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The U.S. strategic intentions and national security strategy
During the Cold War, the U.S. strategy's objective was clear. It was the Soviet Union. And now, the Americans are wrestling about this subject. Now the question we need to ask is which problem are we going to pay the most attention to? Mostly the Post Cold War period for us has been that we have said one thing and done another. Now that has not been our fault, it is just that things have happened that were not anticipated at the time the strategy was written. 

Let me give you two snapshots. Consider an article that Condoleezza Rice wrote for then governor-candidate George W. Bush in the year 2000. It is very interesting to go back. This was the time Rice left her job at Stanford to go to Texas and essentially school the president-to-be in Foreign Affairs. He was not very good in it and she was his tutor. She wrote up a strategy that was George Bush’s going in strategy. Now I think it is interesting to go ahead and compare. Please note this was published in the journal Foreign Affairs. It states: strategy is about priorities. The priority was the national interest of the U.S. Not saving the world. She wrote that the Clinton administration did too much. National interests were the strategy. So at that time there was nothing about spreading democracy or anything of that sort. It was just the opposite. She says that the key American strategy was to recognize that the world was a matter of power politics; the balance of power among the great powers. It was all about the great powers, nothing about non-state actors, terrorism, failed states, only great powers. What was the biggest problem at that time? China. China was not a strategic partner (as the Clinton administration had said), rather it was a strategic competitor. As to failed states she said the U.S. is not the world's 911 and the U.S. does not do nation-building. You may be smiling because nothing of this has actually come true. 

Six years later, the President in his inaugural speech, said that American strategy is about American national interests. He has annunciated the fear
 of reading democracy. No one would say that the heart of the threats to American national security today is in the great powers. It seems (much on the contrary) to be the lesser powers. Obviously, after 9/11 terrorism has occupied center stage on the American strategy, and we are nation building. Like it or not, we don’t like it, but we are doing it. We do not have an alternative, in Afghanistan and Iraq.   

As to China, you will all remember the visit by President Xian Xemin to Crawford, Texas shortly after 9/11, in which President Bush said to Xian Xemin, essentially, we do not have time to make you an enemy. Now we now have a real enemy, this guy with a beard, Bin Laden, and we are going to make peace, for now. No more strategic competitors, now. With respect to Russia, the other great power that was supposed to be a great problem in Condoleezza Rice speech, you all know what happened also in Crawford, Texas, when President Bush looked into Vladimir Putin's sole. I always say that was the most successful KGB recruiting in history (laugh).  So after 9/11, great powers were put off on the back-shelf in terms of our strategy to focus on these other things.             

Another snapshot. Let’s go back 10 years before that to the first effort by President Bill Clinton. What did he say about strategy? He came in and started with something called Bottom-up Review. There were many jokes about it… it was the same question, namely the Cold War is over, what now?At that time, at the Department of Defense we were in the embarrassing situation where we were still asking for essentially the same amount of money we had during the Cold War but we didn’t have the Cold War. The people in Congress and around the country were asking: what are you guys doing over there? We needed to come up with an answer. The answer was provided by the then Secretary of State Les Aspin (who was fired at the end of that year). He said the US strategy had four priorities. The first one is the weapons of mass destruction (WMD). What he meant at that time was the problem of the collapse of the Soviet Union. The first ever collapse of a nuclear super power. The fear that many people had was that in that turmoil somehow the WMD would get swept up in that. 
His second priority was what he called “regional aggression”, which really meant North Korea and Iraq. He propounded a theory that stuck with U.S. strategy throughout the next decade: The Two Major Theater Wars Strategy. It said that we had to have a capacity to fight and win two major theater wars (read defense of South Korea against North Korea and something with Iraq) simultaneously. If we then as analysts took that criterion and asked, what does the US need in terms of forces to fight two major theater wars simultaneously? The answer was a very substantial force structure (which was partly the objective) to sustain the force structure. This was criticized: well, two wars are ok but why at the same time? And the answer we gave was: well, if you only had enough forces, to defeat Kim Chen Ir, and he started a war, then at that very moment Saddam Hussein would see his opportunity. So it was strategically necessary to be able to fight two wars simultaneously. That was basically the criterion that justified our force structure throughout 1990s.                 
The third of Les Aspin's and Bill Clinton's dangers was 1993: the failure of democracy and reform in the former Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe. It is not a military threat, they said, but yet the biggest thing that could go wrong for the United States. By and large it has been a success story. I have spent so much time with Yeltsin remember being very concerned in 1993- 1997… as I am sure you all were as well. We did not know where this was going, how the things would end up in this part of the world. Fortunately, all this turned to be a huge success story. I do not say it is because of the success of the American strategy but still I think we contributed positively, but basically it was an evolution that turned out very well.
The last of Les Aspin's dangers in his 1993 strategy was the possible economic was with Japan. Japan was going to take over the world and we were going to become a colony of Japan. Yes, we were very concerned about that at the time (laugh). Shortly thereafter, Japan went into a 10-year long recession. We could not see that at the time. So that was the picture in 1993 when we go back and look at these and compare what people said, thought and what we ended up doing, you might ask yourself what’s the point of writing these things? 
We in the U.S. are fated (thanks to a Kennedy School Faculty member John White). How should be shot for this for he is a person who mandated that there be a Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) (laugh). Every four years, the DoD has to write this document from the Pentagon. It says what and why we are doing. The latest QDR was published about a year ago. You may ask yourself if these things are worth while or not. I will tell you what tends to happen in them.  First of all, you cannot say the same that was written four years ago. They have to be all wrong, and you are all right. That cannot be right because the world does not change so dramatically. So, instead the words change but the concepts stay the same. Those of you who read the current QDR (and I don’t recommend this, I find it completely incomprehensible). It is very abstract. I have spent a lot of my life in this field but even I cannot understand what is really going on. 

