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 Introduction

The relationship between war and change is fundamental to international politics. Major wars—from the contests that pitted Athens against Sparta and Rome against Carthage, to the Thirty Years and Napoleonic Wars, through World Wars I and II—are epochal geopolitical events.1 Such wars transform the international systems in which they erupt, decimating the vanquished and delivering hegemonic spoils to the victors. They exact devastating costs in blood and treasure, precipitate human atrocities, and disrupt untold numbers of civilian lives.

It is hardly surprising, then, that most theories of geopolitical change converge on the importance of major wars.2 Those interested in the material balance of power recognize major wars as events that redistribute capabilities, forge or break alliances, and alter the number of great powers that characterize an international system.3 Scholars of hegemonic transitions concentrate on major wars as opportunities for rising powers to supplant dominant powers, or for dominant powers to fend off rising powers through preventive action.4 Liberal institutionalists highlight the order-destroying effects of major wars, as well as the opportunities for order creation that follow in their wake.5 So too are major wars crucibles of ideas, challenging beliefs about the origins of state security and the propagating ideologies of victors.6 Consequently, major wars have rightly occupied a central place in the international relations field since its founding after World War I.7

For all the focus on major wars, however, smaller-scale conflicts—that is, wars that involve no more than one great power, entail less-than-total aims, and thus do not restructure the international system—have received far less attention.8 Yet, in the context of contemporary international politics, they are arguably more relevant and impactful. No major wars have been fought since 1945, and the tremendous costs of nuclear war, alongside the vast benefits of cooperation in a globalized economy, render violent conflict among great powers highly unlikely. In the absence—if not obsolescence—of major war, military interventions have become the primary means by which great powers employ their militaries.9 During the Cold War and after, the United States conducted military interventions on nearly every continent, with a frequency that only increased with the onset of unipolarity.10 Washington’s war in Afghanistan, launched after the September 11, 2001, attacks, now counts as the nation’s longest. Russia, for its part, has continued its Cold War tradition of intervention in its near abroad, punctuated by more ambitious forays into Georgia and Syria. Even regional powers like Israel and Saudi Arabia have conducted military interventions to advance their security interests.

Do these military interventions affect participating states’ grand strategies, and if so, how? There is good theoretical and empirical reason to expect the answer is yes. Even if not existential, these wars engage vital national interests—global power balances, perceived homeland threats, and economic equities overseas. They entail significant expenditures of blood and treasure: the United States’ post-9/11 wars, for example, will cost an estimated $6.4 trillion alongside approximately 500,000 lives, including American and allied troops, civilian casualties, and opposition fighters.11 Military interventions capture the attention of publics, inflect policy debates about past mistakes and future imperatives, and absorb the time and attention of a government’s senior-most decision makers. Amidst a largely peaceful international landscape, the importance of these rare demonstrations of military might and political will is only magnified.

The vastly consequential nature of military interventions would be intuitive to any American citizen reflecting on the most influential geopolitical events of their lifetime, whether Vietnam or, a generation later, the 2003 Iraq War; so too would be it be familiar to any American politician seized with the contemporary mandate to “end endless wars.” In interviews and memoirs, senior policymakers frequently affirm the broader significance of the interventions over which they presided. Considering the Persian Gulf War, for example, Condoleezza Rice explained: “The Gulf War was the first post–Cold War crisis. And it demonstrated . . . how the end of the Cold War was going to be.” Within the academy, historians highlight the grand strategic import of the military interventions they study—James Matray does not mince words in his contention that the Korean War “shattered the theoretical foundations of American foreign policy.”12 The post–World War II United States is not the only great power to experience smaller wars as grand strategic crucibles: setbacks in Britain’s prosecution of the turn-of-the-century colonial Boer Wars in South Africa called British imperial power into question and catalyzed an overhaul of its military doctrine.13

Yet the international relations field has dismissed, at least implicitly, the grand strategic consequences of military interventions. As a general matter, the field assumes states reorient their grand strategies only rarely. Studies of grand strategic change tend to focus on the tectonic shifts that accompanied World Wars I and II.14 Some individual case studies touch on interventions’ grand strategic effects but do not theorize a broader set of causal connections.15 This book therefore provides the first systematic examination of the relationship between military intervention and grand strategy—demonstrating the connection between these two phenomena empirically and explaining their relationship theoretically.

Wars of Revelation argues that military interventions serve as crucibles for combatant states’ grand strategies. Given the self-help nature of international politics, a state’s survival depends on accurately assessing its international security environment. Without a sharp picture of the relative distribution of capabilities, for example, a state may fail to respond to an emerging threat or even imprudently initiate conflict with a more powerful adversary. Yet accurate assessment is exceedingly difficult during peacetime, as states misrepresent their power and intentions to each other in attempts to garner leverage by overstating capabilities and resolve. Meanwhile, states often lack a clear understanding of their own military power because military capabilities and national cost tolerance are hard to measure in the absence of violent conflict. When warfare reveals rich, rare, and unexpected information about capabilities and intentions, combatant states have strong incentives to re-evaluate their grand strategies in light of these new data. This process of grand strategic updating begins with an audit of the prevailing strategic assessments that are directly tested on the battlefield: assumptions about the military capabilities and intentions of the state’s wartime adversaries, as well as the military power and cost tolerance of the state itself. But the updating process does not end there. Indeed, the grand strategic effects of military interventions are far-reaching in part because systemic uncertainty compels states to widely extrapolate information conveyed via warfighting to related strategic assessments.

These types of reassessments—whether of a nation’s own national power or the threat posed by an adversary—generate grand strategic change. Of course, the scale of that change is not nearly as dramatic as that which accompanies victory or defeat in major wars, which may not only modify the internal character of the victorious or vanquished states but also fundamentally alter the international systems in which they transpire. That type of “big bang” grand strategic change is properly considered a grand strategic overhaul, in which a state’s orientation toward the international system transforms. By contrast, military interventions can prompt grand strategic adjustments. Less elemental but still highly consequential, grand strategic adjustments entail reprioritization of the threats that orient a state’s grand strategy and/or reconceptualization of the strategic utility of a state’s military power. The Gulf War, for example, elevated the importance of the Middle East for American grand strategy after the Gulf War appeared to reveal Saddam Hussein’s Iraq as an aggressively expansionist regional power; it also yielded an enlarged role for military force in pursing American global objectives after the war seemed to demonstrate the supreme effectiveness of U.S. armed forces. Grand strategic adjustments result in changes to states’ foreign policy behaviors, observable not only in policy documents, strategy statements, and internal deliberations but also in military and diplomatic metrics like levels and types of military spending, commitments to allies and partners, overseas force deployments, and the frequency as well as intensity with which a state employs military force.

This book develops and establishes the plausibility of the “informational theory of strategic adjustment” in three case studies of the post–World War II United States. At the outset of the Cold War, the United States subscribed to a minimalist strategy of containment, which entailed military demobilization, strict limits on national security spending, and faith in a small nuclear deterrent as sufficient to defend core commitments in Western Europe and Japan. The Korean War demonstrated this approach to be untenable: Communist satellites were more threatening than previously assessed, while the United States’ pared-down armed forces were ill- equipped to cope with this global menace. During and after the Korean War, therefore, the United States adjusted its grand strategy by massively and durably increasing its military power; expanding its overseas commitments to include security guarantees to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), South Korea, Japan, Australia, New Zealand, and Taiwan; and embracing forward deployment as well as a large nuclear arsenal as necessary to maintain this extended deterrent.

When the United States launched its ground war in Vietnam in 1965, this post-Korea version of globalized containment was put to the test. Prior to the Vietnam War, American grand strategy was predicated on “flexible response” to threats based on highly calibrated uses of conventional as well as nuclear force, and emphasis on counterinsurgency efforts to prevent “third world” nations from falling to Communism like dominoes. The prosecution of the Vietnam War revealed the limits of containment: the United States lacked the political will for a prolonged, costly counterinsurgency campaign to stop the spread of Communism in a remote corner of the globe, and the war highlighted fractures that invalidated containment’s vision of an undifferentiated, centrally directed Communist monolith. This new information prompted a grand strategic adjustment, paving the way for a large-scale retrenchment whereby the U.S. military would no longer be structured to defend against global Communist threats of all kinds, relying instead on allies to provide for their own defense while seeking détente with the Soviet Union and China.

Fifteen years after the evacuation of the U.S. Embassy with the fall of Saigon in 1975, the United States found itself in the twilight of the Cold War, and the George H. W. Bush administration sought to move beyond containment toward a new grand strategy for the United States. Before the Persian Gulf War, U.S. grand strategy was beset by considerable uncertainty about the global implications of rapidly evolving events in Europe but nevertheless envisioned a future of “global interdependence and multipolarity” predicated on the supreme importance of economic and diplomatic power as well as the need for stable power balances.16 Yet the war highlighted far greater American military power than previously appreciated, whereas Iraq showed that well-armed regional powers would be Washington’s most likely adversaries. The war thus prompted a strategic readjustment: policymakers assessed that the United States possessed the military edge and diplomatic clout to stand as the sole superpower that could set the terms of a post–Cold War order. This U.S.-led order would be policed through an interventionist stance that reintroduced the use of force for purposes beyond deterrence, and much of that enforcement mission would focus on the Middle East and nonproliferation.

As the Korean, Vietnam, and Persian Gulf Wars—this book’s three case studies—demonstrate, many of the defining moments of grand strategic change in the United States’ post-1945 history as a great power occurred in the wake of warfare. These changes set the course for American foreign policy in the latter half of the 20th century, as the United States fought, and ultimately prevailed, in an existential Cold War struggle with the Soviet Union. They also shaped the way in which Washington used its considerable power to consolidate and extend the security pillar of the post–World War II liberal international order. Alliance networks, overseas troop deployments, and arms control agreements, among myriad other elements of the U.S.-led order, originated and evolved in response to the wars in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq.

Simply by demonstrating that grand strategic adjustments occurred during and after the Korean, Vietnam, and Persian Gulf Wars, this book undermines the conventional wisdom that grand strategy is exceptionally resistant to change. British Prime Minister Lord Salisbury famously observed that “the commonest error in politics is sticking to the carcasses of dead policies.” Great powers’ tendency to stay the grand strategic course despite countervailing international or domestic forces is a recurring theme of scholarship on power transitions,17 imperial overstretch,18 underbalancing,19 and post–Cold War American foreign relations.20 Much of the literature on grand strategic change treats it as a rare phenomenon, hindered by a host of individual-psychological, cultural, organizational, and domestic-political factors.21 Yet this book describes considerably greater grand strategic dynamism and adaptability than this body of scholarship would indicate—at least under wartime conditions.

Recognizing the relationship between military interventions and grand strategic adjustments also helps account for substantial, unexplained variation in American international behavior during a time of tremendous power and influence over global politics. Indeed, the evolution of U.S. grand strategy in the latter half of the 20th century is a crucial case for any theory of grand strategic change; given the nation’s geopolitical heft, it was not only the tectonic upheavals but also the strategic adjustments that determined the course of world history. Yet the nexus between military intervention and grand strategy is not simply a matter of historical concern—the use of military force overseas remains at the center of debates about the purpose of the United States’ still-formidable global power.

The remainder of the book explores and explicates the arguments and themes introduced here. The first chapter details the theoretical logic of the informational theory of strategic adjustment. The next three chapters—chapters 2, 3, and 4—present in-depth historical case studies of the Korean, Vietnam, and Persian Gulf Wars. Each case study uses archival evidence to establish a prewar grand strategic baseline, then traces how new information about military capabilities and political intentions revealed through the process of warfighting resulted in grand strategic adjustments. The fifth and final chapter concludes by assessing the implications of this book’s findings for American foreign policy.


1

The Transformative Effects of Military Intervention on Grand Strategy

Grand strategy is the highest-order and most consequential dimension of statecraft: it defines a state’s global role and provides an intellectual framework for foreign, defense, international economic, and even domestic policy decisions. The grand strategies of great powers set the terms for international conflict and cooperation; even minor alterations can change the course of world history. This chapter highlights an underappreciated source of grand strategic adjustment—the prosecution of military interventions—and develops a systematic explanation of why these smaller-scale wars can have transformative effects on combatant states’ grand strategies.

Wartime realities reveal unique types of information, which can induce major shifts in a participating state’s grand strategy. In an anarchic and competitive international system, a state’s security depends on accurate assessment of its security environment. But the nature of this environment is difficult to ascertain in peacetime because other states have private information about their own military capabilities and strategic intentions, as well as incentives to maximize bargaining leverage by misrepresenting both. As a costly and information-rich event, war presents a unique learning opportunity—it reveals an adversary’s foreign policy objectives, their resolve to fight for those objectives, and the military power they can bring to bear. War also cuts through the fog of peacetime assessments to illuminate a state’s own military capabilities and the costs its polity is willing to tolerate to achieve international aims. When warfighting reveals new and unexpected information, combatant states typically adjust their grand strategies to reflect updated assessments of foreign threats and the scope of their own national power. Put simply, wars are crucibles of grand strategy—opportunities to test guiding assumptions under fire. The informational theory of strategic adjustment captures this logic in stylized form.

In constructing and probing the plausibility of the informational theory of strategic adjustment, this book devotes its attention to military interventions—wars that entail the use of military force but fall short of major wars involving multiple great powers. With blood and treasure on the line, wars contain far more information than crises or coercive bargaining scenarios; they are also more vivid events that focus the attention of a nation’s public and senior-most policymakers. Yet, as system-wide upheavals, the grand strategic effects of major wars are overdetermined, which makes discrete sources of change—and, in particular, the relative influence of structural change as compared with wartime information transmission—near impossible to disentangle. Examining military interventions brings these informational dynamics into sharper focus.

What Is Grand Strategy?

According to security studies scholar Barry Posen’s canonical definition, grand strategy is a state’s theory of security. A “political-military, means-ends chain,” grand strategy identifies threats, prioritizes among them, and “devise[s] political, economic, military, and other remedies for those threats.”1 Grand strategy is not just an intellectual construct, however; it requires enactment by policymakers.2 Realizing grand strategy therefore requires specific assumptions about desirable ends and available means to guide foreign policy choices. Grand strategies make assumptions about the identity, priority, and imminence of threats that endanger, or could endanger, national interests. Threats typically entail the marriage of hostile intent with meaningful capabilities, though the simple accumulation of power by a prospective adversary may itself present risks. Grand strategy identifies adversaries—whether specific nations, blocs or alliances of nations, or nonstate actors—and posits some prioritization of these threats to guide the allocation of a state’s attention and resources. The corollary of these assessments is a judgment about the permissiveness of the international environment: the opportunities a state can seize to advance its national interests or forestall the emergence of threats. These can include adversary vulnerabilities ripe for exploitation, local situations of strength that can be leveraged for strategic gain, convergent interests that facilitate the formation or strengthening of alliances and partnerships, and openings for initiatives to revise or overhaul the international order.

Grand strategy also entails assumptions about the resources, or means, available to confront threats and further opportunities, and how best to employ them. These assumptions relate to the relative utility and complementarity of the elements of the foreign policy toolkit. Most consequential for international security are assumptions about the utility of military force—the political effects it can achieve when threatened or used, its utility relative to or in conjunction with other instruments of national power, and the appropriate contexts in which it can be employed. This book therefore primarily uses the lens of military power, military threats, and military posture to illuminate how a state conceives of its role in the world. Yet grand strategy goes well beyond military strategy, which works in tandem with economic statecraft and diplomacy to advance national interests.3

As these foundational assumptions shift, grand strategic change can take two forms: overhauls and adjustments.4 Overhauls—or change between grand strategies—is exceedingly rare and enormously consequential. Classic examples include Japan’s turn toward autarky in the late 1930s,5 Germany’s quest to overturn the European order through expansionism in the years leading up to World War II,6 Britain’s shift from appeasement to confrontation of Nazi Germany,7 and Russia’s turn toward “new thinking” in the 1980s.8 Much of the grand strategy literature has focused on theorizing grand strategic overhauls, at the expense of understanding grand strategic adjustments, or changes within grand strategies. Alongside continuity in a state’s overarching theory of security, grand strategic assumptions may vary significantly as states train their sights on different threats and render varying calculations of the utility of military force in achieving national aims. Adjustments are “not about the optimality of sustaining the core of the grand strategy but rather about how best to do so.”9 These modifications are highly influential in determining patterns of foreign policy behavior—and also more frequent than overhauls. Even as such changes do not remake a state’s approach to the international system, they can meaningfully alter states’ defense investments, military deployments, commitments to alliances and partnerships, participation in international institutions, foreign aid allocations, and diplomatic initiatives.10 For example, the United States has maintained some central grand strategic tenets since World War II—a general preference for free trade, democratic partners, and cooperation through multilateral institutions as foundations of an international order that benefits the United States and its allies—while periodically reprioritizing global threats and adopting various military and diplomatic postures to meet them. The informational theory of strategic adjustment aims to explain this variety of grand strategic change.

Toward a New Theory of Grand Strategic Adjustment

When faced with a national security threat, the decision to fight—rather than surrender, accede to limited aims, or tolerate an adverse global development—is an expression of grand strategy. It reflects a set of calculations about the interests at stake in the conflict and the power a state can bring to bear relative to its adversaries.11 But, prior to what Kenneth Pollack calls the “audit of battle,” assessing adversaries’ capabilities and intentions is a notoriously difficult task; so too is ascertaining a state’s own military power and willingness to tolerate costs in pursuit of international objectives.12 Wars therefore serve as crucibles of grand strategy: they test prevailing assumptions, expose inaccuracies, and prompt adjustments.

Information as the Currency of International Politics

Uncertainty is an ineluctable feature of international politics. When states formulate their grand strategies, they must make the best possible judgments about adversaries’ intentions and capabilities, leveraging information gleaned through diplomacy, intelligence collection, commercial interactions, military analysis, and other means. Even so, these calculations are necessarily imperfect, as adversaries nevertheless retain private information about the scope of their international interests, their resolve to defend those interests, and the national as well as allied military power at their disposal. Moreover, adversaries have an incentive to misrepresent their capabilities and intentions, dissembling and exaggerating in order to bolster deterrence, garner bargaining leverage, and preserve military advantages.13

Yet uncertainty is not exclusive to the adversary’s side of the ledger. During peacetime, many elements of a state’s own national power are latent and therefore difficult to measure, even for the state itself. Military power manifests quantifiably in troops and equipment; states can test force employment strategies via military exercises, training, computer simulations, or war games; and alliances exist as political commitments and may entail significant joint military planning or investments in readiness and interoperability. Even so, the translation of these capabilities and partnerships into decisive battlefield outcomes is evident only during wartime. Furthermore, a state’s resolve to fight for its interests, and particularly the costs it is willing to tolerate to do so, is not always clear before the audit of battle. Cost tolerance reflects myriad factors—including a state’s economic capacity and structure; its demographic profile; its citizens’ willingness to suffer to achieve victory, stalemate, or limit losses; and its leaders’ responsiveness to public preferences—that are central to the mobilization of national power during wartime.14 The fact that political support for any war effort rests on a complex and contingent cocktail of domestic factors makes the extent of a nation’s resolve difficult to anticipate, even by its own political and military leaders.

Though pervasive, the fog of peacetime uncertainty may become thicker under certain conditions. Major technological innovations, such as the advent of nuclear or cyber weapons, can endow a state or its adversaries with new capabilities that have uncertain political and/or military effects, require new operational concepts, and introduce unfamiliar strategic dynamics.15 Strategic obscurity may also be more likely when a state faces an unfamiliar adversary or type of conflict, such as when a military accustomed to fighting symmetric wars confronts terrorism or insurgency. As states attempt to optimize their grand strategies in the face of so much uncertainty, information emerges as a precious currency of international politics. The better a state can assess itself in relation to its international environment, the more likely it will select a strategy that preserves its security and survival under conditions of anarchy and interstate competition.16 When warfare reveals new information about the intentions of adversaries or relative endowments of military power, states face strong incentives to adjust their grand strategies accordingly.

Warfare as an Informational Conduit

As a rare international event, warfare is a rich source of information for the assessments that underlie grand strategy. As Geoffrey Blainey vividly put it, “war itself . . . provides the stinging ice of reality” that cuts through peacetime miscalculations.17 In particular, warfighting illuminates the balance of power and resolve by revealing new information about adversaries’ intentions and capabilities, as well as a state’s own capabilities and cost tolerance. This process unfolds through several mechanisms.

First, warfare conveys a type of information that is not available during peacetime—particularly information about how much military power a state can generate, and the battlefield effects it can achieve with such power. When considering the global distribution of capabilities, economic strength is often taken as an indicator of latent military power, on the assumption that states can shift wealth from butter to guns depending on their security needs. In fact, states are able to convert economic power into military power at different rates, and a state’s “conversion rate” is not fully apparent until it is called upon to mobilize for war.18 Moreover, even once forces have been mobilized, only the audit of battle can clarify the effectiveness of a nation’s military.19 While a basic correlation of forces is indicative, it is not dispositive because it neglects qualitative factors such as force employment, troop morale, and leadership.20 As the strategist Colin Gray observes: “Before undergoing trial by battle, no one really knows how effective military power will be. Every passage of arms remains unique. A capability that appears lethally effective in peacetime exercises will not translate automatically into a violent elixir to solve political issues.”21 Such considerations are especially significant for militaries deploying new doctrine or equipment—particularly after major military innovations that introduce new battlefield dynamics, such as the advent of nuclear weapons or cyberweapons—not to mention those attempting joint operations that require coordinated action by different military components.22

For states seeking to assess their adversaries’ or their own military capabilities, the quality of information conveyed through warfighting is so much richer as to be qualitatively different than that available during peacetime. Further, the density of information enables rapid updates of strategic assessments.23 Whereas calculations of relative power may occur during peacetime under conditions of significant uncertainty, information conveyed through warfare can clarify the nature of the international security environment. Stephen Rosen captures this dynamic with the vivid analogy of “two men fighting in a darkened room. If the lights were turned on and some of the combatants had a clearer picture of the hopelessly superior size of their opponents, much of the fighting would end.”24

Second and related, war presents the ultimate test for alliances and strategic partnerships, which may be a force multiplier for both a state and its adversaries. Though alliances may have material dimensions like arms sales, joint exercises, and intelligence sharing, during peacetime they are largely political agreements and promises come cheaply. War demonstrates the authenticity and magnitude of allies’ commitment to mutual defense: Who truly will fight for whom? To what extent? In pursuit of what goals? Under what conditions? When peacetime alliances do translate into wartime coalitions, warfighting can reveal information about allies’ combined military power, including the readiness and interoperability of their forces, effectiveness of their joint decision-making, and utility of their communications channels. Wars can also test the strength of ties binding patrons and proxies, as warfighting reveals the extent of a patron’s commitment to support its client—and the extent of the client’s willingness to advance the patron’s objectives.

Third, war reveals a state’s own cost tolerance. The decision to go to war is an expression of resolve by political leaders, but it does not necessarily imply a state’s unlimited will to fight until its adversary is disarmed. Instead, limited wars necessarily require continual political calculations of the incremental gains of continued fighting as compared with the marginal costs to the polity. Only through warfighting do states test the limits of their own cost tolerance: as a war progresses, it reveals information about the price in blood and treasure that a state is willing to pay to achieve its war aims, as well as the range of negotiated settlements that would be politically acceptable as an alternative to continued fighting.

Finally, warfare sheds light on the intentions of adversaries. Grand strategic assessments of adversary intentions rest first on a calculation of the adversary’s foreign policy objectives. This begins with a notional classification of “type”—distinguishing whether the adversary is aggressively expansionist, opportunistically revisionist, status quo preservationist, or somewhere in between.25 Beyond an adversary’s level of overall ambition, however, states must also consider the nature of its particular objectives: given a revisionist or expansionist adversary, where and how is that adversary most likely to overturn the status quo? Moreover, assessing adversary intentions requires a judgment about the extent of an adversary’s resolve: what is the extent of the risks and costs an adversary is willing to incur in furtherance of which objectives? These questions are fundamental to grand strategy because they determine the nature of a state’s threat environment, but they are exceedingly difficult to answer during peacetime.

War provides a uniquely costly—and therefore uniquely credible—means for adversaries to convey their foreign policy objectives and resolve to achieve them. The incentive to overstate the scope of one’s interests and the intensity of one’s resolve during peacetime and even crisis bargaining undermines the effectiveness of diplomatic signals.26 Whereas talk is cheap, wars are typically very expensive in blood and treasure. Precisely because it is such costly behavior, it is also highly informative: it forces states to define the boundaries of their own interests and the sacrifices they are willing to make for those interests, observably and efficiently signaling those limits to adversaries. This logic mirrors that of the third mechanism described earlier: the decision to go to war is itself a strong signal of an adversary’s intentions, but the process of warfighting compels the adversary to make costly political decisions that yield additional information about the price it is willing to tolerate to achieve its foreign policy objectives.

Proxy conflicts can also shed new light on the political and military intentions of adversaries who have patronage ties to combatants. Patrons may authorize their proxies to initiate a conflict, signaling their willingness to tolerate some measure of cost and risk to achieve their objectives; once war starts, patrons may also calibrate their involvement by providing diverse forms of overt and covert assistance, issuing threats to manipulate escalation risks, and intervening militarily. Whether the patron is restraining its client in an effort to preserve the status quo, providing conditional or limited support for a client engaged in opportunistic expansion, or undertaking a resolutely determined hegemonic bid provides vital information about what type of actor the patron is—with potentially far-reaching implications for the threat the patron poses in other international contexts.

These mechanisms inform the audit of battle.27 Warfare presents a fresh accounting of the balance of military power between a state and its adversaries, the diplomatic balance sheet on both sides, its own willingness to pay costs to achieve its desired end-state, and the intentions of its adversaries. When the audit of battle reveals significant prewar miscalculations, the informational theory expects that a state will undertake a grand strategic adjustment that reflects updated assessments of global threats and opportunities, as well as the military power it can bring to bear on both.

The Importance of New Information

This argument has an essentially Bayesian logic: combatant states update their grand strategic assumptions in response to information that diverges from prewar, or prior, assessments, and this process continues until the conflict concludes. Initially, states update the assumptions directly tested on the battlefield. War is, of course, most illuminating of the capabilities and intentions of those parties engaged in the fight and, where relevant, to their allies or patrons. Although this information alone can produce grand strategic adjustments, the grand strategic revisions do not necessarily end there. Given the intense pressures of decision-making under conditions of uncertainty and intense interstate competition, states face incentives to extrapolate this new information to related grand strategic assessments—even when it sheds only dim light on global or local power balances or refracts through the lens of geographically distant contingencies.

The informational theory of strategic adjustment therefore expects two types of grand strategic adjustments to follow from new and divergent information revealed through warfighting. First, on the basis of unexpected information about its own battlefield performance and its polity’s revealed cost tolerance, a state will revise its assessment of its own national power, especially its military capabilities. States’ assessments of their own military power inform grand strategic assumptions about the resources available to pursue foreign policy objectives and the relative utility of military versus nonmilitary tools of statecraft.

The audit of battle may reveal military capabilities that far outperform peacetime judgments. The United States confronted just this type of favorable surprise during the Persian Gulf War, which demonstrated the effectiveness of a suite of capabilities enabled by technological innovations—such as stealth, precision-guided munitions, and GPS-enabled navigation. This new information revealed through warfighting prompted the United States to upwardly revise its assessment of its own military power and then adjust its grand strategy to elevate the role for military force in achieving all national objectives—not just those pursued in Iraq. Warfare may also reveal lesser cost tolerance than prewar self-assessments would indicate. Far from the Kennedy-era ethos of “paying any price, bearing any burden,” the Vietnam War demonstrated the limits of what the American public would tolerate to stop the spread of Communism on the strategic periphery. Recognizing the boundaries of cost tolerance, American grand strategy subsequently adjusted in the direction of a diminished overseas force posture—not only in Southeast Asia but also in other strategic theaters.

Second, on the basis of new and unexpected information about an adversary’s capabilities and intentions, a combatant state will revise its assessment of the threat posed by that adversary. These revisions have far-reaching consequences that extend beyond the immediate battlefield context—they inform the combatant state’s assumptions about the dangers and opportunities it faces in the international environment writ large. In the Korean War, for example, North Korea’s military performance revealed a different power balance on the Korean Peninsula than American policymakers had previously assumed, while China’s intervention seemed to unmask both more aggressive intentions and more formidable capabilities than U.S. grand strategy had anticipated. Although the Soviet Union’s presumed support for the North Korean invasion initially appeared to herald its determined expansionism, subsequent demonstrations of restraint in its support for Communist forces convinced policymakers in Washington that Moscow was an opportunistic adversary that could be deterred by a more robust U.S. military posture. Taken together, these revelations changed the United States’ assessment of the threats it faced both in Asia and globally at a crucial early period of the Cold War.

The grand strategic implications of these two types of reassessments may be further magnified via extrapolation. When a state’s grand strategy assumes interconnections between distinct but related threats or contingencies—that is, when uncertainty is not independently distributed—the informational theory expects that a combatant state will extrapolate new and unexpected information to revise related assessments. For instance, if a state’s immediate battlefield adversary (“adversary 1”) is part of the same alliance bloc as another noncombatant adversary (“adversary 2”), a state may revise its assessment of the threat posed by adversary 2 on the basis of the revealed capabilities and intentions of adversary 1. The same logic applies to combatant states’ self-assessments. If military force proves especially useful in a given military intervention (“context 1”), a state will likely revise its assessment of the utility of force in related contingencies (“context 2” and “context 3”) in light of information gleaned from context 1. Returning to the Korean War example, North Korea’s military performance not only recast the peninsular balance of power but also seemed to indicate a systemic underestimation of the capabilities of Soviet proxies. As such, new information revealed on the battlefield in Korea prompted U.S. strategists to upwardly revise their assessments of the threat posed by all Communist satellite states. The United States then adjusted its grand strategy to account for the perceived need to deter and defend against Korea-like contingencies across multiple continents.

Of course, the interconnection between threats is not static and should vary across strategic contexts. For example, the United States’ Cold War grand strategy assumed a high degree of association between the threats posed by Communist states, though this assumption relaxed as the Sino-Soviet split became increasingly evident and challenged the notion of a single Kremlin-directed monolith. In the post–Cold War world, the lack of an overarching global threat akin to Communism suggests extrapolation should be more constrained, though connections still exist between threat categories, whether actors such as terrorist network affiliates or “rogue states,” or functional threats like nuclear proliferation or terrorism. Self-assessments, by contrast, should vary less, as assumptions about the availability and relative utility of different tools of national power are somewhat, but not entirely, dependent on a state’s international environment. This process of extrapolation helps account for wide-ranging strategic reassessments that extend beyond the immediate capabilities and intentions of combatants tested on the battlefield.

In tracing the process of grand strategic updating, the informational theory expects reassessments to occur fairly continuously as new and unexpected information emerges through warfighting. This logic diverges from scholarship that associates grand strategic change exclusively with the initiation of conflict or its termination. Although the onset of war is an information-rich occurrence—especially when initiated by an adversary announcing its intention to advance its interests through military force—the accumulation of data does not end there. Rather, war prosecution conveys critical information about the extent of a state’s war aims, the costs the state is willing to incur to advance those aims, and the military capabilities available to do so. But even as wars are ongoing, their informational content may ebb and flow over time; stalemates, for example, may cease to convey new information but may be followed by renewed fighting that conveys valuable information. Postwar grand strategy is not dependent on—and therefore is only evident after—a war’s final outcome so much as the warfighting process that led to a win, loss, or draw.

Within this roughly Bayesian framework, establishing prior assessments and assumptions is central to understanding how and why change occurs. Prewar assessments establish an informational baseline for determining which battlefield information is new, unexpected, and therefore catalytic of change. Furthermore, the assumptions guiding a state’s prewar grand strategy will be the filter through which new information is interpreted. The informational theory of strategic adjustment does not require that information have an objective quality resulting in identical interpretations across space and time. Nor does it imply a normative judgment about the “correctness” of any strategic adjustments that result from wartime learning. Instead, it expects new information to filter through extant grand strategic assumptions and manifest in changes that reflect contemporaneous analytical frameworks. Strategic adjustments therefore cannot be explained except with reference to the particular policy context from which they emerge.

Nature of Change

Grand strategic adjustment entail changes within, rather than between, grand strategies. In measuring these adjustments, this book prioritizes rich description over broad typologies and focuses its attention on two particular vectors of change: first, changes in the threat perceptions undergirding grand strategy: a state’s assessment of the identity, magnitude, urgency, and relative priority of threats; and second, changes in the military pillar of a state’s grand strategy: its alliances and basing posture, military spending and force structure, and the role of military force, particularly military interventions, in its grand strategy. These two vectors of change are interrelated, as new threats demand changes in military strategy while changes to military strategy like major investments may diminish the perception of external threats. Ultimately, the objective of this study is not to make point predictions regarding the adjustments that follow from warfighting; rather, it aims to demonstrate that warfighting in the form of military intervention can and does produce grand strategic adjustment and to develop a theory explaining why that adjustment occurs.

Furthermore, this study does not assume that grand strategic change is positive in any normative sense. “Learning” and “updating” are used interchangeably to describe the interaction of particular information revealed on the battlefield with prevailing grand strategic assumptions; had different information emerged or had a state initiated an intervention with different strategic priors, different adjustments may have resulted. The case studies do not endorse as correct the adjustments that followed from each military intervention, nor do they judge as optimal the overarching grand strategic framework within which these adjustments occurred; rather, they seek only to explain why American grand strategy shifted in the way it did during and after these wars. Indeed, analysts evaluating information gleaned from each war retrospectively, with vastly different strategic priors, would likely reach different conclusions than contemporaneous policymakers regarding the “right” lessons of each intervention—but the theoretical argument advanced in this book does not rely upon such adjudication.

Selective Revelation?

Wars of revelation are not exogenous events that simply “happen to” states, like asteroids striking from the strategic stratosphere. Even when attacked, states face a choice between war and surrender. When deciding to act beyond their borders, involvement is all the more optional. Military interventions are thus definitionally discretionary: states opt into them on the basis of prevailing grand strategic assumptions about threats, opportunities, and power. These assumptions condition the choice to intervene in ongoing inter- or intrastate disputes or, more rarely, to initiate new conflicts. Far from random events, therefore, states select the wars they fight and, by extension, the grand strategic assumptions they test. In social scientific terms, the decision to intervene is endogenous to a state’s prewar grand strategy. While suboptimal from a research design perspective, war’s endogeneity—to strategy, to the balance of power, to the tenor of international politics—is also an inevitable feature of messy geopolitical realities.

Rather than invalidate war’s revelatory character, however, this relationship underlines it. Warfighting alters grand strategic assumptions by revealing new information. Even as the decision to intervene expresses a state’s prewar grand strategy, the crucible of warfare can nevertheless prompt adjustment to the very strategic logic that produced intervention in the first place. Indeed, it is wartime strategic updating that renders some military interventions transformative rather than mere ratifications of extant assumptions. Although this book’s empirical chapters do not suggest a pattern that unites the interventions chosen by the United States, it is possible that temporally broader study would reveal a common character, or perhaps that instances of intervention vary systematically from instances of nonintervention under similar conditions. Yet the goal of this study is not to explain intervention decisions so much as the grand strategic changes that follow from them.

Scope and Plan of This Book

This book sets out to develop the first systematic theory explaining the relationship between military interventions and grand strategic change using a comparative case study method. This scope reflects several judgments. In its efforts to understand the consequences of military intervention, this book focuses exclusively on the states that conduct them. Third-party observers will not have access to nearly as much information as combatants, information they glean will be less salient for policymakers, and with far less at stake, they will be less strategic in their adjustments. This book trains its sights on grand strategy, the highest-order and most consequential dimension of statecraft, aiming to explain geopolitically significant shifts without venturing into normative judgments about their wisdom. It does not seek to explain military innovation or adaptation—that is, how military commanders or armed services will respond tactically to information revealed on the battlefield. Finally, it focuses exclusively on the post–World War II United States. The United States intervenes more frequently than other states and, as a global superpower throughout this period, its grand strategy is also most consequential for international politics, as even small changes in American grand strategy can have a significant impact on the course of history. Each of these choices reflects a preference for empirical depth and richness over breadth and quantity of discrete cases, as well as a concomitant prioritization of theoretically driven, context-specific exploration over precisely predictive and more widely generalizable theory building.

Within these parameters, this book examines American grand strategy before, during, and after three military interventions: the Korean War (1950–1953) in chapter 2, the Vietnam War (1965–1973) in chapter 3, and the Persian Gulf War (1990–1991) in chapter 4. These cases provide a rich basis for theory building via process tracing and the congruence method.28 In each case, there was a notable change in the independent variable: considerable new information came to light through the audit of battle, and this information diverged meaningfully from prewar expectations, though the content of that information—for example, whether it revealed greater or lesser military capabilities, more or less aggressive intentions, and the identity of the allies and adversaries involved—varied considerably, both across cases and within each case. All three case studies also feature variance in the dependent variable. Although grand strategic adjustment occurred in all three cases, the specific nature and magnitude of the change differed and, for the Korean and Vietnam Wars, also varied across time within a single case. As substantively significant historical events with extensive documentary records, all three cases provide rich evidence for process tracing that aims to discern whether new information revealed through warfighting (changes in the dependent variable) were connected with grand strategic adjustments (variance in the independent variable).29

Yet, even as it breaks new ground, the foundation laid in these pages is necessarily modest. The ensuing case studies considerable support for the informational theory of strategic adjustment. In social scientific terms, it provides sufficient evidence to reject the “null hypothesis”—that is, the default assumption, reflected implicitly in much of the existing international relations literature, that there is no relationship between military intervention and grand strategic change.30 In the absence of well-developed alternative explanations, however, the informational theory of strategic adjustment cannot be rigorously tested, making it impossible to determine just how much explanatory power it provides.31 Furthermore, there is good reason to suspect that the informational dynamics described here could obtain in additional contexts—alongside a host of other factors that drive grand strategic change during and after major wars, in military interventions that do not involve the United States, and even among third parties that observe wars without participating in them. These questions are left for future research.
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“An Entirely New War”

The Korean War and the Realization of Containment

“We face an entirely new war,” General Douglas MacArthur, commander of United Nations (UN) forces in Korea, cabled back to Washington on November 27, 1950. Only days before, General MacArthur had launched an end-the-war offensive, promising that American soldiers would be home before Christmas. But these efforts quickly foundered, as Chinese forces—which first crossed the Yalu River to intervene in October and, by late November, numbered 388,000 troops—responded with a massive counterattack that would ultimately yield 50,000 UN casualties and force MacArthur’s troops into the longest retreat in American military history.1

President Truman received MacArthur’s message at 6:15 a.m. on November 28. Later that afternoon, President Truman called a National Security Council (NSC) meeting to assess the new dimensions of his “police action” to prevent the Korean peninsula from uniting under Communist auspices.2 The central question under consideration was whether to “issue a new Directive to General MacArthur.” MacArthur’s operative orders, outlined in NSC 8/2, imposed restrictions intended to avoid antagonizing the Chinese, including by limiting U.S. troops’ operations near the Korean border with Manchuria. Now that Beijing had openly and massively intervened in the Korean War, should U.S. troops set their sights on China?

With an estimated 300 aircraft in Manchuria, the introduction of Chinese air power could “strike a severe blow” to UN positions, particularly U.S. airfields in Korea and Japan as well as road convoys. Intelligence estimates indicated that 500,000 Chinese troops had amassed across the border. Truman’s advisors took for granted that “Chinese Communist action,” as Secretary of Defense George Marshall put it, “is dictated in large measure by the Politburo” in Moscow. Only nine months before, in February 1950, the Soviet Union and the Chinese Communist government had signed a treaty of friendship, alliance, and mutual assistance.

