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THE UNITED STATES APPEARS TO BE 

ON THE DEFENSIVE EVERYWHERE. Chi-

na has embarked on an aggressive rec-

lamation and fortification program in the 

South China Sea and is calling for a new 

Eurasian order that would diminish U.S. 

alliances. Russia continues to defy NATO 

by deploying regular forces inside Ukraine 

and now Syria. Iran, despite a tenuous 

agreement on nuclear issues, arms prox-

ies across the Middle East in pursuit of 

undiminished, irredentist objectives. The 

Islamic State’s pursuit of a violent and re-

pressive caliphate has been blunted, but 

hardly reversed. Meanwhile, international 

cooperation on climate change has fal-

tered in advance of the Conference of 

the Parties (COP) 21 meeting in Paris in 

December and will fall well short of the 

initial goals of the Obama administration.

If ever there was a need for a coherent 

American grand strategy, it is now. But is 

the United States capable of formulating 

and implementing grand strategy? Grand 

strategy requires a clear definition of threats 

and objectives; the prioritization of efforts; 

and the integration of diplomatic, informa-
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tional, military, and economic means in pursuit of 

those objectives. The American democratic system 

is designed to contest such centralization of deci-

sionmaking and authority in one branch of govern-

ment. As de Tocqueville observed:

A democracy can only with great difficulty regu-

late the details of an important undertaking, per-

severe in a fixed design, and work out its execution 

in spite of serious obstacles. It cannot combine its 

measures with secrecy or await their consequenc-

es with patience.1 

And yet, the United States has repeatedly formu-

lated and implemented successful grand strategies 

throughout the Republic’s history in spite of the 

Founders’ suspicion of European institutions and in-

trigue. The American government settled favorable 

borders in the Western Hemisphere by the late-mid-

dle 19th century; became a major power in the Pa-

cific at the turn of the century; consolidated demo-

cratic alliances in Europe and Asia after the Second 

World War; and peacefully defeated Soviet commu-

nism 25 years ago. Only rarely were these strategies 

pursued through the agency of one man—a Theo-

dore Roosevelt or Henry Kissinger. Instead, Ameri-

can grand strategy flowed from a “metaprocess that 

links ends and means effectively but not efficiently.”2  

As John Ikenberry observes, successful strategies 

have been sustained abroad in the postwar era pre-

cisely because of the openness and contestation of 

political institutions at home, which empower and 

often reassure stakeholders in an American-led in-

ternational order.3  What de Tocqueville saw as a fa-

tal flaw was in fact a great strength.

There are times, however, when the American dem-

ocratic process becomes too contested and alarms 

rather than reassures allies and partners. There are 

also times when American political leaders suc-

cumb to doubt about the nation’s ability to lead in 

world affairs. In the traumatic aftermath of the First 

World War and Vietnam, the American public chose 

leaders who eschewed geopolitics as the basis for 

American engagement in the world. In the wake 

of the Iraq War, the national mood again swung in 

that direction. The guiding themes for foreign policy 

strategy became “restoring America’s global reputa-

tion”; focusing on transnational threats rather than 

geopolitics; a binary choice between “war” and “en-

gagement”; a reactive incrementalism based on the 

principle, “don’t do stupid stuff.” 

All of these post–Iraq instincts downplayed the im-

portance of the nation state, of power balances, and 

of contestation over emerging regional orders in Asia, 

Eastern Europe, and the Middle East. China, Russia, 

and Iran have filled these “grey zones” between war 

and engagement with coercive strategies designed 

to diminish American influence and marginalize U.S. 

allies. (A similar argument could be made with re-

spect to Latin America, though the revisionist states’ 

threat to international order in that region is less sig-

nificant.) Engagement of Moscow, Beijing, and Teh-

ran on areas of mutual interest has had merit, but by 

presenting this engagement as a “grand strategy” in 

itself, the Obama administration has reinforced the 

impression that it is ceding the initiative on regional 

order to the revisionist powers. On the other hand, 

realists who argue for purely competitive strategies 

vis-à-vis these states ignore the complex position of 

allies and partners who, in most cases (particularly 

with Russia and China), are not prepared to sign on 

to a zero-sum strategy evocative of the Cold War. 

U.S. grand strategy must therefore restore geopoli-
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tics as the foundational understanding of state-to-

state relations, but recognize that leadership de-

pends on projecting credible diplomatic, economic, 

military, and values-based alternatives rather than 

trying to block regional states’ relations with rising 

or revisionist powers in their neighborhood.

It goes without saying that sustaining econom-

ic growth at home is indispensable to this leader-

ship role abroad, but that should not be an excuse 

for retrenchment. The United States does not have 

the option of leaving a contested world order to 

go to the gym for a few years and then return to 

the fray. In fact, many of the near-term steps that 

would enhance American influence abroad will 

also add dynamism to the 

U.S. economy at home. The 

Trans-Pacific Partnership 

(TPP) and Trans-Atlantic 

Trade and Investment Part-

nership (TTIP) will increase 

U.S. exports and establish 

new rules that bond Europe 

and the Pacific more close-

ly to the United States. A 

renewed emphasis on pro-

moting good governance, 

women’s empowerment, rule of law, and civil so-

ciety will create more just, stable, and prosperous 

societies abroad, with active consumers and better 

protection of intellectual property rights. Ending se-

questration and enhancing security partnerships will 

allow sane strategic planning for corporations and 

more productive development of new systems and 

technology with allies and partners. Most states in 

the system want more economic and defense co-

operation with the United States, not less. In fact, 

there has probably never been a period in modern 

history where this was so much the case. The larger 

question is whether Washington can prioritize and 

integrate these instruments of economic, norma-

tive, and military engagement to take advantage of 

this new trend.

Much will depend on the instincts of the American 

people. History is instructive on this question. In Gal-

lop polls in the early 1920s a large majority of the 

American public said it was a mistake to have joined 

in the Great War. Over the next decade the Congress 

blocked defense spending and passed protectionist 

tariffs. By the late 1930s—as Japan and Germany be-

gan threatening order in Europe and the Pacific—the 

Gallop poll numbers reversed and a large majority of 

Americans began replying that the nation had been 

right to fight two decades earlier. FDR passed the Re-

ciprocal Trade Agreements 

Act and began recapitalizing 

the Navy. In the mid-1970s 

as the public turned against 

the Vietnam War, Congress 

slashed defense spending 

and hamstrung the presi-

dent’s conduct of foreign 

policy. Less than a decade 

later—after unprecedented 

Soviet expansionism in the 

Third World—the American 

public rallied behind policies that increased defense 

spending, reversed Soviet advances, and laid the foun-

dation for the end of the Cold War. 

Polls today suggest a similar rebounding of American 

internationalism may be underway. National security 

has returned a top-tier issue for Republicans, while 

Pew polls show that a large majority of Americans 

now support TPP. Much will depend on leadership. 

Despite the rambunctious populism of the early pri-

mary process in both parties, there is reason to be-

lieve that the candidates making the strongest case 

for international engagement will ultimately prevail. 

Most states in  

the system want more 

economic and defense 

cooperation with the 

United States, not less.




