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U.S. strategymakers are al-
lowing short-term concerns
over constrained resources to
shape U.S. national security
strategy. A capabilities-based
strategy is shortsighted and
runs counter to traditional
definitions of strategy. Basing
national security strategy on
military capabilities creates
rifts with allies; encourages
reliance on anticipated but
unfielded technology; leads
to technological incompati-
bility with coalition partners;
and most unsettling, departs
from traditional U.S. strate-
gic policies, values, goals, and
interests.

THE U.S. ARMY Command and General Staff College’s annual
Grierson Award competition honors the Master Strategist of each

school year. To be considered for the 2002 award, candidates wrote pa-
pers addressing the following questions: “In contrast to the current NSS/
NMS [National Security Strategy/National Military Strategy], how does
a transformed capabilities-based force structure impact the development
of a new National Military Strategy, and what would that then modify in
the U.S. National Security Strategy/National Policy? What are the risks
or advantages inherent to these changes?”

The essay question called for a discussion of the following:
l A shift from a threat-based force-structuring paradigm to a capa-

bilities-based force-structuring paradigm.
l The effect of such a shift on the development of a new NMS.
l The changes or modifications that might result in the next NSS and

national policy in general.
l The risks or advantages inherent in such changes.
The wording of the question belied a larger, systemic problem in what

decisionmakers, defense planners, military strategists, and even instruc-
tors of strategic art and science conceive strategy and strategic plan-
ning to be. A means-determines-the-ends proposition embedded in the
question misinterprets the long-established, theoretical definitions of strat-
egy and the strategic planning process.

To me, the essay question introduced a second question that subsumed
the first: “Has the United States abandoned the broader, traditional no-
tion of strategy and the strategic security planning process out of short-

42 January-February  2003 l MILITARY REVIEW



43MILITARY REVIEW l January-February  2003

U.S. national
security policy (values, goals,
interests) tends to determine
economic-technological fac-
tors that affect the NMS. . . .
In other words, the size and
shape of the military force the
country is willing to resource
tends to determine national
policy, not the goals, values,
and responsibilities of a
global hegemonic state.

term, domestic concerns over scarce resources and/or shortsighted assess-
ments of the threat environment facing the country?” That is, “Has the
United States allowed capabilities (resources available) and technologi-
cal innovation to drive the national security policy formulation process?”

I propose that, in fact, U.S. national security policy (values, goals, in-
terests) tends to determine economic-technological factors that affect
the NMS. Assessment of threat in the strategic environment at any given
time, during any given administration, is derived from a vantage point of
political-public will and material resources the polity is willing to expend,
not from an unconstrained blue-sky analysis. In other words, the size
and shape of the military force the country is willing to resource tends
to determine national policy, not the goals, values, and responsibilities of
a global hegemonic state.

This sort of NMS-led strategic and force-planning process is contrary
to a better understanding of what strategy and force planning is and
should be. By following a wrongheaded process out of near-term do-
mestic necessities, U.S. defense planners–even strategists–have forgotten
what strategy really is. The two-major theater war (MTW) and today’s
capabilities-based paradigm are examples of how not to develop NSS
and the military forces needed to implement that strategy.

The essay question inspired the following propositions:
l That a capabilities-based approach to force planning will lead to a

strategy-resources gap and a mismatch between capabilities and national
policy intentions similar to its predecessor, the two-MTW construct.

l That such a paradigm wrongly privileges military strategy over se-
curity strategy, allowing capabilities and available resources to determine
and define policy and strategy.

l That while there are advantages to be gained by politicians and
decisionmakers from the strategic ambiguity on which a capabilities-based
model centers, the tasks that strategists and the military face in formu-
lating and implementing a coherent, effective national security policy and
strategic posture that is more commensurate with the goals and respon-
sibilities of a global power, such as the United States, will be all the more
difficult to achieve.

