regime.  The United States, in effect, decides who is and is not qualified to develop nuclear weapons.  Washington made no effort to stop Israel or South Africa from acquiring them, and did little to hinder Pakistan and India.  It has, however, drawn the line at North Korea and Iran.  


If the United States insists on asserting an authority to decide which states are qualified to be nuclear powers, it will reinforce the perception of an imperial America, imposing its will on the world.  Eventually this could grow into increased hostility toward the United States and expanded efforts to limit Washington's role or influence.  It is possible that even the front-line states intended as beneficiaries of U.S. nonproliferation policy (e.g. the neighbors of North Korea and Iran) will demand that the United State let them shape their own security.  But without America's activism on nonproliferation, more and more nations including, frankly, dangerous ones, are likely to acquire nuclear weapons. 


There is no apparent solution to this conundrum.  Probably the best that can be done is to build national missile defense to protect against dangerous proliferators, and then seek consensus among the regional states most at risk from proliferation.  To take an example, if most of the states which could be threatened by Iran want the United States to use force to stop Teheran from acquiring nuclear weapons if diplomacy and sanctions fail, then we should.  If they do not, we should pursue diplomatic and economic means and, perhaps, assist regional states with air and missile defense, but should not use force to stop the proliferation.  Even this, of course, is a complex calculation since one can envision Israel favoring the use of force while other regional states oppose it.  In that case, the United States must simply choose between its partnership with Israel and with the other states of the region.  Admittedly this is a woefully imperfect solution to a serious threat, but probably the best available–preferably combined with a robust American nuclear force and an international consensus that first use of nuclear weapons constitutes a crime against humanity that any state would be justified in punishing.  Such an international norm would allow the United States to implement a global form of extended deterrence.  


Moreover, it is not clear that using armed force to stop or slow proliferation is feasible in today's global security environment.  Proponents of force often point to Israel's 1981 air strike on the Iraqi nuclear research facility at Osirak.  Without this decisive move, the argument goes, Saddam Hussein might have had nuclear weapons when he invaded Kuwait in 1990, thus changing the course of recent history.  But regimes seeking nuclear weapons may have learned the "lessons of Osirak" themselves.  Rather than concentrate their nuclear program at one vulnerable facility, they have hardened, buried, camouflaged, and dispersed the components of their program, often in populated areas.  Even if the facilities could be damaged or destroyed by air strikes, so doing would be a political and psychological defeat.  It is easy to imagine the international media coverage of dead Iranian women and children, and the global anger this would provoke.  Counterproliferation strikes, in other words, easily could be pyrrhic victories, perhaps setting a proliferator's nuclear program back for a number of months, perhaps even several years, but handing it a major political (and strategic) victory.


Stabilization operations to mitigate state collapse or internal conflict are equally contentious.  During the post-Cold War period, the United States developed a fairly effective method for this.  Outside of America's core geographic area of interest (the Caribbean basin), the U.S. military would undertake such missions only as part of a multinational force, normally with the approval of the United Nations.  Intervention took place when the United Nations and other states reached a working consensus that it was necessary.  The United States preferred to lead the initial entry force and help restore order, but then hand over primary responsibility for long-term stabilization and reconstruction to others.  This was possible because, for the United States, its stakes in most internal conflicts were modest or low.  While the Balkan wars engaged vital American interests in Europe and thus merited significant involvement—even a leading role—the United States could and did resist  entanglement in even worse conflicts in places like Congo, Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Afghanistan.


When George W. Bush campaigned for president in 2000, he emphasized that he would limit, perhaps even abandon U.S. military involvement in peacekeeping or nation building, instead going back to the basics of preparing for major war.  In an article in the journal Foreign Affairs Condoleezza Rice, then serving as one of candidate Bush's closest advisers, outlined a defense policy heavily imbued with the classical realism of the G.H.W. Bush administration.  "The president must remember," she wrote, "that the military is a special instrument.  It is lethal, and it is meant to be.  It is not a civilian police force.  It is not a political referee.  And it most certainly is not designed to build a civilian society."
  But the September 11 attacks dealt a blow to the idea that the United States could eschew involvement in state collapse or internal conflicts.  Ignoring Afghanistan's internal turmoil after the 1989 withdrawal of the Soviets allowed al Qaeda to find sanctuary and a partner.  "Ungoverned spaces" whether the result of state collapse or state weakness, it was now clear, had a direct effect on the United States.  Stabilization operations and counterinsurgency again became an important component of American strategy.  