The surprise Chinese attack put the United States’ military situation in stark relief. There was, as Vice President Alben Barkley put it, a “tragic manpower shortage”—while replacements were available, reinforcements were not. Only the 82nd airborne was available to deploy; no National Guard divisions would be combat-ready until March 1951. MacArthur was already 30 percent short of full strength for U.S. divisions in Korea, by approximately 30,000 men. Surveying the political-military situation, Secretary of State Dean Acheson was left to conclude:


What do we want in Korea? The answer is easy, “We want to terminate it.” We don’t want to beat China in Korea,—we can’t. We don’t want to beat China any place—we can’t.



The alternative scenario, according to Acheson, was a “bottomless pit [of] Chinese, Russian, and American involvement” that would “bleed us dry.” Now far from the heady days of Allied victory only five years prior, the United States was learning the rules of a new global contest. The United States would not undertake a general war against China, risking a conflagration involving China’s Soviet patron, because the prospects of success were dim. The best feasible outcome would be for MacArthur to establish and hold a line in Korea. Overruling MacArthur’s pleas for authority to bomb and blockade the Chinese mainland, President Truman made his decision: the Korean War would remain limited.

The Korean War both instantiated and, as historian James Matray put it, “shattered the theoretical foundations of American foreign policy.”3 When North Korea invaded South Korea in June 1950, the Truman administration concluded that the attack’s brazen nature demanded a response. It seemed to be an aggressive, Soviet-directed affront on a close American partner; for such an offensive in the nascent Cold War to go unanswered would have been to set an unacceptable precedent. The decision to lead a UN coalition in support of the Republic of Korea thus expressed Washington’s prevailing grand strategic outlook at the time—but it also generated a unique set of wartime conditions against which to test the assumptions embedded therein. The war’s prosecution probed the extant strategy in a bloody, blistering, three-year test on the peninsula’s battlefields; by its end, American grand strategy had transformed in consequential and enduring ways. These transformations were not the inevitable result of U.S.-Soviet bipolarity, nor were they catalyzed by earlier Cold War crises, whether the 1948 Berlin Crisis or the dual setbacks of 1949, with the Communists’ triumph in the Chinese civil war and earlier-than-expected Soviet nuclear test. Instead, they reflected the United States’ particular experience of fighting the Korean War—and, more specifically, the influence of information revealed in that conflict.

While this study is not alone in recognizing the Korean War as a critical juncture in American grand strategy, it departs from the conventional wisdom in its account of why the war served as such an important inflection point. The dominant historical and theoretical narratives emphasize the war as creating a window of opportunity for the Truman administration to implement policies it already preferred.4 John Gaddis, for example, characterizes the Korean War as an enactment of the ideas about American interests outlined in a strategy study, NSC-68, drafted earlier that year, as well a vindication of that document’s call for expanded means: “American strategy in Korea was consistent with the spirit of NSC-68, even to the point of duplicating some of that document’s contradictions . . . [and] providing the shock necessary to shift the budgetary arguments of NSC-68 from the realm of theory to that of practical necessity.”5 Thomas Christensen locates the Truman administration’s agreement on the “need for a revolutionary and expensive new strategy” to compete with the Soviet Union even earlier, in 1947; it was the Korean War, however, that fully mobilized the public behind that strategy via the appearance of a menacing worldwide Communist threat.6 Ronald Krebs argues that the Korean War solidified the Cold War consensus—a set of views that predated the war’s outbreak—by creating political incentives for erstwhile Republican isolationists to convert into hawks.7

Yet construing the Korean War as a mere intellectual ratification or political enabler of preexisting ideas and proposals misses the mechanisms by which the war’s prosecution itself prompted adjustments to the United States’ grand strategy. Over three years of fighting, the war did not validate the nation’s prewar grand strategy so much as illuminate its stark insufficiency. New information about military capabilities, intentions, and resolve—on the part of the U.S.-led UN coalition, as well as North Korea, China, and the Soviet Union—prompted wide-ranging revisions to American grand strategic assumptions about the international threat environment, as well as the power Washington could marshal to address Cold War threats. The emergent picture was alarming: global Communism posed a greater threat than previously assumed, whereas the United States had wholly inadequate means available to respond.

First, the presumed level of Soviet support and Chinese intervention contributed to an upward revision in the United States’ assessment of the global Communist menace. U.S. policymakers assumed a high degree of coordination and thus looked to Korea for signals of the Kremlin’s willingness to risk general war in pursuit of Communist expansion. Initially, the Korean War indicated to U.S. policymakers that they had substantially underestimated the ambitions and aggressiveness of Soviet intentions. Yet, over the course of the war, observed patterns of Soviet behavior suggested firm limits to its cost tolerance. The restraint ultimately exhibited by the Soviets in Korea caused American strategists to conclude that Moscow was essentially rational and could be deterred by substantial U.S. military strength, including a credible nuclear arsenal.

Nonetheless, information revealed through the Korean War increased assessments of the immediate threat posed by North Korea, China, and Korean War–like contingencies globally. Policymakers were impressed by the strength and determination of North Korean and Chinese forces. The military power of what were perceived as “Asian peasant armies” came as a surprise, particularly when compared with the poor performance of South Korean troops, which had received extensive American aid. On the basis of North Korea and China’s battlefield performance, U.S. grand strategy came to reflect a heightened assessment of the threat posed by all Communist satellite states, and the offensives they could lead on the Cold War’s frontlines. The Korean War also elevated the importance of Asia in American grand strategy by introducing China as a primary adversary—a position that persisted until rapprochement after the Vietnam War.

Second, the Korean War seemed to demonstrate the inadequacy of existing levels of American military power, both for deterrence and for warfighting. The prospect of direct conflict with the U.S. military did not cow North Korean forces, nor did it deter Chinese intervention. The performance of American forces on the battlefield further undermined the United States’ perceived military strength. The United States did not have enough ground troops to sustain a police action in Asia while also maintaining requisite strength in Europe—particularly given the poor fighting condition of the U.S. Army amidst post–World War II demobilization—and UN partners’ contributions did not make up the difference. Air power did not ensure victory, despite U.S. aerial superiority. Significantly, the war also cast doubt on the battlefield utility of nuclear weapons, though the progress of armistice talks seemed to suggest that nuclear threats were effective tools for coercive diplomacy.

Early attempts to rectify the shortcoming in military means demonstrated that the American public was willing to tolerate the costs associated with a massive increase in the proportion of national resources devoted to national security. In a departure from an earlier emphasis on political and economic tools, the Korean War introduced military might as the central dimension of Cold War competition. Even as defense investment began to decrease toward the end of the Truman administration and into the Eisenhower administration, levels of military spending never returned to anything approaching pre-1950 levels.

Taken as a whole, the result was a broad grand strategic reassessment with implications that extended far beyond the immediate events unfolding on the Korean peninsula; this reassessment created a template for a more ambitious and resource-intensive American Cold War grand strategy. By the mid-1950s, the United States had massively and durably increased its military power; expanded its overseas commitments to include security guarantees to the North American Trade Organization (NATO), South Korea, Japan, Australia, New Zealand, and Taiwan; and judged forward deployment as well as a large nuclear arsenal as necessary to maintain this extended deterrent.

This chapter seeks to demonstrate that the Korean War substantially contributed to this adjustment to the United States’ grand strategic path. The ensuing analysis does not, however, pass judgment on the wisdom of these adjustments. With the benefit of hindsight, it is easy to draw different conclusions—but such conclusions derive from a vastly divergent set of strategic beliefs than those guiding contemporaneous policymakers. Instead, the case study demonstrates that the sources of grand strategic adjustment lay in the interaction of new, wartime information with the assumptions prevailing at that time. The section that follows thus begins by setting a prewar baseline: the operative grand strategy prior to the outbreak of the Korean War. Next, it traces how new information about military effectiveness and cost tolerance—both the United States’ own and that of its adversaries—produced change in the assumptions about means and ends central to American grand strategy. It then describes the grand strategy that emerged during and after the Korean War—one with far more consistency across the Truman and Eisenhower administrations than generally acknowledged. Finally, the chapter concludes by revisiting the merits of the informational theory of strategic adjustment.

American Grand Strategy Before the Korean War

Prewar Threat Assessments

The outline of the Truman administration’s grand strategy was well defined prior to the Korean War, with several texts constituting the basic fabric of American strategic thought about the burgeoning U.S.-Soviet rivalry. In 1946, strategic assessments emerged in George Kennan’s famous “Long Telegram” from Moscow and in the Clifford-Elsey Report. The next year, in 1947, the Truman Doctrine speech to Congress enacted the previous years’ assessments as foreign policy. These strands all wove together in 1948 with NSC 20/4, the most comprehensive statement of American strategy prior to the Korean War. “The will and ability of the leaders of the USSR to pursue policies which threaten the security of the United States constitute the greatest single danger to the U.S. within the foreseeable future,” NSC 20/4 definitively stated.8 War with the Soviet Union was thus the paramount concern.9 With little dissent over the challenge posed by Soviet ideology and its presumed zest for expansion, the key strategic question for the United States was Moscow’s risk tolerance: the greater the Soviets’ relative capabilities, the greater the risks of global war they were presumably prepared to take on.

Throughout 1947 and 1948, American war planners and strategists saw the Soviet Union as too weak to initiate war with the United States. Even if the Soviet army could conquer Western Europe, their prospects for long-term success were unfavorable because of their “lack of a sufficiently powerful economic system, of mass destruction weapons, of a long-range bomber force, and of a deep sea Navy.”10 In 1949, prior to the Soviet nuclear test, this view continued to prevail. While many in the U.S. foreign policy establishment feared war through miscalculation, in 1949, the Soviets seemed reluctant to take any steps that “would involve an obvious and real risk of precipitating a major conflict.” The Soviets might even “back down before permitting the matter to come to a test of arms.”11

Given this threat assessment, prior to the outbreak of war in Korea, the consensus view among Truman administration officials favored a Europe-first approach to global priorities. Among NSC 20/4’s central conclusions was: “Soviet domination of the potential power of Eurasia, whether achieved by armed aggression or by political and subversive means, would be strategically and politically unacceptable to the United States.”12 The most articulate proponent of this strategy, diplomat and Director of Policy Planning at the State Department George Kennan, took a page from the godfather of geopolitics, Halford Mackinder, in emphasizing industrial capacity, raw materials, and secure lines of communication as identifying features of core areas of interest.13

Moreover, prior to the Korean War, the Truman administration was overwhelmingly focused on threats to the European “core” rather than the Asian “periphery.” To sustain the defense of Europe, the Truman administration envisioned “a division of labor consistent with the capabilities and situation of the free European nations.”14 Building on the successes of the Marshall Plan in resuscitating European economies, the Military Assistance Program (MAP) sought to facilitate collective defense in Western Europe. MAP placed the onus for defense squarely on the shoulders of European forces bolstered by American aid.15 Congress approved MAP by significant margins with the Mutual Defense Assistance Act of 1949, which authorized $1.314 billion in aid, primarily for NATO states, Greece, and Turkey.16

The centrality of Europe implied the peripheral nature of other commitments, most notably in Asia. As Acheson explained, “If anything happens in Western Europe the whole business goes to pieces, and therefore our principal effort must be on building up the defenses, building up the economic strength of Western Europe, and so far as Asia is concerned, treating that as a holding operation.”17 Budgetary allocations reflected this stance: Korea and the Philippines shared $27.64 million in MAP aid with Iran, and Taiwan received $75 million. Although the administration was willing to devote substantial funds to enhance Taiwan’s ability to resist Communism, the NSC was resolute in its conviction that U.S. forces would not be used in the island’s defense.18

Of course, the Truman administration nevertheless sought to limit Soviet influence in Asia. The region contained manpower reserves and raw material resources that would add to the “war-making potential” of whatever great power dominated the area.19 A December 1949 policy paper, “The Position of the United States with Respect to Asia” (NSC 48/2), enumerated the basic objectives of U.S. policy:


a. Development of the nations and peoples of Asia on a stable and self-sustaining basis. . . . b. Development of sufficient military power in selected non-Communist nations of Asia to . . . prevent further encroachment by Communism. c. Gradual reduction and eventual elimination of the preponderant power and influence of the USSR in Asia. . . . d. Prevention of power relationships in Asia which would enable any other nation or alliance to threaten the security of the United States from that area, or the peace, national independence, and stability of the Asiatic nations.20



Yet, because the immediate threat of aggression in Asia seemed low, the envisioned response emphasized regional integration through collective security organizations, with American political support and aid. The United States should “be prepared to help within our means . . . by providing political, economic, and military assistance and advice where clearly needed to supplement the resistance of the other governments in and out of the area which are more directly concerned.”21

This presumption of indirect assistance informed the debate over the fate of U.S. forces in Korea in the late 1940s. Of the four areas occupied by the United States at the end of World War II—Germany, Austria, Japan, and Korea—Korea was “the end of the line” for the Truman administration.22 From a military perspective, the American position in South Korea was of minor importance because of its limited utility in fighting a global war. Indeed, American war plans called for withdrawal from Korea in the event of a global war.23 Although Soviet control of the peninsula would “interfere with United States communications and operations in East China, Manchuria, the Yellow Sea, Sea of Japan and adjacent islands,” air action could neutralize the threat, and Korea lacked the raw materials that endowed other areas with greater strategic significance.24

This reality created an awkward disconnect with Korea’s perceived political importance. The administration assessed: “While strategically acceptable as far as Korea alone is concerned, this loss would be detrimental to our national interests as a further step toward loss of U.S. influence in Asia as a whole.”25 To square this strategic circle, the Truman administration looked for a way to disengage U.S. forces from Korea while also keeping the peninsula out of Soviet hands. In 1947, the administration attempted to transfer the Korea issue to UN authority, but it proved impossible to reach a satisfactory political resolution with the Kremlin. Subsequently, a 1948 policy review refocused efforts on enhancing the viability and independence of South Korea.26 Finally, with promises of a generous aid package, the State Department ultimately agreed to withdraw American forces from Korea; the administration set a June 1949 deadline and allowed for the continued presence of a lightly armed U.S. military advisory group.27 As of January 1950, the primary objective of U.S. Korea policy was to strengthen the government in Seoul “to the point where it can successfully contain the threat of expanding Communist influence and control arising out of the existence in North Korea of an aggressive Soviet-dominated regime”—without becoming so strong that South Korea initiated its own bid for forceful reunification.28

Why, then, did the United States intervene in Korea? The decision is surely in tension with central elements of prewar grand strategy, not least the contention—suggested by Acheson’s infamous National Press Club speech—that Korea lay beyond the U.S. defensive perimeter in Asia.29 Acheson’s remarks were initially uncontroversial because they aligned with the strategy of that time: a recognition of the limited military value of Korea, exemplified by the withdrawal of troops, alongside the intention to contain Soviet influence above the 38th parallel by strengthening Rhee’s government with economic and military assistance.30 Yet, crucially, this pre–Korean War strategic concept for Asia relied on an assessment of the local threat—from the Soviet Union, but also from regional Communist powers like China and North Korea—as less than immediate and as emanating from the risk of internal subversion rather than external aggression. Once the North Korean offensive belied this assessment, the political necessity of preventing South Korea from falling to Communist aggression became paramount.31 There was manifestly no time to wait for the Seoul government to develop its own capacity for self-defense.

Prewar Assessments of U.S. National Power

Prior to the Korean War, U.S. grand strategy did not anticipate the use of force in situations short of general war. This expectation contributed to large-scale demobilization after World War II. Since means available for foreign policy were limited and any war was assumed to be total, the Truman administration felt secure in its reliance on a small nuclear deterrent and largely latent conventional capacity for security. In addressing possible Communist gains on the periphery, the prewar grand strategy did not call for the engagement of military forces; rather, non-Communist partners would be responsible for their own deterrence and defense against internal subversion—the expected form of Soviet-sponsored aggression—bolstered by assistance from the United States. This strategy was one that relied overwhelmingly on political and economic solutions to security challenges—not long before the outbreak of war in Korea, Truman dismissed policy options presented to him by the NSC as “decidedly militaristic and in my opinion not realistic with present conditions,” writing long-hand in the margin that such an approach was “wrong as can be.”32

In the years following World War II, cutting national security expenditures was a paramount political priority. Whereas in 1945, the U.S. military had 12 million men under arms, that number diminished to 1.6 million by 1947. Demobilization was so rapid that, at one point, 15,000 personnel a day were processed out of the military.33 In parallel, the defense budget shrank from $81.6 billion to $13.1 billion.34 On June 19, 1950, only days before the outbreak of war in Korea, the Budget Bureau foresaw a balanced budget with no more than $13 billion in defense spending.35 This estimate, which reflected a cap imposed by Truman, entailed “slowing the rate at which air power was modernized; trimming active military strength by approximately two hundred thousand soldiers and sailors; and reducing the funds available for shipbuilding, industrial mobilization, military public works, and military research and development.”36

The question of costs was central to strategic debates in postwar Washington, and Truman enforced serious fiscal discipline on his administration. After wartime spending, there was widespread concern about inflation and general agreement on the need to maintain a balanced federal budget. Controlling inflation was a major campaign issue for Truman in 1948, and his State of the Union address in January 1950 promised Congress that “federal expenditures [would] be held to the lowest levels.”37 These budgetary brightlines had their own strategic logic: Truman, like many members of his administration and legislators from both parties, saw excessive spending as a security threat because it risked undermining the American way of life. According to Gaddis: “Unrestrained military spending, it was feared, would set off either unacceptable inflation through persistent peacetime budget deficits, or confiscatory taxes and economic controls. Reinforcing this concern was the belief that the Russians had set out deliberately to drive the United States into bankruptcy by forcing Washington to disperse resources in an ever-widening circle of commitments.”38 An approach focused on fiscal discipline, Truman knew, entailed “calculated risks” because “absolute security” was not affordable.39

Fiscal discipline was sustainable in the pre-Korea years because of strategic assumptions about the conditions under which the West was most likely to confront its Soviet foe. Truman administration strategists could not imagine a U.S.-Soviet war as anything less than total. NSC 20/4 laid out war aims that entailed, primarily, “eliminating Soviet Russian domination in areas outside the borders of any Russian state allowed to exist after the war.”40 As General Ridgway said later, “the concept of ‘limited warfare’ never entered our councils.”41 The “United States Policy on Atomic Weapons,” approved as NSC 30 in September 1948, directed the National Military Establishment to plan to use atomic weapons and assumed that the first phase of any conflict with the Soviets would be nuclear.42 This attitude reflected a strategic outlook that envisioned a binary state of global affairs: peacetime, with ongoing nonmilitary competition, and wartime, with general and unlimited hostilities, likely resembling World War II.43 Military planning “envisioned a war that would involve the world.”44 Even in the immediate wake of Truman’s June 27 announcement that the United States intended to help defend South Korea against Communist aggression, his secretary of state believed it likely that U.S. intervention “may make it imperative to accept full-out war.”45

Whereas nuclear weapons could deter total war between Cold War blocs, assistance to partner countries would suffice in bolstering non-Communist states against the most likely and imminent threat of subversion from within. Economic and military aid, not U.S. troop presence, was the leading form of American support for overseas partners—a tradeoff exemplified by the Truman administration’s decision to withdraw American forces from South Korea prior to the Korean War while buttressing the Rhee government against ongoing domestic unrest through other means.46 Representatively, NSC 20/4 called for “common prudence” in preparation for war with the Soviet Union, but it emphasized the specific need to counter the Kremlin’s preferred tools of “political, economic, and psychological warfare.”47 Yet this was not a defensive strategy; its long-term aim was “Gradual reduction and eventual elimination of the preponderant power and influence of the USSR in Asia to such a degree that the Soviet Union will not be capable of threatening from that area the security of the United States or its friends and that the Soviet Union would encounter serious obstacles should it attempt to threaten the peace, national independence and stability of the Asiatic nations.”48 Washington had no intention of ceding Asia to the Soviet bloc but, having assessed internal subversion as the primary threat, assumed that aid would be adequate for bolstering free world defenses.

Underwriting this strategic wager was the security derived from American atomic superiority over the Soviet Union. Although the Soviets had just tested their first nuclear device, the United States had an important head start; moreover, as of January 1950, the United States was actively pursuing a thermonuclear weapon.49 As Ridgway put it, “the atomic bomb created for us a kind of psychological Maginot line that helped us rationalize our national urge to get the boys home, the armies demobilized, the swords sheathed, and the soldier, sailors, and airmen out of uniform.”50 The result was a certain strategic complacency; in the early days of the Korean War, the chairman of the National Security Resources Board noted: “There is no long-range strategic defense plan. . . . [N]obody knows what to make, or how much to make or when or why.”51 The centrality of nuclear weapons to the United States’ grand strategy prior to Korea was clear to the godfather of the atomic bomb, Robert Oppenheimer. Writing in February 1950, Oppenheimer incisively noted: “Right now without the atomic bomb we would have no military posture”—a situation of “complete dependence.”52

While the United States expected the Soviet Union to acquire nuclear weapons, the August 1949 nuclear test occurred three to four years earlier than expected and raised thorny questions about the viability of the prevailing strategy.53 To begin addressing these questions, the Truman administration initiated an interagency strategic planning process under the leadership of Kennan’s successor as director of policy planning, Paul Nitze. The resulting document, NSC 68, is central to the debate about the independent effect of the Korean War on American grand strategy. Some scholars, most notably Gaddis, identify NSC 68 as the critical intellectual point of departure—the moment at which the United States turned away from a minimal version of containment, as envisioned by the doctrine’s architect Kennan, and toward a maximalist posture that set the United States on a course of wanton military spending propelled by expansive threat assessments. No longer content to defend select global “strongpoints,” Gaddis argues, the United States committed itself in NSC 68 to preserving a vast defensive “perimeter.” The Korean War did not influence so much as ratify this grand strategic pivot, the conventional wisdom holds, though it did create a political window of opportunity for extracting large sums of security spending from a heretofore reluctant Congress.

To be sure, there are accurate elements of this narrative—early drafts of NSC 68 did raise more alarm about Soviet intentions than earlier strategic documents and, in highlighting the inadequacy of American military strength, it established a framework for greater defense investments than had prevailed previously. Even so, it would be a mistake to designate either the Soviet nuclear test or the NSC 68 process as the turning point for American early Cold War grand strategy. Most importantly, NSC 68 was intentionally vague about the precise levels of national security spending required, and the Truman administration did not endorse expanded budget requests prior to the Korean War. In fact, until the war broke out, the president signaled continued commitment to the $13 billion budget request sent to Congress in early 1950, and the Budget Bureau estimated a range of $1 to 5 billion as the maximum possible increase in spending.54 After receiving a draft of NSC 68 in April 1950, Truman declined to approve the document and instead requested more precise cost estimates.55 While there was surely some appetite for higher spending in influential corners of the Truman administration prior to the Korean War, these individual assessments would probably not have produced such a broad-based grand strategic shift—one that reversed a strongly held bipartisan commitment to fiscal discipline—in the war’s absence. Citing the impressive “number and position of people who either opposed increased spending or assumed it was not necessary,” the historian Samuel Wells concludes the Korean War was a “necessary impetus. . . . If the war had not intervened . . . no major increase in defense spending would have won the administration’s approval.”56

Moreover, while NSC 68 did herald a newly imminent Soviet threat, its assessment did not represent a consensus view. An authoritative Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) estimate, for example, still expected Moscow to rely on measures short of war to advance its aims. It contended in early 1950 that “recent Soviet moves suggest that the USSR is preparing a renewed Cold War ‘offensive’ ”—though that offensive “is only a change of tempo, not of basic Soviet strategy which has called for avoiding open warfare but spreading Moscow-dominated Communism wherever possible by propaganda, diplomatic pressure, and revolutionary activity.”57 Kennan, at that point a counselor to the secretary of state, argued that “the demonstration of an ‘atomic capability’ on the part of the U.S.S.R. . . . adds no new fundamental element to the picture.”58 Numerous other State Department officials also voiced dissent with the review’s major conclusions.59 These disagreements were not trivial: NSC 68’s contentions about rapidly improving Soviet readiness represented its central departure from earlier threat assessments, as well as the basis for its recommended U.S. buildup.

Finally, even if NSC 68 had been adopted wholesale prior to the Korean War, or in the war’s absence, it would have likely represented a far smaller change than the one that ultimately resulted. Referencing an early draft of the document, Acheson argued in an April 1950 NSC meeting, “NSC 68 reveals that Soviet war readiness is increasing faster than the readiness of the United States and our allies and that if present trends are continued, U.S. security will be menaced in four or five years. NSC 68 concludes that the U.S. must build up its military strength, make more economic and military assistance available to our allies, and weaken the Soviet world economically and psychologically.” Taken to its logical conclusion, a fully implemented NSC 68 might have resulted in an uptick in defense spending, perhaps on the order of a $5 billion increase, to $18 billion, the high end of Budget Bureau estimates, with consequently higher readiness levels, including through expanded conventional forces.60 There is simply not sufficient evidence, however, that it would have changed the United States’ global force posture, generated new alliance commitments, elevated Asia’s importance, or accentuated the perceived threat posed by China and smaller Soviet satellite states in limited war scenarios—all major strategic revisions that followed from the Korean War’s outbreak and prosecution.

Fighting the Korean War: New Information About Adversary Capabilities and Intentions

Although there were signs of a military buildup north of the 38th parallel in the days preceding the invasion, the North Korean breach of South Korea’s border nevertheless caught Washington by surprise.61 Truman administration officials immediately characterized the invasion as an unacceptable act of aggression in direct violation of the UN charter. Most troubling, the Korean invasion seemed to inaugurate a new phase of the Cold War by announcing newly and dramatically aggressive Soviet intentions. In the very early days of the crisis, on June 27, 1950, President Truman characterized the North Korean invasion as evidence that the Soviet Union had “passed beyond the use of subversion to conquer independent nations and will now use armed invasion and war” to achieve its objectives.62 That the invasion had been ordered by the Kremlin was a foregone conclusion; the CIA estimated that the Kremlin had been planning such action ever since U.S. forces withdrew from Korea in 1949.63 Though revisionist historians like Bruce Cumings now see the Korean War as an intensified phase of an ongoing civil war, Washington does not seem to have contemporaneously considered, much less subscribed to, that interpretation of events.64

Instead, assessments of the Soviet Union’s motivation for perpetrating this act of aggression ranged from troubling to alarming. Gaddis identifies three prevailing theories of the case:


The objective could be simply to humiliate the United States in an area where the Russians had not expected a response. It could be a feint designed to lure American forces away from some more vital area, prior to an attack there. Or it could be intended as one of a series of actions designed to tie down American forces in peripheral theaters, thereby weakening Washington’s ability to act where vital interests were at stake.65



The CIA argued that the Soviets intended to “challenge the U.S. specifically and test the firmness of U.S. resistance to Communist expansion.”66 Regardless, the Korean action seemed to signal a change in the Soviet Union’s tactics for spreading Communism globally. Even if the Korean situation were resolved, the “danger of Soviet resort to war” had manifestly increased.67 For the Truman administration, the strategic implications of this shift were profound; within days after the outbreak of war, the president ordered a reassessment of all policies affecting the Soviet perimeter.68

Moscow’s willingness to use military force to advance its goals conveyed a greater tolerance for the risk of general war than U.S. officials had previously assumed.69 This conclusion was particularly stark because of the widespread consensus in Washington that the Soviet Union was in a position of weakness relative to the United States. Even NSC 68’s hawkish prewar estimates assumed that, if trends continued, the Soviet threat would not peak until 1954: not until that year of maximum danger would the Soviets be in a position to start a war with the United States with a reasonable expectation of victory. Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson testified to the Senate Appropriations Committee about the significance of this new information about the Soviet threat:


The very fact of this aggression . . . constitute[s] undeniable proof that the forces of international communism possess not only the willingness, but also the intention, of attacking and invading any free nation within their reach at any time that they think they can get away with it. The real significance of the North Korean aggression lies in this evidence that, even at the resultant risk of starting a third world war, communism is willing to resort to armed aggression, whenever it believes it can win.70



Speaking to the Cabinet in July 1950, Acheson expressed fear of both “Soviet desire” and “the momentum of events arising from the Korean situation.”71 The outbreak of the Korean War seemed to herald a new phase of Communist aggression whereby satellites could attack locally at any time.

Even more troubling, these Communist satellites proved far more militarily capable and politically resolved than Washington had anticipated—compounding concern about the international threats facing the United States. Given the Soviet Union’s lack of overt participation in the Korean War,72 new information gleaned on the battlefield pertained primarily to its proxies: the North Korean regime led by Kim Il Sung and Mao’s newly unified Communist China. The North’s invasion of the South revealed a significantly different military balance on the peninsula than the one anticipated by the Truman administration. On the eve of Pyongyang’s advance across the 38th parallel, the CIA issued an assessment of “current capabilities of the North Korean regime.”73 Although it assessed the North as being “a firmly controlled Soviet satellite that exercises no independent initiative and depends entirely on the support of the USSR,” it also conceded the military superiority of the northern forces if matched against Rhee’s southern forces, particularly in armor, heavy artillery, and aircraft. Nevertheless, the CIA saw it as unlikely that the North could conquer the entirety of the South without support from the Soviet Union and/or China.

Yet the North Korean troops that crossed the 38th parallel proved substantially more formidable. The North’s assault troops outnumbered those of the South by approximately 24,000, and about half of North Korean forces had fresh combat experience from participation in the Chinese civil war.74 Whereas the South had neither tanks nor antitank weapons, Kim’s forces had more than 150 Soviet tanks. The North outgunned the South significantly in artillery—both in the number of guns and their range. The North had nearly 10 times more aircraft than the South. All of these advantages—augmented by assistance from Soviet military planners—proved more decisive than prewar assessments expected. North Korean forces quickly overran U.S.-trained South Korean troops and continued to advance despite the introduction of U.S. troops and airpower. Prior to the spectacular Incheon Landing in September 1950, the North Koreans repeatedly bested the UN coalition and forced a long retreat to Korea’s southeastern tip.75 In his memoir, Acheson ruefully notes the “surprising discovery of North Korean military competence and toughness.”76 As General Matthew Ridgway, commander of UN forces in Korea from April 1951 to May 1952, recalled, his command “had to increase almost daily its estimate of the force that would be needed to stop the invaders,” having “never properly reckoned the strength of the foe.”77

In the case of China, fundamental miscalculations blinded U.S. policymakers to the dangers of Chinese military intervention. Chinese forces were assumed to be no match for a well-trained and equipped Western military; what is more, China possessed little naval capacity or air force.78 Yet the Chinese proved themselves to be tough adversaries. Chinese troops fought impressively, and the Communists demonstrated steely resolve despite substantial losses. Communist ground strength did not diminish as the conflict wore on, nor were its advantages the mere result of tactical surprise; in March 1953, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) reported that “numerically superior Communist Forces are capable of major sustained offensive in Korea with about 31 infantry divisions, 5 artillery divisions, 2 antitank divisions, 1 rocket launcher division, and 3 tank regiments.”79 This ground superiority enabled the Communist forces to prolong the war through a strategy of attrition and defense in depth, dragging out armistice negotiations for as long as needed to accrue political and military advantages. Toward the war’s end, in April 1953, a National Intelligence Estimate noted consistent improvement in “Communist military potential” and projected that it would continue to strengthen: with Soviet support, the Communists could continue augmenting their land forces, expanding their naval capabilities, and improving their force employment.80

China also proved willing to tolerate significant costs in support of their North Korean neighbors. Despite having recently prevailed in a prolonged and bloody civil war, Chinese forces absorbed more than a million casualties. Perhaps even more remarkable, Beijing tolerated the risk that the war would escalate across the border with China, bringing its civilian population within the UN forces’ targeting sights. Such escalation could well have included nuclear use against Chinese territory—a prospect that Mao famously dismissed, pointing to the survivability of his widely dispersed and mostly rural population.81

The implications of Chinese and North Korean revealed intentions and capabilities were far-reaching: this information triggered a reassessment of Asia’s significance, elevating its importance in American grand strategy, and prompted Washington to revise its assumptions regarding the threat posed by all Communist satellite states. An April 1951 NSC study argued: “The demonstrated military capacity of the North Korean and Chinese armies requires a reevaluation of the threat to the free world which the masses of Asia would constitute if they fell under Soviet Communist domination.”82 This revelation invalidated the assumptions that had previously guided American strategic planning:


In the Far East, North Korea and Chinese Communist forces, with Soviet logistical and technical support, have demonstrated a military capability greater than had been previously estimated. In the event of general war, it would not be in the over-all security interests of the United States to commit our forces to the defense of the mainland of Asia. Communist forces must therefore be credited with the ability to overrun East and Southeast Asia, and threaten the security of the off-shore island defense line.83



The result was a vastly different Asian balance of power than assumed by American grand strategy prior to the Korean War.

More broadly, revelations of China’s resolve and military power elevated the newly unified Communist state as an American adversary in Asia. Prior to the war, American analysts assessed that China did not pose a direct threat to U.S. interests in the region. The country was assumed to be inward-looking, preoccupied with reconstruction after its own civil war, and possessed of limited military capabilities.84 Yet the Korean intervention announced Beijing’s intention to extend its influence beyond the territory recently conquered in mainland China: “It seems almost certain that Peiping [Beijing] intends to play an aggressive, expansionist role in the Far East,” the CIA assessed in September 1951.85 With its Korean War intervention, China increased the size and skill of its military establishment and, despite some internal challenges, the Chinese Communist regime ended the Korean War in a strong position.86 As of October 1953, the Eisenhower NSC reported: “The Chinese Communist regime is firmly in control and is unlikely to be shaken in the foreseeable future by domestic forces or rival regimes.”87

American policymakers extrapolated the implications of China and North Korea’s demonstrated capability and resolve, concluding this new information rendered the entire Communist bloc more threatening to the United States. “Now unmasked great and growing combined military strength of Soviet Russia and such of its willing and ambitious satellites as China and North Korea,” wrote Stymington before the Chinese had even intervened.88 Moreover, as NSC 68/1 argued: “The demonstrated effectiveness of the equipment and training of the North Korean forces in combat has necessitated an upward revision of our previous estimates of Kremlin-dominated military capabilities.”89 Far from local concerns, the broader implication of this new information was a massive and adverse change in the United States’ assumptions about the global balance of power.

The Korean War provided a template for how Soviet-aligned states could undermine American interests around the world—introducing a wholly different picture of threats facing the United States and its partners around the world. A far cry from the Berlin blockade, limited local wars could entail significant bloodletting. Giving voice to administration officials’ acute fear, the New York Times warned that “the Soviets can choose to put pressure on almost any point on the periphery [of the Eurasian heartland], sucking in American strength now here, now there, bleeding the United States in a long campaign of attrition.”90 An NSC study warned: “USSR action in regard to Korea, and its employment of satellite forces there, should be regarded not as an isolated phenomenon but possibly as part of a general plan which might involve concerted action in other parts of the world.”91 The Truman administration newly feared Korean-style attacks on Berlin, West Germany,92 or Yugoslavia.93 President Truman anticipated subsequent Soviet probes in Yugoslavia and Northern Iran as the most likely sites of the next phase of Communist aggression; the CIA identified Taiwan as a probable target.94

A Berlin scenario was particularly concerning, in light of the blockade not long before. As one NSC document argued: “The most significant change in the Berlin situation has been the growing capability of the DDR to attempt a coup in the Korean pattern. Heretofore, it has been felt that the Soviets would not risk war over Berlin. . . . Recent developments have shaken this attitude . . . [including] the outbreak of hostilities in Korea. This event reveals a pattern which the Soviets may follow with respect to Berlin.”95 This fear persisted for years after the outbreak of war in Korea.96 Any such probes would leave the United States with undesirable alternatives: “abandoning positions of vital political and strategic importance, committing and dissipating available capabilities on the many fronts chosen by the USSR, or undertaking global war.”97 The administration saw no choice but to prepare for war if Soviet forces attacked overtly in Europe, Asia, South Korea, Iran, Turkey, Greece, or Yugoslavia.98 Consequently, policymakers concluded, the United States would require a far greater military presence around the globe to deter any such aggression, as well as forces necessary to fight if deterrence failed.

Strategic Adjustment Under Fire: Recognizing Russian Restraint

The informational theory of strategic adjustment, as outlined in chapter 1, expects grand strategy to adapt to new and discrepant information that emerges through the process of warfighting. Consistent with this expectation, American strategists gradually revised their assessments of the international threat environment as events unfolded on the battlefield in Korea. Even though Soviet intentions and resolve could only be assessed indirectly, policymakers were highly attentive to indications of the risks Moscow was willing to run to advance its war aims in Korea. The variation in assessments of Soviet risk tolerance manifested as observable changes in American grand strategy over three years of fighting on the peninsula. This variation demonstrates that it was not simply the outbreak of war and the consequent political window of opportunity but rather its entire arc that reoriented the United States’ subsequent grand strategy.99

The first year of the Korean War was intense and information-rich. While the initial threat assessments were dire, American strategists gradually revised their assumptions about the international threat environment as new information emerged on the battlefield. Indeed, despite early alarm about the future aggression portended by the North’s invasion, as the war continued, new information increasingly suggested a more moderate interpretation of Soviet intentions. As early as July 1, 1950, it seemed possible that the Korean aggression was an isolated incident as there was no indication of Soviet preparations for imminent attack elsewhere: an NSC report assessed that perhaps “the Kremlin does not now intend to engage in a major war.”100 When, in August 1950, U.S. aircraft bombed a supply depot 17 miles from the Russian border, the Soviets reacted with notable restraint.101 Indeed, the restraint demonstrated by the Soviet Union through the early fall prompted the CIA to downgrade its previous assessments of the likelihood of general war.102 The more time that passed, the more indicators of restraint overtook indicators of unfettered adventurism.103

Although the risk of general war remained disconcertingly high in the eyes of the Truman administration, such an outcome no longer seemed likely by the middle of 1951. Soviet policy during the first year of the war seemed to reveal “closely calculated” risk taking: “The USSR has exercised considerable care and restraint to avoid open and direct involvement.”104 In August 1951 the Joint Intelligence Committee concluded that the Soviets did not seek to initiate a global war over Korea. The committee noted that “even in the face of the initial North Korean defeat . . . [Moscow] did not choose . . . to expand the Korean conflict into general war.” In fact, the Soviets went so far as to “forgo temporarily some of their original objectives in Korea rather than to commit the military forces necessary to gain a clear-cut victory.”105

The vigorous American response to North Korea’s invasion, it seemed, had served its deterrent purpose. Historian Rosemary Foot traces the changing perception in the U.S. intelligence community as Soviet actions (and inactions) conveyed more information as the war progressed: “Of greatest significance was the belief that the US reaction to the outbreak of hostilities in Korea had given the Soviets some reason to pause, as had the growing pace of Western rearmament efforts, stimulated by war.”106 The United States also gleaned new information about Soviet military power through direct and indirect observation of its military capabilities. By the end of 1952, “Korea [had] provided an opportunity to observe Russian tactics and equipment, obtain better intelligence, and, in general, get in a position to cope better with Russia in the future,” according to an NSC paper.107 Fighting the Korean War thus gave the U.S. military greater confidence in its ability to counter Soviet forces if they ever met on another Cold War battleground, whether the Korean peninsula or the Fulda Gap.