I believe a comprehensive, policy-based, force-structuring paradigm,
which incorporates the advantages of threat- and capabilities-based ap-
proaches and which models, shapes, and sizes military forces (as well
as other instruments of power) in light of national values, goals, inter-
ests, and obligations, is a paradigm most befitting a global hegemonic
power such as the United States.

The book Strategy and Force Planning says, “Making the best
strategic and force choices in a free society is a difficult and lengthy
process. The strategist and force planner must consider numerous in-
ternational and domestic factors, including political, economic and mili-
tary influences. [B]ecause planning involves preparing for the future,
there is considerable uncertainty and much room for disagreement
about preferred strategy and how forces should be structured,
organized, and equipped. [E]qually valid arguments are often
made for widely different choices, each depending on the objectives sought
and the assumptions made about threats, challenges, opportunities,
technological advances, and future political and economic condi-
tions. This tendency is exacerbated by various advocates who focus
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[The new paradigm] denies
that most U.S. national interests

are global and that preserving
America’s global leadership is

a vital national interest. . . .
The Bush administration’s

failure might be in how the
same national policy is nar-

rowly defined in truly national
or “America first” terms,

leaving that impression with
allies and adversaries alike—

an impression reinforced in
the types of capabilities the

strategy prescribes. . . .

on the single factor most important to them, such as the threat
or budget, without a balanced attempt to explore the full dimensions of
the problems” [emphasis in original].1

There will never be enough resources to satisfy the Nation’s wants.
Thus, decisionmakers must make strategic choices, establish require-
ments, set priorities, make decisions, and allocate scarce resources to
the most critical needs. However, such decisions should not be made
based on any one factor. That sort of flawed approach negates the true
definition of strategic choice and sets conditions for narrow strategic and
policy determinism.

The approach the United States has taken during at least the two or
three most recent rounds of security and military strategy development
has centered on how the means might modify the ends.2 This is the wrong
way to think of strategy. Such an approach is indicative of a flawed stra-
tegic planning process, one that tends to privilege short-term concerns
and considerations such as fiscal constraints and technological issues over
longer term (seminal) issues of national interests, values, purposes, and
responsibilities. This latter set of considerations is in line with the more
traditional (and more correct) understanding of strategy itself.3

There are numerous problems inherent in the threat-based (two-MTW)
strategic force planning approach of the past and the transformed ca-
pabilities-based approach introduced in the 2002 Quadrennial Defense
Review (QDR).4 The most significant of these problems (impacts)
follow:

l Both paradigms are or were overdeterministic, having been con-
ceived from focusing on single factors deemed most critical at the time.

l Both paradigms fail or failed to adequately and comprehensively
consider all factors affecting national security policy and the security and
military strategies that should derive from that set of values, interests,
and responsibilities.

l Both approaches to the force sizing/shaping question address im-
mediate crises (in their own right) and short-term realities of the day.
Consequently, both result in a means-available-driven process (an NMS-
led process) that is overly deterministic of the threat environment; of
relationships with allies, friends, and potential foes in the international en-
vironment; and U.S. national policy (purpose, goals, roles, and missions)
in general.

Figure 1 summarizes the differences between what are commonly
regarded as the two popular methodologies available for force planning
(sizing/shaping).5 The two-MTW, threat-based construct of the 1990s
clearly outlived its utility as an effective force-shaping model, hav-
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The two-MTW force-
structuring approach focused
too much on fiscal constraints,
thereby truncating a more
realistic assessment of the
changing strategic (threat)
environment. The result was
the articulation of a broad,
comprehensive, do-everything
engagement policy, crippled
and de-legitimized by a record
of less-than-effective
interventions.

ing led to a hollow force incapable of meeting the broad policy goals
of former President Bill Clinton’s engagement strategy.

The capabilities-based paradigm that will guide U.S. strategy and force
planning into the 21st century, while not likely to become irrelevant be-
cause of rigid adherence to a particular threat, might eventually be con-
demned because a narrow-way national policy, purpose, and strategy
has been conceived and articulated in what might be appropriately termed
the “Bush deterrence strategy.”