Because of Iraq, though, the United States is unlikely to commit itself to stabilization or counterinsurgency without significant international support.(  In lieu of an international consensus and a broad coalition, the United States will probably try to cauterize of state collapses or internal wars by bolstering neighboring states.  But since a strategy of collective leadership might, in fact, require participation in protracted stabilization operations, the United States needs to refine its strategy and develop additional capabilities.  Three problems are particularly pressing.


First, we must revise the way we think about stabilization operations and involvement in internal conflict.  When the United States decided this was important following September 11, it began developing operational concepts and capabilities, particularly within the military.  But because the reassessment was conducted in the shadow of Iraq, military thinkers took their cues from Cold War conflicts such as Vietnam, El Salvador, the British counterinsurgency campaign in Malaya, and the French experience in Algeria.
  This had a major effect on the resulting approach to stabilization and internal war.   By extrapolating from Cold War counterinsurgency, the U.S. military saw such conflicts as a variant of war–where the objective was to strengthen the government and allow it to decisively defeat the insurgents.  The strategic threat was that insurgents would "win," take over their state and, as the new regime in power, behave in a hostile fashion.



A different (and more appropriate) conceptualization would view insurgency as one of many manifestations of systemic, structural, even cultural flaws.
  Contemporary insurgences are "nested” within complex conflicts involving militias, organized crime, ungoverned spaces, the collapse of government services (particularly security and education), informal economies, humanitarian crises or disasters, the presence of terrorist bases, sectarian or ethnic conflict, and other factors.   The participants often develop a vested interest in the conflict since it provides them resources and power they might not otherwise have.  Rather than seeking decisive victory (as called for in American doctrine), they are content with stalemates that are politically beneficial (by, for instance, providing an alibi for repression) and economically profitable (with humanitarian aid flows and black markets that powerful individuals on all sides of can tap into).  The risk to the United States, in this revised conceptual frame, is less that insurgents will "win" in the Cold War sense, but that a protracted conflict will generate a range of adverse effects: (destabilization of regions, the disruption of economies, blossoming of crime, humanitarian disasters, terrorism).  This suggests that quick and sustainable conflict termination is more important than defeating the insurgents in the traditional sense—a very different strategic objective than that of traditional counterinsurgency strategy and doctrine.  Logically, then, the role of the United States and its coalition partners may be to serve as honest brokers and system reengineers, creating and protecting "safe zones" for civilians rather than simply bolstering the regime.  Phrased differently, the root problem is a weak or flawed system of power and security, not simply the lack of governmental capacity.


The second issue concerns United States involvement in stabilization.  The US has tended to operate in two main modes.  One, seen in the Balkans and Somalia, is for the United States to wait for a broad international consensus and United Nations authorization, then to participate as part of the multinational force.  The second, seen in Iraq and Afghanistan, entails gradually escalating involvement without a discrete strategic decision point.  The Bush administration, for instance, probably never had a National Security Council meeting to decide whether to undertake large-scale counterinsurgency in Iraq, but simply found itself committed through a serious of minor decisions and escalations.

Because both these methods are reactive rather than anticipatory, intervention is always a step behind the evolution of the conflict.  This is at odds with the reality that it is always easier and preferable to prevent an internal conflict or state failure than to respond to one.  And once a conflict breaks out or a state collapses, time matters: there is a window of opportunity in which an extensive and multifaceted outside intervention combining military action, law enforcement, economic reconstruction, and political reform can be effective.  But the longer this is postponed, the more institutionalized and intractable the problem becomes.  If, for instance, the United States had rushed a large military force and effective economic reconstruction and political transformation team to Iraq in the spring of 2003, the insurgency might never have reached critical mass.  So what the United States and the international community need is the ability to: first, intervene before an internal conflict reaches critical mass or a state collapses and, second, to undertake rapid extensive and multifaceted intervention once it does.


