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			Praise for Don’t Wait for the Next War

			“Intellectuals often underestimate books like this. Mr. Clark isn’t a thumb-sucking pundit: he is an extremely ambitious, sharp-elbowed man who has a passionately felt vision for the American future that he aches to put into practice.”

			—Wall Street Journal

			

						“On most every count, he delivers an imaginative, tightly argued book that is full of salient details. Clark fills a vacuum in the nation’s approach to strategy and shows all of us—soldiers, CEOs, entrepreneurs, and politicians alike—how our country can again play to its strengths.”

			—Army magazine

			

					“The issues Clark raises are ones that every concerned (and voting) American ought to consider as we enter the next election cycle. The author writes clearly and keeps ‘policy wonk’ language to a minimum.”

			—Library Journal

			

			“While Gen. Clark is perhaps best known for his 2004 presidential campaign on the Democratic ticket, his ideal national strategy has significant bipartisan appeal. This book is about much more than foreign or public policy. Gen. Clark tells fascinating tales about meetings with prominent officials from all over the world that offer insight into the strategic goals of other countries. The publishers of Don’t Wait for the Next War could not have timed its release any better. You may not agree with Gen. Clark’s strategies, but at least he is trying to elevate the national conversation with his fantastic new book.”

			—Seeking Alpha

		

						“The author is an upbeat advocate and writer, bringing his can-do military attitude to a set of problems away from the battlefield. Clark is forceful and confident in tone, but he also wisely acknowledges that he has relied on many advisers. . . . A clearly written prescription to help Americans alleviate their nation’s malaise.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

					

						“An exuberant vision for American global leadership that would deemphasize, without diminishing, American military preeminence in favor of an economic-muscle approach that leverages American energy resources.”
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						“A catalyst for serious debate.”

			—Publishers Weekly
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			This book is dedicated to American veterans, who have served both in war and in peace. For more than a century they have borne personally the weight of America’s strategy, in its successes and in its failures. In their honor, it is time for the United States to create an effective national strategy before the next war compels us to do so.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Gathered around a dinner table, sipping their drinks and glancing at the menus, were members of the Syrian opposition: a young businessman from Chicago, a mild-mannered professor from the University of Arkansas, another younger man who had flown in from London, a local associate, and a couple of others. They were in Los Angeles in April 2013 looking for American support—money, friends, influence, and understanding.

			Most lived in the United States, some had grown up here; all knew what America stood for: freedom, democracy, opportunity. This was why they, or their families before them, had emigrated here in the first place, and this was precisely what they wanted to take home to Syria. They also knew that America was incredibly strong economically, rich with technology, capital, and promise, and they were very much aware of what our armed forces were capable of. None of them had served in uniform, but they had a profound respect for US military power, and in particular for what our Air Force could do to help their situation at home.

			The situation in Syria was, of course, murderous. It was the spring of 2013, and the death toll in that nation had just surpassed 100,000. I was also at the table that night. I had been invited by an associate who had broad business relationships in the Middle East because of my background and general interest in issues of war and diplomacy. Ultimately, while the Syrians wanted support from the US government, they were also looking for friends and whatever forms of assistance might be available outside of government sources.

			So we talked about the struggles of a group of brave men and women to resist a tyrannical and brutal regime. The stunning death toll was only the beginning; millions of Syrians had been driven from their homes, and refugees were flooding into neighboring states to escape the fighting. Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan were all affected. Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and perhaps Turkey were providing the opposition with weapons, but it wasn’t enough.

			According to the opposition, the regime was directing the Syrian forces to limit the killing to no more than five hundred persons per day in order to temper the international outcry and fend off forcible intervention. It was constantly testing and probing the international community’s tolerance. What could Bashar al-Assad’s regime get away with? How much brutality could it apply before the world took action? And to complicate things even further, outsiders, including Iran and its political-military arm in the region, Hezbollah, were now involved in the fighting, too.

			As the talk around the table continued, I thought about all the representatives of other groups around the world that had looked to America for assistance—people I had known who had undergone similar struggles in their pursuit of freedom.

			First, there was Haiti. In 1994, as director of strategic plans and policy for the Joint Chiefs of Staff, I had heard the Haitians talk about the repressive junta led by General Raoul Cédras—on an island, a few murders could be a very effective form of intimidation. I had been among those who had helped then-president Jean-Bertrand Aristide return to government. 

			Then Bosnia. In 1994–1995 I had met extensively with Bosnian Muslims and Croats. As a member of Richard Holbrooke’s diplomatic team charged with ending the conflict, I recalled Haris Silajdžić, then the number-two man in the Bosnian Muslim government, remarking, in the back of a bombed-out building in Mostar, “I can understand why the Serbs would torture a grown man, but a five-year-old boy?” Any torture was shocking and repellant to me. That war finally came to an end when the United States helped to negotiate an agreement in late 1995.

			In the late 1990s, as Serb repression in Kosovo grew, I had heard the concerns of leaders in Eastern Europe and the Baltic states as they emerged from Soviet occupation and sought membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). President Lennart Meri of Estonia told me about the brutal Soviet occupation in Lapland during the 1930s—women had been mutilated and children fed to wild, starving sled dogs as the Laplanders resisted the imposition of communism. I had been shown a picture of an old man with a pistol to his head—he was the last of the Forest Brothers, men who had been executed in Estonia in 1979 by the KGB, after some thirty-five years of resistance. I had met with the Albanians in 1998, and with the Kosovar Albanians in 1998 and 1999, and I had seen the reports of the Serb mortars falling on Kosovo civilians. A whole family—about 60 men, women, and children—had been murdered. I had heard the Kosovar Albanians speak of their fierce determination to break free of the Serbs. Ultimately, NATO fought a war—we called it the Kosovo Air Campaign, to avoid the term “war”—to end Serb ethnic cleansing there.

