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American Grand Strategy
R.D. Hooker, Jr.

Senior policymakers are often asked, “Does the United States have a grand 
strategy?” This chapter argues that a clearly definable American grand 
strategy exists and is set on firm foundations such as economic strength, 
nuclear deterrence, alliances and partnerships, and full-spectrum dominance 
in all warfighting domains. U.S. grand strategy is tied directly to enduring 
core interests that do not change over time, though the means employed to 
secure them are constantly evolving as technology and our national security 
institutions evolve.

From before the American Revolution, the outlines of an evolving 
grand strategy have been evident in our foreign and domestic pol-

icies.1 Much of that history continues to inform our strategic conduct, 
and U.S. grand strategy therefore rests today on traditional foundations. 
Despite a welter of theory and debate, grand strategy as a practical mat-
ter is remarkably consistent from decade to decade, its means altering 
as technology advances and institutions evolve, but its ends and ways 
showing marked continuity.

Grand strategy can be understood simply as the use of all instruments 
of national power to secure the state.2 Thus it exists at a level above 
particular strategies intended to secure particular ends, and above the 
use of military power alone to achieve political objectives. One way to 
comprehend grand strategy is to look for long-term state behavior as 
defined by enduring, core security interests and how the state secures 
and advances these over time. In a way, this means that what the state 
does matters more than what the state says. Grand strategy is therefore 
related to, but not synonymous with, national security strategies, nation-
al military strategies, quadrennial defense reviews, or defense strategic 
guidance. True grand strategy transcends the security pronouncements 
of political parties or individual administrations. Viewed in this light, 
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U.S. grand strategy shows great persistence over time, orienting on those 
things deemed most important—those interests for which virtually any 
administration will spend, legislate, threaten, or fight to defend.

At the conclusion of more than a decade of counterinsurgency opera-
tions, the United States finds itself repeating a familiar historical pattern. 
In the fiscal retrenchment that accompanies the end of every conflict (ex-
acerbated by the economic collapse of 2008 and the Budget Control Act 
of 2011), military forces (particularly land forces) are being drawn down.3 
Most U.S. ground and air forces have been repositioned to the continental 
United States, while defense spending (absent remedial legislation) will 
decline over the next 10 years by approximately 10 percent per year. 
At the same time, emerging nontraditional threats such as cyber attacks, 
weapons of mass destruction (whether chemical, biological, or radiolog-
ical) wielded by nonstate actors, and international terrorism now crowd 
the security agenda. Increasingly, other threats such as narco-trafficking, 
illegal immigration, environmental degradation, shifting and unstable de-
mographics, organized crime, and even climate change are also cast as 
national security threats. What does this portend for U.S. grand strategy?

The Ends of Grand Strategy
First, it is important not to confuse enduring core strategic interests with 
others that are less central. The current security environment, described 
in the 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review as “rapidly changing,” “vola-
tile,” “unpredictable,” and “in some cases more threatening,” is certainly 
all those. Yet addressing this environment in fact aligns comfortably with 
U.S. grand strategy over time. Broadly speaking, vital or core national in-
terests remain remarkably consistent. These include the defense of U.S. 
territory and its citizens and that of our allies, supporting and defending 
our constitutional values and forms of government, and promoting and 
securing the U.S. economy and standard of living. Virtually every stra-
tegic dynamic and dimension are encompassed in these. Grand strategy 
is by no means confined to our military forces and institutions but is far 
broader, encompassing all forms of national power. That said, we must 
beware of attempts to define everything in terms of national security. Any 
discussion of grand strategy quickly loses coherence and utility when 
we do.4 Grand strategy is fundamentally about security in its more tra-
ditional sense.5