Ultimately, by April 1953, indications of Soviet restraint accumulated to produce a significantly reduced assessment of the risk of general war, either through miscalculation or intentional initiation: “It is believed that the Communists desire to avoid general war over the Korean issue and that Communist courses of action in Korea will be determined by Communist global interests.”108 Moreover, the increasingly favorable balance of power—encouraged by defense investments made earlier in the war—seemed to reaffirm the United States’ ability to deter future Soviet aggression. “The USSR presumably recognizes that its still inferior overall war potential, together with Western atomic superiority, would make the outcome of a general war doubtful.”109 The United States’ strong commitment to defending South Korea further increased the costs of potential local aggression.110 “The Kremlin may consider that such Cold War pressures are only generating relatively greater Western countermeasures, which might eventually, particularly if they include German and Japanese rearmament, produce a situation dangerous to the vital interests of the USSR itself.”111

These conclusions carried through to the Eisenhower administration; during the 1953 Project Solarium strategic planning exercise, for example, analysts concluded that “the present risk of war is low only because the US and its allies have already built and are building further forces able to meet Soviet forces.” The stability of the U.S.-Soviet relationship deepened as time went on. President Eisenhower assessed that the USSR was unlikely to engage in warfare in Asia because “the risks were just too great and the distances for supply too extended.” By November 1954, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles had concluded: “As of now . . . the USSR appears anxious to avoid general war with the US and probably will refrain from actions likely to bring on such a war, and may be seeking an extended period of lower tensions.”112 The contrast between these conclusions and the tenor of American threat assessments at the war’s outbreak is remarkable, and demonstrates the necessity of tracing the effect of new information revealed over the full course of the conflict.

Fighting the Korean War: New Information About American Military Power and Cost Tolerance

Coming only five years after victory in World War II, the Korean War broke out amidst a massive postwar demobilization effort. While many military figures criticized the demobilization after the fact,113 at the time most of the national security establishment agreed on the need to drastically downsize the U.S. armed forces. The Korean intervention tested the viability of the United States’ assumption that it could maintain fairly low levels of military spending and mobilize only if necessary, as it had in the two world wars. Communist aggression in Korea demonstrated that such an approach was inadequate—but it also showed the difficulty of outright victory in the seemingly novel category of “limited warfare,” even despite significant investments. As the JCS reflected nearly two years into the war: “Since 1951, conditions confronting US-UN forces in Korea have imposed an extremely heavy drain on U.S. manpower and materiel resources which furthers Communist objectives to the detriment of the US-UN military position and adversely affects the US capability of implementing the current Emergency War Plan.”

As ill-prepared as the United States was to fight in Korea, the peninsula’s proximity to Japan—where American occupation forces remained in June 1950—made it a fortuitous location for a Communist armed challenge. As an NSC report penned only days after fighting began observed: “Our current involvement in the Korean crisis is unique in that it has occurred in the only theater in which the U.S. is capable of conducting immediate general offensive operations with its armed forces.” By contrast, in all other areas, “the armed forces of the U.S. are either not appropriately positioned or are of such inadequacy as to be incapable of effective action in the event of further crises.”114

Despite this geographic advantage, deployments to Korea weakened the United States’ global position. Due to Korea’s relative insignificance in the event of major war, military planning documents repeatedly referred to U.S. troop presence there as “maldeployment.”115 The scarcity of U.S. military resources also meant that Korean deployments traded off with more strategically vital areas. In the war’s early days, the chairman of the National Security Resources Board noted, “we are already being forced to seriously weaken the defenses of the United States.”116 He went on to note that, were the Russians to reinitiate a Berlin blockade, the United States lacked sufficient aircraft to address such a contingency alongside Korea while still protecting the continental United States.

The reality that “the military capabilities of the United States are not adequate to its current commitments and responsibilities” became painfully clear on the battlefield in Korea.117 Previously the need for fiscal discipline at home had constrained defense investments, even in light of NSC 68’s warnings. After the Korean War began, a new approach to government spending emerged; this shift seemed to reveal an unprecedented American willingness to tolerate the costs of military investments in conditions short of general war, as well as the economic capacity to do so. By lifting strict caps, the war inaugurated a military Keynesianism that unshackled defense budgets from spending limits that had previously seemed economically and politically immutable. Having started the summer of 1950 with a defense bill that reflected Truman’s $13 billion budget cap, the administration’s funding request ballooned after the outbreak of the Korean War. In July, Truman asked Congress for a $10.5 billion supplement; then, in August, the president came back again to request $1.6 billion in additional military funds and $4 billion in foreign military assistance.118 In December, after the Chinese intervention, Truman requested—and received from Congress—an additional $16.8 billion for defense.119 Ultimately, the defense authorization in fiscal year (FY) 1951 totaled $48.2 billion—a 257 percent increase over the administration’s pre-Korea request.120 The FY 1952 defense budget rose to $62.2 billion.121 To continue the buildup, the Council of Economic Advisors projected $70 billion in annual requirements. The Korean War itself represented only a moderate portion of these increases, as resource planners assumed that the Korean War would end in 1951.122

These astounding increases heralded the triumph of a new approach to fiscal policy and lent credence to the view that spending could increase without deficits, inflation, and tax increases amidst a growing American economy. Whereas the Soviet economy, operating at full capacity, expended 13.8 percent of gross national product (GNP) on its military and 40 percent of GNP on military-industrial investment, the United States spent only 6 to 7 percent on military expenditures and 20 percent including investment. With projected economic growth, the United States could afford to spend more. Once approved in September 1950, several months into the Korean War, NSC 68 expressed the new, official position: though sacrifice might be called for—and would certainly be justified given the Soviet threat—the United States’ World War II experience indicated the economy could support both guns and butter when operating at full efficiency.123

Congress adopted a convergent view on the need for greater spending and taxation in light of events on the Korean peninsula, reversing both parties’ prior commitment to strict fiscal discipline. As international affairs scholar Aaron Friedberg explains, “Within three months of the North Korean attack the Truman Administration had requested and Congress had readily approved a substantial across-the-board rate hike that added close to $5 billion in annual revenues.” In an even greater reversal, Congress also agreed to raise corporate and personal income taxes to 1945 levels.124 These congressional appropriations were backed by the force of public opinion: in the early months of the Korean War, the public expressed unprecedented willingness to fund military mobilization.125

Yet even as the United States proved willing to tolerate significant economic costs to repel Communist aggression against South Korea and bolster free world defenses more broadly, these resources did not yield desired battlefield gains. On the ground and in the air, U.S. military capabilities proved disappointing; so too did the most powerful weapon in the American arsenal: atomic bombs. Consequently, progress in Korea consistently fell short of expectations; strategic planners repeatedly assumed that the war would be over by year’s end, only to be proven wrong.126

Although American commanders knew that U.S. forces would be numerically outmatched by the North Koreans, they nevertheless expected to force Kim’s troops to retreat above the 38th parallel with minimal effort and cost. Before fighting began, General MacArthur assessed that he would need only two divisions and limited air and naval forces. MacArthur anticipated a counteroffensive as early as July 22—mere weeks after U.S. forces left their garrisons in Japan.127 Instead, as historian David Halberstam writes, “July 1950 was one of the worst months in American military history.”128 The North Korean advance shocked elites and publics back home—placing the state of a demobilized U.S. Army into stark relief.129

Of course, MacArthur did ultimately turn the first phase of the war around with the bold Inchon landing and subsequent counteroffensive. UN forces seized the initiative against the North Koreans—but then they pushed their luck too far by seeking to reunify the whole peninsula. When Chinese forces intervened, the military balance shifted once again. The war, which MacArthur had promised would be over by Christmas 1950, raged on and drained American resources.

The Korean War exposed Army doctrine, which anticipated a general war, as ill-equipped for more limited contingencies, particularly in Asia. “Terrain, weather, and enemy tactics tended to hamper employment of much of the tactical doctrine and equipment of the Army which were oriented toward another world war . . . fought primarily in Western Europe.”130 Enemy force employment made matters worse, as Chinese and North Korean forces encircled U.S. troops by puncturing weak points in U.S. lines of defense and neutralized many of the United States’ aerial advantages through clever tactics of cover and concealment. Over time, U.S. forces adapted to the strengths and weaknesses of their adversaries, improving planning, weapons employment, and mobility, while also fielding technical innovations.131 These adaptations proved to be of limited use, however, as UN forces refrained from large-scale offensive operations after armistice negotiations began in November 1951, and the conflict evolved into a World War I–style war of position.

Perhaps even more disappointing was the United States’ performance in the air. Prior to the Chinese intervention, UN air forces—primarily populated by Americans—had gained air superiority by decimating the North Korean Air Force. As military historian Conrad Crane writes in his history of U.S. air power in Korea, “Night and day, aerial destruction rained down on interdiction and strategic targets, until almost all were destroyed by air attacks or overrun by advancing UN ground forces.”132 As with strategic bombing in World War II, UN commanders hoped firebombing would destroy enemy morale by inflicting unthinkable destruction.133 Air power pulverized much of North Korea’s industrial capacity and helped UN forces achieve success in turning back the Communist offensive and ultimately launching a counteroffensive of their own.134

The Chinese intervention introduced new difficulties. Less than a year into the war, in May 1951, General Douglas MacArthur ruefully acknowledged, “Perhaps too much was expected from the air.”135 China, with covert help from the Soviets, proved a formidable aerial competitor. Communist air power increased at a faster rate than UN forces; the U.S.-led coalition was unable to maintain air superiority, and intelligence estimated that supremacy would remain elusive until the spring of 1952.136 What is more, the Chinese entrance into the conflict, and the president’s refusal to grant MacArthur permission to bomb inside Chinese territory, diminished the effectiveness of air power by precluding its ability to target the enemy’s material center of gravity.

Difficulties did not accord with the success Americans had come to expect from air power. According to Crane: “Too many ground commanders and political leaders expected ‘miracles’ from airpower. . . . These high hopes influenced decisions reached in Washington and on the battlefield early in the conflict and led to some disillusionment as the war dragged on.”137 Korea thus deflated some of the prestige that air power had come to enjoy in the aftermath of victory in World War II. Not only did coercive bombing prove unable to alter the trajectory of the war, but also tactical air power was uneven in its effectiveness, despite technological advances and adversaries considered to be unskilled pilots.

The demonstrated inutility of nuclear weapons compounded these deficiencies. Five years after the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and less than a year after the dawn of atomic bipolarity, the Korean War came at a critical time in the development of nuclear strategy. Throughout the war, U.S. policymakers experimented with the coercive effects of nuclear threats but never saw clear battlefield utility for nuclear use.138 Although the Army and Air Force staff considered nuclear use in July 1950, they assessed that nuclear bombing would not help so long as North Korean forces were sustained by Soviet supplies and directed by Soviet command.139 In September and October 1951, American B-29 bombers conducted simulated atomic strikes, dropping “dummy” atomic bombs or powerful conventional explosives. Through these highly realistic dry runs, the U.S. military concluded that the lack of appropriate targets constrained the utility of atomic bombing—from an intelligence standpoint, “timely identification of large masses of enemy troops was extremely rare.”140 Nonuse thus stemmed from skepticism about battlefield utility rather than moral qualms. This calculus called into question the potency, at least in a limited war context, of a capability set that had previously been perceived as a major source of strategic advantage for the United States.

Eisenhower came into office determined to fulfill his electoral mandate to end the Korean War—and he was prepared to use nuclear weapons to achieve this objective. Although Eisenhower was not cavalier in his consideration of nuclear options, he saw atomic weapons as usable and resisted the notion that such weapons presented a qualitative or moral distinction from conventional munitions.141 The advent of tactical nuclear weapons facilitated this position, presenting new targeting possibilities.142 At one NSC meeting less than a month after Eisenhower’s inauguration, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles characterized the concept of a “special category” of atomic weapons as a “false distinction” propagated by the Soviets; consequently, the United States should be free to use nuclear weapons in Korea.143 Eisenhower seemed to agree that the stakes in Korea warranted nuclear use. With exasperation, the president noted, if the United States’ allies “objected to the use of atomic weapons we might as well ask them to supply three or more divisions needed to drive the Communists back, in lieu of atomic weapons.”144 In his mind, nuclear bombs clearly offered a better economy of force.145

Yet despite Eisenhower’s professed open-mindedness regarding the possibility of nuclear use, the facts on the ground in Korea did not support the case for atomic weapons’ utility, and Ike faced the same constraints as his Democratic predecessor. A June 1953 NSC staff study supporting NSC 147 evaluated the prospects for nuclear use and concluded that the advantages of nuclear employment depended upon the effectiveness of atomic weapons in bringing about “decisive military victory” and “any profitable strategic use requires extension of hostilities outside of Korea” because the critical targets resided in China.146 Eisenhower did contemplate such an escalation in a final end-of-war gambit, predicated on Washington’s willingness—which, based on contemporaneous planning, appears to have been genuine—to escalate the war, potentially using atomic weapons, if the Communists did not agree to an armistice. According to the administration’s narrative, their nuclear coercion entailed two dimensions: first, a signal to Beijing, via New Delhi, that the war would escalate if negotiations did not produce results, and, second, Eisenhower’s decision in June 1953 to transfer custody of atomic weapons to the Department of Defense.147 Although scholars diverge on the role of nuclear threats in achieving a resolution at Panmunjom—Stalin’s death was probably more consequential148—the Eisenhower administration seems to have believed that nuclear threats created diplomatic leverage that helped break the war termination logjam.149 This conclusion, in turn, shaped the role subsequently envisioned for nuclear weapons in American grand strategy.

U.S. Grand Strategic Adjustment During and After the Korean War

The Korean War was a crucible for the United States’ early Cold War grand strategy. It refashioned the way in which Washington conceived of the identity, magnitude, and priority of global threats it faced, as well as the best means by which the United States could marshal its national power to protect enduring interests from such dangers. This grand strategic adjustment was profound and far-reaching; it reflected clear informational signals about military power and cost tolerance, both of the United States and its Communist adversaries; and it resulted from the particular interaction of this information with prewar assumptions guiding American grand strategy.

Revised Threat Assessments

The Korean War changed the United States’ grand strategic assumptions about the threats it faced internationally. These changes reflected the revealed capabilities, intentions, and resolve of the Communist adversary. Although Soviet military involvement was limited and covert, the prosecution of the Korean War appeared to reveal vital, new information about the risks Moscow was willing to run in service of expanding the Soviet sphere. North Korea proved to be a highly capable and resolved fighting force, elevating the perceived risks posed by Communist satellites and Korean War–like scenarios globally. After its intervention, China revealed itself as an intractable American adversary in Asia, willing to tolerate significant costs to advance its war aims and capable of mobilizing a formidable fighting force.

As described in this chapter’s first section, American prewar grand strategy made the following assumptions about the international environment: general war with the Soviet Union was the overriding threat to the United States; Moscow would not initiate conflict until the mid-1950s at the earliest because it was too weak to prevail in war against the United States; the Soviet Union could thus be deterred with limited U.S. forces in being, substantial mobilization potential, and the American atomic advantage; Europe was the most important strategic theater for Cold War competition; and the threat of external military aggression against Asian partners was low.

New and unexpected information revealed by the Korean War prompted policymakers in Washington to revise their threat assessments. Consequently, during and after the war, American grand strategy evolved to reflect a new set of assumptions: the Soviet Union was aggressive and opportunistic, but ultimately rational and deterrable; to deter the Soviet Union, the United States would have to maintain a standing military force of unprecedented size to lend credibility to its overseas commitments; local aggression by Communist satellite states was the most pressing threat to U.S. global interests; although still not equivalent to Europe, the United States had a strong interest in preventing Communist expansion throughout Asia; and China was an aggressive and militarily capable adversary, which posed an intractable threat to American interests in Asia. These assumptions were largely shared by the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, and continued even after Ike left office.

Despite initial hair-on-fire reactions, information revealed on the Korean battlefield prompted both the Truman and Eisenhower administrations to see the Soviets as aggressive but not reckless. Virulent ideology aside, the Soviets had shown themselves to be remarkably rational.150 In avoiding escalation, the Kremlin seemed to have mirrored American assessment of the Soviets’ inability to win a protracted war with the United States,151 as well as the judgment that Korea was not a prize worth gambling for.152 By the end of the Korean War, it appeared to American policymakers that the Kremlin was essentially opportunistic in its expansionism. “To withdraw troops from certain areas of the world in order to send them to Korea might well be an invitation to the Kremlin to embark on an aggressive venture elsewhere,” wrote the assistant secretary for UN affairs in February 1953.153 While vacuums of power might encourage Soviet adventurism, a clear and credible American commitment to defend its interests would serve as an effective deterrent.154

Extrapolating from the Korean War experience, U.S. grand strategy adapted to the need to deter and, if needed, counter local aggression around the world as the prospect of limited wars became a mainstay of American threat assessments—introducing a spectrum of aggression far broader than the one contemplated prior to the Korean War. Korea also showed American policymakers that advancing the national interest through military involvement in local contingencies would not come cheaply. Even without Soviet intervention, “third world” armies had inherent advantages in massing manpower, access to Soviet weapons technology, and demonstrably effective force employment strategies. The expansive nature of such threats made defense planning challenging. Early in the Eisenhower administration, one planning document complained of the difficulty of calibrating force posture to numerous possible local contingencies: “Approved National Security Council papers recognize a requirement for U.S. military forces to counter local aggression. . . . Since it is unlikely that all of these acts of local aggression would take place simultaneously, and since the requirements of forces depends upon the circumstances of the time, calculation of specific . . . requirements is impossible in most cases and in others cannot be stated with reasonable validity.”155

China presented a particularly acute threat of local aggression. Beijing’s entry into the war demonstrated that the United States had to take seriously the Communists in China. Previously, the Truman administration had been reluctant to focus on the Chinese adversary, but as Jervis argues, “The Korean War . . . convinced decision makers that China was deeply and ineradicably hostile to the United States.”156 After a review of Asia strategy in the spring of 1951, Truman approved NSC 48/5, which endorsed escalatory actions against China if Beijing perpetrated aggression anywhere beyond Korea.157 As early as April 1951, the Chinese threat also introduced severance of the Sino-Soviet alliance as an objective in Asia—a goal that continued into the Eisenhower administration and well beyond.158 Indeed, the elevation of China as an immediate threat to the United States was a clear change from earlier assessments—including those that postdated the Communist civil war victory while predating the Korean War—and permeated American grand strategy after the war.159 Even once the Korean War had concluded, the NSC agreed that a Chinese-initiated “new outbreak of hostilities in Korea would require full U.S. mobilization immediately,” including nuclear attacks on China.160 Moreover, “the United States should be prepared to prevent, with the use of U.S. forces if necessary and feasible, further territorial expansion elsewhere by the Chinese Communists.”161 To facilitate this possibility, Eisenhower ordered extra air wings to be stationed in the Far East so that “atomic capabilities were available on Okinawa for possible emergency use” and sought preapproval of this plan from U.S. allies.162

In Asia, revised assessments of the Chinese and, to a lesser extent, North Korean threats, as well as the newly salient risk of limited war, elevated the region’s importance for U.S. national security and produced an enduring change in American grand strategy—a range of nuclear security guarantees codified in alliance commitments made during and after the war. The initial Korean invasion prompted a deepening of U.S. commitments there: to protect Formosa, the Philippines, and Indochina, the immediate response to the North Korean attack included deployment of the Seventh Fleet to the Taiwan Straits, increased aid to the Philippines, and military assistance to the French and Vietnamese in Indochina, including the dispatch of a military mission there.163 As NSC 48/4 of May 1951 concluded, “In view of the communist resort to armed force in Asia, United States action in that area must be based on the recognition that the most immediate overt threats to United States security are currently presented in that area.”164 This threat increased the necessity of acting to “maximize the availability . . . of the material resources of the Asian area to the United States . . . and thereby correspondingly deny these resources to the communist world.”165

The global balance of power seemed to be at stake,166 and throughout Asia, the defense of non-Communist areas assumed greater significance as domino-theory logic took hold.167 Militarily, maintaining the offshore defense line—Japan-Ryukyus-Philippines-Australia and New Zealand—remained critical, as did denying Formosa to the Communists, in order to ensure the vulnerability of the Soviet Union’s eastern flank.168 Yet the Korean War demonstrated that the prewar policy of providing economic and military assistance—in the absence of broader security guarantees—would not forestall the newly salient specter of external aggression in strategically vital locations. Toward this end, strengthening and defending Japan, as well as signing a peace treaty with Tokyo, became a central priority; the United States and Japan signed a security treaty in September 1951.169 The United States also entered into regional security arrangements with the Philippines with the conclusion of a mutual defense treaty in August 1951, and the Australia, New Zealand, United States (ANZUS) Security Treaty in September 1951. Though concluded under Truman, these alliance commitments represented a grand strategic adjustment of vast significance. What is more, they were neither partisan nor administration specific; rather, they continued under Eisenhower and largely persist nearly seven decades later.170

The Korean War also magnified perceived dangers in Southeast and South Asia.171 “Chinese Communist conquest of Indochina, Thailand and Burma, by military force and internal subversion, would seriously threaten the critical security interests of the United States,” contended a Truman NSC staff study. Even after the Korean War ended, the Eisenhower administration continued to fear Chinese aggression in Southeast Asia.172 Nevertheless, both the Truman and Eisenhower administrations agreed that it would not be in the security interests of the United States to “commit any United States armed forces to the defense” of these states, so the appropriate response was economic and military aid with the goal of increasing the costs of conquest by the Communists.173 As part of this effort, the Truman administration upped support to the French military in Indochina—a policy continued under Eisenhower. Developments elsewhere in Asia also heightened the importance of South Asia. NSC 98 in January 1951 contended, “The loss of India to the Communist orbit would mean that for all practical purposes all of Asia will have been lost; this would constitute a most serious and threatening blow to the security of the United States.”174

By the end of the Korean War, the blood and treasure spent on the peninsula prompted the Eisenhower administration to make a long-term security commitment to South Korea. Rhee was quick to manipulate the political bind that Eisenhower inherited: although the military-strategic significance of Korea remained small, its political significance had grown so much that abandonment was no longer possible.175 Thus, Eisenhower reluctantly agreed to an indefinite commitment of U.S. troops to Korea and a defense pact in exchange for South Korean cooperation on an armistice agreement.176 U.S. policy thus became support for free unification of North and South Korea under a regime friendly to the United States over the long term and, in the short term, to maintain such a U.S. position of strength in South Korea as to support the UN “commitment to oppose aggression, to prevent the area from coming under Communist domination . . . and to ensure the continuance of a free government on the peninsula.”177

Cumulatively, new information about Soviet, Chinese, and North Korean military power and cost tolerance—in effect, their capabilities and intentions—substantially reshaped American assessments of the identity, magnitude, and prioritization of threats it faced overseas. Most consequentially, Asia elevated considerably in importance, particularly as China cast off the initial, post–civil war image of a fragmented and internally focused state to instead emerge as a capable and committed American adversary in the region. Whereas that reassessment might have been tolerable if the United States had expected to only fight China as part of a general war with the Soviet bloc, the Korean War seemed to demonstrate the threat posed by a previously overlooked type of conflict—limited warfare. While policymakers could not have contemporaneously anticipated the durability of the alliance commitments they struck, nor the range of positive and negative consequences they would produce, the thrust of policy across the Truman and Eisenhower administrations was to offer nuclear security guarantees, backed by permanent regional troop deployments, to backstop newly formalized Asian alliances. Thus, by the war’s end, the United States was enmeshed in numerous regional security arrangements and deeply committed to the defense of its Asian allies against Communism. The emphasis on deterrence and defense against Korea-like contingencies—in the region as well as in Europe and the Middle East—fundamentally structured the U.S. military and diplomatic posture implied by post–Korean War U.S. grand strategy.

Revised Assessments of U.S. National Power

After the Korean War, the United States never again returned to early 1950 levels of demobilization or military spending. Given underwhelming military performance, it was demonstrably not in the United States’ interest to fight future limited wars—instead, the nation seemed to require substantial peacetime forces, including those forward deployed overseas as well as a robust nuclear arsenal, to deter Soviet or Soviet-sponsored aggression, whether in Asia or Europe. The defense buildup that accompanied the Korean War seemed to indicate that expenditures far beyond the prewar fiscal limits Truman had enforced were economically and politically tolerable, even as defense spending did not continue at wartime heights through the Eisenhower administration.

As described earlier, prior to the Korean War, American grand strategy made the following assumptions: U.S. nuclear superiority would be sufficient to deter both general war and limited Communist aggression; any war with the Soviet Union would be a total war, so U.S. forces would be mobilized only in the event that total war was imminent; and the economic costs of mobilization recommended against maintaining a substantial military establishment in times short of general war. New information revealed through the prosecution of the Korean War called these assumptions into question. Ultimately, as this new information became apparent, strategic assumptions changed to reflect new realities. As a result, the following assumptions undergirded American grand strategy in the wake of the Korean War: deterring Communist expansionism required forces in being to meet such threats, whether through conventional or nuclear means; wars with the Soviet Union or its satellites could exist along a spectrum of conflict, including limited as well as total war; the economic and political costs of partial mobilization were bearable and the Soviet threat generally outweighed the economic threat of high military spending; and nuclear weapons were not useful for limited warfighting but retained utility for coercive bargaining, deterrence, and total war. These reassessments emerged as the war wore on; they were evident in the late Truman administration and then coalesced more clearly under Eisenhower. Although divergent presidential preferences contributed to some discontinuity between the two administrations, there was far more continuity than commonly appreciated—an indication that new information revealed on the Korean War battlefield reshaped American grand strategy in ways that transcended personalities and political parties.

The Korean War seemed to demonstrate that the central strategic challenge of the Cold War would be local aggression and limited war. The lesson of Korea, according to UN forces commander General Ridgway, was that “all warfare from this time forth must be limited.” Given the intolerability of passively permitting local aggression against U.S. allies and partners—as well as the high costs of fighting such wars—the issue was therefore one of optimizing deterrence.178 Truman’s last national security strategy review—which was intended for delivery just prior to Eisenhower’s inauguration in January 1953 and aimed to inform the fiscal year 1954 budget process—reflected the implications of new information revealed through warfare in Korea.179 The Korean War experience had demonstrated that limited wars would be a central strategic challenge of the Cold War. The review predicted: “Over the next several years, with the accumulation on both sides of atomic and other mass destruction weapons, the developing situation may present a continuing and possibly improved opportunity for Soviet expansion by the techniques of political warfare and local aggression if the free world permits the fear and threat of general war to paralyze its reaction to such threats.”180 Such acts of local aggression threatened a “progressive and cumulative loss of positions of importance to the United States.” Deterrence would therefore require political unity, defensive strength, and offensive striking power, bolstered by the capacity for rapid mobilization. The objective was to “minimize the likelihood that the Soviets would believe they could undertake local aggression without serious risk of war.” Support for “indigenous forces and regional defense and collective security arrangements” would distribute the burden of resisting local Communist aggression.181 As the most probable escalatory pathway, so long as local aggression could be deterred, general war was unlikely until and unless the global correlation of forces advantaged the Soviet Union—a situation the United States was committed to prevent.182

Although leader-focused historical narratives like Gaddis’s emphasize stark discontinuities between Truman and Eisenhower—of which there were some—the evolution of American grand strategy, particularly basic assumptions about the role of military force therein, was actually much more continuous. Indeed, the strategic adjustment during and after the Korean War was cumulative: faced with an apparent act of brazen, Soviet-sponsored aggression, Truman sought to re-establish security by engaging in a dramatic display of resolve in Korea and initiating a full-spectrum defense buildup. The assumptions underlying these policies evolved in response to the war’s progress and continued to do so under Eisenhower. What is more, the United States’ strategic options expanded with its material investments. The beneficiary of Truman’s buildup, Eisenhower was able to balance deterrence requirements against the demerits of a costly conventional warfighting posture precisely because of nuclear investments made under his predecessor.183

Yet just as Truman’s investment decisions enabled Eisenhower’s signature strategy, so too were the core tenets of the massive retaliation doctrine an extension of ideas that had informed Truman administration strategy at least two years prior. Although Eisenhower’s 1953 deployments have received more attention, the nuclear historian Roger Dingman concludes that Washington came closest to nuclear employment in April 1951, when Truman transferred nine number bombs to Air Force custody and prepositioned them in Okinawa for possible use in Korea—the first overseas deployment of nuclear weapons since 1945 and one that established a precedent for subsequent transfers to regional commands in Europe and the Middle East.184 Years before the better-known Eisenhower-Dulles gambit, the Truman administration judged that their nuclear signaling had motivated China and North Korea to enter into armistice negotiations.185

As early as January 1951, the Truman NSC discussed greater reliance on nuclear weapons as a solution to address the impossibility of across-the-board readiness increases. As NSC 100 plainly stated, “It is becoming increasingly evident that the United States cannot afford unrestricted development of all forces.” Instead, United States’ commitments to NATO and in the Far East “are to be supported by reliance upon the strategic air power of the United States”—alongside “air defense, tactical air, and naval forces”—with far lesser emphasis on ground force contributions. Critically, nuclear weapons would not be stymied by the difficulty of battlefield employment in limited war contexts like Korea, but rather through a doctrine closely resembling massive retaliation: “the world should be advised . . . that this power would be used against Soviet Russia in the event of overt or satellite aggression against state points throughout the world.”

These conclusions echoed through the ongoing NSC 68 strategy review process and subsequent policy documents, such as Truman’s ensuing decision to threaten asymmetric escalation against future military aggression by the USSR or China.186 Furthermore, the movement away from conventional forces required the “optimum utilization of foreign manpower for military purposes” by supporting national military forces and by concluding arrangements for coordinated action.187 Most notably, West German and Japanese rearmament received particular emphasis beginning at least in early 1951—a harbinger of the perceived need to rely more on local partners for defense contributions.188 The Truman administration also “approved an expansion of all forms of covert operations to increase the costs of aggressive policies for the Soviet Union and its satellites.”189

To be sure, the Truman administration never gave this change in military strategy the attention and prominence that Eisenhower and Dulles did—but there is a clear commonality in the way both administrations extrapolated the Korean War experience to arrive at a broader reassessment of the appropriate balance between nuclear and conventional forces as instruments of American grand strategy. According to Eisenhower administration official Robert Bowie and historian Richard Immerman, “The protracted hostilities in Korea, which had been so costly in men, materiel, and public support, had a sobering impact. . . . For Eisenhower, the lesson of Korea was that U.S. forces should not become bogged down again on the periphery in ground warfare.”190 To commit the United States to do so constituted strategically imprudent overextension. The Eisenhower administration, like Truman before, did not question the necessity of resisting local aggression—but preferred to support local forces with air and naval capabilities, not ground troops.191 Mobile U.S. forces were critical to ensuring that the United States was “prepared to defeat any local communist attack without necessarily initiating general war.”192 When militarily advantageous, tactical atomic weapons would play an important part in such efforts.193 Nonetheless, as Eisenhower’s statement of basic national security policy (NSC 162), approved in October 1953, concluded: “The forces required to counter local aggression must be supplied largely by our allies.”194

This strategic adjustment also elevated the prominence of nuclear weapons. The use of atomic threats to bring China and North Korea to the negotiating table in 1951, then again to induce acceptance of armistice terms in 1953, seemed to demonstrate that credible atomic threats could produce desired political effects. Post-Korea strategy thus sought to deter any future aggression by threatening to retaliate with unpredictable means, including nuclear weapons, and at unpredictable locations, including any vulnerable target.195 Whereas the Truman administration had earlier considered the advantages of asymmetric escalation, a “massive retaliation” approach to nuclear threats became far more explicit after the war. As the JCS proclaimed, “Our superiority in atomic weapons must be exploited to the maximum.”196 Eisenhower took this approach seriously, and during the Quemoy and Matsu crisis in September 1954, the lessons of Korea had clear implications: “If we attack China, we’re not going to impose limits on our military actions, as in Korea. . . . If we get into a general war, the logical enemy will be Russia, not China, and we’ll have to strike there.”197

These changes are not reducible, as Gaddis argues, to Eisenhower’s preference for reduced national security spending. Although the administration did take fiscal threats seriously, and acknowledgment of such economic dangers figured prominently in strategy documents, security threats were always the presumptive priority.198 Strong voices in the Eisenhower administration contended that the threat to economic stability was incidental to the threat from the Soviet Union.199 Indeed, the Solarium exercise settled the fiscal versus military security question in favor of national security:


Whatever our defense necessities, they must be met. . . . [T]he upper limit on the ability of the United States to bear the costs of defense and of a minimum civilian economy in case of ultimate need, is not the danger of national bankruptcy but the capacity to produce gross national product. Whatever the evils of inflation, whatever the economic problems involved in efforts to control it, there cannot be weighed in the same scales with the grave danger to our national survival. . . . We do not contend that our policy will enable Free World defense expenditures in the long term to be reduced from present levels, but we do contend that it will stabilize defense requirements, furnish a better basis for public understanding of them, and above all provide a framework for most rewarding expenditure of the money that is in fact made available.200



Nuclear weapons made new efficiencies possible by offering maximum bang for the taxpayer’s buck.201 As respected Washington Post columnist Joe Alsop wrote at the time (in an article that the president found infuriatingly accurate), “The new approach to defense planning is not mere penny-pinching—it is a sincere attempt to adapt American ‘defense’ concepts to the revolution in weapons development.”202

Moreover, the Korean War permanently altered the United States’ global web of diplomatic and military commitments. After World War II, the United States eschewed forward deployment, preferring instead to “assume Britain’s former role as a financial hegemon.”203 Yet, as tensions with the Soviets increased, along with attendant concerns about global war, the proposition that the United States could meet its global security commitments while keeping its forces at home became untenable. A crucial element of the Korean War buildup, therefore, was forward deployment of U.S. troops overseas. The “Great Debate” in Congress over sending additional American divisions to Europe demonstrates the enormity of this shift in American strategic principles. Ultimately, Congress proved willing to support such a deployment, and in May 1951 an American division disembarked in Europe.204 This decision heralded a significantly strengthened NATO: “Virtually without military power in June 1950, NATO could call on fifty divisions and strong air and naval contingents by 1953, a build-up directly attributable to the increased threat of general war seen in the outbreak of hostilities in Korea.”205

Strategic adjustments made during and after the Korean War inaugurated an open-ended American military presence beyond Europe as well. Reviewing existing basic national security policy as of late 1954, the Eisenhower NSC reported:


Under existing treaties or policies an armed attack from the Communist bloc on the NATO area, Western Germany, Berlin, the American republics, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Formosa and the Pescadores, Australia, New Zealand, Philippines, Pakistan, Thailand, Malaya, Cambodia, Laos or free Vietnam would, in accordance with constitutional processes, involve the United States in war with the USSR, or in the case of Asiatic countries at least with Communist China or the Communist satellite committing the aggression.



American interests did not stop there:


Certain other areas are of such strategic importance to the United States that an armed attack on them probably would compel the United States to react with military force either locally at the point of attack or generally against the military power of the aggressor. . . . [And] the United States should uphold the principle of collective security through the United Nations even in areas not of vital strategic importance.206



The scope of interests and commitments that the post–Korean War grand strategy sought to secure was astonishingly vast. Yet there was no apparent way out; as Task Force B found in its Solarium report: “It is on these alliances that the US now depends for a most important, perhaps critical part of its military capability. That is, overseas naval and, particularly, air bases.” To withdraw from these positions would be to cause “incalculable damage to the position of leadership of the US, and to its own security.”207

When he came into office, Eisenhower reaffirmed the centrality of overseas bases to U.S. grand strategy: “Such bases will continue indefinitely to be an important additional element of U.S. strategic air capability and to be essential to the conduct of the military operations on the Eurasian continent in case of general war.”208 In 1957, a presidentially commissioned report on overseas military bases surveyed the evolution of the American posture overseas. Whereas the United States had only three base agreements in 1947:


US forces are by agreement now stationed in 36 separate countries and foreign territories. . . . US military personnel outside US territory number about one million officers and men. . . . This system was conceived and developed in great part following the Communist attack in Korea and was given its greatest impetus by that attack. Most of our major construction programs were initiated at that time on an urgent basis. . . . The program has followed, nevertheless, both logically and pragmatically from the assumption by the United States of progressively greater responsibility for the military and political security of the Free World.



Indeed, the basing network was necessary to signal U.S. resolve to resist local Communist aggression, and to actually resist such aggression if necessary—thereby deterring limited aggression, preventing total war, and successfully enacting containment.209 More broadly, in the post-Korea worldview, international politics would not divide neatly into times of peace, with low readiness and high mobilization potential, and times of war. Instead, American forces in being had to be forward deployed and combat ready at all times. Taken together, the United States’ expansion of security commitments and forward deployments was remarkable. Cumings sees the shift as marking a new epoch in international politics: “For the first time in modern history the leading power maintained an extensive network of bases on the territories of its allies and economic competitors . . . marking a radical break with the European balance of power and the operation of realpolitik, and a radical departure in American history.”210

Conclusion

Emerging from World War II and into a deepening Cold War, by mid-1950, American policymakers had developed a grand strategic template for the United States. Rooted in Kennan’s canonical statements of containment, Washington assessed that a small nuclear deterrent could forestall total war with the Soviet Union, while “measures short of war” were best countered in kind, including through aid to vulnerable partners—whether Greece and Turkey or South Korea. Given a strict, bipartisan commitment to fiscal discipline at home, the benefits of a more resource-intensive approach did not seem to outweigh the political or economic costs of significant increases in national security spending.

In the absence of the Korean War, the United States would have likely continued down this strategic path. Washington may have pursued moderate increases in defense spending, particularly in response to a growing Soviet nuclear arsenal—but it is improbable that such increases would have approached the precedent-busting scale of those authorized in response to Korea. A CCP-controlled China surely registered on American threat assessments before Korea, but without the war, it might not have hardened into an imminent and high-priority danger. Barring the outbreak of a limited war on the Korean peninsula, the United States would likely have remained focused on the specter of total war with the Soviet Union and aggression by Communist satellites like North Korea would not have seemed to present high-risk contingencies. Moreover, in this counterfactual world, the United States’ overseas military and diplomatic footprint would have looked far different, as the impetus toward a global alliance network supported by forward-deployed military forces emerged in response to the Korean War. Even NATO, established prior to Korea but languishing in a fairly anemic state, would likely have assumed a far different character.

Without the Korean War, it is nevertheless possible that another war or crisis could have catalyzed some of these outcomes. Jervis examines the most likely substitutes—the fall of Formosa, American intervention in Indochina, growing pressures of McCarthyism within the United States, and a generic Moscow-directed provocation—and concludes that none would have produced “the elements we have come to associate with the cold war.”211 Indeed, many of these events drew their salience, at least in part, from the Korean War itself.

As this chapter has shown, during and after the Korean War, the perceived danger of Communist conquest of Europe and inroads against key interests in Asia prompted changes in U.S. foreign policy and defense posture with implications that remain consequential today. In addition to committing troops to Korea and ultimately agreeing to a mutual defense treaty with South Korea, the Korean crisis prompted the United States to increase aid to Indochina and the Philippines, deploy the Seventh Fleet in the Taiwan Strait to protect the Nationalist government, institutionalize NATO’s military structure, push for German rearmament, and finance an unprecedented increase in defense spending to fund the military buildup necessitated by these efforts. As Cumings argues, “It was this war and not World War II that occasioned the enormous foreign military base structure and the domestic military-industrial complex to service it and which has come to define the sinews of American global power ever since.”212 Ambassador Charles Bohlen, a seasoned diplomat who sat beside FDR at Yalta and later became U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union in the Korean War’s final months, concurred: “It was the Korean War and not World War II that made us a world military-political power.”213

This chapter has amassed sufficient evidence to establish the importance of new information revealed on the Korean War battlefield in explaining this shift—an explanation that meaningfully departs from existing historical accounts even as it is not entirely mutually exclusive with them. According to Gaddis, the Korean War simply ratified the Truman administration’s preexisting preferences for expanded national security spending and lessened bureaucratic as well as congressional resistance to the concepts articulated in NSC 68.214 Rather than tracing strategic adjustment over the course of the war, however, Gaddis characterizes the emergence of new policy approaches as problematically inconsistent with NSC 68. It is only with the arrival of Eisenhower that Gaddis identifies a change in the United States’ strategic approach, though he attributes it not to the Korean War but to the new president’s concerns about runaway defense spending. Thus, even as Gaddis agrees that “the Korean War’s impact extended far beyond the Korean peninsula,” he attributes grand strategic change to partisan administrations’ preferences regarding resource allocation rather than new information revealed on the battlefield in Korea. Yet, as this chapter has shown, the prosecution of the Korean War did reshape the Truman administration’s strategic assessments, for example, in its progressive reappraisal of Soviet intentions over the course of the war, and the reassessments that followed from new information revealed on the Korean battlefield entailed far greater continuity between presidential administrations than Gaddis’s argument allows.