			Even as a retired General Officer (that’s what we call ourselves), I was still occasionally contacted and entreated by individuals and groups around the world seeking a better life for themselves and their families. They knew my reputation from my thirty-eight years of service to the United States Army, during which I led NATO’s 1999 operations against Serbia as NATO Supreme Allied Commander, and later, my run for the Democratic presidential nomination in 2003–2004. I had spoken with the Iraqi diaspora in 2002–2003, for example, and with parents of Egyptian protesters in 2011. I had spoken with Libyans working to overthrow Muammar al-Qaddafi, with the members of the People’s Mujahedin of Iran (MEK), and now, the Syrians. They were all earnest and brave men and women who wanted a life of freedom and greater opportunity—a life worth fighting for. But they were overmatched, and they wanted our help.

			Of course, they were also working our system—to win sympathy, to gain influence, to elicit support, and ultimately, to use America to gain their ends at home. Sure, we were always in danger of being manipulated; but, after all, in the eighteenth century, Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson had worked Paris in a similar way, during our own Revolutionary War, as they sought allies and resources to give them a leg up in their fight against the British.

			It’s hard not to be a little flattered when others come to America for assistance. It’s a reaffirmation of our country’s values and strengths, especially for those of us who served in uniform or in the defense establishment during the Cold War and remember the ideological struggle of those years. Each of us in some small way was part of the system that won the sweetest strategic victory of the past few centuries—a seventy-year-long, worldwide, geostrategic competition and clash of values in which we prevailed without direct conflict. By 1992, people spoke of only one superpower. We had achieved a unipolar international system built around American values.

			As I sat at that table in Los Angeles, I was proud that we were still hosting those who admired our values, respected our power, and sought our help in emulating America. Their goal was to attain the political rights and advantages that Americans enjoy.

			But I was also concerned. The Assad regime was proving to be a tough nut to crack, and not just because it was so well entrenched. It had strong support from significant minorities and foreign powers.

			The United States in 2013 still had 80,000 men and women in Afghanistan as well as bases and fleets throughout the Middle East, not to mention the largest defense budget in US history. And it was still growing. The men and women in uniform had endured almost twelve years of continuous combat, during which time the United States had suffered 40,000 casualties, including over 6,000 dead. We had spent north of $1 trillion. Hundreds of thousands of veterans suffering from varying degrees of posttraumatic stress disorder and traumatic brain injury would need care for years to come, and the American public was getting tired of war and casualty reports. The so-called Arab Spring was quickly turning into winter. Unrest, violence, and rapid, unpredictable political change seemed to be the new normal. The status quo that Western powers had helped to shape during the Cold War was rapidly changing. Many economies in the Middle East were suffering, and even Egypt’s domestic oil industry, heavily subsidized, was failing. There was no peace agreement between Israel and the Palestinians, despite decades of American effort, and Iran was on a path to nuclear weapons.

			Amid all of this, the United States was engaged in implementing a new policy called “the Pivot to the Pacific.” The policy declared that the future of American strategic interest lay in Asia. But the public discussion glossed over what would happen to the regions we were pivoting from.

			For twenty years, the US armed forces had maintained a strong focus on the Middle East, beginning in 1990–1991 with the First Gulf War, in which over 500,000 US troops were deployed. After that war the United States fostered partnerships in the region, especially with the members of the Gulf Cooperation Council. We deepened our military relationship with Israel. We strengthened our military presence in the Gulf to deter Saddam Hussein from further aggression. The US Air Force flew Operation Southern Watch from Saudi Arabia, and Northern Watch from Turkey, to maintain pressure on Saddam’s regime and to protect the Kurds in northern Iraq. When Saddam refused to permit the reentry of United Nations inspection teams to verify the elimination of his weapons of mass destruction, the United States initiated Operation Desert Fox—four days of strikes against Iraq in December 1998. Subsequently, strikes against Iraq’s air defense sites were ordered upon provocation. Throughout this period, the US armed forces and the US Central Command were busy preparing for war. It was, as one very senior US Army leader confided to me in December 1998, “where we wanted to fight.”

			I had been a participant in much of this—from helping to train and ready the forces that fought the Gulf War, to drawing out the lessons afterward, helping shape deterrent policy toward Saddam, guiding strikes against Iraq, and helping to provide defensive support to Israel in the late 1990s. But for all our effort in the Middle East, what did we have to offer the Syrians by 2013? Had they come to the party too late? Were we through with the region? I didn’t have an answer that day in Los Angeles. The meeting ended warmly, but inconclusively.

			The next day, the same group met with a US senator. There was another conversation around a dinner table. The senator listened intently as the Syrians described the conditions on the ground in Syria and their needs. But what could actually be done? the senator asked. It was a telling question, one that hinted not only at America’s overburdened armed forces but at the lack of a secure, confident strategic platform from which to launch a response.

			•   •   •

			Today, the United States stands at a fateful crossroads. After two decades as the world’s undisputed superpower, we are facing new realities at home and abroad; it is time to rethink our role and set new objectives and priorities.

			Not everything has changed, and yet enough changes have taken place to require a careful reassessment. After more than a decade of frustrating US military engagement, the Middle East remains a region in transition and in turmoil. Deployed US forces are rapidly drawing down. But in the process of pulling back, do we become a nation of passive isolationism, mending ourselves and conserving resources in an effort to address domestic concerns, such as our fading educational superiority and our burgeoning public debt? Or do we remain engaged in the world? Do we maintain our focus on the Middle East—still perhaps the most volatile region in the world and a critical area for the world economy—staying engaged, but with fewer military commitments? Or do we redirect our resources and efforts from the Middle East to Asia in response to growing tensions there? What about the blow-up with Russia in Ukraine that has emerged in the midst of this? And, how should we deal with other significant issues and concerns impacting the United States abroad?

			Answering these questions requires that we not overreact to the latest crisis or news story from abroad. America will almost always face acute challenges—including threats, conflicts, and humanitarian crises—and will likely face enough of them to keep our operations centers and the White House Situation Room busy night and day. But our responses to various threats and crises from around the world do not themselves constitute a cohesive national strategy that will bring America together and provide a roadmap to our future.

