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Reading Summary Lesson #28 – Winning the Peace: “Competing Visions for US Grand Strategy.”  Barry R. Posen and Andrew L Ross International Security VOL 21 no 3 Winter 1996/97 p 5-53 

Short Bio: Barry R. Posen is Professor of Political Science at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology where he is affiliated with the Security Studies Program. He is also on the Executive Committee of Seminar XXI, an educational program for senior military officers, government officials and business executives in the national security policy community. He has written two books, Inadvertent Escalation: Conventional War and Nuclear Risks and The Sources of Military Doctrine. Prior to coming to MIT, he taught at Princeton University, and has also been Guest Scholar at the Brookings Institution; Post-Doctoral Fellow at the Center for International Affairs at Harvard; Council on Foreign Relations International Affairs Fellow; Rockefeller Foundation International Affairs Fellow and Guest Scholar at the Center for Strategic and International Studies; and Woodrow Wilson Center Fellow, Smithsonian Institution. Dr. Posen's current activities include research on innovation in the U.S. Army, 1970-1980, and the role of force in US Foreign Policy.

Apparently Andrew L. Ross does not exist.  Or at least he has managed to keep any information about himself off of Google.  So, here’s my short bio of him:  Co-wrote an article with Barry Posen.   

Bottom Line of the Reading:  
“First, it should be clear that these strategic alternatives produce different advice about when the US should use force abroad, and the advice is not equally explicit. The new isolationism suggests” almost never.” Cooperative security could imply “frequently.” Selective engagement advises “it all depends” but suggests some rough criteria for judgment. Primacy implies the employment of force whenever it is necessary to secure or improve the U.S. relative power position, but permits it whenever the United States is moved to do so.  An understandable desire for clear decision rules on when to use force should not, however, outweigh the more fundamental concerns that ought to drive the U.S. choice of strategy.”  52   Note, these strategies have advantages and disadvantages, some save money, etc. but we must recognize that political leaders are constrained by these because one cannot easily shoft from one to another BECAUSE they entail different force structures.  Though the options are not mutually exclusive, one cannot easily pick and choose aspects of one and the other and piecemeal them together.  He ends saying perhaps an “ad hoc” approach is inevitable until a crisis impels a choice (SEP 11?).  His goal of the article is to lay out those choices.  This is really a great read, and he critiques each vision as well as he promotes each.   I will try to post quotations/comments below that give a good framework for the 4 visions, but there is no substitute for reading this particular article because of the very detailed way he cites advantages and disadvantages of each.  

Competing Visions

1.  “What are U.S. interests and objectives?  What are the threats to those threats and objectives?  What are the appropriate strategic responses to those threats? What principles should guide the development of U.S. policy and strategy?  In short, what should be the new grand strategy of the United States?”  5 

Neo-Isolationism

2.  “Neo-isolationism is the least ambitious, and, at least among foreign policy professionals, probably the least popular grand strategy option.”  9

3.  “Given the absence of threats to the U.S. homeland, neo-isolationism holds that national defense will seldom justify intervention abroad.  The United States is not responsible to and cannot afford the costs of maintaining world order.” 13 

4.  “Neo-isolationism would argue that those who fear terrorism, especially terrorists with nuclear, biological, or chemical weapons, can Increase U.S. safety by keeping it out of foreign conflicts.  Middle Eastern terrorists, for instance, whether sponsored by Syria, Iran, Iraq. or Libya, would find little reason to target the United States and its citizens, either abroad or at home, if the United States refrained from meddling in the Middle East.”  13

5.  “There can be no politically rational motive for any country large or small to explode a nuclear weapon on North America.  U.S. retaliation would be devastating.  Moreover, the fact that Britain, France, the People’s Republic of China, and Russia have nuclear retalitory forces makes It quite likely that these powers will deter each other, further reducing the risk that an ambitious hegemon could dominate and militarily exploit the economic resources of the Eurasian landmass.”  13