Any assessment must begin with looking first at our security envi-
ronment, and then at threats to our core or vital interests, without ei-
ther overestimating or undervaluing them. The international security 
environment is by now well understood and familiar. Raymond Aron’s 
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view of “a multiplicity of autonomous centers of decision and therefore 
a risk of war” holds true today.6 The bipolar and traditionally Westpha-
lian state system of the Cold War has given way to a more multipo-
lar system featuring a militarily and economically dominant, but not 
all-powerful, United States; a rising China and India; a resurgent Russia; 
an economically potent but militarily declining Europe; an unstable and 
violence-prone Middle East, wracked by the Sunni-Shia divide, econom-
ic and governance underperformance, and the Arab-Israeli problem; a 
proliferation of weak and failed states, particularly in Africa, the Middle 
East, and the Russian periphery; and empowered international and non-
governmental organizations and nonstate actors.7 Terrorist organizations 
and international organized crime are far more significant than in the 
past, enabled by global communications and information flows. In abso-
lute terms the world is safer, as the prospect of nuclear mutually assured 
destruction and world war costing millions of lives seems relegated to 
the past. Yet most societies feel threatened and insecure, while conflict, if 
more low-level, remains endemic.

The broad threats that confront us have deep roots but have also 
evolved over time. In order of importance, they can be summarized as:

• Use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) against the homeland. 
These could be nuclear, biological, chemical, cyber, or explosive/
kinetic in nature (such as the 9/11 attacks) delivered by either state 
or nonstate actors. Single or multiple attacks causing mass casual-
ties could lead to partial or complete economic collapse and loss of 
confidence in our governance structures, imperiling our standard of 
living and way of life in addition to causing loss of life.8

• Economic disruption from without. The crash of 2008 was largely 
self-induced, but the health and stability of the U.S. economy could 
also be affected by the actions of foreign powers. Any major dis-
ruption to the global economy, which depends upon investor con-
fidence as much as the free flow of goods and energy, could have 
catastrophic consequences for the United States, and Presidents 
have repeatedly shown a willingness to use force to ensure access to 
markets, free trade, and economic stability.

• The rise of a hostile peer competitor. For centuries, Great Britain 
aligned against the rise of any power able to dominate the European 
landmass and upset the balance of power. The United States did the 
same in opposing Germany in World War I, Germany and Japan in 
World War II, and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The U.S. 
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“rebalance” to Asia and opposition to Chinese territorial moves in 
the East and South China seas can be seen as an attempt to count-
er the rise of China in a manner consistent with longstanding U.S. 
grand strategy.

• Direct challenges to key allies. Alliances such as the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) and bilateral security arrangements 
with close allies such as Japan and South Korea constitute solemn 
commitments that extend American power and influence globally. 
To preserve international stability and deter conflict, they must be 
honored. U.S. leaders can be expected to act decisively when close 
allies are directly threatened.

There are, of course, other threats of concern to national security 
practitioners that fall below this threshold. For example, promoting 
democracy and human rights abroad are sometimes touted as foreign 
policy “imperatives.”9 While consistent with American political culture 
and ideology, in practice, these are highly case specific. When consonant 
with the framework and principles of its grand strategy, the United States 
may act, but more often a pragmatic realism governs.10 The long night-
mare in Syria, with its tragic loss of life, accelerating regional instabili-
ty, mounting extremism and terrorist involvement, and massive human 
rights violations on all sides, would seem to be a classic case calling for 
military intervention. Yet there is no United Nations or NATO mandate, 
no strong reservoir of public support for military action, no appetite for 
intervention among our allies and partners, and no desire to dispute the 
agendas of Russia, China, and Iran in Syria, at least for the time being. 
With no direct threat to the homeland, U.S. citizens or allies, or the U.S. 
economy, the prospects for large-scale military intervention at present 
seem low, despite the humanitarian tragedy unfolding.