			The fractious nature of political discourse in the United States today suggests that we are deeply at odds with ourselves. The lack of a national sense of purpose seems reflected in the vacuous twenty-four-hour news cycles that capture every nuance of the conduct of minor celebrities, the latest airline crash or lurid horror, but fail to track the major forces and conditions impacting the lives and futures of ordinary Americans. You can sense the need for a new strategy in the faces of the young men and women in uniform today. They travel to and from their assigned duties while facing challenges that no longer seem novel, or even winnable—merely dangerous, dull, and costly.

			My objective in this book is to make the case that we need to develop a comprehensive national strategy that addresses the long-term issues confronting the United States at home and abroad. And we need to do so in full awareness that some believe America’s power is declining, at least relative to China’s. In one of his columns on foreign affairs, Leslie H. Gelb, a former senior government official and president emeritus of the Council on Foreign Relations, wrote that “the real leverage between the United States and China comes down to economic horsepower.” Gelb went on to chastise Congress and the Tea Party, quoting old China hand and former US ambassador to China Stapleton Roy, who said, “You talk about getting tough on China. . . . We should first get tough on ourselves.”1

			Crafting and implementing national strategies is more complicated today than it was in the days of Metternich and Bismarck, when Britannia was the balancing power in the concert of Europe. Today, increasingly powerful multinational and international organizations play leading roles on the global stage. These include international governmental organizations (IGOs) like the United Nations, the World Bank, and the African Union as well as influential nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, or George Soros’s Open Society Foundations. Then there are the giant multinational corporations, like Exxon Mobil and General Electric, to name two that are familiar to most Americans. Multinationals may claim a nationality, but often their leadership and perspectives are international—they have little national loyalty and serve no nation’s interest, seeking advantages everywhere, maximizing their gains, and minimizing their costs to benefit their shareowners. International security firms can be hired for their expertise, technology, and muscle by any nation, and their sometimes adversaries—nonstate actors like international crime syndicates, drug cartels, and, of course, terrorists—are similarly powerful, fluid, and globalized.

			Still, the nation-state remains the fundamental force in world affairs. Nation-states pass and enforce laws and treaties; they tax, regulate, and in many cases support commerce, art, education, and science. States organize, equip, and employ military forces both internally and externally. They have the legal monopoly on the use of violence within their own borders. Absent an international “sovereign” to enforce international law, and despite efforts to provide greater authority to the United Nations to protect populations from abuse and mistreatment within states’ borders, states themselves are supreme. Their only restrictions are the rights and authorities they themselves cede and have ceded to international organizations like the United Nations or the European Union.

			Strategy, then, is fundamentally about governments’ actions, laws, policies, and approaches. But a government’s strategies must recognize all the factors in an increasingly complex international environment. For the United States, seeking answers to questions like Syria, and connecting them to larger issues, such as America’s vital interests abroad and American prosperity and economic strength, is no simple matter. It’s not like Risk, the popular board game, where, to see if you are winning, you simply count “how many countries are in your camp.”

			Nor is it about popular opinion. Public support is necessary, but it’s an unreliable guide. After the First Gulf War, President George H. W. Bush’s approval ratings stood at 90 percent for months. But rather than providing an accurate measure of success, the rating reflected a feeling of triumphalism. After Al-Qaeda’s strikes against the United States on 9/11, Congress and the American people came together to back our president as we launched into war in Afghanistan, and later in Iraq. It was fear that pulled us together, and the sacrifices of war that held us together for months afterward. But that didn’t make our policy choices right or durable. Our decisions may have felt good, but they were no substitute for strategy. So the challenge for the United States is this: At this crucial pivot point, how can the United States find its role in the world without the galvanizing focus of the next war?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			The American Strategic Experience

			Although its origin is in battle plans, strategy is more than a   military concept. It is the way we get things done—how we take and use the resources we have to attain the ends we seek. It applies everywhere, and to every human endeavor, and certainly to almost every successful organization.

			Most businesses center their activities around a corporate vision and a strategy—despite being subjected to the buffeting of short-range, quarterly-earnings appraisals by the stock market. Investment decisions usually reflect multiple years of earnings and are built around appraisals of long-term risks and opportunities. Engineering firms plan for the future with elaborate charts and diagrams. States and municipalities normally think strategically about economic development. They do not just trust “the market.” Instead they have strategies, creating economic development organizations and planning commissions, holding study sessions, and using other means at their disposal to sift through the challenges and opportunities they face and to propose ways to meet the needs and priorities of the communities they serve. Charities, churches, and nongovernmental organizations all do strategic planning—constructing vision statements, goals, and objectives; adjusting their activities based on self-evaluations; and measuring expenditures against revenues. Good strategies are specific and relatively long-term.

			The Need for a National Strategy

			America, however, does not have a strategy for our nation that the majority of Americans understand and on which they can agree. The experts and academicians fight over it, as do senators, members of Congress, bloggers, and talk-show hosts. Washington Post editorial-page editor Jackson Diehl, in November 2010, wrote, “This Administration is notable for its lack of grand strategy.” John Mearsheimer, a University of Chicago professor of political science, wrote in the National Interest, in January 2011, “America adopted a flawed grand strategy after the Cold War.” A month later, British historian Niall Ferguson wrote in Newsweek about the Obama administration’s “lack of any kind of a coherent grand strategy.”1

			Professor Daniel W. Drezner, a Tufts University professor of international politics, quoting these writers, said that “a grand strategy consists of a clear articulation of national interests married to a set of operational plans for advancing them.”2 But this definition is both too academic and too narrow. In practice, our national strategy has always been built around our political values, our economic interests, and our willingness to use force to defend them. Except among academics or the policy elite, we usually don’t lay out the goals and interests with very much specificity, instead acting as though they were just common sense. Ask the average person about America, and he or she will say that America’s interests—the purpose of our strategy—have something to do with freedom, opportunities, security, fairness, a good future, and a better, safer, and more prosperous life for our kids. Our interests are our values—or so political candidates often tell us, without ever getting very specific about the conflicts and contradictions inherent in those rather vague concepts.