6.  Neo-Isolationists emphasize that the oceans have stopping power.

7.  HOWEVER:  “The disappearance of the United States from the world stage would likely precipitate a good deal of competition abroad for security.  Without a U.S. presence, aspiring regional hegemons would see more opportunities.  States formerly defended by the United States would have to look to their own military power, local arms competitions are to be expected.”  15

Selective Engagement

1.  “Selective engagement endeavors to ensure peace among powers that have substantial industrial and military potential--the great powers.”  17

2.  “Like the new isolationism, selective engagement emerges from the realist tradition of international politics and its focus on large concentrations of power.  Like cooperative security, it is also interested in peace. Though some of its proponents agree with the neo-isolationist premise that US. geography and nuclear deterrence make the United States so secure that a Eurasian hegemon  would not pose much of a security problem for the United States, selective engagement holds that any great power war in Eurasia is a danger to the United States.”  17   

3.  “On the basis of both the increased destructive power of modern weaponry and the demonstrated inability of the United States to stay out of large European and Asian wars in the first half of this century, selective engagement argues that the United States has an interest in great power peace.” 17  Note:  Mearsheimer’s article #14 thinks we can stay out of those wars or at least enter them later to our advantage (just a cross-reference comment).  

4.  “Given the interest in great power peace, the United States should engage itself abroad in order to ensure against these possibilities in the places where the consequences could be the most serious.  Balancing happens, but it happens earlier and more easily with leader.” 17

5.  “Advocates of selective engagement do start from the premise that U.S. resources are scarce: It is simply impossible to muster sufficient power and will to keep domestic and international peace worldwide, or to preserve the United States as the undisputed leader in a unipolar world.” 18

6.  “Moreover, short of a compelling argument about an extant threat, the people of the United States are unlikely to want to invest much money or many lives either in global police duties--cooperative security--or in trying to cow others into accepting U.S. hegemony--primacy.”  18

7.  Selective engagement and the war on terror means a great number of troops in our armed forces—an increase is necessary.

8.  “For the advocates of selective engagement, then, the parts of the world that matter most are the two ends of Eurasia-Europe and East Asia-and the Middle East/Southwest Asia.  Traditional alliances are the appropriate vehicle to pursue these interests...Selective engagement especially favors the preservation of NATO, though not its expansion...Advocates of selective engagement are concerned with ethnic conflict where it runs the risk of producing a great power war.  Fortunately, there are not many places where this seems likely....Arguably, advocates of selective engagement view humanitarian intervention as a question to be settled by the normal processes of U.S. domestic politics.  There is no clear strategic guide that tells which Interventions are worth pursuing and which are not.” 20

9.  HOWEVER:  “The strategy lacks a certain romance:  Will the cool and quiet, steady, long-tern exercise of U.S. power in the service of stable great power relations win the political support of any major constituency in the United States?  Compared to other strategies, there is relatively little idealism or commitment to principle behind the strategy.  It lacks the exuberant U.S. nationalism of primacy, or the commitment to liberal principle of cooperative security.  It focuses rather narrowly on interests defined in terms of power.  Can such a strategy sustain the support of a liberal democracy Iong addicted to viewing international relations as a struggle between good and evil?  22 

10.  US has to “ignore much of the trouble that is likely to occur in the world...selective engagement does not provide clear guidance on which ostensibly ‘minor” issues have implications for great power relations, and thus merit U.S. involvement.  It posits that most will not matter, but admits that some will.  Some connections are more obvious than others, but all will be the subject of debate.  Since trouble in peripheral areas is likely to be more common than trouble in core areas, the selective engagement strategy gives its least precise positive guidance on matters that will most commonly figure prominently in the media, and hence in the public debate on US. foreign policy.  The responsible practice of selective engagement will thus require considerable case-by-case analysis and public debate.”  22

11.  “Fourth, selective engagement is not as selective as its advocates would have us believe.  Europe and Asia matter because that is where the major powers reside; and the Middle East matters because of its oil resources.  Much of the world, therefore, matters.”  22 