For Christensen, the Korean War was the event that placed the nail in the coffin of Sino-American rapprochement in the early Cold War.215 In mobilizing public opinion for confrontation with the Soviet Union, the Truman administration used ideological scare tactics that precluded distinctions between Communist governments in Russia and China. Hemmed in by public pressures of its own creation, the United States had no direct diplomatic relationship with Communist China when the Korean War broke out, which—Christensen argues—caused deterrence failures and ultimately Sino-American confrontation in Korea. Even if he is correct that U.S.-China enmity was avoidable, Christensen does not explain why the Korean War independently altered American strategic assessments—nor does he account for grand strategic adjustments related to North Korea and the Soviet Union, neither of which stemmed from the domestic politics of China policy. As such, Christensen’s work does not present a competing explanation, as the informational theory of strategic adjustment explains why the Korean War was so consequential in shaping the trajectory of Sino-American relations—a point he readily concedes.

Finally, Krebs argues that early Korean War setbacks motivated Republicans to transform from isolationists to hawks—thereby consolidating the Cold War consensus.216 But the very idea of narrative consolidation implies basic similarity between pre– and post–Korean War grand strategy. As this chapter has demonstrated, meaningful strategic adjustments occurred as a result of new information revealed in Korea; grand strategic change over the course of the war was therefore an evolution more than a consolidation. Of course, the Korean War was influential on American grand strategy for reasons apart from its revelation of new information about the Cold War balance of power and resolve, and new information revealed on the battlefield in Korea influenced these domestic realignments, which also reflected distinct and contingent historical processes.

Grand strategic shifts precipitated by the Korean War shaped the trajectory of U.S. foreign policy in the Cold War and beyond. The fighting in Korea, and the massive buildup it inspired, heightened U.S.-Soviet competition and set in motion the arms racing that would characterize superpower relations over subsequent decades. Yet, the Korean War also seems to have exerted an important stabilizing function at a critical point in the early Cold War: by demonstrating the limited gains and high costs of adventurism, the Korean War convinced both the United States and the Soviet Union to respect each other’s spheres of influence.217 While neither superpower ever stopped seeking the advantage that might make victory possible, both Moscow and Washington recognized that, to successfully pursue rollback, the margin of superiority would have to be vast. Reflecting on this transformation in his memoir, Eisenhower wrote:


In 1953, as the Korean War came to an end, this country . . . recognized that it could not lay down its sword and shield and return to a peaceful world in which wars would be no more. It faced the fact that it could no longer throw off the burden of budgets for armaments on a wartime scale. It realized now that it must learn to live, possibly for a lifetime or longer, with great arms close at hand, with millions of men in uniform, and with an implacable enemy always just beyond the horizon.218



In essence, Korea taught America what it would mean to fight a Cold War.


3

“A Transformation in the Nature of Power”

Finding the Limits of Containment in Vietnam

The Wise Men gathered around a table in the early evening of March 18, 1968.1 If there were such a thing as a Cold War Council, this would have been it: Dean Acheson, Truman’s secretary of state; General Matthew Ridgway, retired commander of United Nations (UN) forces in the Korean War; Cyrus Vance, former deputy secretary of defense; McGeorge (Mac) Bundy, Kennedy and Johnson’s national security advisor; Douglas Dillon, former Treasury secretary; General Omar Bradley, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS); General Maxwell Taylor, also former chairman of the JCS; George Ball, former under secretary of state; Bob Murphy, a prominent career diplomat; and Arthur Dean, a Korean War negotiator under Eisenhower. They had come to the White House for a reckoning on Vietnam.

The March 18 meeting was not the first time the Wise Men, known officially as the Senior Informal Advisory Group, had convened to advise President Johnson. With the exception of Ball, the group’s lone dove, “at each consultation prior to March they had been overwhelmingly in favor of prosecuting the war vigorously with more men and material, with intensified bombing of North Vietnam, with increased efforts to create a viable government in the South.”2 They had expressed such views as recently as December.

But the evening’s briefings painted a sullen picture of progress in Indochina: South Vietnam had sustained extensive damage during the Tet Offensive, the Saigon government was weaker than previously recognized, and military prospects for victory were dim. On the basis of these briefings, as well as a dinner conversation with the Johnson administration’s most senior national security officials, the Wise Men reached an astonishing conclusion. They announced this verdict to President Johnson over lunch the following day, March 19: “Continued escalation of the war—intensified bombing of North Vietnam and increased American troop strength in the South—would do no good. Forget about seeking a battlefield solution to the problem and instead intensify efforts to seek a political solution at the negotiating table.”3

With this recommendation, the Wise Men tacitly admitted failure—not only of the political aims of the Vietnam War, but also of central elements of the version of the containment policy of which they had been architects. Having been present at the creation during the early Cold War, these men were now complicit in the dismantlement of an American grand strategy that relied on the threat and use of military force to sustain ever-expanding commitments and prevent the spread of Communism at nearly any cost.4

By all accounts, President Johnson was shocked. Yet, according to the Pentagon Papers, “with the President vacillating as to a course of action, probably the most important influence on his thinking and ultimate decision was exercised by” the Wise Men.5 Indeed, less than two weeks later, on March 31, he addressed the nation from the Oval Office and announced the de-escalation and Vietnamization of the Vietnam War, paving the way for a gradual withdrawal. Reflecting the depths of domestic-political upheaval that then wracked the United States, Johnson also pronounced, “I shall not seek, and will not accept, another term as your President.”6

Although the war dragged on for another four years, into the second term of the Nixon administration, the March 31 speech constituted a turning point. As scholar Richard Betts and Les Gelb, director of the Office of the Secretary of Defense review that created the Pentagon Papers, later wrote: “After March 1968 American policy on Vietnam was all a retrograde operation, to use the military euphemism for retreat, punctuated only by Nixon’s temporary reescalations in 1970 and 1972.”7

The war in Vietnam was inextricably entwined with the American grand strategy that emerged during and after the Korean War. Although Indochina had been a French responsibility since the late 19th century, the Cold War context enhanced American interest in reinforcing the Southeast Asian corner of the dying French empire. In announcing the United States’ intention to combat Communist aggression in Korea in 1950, Truman also “directed acceleration in the furnishing of military assistance to the forces of France and the Associated States in Indochina and the dispatch of a military mission to provide close working relations with those forces.”8 That mission became the Military Assistance Advisory Group, Indochina in Saigon, and from that point forward, Washington increasingly emphasized the importance of Indochina as a site of resistance against the spread of Communism, both symbolically and because of its natural resource endowments, and as a keystone of Southeast Asian security.9 As Paris proved incapable of maintaining control over Vietnam, preventing Communist domination increasingly became an American, as well as a French, concern.10 With its stunning defeat at Dien Bien Phu and subsequent accession to the Geneva Accord of 1954, France vacated its commitments and the United States assumed a greater role in ensuring the integrity of the anti-Communist Vietnamese state south of the demarcation line established to temporarily divide north and south.11

The post–Korean War grand strategic adjustment set the terms of the U.S. interest in Southeast Asia, codified in the 1954 Southeast Asia Trade Organization (SEATO) Treaty, but the limits of Washington’s commitment were subject to presidential discretion. Under the Eisenhower administration, American advisors accompanied U.S. aid to South Vietnam—though the extent to which Eisenhower would have supported greater military involvement in Indochina remains contested.12 By 1962, Kennedy had presided over a significant escalation of the U.S. engagement in Vietnam, with U.S. military advisors, copious quantities of top-notch American weapons, and even a full field command under the leadership of a three-star general. As the scholar Fredrik Logevall writes in his definitive history of the period, “A secret U.S. war was underway.”13

Johnson’s decision to escalate that war, ultimately sending well over half a million U.S. troops to defend South Vietnam from Communism, was an expression of the prevailing strategic axioms of the early to mid-1960s even if it was not an inevitable consequence of them. Communist aggression had to be checked on every frontier, or else the balance of power would tilt in Moscow’s favor through an accumulation of falling dominoes. U.S. overseas commitments reaffirmed the absolute and global nature of the Cold War struggle. Johnson also inherited and reaffirmed Kennedy’s foreign policy emphasis on flexible response across the conflict spectrum, including an interest in counterinsurgency as a tool for countering Communist wars of national liberation.14

The prosecution of the Vietnam War, in its most intense phase from 1965 to 1973, instantiated, tested, and ultimately invalidated central assumptions of the grand strategic consensus that prevailed after Korea and persisted across presidents of both parties. By engaging in combat operations on a qualitatively different scale, Johnson’s escalation produced new information about the Cold War balance of power, interests, and resolve that far exceeded the insights generated in the prior, advisory phase of the conflict. This new information altered the means-ends relationship at the heart of U.S. grand strategy: it precipitated a significant reprioritization of international threats as well as global retrenchment that altered U.S. military posture and diminished the role of military force while elevating other tools of statecraft.

The Vietnam War is an important case study because much existing scholarship lends credence to the proposition that there was no significant relationship between information revealed on the battlefield and the course of American grand strategy—that is, the null hypothesis against which the informational theory must be tested. Many studies of postwar American grand strategy ignore this period entirely, jumping instead from 1945 to 1991.15 Those studies that do examine the United States’ grand strategic adjustment in the late 1960s and early 1970s privilege domestic politics and especially the presidential transition between Johnson and Nixon.16 Scholarship examining the war itself presents myriad reasons to question the grand strategic influence of battlefield events: policymakers were “planning to fail” and therefore inattentive to new information gleaned through warfighting; civil-military fractures precluded the transmission and interpretation of crucial battlefield information; and/or the adaptive nature of the Communist insurgency, necessity of South Vietnamese governmental reform, and political dimension of the counterinsurgency campaign made the war’s progress difficult to discern.17 Good evidence supports each of these arguments.

Nevertheless, this case study suggests that the Johnson administration did ultimately change its grand strategic outlook as a result of the audit of battle in Vietnam and begin to chart a new course that the more geopolitically inclined Nixon administration elaborated once it took office in January 1969. While policymakers entered the war with low expectations of success, they did not anticipate outright failure; moreover, the specific informational content of the war diverged with prior assumptions to produce far-reaching adjustments to American threat perceptions and military strategy that would have been unlikely without Vietnam. Despite delays and distortions stemming from the messiness of tracking progress in counterinsurgency warfare—a challenge exacerbated by political and bureaucratic disincentives to report bad news—the Johnson administration did come to appreciate strategic realities after the Tet Offensive, as the Wise Men’s counsel and LBJ’s subsequent decision amply demonstrate. And while U.S. military strategy in Vietnam never adapted to a degree sufficient to produce battlefield success, American grand strategy did adjust—albeit belatedly and nonlinearly—along several dimensions.

First, the limited nature of support provided to North Vietnam by the Soviet Union and China contributed to a more benign reassessment of the United States’ international threat environment, and information gleaned on the battlefield in Southeast Asia was extrapolated well beyond. Heated rhetoric about wars of national liberation notwithstanding, the Soviet Union did not go beyond supplying mostly defensive weapons to North Vietnam and, toward the end of the war, even agreed to go ahead with the Moscow summit after Nixon bombed Hanoi and mined the Haiphong harbor. Despite exhortations to resist American imperialism, not to mention a direct interest in the survival of the North Vietnamese regime on China’s border, Beijing’s support for North Vietnam remained limited. This new information decreased the perceived costs that the USSR and China were willing to incur in advancing local Communist movements, particularly at the risk of escalation to global war.

Moreover, the fragmentation of the Communist bloc diminished emphasis on the threat of local insurgencies like the one in Vietnam. The limits of Soviet and Chinese support served to illustrate and exacerbate the fracturing of global Communism, as Hanoi kept its distance from both Beijing and Moscow, while playing the emerging rivals against each other. By the end of the Vietnam War, it was clear that the United States was no longer threatened by a Communist monolith—which decreased the strategic significance of the marginal falling domino. Although North Vietnamese military capabilities and cost tolerance exceeded American expectations, the decoupling of local and global threats diminished their significance by limiting their perceived interdependence.

Second, the war revealed the limits of Americans’ willingness to tolerate the high costs of military interventions like the Vietnam War. The extent of this political will deficit became clear after the setbacks of the Tet Offensive in early 1968. From that point forward, the United States’ grand strategic outlook began to adapt to the reality that American society would not brook the costs of a prolonged intervention in a remote civil war—particularly as U.S. military power failed to yield the desired political effects in Vietnam. To an important extent, national security decision makers never had high hopes for military success; much of the strategy was predicated on buying time for South Vietnam to become strong enough to stand alone. Nevertheless, the amount of time needed grew longer as the war dragged on, and U.S. military shortcomings increased the cost of the marginal month or year. The limits of U.S. cost tolerance, compounded by underwhelming military performance, were extrapolated widely to reshape grand strategic assumptions about the utility of military force as a tool of national power in the post-Vietnam era.

On the basis of this new and unexpected information revealed through the prosecution of the Vietnam War, American grand strategy evolved in a new direction—retrenching toward a less costly and less ambitious concept. This strategic adjustment began after the Tet Offensive in 1968—the point at which policymakers began to demonstrably assimilate the new information revealed by the war up to that time—and continued to evolve through the Nixon administration. As Nixon wrote in a 1971 report to Congress on U.S. foreign policy, the Vietnam War contributed to a “perception of the growing imbalance between the scope of America’s role and the potential of America’s partners.” The resulting Nixon Doctrine sought to preserve a “major” role for the United States in the world, while also acknowledging that “the American domestic consensus has been strained by 25 years of global responsibilities.” It sought to seize the opportunities created by the emergence of a “multipolar Communism.” And it noted the passing of “the era of overwhelming U.S. military strength,” replaced by an era in which “other nations can and should assume greater responsibilities.”18

The United States could not and would not have moved from the grand strategy of 1961 to that of 1971 without the experience of the Vietnam War. Of course, the more heroic gambits of the Nixon-Kissinger grand strategy foundered over time. As the historian Hal Brands notes, “Nixon and Kissinger could not ultimately master a difficult global environment, nor could they indefinitely shield the conduct of policy from the people and institutions it was supposed to serve.”19 Yet the foundational strategic changes precipitated by the Vietnam War were robust to the specific failures of Nixon and Kissinger. Americans remained wary of the use of force and reticent about overseas military interventions for years to come. Third-world civil wars that might have been deemed Soviet aggression in an earlier time did not become first-order crises, and insofar as the United States intervened, it did so asymmetrically and largely covertly. It was not until the Persian Gulf War—discussed in the next chapter—that Washington recovered from “Vietnam syndrome.”

This chapter advances the book’s theoretical argument by tracing the discontinuity between American grand strategy before and after the Vietnam War’s final and most intense phase, from 1965 to 1973. The next section establishes a prewar baseline, describing the central assumptions of Washington’s grand strategy as expressed by the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. Then, the chapter proceeds to show how the prosecution of the Vietnam War revealed new information about military capabilities, intentions, and resolve, both the United States’ own and that of its adversaries. The penultimate section explains how this new information was extrapolated to prompt wide-ranging strategic reassessments, and ultimately translated into a revision of critical assumptions guiding American grand strategy during and after the Vietnam War. Finally, the conclusion discusses the implications of this case study for the broader theoretical argument put forth in this book.

The remainder of this chapter demonstrates the transformative effects of new information revealed by the Vietnam War on U.S. grand strategy. Every historian of the Vietnam War must choose their own starting point—whether 1887, the year France established the Indochinese Union; 1954, the year of Dien Bien Phu and the Geneva Accord; or 1962, the year Kennedy established the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam. This chapter takes Johnson’s July 1965 decision to send ground troops to Vietnam as the point of departure. The history presented here is not exhaustive—volumes have been written on single episodes recounted in this chapter—and it is intentionally interpretive so as to highlight the key variables.

American Grand Strategy Before the Vietnam War

Prewar Threat Assessments

American grand strategy in the mid-1960s centered on a firm commitment to stopping the spread of Communism. In the years after the Korean War’s end, U.S.-Soviet relations remained volatile, as Washington and Moscow competed in a race to build ever-larger nuclear weapons, deliverable on missiles capable of intercontinental flight. Tensions peaked with the second Berlin crisis, which spanned the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations, and abated with the construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961. Two years later, in October 1963, the Cuban Missile Crisis infamously brought the United States and the Soviet Union to the brink of nuclear war. The terror of those 13 days prompted the recognition, as Johnson put it in his first National Security Council (NSC) meeting as president, that “The greatest single requirement on the world’s statesmen today is that we should find a way to ensure the survival of civilization in this nuclear age. . . . [S]uch war would be the death of all of our hopes.”20 This fear prompted Johnson to pursue more stable relations with the Soviet Union, particularly via arms control negotiations.21

Yet an appreciation of the need to cooperate on limiting nuclear dangers existed alongside a firm commitment to the containment orthodoxy. American strategy assumed that the Soviet Union had little inclination to initiate a general war with the West but would seek its goal of Communist expansion through “means short of actual hostilities involving Soviet forces.”22 This assessment required what Walt Rostow, then-director of policy planning at the State Department, described as a dual-track approach to the Soviet Union—one that recognized a certain “new assertiveness” in Soviet policy and pursued “a constructive as well as a militant track in relations with Communist regimes.”23

Particularly concerning was the prospect of what Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev called “wars of national liberation.” By providing support for indigenous guerrilla forces, Moscow could spread Communist influence into new corners of the globe without risking a direct U.S.-Soviet confrontation. American strategists assessed the threat of such advancements as unacceptable, even if they occurred in peripheral theaters. Underlying this conviction were several assumptions about the interconnection of global and local threats. A zero-sum view of the global power balance required that the United States cede no new ground to the Soviet-led bloc. The domino theory amplified this concern by predicting that the fall of any single nation to Communism could lead to a cascade of losses. What is more, success in any single war of national liberation would diminish American credibility and embolden Moscow. Even after a troika led by Leonid Brezhnev replaced Khrushchev in October 1964, the Johnson administration expected wars of national liberation would remain a defining feature of Communist global strategy.24

With an increasingly powerful China projecting its influence, American strategists identified Asia as the region at greatest risk of falling dominos. The Korean War had established China as the United States’ primary adversary in Asia and the one that most directly threatened allies and partners in the region—a rivalry exacerbated by China’s growing nuclear weapons capabilities.25 Containing China, and especially preventing it from gaining a foothold in Indochina, was a major strategic concern.26 American assessments of the Chinese threat reflected the lessons of the Korean War: Beijing was bold but not reckless, and would confront the United States directly only if its regime or existing boundaries appeared to be threatened.27

While the Johnson administration was aware of burgeoning tensions between China and the Soviet Union, its grand strategy nevertheless treated the Communist menace as nearly monolithic.28 Fissures or not, Communists seemed to share the same evil ideology, the persistence and expansion of which posed a threat to the United States. The Sino-Soviet Treaty remained in force, and American policymakers assumed a high degree of coordination between Moscow and Beijing, not to mention subordinate Communist satellite states. In examining possible courses of action in Vietnam in March 1965, an influential NSC paper expressed concern that the “Reds” might retaliate against U.S. escalation by causing trouble in Laos, Thailand, Korea, Berlin, or somewhere else.29 Deeply embedded in the prevailing strategic outlook was the presumption that any Communist advance was “manifestation of a coordinated global Communist strategy”30 and any Western setback could discredit the United States as a “paper tiger.”31 This assumption was not only analytical—it was also operational. In the event of general war, the Single Integrated Operation Plan (SIOP) for nuclear war did not distinguish between pillars of the Communist bloc: if enacted, it automatically rained atomic destruction on Chinese as well as Soviet targets.32

Precisely because of this linkage, as Johnson contemplated escalating American involvement by deploying thousands of troops in 1965, losing Vietnam to Communism appeared an imminent threat to U.S. national security. In Russia, the power transition from Khrushchev to the Brezhnev-Kosygin-Podgorny troika seemed to herald a more aggressive stance in Vietnam. The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) warned: “Reversing Khrushchev’s policy of minimum involvement in Southeast Asia, the new Soviet leaders have over the past several months begun to reassert the USSR’s interest, particularly in Vietnam.”33 The first shipment of Soviet offensive weapons to Hanoi arrived in May 1965.34 China too seemed to be growing its influence in Indochina. In February 1965, the CIA estimated a “fair chance that Peiping would also introduce a limited number of Chinese ground forces as ‘volunteers’ into North Vietnam,” with large-scale ground combat units “possible, though . . . unlikely at this stage.”35 The CIA anticipated policy coordination between Hanoi, Beijing, and Moscow, though it was likely to be “chronically imperfect and occasionally quite erratic.”36

Indeed, the threat posed by North Vietnam itself was significant only insofar as it represented an extension of global Communism’s power and reach. It was clear by the time Johnson decided to deploy U.S. ground troops in 1965 that South Vietnam did not have the capacity to resist the North Vietnam–sponsored Viet Cong insurgency without external aid. Yet American strategists paid little attention to assessing the North Vietnamese regime’s independent intentions and capabilities—an oversight that reflected the assumption that Hanoi was Moscow’s puppet, with capabilities generated by its patrons’ generosity rather than its own demography, geography, and economy, let alone political autonomy.

The greatest threat derived from the risk that North Vietnam’s defeat of South Vietnam would initiate a cascade of falling dominos. National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 288, a March 1964 affirmation of the findings of Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and retired General Maxwell Taylor’s report on their recent Vietnam visit, provides a typical statement:


Unless we can achieve this objective in South Vietnam [of an independent, non-Communist South Vietnam], almost all of Southeast Asia will probably fall under Communist dominance (all of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia), accommodate to Communism so as to remove effective U.S. and anti-Communist influence (Burma), or fall under the domination of forces not now explicitly Communist but likely to become so (Indonesia taking over Malaysia). Thailand might hold for a period with our help, but would be under grave pressure. Even the Philippines would become shaky, and the threat to India to the West, Australia and New Zealand to the south, and Taiwan, Korea, and Japan to the north and east would be greatly increased.37



Numerous subsequent policy statements echoed this conclusion.

From this perspective, resisting Communist encroachment in Vietnam presented an opportunity to demonstrate the United States’ fortitude and commitment; failure to do so would decimate American credibility. Chairman of the JCS General Earle Wheeler put it bluntly: “This is the first ‘war of national liberation’; if we walk out of this one, we will just have to face others.”38 Potential fallout would not be limited to Southeast Asia. As Johnson argued in April 1965, “to leave Vietnam to its fate would shake . . . confidence . . . in the value of an American commitment in the value of America’s word.”39 A member of SEATO, the United States had entered into a mutual defense alliance with South Vietnam. To abrogate this commitment would be to risk “extremely grave consequences not only in Asia but in Europe,” Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric advised President Johnson.40

American grand strategy assumed that the Soviet Union was attuned to any signal of declining American resolve to defend its overseas outposts. As Secretary of State Rusk put it, “The nature and integrity of the US commitment was fundamental. It makes the US stance with the USSR creditable. It would be dangerous if the Communist leadership became convinced that we will not see this through.”41 The JCS went so far as to deem South Vietnam an Asian Berlin: a “politico-military keystone. . . and symbolic of U.S. determination . . . to prevent Communist expansion.”42 These fears led Johnson to authorize deeper U.S. involvement in Vietnam. Surveying the stakes, the NSC Vietnam lead, John McNaughton, estimated that American escalation was “70% to avoid a humiliating U.S. defeat (to our reputation as a guarantor); 20% to keep SVN [South Vietnam] (and the adjacent territory) from Chinese hands; 10% to permit the people of SVN to enjoy a better life.”43 The monolithic nature of the Communist menace, the danger of Communist expansion wherever it might occur, and the inextricable interdependence of all Communist threats were core tenets of American grand strategy on the eve of Johnson’s decision to send ground troops in July 1965. This interdependence not only motivated U.S. involvement in Vietnam but also structured the broad grand strategic updating that would follow as new information was revealed on the battlefield in Indochina, then extrapolated globally.

Prewar Assessment of U.S. National Power

In light of the United States’ magnification of even small Communist threats, U.S. grand strategy placed great emphasis on the utility of military force in responding to a range of foreign policy contingencies, with a concomitant force posture. Prior to the deployment of ground troops to Vietnam in July 1965, policymakers in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations perceived the military as a highly usable instrument capable of finely tuned responses to complex situations overseas. These assumptions lay at the heart of the Kennedy-Johnson doctrine of flexible response, as well as Kennedy’s interest in counterinsurgency, which carried over into the Johnson administration.44 Animating this view was a conviction that, as Kennedy famously proclaimed in his inaugural address, the United States would “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and success of liberty.”45

Kennedy came into office critical of Eisenhower’s nuclear doctrine of massive retaliation: “We intended to have a wider choice than humiliation or all-out nuclear war,” he pronounced in July 1961.46 Faced with an adversary that wielded a “flexible arsenal of Communist techniques of aggression,” the United States needed a military posture that generated its own range of flexible responses.47 Indeed, flexibility was a strategic watchword for the Kennedy administration, and the need to generate forces capable of countering Communism at ranging levels of intensity shaped military planning. The Kennedy administration’s flexible response policy was, as Betts and Gelb point out, an extension of “the containment doctrine, undertaken precisely because the administration wanted to be able to use force to prevent the establishment of new Communist governments.”48

In particular, the Kennedy administration sought to develop expanded conventional capabilities to enable U.S. intervention to counter limited Communist aggression in any corner of the globe. General Maxwell Taylor, who became chairman of the JCS under Kennedy, originated the flexible response concept in his widely read 1960 book The Uncertain Trumpet: “The strategic doctrine which I propose . . . is called herein the Strategy of Flexible Response. This name suggests the need for a capability to react across the entire spectrum of possible challenge, for coping with anything from general atomic war to infiltrations and aggressions such as threaten Laos and Berlin in 1959.”49 Taylor’s approach gained wide currency among Kennedy and his advisors. A draft Basic National Security Policy (BNSP) strategy authored by then-State Department director of policy planning Walt Rostow affirmed the objective to “use US forces to defeat aggression in such a way as to defeat its purposes with minimum risk of escalation.”50

In this sense, flexible response reflected the lessons of the Korean War, as they had come to appear by the end of the 1950s. Korea introduced the novel category of limited war, which entailed a closely honed relationship between political and battlefield objectives. Rostow had recognized this dynamic in a book written prior to his government service and imported it into the national security strategy he drafted: “It is a goal of U.S. policy that any war be a limited war.”51 Kennedy too had begun thinking along these lines before taking office.52

The nuclear landscape, as the Kennedy administration found it in 1961, seemed to highlight the necessity of limited warfighting capabilities. When McNamara came into office, he found that the military “didn’t have any plan to use nuclear weapons that I would want to implement.”53 Increasingly, nuclear war came to be seen as illogical and unwinnable; this recognition heightened the need for conventional options. Staring nuclear war in the face during the Cuban Missile Crisis only affirmed the need to generate options at every rung of the escalatory ladder.54

Flexible response had two central manifestations: first, as an operational concept for a North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)–Warsaw Pact confrontation in Europe, and second, as a means of confronting Communist aggression in other theaters. In the NATO context, flexible response emerged as a more palatable alternative to rapid escalation to nuclear war over Europe’s most likely contingency—a Communist move on Berlin.55 Although flexible response received strong advocacy from the White House and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, it was less popular with the uniformed military than with civilians. Perhaps because they were not keen to change their doctrine, which emphasized early escalation, or perhaps because they perceived the inevitability of nuclear use, the JCS opposed the idea of “general purpose forces large enough to defeat a major Soviet conventional assault with conventional forces only.”56 Instead, they proposed tactical nuclear weapons for “deterrence and use if necessary.” Yet the administration continued to identify the capability to fight an entirely conventional war in Europe as a desirable goal and assigned little value to tactical nuclear weapons.

The global resource implications of such an approach were significant and without clear limit. A mid-1962 BNSP draft described one objective of U.S. general purpose forces as “to frustrate in sustained combat, without using nuclear weapons and without any time limits, non-nuclear aggression at any level less than major assault by Soviet or Chinese Communist ground and air forces”—in addition to “maintain[ing], without using nuclear weapons, control of required sea bases and sea-areas in the face of non-nuclear naval and air attack.”57 Of course, these goals were not limited to NATO-Europe. If the United States were to fight a conventional war against the Warsaw Pact, it could not abandon other fronts, particularly in Southeast Asia.58 Rostow’s summation of the military means required for the U.S. national security strategy thus entailed creation of “U.S. general purpose forces sufficiently substantial so that they could frustrate, in conjunction with available allied forces and by non-nuclear means, major Sino-Soviet non-nuclear assault against a maximum number of those areas involving U.S. interests, without any time limit.”

A corollary to flexible response outside of Europe was Kennedy’s emphasis on counterinsurgency. Wars of national liberation could not be defeated with traditional conventional forces; rather, they required troops specially trained for counterinsurgency. Although the military was lagging behind in conventional forces generally, the United States was particularly ill-equipped to meet the counterinsurgency challenge. As the historian Lawrence Freedman notes, where Kennedy “really wanted flexible response was not at the nuclear or conventional level, but with counterinsurgency,” and he took a direct personal interest in efforts to build such a capability.59 When asked about the purpose of Rostow’s BNSP strategy review, Kennedy pointed to the need to change policies laid down in the 1950s—namely: “We are examining to see guerrilla warfare, anti-insurgency, what should be our military policy in it, what should be our force levels.”60

Of course, local forces were intended to be the first line of defense against insurgencies. Rostow’s national security strategy argued that “emphasis should be placed on devising and implementing economic and political—as well as military—programs aimed at preventing situations that could lead to guerilla warfare.” But the priority placed on developing U.S. counterinsurgency capabilities demonstrated the basic expectation that the United States must prepare to intervene when local government proved inadequate. This effort required not only “the development of hardware, techniques, and tactics appropriate to guerilla warfare” but also overseas bases and facilities, especially “tactical bases, overflight rights, and contingency arrangements.”61

Kennedy’s vision for a robust counterinsurgency capability was not fully realized prior to his assassination; even so, the key programs continued after his death. Although Johnson was less interested than Kennedy in the socially transformative aspect of the counterinsurgency project, his administration nevertheless maintained emphasis on counterinsurgency as an element of flexible response.62 Indeed, the godfather of flexible response, General Taylor, chaired a new interagency special group.63 So long as Communist-supported insurgencies presented threats abroad, containment dictated that low-intensity conflict would remain a contingency to which the United States must prepare to respond.

Flexible response did not come cheaply: defense spending increased by 11 percent between 1960 and 1962.64 Though the memorable words of Kennedy’s inaugural address were not his, Johnson wholeheartedly shared the “pay any price, bear any burden” ethos. In early 1965, he told Congress, “The world’s most affluent society can surely afford to spend whatever must be spent for its freedom and security.”65 This approach extended to Vietnam. Throughout 1964, as the situation in Indochina was deteriorating, Johnson repeatedly promised that the United States would spare no expense to meet the challenge. “We have the resources and we have the will to follow this course as long as it may take,” he said in August 1964.66 The next month, reacting to a RAND report that indicated the U.S. mission in Vietnam was penny pinching, Secretary of State Dean Rusk “said he very much hoped money would not be regarded as the ceiling, and felt it would be worth any amount of money to win.” After all, the United States had spent $50,000 per guerrilla during the anti-Communist struggle in Greece and it had been well worth it. Johnson agreed: “It was not necessary to spare the horses.”67

This attitude reflected the assumption that, insofar as flexible response came with a hefty price tag, the American public would foot the bill willingly. At least in part, rapid economic growth would obviate the need for domestically unpopular tax increases. In the BNSP section on “The Domestic Base,” Rostow, a noted economist, called for high domestic growth “ ‘not because rapid growth itself has inherent virtue’ but because ‘a flow of increasing resources’ would . . . permit the United States to deal with its military responsibilities,” among other benefits.68

With regard to Vietnam specifically, the Johnson administration knew that public and congressional opinion would have to be delicately managed to maintain support. Of course, even the most Pollyannaish predictions at the time did not conceive of a deployment that would send more than half of a million men to Southeast Asia.69 Early Vietnam decisions nonetheless reflect some sensitivity to public cost tolerance. Already contemplating escalation, the Gulf of Tonkin attack provided a useful pretext for congressional approval of American involvement in Vietnam, and Johnson, a former “master of the Senate,” in the words of his biographer Robert Caro, knew to strike while the iron was hot.70 Johnson’s calculation paid off, with Congress passing the resolution in 40 minutes and by a combined vote of 512 to 2.71 The Viet Cong attack on the U.S. airbase at Pleiku in February 1965, which killed 23 American personnel, provided a similar window of opportunity. In recommending the policy of sustained air reprisals after Pleiku, Mac Bundy wrote to Johnson: “It is our belief that the people of the US have the necessary will to accept and to execute a policy that rests upon the reality that there is no short cut to success in South Vietnam.”72 When Johnson authorized the Operation ROLLING THUNDER air campaign in the wake of the Pleiku incident, early polling demonstrated popular support, with the Washington Post reporting a 67 percent approval rate for U.S. strikes and 64 percent of respondents supporting continued U.S. efforts in Vietnam.73

Yet ground troops were more politically dicey than air strikes, and Johnson was cautious when considering their deployment. An early options memo by John McNaughton, one of the war’s architects, warns that a “massive US ground effort” risked the loss of public support.74 In assessing the merits of the analogy of the French experience in Vietnam, Mac Bundy acknowledged that U.S. opinion was a “considerable concern” but nevertheless concluded that there was “general support for the Administration” and “the public appears unenthusiastic but reconciled to our role in this conflict.”75 McNamara, another highly influential member of the administration, foresaw the inevitable rise of American casualties and the need to call up the reserves, noting: “The test of endurance may be as much in the United States as in Vietnam.”76 With this in mind, the administration kept a close eye on the polls. Congress, meanwhile, was initially supportive. Bundy derived confidence from congressional votes on Vietnam; in addition to the overwhelming Gulf of Tonkin Resolution vote, Congress had approved supplemental appropriations for Vietnam 408 to 7 in the House and 88 to 3 in the Senate.77 Thus, on the eve of Johnson’s decision to send ground troops in July 1965, the administration assumed that the American public would be willing to tolerate the costs of deeper engagement in Vietnam, even as it underestimated what the ultimate price of that commitment would be.

Fighting the Vietnam War: New Information About Adversary Capabilities and Intentions

Johnson’s decision in July 1965 to send ground troops to Vietnam significantly escalated U.S. involvement in Indochina, inaugurating a wholly new phase of the conflict. As the United States poured blood and treasure into the war, it also extracted vital new information about Communist capabilities and intentions. In an immediate sense, Washington confronted a North Vietnamese military far more powerful and committed than expected. More broadly, though, the Vietnam War highlighted fractures in the Communist bloc, a realization that helped delink global and local threats worldwide, rendering the Soviet Union and China, not to mention smaller satellites, significantly less threatening.

The Vietnam War revealed Hanoi as a formidable adversary, as its resolve confounded American expectations. North Vietnam proved willing to tolerate astronomical losses in pursuit of victory, with an estimated 1,500 to 2,000 troops killed in action per week versus 175 and 250 losses for the U.S. and South Vietnam, respectively. In June 1967, McNamara expressed his assessment that “nothing short of toppling the Hanoi regime will pressure North Vietnam to settle so long as they believe they have a chance to win the ‘war of attrition’ in the South.”78 Despite grave losses, demographics were on North Vietnam’s side: due to high birth rates, 200,000 North Vietnamese reached draft age each year.79 Three years into the war, in 1968, the North Vietnamese main-force army had nearly doubled.

Outside support from China and Russia further bolstered Hanoi’s capabilities and resolve. In November 1967, McNamara reported: “The bombing attacks have been unable to interrupt the flow of supplies and men needed to maintain the present level of enemy action in the South.”80 CIA Director Helms agreed with this judgment and assessed that no U.S. action under consideration could meaningfully reduce the flow of goods to enemy forces in the South. Even as the United States’ bombing campaign caused approximately $600 million in damage, North Vietnam received compensation via over $2 billion in foreign aid—as the historian David Milne notes, “North Vietnam was actually turning a net profit.”81 Although Hanoi would not be able to win decisively on the battlefield, it could outlast the United States, not to mention a South Vietnamese military astoundingly resilient in its incompetence.

These issues persisted into the Nixon administration. After surveying the bureaucracy on the status of the fight in Vietnam, the administration’s first national security study memorandum, NSSM-1, reported “general agreement” that the South Vietnamese armed forces remained unable to stand on their own, and that the enemy could continue to fight indefinitely, as “we are not attriting enemy forces faster than they can recruit or infiltrate” and “Soviet and Chinese supplies have enabled the enemy to carry on despite our operations.”82 In 1971, Nixon informed Congress that “despite heavy losses, the North Vietnamese have the manpower, the logistical network, and the dedication to continue fighting if they wish.”83 As late as February 1972, National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger reported to the president: “We face a rapidly increasing enemy threat to South Vietnam.”84

But even as the Soviet Union and China helped resource North Vietnam, and even covertly sent noncombat troops to augment the North’s capabilities,85 the war revealed the limited costs both patrons were willing to incur in furtherance of wars of national liberation. This new information contributed to a broader sense that both nations sought stable, moderately cooperative relations with the United States. Such an approach to superpower relations, in turn, established the basis for the grand strategic adjustment that culminated under Nixon. While not the sole cause, the Vietnam War helped crystalize a new approach characterized by détente with the Soviet Union and rapprochement with China.

As the Vietnam War dragged on, it became clear that Moscow did not have direct control over Hanoi. The Clifford Review provided an early argument for issue “linkage,” and the Johnson administration was pursuing a summit to discuss arms control, Vietnam, and the Middle East before the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968.86 When Nixon came into office, his administration seized upon and sharpened the notion of linkage. The linkage policy attempted to use arms control negotiations as leverage to pressure Moscow into settling the Vietnam conflict. Soviet support for North Vietnam’s war effort “cannot but cloud the rest of our relationship with the Soviet Union,” Nixon’s first annual foreign policy report warned. Linkage failed, however, because the Kremlin did not have such leverage.87 By 1972, Kissinger observed that the Soviet Union was “completely unhelpful as an intermediary.”88 As Moscow’s inability to control Hanoi became increasingly apparent, so too did its indifference to American escalation there. When Nixon announced the war’s most drastic escalation since 1968, with the spring 1972 bombing of North Vietnam and mining of Haiphong Harbor—steps previously rejected as too provocative—he and Kissinger assumed that an upcoming U.S.-Soviet Moscow summit would be a casualty of the decision. Yet, remarkably, the Kremlin elected to proceed with the summit anyway, demonstrating a clear prioritization of détente with the United States over support for North Vietnam.89 Nixon’s fourth annual report to Congress noted this willingness to insulate negotiations on strategic arms limitations and the status of Berlin from developments in Southeast Asia as a sign of significant progress toward détente.90

China’s perceived tolerance for U.S. escalation in Vietnam also increased. By the time of the Clifford Review in March 1968, prevailing assessments indicated that China would fully intervene “only if the scope of the bombing seemed intended to destroy NV [North Vietnam] as a viable Communist state.”91 Nixon administration analysis later echoed these conclusions. NSSM-14 on U.S. China Policy stated: “Peking has the ability to launch a major armed attack against any of its immediate neighbors, but we have no evidence of PRC [People’s Republic of China] intent to expand its borders or pursue its objectives by armed conquest.”92 Instead, Beijing had exhibited “extreme caution” in committing forces beyond its borders.93 Though it might provide support for friendly insurgencies, China would intervene overtly only to protect the North Vietnamese or North Korean regime if it risked collapse.94 Moreover, by 1969, there was evidence of “acute” differences between Hanoi and Peking over the conduct of the Vietnam War. This tension only grew as the war dragged on.95 By 1972, Kissinger judged that North Vietnam had become a thorn in Beijing’s side and estimated that China had a larger interest in its relationship with the United States.96

Although the Sino-Soviet fracture was already underway before the United States committed troops to Vietnam, the Vietnam War accelerated the split and helped its implications seep into U.S. foreign policy. Beijing and Moscow competed for leadership of the international Communist movement, and Hanoi deftly played the two capitals against each other to extract maximum aid with minimal strings attached.97 The evident tension between China and the Soviet Union affirmed the differentiation between both countries’ interests. Although force sizing requirements would not change to reflect this new reality until the Nixon administration, Johnson did take the significant step of changing nuclear strike planning in the fall of 1968. Existing guidance, approved in 1957 under Eisenhower, preauthorized the use of nuclear weapons against the “Sino-Soviet bloc” in case of attack on the United States.98 Johnson modified the guidance: “A Commander, in the given circumstances may use nuclear weapons against either the USSR or China. Existing instructions call for a mandatory attack on both and refer to the two countries as a single entity—the Sino-Soviet bloc.”99 By the end of the Johnson years, it was clear that the Sino-Soviet treaty was wearing very thin and that Communism could no longer be considered an undifferentiated adversary.