			America is a large, diverse country—but, as Bill Clinton has said many times, what unites us is far greater than what divides us. It’s plain to my friends abroad that the interests on which Americans agree are more powerful than those on which we differ, across the political spectrum. However, when it comes to getting there, Americans disagree a lot. For more than a decade, the majority of Americans, in response to public-opinion polls, have said that “the country is headed in the wrong direction.” The pattern has been sustained year after year, whether the stock market is up or down, whether we are engaged in warfare or not, and whether we have Democrats or Republicans in office.

			Grand strategy is about how nations maneuver to gain their interests abroad. It is in the realm of foreign policy. But that’s only a portion of the strategic vision that America needs. President Dwight D. Eisenhower recognized that he couldn’t afford to bankrupt America to pay for national defense; similarly, America’s strategy today cannot ignore the need for a sustainable vision for economic power at home. The power to maneuver abroad derives not only from our strong military and able diplomats, but also, and even more fundamentally, from our economic power. Economic power is hard power. Just look at how Vladimir Putin has used Russia’s natural gas supplies to intimidate Europe and threaten Ukraine.

			When I discussed the need for a comprehensive national strategy with a Republican friend, a former high official in the Bush administration, his reaction was, “Wes, that sounds a lot like socialism!” He was only half-joking. When did planning for a stronger, more secure America become socialist? Of course, he knew it was nothing like socialism; but his warning reflected the powerful partisan differences that have filled the void created by the lack of a unifying, forward-looking sense of American purpose. Republicans and Democrats have always seen the balance between private and public interests differently, but we have elevated that difference into a huge political obstacle.

			Yes, some parts of the US government bureaucracy do conduct strategic planning. The White House publishes a National Security Strategy Report, for example, that posits a vision for the United States in world affairs, assesses the international environment, and describes how America plans to handle it. This document even deals with a number of economic security issues, such as energy—although it doesn’t actually go into detail about the economy itself. The Quadrennial Defense Review, conducted by the Department of Defense, looks at the international situation and projects the forces and other military resources needed to support the nation’s foreign policy. These plans form the backbone of the country’s National Security Strategy. The State Department has created a Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review of foreign policy to strengthen the capacity of civilian government agencies to support the National Security Strategy. The White House also publishes the annual Economic Report of the President, which describes the economy in some detail and discusses US fiscal and monetary policies as well as the global economic environment. The Department of Energy will begin doing a Quadrennial Technology Review, and the General Accounting Office published a broad strategy aimed at reducing America’s budget deficit.3

			What is missing is the big, inclusive picture—a vision that links both our foreign-policy and security issues with our economic power at home, a strategy that is not so completely derived from one administration that it is automatically distrusted by the rival political party. It is a regrettable fact that if we want a unifying political agenda, we have to create it outside of the traditional party structures.

			In the United States, most of us believe that that government is best which governs least. A minimalist view of government’s function is inherent in the US Constitution and in American political traditions. The fundamental question, though, is what constitutes the acceptable minimalist measures of government. This is the essence of Fourth Amendment issues about privacy, for example, or the “commerce clause” in Article I, and other enduring constitutional questions. Is government only to secure our borders and wage war? Should it intervene in the economy, and if so, for what purposes? These have been recurrent issues in American politics.

			One area where we have experienced a linkage of foreign policy and the domestic economy is in free trade agreements, and these efforts illustrate the obstacles we face in trying to create a unified strategy. The first of these, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), was highly controversial politically. The arguments in NAFTA’s favor were many, ranging from broad support of “free-market principles” to detailed analyses of specific industries. At its signing, President Bill Clinton said, “We have made a decision that will permit us to create an economic order in the world that will promote more growth, more equality, better preservation of the environment, and a greater possibility for world peace. We are on the verge of a global economic expansion sparked by the fact that at this critical moment the United States took a decision that it would compete, not retreat.” It took four years for NAFTA to be negotiated and passed by Congress, and it has remained controversial, especially because of its mechanisms for regulating such matters as labor and environmental standards. Still, the agreement has produced significant increases in America’s trade and commerce with Mexico and Canada. Later agreements have also occasioned some tough fights, sometimes on issues such as human rights abuses, which tend to be proxies for other, more consequential labor-market issues. And these fights continue today on current efforts with Europe and Asia.

			Because national strategies, like free trade agreements, end up picking winners and losers in the domestic economy, they usually need overarching public support. They aren’t likely to be developed in the cloistered hallways of academe, expressed in complex formulas understandable only by educated elites, or slipped into legislation unnoticed in the early-morning hours of a holiday weekend. Instead, if they’re to be successful, they emerge with powerful simplicity from multiple sources, and often with bumper-sticker clarity.

			Creating strategies—even in foreign policy—has been exceptionally difficult for America. As Alexis de Tocqueville, the astute French observer, noted almost two hundred years ago, “foreign policy requires the use of almost none of the qualities that belong to democracy, and, on the contrary, demands the development of nearly all those qualities which it lacks. . . . Only with difficulty can democracy coordinate the details of a great undertaking, settle on one plan, and then follow it stubbornly across all obstacles. It is little capable of devising measures in secret and patiently awaiting their result.”

			Tocqueville was only partially correct. Although it may be true that the US government was largely incapable of the minuet of intrigue that marked the European politics of Tocqueville’s day, the power of America’s popular vision gave us a certain constancy and strength in foreign policy that the nondemocratic Europe of his day lacked. We were a nation animated by the idea of the New World and driven by the call of the West. For decades we expanded across the continent, enlarging our nation and pushing against the boundaries of colonial powers to the north, south, and west. That expansion continued despite changes in administrations, political parties, or technology and despite the constraints of treaties with Native Americans or understandings with foreign powers. We had a vision of ourselves—driven by political imagination and hard economics, and implemented by force of arms when necessary—that was large enough to encompass the whole continent and strong enough to carry us through setbacks and challenges.