12.  “There is one huge tension in the selective engagement argument.  The United States must maintain substantial military forces, threaten war, and risk war largely for the purpose of preventing war.  A traditional realist position accepts the risk of war, and the costs of waging war, to prevent aggressors from building sufficient power to challenge the United States directly.  Neo-isolationists, however, argue that if you want to avoid war, you must stay out of the affairs of others.  They remind us that it is quite unlikely that the results of even a great power war could decisively shift he balance of power against the United States.  If the United States goes out to the world to prevent hypothetical wars, it will surely find some real ones.  Advocates of selective engagement resist this deductive logic for two reasons:  The United States was drawn against its intentions into two costly world wars that started in Eurasia; and the United States pursued an activist policy during the Cold War which both contained Soviet expansionism and avoided great power war.”  23

Cooperative Security

13.  “The most important distinguishing feature of cooperative security is the proposition that peace is effectively indivisible.  Advocates propose to act collectively; through international institutions as much as possible.”  23-24 

14.  “Cooperative security does not view the great power as a generic security problem.  Because most are democracies, or on the road to democracy, and democracies have historically tended not to fall into war with one another, little great power security competition is expected.  A transitional Russia and an oligarchical China remain troublesome, but the answer there is to help them toward democracy...”  24 

15.  “Cooperative security subscribes to one premise that, for the most part, the other three strategies do not even consider.  A high level of what one might term ‘strategic interdependence’ is posited.  Wars in one place are likely to spread;  unsavory military practices employed in one war will be employed in other wars.  The use of weapons of mass destruction will beget their use elsewhere; ethnic cleansing will beget more ethnic cleansing.  Refugees fleeing the nationalist violence of one country will energize xenophobia in countries of refuge.  The organization of a global information system helps to connect these events by providing strategic intelligence to good guys and bad guys alike.” 25

16.  “A cooperative security strategy depends on international organizations to coordinate collective action. They are part of the complicated process of building sufficient credibility to convince all prospective aggressors that they will reguIarly be met with decisive countervailing power.  The threat of great powers to Intervene when they have no immediate interests at stake must be made credible.  A standing international organization with substantial domestic and international legitimacy is necessary to coordinate multilateral action and to create the expectation of regular, effective intervention for peace.” 26

17.  “Cooperative security advocates favor military action for humanitarian purposes.” 28

18.  HOWEVER:  “Individual states are still expected to be able to rise above narrow conceptions of national interest in response to appeals for action on behalf of the collective good, and engage in what will seem to them as armed altruism....Nevertheless, there will still be defectors and free riders.”  30

19.  “Democracies are problematical partners in a cooperative security project in a crucial respect:  Their publics must be persuaded to go to war.  Since the publics in modern liberal democracies seem to be quite casualty-sensitive, the case for risking the lives of their troops in distant wars is inherently difficult to make.”  31

Primacy

20.  “The pre-Cold War practice of aggregating power through coalitions and alliances, which underlies selective engagement, is viewed as insufficient.”  32 

21.  “Therefore, both world order and national security require that the United States maintain the primacy with which it emerged from the Cold War.  The collapse of bipolarity cannot be permitted to allow the emergence of multipolarity; unipolarity is best... Primacy is most concerned with the trajectories of present and possible future great powers.  As with selective engagement, Russia, China, Japan, and the most significant members of the European Union (essentially Germany, France, and Britain), matter most. War among the great powers poses the greatest threat to U.S. security for advocates of primacy...”  32

22.  The objective for primacy, therefore, is not, merely to preserve peace among the great powers, but to preserve U.S. supremacy by politically, economically, and militarily outdistancing any global challenger.”  32

23.  From the Pentagon Plan:  “’the U.S. must show the leadership necessary to establish and protect a new order that holds the promise of convincing potential competitors that they need not aspire to a greater role or pursue a more aggressive posture to protect their ultimate interests...In the non-defense areas, we must account sufficiently or the interests of the advanced industrial nations to discourage them from challenging our leadership or seeking to overturn the established political and economic order...We will retain the pre-eminent responsibility for addressing selectively those wrongs which threaten not only our interests, but those of our allies or friends, or which could seriously unsettle international relations’”  33  