Both Clinton’s and President George W. Bush’s approaches fail to
adhere to author John L. Gaddis’s concept of strategy.6 Each contrib-
utes to its own peculiar strategy-resource gap (see figure 2). In the late
1990s, the two-MTW force-structuring approach focused too much on
fiscal constraints, thereby truncating a more realistic assessment of the
changing strategic (threat) environment.7 The result was the articula-
tion of a broad, comprehensive, do-everything engagement policy, crippled
and de-legitimized by a record of less-than-effective interventions. America
was soon regarded as the reluctant hegemon that got involved in inter-
national crises with “too little, too late.”8 This reputation was largely the
result of a flawed strategic- and force-planning process that centered
too much on warding off domestic demands for force downsizing rather
than on national interests and global responsibilities and the resourcing
of a force to meet national policy.

The new paradigm might herald a strategy resource gap of its own—
this one defined more by its narrowly conceived strategy than by its re-
sources (resourcing). A capabilities-focused approach to strategic plan-
ning, an approach the Bush administration has championed since the 2000
campaign, could tend to build “all” (military strategy, security strategy,
national policy, and national interests) on the tenuous hopes of future
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technological innovations and the so-called revolution in military affairs
(RMA).9 The result could be the NMS (what America has the resources
and capabilities to do) defining the NSS or even national policy and
interests themselves (what America “is” and what it ought to do as
a global superpower). This is not strategy. This approach denies that
most U.S. national interests are global and that preserving America’s
global leadership is a vital national interest. Clinton’s engagement strat-
egy recognized these facts. However, his administration failed because
of its inability to derive the correct military strategy to meet that broad
set of policy goals and responsibilities and to properly resource that
strategy.

The Bush administration’s failure might be in how the same national
policy is narrowly defined in truly national or “America first” terms, leav-
ing that impression with allies and adversaries alike—an impression re-
inforced in the types of capabilities the strategy prescribes (leap-ahead;
strike; forced-entry; command, control, communications, computers, in-
telligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance; and so on).10

National Missile Defense (NMD) is a perfect example of—
l A U.S.-centric posture.
l A U.S. defense-oriented, force-development plan.
l How a purely capabilities-based force-shaping and sizing para-

digm can signal U.S. unilateralism.
l A distanced, adversarial approach to the international environment.
The response the Pentagon’s Joint Vision (JV)2020 received from

U.S. transatlantic allies evidences this potential: “America leads but

Understanding the evolution toward what has become
the two-MTW force-planning construct is important to un-
derstanding and appreciating the conditions from which the
approach was derived, how it was originally conceived, and
why it was eventually adopted as the force-sizing model
that would underlie the NSS/NMS during the mid-to-late
1990s. Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General Colin
Powell and former Secretary of Defense Les Aspin are at-
tributed with creating the Base Force during President
George H.W. Bush’s administration. Theirs was one of the
first efforts at demonstrating military responsiveness to
changes in strategic and budgetary environments.

The Base Force was considered a minimum force that
would still allow U.S. Armed Forces to meet mission require-
ments with acceptable risks. The Base Force’s original fo-
cus was on a capabilities-based approach to defense plan-
ning, driven largely by resource constraints.2 In the early
1990s, threats to the United States were still largely amor-
phous. The 1992 NMS reflected a capabilities-based, force-
planning approach that offered three conceptual conven-
tional force packages. Operation Desert Storm distracted
from a completion of this capabilities-based, analytical con-
struct yet at the same time gave a more relevant yardstick
with which to justify U.S. force structure and size.