			Thomas Jefferson negotiated the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. Twenty years later, James Monroe warned off the European powers by issuing his Monroe Doctrine. Two decades after that, we were in the Pacific Northwest by the tens of thousands, staking our claim. After another two decades, we completed the first transcontinental railroad and bought Alaska. Decades later, we were still bringing in new states, which were populated by immigrants hungry for land and opportunity. We have described this continental claim as “Manifest Destiny.” But in fact it was just a daring, grand project that the vast majority of Americans agreed on. Congress, presidents, governors, businessmen, and ordinary Americans filled in the details, but no amount of private intrigue, or fancy maneuvers by an autocratic government, could have animated the fulfillment of that vision as effectively as American democracy and the free enterprise system did. It was a goal so strong that, ultimately, it triumphed even over the divisive issue of slavery and the less divisive, but no less morally complicated, claims of the Native American peoples.

			Usually, we combined idealistic enthusiasm with a clear-eyed prospect of economic gain—as in President Andrew Jackson’s machinations to seize Texas, starting in 1829, or in the longing to free Cuba later in the nineteenth century over a time period spanning four US presidents. Strategy wrapped itself in conflict, whether with the Mexicans or with the Spaniards. It was driven by and also drove economic development, including the rapid industrialization of the North during and immediately after the Civil War. Sometimes we weren’t successful—we tried twice to take Canada, and failed both times, and negotiated our way out of another fight with Britain over British Columbia. Sometimes we violated standards of conduct that we now enforce vigorously on others—we carried out depredations against Native Americans, inflicted unacceptable brutality in the conflicts against Mexico, and took action on questionable evidence, such as when we launched the Spanish American War. There is no excusing the excesses, crimes, and failures along the way, but nor should those blind us to the success of the overarching purpose that animated the nation—or the value of having such a vision.

			Even when we succeeded, we often struggled with the consequences of our actions. The Reconstruction era in the South was followed by decades of internal struggle and lost opportunities. At the dawn of the twentieth century, we freed Cuba after a brief occupation, gave it up, freed the Philippines, and then fought a vicious war there. We engineered Panama’s break away from Colombia, built the Panama Canal, and then suffered the need for repeated interventions in Central America and the Caribbean. Some of those interventions would continue throughout the twentieth century, up through the 1989 invasion of Panama to overthrow dictator and former CIA agent Manuel Noriega.

			Yes, we made mistakes, but we had a long-term vision, a sometimes fractured consensus of values, overarching agreement on the economic value of expansion westwards, and the military prowess to carry us forward. On balance, looking back, we can see that the rise of the United States to global power was a product of that vision, as well as of the blessings of geography, natural resources, and our remarkable American spirit, and even that it has brought huge benefits to mankind.

			Moreover, the US government played a vital part in this strategy, not only in pushing the frontiers, but also in taking measures to encourage commerce and strengthen the tendons of American life. Again and again, government was used by the American people, speaking through Congress and the presidents, to further this vision. Efforts like the Erie Canal, the Homestead Act, and the Land-Grant College Act contributed greatly to the growth of the American heartland. There were preferences for building canals, and of course there was the transcontinental railroad—a decades-long dream finally realized with strong government support. As the great nineteenth-century industrialists—such as Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller—built their fortunes, they worked closely with government, using it whenever they could, and often to excess.

			The economy of nineteenth-century America was driven by scarce labor and cheap land. It became known as the American method: workers in the United States were paid higher wages than their counterparts in Europe, because industry had to compete to attract them against the lure of wide-open lands and other opportunities. We were unlike Europe; there was no call here for unions then, and no talk of “socialism.”

			By the early twentieth century, as the frontier of the American West closed, America was the world’s largest integrated market and its largest industrial power. We had topped Great Britain in iron and steel. We relentlessly invented and mechanized new technologies—telegraph, electricity, light bulbs, telephones, automobiles, tractors and harvesters, and the first airplanes—and were seeing the beginnings of mass production. We had also created new forms of organizations with the corporation and its brainchild, the “trust,” or holding company. From this rapid industrialization new political strife arose concerning the proper role of public versus private interests. The Progressive movement emerged to correct some of the excesses of the economy—including monopolistic economic power; dismal, unsafe working conditions; and the exploitation of labor—and other social movements began to soften the heartlessness of rapid industrialization and create a new appreciation of the public good. Throughout much of this period, foreign policy was almost disconnected from domestic strife; it seemed to unfold based on our century-old vision of a Western Hemisphere led and dominated by the United States, and isolated from the quarrels of the Old World in Europe—until World War I.

			National Strategy in Wartime

			The Great War (1914–1918) marked a new milestone in the emergence of a unified American strategy for action abroad and at home—this was the moment where war became the impetus for strategic consensus. After holding firm on neutrality for two and a half years, and winning his reelection on the promise of keeping the United States out of the war, President Woodrow Wilson bowed to public opinion and led the United States into World War I, siding with Britain, France, and Italy against the Central Powers of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Turkey. The belligerence contained an avowedly ethical foundation—it would be a war to end all wars, and a peace created along the lines of democratic principles. Wilson mobilized the nation, becoming, in his own words, a “War President.”4

			Partisan fighting diminished in Congress, with congressmen quickly agreeing upon major actions. Taxes were raised, especially taxes on industries that might profit from war. Federal agencies, such as the War Industries Board, coordinated production of war materiel and regulated profits, and prices were fixed for key commodities. Citizens’ boards were created to select young men for conscription. A National War Labor Board handled labor issues, opposing wartime strikes that could disrupt production, but advocating an eight-hour workday and equal pay for women; it actually served to promote unionization. An office of propaganda regulated what newspapers could tell the public. Daylight Savings Time was introduced. The federal government took control of the railroads. And all of this was done within a few months. A new army was raised, and frenetic activity in construction and military industry saw 2 million men organized and deployed to France in less than eighteen months. It was America’s first experience in a unified, essentially nonpartisan national strategy, and it came with many mistakes, much confusion, and wasted efforts. Many of Wilson’s repressive measures—like the Espionage Act, and later, the Sedition Act, which stifled free speech—were opposed by his strongest supporters. 