Yet we still issue these strategic documents. I guess they thought they have a purpose. In a democracy as we are, you cannot get public support for national defense unless you explain what you do. You cannot get public support to actually do anything to intervene or act unless you condition the public with the idea that you might have to do that. So we have to persuade our own people that e.g. we need to defend South Korea against North Korea. You have to do it year after year after year; people forget. You have to do it because you have to prepare. You have to invest. We do not get the money to invest for the future unless we explain why we are asking for the money. It is important to say what we have to say because you are speaking to your friends and your potential enemies around the world. To your friends, you are reminding them that they are friends. To your enemies, you are warning them that you have them in mind.
What is our strategy today? If you are not an American you might ask: What these guys are going to do next? You do see us pulled in many directions. There is a school of thought that says that the long war against terrorism is the highest priority strategic objective for the U.S. in terms of investments. Now, if you believe that, then you want to invest in non-traditional military instruments. That would be investment into Special Forces, law enforcement, intelligence, homeland security, some economic and political instruments of national power. If, on the other hand, you think that a future antagonistic China is going to be a big problem in 10-20 years from now, then you invest in advanced Naval and Air Forces. If you believe in a third possibility, that we are going to be doing 10 years from now something like we do in Iraq and Afghanistan now, then you invest in large, multi-capable Ground Forces. This is something the United States is doing right now; increasing both, the size of the Army and the Marine Corps as though we are going to be there forever (which does not look likely). If you are worried about WMD, then you invest in missile defense, in nuclear deterrence forces and other strategic strike forces. If believe in the two old MRCs still, then this time they are Iran and North Korea. Then you have to buy the usual, substantial size traditional force structure. Which one is right? Importantly, we cannot do only one of those; we have to do them all. So we do not have other choice than to have a portfolio approach to our strategy. 
What do most of people on Earth associate with the U.S. security strategy today? The first thing is preemption. President Bush made preemption a centerpiece of his strategy in the first term. What is preemption? The ‘gurus’ in this area distinguish between the ‘preventive war’ and ‘preemptive war’. Iraq was actually a ‘preventive war’. The difference is likened to two cowboys in a cowboy movie having a shootout. If he is reaching for his gun his gun and I reach for my gun first and shoot him that is preemption. However, if he just walking down the street with a gun in his holster and I say, “I know he is a bad guy” and I shoot him, that is preventive war. Both of the cases can be justified he could be a bad guy and if I did not shoot him today he’ll shoot me tomorrow. Preemption is about the timing. So Iraq was a preventive war, but as frequently happens in politics, people use the term that is not quite right. 

What is the future of preemption? I think that the Iraq war has discredited, unfortunately, in the minds of many Americans the whole idea of preemption. Now you will not hear a lot of talk from the U.S. President, strategists etc. about preemption in the future. That is said, I think that preventive action is with us for a long time because it is in the nature of today's world and its threats. You cannot let things develop to the point where they are too hard to take on. We allowed that with Bin Laden in Afghanistan, and we argue either we did also allowed that in Iraq with Saddam Hussein. I know many people may disagree with the Iraq example. Lawyers say bad cases make bad law. Nonetheless, I believe that preemption or preventive action is a necessity in a modern world. What is important is that it receives some sort of international acceptance. We can’t be out there acting preventively according to our own minds. That would be a world chaos. It is important that there be some rules and understanding about what has been done. I think that is a part of the strategic future.