Of course, the Vietnam War was not the only source of the Sino-Soviet split, nor its most vivid manifestation. From the early 1960s onward, Beijing and Moscow were increasingly at odds, competing for leadership of the global Communist movement. Tensions grew over the course of the decade until March 1969, when an armed clash over an uninhabited island in the Ussuri River spiraled into an undeclared border war between China and the Soviet Union. The outbreak of violent conflict between the erstwhile allies left little doubt regarding the disunity of the Sino-Soviet axis and paved the way for a U.S.-China rapprochement.100 Even so, information gleaned from the Vietnam War contributed to new threat assessments: it provided signs of fracture prior to the border showdown and subsequently illustrated the split’s consequences. Moreover, it prompted broad reassessment of the national security threat posed by Communist insurgencies worldwide.

Fighting the Vietnam War: New Information About American Military Power and Cost Tolerance

In his book On Strategy, U.S. Army Colonel Harry Summers relates the following anecdote: Two colonels, one American and one Vietnamese, discussed the Vietnam War one day in Hanoi, in April 1975. “You know you never defeated us on the battlefield,” said the American colonel. The North Vietnamese colonel pondered this remark a moment. “That may be so,” he replied, “but it is also irrelevant.”101 Facing a determined adversary, the limits of the United States’ own military power and—in particular—cost tolerance doomed Washington’s effort and profoundly reshaped American grand strategy. In short, the U.S. military proved less capable than expected, and thus the war proved costlier; meanwhile, the American public proved unwilling to bear the price required for victory and the sacrifices necessary for a modicum of success rent the United States’ social fabric. From the time Johnson decided to send American ground troops to Vietnam in July 1965, the United States’ theory of victory was predicated on its ability to coerce North Vietnam into submission while building the strength of the South Vietnamese government and especially its armed forces. Both objectives proved far more challenging—and far more expensive—than policymakers anticipated.

Johnson’s decision to deploy ground troops was, in itself, an admission of the ineffectiveness of the preceding 11-month air campaign. After the Gulf of Tonkin incident in August 1964, the United States launched limited reprisals against North Vietnam, but it was not until the Viet Cong attacked the U.S. air base at Pleiku in February 1965 that Operation ROLLING THUNDER initiated sustained aerial reprisals. Like many aspects of U.S. military strategy in Vietnam, once underway, the bombing campaign enjoyed a long honeymoon from genuine scrutiny. Between 1965 and 1967, sorties increased annually, from 25,000 in 1965 to 79,000 in 1966 to 108,000 in 1967. Over this same period, the tonnage of ordnance dropped by U.S. planes increased from 63,000 to 136,000 to 226,000. The gradual expansion of targets exhibits the way in which war planners hoped to generate political leverage: beginning with military bases and infiltration routes close to the North’s border with South Vietnam, then extending northward to include the North’s industrial and transportation infrastructure and petroleum, oil, and lubricants (POL) targets. As of 1967, North Vietnamese steel factories and power plants had joined the target set, and Johnson relaxed restrictions on bombing near the Chinese border.102

The goal of ROLLING THUNDER was to “dissuade the North from infiltrating men and supplies into the South and to force Hanoi to negotiate a peace settlement.”103 Yet the bombing never generated sufficient costs to alter Hanoi’s political calculus. Worse, the strategic bombing concept ignored North Vietnam’s function as a conduit for military equipment produced in the USSR and China—targets that were always off limits—rather than a production center in itself.104 The administration received numerous reports documenting the ineffectiveness of the air campaign in achieving its political objectives. In August 1966, a joint CIA–Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) report indicated that “There is no evidence that the air strikes have significantly weakened popular morale.”105 Despite attacks on POL targets, a special national intelligence estimate assessed that North Vietnam did not experience “insurmountable transportation difficulties, economic dislocations or weakening of popular morale.”106 As with military materiel, China and the Soviet Union made up for the POL supplies destroyed by U.S. bombs. Ultimately, in the words of Vietnam War’s preeminent military historian, James Willbanks, Operation ROLLING THUNDER “would prove to be one of the most ineffective air campaigns in history.”107

Disappointing Air Force performance magnified these strategic shortcomings and yielded a paltry economy of force. Whereas U.S. pilots had won dogfights in Korea by a 15:1 margin, its ratio in Vietnam fell to 2:1.108 American pilots had to reckon with Soviet-supplied anti-aircraft missiles and MiG fighters; though these platforms did not produce a high kill rate, they “threw off bombing patterns and forced the pilots down to altitudes where they confronted heavy flak and deadly small arms fire.”109 Moreover, the asymmetric tactics of the North Vietnamese yielded huge payoffs: for every $1 of damage inflicted on North Vietnam, the United States spent $9.60. A single bombing mission by a B-52 could run $30,000 per sortie in ordnance.110

The ground war was primarily defensive in its aims, intended to reinforce the Saigon government while South Vietnam strengthened its political and military apparatus. U.S. forces generally prevailed when they encountered the enemy in direct combat, and they succeeded in denying the Viet Cong substantial safe havens within South Vietnam. Despite these tactical victories, the ground war was a strategic failure, as the force employment strategy, set primarily by General William Westmoreland, the commander of U.S. forces, proved damningly inefficient.

Westmoreland developed an attrition strategy that reflected prevailing U.S. Army doctrine. Attrition was a manpower-intensive approach and increasing troop demands were built in from the start. As soon as Westmoreland gained approval for one troop increase, he began seeking another—even as Johnson approved a force level of 431,000 for mid-1967, Westmoreland was already developing requests for an increase that would bring the troop total to 542,000 by the end of that year.111 Although more than 40 nations provided assistance to the Republic of Vietnam and five allies—South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, and Thailand—sent combat troops to fight alongside the United States or the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), these contributions were nowhere near sufficient to defray the burden of Westmoreland’s strategy.112

Moreover, along the way, mission creep altered the nature of the fight. By the end of 1966, U.S. troops had achieved the initial defensive objective of denying North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces political control of South Vietnam. Then, seemingly without consulting Washington, Westmoreland moved the goal posts and the “military objectives became to defeat or to destroy enemy forces and to eject the NVA [North Vietnamese Army] invasion forces and to assist the GVN [Government of South Vietnam] to extend its control over all of SVN [South Vietnam].”113 The Viet Cong/North Vietnamese cost tolerance and effectiveness at asymmetric warfare meant that the requirements were enormous, the time needed was indefinite, and success hinged entirely upon unprecedented progress in the strengthening of the South Vietnamese state.

Advancement toward establishing credible political and military control over South Vietnam proved continually elusive for Saigon. “There is rot in the fabric,” McNamara wrote to the president in May 1967.114 South Vietnam was making little military progress and the government remained “largely corrupt, incompetent and unresponsive to the needs and wishes of the people.”115 In December 1968, the CIA assessed that despite statistics indicating improved performance by South Vietnamese forces, the driver of progress was probably “heavy support received from US forces,” and “without the presence of US troops and artillery and air support, it is likely that the South Vietnamese military establishment would crumble rapidly under a heavy Communist assault.”116 Saigon’s army still suffered from ineffective leadership, poor training, inadequate firepower, and subpar logistics—problems the CIA assessed to be exacerbated by corruption and nepotism. A self-sufficient South Vietnamese defense establishment was still years away.

Strategic Adjustment Under Fire: The Tet Watershed

The informational theory of strategic adjustment expects grand strategy to adapt to new and discrepant information that emerges through the process of warfighting. From Johnson’s escalation in 1965 through the end of 1967, however, the Vietnam War’s adverse trends went largely unexamined. To some extent, the messy and multifaceted nature of the conflict on both sides of the north-south border obscured data from coalescing into clear patterns. Perhaps more importantly, the Johnson administration’s theory of victory—as well as its military strategy in the air and on the ground—was robust to a great deal of unfavorable evidence. By emphasizing gradually escalating coercion, the strategy incorporated the possibility of failure at lower levels of violence but assumed that eventually North Vietnam would crack as pressure ratcheted up. Thus, updating of the kind anticipated by the informational theory did not occur until it became clear that the American public would not tolerate the costs of an escalation sufficient to produce the desired political result.

That moment of re-evaluation came with the early 1968 Tet Offensive—a North Vietnamese campaign that the United States effectively repelled, but which left a searing imprint on the American public consciousness.117 In the wake of Tet, Westmoreland made a troop request that would have brought total U.S. forces up to three-quarters of a million men. This eye-popping number seized the Johnson administration’s attention and prompted a wide-ranging strategic review under the auspices of the group organized by McNamara’s successor as secretary of defense, Clark Clifford.

After examining Operation ROLLING THUNDER, Clifford’s team delivered a devastating verdict. Over the previous year, the Clifford Review reported, American aircraft had flown 12,750 sorties per month against North Vietnamese targets and infiltration routes in Laos, over 92 percent of which were armed attacks. The air campaign had been costly, with 914 pilots and crewmen, and 925 aircraft, lost. Yet, Clifford reported to the president, for all this effort “there is no agreement as to the success which bombing has or can have in reducing the flow of goods and men to the South.” Russia and China could continue to supply North Vietnam indefinitely “no matter what the level of conventional bombing.” The Tet Offensive drove this point home with particularly brutal vividness:


It has become abundantly clear that no level of bombing can prevent the North Vietnamese from supplying the necessary forces and materiel necessary to maintain their military operations in the South. The recent Tet offensive has shown that the bombing cannot even prevent a significant increase in these military operations, at least on an intermittent basis.118



These poor results struck at the heart of the flexible response theory of coercion by graduated escalations of force. North Vietnam’s government and public “recognize[d] that the bombing is related to their participation in the war in the South,” meaning that the political signals were being received. But despite significant costs—including the destruction of over 11,400 vehicles, 9,800 watercraft, 1,900 pieces of railroad rolling stock, over 1,900 fixed targets, and near-complete destruction of the North Vietnamese industrial base—there were no clear signs of capitulation and some argued that the North’s will to continue fighting had actually hardened.119

The Clifford Review concluded that even an intensified bombing campaign could not break North Vietnam. Bombing advocates, especially in the Air Force, had repeatedly recommended targeting Hanoi and Haiphong Harbor, but Clifford argued that even such an escalation would not yield meaningful progress. Closing the Haiphong Harbor would not stop the import of military materiel, which came primarily via rail from China. Bombing population centers like Hanoi would be unlikely to break North Vietnamese leaders’ will, especially given the totalitarian nature of the regime.120

The picture Clifford painted of the ground war was similarly dire. Meeting Westmoreland’s request “would not significantly improve our military operations, would only add to the already heavy human and economic costs of our effort, and would in fact make less likely the accomplishment of our objective in Vietnam.” The failure of U.S. ground troops was not tactical—it was structural and therefore strategic. In the Viet Cong, U.S. forces faced seasoned guerillas who had successfully defeated the French not long before and shared a common nationalist motivation. What is more, due to the North Vietnamese birth rate and the ease of infiltration via the Ho Chi Minh trail through Laos, enemy replacements exceeded their high loss rates. Cross-border sanctuaries in North Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia made the Viet Cong all the more elusive.121 Under Nixon, U.S. forces ventured into Laos and Cambodia but achieved little strategically.122 For all of these reasons, the attrition strategy Westmoreland designed was fundamentally maladapted to the facts on the ground—which dramatically increased the costs of war.

Insofar as the U.S. military strategy was designed to buy time for the development of South Vietnamese forces, it had not produced the desired effect. Rather, escalating American involvement had provided a crutch for Saigon’s foundering forces. Outlining the approach that would come to be known as Vietnamization once Nixon took office, the Clifford study contended:


The objective of the United States in South Vietnam is to achieve an honorable peace that will leave the people of South Vietnam free to fashion their own political and economic institutions without fear of terror and intimidation from the North. The only way in which this objective can be attained is to create conditions under which the South Vietnamese themselves can develop the kind of political organization and military strength that will enable them to survive and overcome the challenges with which they will be faced once the American military presence is substantially withdrawn. This objective cannot be achieved if the United States virtually takes over the entire defense of South Vietnam and, by its military predominance, overshadows South Vietnam’s own efforts and stunts, or at least retards, the growth that must occur if our political aims are to be realized.123



American strategy could not succeed, perhaps under any conditions, but certainly not without a major reorientation. “There is no quick military solution to the problems of South Vietnam,” the Clifford Group concluded.124

The strategic constraints outlined by the Clifford Group signaled the major adjustments that would come to define post–Vietnam War grand strategy. For the first time since the war began in mid-1965, the Johnson administration placed Vietnam in its broader geostrategic context—not just a confined problem to be solved, but an important piece of a larger puzzle. Military force ceased to appear a panacea for the type of problem posed by the Communist challenge in South Vietnam. As Gaddis notes, the war “seemed only to demonstrate the irrelevancy of the kind of power the United States could bring to bear in such situations: technology, in this respect, may well have been more of a hindrance than a help in Vietnam” and illustrated “not so much the costs of committing aggression as of resisting it.”125 Extrapolating the reassessments prompted by Vietnam to related threats and opportunities, the Johnson administration recognized that military interventions were no longer a viable means of stopping the spread of Communism in the third world.

Growing public dissent exacerbated the Vietnam challenge. Even though the Vietnam War is remembered in popular memory as wildly contentious, dissent did not enter the mainstream until after the Tet Offensive. As troop deployments ramped up in 1966, public confidence in the war effort and the administration remained high, as expressed by favorable results in the 1966 midterm election.126 Public opinion reacted with excitement when Johnson began bombing POL targets—approval of the war jumped from 42 to 54 percent, and 80 percent anticipated military victory as a result of the bombing escalation.127 Despite the activities of the antiwar movement, it had a limited effect on overall public opinion in the United States.128

Support for the war began to slide toward the end of 1967. During the summer of 1967, draft calls rose above 30,000 per month, the death toll exceeded 13,000, and Johnson recommended a 10 percent surtax to cover the war. Showing the cumulative weight of these burdens, public confidence waned. According to Herring, “for the first time a majority of Americans felt the United States had been mistaken in intervening in Vietnam, and a substantial majority of Americans concluded that despite a growing investment, the United States was not ‘doing any better.’ ”129 Approval for Johnson’s handling of the war reached 28 percent by October. Still, these figures were not sufficient to make the Johnson administration change tack—as Clifford, then an outside advisor, noted haplessly in a meeting with the president, all wars are unpopular.130 Instead, Johnson launched a public relations “Success Campaign” to paint a picture of progress in Vietnam; this upbeat account—exemplified by Westmoreland’s statement at the National Press Club that “[victory] lies within our grasp”—was the backdrop against which Americans evaluated Tet.131

The Tet Offensive represented a watershed moment for the American polity’s will to continue fighting in Vietnam. Even though it failed in its maximum objective, the offensive undermined public support, Rostow told the president in February of 1968.132 Johnson’s approval numbers reached new lows of 26 percent during Tet; by March, 68 percent of Americans felt the United States was not making any progress in Vietnam.133 “The U.S. public and the Congress have been shaken [by Tet] most seriously in their confidence that any course of action can now produce a useful result in Vietnam, worthy of its sacrifices,” the Clifford Group reported.134 A State Department Policy Planning study identified public opinion as “the critical variable” that could determine the outcome of the war, and “only a more evident prospect of success there [in Vietnam] is likely to reverse present trends in the US.”135 But such progress did not seem possible in a politically acceptable timeframe.

Moreover, the public response to Vietnam was extrapolated as a signal of erosion in American support for U.S. deployments to counter Communist aggression generally. Continued buildup in Vietnam could “leave the American people unwilling to respond in Asia and elsewhere with an American commitment that they would fear would come comparably costly.” The Clifford Group study thus reached a watershed conclusion:


Our objective in Vietnam is worth a high price. Like any other objective, however, it must be viewed in the context of our overall foreign policy. There is a point at which the price can become so high as to impair our ability to achieve other, and equally important, foreign policy objectives. There is thus a limit to the number of American troops we can wisely commit to the struggle in South Vietnam.136



Clifford’s memo to the president outlining the review’s conclusions underlined the novelty of this grand strategic frame for Vietnam decisions:


Our objective has been to guarantee the continued existence of a “free and independent South Vietnam.” The relationship of this objective to other national objectives, and to the means we are prepared to devote to it over time have not been defined. It is not an unlimited objective to be equated with that of preservation of the United States.137



The era of unlimited means—the era of paying any price and bearing any burden—was clearly over, especially given the “new military realities” revealed by Vietnam.138

The post-Tet review was the first strategic update that fulsomely incorporated new information revealed on the battlefield in Vietnam; its resulting reassessments began the grand strategic adjustment that continued into, and came to be closely associated with, the Nixon administration. Public backlash over Vietnam would establish far-reaching constraints on the conduct of American foreign policy going forward. The Clifford study warned of a “shock wave of isolationist sentiment” brought on by American failure in Vietnam.139 In his memoirs, Kissinger reflects: “By 1969, the war in Vietnam had become a national nightmare that stimulated an attack on our entire postwar foreign policy.”140 Eager for a respite from crisis and bloodshed, anti-interventionism took hold among the American public. In a shocking rejection of the Cold War consensus of the prior decades, by 1975, only 34 percent of Americans supported sending U.S. troops to defend a Soviet assault on West Berlin and a majority supported military intervention only in defense of Canada.141

Nixon Escalates

The emergence of politically consequential public dissent from early 1968 onward had important implications for the United States’ military strategy in Vietnam as well as for the grand strategy that governed Washington’s broader foreign policy approach. Since this is not a military history of the Vietnam War, and since the informational theory does not purport to explain operational decisions about the war, this chapter does not explore the distinct phases of the conflict that followed the Tet Offensive.142 The conduct of the Vietnam War from 1968 onward reflected somewhat contradictory assumptions already evident in the Clifford Review: an unwillingness to give up on the Vietnam War until South Vietnam was strong enough to stand alone, recognition that much of the American effort had not been successful in bolstering South Vietnam, and the need to conclude the war in a timeframe acceptable to the American public. Because the United States was already so deeply engaged in Vietnam, neither the Johnson nor the Nixon administration believed that the United States could unilaterally extricate itself without a serious blow to American prestige. These assumptions yielded the policy of Vietnamization, the commitment to gradual withdrawal, and the overall trajectory toward de-escalation of the conflict.143

At the same time, the prosecution of the war under the Nixon administration also revealed a continued faith in the ability of dramatic displays of military power to produce battlefield results.144 The administration commissioned a study that reviewed options as extreme as the use of tactical nuclear weapons against North Vietnam—an option that Nixon insisted must be kept on the table to intimidate the enemy—and he even initiated a nuclear alert in an attempt to coerce the Soviet Union into supporting a settlement.145 Nixon also authorized air assaults and ground invasions of Cambodia and Laos in 1970–1971, ultimately dropping more ordnance on Cambodia than Allied forces had used in the entirety of World War II.146 When the North Vietnamese launched the Easter Offensive in early 1972, Nixon responded by accepting an option the JCS had long advocated: bombing Hanoi and other civilian targets, and mining the Haiphong Harbor. This second, LINEBACKER phase of the air war in Vietnam was able to exploit vulnerabilities in North Vietnam’s transition toward a conventional warfare strategy and achieved greater success than ROLLING THUNDER. Ultimately, the United States would drop 112,000 tons of bombs on North Vietnam during the LINEBACKER campaign, including the first generation of smart, laser-guided bombs—which would come to play an important role in the Persian Gulf War 15 years later, as described in the next chapter.147 After the second phase of the campaign, LINEBACKER II or the Christmas Bombing, Washington and Hanoi reached a peace settlement. Although some historians dispute the contention that it was the bombing that led to the settlement—arguing that “the bombing did not produce a settlement markedly different than the one the United States had earlier rejected”—Nixon and Kissinger believed the bombing was responsible, and several air power studies have reached the same conclusion.148

In escalating the war, the Nixon administration found solace in a “silent majority” of Americans who did not want to see the United States withdraw unilaterally from Vietnam, and who kept Nixon’s polling numbers at reasonably respectable levels through 1969 and 1970.149 But Nixon’s various escalations of the war, and the inability of those escalations to produce decisive results, eroded his silent majority, and by the summer of 1971, 71 percent of Americans saw the Vietnam War as a mistake, while a full 58 percent viewed the war as immoral.150 Two years later, after the Vietnam ceasefire but as U.S. planes continued to bomb Cambodia, Congress overrode Nixon’s veto to legislate an end to all combat activity in Indochina.

These constraints went far beyond Vietnam and exemplified the United States’ postwar grand strategic adjustment by limiting the United States’ ability to employ military force across a wide range of contingencies. In 1973, Congress passed the War Powers Act to formally limit future military action overseas without congressional consent.151 Congressional skepticism about the use of force presented a strong, structural restraint on the United States’ ability to deploy troops abroad, both by constraining the executive and by using its power of the purse to hollow out U.S. military capabilities. In 1970, for example, Congress cut an additional $2.1 billion from the Nixon administration’s defense budget, resulting in a total reduction of over $7 billion over the previous year. “Reordering national priorities” was the order of the day.152

U.S. Grand Strategic Adjustment During and After the Vietnam War

Given the riotously controversial nature of the Vietnam War, it may seem counterintuitive to suggest that a consistent and politically broad-based grand strategic adjustment occurred as a result. To be sure, much dissention characterized postwar debates about the appropriate approach to détente or application of the Nixon Doctrine. Nevertheless, there was considerable agreement on the core grand strategic adjustments required in response to new information conveyed through warfighting. Despite its avowed support for wars of national liberation, the prosecution of the Vietnam War made it difficult for American policymakers to sustain the illusion that North Vietnam’s aggression was part of a centrally directed Communist plot. Material support for Hanoi notwithstanding, over time, Moscow prioritized the stability of its relationship with the United States over advancing the North Vietnamese cause. Moreover, the Hanoi-Beijing-Moscow axis was fraught with tension, as North Vietnam played its increasingly antagonistic patrons against each other. The fragmentation of the Communist bloc undermined a central pillar of the United States’ prewar threat assessment.

In tandem, the Vietnam War displayed the limits of what the United States could achieve using military force. The American public manifestly lacked the will to support an endless counterinsurgency campaign in Southeast Asia—but so too did Vietnam obviate the viability of conventional military interventions to stop Communism’s spread to other corners of the globe. A rebalance away from a military strategy of symmetric response alongside greater reliance on local partners to stem local threats were the two central components of the American retrenchment during and after the war. These were not isolated views so much as revised strategic tenets that emerged during and after the war. As the New York Times averred in 1976, “despite differences on some issues and tactics,” there was nevertheless “an underlying agreement on many fundamental [foreign policy] principles.”153 Indeed, using content analysis of editorials published in major newspapers, Krebs finds evidence of substantial bipartisan consensus on the need for retrenchment—a transformation that he attributes directly to the Vietnam War.154

In producing this grand strategic adjustment, revised assessments of American national power proved more determinative than revised threat assessments. Put differently, new information about its own military capabilities and cost tolerance proved more influential on U.S. grand strategy than new information about the adversary. Furthermore, it reflects the war’s revelation that Communist threats were actually less interdependent than prewar grand strategy assumed—a realization that was independently consequential for détente and rapprochement, while also limiting the extrapolation of new information about North Vietnamese battlefield performance to related strategic assessments.

Revised Threat Assessments

The war’s prosecution revealed important new information that—particularly in the context of the Sino-Soviet border conflict in 1969—contributed to a diminished assessment of the general threat level faced by the United States. The lack of direct military intervention by the Soviet Union and China, especially when the war escalated under Nixon, indicated a greater indifference to “wars of national liberation” than American policymakers expected prior to the war. The United States’ erstwhile Communist adversaries favored restraint over provocation, signaling their unwillingness to risk escalation to general war with the United States. Meanwhile, the Vietnam War illuminated and perhaps exacerbated the Sino-Soviet split, which—combined with Beijing and Moscow’s restraint—helped deconstruct the monolithic vision of Communism upon which postwar U.S. grand strategy had been predicated. These reassessments reinforced the trend toward détente and opened the door to a new era of U.S.-China relations.

U.S. grand strategy after 1968 leveraged the disaggregation of threats to generate greater flexibility.155 The Nixon administration’s defense strategy review, NSSM-3, identified “two levels of threat . . . (1) the threat of invasion by the forces of the Warsaw Pact in NATO Europe and of Chinese Communist forces in Asia; (2) the threat of wars with lesser powers, such as North Vietnam or North Korea, supported with material from the Soviet Union and/or China.” It was the new information revealed through prosecuting the Vietnam War that made such a disaggregation possible—the war had shown that neither Moscow and Beijing nor Washington would allow a local war to risk escalation to general war. This revelation permitted a far more restrained attitude toward Communism in the third world, even in the face of militarily capable and cost-tolerant states like North Vietnam. The decoupling of local and general threats was evident in the conduct of superpower relations alongside the still-raging Vietnam War in its final years.

From its inception, Nixon’s grand design emphasized the creation of a global order to govern interstate relations. The possibility of this more stable order reflected three judgments about the international threat environment facilitated by the war in Vietnam: first, the threat of a surprise Warsaw Pact attack was minimal; second, Chinese invasion of Southeast Asia or Korea was unlikely; and third, “because of the Sino-Soviet split, the likelihood of a closely coordinated Soviet-Chinese attack has for the present disappeared.”156 On this basis, the United States pursued a “limited adversary relationship” with the Soviet Union, characterized by some clashes of interest but a “dominant common interest in avoiding a nuclear war.”157 Stability had become the strategic watchword, as decreasing returns to military power equilibrated the global balance of power. A new world order based on “habits of mutual restraint, coexistence, and, ultimately, cooperation” was what Kissinger claimed was meant by “détente.”158 By the end of 1971, the Nixon administration had summits scheduled with both Beijing and Moscow.159

Even though the results of détente were ultimately mixed,160 the Vietnam War had sounded the death knell of containment as practiced since the Korean War, if not since World War II:


In the present phase of history the threat of communist expansion has by no means disappeared; nor has the US ceased being concerned about the prevention of communist expansion. But the patterns of conflict and alignment and the configurations of power and political activity among nations have changed in so many ways—and the communist world has itself changed so greatly—that containment no longer describes the organizing concept of American foreign policy.161



What is more, the Vietnam War had called the bloc mentality itself into question: “I believe that the time has passed in which powerful nations can or should dictate the future to less powerful nations,” stated Nixon’s first annual foreign policy report to Congress.162 The deepening of the Sino-Soviet split enabled Nixon and Kissinger to pursue triangular diplomacy, using its rapprochement with Beijing to place additional pressure on Moscow. It also restructured American military strategy. Prior to the Vietnam War, the United States operated according to a two-and-a-half-war force posture: though never fully realized, it envisioned preparation to simultaneously mount a forward defense of NATO against the Soviet Union in Europe, repel Chinese attack on Korea or Southeast Asia, and respond to a minor contingency elsewhere. After the Vietnam war, the United States transitioned to a one-and-a-half-war construct predicated on the assumption that the United States would not fight the Soviet Union and China simultaneously. The SIOP nuclear war plan was modified accordingly.163 Indeed, ideology would no longer govern threat assessments, as the post-Vietnam strategy was premised on the possibility of finding common interests. “No nation need be our permanent enemy,” Nixon wrote to Congress. This post-Vietnam approach defined U.S. policy toward the Soviet Union through the 1970s and permanently altered the American relationship with Communist China.

Against this backdrop, the conduct of the Vietnam War resulted in an attenuation of the domino and credibility theories, and abandonment of the notion that wars of national liberation would serve as Cold War tests of resolve. This shift in perspective was evident toward the very end of the Johnson administration, and articulated more fully under Nixon.164 Though Nixon and other senior administration leaders professed their own belief in the domino theory, the limits of the American public’s cost tolerance prevented a foreign policy predicated on the beliefs that had prevailed prior to Vietnam—and which had led the United States into Vietnam. Nixon explained: “I think we all do [believe the domino theory]. The real question is whether the Americans give a damn anymore. Americans don’t care about Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and the Philippines. No President could risk New York to save Tel Aviv or Bonn.”165

In addition to demonstrating the American public’s unwillingness to bear great costs to halt the spread of third-world Communism, the Vietnam War also revealed the folly of a policy that assumed wars of national liberation could be centrally directed from Moscow. Taken alongside the Sino-Soviet split, the tension between Hanoi and its more powerful patrons exemplified the growing power of nationalism and showed that “a victory for one communist state does not necessarily redound to the advantage of others.”166 Based on its demonstrated capabilities and resolve, the Nixon administration expected that North Vietnam was likely to “sponsor and participate in proxy wars.”167 But the disaggregation of Communist dangers diminished the importance of the immediate threat from North Vietnam or even from another regional “lesser power,” North Korea. The implications of new information revealed by the Vietnam War were thus globally consequential: “To the extent this development has fostered a kind of decoupling of local balance from the central political and military balance in international politics it has diminished what once appeared to be the significance of the third world as an arena of great power competition.”168 Even as Soviet adventurism in Africa and the Middle East continued into the 1970s, responding with U.S. troops was no longer considered a viable option—further indication of the long-term effect of the Vietnam War on American grand strategy.169

Revised Assessments of U.S. National Power

Reassessments of the availability and relative utility of the tools of U.S. national power—especially military force—were even more significant than reassessments of the international environment. Over the course of the Vietnam War, American policymakers updated their assessments of the United States’ own military power and cost tolerance. While the Johnson administration never expected American public support would be unlimited, it did anticipate that it would be sufficient to produce a satisfactory resolution in Indochina. Yet the war demonstrated that the costs of victory—costs compounded by disappointing military performance—were too great for the United States to bear. Extrapolating these new assessments, the Johnson and Nixon administrations reached the conclusion that the United States would have to retrench, pivoting toward a less costly and less ambitious grand strategic concept than the one obtained in the pre-1965 period.

Prior to the Vietnam War, American grand strategy made the following assumptions about U.S. national power, and the utility of military force in particular: the threat and use of military force would be central to achieving U.S. foreign policy objectives abroad; the U.S. military must be postured to resist Communist aggression at all levels—from infiltration to destabilize governments in the third world to nonnuclear attack by the Warsaw Pact on NATO forces in Europe; a core component of flexible response would be counterinsurgency warfare, which the United States could employ to support anti-Communist governments overseas; and the costs of full-spectrum flexible response would remain manageable.

New information revealed through the prosecution of the Vietnam War called these assumptions into question. Ultimately, as this new information became apparent—most drastically after the Tet Offensive in 1968 and continually thereafter—strategic assumptions changed to reflect new realities. As a result, the following assumptions undergirded American grand strategy in the wake of the Vietnam War: the threat and use of military force is a limited tool for achieving U.S. foreign policy objectives abroad; local actors can resist Communist aggression with diplomatic and economic support from the United States but without direct American military intervention; counterinsurgency warfare will no longer be contemplated; and the costs of full-spectrum flexible response are unmanageable and means available for defense are constrained by domestic-political factors. These revised assumptions translated into meaningful changes to the United States’ grand strategy, including its approach to global alliances and partnerships, military spending levels, force structure, and force posture, and the role envisioned for military force, as compared with economic and diplomatic tools, in American statecraft.

To a significant extent, Vietnam had exposed the limits of prevailing prewar assumptions about American military power by the time Johnson met with the Wise Men in March of 1968. The grand strategic adjustments that began under Johnson and fully manifested under Nixon reflected new information revealed primarily during the 1965–1968 period and, to a much lesser extent, new information revealed and assimilated thereafter. Overall, there was little new and discrepant information in the latter part of the war that challenged the assumptions of the grand strategy outlined by Nixon and Kissinger in 1969 and 1970.

The Nixon Doctrine, first articulated semi-spontaneously at a press conference in Guam, codified the trajectory of grand strategic change that resulted from the Vietnam War. Originally intended to describe the U.S. approach to retrenching in Asia while still remaining a Pacific power, the Nixon Doctrine eventually came to define the administration’s broader foreign policy outlook.170 “Its central thesis,” Nixon wrote to Congress in February 1970, “is that the United States will participate in the defense and development of allies and friends, but that America cannot—and will not—conceive all the plans, design all the programs, execute all the decisions and undertake all the defense of the free nations of the world. We will help where it makes a real difference and is considered in our interest.”171 By insisting on shared responsibility, the Nixon administration sought to decrease the costs of global engagement and sustain public support for pared-back overseas commitments. Rather than a tack toward isolationism, it was a bid to stave off the consequences of American retreat evident in the 1930s.

The Nixon Doctrine sought to respond to, and also to cultivate, “multipolarization of power.”172 In the original Guam remarks, Nixon argued that “we must avoid the kind of policy that will make countries in Asia so dependent upon us that we are dragged into conflicts such as the one that we have in Vietnam.”173 By alleviating allies’ dependence on the United States, the Nixon Doctrine would also obviate the emergence of situations that required American intervention. Aid was essential as a hedge against the need for more costly involvement later on.174 In his first annual foreign policy report to Congress, Nixon extended this framework to include U.S. allies around the world, notably in calling for a transition “from dominance to partnership” with NATO allies in Europe.175 By 1971, when Nixon submitted his second annual report to Congress, he stated that the Nixon Doctrine “animates all areas of our new foreign policy”: economic posture, defense posture, negotiating posture, and global posture all sought to build up partner capacity and enhance cooperation, thereby lessening the load carried by the United States.176 The administration even tacitly accepted nuclear proliferation by allies like Israel, France, Brazil, South Africa, and West Germany.177

A central component of the Nixon Doctrine was refusal to implicate the United States in other countries’ civil wars, even if those wars entailed a struggle between Communist and anti-Communist forces. As Kissinger wrote in his memoirs, “that we should no longer involve ourselves in civil wars was—in 1969—the conventional wisdom.”178 In a direct repudiation of prewar grand strategy, Nixon’s first annual foreign policy report to Congress stated: “We cannot expect U.S. military forces to cope with the entire spectrum of threats facing allies or potential allies throughout the world. This is particularly true of subversion and guerrilla warfare, or ‘wars of national liberation.’ Experience has shown that the best means of dealing with insurgencies is to preempt them through economic development and social reform and to control them with police, paramilitary and military action by the threatened government.” Even in the cases where such insurgencies grew to “overt conventional attack,” U.S. military response would not be assured. Unlike before Vietnam and during the pre-Tet period, the imperative to respond to aggression would not be absolute, but rather conditioned by broader geopolitical considerations.179

Of course, with the announcement of the Nixon Doctrine in the summer of 1969, the administration’s prosecution of the Vietnam War was both an expression of and a caveat to the doctrine’s principles. The process of Vietnamization, or de-Americanization, of the war reflected conclusions reached by the Johnson administration after Tet. But when the initial stage of Vietnamization and de-escalation did not appear to be working, Nixon took steps that contravened the Nixon Doctrine by escalating U.S. involvement not only in Vietnam but also in Laos and Cambodia. The Nixon Doctrine announcement allowed Nixon to reassure the American public of his dedication to avoiding future Vietnams, as well as his commitment to withdraw from Vietnam, while simultaneously reassuring regional allies of America’s continued resolve in achieving a Vietnam War settlement.180 The disconnect between Nixon’s Vietnam War decisions and the nation’s overarching grand strategy was wholly intentional.

More broadly, the Vietnam War fundamentally transformed the estimates of national power that undergirded U.S. grand strategy—as well as estimates of the political outcomes achievable using extant military capabilities—as new information about American military capabilities and cost tolerance was extrapolated widely. Vietnam made painfully clear that “military muscle does not guarantee political influence.”181 In White House Years, Kissinger expounds on the limits of U.S. national power post-Vietnam:


The most ominous change that marked our period was the transformation in the nature of power. Until the beginning of the nuclear age it would have been inconceivable that a country could possess too much military strength for effective political use; every addition of power was—at least theoretically—politically useful. The nuclear age destroyed this traditional measure. A country might be strong enough to destroy an adversary and yet no longer be able to protect its own population against attack. By an irony of history a gargantuan increase in power had eroded the relationship of power to policy. Henceforth, the major nuclear powers would be able to devastate one another. But they would also have great difficulty in bringing their power to bear on the issues most likely to arise. They might be able to deter direct challenges to their own survival; they could not necessarily use this power to impose their will.182



Vast military power, including nuclear weapons, was insufficient to assure victory, even against a far weaker and nonnuclear state like Vietnam. Over was the postwar honeymoon of American “predominance in physical resources and political power”; Vietnam revealed the United States as a normal country that would have to imaginatively apply “limited means to the accomplishment of carefully defined ends.”183 Indeed, exercising the United States’ power endowments would require agile diplomacy rather than brute force. “The main purpose of our forces is diplomatic wallop,” Nixon told an NSC meeting on defense strategy in August 1971.184 The United States would not plan to actually use its military power, but would use its capabilities as leverage.

These new grand strategic assumptions manifested as significant modifications to the United States’ military posture. As the Nixon administration planned its post-Vietnam force, it did not design a military intended for purposes beyond deterrence. So long as the nuclear balance remained stabilized by mutually assured destruction, there was little use for the general purpose forces that Kennedy and Johnson had built with such enthusiasm. As Nixon told an NSC meeting on defense strategy in 1971:


General purpose forces are irrelevant in a nuclear war. Carriers and ground forces have psychological effect in areas where nations depend on the US. . . . Our military plans are probably irrelevant but it is important that our presence be there because people see the US continuing to play a role in the world. This supports our diplomatic posture.185



Still, the Nixon administration believed, U.S. forces must be prepared to defend vital American national interests if deterrence failed, and the Nixon administration sized the military accordingly. As the NSSM-3 study of U.S. military posture and the balance of power stated: “Besides defending its own borders, the United States has an interest in defending certain areas in the Western Hemisphere, Europe and Asia as well as essential air and sea lines of communication.”186 To fulfill this mandate and overcome its humiliation in Indochina, the U.S. military undertook a massive post-Vietnam overhaul, rethinking its strategy, tactics, doctrine, personnel practices, and equipment, and ultimately laying the groundwork for a revitalization of American conventional power that began to manifest in the late 1970s and would go on spectacular display in the Persian Gulf War.