			Despite heroic efforts at home, the US troops in France at the war’s end in 1918 were largely equipped and supported by our Allies. A major US industrial effort had been planned to come to fruition in 1920–1921. Yet under the impetus of the Great War, America was attempting something altogether new: an integrated national strategy. By harnessing its economic potential to power its military and foreign policy, America raised the prospect of an overwhelming addition to the Allies’ wartime production. This, and the vast flow of American forces to Europe, was decisive in bringing about the early end to the war to end all wars.

			War also proved to be a powerful economic engine. The nation’s gross domestic product (GDP) rose to $75 billion in 1918, increasing from $60 billion in 1917, and the federal deficit went from $1 billion to $9 billion. Unemployment reached record lows, and women entered the workforce in large numbers.5

			Not surprisingly, the end of the war saw the end of a unified national strategy. The institutions of wartime industrial mobilization were quickly disestablished, labor unrest deepened, Democrats and Republicans quarreled, and the American economy returned to business as usual. Thus began almost a decade of extraordinary economic expansion fueled by the end of repressed demand at home and abroad, an increase in new technologies and techniques acquired during wartime mobilization, and the peculiar engine of international finance. It was the heyday of laissez-faire economics—the magic of the free, unregulated market—with America in the driver’s seat and a struggling, impoverished Europe. And then it ended in a collapse that was due to a variety of factors at home and abroad—including rampant speculation, excessive debt, income inequality, and loss of an American vision and sense of purpose.

			Economic Crisis and Transformation

			The Great Depression brought to America a second opportunity to create what could have been a unified national strategy, this time focused at home. As stock values plummeted beginning in October 1929, businesses folded and government revenues fell. Conventional thinking demanded further contractions in expenditures and investments in order to reduce debts, but such reflexes made for failing policy. President Herbert Hoover cut public spending. He pursued negotiations for naval treaties to enable the United States to reduce defense expenditures. Yet the Depression deepened. By the summer of 1932, the national unemployment rate stood at 25 percent. Industrial production had fallen by more than half. Prices had collapsed, making debt repayment more difficult. More than 9 percent of farm mortgages were “forced sales” between 1931 and 1933; farm income had fallen by 50 percent from the 1924–1929 averages.6

			President Franklin Roosevelt, first elected in 1932, used the crisis of the Depression to create what became a transformational change in the US economy. In his famous first Hundred Days, his administration spearheaded legislative proposals dealing with banking, finance and securities, homeowner assistance, agriculture, employment, rural development, and industrial recovery. The government provided immediate assistance to the states to pay for relief, direct job creation (with the Public Works Administration and the Civilian Conservation Corps), aid to farmers, and measures to end the banking crisis and restore the financial system. The Tennessee Valley Authority was established to provide electricity and create economic development in Appalachia. Early measures were followed by other ideas, many of which were championed long after the Depression ended, including labor rights and collective bargaining, rural electrification, contributory pensions for seniors through the Social Security Act, unemployment assistance, and aid to poor families with children. By 1939, the Food Stamp Program had emerged. Roosevelt’s programs in this era collectively created millions of jobs, consolidated the National Park System, provided for vast hydroelectric power, electrified homes and farms across America, restored farm income, and funded the construction of roads, highways, and public buildings. It was dramatic proof of the powers of government.

			During this same period, Roosevelt used his executive powers and the power of Congress to correct some of the excesses that had contributed to the financial collapse of 1929. The Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) was created to guarantee that small depositors would not lose their money in case of bank failure; solicitation of investment was regulated; and banks were forbidden from making risky investments with the money of small depositors. The distribution of income, which had shifted far toward the most advantaged in society, became more equitable, and so, eventually, did the distribution of wealth. Some efforts failed, such as the efforts of the National Recovery Administration to work with industry and labor to regulate industrial competition and reduce overcapacity. This effort and some others were challenged in court; some were held up, and others were ruled unconstitutional. Roosevelt initially intended to do all of this on a balanced budget, but later his administration ran a deficit simply to get the many programs underway. It was a hodgepodge of programs and efforts, drawn from the ideas of the earlier Progressive era as well as from the US experience in World War I, and lacking solid intellectual coherence. As eminent historian Walt Rostow put it, “Roosevelt released and organized in the New Deal the national gift for action in the face of palpable problems guided by ad hoc theories of limited generality.” In other words, Roosevelt was unconcerned with having some grand general theory behind what he was doing; he saw problems, and he took action to solve them, no matter that the solutions were a messy jumble of ideas.7

			But the Roosevelt era was different from the World War I era in an important way. In World War I, the nation had largely unified itself in pursuit of an external and temporary goal; in the 1930s, after the first few months of Roosevelt’s first term, that unity was missing. The strategic effort struck directly against entrenched and powerful economic interests. By the time the midterm elections of 1934 came around, partisanship had returned, and the political infighting was ferocious. A strong conservative coalition emerged in opposition—bankers and financiers, industrialists, anti-immigrant southern democrats, and ideological conservatives. Decades later, my stepfather, who had been a low-level Arkansas bank executive during the 1930s, would complain about “Mr. Roosevelt,” and how he had wrecked the American economy (though it didn’t prevent him and others of his generation from gratefully accepting their Social Security and Medicare benefits when the time came).

			When Roosevelt introduced legislation to alter the ideological balance on the US Supreme Court by adding members, his New Deal coalition in Congress faded away. His extraordinary power then dissipated. Several additional measures were passed, including the Social Security Act, but in 1938 the balance in Congress shifted decisively away from FDR. No one really understood the economy of the day, and Roosevelt now lacked his earlier powers to drive government action. The United States lapsed into recession, and America was left with an unemployment rate that was too high, a medical system that was failing to care for the poor and the elderly, and many of the residual laws and policies that had contributed to the collapse, along with some of the politicians whose work had helped to bring about the very problems they were elected to solve. More importantly, America was left without a national strategic consensus. There was no coherent approach to solving the problems at hand, and no workable coalition of interest groups capable of dealing with the domestic challenges the country faced. The Depression seemed destined to linger on indefinitely.