Another worry that comes out of the current Administration is democracy promotion. This idea has also been discredited in the eyes of the American people. They don’t’ seem to be buying it anymore. It may have been discredited by our own incompetence, but I also believe that going to be a lasting thing in American strategy. This is an important part of what Americans think they are and there will always be a strain of our international behavior being formed by our values. So my prediction is that the democracy promotion will only be strengthened in the American strategy. 

How about nation-building? The American public has also ‘had it’ with nation building. So, that has also lost public support also, but I do not think that it is going anywhere either. It think it will remain a part of the international scene and military affairs. There, the challenge for the U.S. is capability. I think we have shown that we are not very good at it. We have to get better. It is not the military side, mostly, it is the non-military side. We have just not preformed very well. We do not have the capabilities we need to do that. This is a place, I think, the United States needs to get better. 

How about the war on terror? Will it be around 5-10 years from now? I am not so sure about that one. First of all, it is not a war. It is something else but not a war. It is serious and dangerous and it has got to be done, but it is not a war, it the sense most of us understand war. Donald Rumsfeld called it the “long war”. I am not sure if this is so. In one sense it will be in the other, I do not think it will. If by long-war, we mean war against Islamist fundamentalist terrorism, I do not believe it is going to be with us 20 years from now. I think we will defeat it, partly, and history will pass it by. It is a very serious subject but I don’t believe my children are going to fight this war against the Islamist fundamentalists' terrorism. We will all be fighting terrorism though, forever. It is in the nature of modern world that we are getting more and more fragile, vulnerable, interconnected in societies, and more and more destructive powers falling into the hands of smaller and smaller groups. If it is not Islamist fundamentalism, it will be some other crazy thing. If you worked on counter-terrorism, as I did in 1990s, and you asked our FBI about the most important threat, it was not Bin Laden. The FBI would always tell you it is our own militias. The white militias of the U.S…. I only say that to suggest there are lots of groups out there that are not Islamist fundamentalists that are capable of terrorism, and I think that is a part of the human future. We are going to be battling terrorism as long as we have civilized society. 

The last thing is unilateralism. That was another casualty of the Iraq war. I think it has dawned on Americans (notwithstanding all the rhetoric surrounding the Iraq war) that defeating Saddam Hussein's army was one of the only things that we could do unilaterally. Almost everything else I talked about today is just physically not possible for us to do by ourselves. We cannot protect ourselves from terrorism by ourselves i.e. if we do not have that German intelligence officer or French Customs inspector watching out for us, we are cooked. We cannot physically do this by ourselves. We cannot deal with most of the other problems in the world by ourselves. If we have to, we will not be as effective if we go alone. So I think we will be rebuilding our security partnerships and alliances in the coming years. Particularly important will be NATO Alliance. Very important will be the alliances not only with the Europeans but also with Japan and South Korea. 

You will not be hearing about unilateralism because it will be practiced. You will not be hearing about preemption, but I think people will be thinking “prevention”, and they should be. You will not be hearing a lot about democracy promotion but it will never go away from the American frame of mind. You will hear a lot about nation building. The question there is not if we intend to do it, nobody wants to do it; the question is whether we are going to get any good at it. 

So, this is my take on where the U.S. is and on where it is going. At the end of the day, strategy is what you do, not about what you say you are going to do. To conclude, I would like to give you an example about how it is important that our words to be equal to our deeds because a strategy is not just words but real things. I remember being very frustrated with President Clinton when I first worked for him. He said that the things I thought were important were important, but he behaved otherwise. Once at the Pentagon, we had a meeting of the National Security principals, (i.e. Secretary of State, the National Security Adviser). The then Secretary of Defense Bill Perry said they keep complaining about how we are spending our time and to put together a little presentation, and I did. I requested from the Executive Secretary of the National Security Council (NSC) the agenda of all the meetings of the NSC. I plotted them, made a little chart when we compared the number of meetings of the NSC with their subjects. President Clinton said, Russia and the Former Soviet Union is his highest priority. So they had a few meetings on that. The next one was Haiti, then Bosnia, and so on. We discovered what the real priorities were by looking at where time was spent. To recognize priorities we have to look at how we actually behave, as opposed to what we say.

The last thing I want to say, we are all people in positions of responsibility and have our own strategy, right? You cannot do everything that your job requires. You have to pick and choose and figure out where you are going to try and make a difference. We all have that problem, you r own personal strategy. I always tell my students they ought to have in their upper right hand drawer a list of things they know are right that they have not gotten away with yet, because bureaucracy will not let them, or their boss will not let them, or whatever. You are always waiting for your moment to look in that drawer and think “Maybe I can get away with that today.” We all do that. It is good to ask, “how am I actually spending my time as opposed to what do I think is important?” Sometimes, there is a vast difference. So what a country says its strategy is and how it behaves may be two entirely different things.
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