The crisis in Ukraine presents a different case study. The North Atlan-
tic Council voted to defer NATO membership to Georgia and Ukraine 
and did not station NATO troops in the new member states, largely 
out of deference to Russian security concerns. These confidence-build-
ing measures notwithstanding, Russia in recent years sent troops into 
Georgia, Crimea, eastern Ukraine, and Syria.11 The concerns of NATO 
members, especially the newer ones located in Eastern Europe and the 
Baltic States, are mounting as Russian leaders assert the right to “protect” 
ethnic Russian minorities in neighboring countries.

This scenario presents a different challenge to U.S. grand strategy. 
Should Russia seize more Ukrainian territory, NATO’s Baltic members 
could possibly come under threat.12 Direct confrontation with Russia, 
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still a major nuclear and conventional power, may seem unthinkable. Yet 
failure to honor our treaty obligations to NATO would mean the virtual 
collapse not only of the Alliance but also of our security relationships 
around the world. Such a loss of global reach and influence would negate 
U.S. grand strategy altogether. For that reason, however much against 
its will, the United States will in all likelihood confront Russia should a 
NATO member be attacked or directly threatened.

The unfolding collapse of Iraq and Syria may fall somewhere in be-
tween. Across the United States and in both political parties, there re-
mains a strong aversion to reintroducing a large ground presence into 
the Middle East. A direct threat to the homeland has not yet emerged 
(though “lone-wolf attacks” are mounting), and the prospect of lending 
military and material aid to the Shia regime in Baghdad, itself both sup-
ported and at least partially controlled by Tehran, is unpalatable. On the 
other hand, major human rights violations and the prospect of spillover 
and accelerating destabilization of the region could compel strong ac-
tion against the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and its Sunni 
confederates. Should ISIL successfully establish a safe haven and launch 
major attacks against Europe and the United States, decisive U.S. and 
coalition military action would probably follow. Major disruption to the 
free flow of oil through the Arabian Gulf and attendant economic shocks 
could also compel a powerful military response.

These and similar examples raise the question of whether the Unit-
ed States consciously pursues an imperial or hegemonic grand strategy. 
Many scholars, both domestic and foreign, explicitly or implicitly assert 
that it does.13 On the one hand, the United States, along with other great 
powers, seeks to provide for its own security by maximizing its power 
relative to potential and actual adversaries, within limits imposed by its 
domestic politics. Its political and military leaders are constrained in at-
tempting to balance what Aron called an ethics of responsibility—the 
pragmatic reality of an international politics that cannot and does not 
ignore the role of force—and an ethics of conviction, which is norma-
tive and classically liberal in seeking accommodation and an absence of 
conflict where possible.14 It is thus true that U.S. power, and particularly 
military power, is often employed to secure and advance American inter-
ests. On the other hand, U.S. interventions are marked by an absence of 
territorial aggrandizement or forced extraction of natural resources. Typ-
ically, huge sums are spent on development and infrastructure improve-
ments. On its own or when asked (as in the Balkans, Somalia, Haiti, 
Panama, and Iraq), the United States usually withdraws and goes home. 
Even close allies remain free to opt out of military ventures, as seen in the 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 and in Libya in 2011.
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The net effect has been to bring into being, largely if not entirely 
through America’s own efforts, a rules-based international and economic 
order that has widely benefited much of the world:

It falls to the dominant state to create the conditions under 
which economic interdependence can take hold (by provid-
ing security, rules of the game, and a reserve currency, and 
by acting as the global economy’s banker and lender of last 
resort). Without a dominant power to perform these tasks, 
economic interdependence does not happen. Indeed, free 
trade and interdependence have occurred in the modern 
international system only during the hegemonies of Victo-
rian Britain and postwar America.15

These are the actions of a preponderant power but hardly of a classically 
imperialist one. If the United States is imperialist, it appears to be so in a 
historically benign way; if hegemonic, in a heavily qualified one.