			America “Rescued” by War

			America’s domestic struggles were then once more submerged by threats from abroad. This time, the mobilization was far smoother, thanks to the many studies of industrial mobilization conducted in the aftermath of World War I. The Great Depression vanished: it was driven away by the huge expansion in demand for goods and services as the nation mobilized for war. At first, the United States waited, quietly and secretly assisting Great Britain from the sidelines, with transfers of destroyers under the Lend-Lease program and other efforts. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor changed all that. When President Roosevelt spoke of “a day that will live in infamy,” the shock of the attack subdued the partisanship of domestic politics and the cringing isolationism that had defined a faction of the Republican Party. Once more war provided the opportunity for a national strategy. Wartime production surged, unemployment disappeared, women were brought into the workforce in large numbers, and everywhere new technologies and new techniques were put into place. In only five years, America was economically and socially transformed.

			At the end of the war, as the institutions of the wartime economy were dismantled, some became concerned that the demobilization of the industrial workforce and the return of 10 million Americans in uniform to civilian life would throw the economy back into isolationism and depression. But that’s not what happened. The GI Bill soaked up manpower in higher education, and the new federal-backed Federal Housing Administration, coupled with benefits for veterans’ home-buying, sparked a residential construction boom. Moreover, America’s leaders realized that the nation could no longer withdraw from its engagement and responsibilities in the world. As a result, new international institutions, such as the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank, as well as the Bretton Woods agreement on currency exchange, were implemented.

			No Rest from Challenges

			Soviet leader Joseph Stalin’s ambitions in Europe initiated a series of continuing crises in postwar Europe. Subversion began immediately in Eastern Europe. Noncommunist parliamentarians and potential leaders were harassed and intimidated, and the power of noncommunist elements progressively declined. The Red Army and Communist takeovers of the internal police were instrumental in these efforts in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and other East European countries. The Soviet Union tried but failed to isolate and drive out the US, British, and French occupation of Berlin and Greece. The Chinese Communist defeat of the Chinese Nationalists, and the Soviets’ test of their first A-bomb, ended any illusion of postwar international harmony. Fear of an enemy abroad once more proved to be the most potent motivating force in American politics.

			George Kennan, who in 1946 was serving as the chargé d’affaires of the US embassy in Moscow, wrote a long policy proposal and sent it back to the State Department. Subsequently expanded into a 1947 article for the journal Foreign Affairs, it served as the seminal piece in a new US strategy. Kennan explained that the Soviet leadership saw an innate antagonism between their system and the West. We could expect, he continued, that the Soviets would be difficult to deal with, always pushing and probing, shifting tactically, but implacably hostile strategically. Kennan recommended that “the main element of any United States policy toward the Soviet Union must be long term”; we must pursue, he said, “patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansionist tendencies.” Soviet pressure had to be contained by “the adroit and vigilant application of counterforce at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political points, corresponding to the shifts and maneuvers of Soviet policy.” Kennan suggested that perhaps the seeds of its own decay were already present and bearing fruit in the Soviet Union. The United States, he said, should pull together for the long-term challenge, contrasting our values and successes against the Soviet Union’s, and, by our successes, further increase the Soviet Union’s difficulties. These were the key insights needed, and Kennan’s views provided the foundation for a foreign policy consensus that would last for over forty years.8

			In 1947, President Harry S. Truman announced that the United States would support Greece and Turkey with economic and military assistance to prevent them from falling under Soviet domination. In the same year, the Marshall Plan was announced, and it was in operation, delivering economic assistance to Western European governments, by 1948. In 1949, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization was created by the United States and Britain to bring together the nations of Western Europe for the purpose of deterring a possible Soviet military invasion of their territory. By early 1950, the United States had decided that a major expansion of peacetime military expenditures and capabilities was necessary—but it had excluded South Korea from the American defense perimeter. In June of that year North Korean forces attacked across the 38th parallel, the boundary line between North and South Korea. Surprising some, the United States almost immediately deployed ground forces from Japan, sent additional forces from the United States, and mobilized the United Nations to resist North Korean aggression, all the while aware that the real threat was in Europe, where the Soviet Union had massed major ground forces. So the Truman administration interpreted containment.

			For more than two years, the battles raged in Korea. At first it seemed that a US defeat was imminent, but then a near-miraculous recovery was sparked by a risky amphibious landing far behind enemy lines at Inchon, followed by a march north to the Chinese border, and then massive Chinese intervention and a series of seesaw battles. There was much fighting, but without decisive results, and America was frustrated. Then, in mid-1952, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the world-renowned World War II military leader, left his post as NATO’s first commander, returned to the United States to run for president on the Republican ticket, promising to “go to Korea,” and won.

			Modern American strategy really begins with Eisenhower. Building on Kennan’s prescription and the efforts of the Truman administration, Ike created a politically supported, unified national strategy using the Cold War—not a hot war—as the motivating force. This strategy was not just about actions abroad; it was also about building strength at home. Gaining the Republican nomination, he defeated the party insiders who sought to return the United States to an isolationist policy abroad; he was then able to apply the lessons and experiences of his military service, as well as his stint as president of Columbia University, to the broadest challenges facing America. In his First Inaugural Address on January 20, 1953, Eisenhower laid the conceptual foundation for his presidency: “The world and we have passed the midpoint of a century of continuing challenges. We sense with all our faculties that the forces of good and evil are massed and armed and opposed as never before.”

			Ike built his remarks that day upon powerful moral and emotional themes. “How far have we come in mankind’s long pilgrimage from darkness into light? Are we nearing the light—a day of peace and prosperity for mankind? Or are the shadows of another night closing in upon us?” It was a strategy resting on a foundation of fear, but also claiming for the United States the moral “high ground” of saving mankind.