Although the Vietnam War did bring about a significant grand strategic adjustment, it was not a grand strategic overhaul: the United States retrenched, but it also remained globally engaged and forward deployed. The United States’ collective defense arrangements—with 21 American states under the Rio treaty, 15 NATO nations, 9 Western Pacific and Asian nations, and specific security assurances—endured and continued to guide requirements. Despite its call to rebalance responsibilities, including through force reductions and repositioning, the Nixon administration did not seek to abrogate the United States’ treaty commitments.187

As mentioned earlier, these requirements guided a transition from a two-and-a-half-war military strategy to a one-and-a-half-war principle. Under the one-and-a-half-war framework, the United States would “maintain peacetime general purpose forces adequate for simultaneously meeting a major Communist attack in either Europe or Asia, assisting allies against non-Chinese threats in Asia, and contending with a contingency elsewhere.”188 These strategic decisions, along with congressional resistance to defense spending, yielded significant force downsizing. Compared with 1964, in June 1973, the United States had one-third fewer combat ships (404 vs. 583), 37 fewer aircraft squadrons (166 vs. 203), and 3 ⅓ fewer ground divisions (16 vs. 19 ⅓).189 In totality, the reductions begun under Nixon and continued under Ford represented “the most substantial reductions in American military capability relative to those of the Soviet Union in the entire postwar era.”190

Conclusion

Saigon fell to Communist forces on April 30, 1975, merely two years after Nixon and Kissinger achieved so-called “peace with honor.” Congressional opposition had reduced U.S. support over the previous year—first by cutting the Gerald Ford administration’s aid request in half, then by legislating a ban on all future American military involvement in Vietnam—effectively demanding that U.S. operations in Southeast Asia come into alignment with the nation’s new grand strategic path.191 As North Vietnamese troops launched their decisive assault on the South, Ford asked for $722 million in emergency military assistance, but Congress would allocate only $300 million to evacuate Americans and provide limited humanitarian aid. Calculated dissonance between the Vietnam strategy and grand strategy was no longer tenable, as the link between American credibility and support for Vietnam had lost credence. Containment failed, the domino fell, and by that point, it wasn’t terribly surprising that no additional tiles followed.

A crucible of the prevailing Cold War grand strategy, the Vietnam War invalidated core tenets of containment as it had been practiced since the Korean War. As the United States hemorrhaged blood and treasure in Indochina, the brash confidence of the Kennedy era disintegrated. Far from paying any price, there were limits to the costs Americans would tolerate to prevent Communism from making incremental gains in far-flung corners of the globe. Vietnam broke the containment orthodoxy by demonstrating that it was domestically unsustainable—but also strategically unnecessary. The Communist bloc was not a monolithic actor under Kremlin command so much as an increasingly acrimonious grouping of states whose divergent national interests and identities belied ideological similarities. Despite all the controversy of the period, these revised assumptions were broadly shared across the Johnson, Nixon, and Ford administrations.

The Vietnam War raises a lofty hurdle for the informational theory of strategic adjustment. Policymakers never had particularly high expectations for the war’s success.192 Prewar assumptions were therefore resilient to considerable adverse battlefield information, including about American cost tolerance. The war’s messy nature compounded the difficulty of receiving and interpreting informational signals. Even so, although the process was neither consistent nor continuous, Washington did update its grand strategy to reflect new information gleaned through the prosecution of the Vietnam War. After several years of strategic drift—which appeared essentially confirmatory of prewar expectations about the war’s middling progress—the process of adjustment began after the Tet Offensive in early 1968. With Tet, it became clear that American military power and cost tolerance fell short of already-low expectations. In a wide-ranging review, the Johnson administration came to recognize the additional troops Westmoreland requested were neither politically palatable nor likely to make a difference.

This realization was not just about military strategy or prospects for success in Vietnam—it prompted Washington to revise the assumptions guiding its grand strategy. Extrapolating from the Vietnam experience, it was clear that the United States could not afford to confront third-world insurgencies with direct military intervention. Luckily, the necessity of such interventions was greatly diminished by the fragmentation of the Communist bloc, which showed that peripheral gains did not necessarily redound to Moscow and Beijing’s benefit, and created an opening for superpower détente. From 1969 onward, it was clear that the United States had to retrench from the grand strategy that had led the nation into the Vietnam quagmire, in favor of a less costly and less ambitious vision for America’s role in the world.

This case study has demonstrated that information revealed on the battlefield in Vietnam reshaped American policymakers’ assessment of the Cold War balance of capabilities, interests, and resolve—and this reassessment produced a shift in American grand strategy. The assumptions guiding U.S. foreign policy were significantly different in early 1965, before Johnson decided to deploy American ground troops, as compared with the period that followed the Paris Peace Accords, signed in early 1973. Continuity between the Johnson and Nixon administrations, as well as the relationship between grand strategic adjustments and information revealed on the battlefield, lends support to the informational theory of strategic adjustment, even though its expectations regarding the timing of adjustment do not exactly match the progression of events in Vietnam.

Notably, the empirical fact of this transformation is widely accepted among historians of the period, though some foreground alternative causal forces. In his work on third-world interventions during the Cold War, historian Odd Arne Westad argues: “The period of superpower détente, lasting from 1968 to 1975, was in many different ways a direct response to America’s debacle in Vietnam.”193 Gaddis also identifies a profound shift in American grand strategy during the late 1960s and early 1970s; by his account, however, it was not the Vietnam War so much as the innovative designs of Nixon and Kissinger that ushered in change.194 Undoubtedly, Nixon and Kissinger took a very different approach to American foreign policy than Johnson had: they thought about it deeply, wrote about it extensively, and undertook it boldly. They seized upon the opportunities provided by a presidential transition to articulate the contours of their new concepts. In so doing, they left a much clearer mark on strategic thought about the United States’ role in the world—a task further advanced by Kissinger’s subsequent self-appointment as the administration’s preeminent court historian. Yet many apparent discontinuities lay more in artful articulation than substantive departures. As this chapter has shown, the early stages of grand strategic adjustment preceded the Johnson-Nixon handoff. Many of the ideas that came to define the Nixon-Kissinger approach were evident, if inchoate, by the end of the Johnson administration and particularly in the period after the Tet Offensive when Vietnam strategy received its first full examination. Indeed, what LBJ had dubbed “de-Americanization” became “Vietnamization,” early arms control overtures on the heels of the Nonproliferation Treaty blossomed into “détente,” and efforts to maximize Soviet pressure on the North Vietnamese became “linkage” diplomacy.195 This suggests a grand strategic reorientation unfolding apart from the occupant of the Oval Office—a change that would have unfurled even if Johnson had sought and won a second term.

Counterfactually, in the absence of the Vietnam War, the United States’ grand strategic trajectory would likely have taken a distinct course. Without the war, there is no clear alternative path to a decades-long aversion to large-scale military intervention, elevation of diplomatic and economic tools to support partners’ self-defense, and near abandonment—for better or worse—of a counterinsurgency mission for the American armed forces. Moreover, the move toward retrenchment, détente, and Sino-American rapprochement reflected—albeit not exclusively—strategic assumptions tested on the battlefield and subsequently revised. Yet they also reflected a material erosion of American power inflicted by the war, which created consequences of its own. By draining such a large proportion of the United States’ defense coffers—$111 billion by one estimate—the Vietnam War prevented Washington from investing in the strategic systems that would have been required to stave off nuclear parity with the Soviet Union.196 Once this shift transpired, however, it amplified the case for the type of adjustments the war seemed to demand.197

Of all the alternative explanations for American grand strategic adjustment concurrent with the Vietnam War, most persuasive is the claim that the Sino-Soviet split was already underway prior to the Vietnam War and would have reshaped American grand strategy even if the United States had never sent one soldier to Vietnam. This argument has merit: even as the Vietnam War exacerbated and illustrated tension between Moscow and Beijing, it was not causal of the split. Nonetheless, the war was quite important from the perspective of American grand strategy because it placed the most seemingly pressing security threat of the time—wars of national liberation in the third world—in the context of these geopolitical changes. By juxtaposing the Sino-Soviet split with persistent friction between Hanoi and both Beijing and Moscow, strategists in Washington were compelled to re-evaluate two core assumptions guiding prewar grand strategic threat assessments: first, the view of a centrally directed Communist monolith, and second, the idea that the balance of power shifted in the Soviet Union’s favor with any Communist gain on the periphery. The Vietnam War showed that Sino-Soviet tension had implications well beyond Beijing and Moscow’s immediate bilateral relationship. Extrapolating from the Vietnam case, reassessment of these assumptions recast the United States’ entire strategy toward the third world, with far-reaching implications for what Westad calls the “global Cold War.”198

Due to the duration of the Vietnam War—from July 1965 to January 1973—this case study faces a particularly hefty burden of proof, as compared with shorter wars in Korea (June 1950–July 1953) and Iraq (August 1990–February 1991). Myriad international events transpired over the seven and a half years of the war, making it difficult to isolate the independent effect of information conveyed on the battlefield in Vietnam. But even if presidential transitions and the Sino-Soviet split created some impetus for change, the United States would have been unlikely to respond to these changes in the way it did were it not for the experience of fighting the Vietnam War. Because of Vietnam, Washington downgraded its assessment of the United States’ own national power and, in particular, the utility of military force in achieving foreign policy objectives. It also developed an aversion to the use of force overseas so distinct that it became known as the “Vietnam Syndrome.” Despite some exceptions—namely Lebanon and Grenada—the lesson of “no more Vietnams” constrained American military action until the triumph of the Persian Gulf War, as described in the next chapter. More profoundly, the Vietnam War reshaped the United States’ notion of its proper role in the world, introducing a modesty where overconfidence had previously abounded. The legacy of Vietnam reverberated through American grand strategy and continues to resonate today.


4

“Beyond Containment”

The Persian Gulf War and U.S. Grand Strategy at the Dawn of the New World Order

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait was the first major crisis of the post–Cold War era. Almost immediately, the George H. W. Bush administration decided that its handling of the Gulf crisis would set the tone for the inchoate new world order.1 Secretary of State James Baker predicted that the war would be a “defining moment in history,” and President Bush anticipated that the war would “chart the future of the world for the next hundred years.”2 The administration’s conviction of the historic importance of the Gulf crisis prompted Bush to forcefully condemn the Iraqi aggression.3 On August 5, 1990, President Bush famously stood on the White House lawn to proclaim: “This will not stand, this aggression against Kuwait.”4 So deep was Bush’s view that the Gulf Crisis was “no ordinary crisis” but rather “a hinge point in history” that he appeared prepared to risk his political career on resisting Iraqi aggression.5

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait came at a moment of particular uncertainty in Washington.6 As the Cold War ended, the George H. W. Bush administration sought to move “beyond containment” toward a new era in American foreign relations.7 Prior to the Gulf War, most strategic attention had focused on managing epochal transformations of the European security order as Moscow and Washington negotiated to defuse the bipolar rivalry’s most dangerous and defining flashpoints. The United States’ relative power was manifestly waxing as Russia’s waned, and the administration was heedful of seizing the diplomatic opportunities this dynamic conferred,8 but its burgeoning grand strategy was still fairly modest. The new world order, the administration thought in 1990, would feature substantial “global interdependence and multipolarity” as well as U.S.-Russian cooperation; military force would take a backseat to economic and diplomatic instruments of statecraft.9

It was not until the stunning success of the Gulf War that the administration realized that its nascent strategic vision was insufficiently ambitious. Militarily, U.S. forces “exceeded any reasonable expectation”;10 diplomatically, Washington assembled a coalition that shouldered the financial burden of the war;11 and domestically, the U.S. public vigorously rallied around the flag.12 Iraq, an erstwhile Soviet client with the world’s fourth-largest military, was no match for U.S. armed forces. These revelations moved the United States from a highly diplomatic and largely Eurocentric framework for its dawning preeminence toward the far more militarized and globalized hegemonic posture that came to characterize American post–Cold War grand strategy. After the war, it seemed clear that the United States possessed the military edge, as well as the political support, to stand alone as the “sole superpower” that would set and enforce the terms of the post–Cold War world, including through the active use of military force.

While the unipolar moment would have materialized regardless of the Gulf War, the war’s prosecution put its military implications in stark relief and prompted an adjustment in the United States’ response to this structural condition that would have been unlikely under alternative circumstances. Conventional accounts of American grand strategy in the early 1990s have focused overwhelmingly on explaining the sources of continuity across the Cold War/post–Cold War divide—a steadiness that challenges theories that closely associate international-structural transformation with grand strategic change.13 This emphasis on continuity, however, obscures the crucial transformations that did occur with the onset of unipolarity and which fundamentally shaped the United States’ blueprint for hegemonic leadership of a new world order. By using recently declassified documents to highlight the Gulf War as a crucial impetus for this grand strategic evolution, this chapter adds to a new historiography that charts the United States’ dawning recognition of its preeminent position and early experiments with exercising its newfound power position.14 But whereas recent contributions by Mary Sarotte, Joshua Shifrinson, Jeffrey Engel, and Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice have focused on American statecraft in Europe, this chapter broadens the geographic aperture to demonstrate how the Gulf War shaped the United States’ move toward a grand strategy of global primacy.15

In particular, the war prompted adjustments to two central elements of the United States’ emergent post–Cold War grand strategy: the threat perceptions that shaped its global objectives and the defense strategy with which it pursued those objectives. This adjustment amounted to a modification of both the ends and the means of American grand strategy. Against the backdrop of German reunification and Soviet unraveling, the Gulf War reshaped American threat assessments. Although events in Europe provided the primary proof points for the Cold War’s end and the consequent abatement of Russia’s threat to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Moscow’s cooperation in managing the Gulf crisis illuminated the global implications of a transformed Eurasian security environment. Whereas “third world” crises had previously been prime venues for competition, the Kremlin acceded to U.S. interests, including by tolerating the costs of abandoning Iraq, a client state in which the Soviet Union had invested considerable resources. The United States extrapolated the new information revealed by the Gulf War about the Soviets’ cooperative intentions to recast its threat assessments well beyond the Middle East, concluding that Moscow would no longer be a reflexive world-ide antagonist, using its still-substantial military, economic, and political capabilities to stymie American designs.

But even as the menace of Soviet-sponsored adventurism appeared dramatically diminished, the Gulf War revealed Iraq as a threat to American interests in the Middle East. Whereas Washington had previously sought normalized and cooperative relations with Baghdad, Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait introduced Saddam Hussein’s regime as a determined adversary of the United States. It seemed clear that Iraq was resolved to upend regional stability, seeking hegemony over other oil-producing states and willing to tolerate high costs to achieve such gains. The balance of power in the region was insufficient to check Iraqi aggression; it was apparently only through U.S. deployments to protect Saudi Arabia in Operation Desert Shield that Iraq was deterred from further conquest. Although Iraq emerged from the war with a chastened military—far less effective than American policymakers expected—the revelation of its adversarial intentions and high cost tolerance made Saddam Hussein’s regime unacceptable to Washington. What is more, information gleaned about Iraq during the Gulf War was extrapolated to increase assessments of the threat posed by aggressive regional powers globally, particularly those pursuing unconventional weapons. U.S. grand strategy after the Gulf War thus placed significant emphasis on deterring and defending against Iraq and Iraq-like threats, which became the central preoccupation of U.S. foreign policy in the post–Cold War period. The U.S. military structured its forces to mirror Gulf War parameters, and such scenarios became the dominant contingency on which defense planning subsequently focused.

Meanwhile, the Gulf War unshackled U.S. military power from its post-Vietnam constraints. The prosecution of the Gulf War revealed that military interventions could be prosecuted at a remarkably low cost, as U.S. capabilities were vastly more advanced than appreciated prior to the conflict. In favorably reassessing its own national power—not just in Iraq but globally—the United States embraced a newfound freedom of action, as it was able to use the formidable military built for the Cold War to pursue American interests around the world. Indeed, the Gulf War clarified the United States’ status as the sole superpower capable of conducting global military operations, bolstered by robust international support. Taken together, the new information revealed through the Gulf War molded American grand strategy for the unipolar era, particularly Washington’s embrace of its role as a global sheriff that would use military might to expand and enforce a favorable international order.

The remainder of this chapter examines the effect of the Gulf War’s prosecution on the subsequent grand strategic trajectory of the United States. It begins by outlining the central assumptions underlying American grand strategy in the years preceding the war. Although the rapid pace of global events precluded the full development and enactment of a post–Cold War strategic vision, its elementary contours were nevertheless evident by mid-1990. The first section reconstructs this trajectory using recently declassified documents and interviews with senior Bush administration policymakers. Next, the chapter proceeds to demonstrate how the prosecution of the Persian Gulf War revealed new information about the global balance of capabilities, intentions, and resolve, which then prompted American policymakers to broadly re-evaluate their grand strategic assumptions. The penultimate section connects new and discrepant information revealed on the battlefield with the United States’ postwar turn toward a grand strategy of muscular preeminence. Finally, the concluding section summarizes this chapter’s theoretical and empirical contributions, and locates its narrative alongside recent developments in the evolving historiography of this period.

American Grand Strategy Before the Gulf War

Prewar Threat Assessments

Prior to the Gulf War, assessments of the international environment hinged overwhelmingly on U.S.-Soviet relations, and particularly the risk of a NATO–Warsaw Pact conflict, while other regions of the world—including the Middle East—received little attention. Assessments of Moscow’s trajectory were evolving rapidly in 1989 and 1990, reflecting American perceptions of Soviet domestic behavior and its approach to ongoing negotiations over the future of the European security order. While Soviet moves toward domestic liberalization had the potential to reshape the bilateral relationship, the Bush administration initially questioned their durability and geopolitical implications. They feared that domestic reforms would yield a stronger Soviet Union; as President Bush wrote to Gorbachev in May 1989, he was concerned perestroika could “translate into a more assertive military power.”16 At the very least, the unpredictability of liberalization made threat assessments difficult: “The sheer unevenness of the process of reform and the likely cycles of upheaval and repression pose challenges for the Administration in keeping U.S.-Soviet relations on track,” wrote National Security Council (NSC) staffer Condoleezza Rice to Scowcroft in August 1989.17

Less than a year later, events in Europe had substantially assuaged this skepticism. Soviet acquiescence to—and in some cases cooperation with—the democratization of Eastern Europe, progress toward German unification, and productive negotiations regarding a Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty limiting Soviet forces in Europe demonstrated the growing possibility of “a peaceful and more stable Europe, whole and free.”18 As President Bush proclaimed in a May 1990 press conference: “The revolutionary changes transforming Europe are moving us from the post-war era to a new era in history beyond containment.”19

Yet even as the prospects for peace in Europe improved, it was not yet clear how progress on that continent would translate globally. Through the summer of 1990, American assessments still clearly specified the Soviet Union as the greatest danger to national security. U.S. policymakers remained cognizant of the formidable Soviet military establishment and were acutely concerned about the possibility of political reversals in Moscow. As Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney told Congress in February 1990, “There is only one nation in the world that is capable of destroying us and that is the Soviet Union.”20 Moreover, it seemed possible that Gorbachev was temporarily retrenching, with the goal of rebuilding the Soviet economy and ultimately reconstituting its military.21 The 1990 National Security Strategy (NSS), a document produced with the intent of expressing the U.S. grand strategic outlook, summarized the administration’s perspective: “The United States is determined, together with our allies, to challenge and test Soviet intentions and—while maintaining our guard—to work to put Soviet relations with the West on a firmer, more constructive course than had ever been thought possible in the postwar era.”22

Beyond Europe—still the grand strategic center of gravity, even as the Cold War defrosted—dangers emanating from other regions were dramatically lower in priority. While the United States had persistent regional interests, it seemed to face no specific threats outside of Europe. In the Western Hemisphere, narco-trafficking was the greatest concern. In East Asia and the Pacific, the U.S. commitment to good relations with China, as well as strong bilateral alliances with Japan and South Korea, remained operative. The possibility of a crisis on the Korean peninsula seems to have been the most likely regional contingency troubling Bush policymakers and informing the pre–Gulf War grand strategy.23

The Middle East appeared so prospectively calm in 1989 and 1990 that policymakers were beginning to reconsider the United States’ regional engagement. In the words of Secretary of State Baker, the administration expected the “Persian Gulf would be relatively quiet” in the 1990s.24 U.S. interests would remain bound to the security of Israel, uninterrupted access to Persian Gulf oil, and freedom of navigation.25 But as old assumptions were called into question, there was debate over the extent to which defending Saudi Arabia was a vital U.S. interest; in 1989, then-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) Admiral Crowe downgraded the Gulf’s status among American strategic priorities.26 With the Iran-Iraq War over and attendant threats to Gulf shipping reduced, “the Navy was anxious to reduce the size and pace of its presence in the area.”27 Moreover, there was uncertainty regarding the nature of a likely Gulf contingency; as Cheney later recalled, “up until then, [the] Persian Gulf scenario was that the Russians were going to invade, you’re going to go into the Zagros mountains in Iran, even though they’re not very friendly toward us at that point, and defend the Iranians.”28

Iraq, a Soviet client state still smarting from its bloody war with Iran, hardly registered on Washington’s radar. The Bush administration devoted neither rhetoric nor resources to the regime in Baghdad. Notably, Iraq does not appear in the administration’s hallmark overview of American strategy, the 1990 NSS, and the Middle East is lumped with South Asia in a small subsection of the document; the White House’s national security nerve center, the NSC, mirrored this indifference, with a three-person directorate overseeing that combined portfolio.29 Even if a Gulf crisis were to emerge, senior administration officials did not envision Iraq as the instigator.30 Reflecting on the state of bilateral relations upon Bush’s inauguration, Baker called a war between Iraq and the United States “inconceivable.”31 This Iraq policy was continuous with the Reagan administration’s pursuit of rapprochement with Baghdad.32 Viewing Saddam Hussein’s Iraq as an important regional counterweight to Iran, the Reagan administration reportedly authorized “ ‘whatever was necessary and legal’ to prevent Iraq from losing the war with Iran.”33 In support of this goal, the Reagan administration provided battlefield intelligence to Iraq and sent presidential envoy Donald Rumsfeld to Baghdad on several occasions.

Indeed, the Bush administration sought greater engagement with Iraq prior to its invasion of Kuwait. National Security Directive (NSD) 26, which outlined U.S. policy toward the Persian Gulf, stated: “Normal relations between the United States and Iraq would serve our longer-term interests and promote stability in both the Gulf and the Middle East. The United States should propose economic and political incentives for Iraq to moderate its behavior and to increase our influence with Iraq.”34 Early in the Bush administration, U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) Commander Norman Schwarzkopf—who would later lead Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm—developed a proposal for training and equipping the Iraqi military to better defend against coups and insurgencies.35 From the perspective of Martin Indyk, a Middle East watcher who would go on to serve in senior positions under President Bill Clinton, the Bush administration was “trying to make this guy [Saddam Hussein] a reasonable member of the international community.”36 Even though Saddam had displayed “fourteen years of anti-social behavior,” Bush’s advisors hoped, according to NSC Middle East expert Richard Haass, that “if you engaged him constructively you could make him moderate his ways.”37 In any case, Washington would have been without international support if it pursued a harder line.

Iraqi weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs existed uncomfortably alongside this policy of engagement. Both Reagan and Bush sold dual-use chemicals to Iraq, even as Baghdad used significant quantities of chemical weapons against Iranian forces in the Iran-Iraq war.38 NSD 26 reflected some concerns about Iraqi WMD, threatening “economic and political sanctions”—though not military force—in the event of “illegal use of chemical and/or biological weapons” as well as “any breach by Iraq of IAEA [International Atomic Energy Agency] safeguards in its nuclear program.”39 Increasingly, indications surfaced that Iraq’s pursuit of WMD continued in earnest. In March through July 1990, the United States discovered at least three Iraqi attempts to procure nuclear weapons technology.40 By May 1990, there was clear concern regarding Saddam Hussein’s growing nuclear capability, as well as improving chemical and nuclear weapons delivery systems, but the administration remained ambivalent about the appropriate nonmilitary levers to change Iraqi behavior.41

The attempt to normalize relations with Baghdad began to unravel in the spring of 1990. Iraq was growing more belligerent toward its neighbors and, at an Arab League meeting in late May, initiated disputes over control of oil fields on Kuwaiti territory while also demanding that Kuwait forgive Iraqi debt incurred in the war against Iran. In mid-July, Saddam Hussein began mobilizing troops and massing them across the border with Kuwait. Still, administration officials like Haass assessed that, by threatening to seize disputed territory and oil fields in neighboring states, Iraq was “engaging in a form of gunboat diplomacy that should pass peacefully.”42

With the crisis building, the NSC staff reviewed “U.S. security relations, commitments, and interests in the Persian Gulf” in late July 1990. Although the United States had no “legally binding commitment to provide U.S. forces to defend any country in the Gulf region . . . public and private statements by a succession of Presidents” were considered “de facto commitments of U.S. support.”43 Moreover, as NSD 26 had affirmed, the United States had a vital interest in the security of Gulf oil, as well as a “smoothly functioning world economy” free from oil supply shocks. It would therefore be “inimical to U.S. interests to permit any power—including Iraq—to gain dominance over Gulf oil supplies. . . . All U.S. interests in the region, including the security of Israel would suffer if the area and the Arab world were to fall under the strong influence or domination of a radical and potentially hostile state.”44 Despite the long antecedents of this assumption, it was unclear whether Iraqi control over Kuwaiti oil fields—as opposed to more substantial reserves in Saudi Arabia, for example—crossed the dominance threshold.45 Military intervention in response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait was therefore consistent with some extant strategic assumptions, but hardly necessitated by them—a dynamic reflected by the dithering response of top national security officials in their first postinvasion meeting. Instead, most participants attribute the decision to act militarily to Bush’s personal resolve.46 In mid-1990, the use of force to manage such a contingency still seemed an unnatural and unlikely outcome—a far cry from the almost-reflexive response it would become after the Gulf War concluded.

Prewar Assessment of U.S. National Power

Prior to the Gulf War, the Bush administration struggled to define the purpose of American power in a world that had moved beyond Cold War rivalries. In March 1989, Scowcroft wrote to the president, “You will, in due course, need to lay out a vision of American power. . . . We need to establish the principle that American power is not simply a reaction to Soviet military capability.”47 The administration was anxious to avoid the mistake of post–World War II, as well as post-Vietnam, demobilization, not to mention post–World War I isolationism.48 The Europeanists on the NSC staff came up with the tagline “commonwealth of free nations,” which appeared in a few presidential speeches.49 Others in the White House had thrown around the idea of “sustainment,” but the Pentagon objected—perhaps “assurance” or “preserving a framework for peace” would be better, senior defense official Scooter Libby suggested. Acknowledging the inadequacy of these suggestions, he conceded: “Replacing ‘containment’ is in the end a very difficult task.”50 The terminological muddle gestures at a deeper conceptual confusion that plagued the Bush administration during this period. After decades of seeking the downfall of the Evil Empire, it was not clear for what else U.S. power could or should be used.

Moreover, in 1989 and 1990, it appeared that the United States would operate within a system that was at least somewhat multipolar. Moscow was clearly diminishing, but American allies seemed on the ascendance, placing a premium on cooperative diplomacy and economic exchange. Europe was a “rising economic superpower,”51 a reunified Germany would only grow in economic and political heft, Japan seemed to be re-emerging as a great power, and “Asian Tiger” economies were rising.52 It appeared the global balance of power was “shifting . . . among industrial democracies.”53 The Bush administration proclaimed that “the rise of other centers of power in the free world is . . . welcome” and called on allies and friends to assume a greater share of global leadership.

Stability and balance were paramount in such a world.54 The 1990 NSS prescribed a grand strategy intended to “preserve the international equilibrium.”55 President Bush, when asked to identify NATO’s greatest post-Soviet adversary, responded: “The enemy is unpredictability. The enemy is instability.”56 Even at a regional level, strategic ends rested on the maintenance of “stable regional military balances.”57 Former national security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski identified the contours of this nascent grand strategic outlook in a June 1989 Washington Post piece: “[The Bush Administration is pursuing a] grand strategy that would shape a more cooperative world order in which America remains the essential balancer and key source of stability.”58 Washington could not yet imagine a unipolar international system that derived its stability from the very absence of a power balance.59 Instead, the future order envisioned by this grand strategy was a multipolar one, at least economically and diplomatically.60

This vision of multipolarity rested on the notion that it was economic and diplomatic power, rather than military power, that would matter most in this emerging global order. The role of force in statecraft would be limited to a supporting one. The 1990 NSS predicted: “In a new era we foresee that our military power will remain an essential underpinning of the global balance, but less prominently and in different ways. . . . In the new international environment, political will and effective diplomacy can be what translates national power into the achievement of national objectives.”61 Protecting the global commons—such as the freedom of navigation that underpinned global trade—seemed the most likely role for the U.S. military in the post–Cold War world.62 Defense spending could therefore decline from Cold War levels, though an enduringly capable military would be necessary to maintain deterrence, backstop diplomacy, and hedge against the possibility of major Soviet strategic reversals. As Chairman of the JCS Colin Powell testified in February 1990:


The central tenet of America’s global strategy is and should remain: to deter aggression against our global interests by maintaining—with our allies—a credible array of military responses, aimed at making the cost of such aggression exceed any possible gains. The great question then is: how many and what kind of forces are needed to do that?63



The process of answering that question began in 1989, when Cheney tasked Powell and Undersecretary of Defense for Policy Paul Wolfowitz to lead independent defense strategy reviews. These studies reached similar conclusions and ultimately formed the basis of a new defense strategy that President Bush previewed at the Aspen Institute in August 1990. Announced the same day that Iraq invaded Kuwait, the Aspen strategy encapsulates the United States’ pre–Gulf War grand strategy as it relates to national defense.64 It was, in essence, a hedge against the strategic uncertainty of the time, recognizing: “We must move from a defense policy designed to contain a known and powerful enemy to one that promotes and sustains our values, our interests and our allies in the face of instabilities that today are only dimly foreseen.”65

The Aspen Strategy thus rested on four pillars: deterrence, forward presence, crisis response, and reconstitution.66 To sustain these long-term strategic goals, it called for a 25 percent reduction in the active force and a 10 percent reduction in defense spending.67 Unlike standing forces that had relied on well-established infrastructure to fight the Soviets in Europe, the new “base force” would be highly mobile, deployable, and able to operate in comparatively austere environments.68 Reframing Europe as a lesser “included case of the capabilities we have largely developed for use elsewhere” represented a fundamental rethinking of American defense posture.69 Southwest Asia and the Pacific Rim appeared the most likely potential theaters for conflict—with Korea as the “heaviest” possible contingency.70 Against this strategic backdrop, U.S. forces would be sized to fight two “half wars,” or two simultaneous regional conflicts. Even so, the Aspen Strategy only entailed a 10 percent budget reduction because reconstitution required a considerable hedge. It therefore called for increased spending on capabilities designed with Russia, rather than regional contingencies, in mind: missile defense, new strategic nuclear weapons systems, and weapons-related research and development.71 Although the Aspen Strategy reflected the administration’s grand strategic vision, it did not yet reflect a broad consensus in Washington, where members of Congress were clamoring for a more substantial peace dividend, and its ultimate acceptance was uncertain prior to the Gulf War.72

Ultimately, the rapid pace of international events in the period preceding the Gulf War begat significant uncertainty. Geopolitical ambiguities biased Washington toward conservatism, with a national security strategy flexible enough to adapt to a range of possible futures while also responsive to the reality of downward pressure on post–Cold War budgets. But establishing a prewar grand strategic baseline is more difficult in this case of war coincident with system transformation, as compared with the Korean War, where intervention followed the onset of bipolarity, or the Vietnam War, when the structure of the Cold War international system remained constant. While some stable assumptions were coalescing in 1989 and the first half of 1990, it would stretch the available evidence to conclude that a fully coherent post–Cold War grand strategy had already emerged prior to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. As Zelikow and Rice—both participants in and scholars of this period—argue:


Before the Iraq crisis of 1990, no country had planned any of this. There were no deliberations about a new grand strategy for how best to handle novel global security problems. There were preexisting principles, institutions, and habits of thought. But these did not automatically dictate . . . choices. . . . Making those choices, often driven by the specific details of what was going on and evaluations of alternative actions, the leaders then began reflecting on the larger meaning and patterns set by what they were doing.73



Indeed, it was this overriding uncertainty that made American grand strategy particularly malleable and responsive to the information conveyed as events subsequently unfolded in the Gulf.

Fighting the Gulf War: New Information About Adversary Capabilities and Intentions

By the president’s own admission, Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait came as a surprise, as the Bush administration considered Baghdad neither an adversary of the United States nor expressly antagonistic toward American regional interests.74 Until early 1990, Saddam Hussein pursued a moderate stance toward the United States and continued to tell diplomats that he wanted friendly relations with Washington.75 Even as Saddam’s behavior grew increasingly erratic, the Bush administration was reticent to draw conclusions. As Bush and Scowcroft recount, “Saddam was so notoriously mercurial . . . that I thought we should wait for further evidence before changing direction ourselves.”76 Friendly Middle Eastern governments reassured Washington that Saddam was “maneuvering for diplomatic advantage, not preparing for war.”77 Through visiting senators and U.S. Ambassador April Glaspie, the Bush administration attempted to signal to Baghdad its continued commitment to constructive bilateral relations.78 When confronted with increased Iraqi military activity, policymakers and intelligence agencies determined that such actions were inconclusive until the invasion was practically underway.79 The invasion of Kuwait thus caught Washington unaware: Iraq’s incursion was unexpected, Saddam’s intentions were unknown, and U.S. military assets were not positioned to stop him.80 Rather than an unpredictable actor sharing mutual interests with the United States, Iraq became an American adversary—a position that the state retained until the American invasion in 2003.

The Gulf crisis provided a test case for the new tenor of U.S.-Soviet relations, and Moscow quickly demonstrated its amenability to cooperation. Coincidentally, Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait occurred while Baker was meeting with his Soviet counterpart Eduard Shevardnadze. As intelligence provided early warning of the invasion, Foreign Minister Shevardnadze repeatedly brushed aside the possibility—arguing that while Saddam Hussein was a “thug,” he was not “irrational.”81 When it became clear that Iraqi forces had indeed breached the Kuwaiti border, Shevardnadze was caught off guard. Baker later reflected that the embarrassment of being so ill-informed about the intentions of a Soviet client state may have contributed to Shevardnadze’s willingness to jointly condemn the Iraqi actions and call for an arms embargo.82

From the outset, the United States sought to harness the Kremlin’s “new thinking” in foreign policy to cultivate nascent cooperation in the Gulf crisis. “Nothing,” Secretary Baker told his Soviet counterpart, “would better symbolize the change in U.S.-USSR relations than our joint participation in protecting the vulnerable states of the Gulf.”83 Dennis Ross, one of Baker’s key advisors and director of the State Department’s Policy Planning shop, relayed a similar message to his Soviet interlocutors.84 Maintaining Soviet cooperation had immediate strategic significance because it signaled that, unlike in early Cold War crises, the risk that U.S. action against Iraq could escalate to a U.S.-Soviet confrontation was low. As President Bush noted on August 4: “If we were worried about the Soviets supplying weapons [to Iraq], it would be a different situation.”85

The desire to foster close cooperation with Moscow was one reason the Bush administration hewed to a United Nations (UN)-based strategy in countering Iraq aggression.86 This strategy was rewarded by Soviet collaboration on a series of actions through the UN Security Council, which ultimately created the foundation for an international coalition to oppose Iraq’s adventurism. On August 2, the Soviets voted for UN Security Council Resolution 660, which demanded that Iraq withdraw “immediately and unconditionally” from Kuwait.87 Additional resolutions followed, gradually increasing pressure on Iraq and creating an international-legal basis for the ultimate use of force to expel Iraq from Kuwait.

The positive trajectory of U.S.-Soviet cooperation continued through the fall of 1990. In September, Bush and Gorbachev met in Helsinki, the first face-to-face meeting between the two leaders since the crisis began in August. The summit yielded a joint statement affirming: “We are united in the belief that Iraq’s aggression must not be tolerated. No peaceful international order is possible if larger states can devour their smaller neighbors. . . . Our preference is to resolve the crisis peacefully. . . . However, we are determined to see this aggression end, and if the current steps fail to end it, we are prepared to consider additional ones consistent with the UN Charter.”88 Addressing a joint session of Congress upon his return to Washington, Bush was not shy in spelling out the implications of U.S.-Soviet cooperation on the Gulf crisis: “Clearly, no longer can a dictator count on East-West confrontation to stymie concerted United Nations action against aggression. A new partnership of nations has begun.”89

By November 1990, it was evident that new thinking really was guiding Soviet foreign policy.90 In a cable from Moscow, Baker reported to the president that Gorbachev and Shevardnadze seemed to be acting on the following assumptions:


A) the US and the Soviet Union must stay together on the Gulf. . . . [Cooperation is] essential to the success of the policy, and is reflective of the fact that our mutual wellbeing, and futures are linked. (Shevardnadze went so far as to say that a failure by us in the Gulf would damage perestroika. our success would be a success for them—and our failure would be a real blow to them. Gorbachev said much the same thing.) B) Saddam Hussein must clearly unmistakably fail. They emphasized that his aggression must be reversed. Any hope for a new peaceful era depended on this, and on denying him any victory—no matter how small.91



Soviet Foreign Minister Shevardnadze was the driving force behind Soviet cooperation—when Shevardnadze first stood shoulder to shoulder with Baker to condemn the invasion, he did so with the approval of neither Gorbachev nor the Foreign Ministry Arabists.92 The decision to abandon Iraq marked a clear break with traditional Soviet foreign policy principles. “Rejecting the old thinking that embraced revolutionary client states, thereby alienating the West, they seem to have opted to tend first their most important relationships abroad. . . . This sharp break . . . has been brought into sharp focus by the Gulf crisis,” assessed one presidential briefing.93

Indeed, the decision was highly costly and controversial, as the Soviets “had invested enormous amounts of time and effort and arms in this particular client.”94 In addition to nearly 200 Soviet military advisors and 6,000 to 7,000 civil technicians in Iraq at the time of the Kuwait invasion, Iraq was Moscow’s largest third-world military customer with nearly $30 billion in total arms purchases and the recipient of nearly $4 billion in Soviet economic aid, and the USSR held an estimated $6 billion in Iraqi debt.95 The result was a “bifurcation of Soviet policy,” as the strong Arabist coalition in the Foreign Ministry was “reportedly furious with the USSR’s tough stance against Iraq.”96 As Cheney later recalled, “Not everybody in the Soviet government agreed that they ought to be in a position where they were cooperating with the United States and the UN Security Council—especially when it came to a matter of using force.”97 The ongoing opposition among some in the Soviet Foreign Ministry, military, and KGB was such that operational security was a concern in determining when to inform the Soviets of the commencement of coalition military operations in January 1991.98 Even Gorbachev intermittently expressed hesitation, especially about the ultimate use of force, and Soviet cooperation had its limits: Gorbachev maintained contact with Baghdad and repeatedly mounted political roadblocks to war efforts.99 Nevertheless, the Soviets ultimately went along with the thrust of U.S. policy, and the internal contention over U.S.-Soviet cooperation made it an extremely strong, costly signal by the Soviet leadership.100

Gorbachev and Shevardnadze seem to have taken these risks because, like the Bush administration, the Soviet leadership saw the Iraq crisis as defining the new age of world politics. Shevardnadze expressed agreement with the Bush administration’s view that “if this thug is allowed to get away with this, there’s no hope for this new era. We’re in this together.”101 Gorbachev was more reluctant to go along with the American program of escalating military pressure on Iraq. As Baker observed, “Gorbachev’s image of the new international order is such that he has a hard time reconciling the fact that we might need to use force in this initial test . . . observing that we want this era to be different from the Cold War and based on different kinds of norms.”102 The UN mechanism proved a salve for Gorbachev’s anxieties, providing a sheen of international legitimacy, as well as a convenient scapegoat, for action to reverse Iraqi aggression.