The third issue concerns non-military capability within the U.S. government.  The solution in stabilization operations, whether they entail counterinsurgency or not, ultimately is always political and economic, not military.  But the United States remains woefully short of non-military capability to handle the wide range of challenges involved: the building or rebuilding of criminal justice and law enforcement systems, economies, civil societies, stable political systems, and so forth.  As a result, American involvement tends to be focused on the military dimension even though ultimate success is determined in the political and economic realms.  Until the United States develops non-military capability (or finds partners who have it), it may be able to deal only with the symptoms of internal conflict and state collapse, and not the underlying pathology that generates these symptoms.

Means


A strategy of collective leadership would require many of the same military capabilities as existing previous military strategies:

· Deterrence  This includes both nuclear and conventional deterrence.  The requirements for deterrence remain capability, credibility, and communication (of intent should certain actions by enemies be undertaken).  Effective deterrence requires a full range of military capabilities and the ability to apply force precisely (which is necessary for credibility).  The broader the international consensus on actions which are deemed unacceptable, the more effective deterrence.

· Conventional warfighting  The likelihood of conventional cross-border invasion is low in the contemporary security environment, but enough nations retain the capability for conventional aggression that the U.S. military must also sustain its capability to project joint power and undertake rapid, decisive conventional operations in cooperation with partners.  Once the Iraq conflict has abated and the U.S. military is under less stress, it should revive large-scale conventional training exercises with a wide range of partners.

· Territorial defense  The military will remain responsible for the air and space defense of American territory, and play a supporting role to the Department of Homeland Security in coastal defense, border security, and national infrastructure protection
· Disaster response The military must be capable of providing security and logistics support for foreign disaster response, normally as part of a multinational effort.  Domestically, the military must be capable of providing security and logistic support to the Department of Homeland Security.
· Stabilization The military must be capable of a rapid surge to contribute to cooperative efforts to prevent state collapse or contain internal conflict, and to restore order in collapsed states or those experiencing conflict, to include rapidly rebuilding security forces. It must be capable of a protracted contribution at a lower level, potentially lasting years.
· Defense of access to the global commons  The military must have the capability to thwart attempts to limit access to the global commons.
· Shaping the security environment  The military must have the capability to provide assistance, advice, training, and education to partner militaries.

There should be two central guidelines or "design features" in force development:

· Emphasis on effective cooperation with partners, whether other state militaries or non-military partners to include other agencies of the U.S. government, international organizations, and non-governmental organizations.  This includes conflict prevention, operational prevention, and planning as well as actual execution.  As an important part of this, the United States should lead in the development of a series of regional stabilization centers in which militaries, civilian agencies, and international organizations with an interest in the region can cooperatively plan, prepare, and train for major stabilization operations, and which could provide the leadership cadre when multinational stabilization operations take place.

· American policymakers should address the shortfalls in non-military capabilities for stabilization operations.  They should not use the military to compensate for shortages of non-military capabilities such as law enforcement, economic development, civil administration, and political development.


A strategy of cooperative leadership would not require extensive changes in the composition or organization of the U.S. military.  The current configuration of nuclear, conventional, and special forces operating in a joint context would be as appropriate as ever.  The ongoing expansion of special forces, while not a panacea, is useful in so far as it can be done.  There are, after all, finite limits in the ability of the military to add special forces while maintaining their effectiveness and skill.  The Bush Administration’s current initiative to rethink the military's basing system and deployment which the Bush administration has undertaken also makes good sense.  Ultimately, then, the main difference between the current strategy and a strategy of cooperative leadership pertains to how the force is prepared and used rather than how it is organized configured, and deployed.  There are, though, four important points of contention.


What is the appropriate size of the U.S. military, particularly the land forces?  Some defense analysts and members of Congress advocate increasing the size of the American military, particularly the ground forces.
  In October 2004 the FY2005 Defense Authorization Act increased Army end strength by 20,000 and Marine Corps end strength by 3,000 for FY2005, with additional increases authorized in future years.
  But is this a good idea?  A persuasive case can be made that the press for more ground forces is based on an erroneous assumption: that the U.S. military will undertake "Iraq like" operations in the future.  If that were true, not only would additional ground forces be required, perhaps a larger increase than currently authorized.  But it seems more likely that Iraq was a unique case resulting from mistaken strategic assumptions about what would happen there following the removal of the Hussein regime and that the response other nations to the American intervention.  In all likelihood, the United States will not undertake large scale, protracted counterinsurgency operations with such limited international help.  Future policymakers may decide that unless a stabilization operation is a truly multinational endeavor, the appropriate U.S. policy is merely to cauterize and contain the conflict.  Then a return to the ground force size of 2003 makes sense.