The Means of Grand Strategy
The means of grand strategy are similarly enduring over time. Foster-
ing strong alliances and bilateral security arrangements, maintaining a 
strong and survivable nuclear deterrent, fielding balanced, powerful, and 
capable military forces that are dominant in each warfighting domain 
and that can project and sustain military power globally and prevail in 
armed conflict, and providing intelligence services that can ensure glob-
al situational awareness and provide strategic early warning are basic 
components.16 They are intrinsically linked to a powerful economy and 
industrial base, advanced technology, an extensive military reserve com-
ponent, an educated and technically skilled population fit for military 
service,17 and a political system based on classically liberal democratic 
values and able to make clear and sustainable policy and resource deci-
sions.18

America’s traditional reliance on forward presence and forward-de-
ployed forces, another strategic linchpin, has declined since the end of 
the Cold War. Few combat forces remain in Europe (the last tank was 
removed in 2012, though rotational forces have returned in brigade 
strength), only a single ground combat brigade is based on the Korea 
Peninsula, and there are no ground combat troops based in the Middle 
East. Naval forward presence has also been scaled back in the post–Cold 
War era as the size of the fleet has declined.19 On the alliance front, re-
lations with NATO Allies have been damaged by the rebalance to Asia, 



• 7 •

American Grand Strategy

widely perceived by Allies as a devaluation of Europe by U.S. leaders, 
and by Defense Secretary Robert Gates’s stern speech in June 2011 that 
castigated European Allies for failing to meet targets for defense spend-
ing.20 President Barack Obama’s “leading from behind” stance in Libya, 
the pullout from Iraq, and inaction in Syria are interpreted by some as 
evidence of a disinclination to engage globally in the interests of interna-
tional stability, though others see prudent and measured restraint.

The use of soft power also deserves consideration in this discussion.21 
Described by its progenitor as “the ability to influence the behavior of oth-
ers to get the outcomes you want,”22 soft power is concerned with devel-
opment aid, cultural influence, the power of example (Coca-Cola, Amer-
ican blue jeans, and MTV are often cited), and other forms of suasion 
that are not coercive or easily directed. Theorists disagree on whether soft 
power should be considered part of the strategist’s arsenal. Diplomacy, for 
instance, may lack utility when divorced from the military and economic 
power of the state; the artfulness of the discussion may be useful but will 
not be decisive absent hard power. On balance, though, the ability of 
soft power to influence adversary behavior for good or ill is probably in-
controvertible, albeit not easily deployable or even controllable.23 To that 
extent, it is an important factor that nevertheless falls outside the realm of 
grand strategy as traditionally understood and practiced.

While U.S. determination to act forcefully in support of the interna-
tional order may be more open to question, and while U.S. economic and 
military power may not be as dominant as in the past, in absolute terms 
the United States remains by far the preponderant power in the world. 
Possessed of great actual and potential strengths, the United States is 
unequalled in hard power. Nevertheless, coherent and effective politi-
cal direction is the essential precondition to strategic success. Since the 
end of the Vietnam War, mounting conflict between the legislative and 
executive branches, spurred by a fractious polarization of American pol-
itics, has reached alarming proportions. Repeated wars have led to a con-
centration of the war power in the executive branch, arguably resulting 
in more frequent uses of force that may not command public support. 
Unquestionably, a healthy and stable set of political arrangements that 
provides for effective sharing of power, while ensuring popular backing, 
is essential.24 When lacking, successful strategic execution is at risk.

The Ways of Grand Strategy
How the United States addresses direct threats to its core or vital interests 
over time is the essence of grand strategy. Typically, America’s solutions 
are not new, although the technologies employed often are.
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U.S. grand strategy since 1945 has been based first and foremost on 
nuclear deterrence. The ability to deter other nuclear powers dominated 
strategic thought at least through the end of the Cold War. This meant a 
survivable nuclear arsenal able to deliver sufficient damage great enough 
to render any first strike by an adversary unimaginable. Originally, early 
technology meant bombers attacking cities with nuclear bombs. Even-
tually this gave way to land- and sea-launched ballistic missiles, whose 
improved accuracy allowed for targeting of enemy nuclear systems di-
rectly. The modern triad of strategic bombers, intercontinental ballistic 
missiles, and nuclear ballistic submarines dates from this time. Though 
smaller than during the Cold War, the U.S. strategic nuclear arsenal to-
day is survivable, redundant, and accurate, providing an absolute nucle-
ar deterrent against any adversary.25