Cumulatively, Soviet behavior from the summer of 1990 onward demonstrated an astounding willingness to accommodate U.S. foreign policy initiatives, even at the cost of Moscow’s long-standing relationship with Iraq, an appearance of deference to the United States, and substantial dissent within the Kremlin’s ranks. Gulf War cooperation thus signaled to both Moscow and Washington that the Cold War was truly over. As President Bush said to Gorbachev at the Helsinki Summit: “Mr. President, you may have noticed that I am hesitant to speak of the Cold War as a thing of the past. But I can think of no better opportunity than the current Persian Gulf situation to demonstrate that we have truly moved to the post-Cold War era.” In his memoir, Baker breathlessly exalts Soviet cooperation in the Gulf crisis as “the first time the Soviet Union was actively engaged in joining the United States in condemning one of its staunchest allies. . . . [Iraq’s] brutal invasion of Kuwait provided the unexpected opportunity to write an end to fifty years of Cold War conflict with resounding finality.”103 In exposing this changed dynamic—a profound relaxation of tensions that extended well beyond the evolving European security order—the Gulf War showed that the United States would no longer be globally encumbered by reflexive Soviet opposition, with the attendant diplomatic friction and risk that any crisis might prompt catastrophic escalation. This revelation seemed to create significant military freedom of action where it had not existed previously.

Yet despite U.S.-Soviet cooperation, from the beginning of the Gulf crisis, new information showed Iraq to be recalcitrant and aggressive—willing to tolerate the costs of international condemnation, and ultimately war, to advance its regional ambitions. Saddam’s decision to invade all of Kuwait, rather than limiting annexation to oil fields or disputed territories, convinced U.S. policymakers that Iraq was an aggressively expansionist actor. As Baker writes: “By sending his armored columns all the way to the Kuwait-Saudi border, Saddam showed both his appetite and his willingness to run risks.”104 Iraq, it seemed to the Bush administration, was on a quest for regional hegemony.105 The Bush administration harbored grave concern that Saddam’s army would roll into Saudi Arabia—a clear “red line” for President Bush.106

This conviction motivated the first stage of military intervention, Operation Desert Shield, to deter invasion of Saudi Arabia. Whereas the United States’ hands were temporarily tied in the face of Saddam’s Kuwaiti fait accompli, the administration sought to send a preventive deployment to Saudi Arabia.107 The Saudi king agreed, in a major break with previous kingdom policy. “Within two weeks, there were 30,000 U.S. troops with accompanying airpower in Saudi Arabia; by November, there were 250,000 troops, including heavy mechanized forces. By the time the war began in January 1991, the United States had nearly 550,000 personnel, 2,000 tanks, 1,990 aircraft, and 100 warships in the Gulf—all told, about half of U.S. combat forces worldwide.”108

Even without invading Saudi Arabia, however, Iraq’s conquest of Kuwait gave him undue power. Iraq and Kuwait combined controlled more than 20 percent of global oil resources.109 As Cheney put it: “What became clear is that Saddam Hussein didn’t have to take Saudi Arabia to win. If he could keep Kuwait, he could dictate policy in the rest of the world. . . . Even though he’s not taken Saudi Arabia, he’s achieved a major change in the balance of power in the region.”110

The lead-up to Desert Storm provided further evidence of Iraqi intransigence. The United States built a substantial coalition during Operation Desert Shield, with 32,000 Arab soldiers joining American troops in theater. The UN passed a series of escalating Security Council resolutions calling for Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait. Yet even as the specter of war loomed, Iraq would not forswear Kuwait as its “nineteenth province.” In an 11th-hour meeting in Geneva in January 1991, Secretary of State Jim Baker met with Tariq Aziz, Iraq’s foreign minister. Baker gave Aziz a letter that stated, in unequivocal terms, the United States’ willingness to use military force to eject Iraq from Kuwait. Aziz refused to bring Baker’s letter home to Baghdad, thereby dooming the final diplomatic Hail Mary before war began. As General Powell later reflected, as American forces amassed, it became clear “we were dealing with a man who was not responding to the logic of the situation.”111

Increasingly, even a return to the status quo ante came to be seen as unacceptable. As early as August 1990, Haass had written: “It is not clear that an outcome that leaves Saddam in power and Iraqi’s industrial and war-making capability intact constitutes a viable much less optimal outcome from our perspective. . . . Simply pushing Iraq back . . . all but ensures that in a few years we will have a much more aggressive and capable Iraq (with biological and nuclear weapons) on our hands.”112 By November 1990, President Bush was advancing the same view, telling the amir of Kuwait: “I don’t think that any of the countries putting sanctions on Iraq would think the security and stability of the Persian Gulf would be assured simply by returning to the status quo ante.”113 From this perspective, the use of force to eject Iraq from Kuwait became an increasingly desirable outcome, even as attempts at diplomacy were necessary to appease domestic and international audiences.114

War did come, of course, with an air campaign that began on January 17, followed by a 100-hour ground campaign from February 24 to 28. This phase of the war demonstrated that, despite the administration’s underestimation of Iraq’s bellicosity, it overestimated Iraq’s warfighting abilities. In the lead-up to the war, pundits and defense leaders warned of the lethality of Saddam Hussein’s “million-man army” of seasoned warfighters. In its after-action report to Congress, the Department of Defense summarized its prewar expectations:


Iraq possessed the fourth largest army in the world, an army hardened in long years of combat against Iran. During that war Iraq killed hundreds of thousands of Iranian soldiers in exactly the type of defensive combat it planned to fight in Kuwait. Saddam Hussein’s forces possessed high-quality artillery, frontline T-72 tanks, modern MiG-29 and Mirage F-1 aircraft, ballistic missiles, biological agents and chemical weapons, and a large and sophisticated ground-based air defense system. His combat engineers, rated among the best in the world, had months to construct their defenses.115



Grandiose assessments of Iraqi strength contributed to high prewar casualty estimates. As Secretary of State Baker recalled: “We were confronted with very sobering casualty figures, estimated by the Pentagon to be in the thousands; the specter of possible chemical and biological attacks; and a war expected to last for months, not days.”116 While a few observers expressed skepticism about the Iraqi military’s ability to fight—Turkish President Ozal called it a “hollow army”117—circumspection was not the norm.

Yet, every phase of the war revealed the Iraqi military to be substantially less effective than expected. During the air campaign, the Iraqis quickly ceded dominance of the skies to the coalition. Despite its modern fleet and some notable feats during its war with Iran, the Iraqi air force was not especially lethal. Pilots received an average of one flight per week on the eve of war, and usually training entailed less than one flight per month; Iraq’s MiG-29 pilots hardly knew how to exploit the aircraft’s sophisticated avionics.118 The culture of the Iraqi air force was such that independent action was discouraged, making pilots virtually “tethered to the ground, dependent upon instructions from ground controllers.”119 Nevertheless, Iraq did have a formidable ground-based air defense system, which included sophisticated radars, and an infamous network of defenses known as Kari.120 Intelligence-gathering efforts revealed the structure of these defenses and prompted large-scale revisions of the air-war plan, particularly away from low-altitude sorties.121 The coalition also overwhelmed Iraqi air defenses with the sheer quantity of sorties it flew; consequently, according to Pollack, “within the first two days of the air campaign, the Kari system was essentially shut down as an effective network.”122

Once the ground war commenced, Iraqi ground forces performed poorly, even accounting for their disadvantage given coalition aerial dominance. Several shortcomings stand out.123 First, Iraq’s frontline infantry collapsed quickly, preventing those divisions from executing a strategy of delay and disruption in response to the initial coalition ground offensive.124 Second, Iraqi defensive positions were poorly prepared: digging into the desert sand created mounds visible from thousands of meters away, though loose sand provided little protection against the coalition’s high-velocity tank rounds.125 Moreover, “Republican Guard positions were also virtually devoid of anti-tank mines, ditches, wire entanglements, or any other attempt to delay or channel an attacker’s progress.”126 Third, amidst poor tactical leadership, the Iraqi army failed at combined arms coordination, and artillery support was nearly nonexistent.127 This shortcoming undermined Republican Guard counterattacks as well as defense against coalition assaults.128 Poor performance by junior commanders also resulted in paralyzing inflexibility when confronted with the coalition’s “constant maneuvering, deception, and speed,” for which they were ill prepared.129 Finally, the Iraqi military suffered from chronic information deficits: “Iraqi intelligence could not provide any information of value to anyone in the Iraqi military hierarchy,” and what little tactical intelligence did exist often failed to reach tactical commanders.130 When confronting the coalition advance, the primary Iraqi defenses received no warning of the U.S. ground approach due to shoddy covering forces.131

The prosecution of the Gulf War exposed fatal weaknesses in the Iraqi armed forces, prompting a downward reassessment of the direct military threat it posed. Yet the Bush administration’s strategic reassessment on the basis of Iraqi military ineffectiveness was even farther-reaching. Bush administration policymakers extrapolated this new information to revise downward their assessments of Russian capabilities. As a Soviet client state, Iraq had received substantial training and equipment from the Soviet Union, including its tanks, air defenses, and Scud missiles.132 The result of the Gulf War thus seemed to expose weaknesses in Soviet doctrine and systems, increasing Washington’s confidence in its assessments of waning Soviet power.133 The United States was not the only country to note the apparent implication of Iraq’s military shortcomings: as one observer noted in Foreign Affairs magazine, “Much of the world, fairly or not, perceived the conflict as a proxy war between superpower weapons systems.”134 Even Moscow extrapolated from Iraqi performance; on the basis of new information revealed through the Gulf War, the Russian defense establishment altered its military doctrine, as well as its broader concept of modern warfare.135

Compounding material problems, throughout the crisis, Iraqi morale was low and desertions were high. To sustain its forces after a decade-long war with Iran, the Iraqi military had instituted a generous leave policy. Prior to the war’s commencement, many Iraqi soldiers went home and never returned to fight. Among those who ended up on the battlefield, surrender was often the most attractive option. Estimates place surrendered Iraqi troops at 80,000, on top of somewhere between 150,000 and 250,000 desertions.136 According to political scientist John Mueller, “When the ground war finally began at the end of February, the campaign quickly became a matter more of crowd control than anything else—‘desert roundup,’ one writer called it.”137 Many commanding officers abandoned their troops, creating a moral and tactical void in Iraqi units.138

In one important area, however, Iraqi capabilities substantially exceeded prewar estimates: Iraq’s nuclear program was more advanced and better concealed than the Bush administration expected.139 Moreover, the coalition performed poorly in targeting and destroying Iraq’s nuclear installations, in part because the number of targets was so much more extensive than previously appreciated.140 While the Iraqi nuclear program was of no military utility during the Gulf War, its discovery supercharged the alarm in Washington about Iraqi intentions, future capabilities, and the threat posed by nuclear proliferation by aggressive regional powers more broadly. It forced policymakers to confront enduring gaps in the nonproliferation regime and to contemplate how differently the crisis would have proceeded if Iraq were already a nuclear weapon state.

In the end, Iraqi weakness contributed to a historically lopsided victory. As Biddle summarizes:


In less than six weeks, 795,000 Coalition troops destroyed a defending Iraqi army of hundreds of thousands, losing only 240 attackers. This loss rate of fewer than one fatality per 3,000 soldiers was less than one tenth of the Israelis’ loss rate in either the 1967 Six-Day War or the Bekaa Valley campaign in 1982, less than one twentieth of the Germans’ in their blitzkriegs against Poland or France in 1939-40, and about one one-thousandth of the US. Marines in the invasion of Tarawa in 1943.141



The Bush administration’s decision to end the ground war after only 100 hours decisively punctuated the humiliation suffered by the Iraqi military.

Fighting the Gulf War: New Information About American Military Power and Cost Tolerance

The Gulf War tested the Bush administration’s prevailing skepticism about the utility of military force in a stability-oriented international order and proved that strategic vision wanting. With an astoundingly asymmetric victory over the world’s fourth-largest military, it was clear that the United States possessed a heretofore unappreciated military edge over any potential rival, bolstered by cooperative international partners and a public willing to tolerate foreign military intervention. This new information was extrapolated broadly and precipitated a reorientation of American grand strategy: the United States’ leadership of the unipolar order was predicated on its ability and willingness to employ military force—multilaterally if possible but unilaterally if necessary—to police the acceptable boundaries of other states’ internal as well as external behavior.

Of course, the war’s favorable outcome—enabled by highly effective American forces—was far from self-evident prior to its onset. When the U.S. military planned Operation Desert Storm, it expected a tough fight. General Powell warned the president that war against Iraq would be “harder than Panama and Libya. This would be the NFL, not a scrimmage. It would mean a major confrontation. Most U.S. forces would be committed to sustain, not just for one or two days. He is a professional and a megalomaniac. But the ratio is weighted in his favor. They also are experienced after eight years of war.”142 Anticipating brutal combat, the Washington Post anonymously quoted one general: “Many, many people are going to die. And it’s important for people to understand that it’s not inconceivable we could lose.”143 Of course, the reality was far different: the adversary that coalition troops encountered was a poor facsimile of the force they anticipated fighting. In keeping with the football metaphor, one Marine pilot summarized the Gulf War as similar to “being in the Super Bowl, but the other team didn’t show up.”144 Powell later called the Gulf War “one of the most flawless operations . . . in military history.”145

Historically unprecedented, the unexpectedly minimal human costs for the coalition reflected the astounding force asymmetry that played out on the battlefield.146 Prior to the intervention, casualty estimates reached as high as 45,000.147 After months of hearing expert testimony, House Armed Services Committee Chair Les Aspin predicted a “high” likelihood of 3,000 to 5,000 American casualties, with 500 to 1,000 fatalities.148 Press reports indicated that the Pentagon anticipated as many as 30,000 casualties and the Congressional Budget Office estimated the upper ceiling at 45,000.149 Within the academic and think-tank community, analysts deployed Cold War combat forecasting models to estimate the number of dead and wounded in Iraq; one prominent observer forecasted 4,000 to 11,000 coalition casualties, and another predicted between 3,000 and 16,000.150

The midpoint of these estimates overstated the casualty count by a factor of five.151 The official tally of casualties in Operation Desert Shield and Desert Storm came to 382 American deaths, of which 147 were combat deaths, and 500 wounded. Across the entire coalition the total number of killed and wounded reached 1,500.

Undoubtedly, the United States’ unexpectedly dominant military capabilities—both its weapons technologies and highly trained personnel—played an important role in this outcome. With a dash of hyperbole, the authors of a definitive Gulf War history summed up the conflict this way:


The Persian Gulf War is without precedent in the annals of warfare. It was the dawn of a new era in which high technology supplanted the bayonet, a war in which one side had a clear picture of events while the other floundered deaf, dumb, and blind. It was a war that saw a new breed of highly skilled professional soldiers victorious over a traditional army bred to blind obedience. It was also the first war in history in which airpower, not ground forces, played the dominant role.152



During Desert Shield, the U.S. military, supported by coalition partners, completed the impressive logistical feat of transporting personnel and equipment to the Gulf. Within 72 hours of the president’s decision to deploy forces, “an aircraft carrier was in the North Arabian Sea to protect the deployment of an army airborne brigade to Saudi Arabia, which in turn provided ground protection to air force tactical fighters flying into Saudi airfields.”153 The Gulf War entailed the “greatest such airlift in history,” with an operational tempo reaching 17 million ton miles per day—10 times that of the Berlin airlift.154 Once the Desert Storm air campaign began on January 17, 1991, coalition planes destroyed 41 Iraqi aircraft and helicopters in air-to-air combat with only a single loss.155 Flying more than 100,000 sorties that successively destroyed the Iraqi air defenses and command and control targets, and prepared the battlefield for ground combat, the coalition lost 38 fixed-wing aircraft.156 Once the ground war began, “Coalition armored forces traveled over 250 miles in 100 hours, one of the fastest movements of armored forces in the history of combat, to execute the now famous ‘left hook’ that enveloped Iraq’s elite, specially trained and equipped Republican Guards.”157 Although the numbers are contested,158 CENTCOM estimated at the time that the coalition destroyed nearly 3,800 Iraqi tanks, as compared with 15 U.S. combat tank losses.

This astounding combat performance served as a proof of concept for a new generation of military technology designed for war against the Soviet Union. The Gulf War Air Power Survey (GWAPS) highlighted the role of stealthy platforms, laser-guided bombs or precision-guided munitions (PGMs), high-speed anti-radiation missiles (HARMs), and secure in-theater communications capabilities as decisive technologies, many of which represented “qualitative transformations” in operational employment—even if not a wholesale revolution in military affairs.159 All told, the Gulf War exhibited the fruits of the 1970s and 1980s offset strategy, designed to provide the United States with a technological edge over the Soviet Union in the event of war in Europe.

The United States’ remarkable military effectiveness facilitated victory at a minimal cost to the American public. Although the Bush administration ultimately succeeded in corralling the largest coalition since World War II, at the beginning of the Gulf crisis, robust international support seemed a tall order. Contemplating the difficulty of assembling a sanctions package in response to the Iraqi invasion, Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney observed, “The rest of the world badly needs oil. They have little interest in poor Kuwait.”160 Bush’s senior advisors even doubted whether Saudi Arabia, itself directly threatened by Iraqi aggression, would agree to take action against Iraq.161 Yet, when American diplomats visited foreign capitals, their “tin cups” quickly overflowed with contributions.162 Financially, “the total amount committed to defray the costs of the U.S. involvement in the war was almost $54 billion . . . [which], were it a national defense budget, would be the third largest in the world.”163

Within the Middle East, the Bush administration was surprised by the extent of regional support that rallied behind its efforts. Washington wanted as much Arab backing as possible and freely leveraged carrots to convince regional actors to join the coalition.164 The Kuwaiti regime in exile was an obvious source of assistance. Saudi Arabia contributed money and combat troops to the effort, alongside air forces from Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates.165 After much cajoling, Egypt, Syria, and Turkey lent their support.166 Equally important was Israel’s nonparticipation.167 For the United States to maintain support in Arab capitals, as well as on the much-vaunted “Arab street,” it was vital to keep Israel out of the war—a feat made intentionally difficult by the Iraqi Scud missiles that rained down on Israeli cities. But despite some tense moments, the United States prevailed on Israel to exercise restraint.

Coalition contributions bolstered U.S. military capabilities, even though American crews flew more than 85 percent of sorties, while also providing “all or almost all of the Coalition’s command and control systems, electronic warfare aircraft, heavy bombers, cruise missiles, and stealth capability.”168 Great Britain, France, Canada, and Italy all sent combat flying units. South Korea, New Zealand, and Argentina provided limited numbers of transport aircraft. NATO states Belgium, Luxembourg, Germany, and the Netherlands sent air units as part of the NATO defense of Turkey.169 “European allies opened their ports and airfields and yielded priorities on their railroads to speed our deployments.”170 All told, the multilateralism of the coalition effort provided “a cloak of acceptability to our efforts and mobilize[d] world opinion behind the principles we wished to project.”171

The United States’ command performance in Iraq contributed to a loosening of the post–Vietnam War domestic constraints on the exercise of force abroad by the U.S. military. Prior to the Gulf War, the American public was ambivalent about using military power to turn back Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, preferring economic and diplomatic solutions. Americans and Iraqis alike recognized that public opinion would be crucial to the successful prosecution of any intervention. Saddam Hussein sought to influence American decision makers by threatening “the mother of all battles” against the United States, which he pegged as “a society that cannot accept ten thousand dead in one battle.”172 The media identified the importance of public opinion as well, covering the lead-up to the war and the war itself extensively, in what Mueller calls “the mother of all polling events.”173 In the preceding months, both public and congressional opinion was split on intervention in the Gulf. After Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the American public rallied around the president. By October, however, public support had bottomed out in the range of mid-50 to mid-60 percent in favor of intervention, and opinion remained fairly stable until the war began.174 Even on the eve of war, polls favored giving economic sanctions more time to work, and much of Congress opposed escalating to military force.175

President Bush remained confident that he could muster the support he needed for intervention. Bush told the Kuwaiti amir in November 1990, “I remain convinced that if the decision comes to use of force, the American people would support the President.”176 He also rejected the Vietnam parallel as inapplicable to the Gulf scenario, instead favoring analogies to Hitler and World War II—a conflict with which he was personally familiar, made all the more vivid by a history book he was reading at the time.177 Despite opposition by some of his advisors, Bush insisted on going to Congress for approval of the war, “so he could say that the American people were behind the effort.”178 It would signal U.S. resolve and also “help insulate us from any criticism down the road.”179

Ultimately, Bush was right: he convinced the public with his argument for war,180 and Congress followed.181 By the time Congress voted on authorization for military action in the Gulf on the eve of the UN’s deadline for Iraq to remove troops from Kuwait, Bush had already committed nearly 400,000 troops.182 The president was able to muster bipartisan support despite vigorous opposition by Democratic congressional leadership over three days of debate—the longest up to that point—and the House voted 250 to 183 in favor of authorization. The Senate was a closer call, with authorization prevailing by 5 votes, 52 to 47. The vote, the first of its kind in the post–Cold War era, drew comparisons to the Gulf of Tokin resolution; indeed, Vietnam analogies were invoked repeatedly and emotionally on both sides of the aisle.183

Once the intervention was underway, public opinion rallied around the effort, which muted congressional opposition. Approval ratings for Bush’s handling of the Gulf crisis rose by 19 to 28 points, Bush’s job approval ratings increased by 18 points (the president would reach an 89 percent approval rating by the war’s end), and the number of individuals polled who believed that sending troops to Saudi Arabia was a mistake fell by 13 percentage points.184 Media boosterism followed,185 creating a political climate in which opposition to the war became costly for members of Congress.186 Polling indicated that about a third of Americans were less likely to re-elect a senator or congressional representative who had voted against the Gulf War. Congress did not take long to recognize the political value of aligning with the president: a joint session of Congress greeted President Bush with a standing ovation, as members conspicuously displayed their patriotism and Democrats bemoaned the anticipated electoral fallout.187

The linchpin of sustained domestic political support for the Gulf War was the unexpectedly low casualty numbers, which meant that the American public did not have to tolerate significant human costs.188 In fact, popular opinion exceeded the ambition of the Bush administration: the U.S. public developed such a strong antipathy toward Saddam Hussein that the president’s decision against deposing him was unpopular. The revelation of Americans’ cost tolerance had enduring and far-reaching consequences for strategic assessments of U.S. national power and particularly the polity’s will to use military force to advance national interests overseas. The surprisingly enthusiastic public reaction to the Gulf War showed policymakers and military leaders that the American public would support foreign military interventions—so long as casualties remained low, citizens did not directly incur financial costs, and the potential for diplomacy was largely exhausted before bombs started dropping. Such support for military action in the Gulf finally erased the sour legacy of Vietnam.

U.S. Grand Strategic Adjustment During and After the Gulf War

The Persian Gulf War was a test case for post–Cold War American grand strategy—a reality so stark that it was not lost on participants, who contemporaneously recognized that they were navigating a historically critical juncture. The prewar grand strategy tested in the Gulf was substantially less developed than equivalent concepts preceding the Korean and Vietnam Wars; nevertheless, the Gulf War reoriented and resolved uncertainty around foundational grand strategic assumptions. By revealing new information about global balances of power and resolve, the war reshaped Washington’s assessment of the identity, magnitude, and priority of international threats it would face, as well as the best way to leverage the tools at its disposal to stave off such dangers. The ensuing grand strategic adjustment defined the course of American foreign relations—and, by extension, international politics—under radically novel geopolitical circumstances.

The following discussion illustrates this adjustment through a primary focus on the Bush administration. Unlike the Korean and Vietnam Wars, the Gulf War and its concomitant strategic adjustment occurred within the bounds of a single presidency, so leadership transition is not a viable alternative explanation in this case. Nevertheless, as this chapter’s conclusion argues, these revised assumptions endured and shaped U.S. grand strategy well beyond Bush’s tenure.

Revised Threat Assessments

The Persian Gulf War reshaped the United States’ grand strategic assumptions about the threats it faced internationally. These adjustments revealed the military capabilities, political objectives, and cost tolerance of the Iraqi adversary, as well as its erstwhile patron the Soviet Union. The Gulf War demonstrated that Moscow was willing to sacrifice its political, economic, and security investments in Iraq in favor of cooperation with the United States to roll back Iraqi aggression. Coming alongside dramatic transformations in Europe, this new information contributed to a historic downward reassessment of the threat Moscow’s enduring power would pose to American global interests. Despite the evaporation of Soviet support for its long-standing ally in Baghdad, Iraq showed itself to be a determined adversary, willing to incur high costs in pursuit of its hegemonic regional ambitions—costs exacerbated by the stunningly poor performance of Saddam’s “million-man army.” This new information about Iraq massively increased its salience in American threat assessments; the Iraq example was also extrapolated to refocus American grand strategy regionally on the Middle East and functionally on the threat of WMD proliferation.

American prewar grand strategy made several core assumptions about the international environment: the Soviet threat in Europe was receding, though the implications of the Cold War’s attenuation in Europe had uncertain implications for other regions; the United States did not face any specific threats outside of Europe; and access to Gulf oil was the paramount U.S. interest in the Middle East and cooperation with Iraq could advance stability in the region toward this end. On the basis of new and discrepant information revealed by the Gulf War and subsequent extrapolation, American grand strategy adjusted to reflect revised threat assessments and strategic assumptions. In particular, the threat of third-world crises derived from their immediate impact on American interests, rather than their bearing on the U.S.-Soviet rivalry; Iraq posed a direct threat to U.S. interests in regional stability in the Middle East, as well as free access to Gulf oil; and Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait represented the type of threats the United States would face after the Cold War—aggression by a regional power, particularly one armed with unconventional weapons that could asymmetrically counter the U.S. conventional military edge. These revised assumptions were especially important as Soviet reforms, transformations to the European security order, and ultimately the collapse of the Soviet Union indicated Soviet-led aggression was no longer the primary threat to the United States—a realization to which the Gulf War contributed, but which would have surely informed American grand strategy regardless of the war.

The Gulf War helped sound the Cold War’s death knell, reinforcing the Bush administration’s conviction that the time was ripe for a truly postcontainment grand strategy. Although relaxation of tensions between Washington and Moscow occurred for a wide range of reasons that pre- and postdated the Gulf War, the Soviets’ willingness to cooperate during the Gulf crisis reinforced prevailing impressions of an abating Communist threat and—more significantly and directly—demonstrated the global implications of that geopolitical reversal beyond the European strategic theater. All of these factors contributed to the shift away from competition with the Soviet Union, toward concerns revolving around deeper arms control and the stabilization of the post-Soviet sphere. As Cheney told Congress in February 1991, “The most significant new feature of U.S. defense strategy is that it is no longer focused primarily on the threat of Soviet-led aggression that would engulf Europe and probably much of the world.”189

Although the collapse of the Soviet Union would have created novel international conditions regardless of the Gulf War, the war shaped American policymakers’ perceptions of what a post–Cold War threat environment would entail and how U.S. strategy ought to respond. Abandoning the assumption that “third-world crises” would automatically become a “test of wills” between the United States and the Soviet Union was a revolutionary grand strategic development. As Rice later reflected, “The Gulf War was the first post-Cold War crisis. And it demonstrated . . . that the Soviet Union would not any longer . . . be an anathema for everything that the United States wanted to do. . . . The Soviet Union was basically no factor in that war, and that to me was very, very much about how the end of the Cold War was going to be.”190

Changed threat assessments enabled a new premise for U.S. policy toward the Soviet Union, reaching well beyond the détente expected prior to the Gulf War: “The focus of our approach to the Soviet Union has shifted from containment of an enemy to constructive cooperation internationally and supporting democratic trends and desperately needed economic reforms in the USSR.”191 What is more, this new dynamic “open[ed] up the possibilities for what came to be called a new world order in which the great powers could cooperate in the way the former framers of the United Nations” had intended for the UN Security Council.192 The success of the UN as a collective security mechanism—an outcome critically enabled by Soviet cooperation—further attenuated the Bush administration’s assessment of international threats. Similarly, the Bretton Woods Institutions could take on a new role promoting democratic capitalism “in a world where ideology no longer confronts and big power blocs no longer divide.”193 This reinvigoration of post–World War II institutions was the crux of the “new world order”—a vision of international politics for which the Gulf War served as the explicit test case.194

As the U.S.-Soviet rivalry faded into the background, the Gulf War became—as Haass put it—“emblematic” of post–Cold War security challenges.195 Framed early on as the first “post-post-war” crisis, new information gleaned through fighting the Gulf War was broadly extrapolated; it gave shape to the type of threat that U.S. forces would be structured to deter and defend against.196 Regional powers could challenge core U.S. interests as Iraq had in the Gulf, and such threats were all the more dangerous if advanced weaponry and WMD continued to proliferate. The threat assessments underlying post–Gulf War grand strategy thus shifted along two additional dimensions: functionally, it increased the priority of countering proliferation of all advanced weapon technology, and regionally, it elevated the importance of Iraq and the Middle East. Significantly, this reassessment was not limited to American defense strategy; it also animated new purpose for NATO, prompting the alliance to prepare for “out of area” operations to address threats against member states that could emanate from locations well beyond the traditional scope of the Soviet Union, including the Middle East and North Africa.197

Although concerns about the proliferation of high-technology weapons existed prior to the Gulf War, the war turbocharged these worries. Speaking to the Air Force Academy Commencement a few months after the Gulf War ended, President Bush warned:


As superpower polarization and conflict melt, military thinkers must focus on more volatile regimes, regimes packed with modern weapons and seething with ancient ambitions. We are committed to stopping the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. But there is danger that despite our efforts, by the end of this century nearly two dozen developing nations could have ballistic missiles. Many already have nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons programs.198



Such concerns stemmed from several factors that emerged from new information gleaned through the Gulf War. The war revealed an Iraqi nuclear infrastructure substantially more advanced than intelligence sources had indicated and, as a result, lower levels of wartime destruction than expected.199 This revelation suggested the limitations of the existing multilateral nonproliferation infrastructure, despite strong international backing for its underlying norms. “The buildup that . . . was revealed after the Desert Storm in Iraq, and the distance to which it had gone, was really a major push, major shove to the whole nonproliferation effort. That’s definite. That’s clear,” explained a senior Bush administration official. Moreover, the conventional military advantage revealed by the war conferred a substantial military-technological edge to the United States; adversaries could only counter such an advantage asymmetrically by acquiring nuclear weapons—and they knew it. India’s chief of army staff famously summarized the lesson of the war for the rest of the world: “Don’t fight the Americans without nuclear weapons.”200

Nonproliferation thus became a major priority for U.S. grand strategy, transitioning from an afterthought to a core objective.201 As Zelikow later reflected, “Our whole sensibility about WMD was transformed by the Gulf War. Today WMD has this iconic, magic resonance for us; it did not have that before the war. . . . [I]n reaction to that experience [of discovering the advanced status of Iraq’s nuclear program], our grand strategy did change.”202 Although this adjustment was not limited to Iraq, the evolution of Washington’s approach to the Iraqi nuclear program is instructive: only a decade prior, Israel’s 1981 strike on the Iraqi Osirak nuclear reactor had prompted criticism from the Reagan administration, including U.S. participation in a unanimous UN Security Council vote condemning the attack.203

Given the unpredictable nature of future crises, widespread acquisition of WMD and their means of delivery would have “devastating consequences,” threatening U.S. national security. Not only would proliferation offset American military advantages, but also it could embolden aspiring local hegemons and destabilize key regions, endangering the global economy, allies and partners, and troops stationed overseas. In its valedictory grand strategy statement, the 1993 National Security Strategy, the Bush administration cited the lessons of the Gulf War in clarifying the nation’s “new international environment.” Nonproliferation featured prominently among the axiomatic principles of post–Cold War American foreign policy: “Our experience in the Gulf War demonstrated that we cannot be sure when or where the next conflict will arise; that regions critical to our interests must be defended; that the world must respond to straightforward aggression; that international coalitions can be forged, though they often will require American leadership; that the proliferation of advanced weaponry represents a clear, present, and widespread danger; and that the United States remains the nation whose strength and leadership are essential to a stable and democratic world order.”204

The need to deter and potentially to counter WMD and missile proliferation therefore anchored defense strategy after the Gulf War. Force-sizing constructs reflected the assumption that the United States’ global forward presence would deter prospective proliferators by raising the expected costs of such rogue activity. In anticipating the type of international threat that could demand U.S. military action, proliferation joined access to Gulf oil at the top of the list for defense planners.205 Global crisis response capabilities therefore required “highly ready and rapidly deployable power-projection forces” to address fast-breaking regional contingencies like the Gulf War.206 Given the acute risk of conflict with a WMD-armed adversary—and the Iraq-inspired realization that “it can be extremely difficult to know how far such efforts have progressed”—American forces prepared to operate despite the threat or use of unconventional weapons, enhancing defensive capabilities like theater missile defenses.207 These requirements were not limited to the Gulf; rather, they fundamentally informed the United States’ global force posture; its military spending levels, priorities, and associated force structure; and the plans guiding its employment of military force around the world, including East Asia, South Asia, and of course the Middle East.208

To promote nonproliferation, the Bush administration also launched a suite of diplomatic initiatives to stem the newly urgent threat, including “A decision not to produce plutonium and highly enriched uranium for nuclear explosive purposes, a strengthened commitment to cooperate with the former Soviet Union in preventing the diversion of talent and technology to weapons proliferation, support for regional arms control arrangements, proposals to encourage universal adherence to global nonproliferation norms, strengthened international actions against those who break those norms, increased harmonization of multilateral export controls, and bolstered intelligence efforts.”209

The Gulf War also motivated a change in U.S. policy toward chemical and biological weapons and their multilateral control. Bush issued an executive order directing “the U.S. government to take major steps to strengthen export controls to prevent U.S. assistance to chemical and biological weapons programs worldwide, and to seek early multilateral adoption of comparable controls.”210 Faced with the “specter of chemical weapons” raised by the Gulf War, Bush announced that the United States would seek “early, successful completion” of the Chemical Weapons Convention. Once the convention enters into force, the president committed the United States to “formally forswear[ing] the use of chemical weapons for any reason, including retaliation, against any state.” Further, the United States committed to destroying its chemical weapons stocks within 10 years of the convention’s entry into force—thereby retracting its previous position that the United States must maintain 2 percent, or 500 tons, of its chemical weapons stockpile until all states with chemical weapons had entered the convention.211

Washington’s increased attention to counterproliferation reflected its desire to preserve the military-technological advantage revealed by the Gulf War. The 1991 National Security Strategy clearly expresses this conclusion:


Our technological edge in key areas of warfare will be even more important at lower levels of forces and funding, and in the complex political and military environment in which our forces will operate. But maintaining this margin will become increasingly difficult as access to advanced weaponry spreads and as our defense industry shrinks. Even in regional contingencies it will not be uncommon for our forces to face high-technology weapons in the hands of adversaries. This spread of advanced systems will surely erode the deterrent value of our own—and our competitive edge in warfare—unless we act decisively to maintain technological superiority.212



The report then goes on to enumerate the key Gulf War technologies, such as stealth and PGMs, as particularly critical areas of investment. Washington was also seized by the specter of how much more difficult the Gulf War could have been if Iraq’s WMD program were further along: “Just imagine what the current situation would be like if Iraq threatened to use nuclear weapons,” warned one presidential briefing paper.213 Stemming the spread of these capabilities had become a paramount strategic priority.

The Bush administration’s prioritization of nonproliferation—a foreign policy emphasis that endures to this day—demonstrates how strategic extrapolation can be guided by perceived threat interdependencies structured along functional lines. Although the Gulf War made weapons proliferation in the Middle East the most urgent priority, the new focus on proliferation did not stop there. Many of the aforementioned steps were global in scope, and the administration also pursued targeted regional strategies aimed at the highest proliferation risks on the Korean peninsula and the Indian subcontinent.214 While Iraq emerged as the most salient proliferation threat, it also exemplified a broader category of concern: aggressive regional powers armed with, or actively seeking, WMD and advanced delivery systems.

The magnified importance of Iraq, and thus the Gulf more generally, was a clear outgrowth of the new information that the war revealed about Iraqi intentions, especially the costs Baghdad would tolerate to advance its regional ambitions. With Saddam Hussein in power and possessing still-substantial capabilities, Iraq was a regional menace to be watched and counterbalanced. “Even in its presently weakened state, Iraq is still much stronger than its neighbors to the south,” explained Assistant Secretary of Defense Henry Rowen.215 In contrast to the indifference with which Washington treated Iraq prior to August 1990, all subsequent statements of American grand strategy and defense strategy repeatedly emphasize dangers emanating from Baghdad and reference the lessons of the Gulf War.216

The higher priority and urgency of the Iraqi threat elevated its importance—and the importance of the Middle East more generally—in American grand strategy. President Bush did not mince words: “Saddam Hussein is sanctioned forever.”217 As the 1991 National Security Strategy concluded: “Our vital national interests depend on a stable and secure Gulf.”218 This conviction manifested in a clear change in defense strategy. After the Gulf War, the United States’ military posture and network of regional alliances shifted markedly. Given the Iraqi threat, “continuing presence” in the Gulf would be required, as well as “exercises, prepositioning of heavy equipment and an enhanced naval presence,” to bolster partners’ “confidence and security.”219

Even after the Gulf War formally ended, the United States continued to police Iraqi behavior through a coercive toolkit that prominently featured the use of force—a form of open-ended military engagement with little precedent. The Bush administration established a three-prong strategy after the Gulf War ended: sanctions to undermine Saddam Hussein’s rule and penalize noncompliance with post-war UN Security Council Resolutions (UNSCRs); no-fly zones in the north and south to discredit Saddam and prevent humanitarian catastrophe; and intensive UN inspections of WMD sites. UN inspectors repeatedly found “serious Iraqi violations of the [Nonproliferation Treaty] and the associated safeguards agreement.”220 Whenever Iraq became too intransigent or its noncompliance with UNSCRs too egregious, the United States would employ military strikes to put the regime back in line. Haass describes periodic Iraqi challenges to weapons inspections, followed by a standoff and then “relatively discrete bombing raids against Iraqi targets.” This “cheat and retreat” cycle continued “right up to the final days of the Bush 41 presidency in January 1993.”221

Regime change appeared an increasingly attractive solution to a problem like Saddam Hussein. The new information revealed over the course of the Gulf crisis convinced Washington policymakers that the Iraqi regime was no longer a viable counterparty for constructive bilateral relations. Throughout Desert Storm, regime change was an implicit policy goal: although the Bush administration was clear that it would not march to Baghdad, its military strategy included tactics intended to encourage a coup. “Time is not on Iraq’s side so long as Saddam holds on to power,” stated the official State Department position transmitted to posts overseas.222 The Bush administration sought additional diplomatic and economic tools to step up pressure on Saddam,223 and even looked for viable contingencies to undermine Saddam’s regime through limited military action.224

Meanwhile, American humanitarian missions leveraged UN backing to loosen Saddam’s iron grip on power. After the war concluded, Bush encouraged uprisings in Iraq—which, without U.S. support, received a brutal response. In April 1991, UNSCR 688 provided the basis for Operation Provide Comfort, a humanitarian mission to provide on-the-ground relief to Kurds in Northern Iraq. Even after the Bush administration withdrew U.S. forces, the United States continued to operate through the Operation Provide Comfort II no-fly zone, which did not end until December 1996. Though limited, these operations sought to “provide for stability in Iraq, a security environment for ongoing UN relief efforts and to prevent new human tragedy.”225

Ultimately, U.S. policy in the decade following the Gulf War was characterized by a strategic balance of containment and regime change.226 The Clinton administration maintained the basic contours of the Bush strategy, branding its approach “dual containment” of both Iran and Iraq. Periodic cruise missile strikes and ongoing sanctions and no-fly zones did little to alter Iraqi behavior throughout the 1990s, setting the stage for escalating calls for regime change in the early 2000s. As one senior Obama administration official with extensive Middle East experience observed, Iraq became the major preoccupation of U.S. foreign policy in the entire post–Cold War era.227 This entanglement began with the Gulf War.