In 1991-1992, Aspin, using U.S. experience in the Persian

Gulf as a backdrop, issued two national security papers that
attack capabilities-based force planning and argue that such
an approach led to the folly of determining in a vacuum
what needed to be done.3 According to Aspin, “It is criti-
cal to identify threats to U.S. interests that are sufficiently
important that Americans would consider the use of force
to secure them.”4 What immediately came about was us-
ing the “Iraqi equivalent” as the generic threat measure for
regional aggressors and the “Desert Storm equivalent” as
the most robust building block for U.S. Armed Forces. The
intent was to establish a “clear linkage between the force
structure and the sorts of threats the forces could be ex-
pected to deal with.”5

Aspin’s threat-driven methodology was seen as being
flexible enough to include aspects of a typical capabilities-
based approach, with the building blocks for the method-
ology (basically, the Base Force) being generic capabilities.
By 1992, Powell was touting the Base Force as a combined
threat-based and capabilities-based methodology. Also in
1992, Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney reported: “The abil-
ity to respond to regional and local crises is a key element
of our new strategy.”6

The 1992 NMS was geared toward fighting and deter-
ring regional rather than global wars. At this stage, the Base
Force was still centered on no more than a possible two-
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no one is able (or desires) to follow.”11 This is a backlash to what is
perceived as U.S. unilateralism.

Revisiting Traditional Strategy and Concepts
Figure 3 shows the strategy and force planning framework that the

U.S. Naval War College (NWC) prescribes. The NWC presents a sys-
tems approach to strategy and force planning.12 A systems approach
sees the policy process (any policy process) as an interaction of internal
processes (point 1) and external influences (considerations) (point 2).
Internal factors of the process must be identified and delineated from
what is an external consideration affecting the process as an input but
in no way defining the process itself.

Where the Clinton strategy focused on resource constraints, the Bush
strategy focuses on, or appears to focus on, technology. The inherent
risks are a potential failure to maintain a heavy force to contend with a
possible conventional, MTW threat (more possible now than ever), and
the potential for leaving friend and foe behind in technological innova-
tion (the JV2010 and JV2020 dilemma)—a tendency to privilege go-it-
alone strategies (unilateralism) at the expense of commitments to allies,
foreign partners, and international organizations.13 The risks could be in
a turning away from America’s national character (the values and prin-
ciples that define the Nation) and its obligations to the international com-
munity as the self-elected (and consensus-based) global hegemony.

Where the two-MTW construct focused far too much on the fiscal
bottom line, the fact that it was conceived of and formulated in a time
of crisis and unconstrained resourcing and public support might flaw this

MRC scenario set, still flexible enough to adequately meet
all regional threat possibilities. The 1991-1992 Joint
Warfighting Net Assessments (JMNAs) focused on
warfighting analyses for an MRC-East, an MRC-Southwest
Asia, and an MRC-Korea. The principal focus of these
planning exercises was “regional crisis response, including
the capability to respond to multiple concurrent major re-
gional contingencies.”7 However, according to Powell’s
autobiographical recollections, the 1992 NMS focused more
on a two-MTW threat: “The Base Force strategy called for
Armed Forces capable of fighting two major regional con-
flicts ‘nearly simultaneously.’”8

The Clinton administrations’ October 1993 Bottom Up
Review followed the combined threat-based, capabilities-
based methodology.9 However, the ultimate force-sizing cri-
terion became the ability to maintain sufficient forces to be
able to win two nearly simultaneous MRCs. The chief dif-
ference in this new defense policy was in the policy’s call
for a smaller conventional force posture (10 to 15 percent
smaller than the Base Force).10

The story goes farther, chronicling the evolution from a
2-MRC combined threat, capabilities-driven force-structur-
ing model to the static two-MTW, threat-based, force-siz-
ing construct. The difference is critical, a necessary and
sufficient condition for understanding where the two-MTW
approach leads to failure and to why and how the new ca-
pabilities-based approach might fail on similar grounds for
similar reasons.