For the purposes of statecraft and strategy-making, deterrence is best 
understood in simple terms. Deterrence is the art of instilling in the mind 
of one’s adversary the belief that the costs of a contemplated course of 
action outweigh the benefits. Here, both capability and credibility are 
essential. The capability to deliver the threat must exist, or at least the 
enemy must think so. But one’s willingness to deliver the threat must also 
be seen and believed. Ambiguity, not certainty, is allowed if the threat-
ened costs are high; rational decisionmakers are deterred if the price of 
miscalculation is unacceptably severe, as with nuclear weapons. But if 
the threatened costs are not seen as unacceptably high, or if there is gen-
uine doubt as to whether the threat will be delivered, deterrence can fail.

This key dynamic explains why deterrence, especially the conven-
tional kind, so often falls short. In Korea, Vietnam, the Gulf War, Iraq, 
and Afghanistan, U.S. military power was immeasurably superior. In 
each case, our opponent was not deterred. Why? In each, the U.S. use 
of nuclear weapons was correctly discounted. In each, our opponents 
calculated, again correctly, that we would not bring the full weight of 
American power to bear. And in each, our adversaries assessed our will-
ingness to accept casualties and to persist over the long term as low. In 
short, we lacked the credibility to effectively deter. Military fiascos such 
as the bombing of the Marine barracks in Lebanon and the “Black Hawk 
Down” debacle in Somalia, which were followed by precipitate with-
drawal, encouraged potential enemies to believe that high casualties to 
U.S. forces might cause America to quit.

Finally, the tendency to regard deterrence as a mission rather than an 
effect should be squarely addressed. Military forces cannot train to deter. 
They can only prepare to fight. If perceived as superior to one’s adver-
sary, and if directed by credible leaders, then effective deterrence can 
be achieved. The mere existence of forces is not enough. They must be 
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trained, equipped, supplied, and led, in numbers and with capabilities 
enough to overawe one’s likely opponent. As Wallace Thies argued in a 
classic essay:

The value of military forces is often better measured in 
terms of what does not happen rather than what does. The 
most capable armed forces are those that prevent trouble 
from arising because they exist in sufficient number and 
quality to dissuade troublemakers from threatening Amer-
ican interests. . . . [T]he debate over deterrence versus war-
fighting is one of those rare cases where both sides have 
managed to miss the point. Winning wars is wonderful, 
preventing them is even better, but to prevent wars it is first 
necessary to be able to fight them.26

Effective grand strategy must recognize this simple truth: It is far better 
to avoid a war than to fight one. But avoiding war cannot rest on good 
intentions. Hard military power and the will to use it are the coins of 
the realm.

In the conventional realm, the first principle is to meet the threat as 
far from the homeland as possible. Thus, since the end of World War 
II, the United States has established bases, positioned forces, and stock-
piled weapons and munitions around the globe, buttressed by econom-
ic and development assistance, exercises, formal treaties, coalitions of 
the willing, and alliances.27 (Counterproliferation may also be viewed 
in this light.) While U.S. ground forces have largely come home, Amer-
ica’s network of overseas bases, airfields, and alliances as well as for-
ward-deployed air and naval forces is still extensive. The Nation’s ability 
to project power globally and sustain its forces almost indefinitely re-
mains unmatched. U.S. satellites survey the globe and monitor adversary 
communications continuously.