Revised Assessments of U.S. National Power

The Gulf War radically changed the way in which the United States envisioned using its national power in the new world order. Through fighting the Gulf War, the United States realized that it possessed the international-political capital and military capabilities to stand alone as the world’s sole superpower. As the 1991 National Security Strategy recognized, “The United States remains the only state with truly global strength, reach and influence in every dimension.”228 JCS Chief Colin Powell framed this idea in more idealistic terms: “If the free world is to harvest the hope and fulfill the promise that our great victory in the Cold War has offered us, America must shoulder the responsibility of its power.” A March 1992 draft of the Defense Planning Guidance assessed the United States’ primary grand strategic objective more bluntly: deter the rise of a peer competitor, or even a regional hegemon, by increasing the benefits of cooperation with the United States while maximizing the costs of revisionism.229 The United States would use its military power to lock in its advantages—made apparent by the Gulf War—while also enjoying much greater freedom of action in using coercion to address emergent security challenges.

Prior to the Gulf War, American grand strategy made the following assumptions: economic and diplomatic power, rather than military power, would be the dominant form of national power in the post–Cold War world; the United States would therefore operate within an international system with some features of multipolarity; and the primary purpose of U.S. military power would be deterrence as part of a broader quest for global stability. New information revealed by the Gulf War called these assumptions into question, particularly because the administration framed the war as a first test of the post–Cold War new world order. As the U.S. military proved highly effective on the battlefield and the public proved willing to tolerate the war’s moderate costs, the Gulf War shaped new assumptions about national power. These new assumptions undergirded American grand strategy from the Gulf War onward: military power would be the dominant form of national power in the post–Cold War world; the United States’ status as the sole military superpower would enable unprecedented freedom of action for the United States in pursuing its interests around the world; and the post–Cold War international order would rely on U.S. engagement and enforcement, including through the active use of military force, rather than a stable global balance of power. What emerged was a grand strategy of “consensual but assertive primacy.”230

After the Gulf War, the Bush administration’s grand strategic vision shifted away from stable power balances regulating the international system; as the United States increasingly recognized itself as the “sole superpower,” the language of multipolarity subsided. A leaked draft of the Pentagon’s 1992 Defense Planning Guidance infamously argued that thwarting the emergence of rival power centers ought to be the central objective of American strategy, to include the rise of allied nations like Germany and Japan: “We must account sufficiently for the interests of the advanced industrial nations to discourage them from challenging our leadership or seeking to overturn the established political and economic order.”231 Even as senior administration officials subsequently disavowed that document, the notion that American leadership of a unipolar international system was both feasible and desirable enjoyed broad support after the Gulf War. “There is no other country capable of mounting a global military challenge to our security, except with strategic nuclear forces. No country is our match in conventional military technology and the ability to deploy it. . . . Our ability to maintain this position depends not only on global changes but on American choices,” read a draft of one presidential speech.232 Not only was the United States militarily indispensable, but also it was politically indispensable: “In the 1990s . . . our responsibility is pivotal and inescapable,” Scowcroft told Citadel graduates.233 Washington was now in a position to “shape” the new world as it came into being.234 The Gulf War showed “there is no substitute for American leadership”235 and decisively dispelled the declinist narratives that had been popularized in the 1980s.236 As senior Bush officials grew fond of saying, “Like Mark Twain, reports of our demise were premature.”237

The threat of military force would underwrite the new, U.S.-led world order. As historian Hal Brands puts it, “The conflict underscored that military power was still the ultima ratio of world affairs.”238 Speaking at Maxwell Air Force Base less than two months after the Gulf War’s conclusion, the president stated: “The cold war’s end didn’t deliver us into an era of perpetual peace. As old threats recede, new threats emerge. The quest for the new world order is, in part, a challenge to keep the dangers of disorder at bay.”239 As the war against Iraq had demonstrated, U.S. military power would be required to enforce the rules of the road—rules that, of course, benefited U.S. security and prosperity, and locked in America’s demonstrated military advantages—and to punish transgressors.

Global crisis management would require a more forward-leaning approach to overseas intervention than had prevailed prior to the Gulf War. A core American objective would be to “limit international violence” wherever it might occur. While the United States would have neither the capability nor the responsibility for “righting every wrong,” it would nevertheless “retain the preeminent 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.”240 Indeed, military force would be a critical tool “in those situations where the stakes warrant, where it can be effective and its application limited in scope and time.”241 An early opportunity to defend American “interests and values” militarily came in December 1992, when the United States sent nearly 30,000 troops to Somalia to help stem famine caused by a metastasizing civil war.242 These troops remained in Somalia until the infamous “black hawk down” ambush in Mogadishu prompted President Bill Clinton to withdraw remaining U.S. forces in March of 1994. Though the United States never embraced unfettered interventionism—Bush pledged to avoid “reckless, expensive crusades” and declined to intercede as internecine warfare engulfed the former Yugoslavia—the scope of American global ambition manifestly increased.243

Consequently, after the Gulf War, the Bush administration distanced itself from the idea that U.S. military power would decrease in relevance. The administration sought “agility for our armed forces, an ability to respond to unpredictable regional crises, even as we continue to deter nuclear attack.”244 The United States’ military advantage conferred additional “credibility,” in the eyes of President Bush, permanently dispelling the “unhappiness of the military experience in Vietnam.”245 The Gulf War showed that the United States was independently capable of executing highly demanding military interventions in previously overlooked regions. Although traditional allies contributed, their efforts were not decisive. As one NATO general observed: “ ‘For superpower status, global reach in the sense of being able to go that far and accomplish a major mission [like the U.S. did in the Gulf War] is much more important than a nuclear arsenal, which is only global in the sense of being able to fire an intercontinental missile.’ Only the United States has mastered this kind of mobility. Beyond the air and sea transportation to get there, the US military has the sophisticated satellites and electronic spy planes to map the targets for modern warfare.”246 Even if Washington would not always act unilaterally, the “perceived capability—which depends on the actual ability—of the United States to act independently, if necessary” would incentivize otherwise reluctant partners to align with U.S. policy.247

Postwar defense investments reflected the will to maintain this military primacy. The Gulf War forestalled deeper defense cuts of the kind advocated by many on Capitol Hill and settled the argument in favor of a robust regional contingency strategy as the basis for defense planning.248 Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait vindicated retrenchment opponents; prominent national security intellectuals like Henry Kissinger averred the U.S. military would not have been able to evict Iraq from Kuwait with a force cut to the 1995 levels envisioned by administration critics.249 From the beginning of the Gulf crisis, President Bush recognized that, “for the defense budget, this incident strengthens the arguments for a quick-response, ready force.”250

Indeed, the Gulf War’s example was widely extrapolated: it amplified the planning assumption that U.S. forces should be restructured according to the capabilities necessary to deter and defend against future threats like the one that emerged in the Gulf with little warning.251 After grasping for a threat or scenario to anchor defense strategy, the Gulf War resolved the uncertainty and provided a clear demonstration of the military’s future role. Explaining the threat assessment underlying the fiscal year 1992–1993 budget, Cheney told the House Armed Services Committee: “While keeping a watchful eye on Soviet military power, the new U.S. defense strategy sizes our active and reserve forces principally against major regional contingencies that threaten American interests. These threats have not diminished, as recent events in the Middle East have proven.”252

Indeed, the Gulf War seemed to demonstrate the need for readiness levels higher than those envisioned by the Base Force Concept, despite attendant costs. These new requirements motivated three postwar force structure changes: First, prior to the war, the military seemed poised to shift most of its heavy divisions—envisioned for ground war with the Soviets—to the reserves, while reorienting the active army toward light forces. After the war, however, the administration increased the percentage of heavy divisions in the active force.253 Second, the performance of reservists during the Gulf War prompted the military to maintain its two-thirds active/one-third reserve mix of army combat divisions, rather than transition toward the half-active/half-reserve mix it had planned. Third, based on the Gulf War experience, defense planners elected to keep readiness levels at 1991 or Cold War levels, rather than pursuing suggested reductions.254

In terms of future procurement, Desert Storm became a defense-planning yardstick. In its after-action report to Congress in 1992, the Department of Defense asserted the importance of the Gulf War: “As we reshape America’s defenses, we need to look at Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm for indications of what military capabilities we may need not just in the next few years, but 10, 20 or 30 years hence.”255 As a result of the Gulf War, the United States invested more aggressively in stealth, precision, and other high-end military technologies, seeking to increase its advantages even further. Beyond the specific systems proved in the war, the Gulf example boosted a generation of new technologies that had been on the post–Cold War chopping block.256 The Gulf War also increased demand for enhanced sea-lift and air-lift capabilities—essential underpinnings of global power projection.257

America’s demonstrated conventional preponderance convinced U.S. strategists that high-tech conventional weapons could increasingly substitute for nuclear weapons in underwriting the security of the United States and its allies.258 As national security eminence grise McGeorge Bundy wrote in October 1991: “Especially in the pinpoint accuracy of the most advanced systems, conventional weapons displayed a capacity for discrimination that no system dependent on nuclear explosions could ever hope to reach—not only because of the side effects of even low-yield nuclear weapons, but still more because of the enormous psychological shock of any nuclear attack.”259

The apparent lessons of the Gulf War had immediate nuclear-strategic impacts:260 the war shifted the Defense Department’s procurement priorities toward conventional systems,261 contributed to the creation of the first U.S. Strategic Command (STRATCOM),262 prompted a revision to the global Single Integrated Operation Plan (SIOP) nuclear war plan,263 altered the Bush administration’s arms-control stance on nonstrategic nuclear weapons, and likely contributed to the Presidential Nuclear Initiative264—particularly the decision that tactical nuclear weapons were no longer necessary to defend South Korea,265 and the cessation of “normal” deployment of tactical nuclear weapons on surface ships, attack submarines, and naval aircraft.266 The apparent success of the Patriot missile defense system precipitated a rethinking of traditional approaches to strategic deterrence and defense, prompting Cheney to call for “a defensive system for global protection against limited ballistic missile strikes—whatever their source.”267

American strategists fully embraced the Gulf War as a harbinger of post–Cold War conflicts to come. Writing in the mid-1990s, Biddle summarized its far-reaching influence:


This unexpected and historically low loss rate . . . made the Gulf War a shaping event for defense planning in the 1990s in much the same way as the painful defeat in Vietnam came to shape U.S. planning in the 1980s. U.S. forces are now sized and structured against a Gulf War yardstick. New doctrines, weapons, and organizations are assessed in simulations of updated Gulf Wars. Acceptable casualty levels are judged against a 1991 benchmark.268



Despite Les Aspin’s vociferous criticism of the Bush administration’s Base Force as a congressional leader, the Bottom-Up Review conducted under his authority as Clinton’s secretary of defense reached substantially similar conclusions. The review called for U.S. forces at a size and cost only approximately 10 percent less than that envisioned by Powell’s Base Force Concept. Moreover, the review planned for yearly defense spending “at or above 80 percent of its Cold War average into the indefinite future” and preserved the two-war standard, or the assumption that the military should prepare to prevail in two simultaneous major regional contingencies, for force sizing.269 A similar strategic logic guided the Clinton administration’s 1997 Quadrennial Defense Review.270

In sum, the Gulf War profoundly influenced Washington’s reimagination of the United States’ role in the world as the Soviet Union was imploding. Extrapolating its implications widely, the war became the lens through which strategists envisioned the regional defense strategy and it laid the foundation of the defense planning assumptions that would guide the U.S. military through the 1990s. By highlighting the United States’ advantage in military technology, as well as the utility of American military superiority versus regional adversaries, the Gulf War convinced U.S. strategists of the vital importance of maintaining this edge through nonproliferation efforts. It also showed the importance of forward presence to deter and combat regional aggression. Finally, the war convinced strategists that the United States’ status as the world’s sole superpower was politically and militarily possible—and indeed necessary—to defend U.S. national interests in the post–Cold War world. Upon these central tenets rested the primacy strategy that would guide Washington through the ensuing decades.

Conclusion

With the Soviet Union’s collapse, unipolarity emerged as a fact of international politics. But this structural development was indeterminant in its effects on American grand strategy—the United States could have retreated to isolationism, as some conservatives like Pat Buchanan advocated; it could have harvested a substantial peace dividend while pursuing a low-cost and status-quo-oriented strategy, as prominent congressional Democrats initially demanded; and/or it could have shifted its attention from Europe to Asia, where the Korean peninsula remained riven by a tenuous Cold War division. Yet none of these counterfactuals came to pass. To the surprise of many analysts, the United States continued to pursue an overarching grand strategy that bore significant similarities to its post–World War II theory of security—in other words, there was not a grand strategic overhaul.271 Yet Washington did undertake grand strategic adjustments in redefining the central threats and national security tools that would guide its post–Cold War foreign policies.

In identifying the central post–Cold War threats, the Soviet Union’s demise rendered its diminished position in American threat assessments inevitable. But the end of the Cold War did not preordain the elevation of other global threats. In particular, the Middle East seemed unlikely to be a particularly important strategic theater, and Iraq hardly registered as a concern prior to the Gulf War. It was only during and after the war that the threat posed by Saddam Hussein’s capabilities, intentions, and resolve crystallized, resulting in an overwhelming strategic focus on the Gulf, the legacy of which continues decades later.

Similarly, the absence of a superpower rival introduced greater freedom of action than the United States had experienced since the dawn of the Cold War. Yet this international condition did not necessitate an embrace of the United States’ role as global sheriff.272 Instead, it was the experience of fighting the Gulf War that convinced American policymakers that the United States could selectively police a chaotic world via foreign military interventions that advanced American interests and imposed American norms internationally, all at a tolerable cost. These shifts reflected new information about the post–Cold War balance of military capabilities, intentions, and resolve revealed via the audit of battle, and the extrapolation of that information to revise related strategic assessments.

Moreover, in this case, the process of extrapolation described in this book’s first chapter was quite explicit. From days following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the Bush administration framed its response in “precedential” terms, as a “test case . . . the opening shot of the post-Cold War world.”273 Iraqi actions—aggression against the sovereign territory of another state by a regional power—became emblematic of the type of threat the United States would have to counter in upholding the new world order. American actions—the use of military force to defend material interests as well as international norms—established a model for future interventions. In Zelikow’s words, “There is almost no trajectory going forward without the Gulf War that doesn’t feel a whole lot different. . . . The Gulf War provides a learning experience with all kinds of new information about . . . American power . . . almost like we discovered we had superpowers; if there had not been the war, that information would not have been revealed.”274

The Gulf War case study enhances the plausibility of the informational theory of strategic adjustment—that is, the proposition that new information revealed through warfighting did alter the course of American grand strategy. Although at the highest level of grand strategy the Bush administration’s preferences and outlook did not change—they remained committed internationalists—their concept of the immediate purposes of American power, how best to wield it, and the greatest threats to the national interest shifted measurably as a result of the experience of warfighting in the Gulf. This adjustment occurred at a time when domestic political conditions remained constant: the Bush administration remained in office throughout the period discussed previously and, despite midterm elections in November 1990, Democrats remained in command of both house of Congress.

As scholars narrate the history of the Cold War’s end and birth of the unipolar moment, they often neglect or downplay the Gulf War at the expense of dramatic events unfolding concurrently in Europe. Recent historiographical advances have focused particularly on steps taken by the Bush administration to assume a dominant role in a transforming Europe. Sarotte’s work shows how Washington pressed hard for German reunification within NATO as a means of entrenching the alliance at the center of the post–Cold War regional security order and perpetuating American preeminence in Europe.275 Shifrinson finds evidence that, amidst negotiations over the future of Germany, “the United States adopted positions designed to give it a free hand in Europe following German reunification—allowing it to decide whether and how to expand the U.S. presence on the continent—even while telling Soviet leaders that Soviet interests would be respected.”276 As both scholars argue, Washington grew more ambitious in response to Moscow’s apparent weakness.

These attempts to capture and extend American advantages over the Soviet Union as it collapsed were focused on the European settlement, however; prior to the Gulf War, the Bush administration had thought little about the global implications and exercise of its burgeoning superpower status. What is more, the strategies that Sarotte and Shifrinson document in the pre–Gulf War period differ dramatically from the vision of primacy that emerged after the war—subsuming Germany within NATO and negotiating a favorable rebalance of conventional forces in Europe were achievements of great consequence, but also a far different character than the grand strategic changes that proceeded after intervention in Iraq. This case study therefore brings a global aperture to these evolving historical narratives, showing that the American post–Cold War grand strategy that coalesced in the second half of the Bush administration was not simply a response to waning Soviet power, nor was it limited to securing advantages in Europe. Rather, the Gulf War contributed substantially to the move toward a militarized and globalized expression of American primacy.

The Cold War’s dusk was a critical juncture in history—a moment when uncertainty reigned, dramatic change was possible, and American choices determined the nation’s strategic path through a novel geopolitical era. The transformation of the international system from bipolarity to unipolarity meant the United States’ status as the world’s sole superpower was a structural fact, but it indicated little about whether and how American hegemony would be exercised. This chapter has explained why Washington transitioned from ambiguity to clarity about future threats; from a Eurocentric strategic outlook to a global one; from a sangfroid about the Middle East, Saddam Hussein, and nonproliferation to an enduring entanglement in the Gulf and preoccupation with stopping the spread of WMD to aggressive regional powers; from an emphasis on stability to an embrace of international order enforcement; and from a tentative notion of dawning preeminence to an embrace of an assertive new role for the U.S. military. These adjustments reflected new information revealed through warfare, but their occurrence at a historically critical juncture amplified their effects.

Understanding the Gulf War as an inflection point does not merely lend credence to this book’s theoretical argument and advance the historiography of the early 1990s—it also sheds crucial light on policy choices whose effects continue to resonate today. Since 1992, the United States has employed military force abroad more than 200 times—as compared with 46 instances during the Cold War and 86 over the entirety of the 19th century.277 This interventionism began during the 1990s, when the U.S. military increasingly assumed the role of global sheriff in the face of pervasive yet low-grade disorder, then assumed a new character with the post-9/11 Global War on Terror—an attack allegedly motivated by al Qaeda’s resentment toward the approximately 5,000 U.S. troops that remained in Saudi Arabia after the Gulf War’s conclusion.278 Nearly every year since 1990 has entailed some measure of U.S. military activity in Iraq. Indeed, it is impossible to debate the future of American grand strategy without grappling with the lingering legacy of the Persian Gulf War.279
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War and Grand Strategy in the Age of American Hegemony


 
Battles are the principal milestones in secular history. Modern opinion resents this uninspiring truth, and historians often treat the decisions in the field as incidents in the dramas of politics and diplomacy. But great battles, won or lost, change the entire course of events, create new standards of values, new moods, new atmospheres, in armies and in nations, to which all must conform.

—Winston Churchill1



Major wars are defining geopolitical events. They upend and reorder the regional or international systems in which they transpire, as victors consolidate their power and entrench it in postwar settlements. By virtue of these epochal shifts, major wars typically reorient the grand strategies of combatants and observers alike, as states strive to achieve security and wealth amidst new global circumstances.

Yet major wars are not the only context in which Churchill’s observation about the transformative potential of battlefield events holds true. This book has argued that military interventions can also serve as crucibles for combatant states’ grand strategies. Amidst pervasive uncertainty, states construct their peacetime grand strategies upon judgments of the international balance of power and resolve. Military interventions provide an opportunity to test these assumptions against rich and rare information about capabilities, intentions, and cost tolerance—a state’s own and that of its adversaries—revealed through warfighting. When new information diverges from prewar expectations, states extrapolate that information and make far-reaching grand strategic revisions. These adjustments manifest in changes to the objectives states aim to achieve overseas and the means by which they seek to realize them. Using in-depth historical case studies of the Korean, Vietnam, and Persian Gulf Wars, this book has demonstrated the connection between military interventions and grand strategic change empirically and explained the relationship theoretically. This accumulated evidence invalidates the null hypothesis; what is more, the process tracing conducted in each case study aligns substantially with the expectations of the informational theory of strategic adjustment.

The Korean War began with a United States that was demobilizing militarily, relying upon a minimal American nuclear deterrent as the cornerstone of containment. North Korea’s invasion of South Korea—a move presumed to be directed by the Kremlin—sparked a costly war that prompted the United States to undertake a significant grand strategic adjustment. Adverse events on the battlefield demonstrated that the international environment was far more threatening than Washington previously realized: not only was the Soviet Union willing to risk general war to extend Communist territorial control, but also Chinese and North Korean competitors were determined and capable adversaries. American policymakers extrapolated these revelations well beyond the Korean peninsula, concluding they augured poorly for the global strategic balance. A vastly strengthened American security establishment thus seemed necessary to deter the Communist bloc both generally and locally, and—given the acute threat environment—Congress and the American people would be willing to tolerate military spending at greater levels than ever before. These dynamics combined to create a militarization of U.S. grand strategy, with forces of unprecedented size permanently deployed overseas, mostly on the bases of allies newly tied to the United States through open-ended mutual defense agreements. A hugely expanded U.S. nuclear arsenal underwrote this network of global diplomatic and military commitments.

Washington’s post-Korea grand strategy sought to counter Communist threats wherever they may appear, as alliance commitments seemed interdependent and relied upon American credibility for their viability. When the South Vietnamese government was unable to resist Communist pressure, despite years of American aid, U.S. military involvement in Indochina escalated, until finally Johnson sent ground troops in the summer of 1965. That deployment, and the many that followed, broke the back of the unlimited approach to containment that prevailed prior to the Vietnam War. The war demonstrated that the United States was ill-prepared militarily to fight insurgencies on the Cold War periphery, a shortcoming reinforced by the American public’s unwillingness to bear the extraordinarily high costs once the Communists won a crucial psychological victory in the Tet Offensive in early 1968. This realization—about the limits of the United States’ own cost tolerance, not only in Indochina but also anywhere it may be called upon to reverse Communist gains—had profound and far-reaching effects on the United States’ view of its role in the world. Concurrently, the lack of overt intervention by the Soviet Union and China despite American escalation in Vietnam, as well as the marked fractures in the international Communist movement highlighted by the war, seemed to indicate a lesser international threat than previously appreciated. The result was a grand strategic retrenchment, as the United States grew wary of using military force abroad, defense budgets decreased as a consequence, and Washington embraced a conjoining preference for diplomatic means of realizing more modest foreign policy objectives overseas.

Despite brief military interventions in Lebanon and Grenada, as well as a small deployment to oust Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega, a general reluctance toward the use of force characterized the years following America’s withdrawal from Vietnam. The persistent Soviet threat in Europe, however, encouraged military-technological innovation intended to help North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) forces prevail if war broke out on the continent. Yet as the fruits of this “offset strategy” materialized, the Soviet threat was suddenly and spectacularly diminishing. Coming at the twilight of the Cold War, Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait provided the United States with an opportunity to build a broad international coalition, including the Soviet Union, in support of its bid to roll back Iraqi aggression and set a precedent for the emerging “new world order.” The Gulf War that followed revealed the United States as the globe’s sole superpower, emboldened by military capabilities that far outmatched any realistic threats, as well as political support at home and abroad for assertive American leadership. The Gulf War thus set the course for the United States’ grand strategy in the unipolar moment: by sounding the Cold War’s death knell with breathtaking U.S.-Soviet cooperation, the war revealed a newly permissive international environment—one where threats like Saddam Hussein’s Iraq remained, but the United States was positioned to confront them directly using military force. The Gulf War revealed that, by maintaining significant relative military power—albeit reduced in absolute terms from Cold War peaks—the United States could pursue an ambitious set of foreign policy objectives. It could set and enforce international rules of the road—rules that sought to make the world friendlier to American values and interests by forestalling the rise of peer competitors, deterring regional powers from aggression and weapons of mass destruction (WMD) proliferation, and locking in U.S. military advantages.

Although these three conflicts each had a different outcome—the Korean War ended in stalemate, the Vietnam War was a loss, and the Iraq War was a big win—all three overturned core premises of the grand strategies that motivated American intervention in the first place. While common sense might suggest that disappointing outcomes, whether defeat or stalemate, produce more restrained grand strategies while victory yields more aggressive postures, this book’s findings suggest a different story. Though the Korean War ended in stalemate and the Persian Gulf War ended in a big win, both confounded the prewar expectations of policymakers and pushed American grand strategy in a more ambitious and aggressive direction. Rather than ultimate outcome, the unexpectedness of battlefield results appears to be more determinative of subsequent grand strategic adjustment—a proposition that should be more strenuously tested by future research.

Whereas scholars and pundits frequently focus on the United States’ resistance to grand strategic change, these pages paint a picture of a lumbering superpower nevertheless capable of responsive—if not proactive—strategic adjustment. Far from impervious to dynamism, Washington’s conception of threats, opportunities, and power has adapted in response to wartime feedback. Yet Washington has not adjusted its grand strategy in response to every military intervention it has conducted. Most sizable uses of military force reveal some new data about U.S. military capabilities—but this information does not always implicate core grand strategic assumptions about the utility of American military power. Similarly, all wars unmask adversary capabilities and intentions, but when it is largely consistent with prewar assumptions, this new information is unlikely to recast threat assessments. Humanitarian interventions—of the kind the United States repeatedly undertook in the post–Cold War era—are less likely to transform grand strategy because the adversaries they confront primarily endanger their own people, rather than core American interests.

The portrait of American power and foreign threats revealed by the 2011 Libya intervention, for example, was substantially similar to the one assumed by the Obama administration policymakers who designed it. Having carefully scoped the United States’ military involvement, the war itself—a civilian protection mission that lasted seven months, entailed more than 26,000 sorties conducting airstrikes on approximately 6,000 targets, and included military forces from 19 countries—seemed an “immaculate intervention.”2 Then-U.S. ambassador to NATO Ivo Daalder and then-supreme allied commander-Europe James Stavridis called it a “model” of alliance burden sharing.3 By “leading from behind,” the United States was able to achieve its battlefield aims at fairly low cost: allies conducted 90 percent of the airstrikes, the campaign cost about $1 billion, and no coalition personnel died in combat.4 After the death of Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi, President Obama concluded: “Without putting a single U.S. service member on the ground, we achieved our objectives.”5 Since the intervention toppled Qaddafi, new information about his regime’s capabilities and intentions had limited relevance to forward-looking local, regional, and global threat assessments. Ultimately, American grand strategy—already premised on the need to disentangle from the Middle East and exercise restraint in the use of military force—changed little, even as an initially favorable outcome in Libya descended into a situation Obama called a “shit show” and came to regard as the greatest mistake of his presidency.6

When they do occur, intervention-induced strategic inflection points are of major substantive significance, not only in explaining the trajectory of American foreign relations but also in explaining the trajectory of world politics. As Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau famously said of his nation’s southern neighbor: “Living next to you is in some ways like sleeping with an elephant. . . . One is affected by every twitch and grunt.” As a hegemonic power from World War II onward, even small changes in the patterns of American foreign policy—such as the focus on one threat rather than another, or an increased willingness to use military force—can assume elephantine proportions for small states and major powers alike. Moreover, as the state that has conducted the most post-1945 military interventions, there is a particular analytical premium on understanding how and why the United States adjusts its grand strategy in response to those wars. Even so, there is good reason to expect the informational theory of strategic adjustment could explain grand strategic change in other states. Military interventions are not the exclusive province of the United States: although Washington led the coalitions in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq, many other allied and partner nations also participated. Apart from these conflicts, states including Russia, China, France, Israel, and Saudi Arabia all used military force to advance their foreign policy objectives beyond their own borders in the post–World War II era. Like the United States, each of these states operates within a competitive international environment and faces systemic pressures to adapt their grand strategies in response to new information. As a major power throughout this period, Russia is illustrative: scholarship by Andrew Bennet shows how Moscow’s grand strategy evolved as its leaders learned from military interventions in Angola, Afghanistan, and Chechnya.7 Despite the likelihood of generalizability, certain strategic updating mechanisms might be more pronounced in the United States: domestic cost tolerance likely places a stronger constraint on military power in democratic regimes, though autocrats are not immune to punishment by elites or publics;8 democracies may be more adept at assimilating new information than other regime types;9 states without enduring peacetime alliances may not glean as much data about their diplomatic assets from warfighting;10 and, given the uniquely global nature of its post–World War II grand strategy, Washington’s extrapolation from battlefield experience may be farther-reaching than other states.11

Such adjustments have an important salutary dimension. As chapter 1 argued, international relations are beset by pervasive uncertainty about the distribution of capabilities and resolve among states. When crafting its grand strategy, the United States, like all states, must cope with imperfect information about the power and interests of adversaries and allies; it also faces informational gaps when assessing its own ability to translate national power into desired political and military outcomes during wartime. Precisely because they are so costly in blood and treasure, wars provide critical opportunities to update the assessments of military capabilities, intentions, and resolve that undergird grand strategy. When new information seems to illuminate the character of its security environment, American grand strategy adjusts accordingly.

While this logic explains the United States’ broad strategic trajectory since World War II, it raises a normative question: why haven’t these adjustments resulted in greater strategic success? The disjuncture between the elegant rationalism of the informational theory of strategic adjustment and the demonstrably poor record of American post–World War II military interventions is undoubtedly puzzling. This paltry scorecard is not lost on the policy community. As former secretary of defense Robert Gates lamented: “When it comes to predicting the nature and location of our next military engagements, since Vietnam, our record has been perfect. We have never once gotten it right.”12 The shortcoming is not only one of prediction. Recent American history hardly suggests a well-honed military instrument deployed in support of shrewd statecraft; instead, Washington’s record is one of middling political results despite significant military overmatch.

The answer lies not in a caveat to the argument presented throughout this book, but in the extension of it. Grand strategy, like all decision-making, is limited by available knowledge and the ability to process it—a set of constraints economists call “bounded rationality.”13 Although military interventions generate strategically valuable information, it may nevertheless be incomplete. There is an ineluctable contingency to the information revealed through warfighting, as the strategic interaction of multiple combatants’ political and military decision-making results in a particular sequence of battlefield events, with other paths and permutations left unrealized. The course of a military intervention may produce incomplete information flows, precipitating uneven updating across different strategic assumptions. As the United States reassessed global threats, the Soviet Union’s decision to limit its covert participation in both the Korean and Vietnam Wars restricted the information revealed about its military effectiveness; Beijing’s decision to intervene in Korea resulted in far greater information about Chinese power and interests than would have resulted if their troops had not crossed the Yalu; and Washington’s decision to quickly end the ground war against Iraq limited its ability to probe Baghdad’s cost tolerance. Disparate information streams may also hinder self-assessment, as prosecuting a counterinsurgency campaign may provide limited insight into a state’s military effectiveness in conventional battle and vice versa; effectiveness in discrete domains, like air warfare, may not translate into ground, naval, or cyber operations; and flagging political support for a military intervention on the strategic periphery may indicate little about cost tolerance in more central theaters.

Extrapolation magnifies the effects of these uneven information flows. Systemic uncertainty incentivizes states to broadly extrapolate available information through two stages of updating: first, revisions to assessments immediately tested on the battlefield, and second, revisions to related strategic assessments. The result is generalization, rather than isolation, of knowledge gaps and limitations. Moreover, under conditions of bounded rationality, new information may be extrapolated to seemingly related but meaningfully distinct strategic assessments. This logic explains why a basically rational and Bayesian updating process can nevertheless result in strategic adjustments that produce suboptimal foreign policy outcomes. If rational learning entails updating prior assumptions on the basis of new information, it does not follow that revised assumptions are necessarily correct in some objective sense, or reflective of perfect information. Strategists and policymakers may therefore attempt the best decisions given their prior beliefs and available information but nevertheless err; they may also make high-quality decisions that founder due to external circumstances or implementation failures.

This book’s argument also explains why American grand strategy often appears biased toward the apparent lessons of its last war—that is, why the United States is apt not only to “fight the last war” but also to strategize for it. If warfare provides uniquely rich and rare information that forces strategic reassessments, it follows that strategy making during peacetime suffers from the paucity of these insights. War illuminates the relative power endowments of the United States and its rivals; peace returns states to relative obscurity. Even as the dynamism of international politics virtually ensures that information gleaned during war is a wasting asset, peacetime ambiguity—particularly with regard to vital data about military power and cost tolerance, both a state’s own and that of its adversaries—enhances the likelihood that wartime assessments will shape grand strategy for longer than they should. Just as the United States faces well-documented barriers to interwar military innovation, so too can its grand strategic assumptions grow stale and outdated when insulated from the crucible of violent conflict.

These very dilemmas have figured prominently in the United States’ post–Cold War grand strategy. As chapter 4 demonstrates, the Persian Gulf War reoriented American strategy along two dimensions. First, it massively increased Iraq’s salience in American threat assessments; the Iraq example was also extrapolated to refocus American grand strategy regionally on the Middle East and functionally on the threat of WMD proliferation. By mid-1992, the Bush administration had established two open-ended no-fly zones over Iraqi territory, one in the north and another in the south—an enforcement mission that required persistent U.S. forces in the region, including ongoing aircraft carrier deployments.14

After Bush lost the 1992 election to Bill Clinton, the new administration came into office promising “fundamental continuity between the policy of a Clinton Administration and the policy of the Bush Administration on Iraq.”15 Under Clinton, concern about Iraq, threats emanating from the Middle East, and nuclear proliferation bled into its Iran policy, manifesting in the “dual containment” strategy. This strategy linked Iran to the Iraqi Gulf War experience in myriad ways: it was animated by a desire to “prevent Iran from becoming in five years time what Iraq was five years ago”;16 it aimed to prevent Iranian nuclear acquisition; and it sought to forestall any possibility of reconciliation between Baghdad and Tehran.17 Although Iran policy remained somewhat conciliatory, the Clinton administration’s stance on Iraq hardened over time, particularly as Baghdad repeatedly violated the sanctions regime imposed in the wake of the Gulf War, eventually becoming—in the words of senior State Department official Martin Indyk—“containment plus regime change.”18

George W. Bush would of course adopt the mantel of regime change, carrying it to its logical conclusion with the Iraq War in 2003. After more than a decade of apparent and actual Iraqi incursions upon the redlines established by Washington in the wake of the Persian Gulf War—infractions supercharged by suspicion of an Iraqi connection to the 9/11 attacks and inflated estimates of WMD program progress—removal of Saddam Hussein became a policy imperative for the second Bush administration. The ensuing war dispensed rapidly with Hussein’s regime but devolved into a prolonged counterinsurgency fight for which the United States was ill-prepared.

The quagmire of the 2003 Iraq War vividly illustrates a second distortion of the Persian Gulf War—despite seeming to herald a new era of conflict, the Gulf War elevated a type of warfare that has not recurred since. A conventional war fought between state adversaries, the Gulf War began with a six-week air campaign to prepare the battlefield for a ground assault that culminated in a series of tank battles and ultimately Washington’s precipitous decision to end the war. Yet, in the ensuing years, the United States confronted adversaries that differed vastly from Iraq in 1991. Military interventions in Somalia, Haiti, the Balkans, Afghanistan, the 2003 return to Iraq, and Libya were not conventional battles to reverse territorial aggression so much as attempts to change the domestic behavior of states embroiled in internecine civil warfare or engaged in illicit activities like terrorist harboring. Whereas the 1990s interventions took the form of peacemaking and peace enforcement missions, the post-9/11 era saw attempts at regime change morph into prolonged counterinsurgency campaigns while counterterrorism operations grew increasingly targeted and lethal. Despite technological advantages far greater than those enjoyed in the Persian Gulf War, the fundamentally political nature of these interventions’ objectives rendered the seemingly revolutionary military capabilities previewed in Iraq enduringly impressive yet also persistently indecisive.

How are policymakers to navigate this paradox? On the one hand, it would be patently irresponsible to ignore information conveyed through warfare and decline to exploit it to gain traction in an uncertain world; on the other hand, strategic adjustments on the basis of precisely this type of information have so often been precursors to misadventure. The answer may lie not only in the bounded nature of rationality but also in the limits of grand strategy. Grand strategy is useful because it provides an intellectual superstructure for policymaking; amidst uncertainty, it grounds decisions in stable assumptions that help enhance consistency and enforce prioritization in the designation of objectives and allocation of resources. But while this strategic scaffolding guides policy choices, it does not dictate them, and even sound strategies produce misguided decisions and undesirable outcomes.19 There is therefore no substitute for rigorous interrogation of the merits of any prospective foreign policy, especially the use of military force. Lessons of the past may be helpful in informing these choices but cannot replace contextually specific judgments, particularly about political and military feasibility, alignment with broader strategic objectives, and the acceptability of likely costs.

Charting the future course of American grand strategy will require precisely this sensitivity. With the end of the U.S.-led intervention in Afghanistan—America’s longest-ever war—the contours of an ongoing grand strategic adjustment are coming into focus. After nearly two decades of combat, politicians, pundits, and citizens have abandoned the enthusiasm for intervention that characterized the 1990s and early 2000s. Military force no longer seems a panacea for problems like ethnic strife, terrorism, and nuclear proliferation, nor is it a tool with which the United States can remake the world in its own image, whether via regime change or human rights policing. With the threat of terrorism appearing to recede substantially, so too has the strategic prioritization of the Middle East. The experience of nearly two decades of endless war has pushed the United States in a direction that is less costly and less ambitious.

This ongoing postwar adjustment is particularly consequential because it is unfolding in parallel with a systemic transformation. The unipolar moment heralded by the Persian Gulf War lasted longer than many expected but is now reaching its end. With China’s rapid and continued ascent, the international system is becoming increasingly bipolar, albeit still in a lopsided power distribution that favors the United States. The United States can no longer claim the freedom of action—and margin of error—afforded by uncontested primacy, nor is it feasible to pursue a grand strategy that seeks to recapture it. Yet Washington remains tremendously capable, with ample opportunity to advantageously shape the contours of international order in the 21st century, and need not cede the world stage—or even the Asian region—to Beijing.20

If it is to remain a Pacific power, the United States will need to confront a central challenge of China’s rise and, in particular, its spectacular military growth and modernization: the complications it poses for military interventions on behalf of America’s Asian allies and partners. Any U.S.-China military confrontation would bear little resemblance to the post–Cold War interventions to which the United States has grown accustomed.21 Whereas the post–Cold War world was permissive precisely because the United States could intervene without concern about triggering a major war, any U.S.-China contingency would introduce catastrophic escalation risks given both nations’ nuclear arsenals and the economic stakes entailed. Unlike recent interventions where the United States enjoyed vast power asymmetries with its adversaries, conflict with China would require the U.S. military to fight against a near-peer force. And while the security threats that prompted interventions in locales ranging from Somalia and the Balkans to Iraq and Afghanistan spanned a spectrum of gravity, any military confrontation with China would likely engage the United States’ most vital national interests.

Washington therefore faces the dual demands of adapting its grand strategy to meet the challenge of a great power rival at the same time as it assimilates the experience of relentless post-9/11 warfighting. To be sure, there is some tension between a postwar pull toward retrenchment alongside an impetus toward more assertive international engagement amidst heightened U.S.-China competition. But these imperatives may actually be more consonant than they initially appear. Both push the United States to deprioritize threats emanating from the Middle East and nonstate terrorist groups, with attendant rebalancing of the United States’ global force posture and alliances away from that region. Both encourage a reduced emphasis on the use of military force except for deterrence, with an approach to international order that relies on military intervention for enforcement only as a tool of last resort. And both imply a concomitant elevation of nonmilitary instruments of power, with economic statecraft and diplomacy occupying an increasingly central role in American grand strategy.

Of course, as the United States attempts to meet challenging international conditions and learn from disappointing battlefield results, myriad factors may derail the enactment of these new grand strategic assumptions. Poor decisions may hinder implementation, accidents may trigger cascades of unpredictable events, and global crises—including the COVID pandemic and its aftershocks—may distort the allocation of attention and resources. But if Washington strikes the right balance, the United States’ strategic malleability at this critical 21st-century juncture will redound to its long-term advantage.
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