Should the U.S. military develop specialized forces for stabilization operations?  The idea that the U.S. military needs forces specialized for irregular warfare, "small wars," low intensity conflict, operations other than war, peacekeeping, or stabilization operations is an old one, harkening back to the early 1960s when John Kennedy instructed the U.S. Army Special Forces to specialize in counterinsurgency.  It re-emerged in the 1990s when, with the end of the Cold War, it became clear that the majority of U.S. military operations entailed this sort of activity rather than large-scale, conventional warfighting.  Since September 11, defense analysts such as Hans Binnendijk and Stuart Johnson have argued that that regional combatant commanders need "a distinct post-conflict planning and executing capability, organized to plan and conduct stability operations alongside combat forces.  This organization will contain largely combat service support but it will not be part of an existing corps or division.  It will be a mainline division-sized unit capable of planning, developing doctrine, and exercising.  It could contain a modest degree of combat power so that it could operate autonomously in a hostile post-conflict environment."
  While not as analytically rigorous and Binnendijk and Johnson's work, Thomas Barnett makes the same point in The Pentagon's New Map and numerous presentations.
  The military, particularly the Army (which would be the service most affected by the creation of specialized formations for stabilization activities) has resisted the idea.  Army leaders feel that it is more effective to give general purpose forces additional training for stabilization operations and then tailor a force package with needed capabilities rather than build units which can do little except stabilization or peacekeeping.
  As former Army Chief of Staff General Peter Schoomaker liked to put it, the Army wants pentatheletes rather single purpose units or soldiers.  


A strategy of collective leadership might put this debate to rest.  If the United States only enters stabilization operations as part of a multinational force (cauterizing and containing a conflict when there is no international consensus and contribution), then it would have less need for specialized units.  Instead, the normal procedure would be a strategic division-of-labor such as the one that was taking shape in the 1990s—the United States would provide a significant portion of early entry forces and initial logistics support, but other nations (and the non-military components of the U.S. government) would then play the major role in long term stabilization and reconstruction.  The pentathlete idea thus remains sound for a strategy of cooperative leadership.

What is the appropriate role of the reserve component?  Citizen soldiers have been a vital part of the U.S. military since the creation of the nation (and even before).  The reserve component solidifies the connection between the military and society as a whole—a crucial link in a society like the United States.  Having a large reserve component also allows the nation to keep the active forces smaller than they otherwise might be by providing a "surge" capacity in time of emergency or war.  But while no one questions the value of a military force that is part active, part reserves, debate has flared concerning the appropriate strategic role of the reserves.  Since Vietnam the U.S. military, particularly the Army, has been configured so that that any major deployment requires a significant contribution from the reserves.  This was done deliberately so the president would be forced to activate at least part of the reserve before committing the United States to combat.  If the president was not willing to pay this political cost for the use of force, the thinking went, he probably shouldn't undertake it in the first place.


The problem is that activating reserve units and, in some cases, providing them additional training before deployment takes time.  The structure of the military thus slowed down America's strategic response time.  The 1991 Gulf War was a perfect example.  It took several months after Saddam Hussein's invasion of Kuwait until the United States could mobilize and deploy sufficient force to undertake offensive operations.  Had the Iraqis been smarter, they would have used this time to prepare more formidable defenses.  Time matters both in countering conventional aggression and undertaking stabilization operations.  Windows of opportunity can sometimes close before the United States is ready to respond.  A second problem became especially glaring after the 2003 intervention in Iraq.  Many reserve units faced frequent lengthy deployments.  This placed great stress on the force, making recruitment and retention more difficult.  In April 2007, for instance, the Department of Defense was forced to break with its policy of only activating and deploying reserve units once every five years 