Next, the United States prefers to meet serious threats using different 
tools at once, in theory reserving military force for last and relying on 
intelligence, diplomacy, forward presence, and its economic power to 
forestall, deflect, or defuse security challenges.28 Still, U.S. military pow-
er is awesome. Its strength across the warfighting domains, supported 
by an unmatched ability to project and sustain military forces far from 
the homeland, remains far ahead of the rest of the world.29 Whenev-
er possible, the United States prefers to address threats in tandem with 
allies, partners, or like-minded states, working through internation-
al organizations such as the United Nations or NATO and conducting 
preconflict engagement and “shaping” operations on a large scale. Yet 
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when vital interests are engaged, the United States will act unilaterally if 
necessary.30 Preemption to disrupt or prevent imminent threats falls well 
within America’s grand strategic calculus.31 Prevention—the use of force 
to defeat threats before they become imminent—has, on the other hand, 
far less provenance.

As the preponderant global power, the United States attempts to 
shape the international security environment to prevent or ward off se-
curity challenges where it can.32 When it cannot, and when significant 
or vital interests are engaged, military force often comes into play. Since 
the end of World War II, the United States has used military force many 
times, with varying degrees of success, to protect, secure, or advance 
its security interests.33 When military force was used, the record of suc-
cess or failure is illustrative when viewed in light of the grand strategic 
framework described above. In the previous century, the United States 
experienced clear success when the threats to vital interests were un-
ambiguous; when the response enjoyed strong support from the public 
and Congress; when overwhelming force was applied; when strong allies 
participated; and when the strategic objective was well understood.34 
Both World War I and II, the Cold War, and the Gulf War are examples. 
In cases where the direct threat to U.S. vital interests was less clear, over-
whelming force was not applied, public and congressional support was 
not strong or sustained, and the strategic objective was unclear, defeat 
or stalemate ensued. Korea, Vietnam, Beirut, Somalia, Iraq, and Afghan-
istan are the relevant examples here. In some cases (the Dominican Re-
public, Grenada, Panama, Haiti, Kosovo), the desiderata listed above did 
not fully apply, but weak opposition and overmatching force led to early 
success, forestalling loss of public support or stagnation of the conflict.35

These historical lessons are compelling. American political leaders 
have not always recognized these principles and have certainly not always 
applied them. Their apparent jettisoning by both Republican and Dem-
ocratic administrations following the Gulf War has come with a heavy 
price. America’s successes in war, and in deterring war, have resulted at 
least as much from an industrial and technological superiority, employed 
en masse by competent political and military institutions, as from any 
other factor.36 This superiority is best translated into battlefield and cam-
paign success by synergistically applying land, sea, air, space, and cyber 
power to achieve decisive objectives that see through and beyond the end 
of combat operations. Single-Service or one-dimensional applications of 
force have repeatedly failed of their promise to deliver strategic victory.

Relatedly, political leaders and strategists should be mindful of strategic 
culture, that mélange of history, tradition, custom, world view, economy, 
sociology, political systems, and mores that largely shapes how and why 
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nations fight. There may be no agreed upon American theory of war, but 
an “American way of war” surely obtains, based on concepts of joint and 
combined warfare, mass, firepower, technology, strong popular support, 
and a focus on decisive and clear-cut outcomes.37 “Good wars” have his-
torically followed this pattern. “Bad wars” have not. While the analogy 
can be taken too far, it captures central truths that should inform our 
strategic calculations.38 Strategic culture is real and powerful, whether or 
not it is acknowledged.39

The Way Ahead
As U.S. leaders assess a complex security environment, historical experi-
ence provides useful and helpful context and guideposts to understand-
ing the present—even when security threats are harder to define and 
address, as in the case of cyber attacks.40 U.S. forces are also held to 
standards increasingly difficult to guarantee; the prospect of even mini-
mal casualties to our own forces or to civilians (however unintentional) 
or unintended environmental damage now colors every decision in the 
age of the 24-hour news cycle. On balance, traditional military security 
concerns often seem less paramount. Absent a clear and present danger, 
humanitarian considerations, environmental issues, and resource im-
pacts and scarcities compete strongly with military factors in policy de-
liberations. In the meantime, nonstate actors are increasing their power 
and influence to effect policy changes across a wide spectrum of issues, 
many of which directly affect the ability of U.S. military forces to carry 
out their missions.41