			And then the clincher: “Great as are the preoccupations absorbing us at home, concerned as we are with matters that deeply affect our livelihood today and our vision for the future, each of these domestic problems is dwarfed by, and often even created by, this question that involves all mankind.”

			Ike’s intent was to persuade all Americans that they must work together at home in order to overcome civilization-threatening challenges from abroad. This message was the essence of his national strategy. He used the leverage of profound challenges abroad to gain domestic political cooperation between the parties. It was a remarkably prescient way of framing the future and guiding the nation forward.

			Ike was a Republican; he was no friend of the New Deal, no social reformer, and no ally of unions. He believed that America was built upon the strength of our economy—manufacturing and agriculture. His aim was to maintain America’s national security without bankrupting the American economy. He sought minimal defense expenditures and lower taxes. Nevertheless, he left in place, and even expanded, the social safety net that Roosevelt had created. His appointments to the Supreme Court made school segregation illegal and broadly attacked all forms of discrimination. As a twelve-year-old in Little Rock, I saw the troopers of the 101st Airborne Division arrive to enforce the Supreme Court’s historic Brown v. Board of Education ruling—an exercise of federal power that would seem almost unimaginable in today’s heated political environment.

			Ike’s defense strategy was called the New Look. He built a force of long-range bombers to deter Soviet expansionism by using the threat of massive nuclear retaliation. He favored the Air Force over the Army’s ground troops—so much so that Army Chief of Staff Maxwell Taylor retired and wrote a book highly critical of the defense policies of his old boss. But Eisenhower saw that defense spending had to be balanced against other needs.

			Meanwhile, he sought to roll back the Communist grip in Eastern Europe covertly by inserting CIA agents and organizers, all recent émigrés from Eastern Europe, back into their home countries to organize resistance to Soviet domination. Most Americans knew nothing of this program. Visiting Romania in 1998 as NATO Supreme Allied Commander, Europe, I was riding along a country highway with Romanian President Emil Constantinescu when he described the program to me. “That mountain there,” he said, pointing to the massive hills rising to the north, “is where your CIA used to drop its agents in the 1950s.” Sadly, these men, inserted throughout Eastern Europe, were all compromised, captured, and eventually executed. Ike’s rollback policy didn’t work.

			While trying to keep the Soviets off-balance, Ike avoided major war. He ended the war in Korea. He refused to put US troops on the ground in support of the French in Southeast Asia. He blocked the British and the French in their invasion of Egypt to capture and hold the Suez Canal. He did not send in US troops to assist the brave Hungarian Freedom Fighters when they revolted against Soviet domination in 1956, though he did dispatch troops into Lebanon in 1958 to stabilize a situation that appeared to open the door to a Communist takeover there. It was, in short, an implementation of the very grand strategy of containment first prescribed by George Kennan—though Kennan himself may have preferred to rely less on military and more on diplomatic and economic measures.

			Meanwhile, Ike used government to develop the national means to support his strategy. Eisenhower supported the funding and building of the Interstate Highway System, which fundamentally transformed the American economy. The original plan called for 41,000 miles of road, and it was proclaimed complete in 1992. The cost has been estimated at over $400 billion in 2006 dollars, making it the largest public works project ever undertaken in the United States. Some 90 percent of the costs were paid by the federal government. This enormous project provided millions of jobs, enabled a vast expansion of the economy to take place, and solidified America’s reliance on the automobile.

			Ike also believed in technology, and he was the beneficiary of the transformative World War II investments in science and technology that had been led by Roosevelt’s science adviser, Vannevar Bush. Basic and applied research, together with major investments in manufacturing, allowed firms like Boeing, Lockheed, Grumman, Fairchild, and dozens of others to form the basis for a peacetime military-industrial complex centered around the jet engine. For example, Boeing took the defense investment in the B-47 jet bomber and turned it into the world’s first and most successful jet passenger aircraft, the Boeing 707. It revolutionized air travel.

			Under Eisenhower the military-industrial complex found its peacetime footing and its enduring influence. The complex was broadly based in academic research, policy analysis, and manufacturing. Universities and their scientists became dependent on government-funded research; think tanks like RAND emerged that could relate military hardware and threats to broader foreign policy issues; and aerospace companies advanced year by year in both commercial and military manufacturing, sometimes expanding into more mundane shipbuilding, and eventually growing into large systems-integrators. This growth touched basic economic sectors such as communications and materials, with the demands for electronics creating new firms, shaping new industries, and opening up demands for titanium, rare earths, and other exotic materials that have found uses well beyond the defense sector.

			But it was Sputnik—the first Earth-satellite—launched by the Soviets in October 1957, that truly energized the military-industrial complex. It spurred military research and development tax credits, special assistance for schools and teacher education in science and math, a broader interest in technology, and a flood of defense-related research and development. Year after year this attention produced technology breakthroughs, new possibilities, and new products, which found their way not only to the defense sector but also to the broader economy. Advances in computers, microminiaturized electronics, lasers, aviation electronics and radios, communications satellites, navigational systems, manufacturing processes (including chipmaking and ceramics), jet engines, new materials, weather forecasting, medical technologies, and even the Internet emerged from the steady stream of defense dollars invested in risky ideas far beyond what the commercial world could have pursued on its own. Even after the post–Vietnam War downturn in investment in defense research and development (R&D) and other national hard-science pursuits, the civilian and commercial applications of earlier investments continued to appear in the commercial marketplace. It has been a dramatic illustration of the power of government to drive technology and economic growth.

			As defense firms grew and consolidated, they built public and political influence. And in this respect they found able partners with the armed forces, especially the US Air Force. By the 1990s the system of influence was well-anchored and broadly understood. In 1991, when I visited the headquarters of the Strategic Air Command in Omaha, Nebraska, with a group of other newly appointed brigadier generals, I listened closely as a senior Air Force officer proudly explained that parts of the B-2 bomber were to be manufactured in forty-nine of the fifty states; this plan, of course, was intended to provide political insurance against funding cuts during the procurement process. And it succeeded.
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