24.  “The draft Defense Planning Guidance envisioned the United States seeking to prevent the rise of challengers by promoting international law, democracy, and free-market economies, and precluding the emergence of regional hegemons.” 34

25.  “The problem is not a lack of resources, but a lack of political will.  Advocates of primacy are quite optimistic, however, that the US. public can be induced to sacrifice for this project.”  35 

26.  HOWEVER:  “Advocates of primacy share with the New Isolationists and selective engagers a healthy skepticism of international organizations.  International organizations have little if any power and therefore can do little to maintain or, particularly, restore peace.  Yet, international organizations should not be entirely rejected because of fears that they may draw the United States into conflicts or concerns that they cannot credibly deter aggression.  Even a hegemonic power will, from time to time, find it useful to exploit the diplomatic cover provided by international organizations. If the facade of multilateralism renders the rule of an extraordinary power more palatable to ordinary powers, as it did during the Gulf War, international organizations are a strategic asset.” 40

27.  “Thus the level of defense spending required to support a grand strategy of primacy would likely be greater in the future than it would be now, as a consequence of both modernization and expansion.” 41

28.  “Contrary to the expectations of primacy advocates, it is likely that some states will balance against the United States. They will not wish to remain in a permanent position of military inferiority, just as the United States would struggle to reverse the position if it were imposed even by a benevolent state.  Primacy underestimates the power of nationalism.  Some states, simply out of national pride, may not accept U.S. leadership.  States coalesce against hegemons rather than rally around them.  Primacy is therefore a virtual invitation to struggle.”  42

29.  “American insistence on hegemonic leadership can engender resistance that may undermine the long-term effectiveness of any multilateral mechanisms that the United States may wish to exploit should challengers actually merge.”  42-43  

30.  “Will U.S. domestic politics permit a preventive war to forestall the rise of a challenger if other measures have proven insufficient?  How will other major powers react to preventive war?”  43

31.  “Primacy may be affordable today, but it is less likely to be had on the cheap in the future.  Ultimately, primacy is probably unsustainable and self-defeating.”  43

32.  Re: Clinton’s NSS document:  “The document promotes, on the one hand, ‘cooperative security measures.’  On the other hand, it acknowledges ‘limits to America’s involvement in the world--limits imposed by careful evaluation of our fundamental interests and frank assessment of the costs and benefits of possible actions,’ and notes that we cannot become involved in every problem.’  The array of transnational threats and challenges confronting the post-Cold War world ‘demand cooperative, multilateral solutions.’  Arms control is unequivocally embraced as ‘an integral part of our national security strategy’ and seen as becoming increasingly multilateral.  But the country’s force structure must enable the United States to deal with threats not just multilaterally but unilaterally.  ‘Our leadership must stress preventive diplomacy...in order to help resolve problems, reduce tensions and defuse conflicts before they become crises,’ yet ‘our engagement must be selective, focusing on the challenges that are most important [to] our own interests and focusing our resources where we can make the most difference.”  44

33.  “Primacy could die the death of thousand cuts.  The overall U.S. share of global power will decline a little.  Scientific, technological, and productive capacities will spread across the world.  Niche players will develop in economics, warfare, and even ideology.  Close allies will grow tired of incessant U.S. demands.  Traditional adversaries will balk as the United States tries to set the criteria for responsible membership in the “international community.”  A series of not very costly but ultimately indecisive interventions could exhaust the patience of the U.S. public.  Selective engagement again could be the default strategy, but retreat to isolationism is also possible.”  51

Overall

34.  “The Clinton administration has found it expedient to draw opportunistically from three grand strategies.  It seems plausible that a future Republican administration would succumb to the same temptations, and for similar reasons. Though primacy figures prominently in the strategic inclinations of both parties, elements of other strategies pop up as needed.  Given the realities of U.S. politics, such an ad hoc approach is probably inevitable until a crisis impels a choice.  And the failure to develop a clearer consensus on grand strategy may hasten the arrival of that crisis.  Perhaps the best we can do now is to layout those choices.”  53   