Still, the leaders of the reserve component resist any changes they viewed as diminishing their importance in American military strategy.  If the active force could deploy and fight without them, they feared, it would.  The reserves would then sink into irrelevance, with a corresponding loss of prestige and morale.  But despite resistance, major changes have been considered.  One is to move the frequently-deployed capabilities which are now heavily in the reserves into the active component.  This includes specialties like civil affairs, psychological operations, engineers, and military police.  But, at the same time, the reserve component would focus even more on preparing for large-scale conventional war (and the active component less so).  The basic idea is that the United States military must retain its capacity to fight large-scale conventional war, but the chances of doing so are fairly low, at least right now.  And, there is normally enough warning and lead time before such operations to allow reserve units to mobilize and train.  Active ground forces plus air and naval units could probably hold an aggressor at bay until the reserve units were ready.  A second idea is to refocus the reserve component on homeland security, including disaster response.  This would make them less a part of warfighting or other military operations abroad, but instead the central protectors of their states and communities.  The reserve component would not, in this conception, need conventional warfighting capabilities.


While they might initially seem so, the two ideas are not mutually exclusive.  In a strategy of cooperative leadership, the most taxing activity for the U.S. military would be to provide a major part of the initial forces in a multinational stabilization operation.  The military could be reconfigured so that the active component did not need the reserves for quick deployments of relatively short length, even large scale ones.  The reserve component could then concentrate on the twin functions of preparing for large scale conventional war and assisting with homeland security–since these are the most important but lowest probability military activities.  Such a redesign would encounter resistance, but could be implemented with determined presidential and congressional leadership.

Should the U.S. military rely on partners to provide some capabilities?  During the Cold War there was a division of labor of sorts among NATO partners.  The United States did not, for instance, develop extensive capabilities for naval minesweeping because the Dutch provided it.  Since the end of the Cold War, thinking within the U.S. military has been that shifting coalitions rather than formal alliances are the norm.  Hence it needed to have all of the capabilities it might need in a major operation.  A strategy of collective leadership might allow a reevaluation of this idea.  If the United States only enters stabilization operations as part of a multinational force, there might be certain capabilities—say civil affairs, infrastructure reconstruction, and law enforcement training—which other nations can perform.  Clearly this would have to be worked out in advance.




Finally, what of defense transformation in strategy of collective leadership?  Certainly the U.S. military should continue the process of ongoing improvement it has institutionalized since the 1970s.  But a strategy of cooperative leadership would call for adjustments in the trajectory of transformation.  The adaptability of the military and its compatibility with a wide range of partners should be the benchmark.  The Army's modularization efforts, for instance, and its programs to improve cultural and linguistic acuity are valuable.  But the platform-centered version of transformation which seeks to augment the U.S. military's already significant advantages in conventional combat could be deemphasized.  Prototypes and even limited operational deployments of new, high technology platforms would seem to be enough to prepare the armed forces to shift back toward conventional overmatch, should traditional warfighting again become a likely mission.

Conclusions

American political leaders sometimes use the word "war" metaphorically—the war on poverty, the war on drugs, etc.  That causes few problems, because the American public and America's partners understand that it is being used metaphorically.  There is a danger, though, when "war" is used metaphorically for a task that can be mistaken for real war—a political struggle in which armed force to oppose one's will on an opponent.  The dilemma we fact today is that most of America's partners and potential partners do not think that the war on terror is either an effective way to eliminate terrorism by Islamic extremists, or that it is, in fact, so urgent a challenge that all other security issues should be peripheralized.  There is, then, a deep and deepening dissonance between the way the United States sees and approaches the global security environment and the way most other states do.


To remedy this, the United States should move beyond the "war on terror" as currently defined.  Combating and eradicating terrorism by Islamic extremists must, of course, remain, a central security concern.  Perhaps even the most important one.  But this will not be accomplished by "war" or by an approach that alienates partners.  A strategy of collective leadership would go far in reinvigorating American strategy and promoting national security.  This would not require a sea change in the structure of the American armed forces, but will require a new—or at least an adjusted--military strategy.  The sooner that debate, discussion, and consensus-building on the details of this begin, the better.
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