As originally conceived (a combined threat and a capa-
bilities-focused approach), the Base Force idea provided
the appropriate force-structuring paradigm that could
further the formulation and implementation of a rational,
comprehensive NSS and national policy appropriate for
a global power of America’s size and stature. As the ap-
proach degraded and transformed into a purely threat-
focused model—largely to accommodate domestic con-
cerns with defense dollars and interests in a smaller
force—the NSS and the national policy became hostage
to a narrow interest in force size (a domestic, defense plan-
ning concern that largely ignored the strategic security in-
terests behind the process).
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new paradigm. The attacks on America on 11 Sep-
tember 2001 profoundly affected the QDR process.
The crisis opened congressional coffers, and right-
fully so. A $40 billion boost to national defense is
significant even in Pentagon terms.14

Caution is called for, however, when consider-
ing that while the crisis presented an opportunity
to blue-sky force options, that is, to consider capa-
bilities needed without significant consideration of
resource constraints, no such blue-sky approach has
occurred with regard to national policy, interests,
and strategy in general. That process is even more
constrained than before, as the United States seems
to be adopting a defensive, adversarial, and some
might say even paranoid, strategic posture.

There is little to no significant difference in forces
required for a near-simultaneous win over two-
MTWs and a win-hold-win approach to the MTW
dilemma coupled with an ability to deal with mul-
tiple, smaller scale contingencies.15 An analysis of
1997-1998 and 2002 strategies and force-planning
frameworks reveals the following:

l There is no significant difference in the ar-
ray and types of threats assessed in the latest stra-
tegic assessments informing both series of strat-
egy reviews (1997-1998 and 2002).

l There is no significant difference in the type
of capabilities prescribed as needed to meet the
new threats of the new security environment.

l There are differences in the paradigms (stra-
tegic reviews) found in the prioritization of objectives and interests. (De-
fense of the homeland is now explicitly the top priority; under Clinton it
was number 3 or 4 on the list.)

l A difference was found in the manner of U.S. interaction in the
international environment. Under Clinton, a proactive presence, enhanced
and buttressed by allied support, defined the strategic posture. Under
Bush, creation and preservation of a force capability that allows for a
more reactive, defensive, and (if needed) unilateral posture is the modus
operendi.

The NMS is what U.S. allies, foreign friends, and potential adversar-
ies see and witness in terms of U.S. policy, interests, values, goals, wants,
and desires. Official policy might say one thing, but what the United States
does is what really matters. In Presidential Power and the Modern
Presidents: The Politics of Leadership from Roosevelt to Reagan,
Richard Neustadt says, “Policy is the art of the possible.”16 And more
often than not, what becomes possible is what is enforceable through
the use of the military instrument of power. Therefore, how the military
is shaped, sized, and implemented becomes the de facto U.S. national
security policy. That the NMS reflects the Nation’s true and full char-
acter and its long-term and lasting interests is vital.

In its technology-based approach to U.S. defense and security, the
capabilities-based construct could have a damning effect on the Bush
administration’s NSS by distancing allies and potential friends in the in-
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ternational community. This could justify the complaints of potential ad-
versaries of the imperialistic, self-interested character of U.S. hegemony.
The RMA and its leap-ahead technological baseline is not a substitute
for a comprehensive security strategy.17

The RMA, capabilities-driven approach revealed in the 2002 QDR might
create an enormous interoperability gap—a strategic deficit—between
U.S. forces and those of allied nations. Many of the technological won-
ders this new paradigm bases its hopes on have not yet even reached
the research and development stage. Those already in the acquisition
process will not be fielded for at least another 7 years.18 Some might
not be available until 2020.19

The current crisis and the open checkbook lead many to conclude that
the United States can, in fact, eat its cake and have it too, that it can
recapitalize legacy forces and simultaneously resource a leap-ahead to
new technologies and capabilities. Caution is in order. Eventually and
inevitably, the United States could find itself with plenty of cake, but it
might be dining alone. MR
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The inherent risks [of a
 predominant focus on techno-
logy] are a potential failure to
maintain a heavy force to
contend with a possible con-
ventional, MTW threat, and
the potential for leaving friend
and foe behind in technolo-
gical innovation (the JV2010
and JV2020 dilemma)—a
tendency to privilege go-it-
alone strategies at the expense
of commitments to allies,
foreign partners, and inter-
national organizations.