In the last generation we have often seen the face of the future re-
flected in the bitter divisions of the past, in failed states, in emerging de-
mocracies, and in nations stuck in transition between authoritarian and 
democratic systems. A persistently uncertain and unstable international 
security environment places a premium on U.S. leadership. As the only 
remaining global power and as a coalition leader in organizations such 
as NATO, the United States is uniquely positioned to influence world 
affairs in ways that benefit not only the Nation, but also the international 
community as a whole.42 The prudent use of American military power, 
in concert with the economic, political, and diplomatic instruments of 
national power, remains central to attempts to shape the international 
environment and encourage peace and stability wherever important U.S. 
interests are at stake.43

It is also useful to note that the formerly sharp distinction between 
the military instrument and others has become blurred. The definition 
of national security is now more expansive, encompassing a great domain 
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of “homeland defense,” with dozens of civilian agencies and large mili-
tary organizations (such as U.S. Northern Command) intimately linked 
with and often working in subordination to other civilian entities. Even 
in conflict zones, tactical formations engaged in daily combat can find 
themselves with scores of embedded civilians representing civilian de-
partments.44 Informational technologies and a more globalized threat, 
able to strike from remote and underdeveloped locations with great ef-
fect, now force a greater degree of synergy and interoperability between 
military and nonmilitary organizations than ever before. These trends 
will continue on a trajectory toward ever greater civil-military integra-
tion, particularly in the intelligence, cyber, acquisition, logistics, and 
consequence management realms.

Taking the long view, and acknowledging the strong impact of new 
technologies and threats, the framework of U.S. grand strategy as de-
scribed here will remain relevant and current for decades to come. The 
international security environment will remain anarchic and uncertain, 
with the state mattering more than supranational organizations, even as 
nonstate actors of many kinds proliferate. Conflict will remain endemic, 
and state-on-state conflict will recur. WMD attacks against the homeland 
will be attempted and may be successful. Pressures to intervene—in the 
Middle East, Africa, Eastern Europe, and perhaps even East Asia—will 
persist or surface anew. Strategic shocks—unanticipated crises requiring 
strategic responses—will be more the norm than not.45 None of this is 
new, unique, or even more dangerous than in the past.

Strategists must accordingly consider and refine the ways and means 
by which our traditional and enduring interests may best be defended. 
Along the way, a certain humility is helpful; as Henry Kissinger wrote, 
“The gods are offended by hubris. They resent the presumption that 
events can be totally predicted and managed.”46 At its best, grand strat-
egy is not always or fundamentally about fighting or the military appli-
cation of force, but rather an appreciation of its potential, along with the 
other instruments of power, in the mind of the adversary. President Ron-
ald Reagan’s role in bringing about an end to the Cold War is the classic 
example. In this sense, effective grand strategy may often preclude the 
need to resort to force. To achieve this, the involvement of society in its 
own national defense, a strong, stable, and globally networked economy, 
an effective domestic politics that can make rational decisions over time 
in support of national security, and the promotion of values that invite 
support and consensus at home and abroad will count for much. So 
too will balanced and capable military forces, sized and able to operate 
globally and in concert with civilian counterparts, international organi-
zations, allies, and partners. The decision when and if to use force should 
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never be approached casually, emotionally, or halfheartedly, but, rather, 
soberly, analytically, and with a whole-of-government and whole-of-so-
ciety intention to prevail. There should never be doubt that when core 
interests are engaged, the United States will bring the full weight of its 
power to bear and will persist until success is achieved. On these founda-
tions will rest an effective U.S. grand strategy far into the future.
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